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      The Walker strolled through a medieval seaside village. Death and destruction stretched all around. Most of the huts in the small settlement still smoked, recently destroyed by fire. All that remained smoldered in ashes and embers. The stench of burnt wood and cloth and flesh drifted through the air.

      The tall, blond-haired man stepped over bodies, blood and entrails spread on the ground. Carrion circled the village, attracted to the scent of death on the wind.

      He glanced at the sea, and noted Norse sails dipping below the horizon.

      “Where are we, Cait?”

      A female voice responded in his head.

      “Northumbria circa A.D. 793, depending on the calendar. This alternate has a 98.8 percent resemblance to O-Earth.”

      He nodded, and continued plodding forward, heading deeper into the destroyed village. He stopped when he heard a little girl crying.

      The Walker altered course and approached the remains of a nearby home. A man and woman lay gutted on the ground near what had been the front door. Faces pale from lack of blood, their listless eyes stared into eternity.

      A little girl, about two years old, sat between them crying. Her long golden hair fluttered softly in the gentle breeze, and her sparkling blue eyes were filled with tears. Her simple white dress showed dark red stains from her mother’s blood, where she had hugged the corpse.

      His heart melted.

      He kneeled down and pulled the girl close to his chest in a warm embrace. She buried her head in his tunic, sobbing uncontrollably.

      She seemed so little, and frail.

      “What’s her name, Cait?”

      “Her parents named her Tyfainne. No connection to royalty. Her line will probably assume a geographic location for surname purposes.”

      “Does she have any relatives? Anybody who can take her in?”

      “Her father’s family lives in a village nearby. But, by the standards you have programmed into me, they are not ‘good people.’”

      He nodded, letting the information sink in as the little girl finally stopped crying. She shuddered, wiped her face, and looked up at him with those incredible eyes.

      He gave a mental command, and the pocket on the side of his tunic filled with sugar cubes. He reached in and grabbed several, then held his hand near the girl, palm up and full of treats.

      She tentatively reached out and grabbed one, looking up to see if her actions would be acceptable. He smiled at her warmly, and she popped a sugar cube in her mouth. Her eyes grew big in wonder at the taste. She grabbed the rest of them, shoving them in quickly, one by one.

      “Okay, I think we’ll take this one. Leaving her here would condemn her to a miserable fate.”

      The Computerized Artificial Intelligence Terminal neither agreed nor disagreed.

      “Open a door, Cait. Let’s go home.”
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      A vertical slit appeared in the air, shimmering neon green and blue. A simple straight line at first, it became wider, and brighter, bluer, until finally it grew big enough to resemble a narrow doorway.

      A woman’s leg came through, clad in a black leather, thigh-high boot. Two hands materialized, nails painted red, gripping the edge of the temporal gateway. Then the rest of her pulled through.

      She glanced around the fenced back yard with curious eyes, a startling shade of bright blue that seemed to capture the light and reflect it back refracted, like diamonds. Thick, long blonde hair fell in waves down to the small of her back.

      She wore a skin-tight black leather miniskirt, and a black tube top leaving her arms, shoulders, and slender belly bare.

      She licked her lips (painted in bright red lipstick called “Lusciously Lewd”), and sniffed the air tentatively with a small, pointy nose that turned upward ever so slightly.

      “Okay, Cait, where am I?”

      Cait replied through her neural implant. She could hear the computer’s voice as if it spoke in her mind. Which, in fact, it did.

      “You are in Hearne, Texas, Tiff. It rhymes with ‘urn’ but has an ‘e’ on the end. The date on this alternate is October 23rd, 1927.”

      “I see. Okay, dress me appropriately and I’ll be on my way.”

      Instantly the tube top, miniskirt and thigh high boots popped out of existence, replaced with a long-sleeved white blouse, a sensibly hemmed gray skirt falling to her shins, and shiny black Mary Jane flats. A black knit sweater appeared, open at the front, followed by a period-appropriate small black leather purse hanging off her shoulder.

      Tiff could dress herself, but often relied on Cait to take care of things in a new alternate. Cait would know all the pertinent details, making sure she went appropriately attired no matter the time or place.

      “Thank God. The current styles on that last world were a bit too . . . revealing for my taste.”

      Cait didn’t respond. She often didn’t respond to small talk. Tiff didn’t mind. She planned on continuing to talk, regardless. At least, she told herself, it helped keep her sane. And occasionally Cait would pipe up with something useful.

      Now properly attired, Tiff looked around for a gate. Finding one, she opened it and stepped out on the side of the house. She made her way to the front yard, then the sidewalk, and looked both ways up and down the street.

      She touched her hair, self-consciously, and realized Cait had bobbed it short, in the style of the Roaring Twenties.

      She sighed, preferring longer hair. But the computer always knew best about local styles and customs.

      “Alright, Cait. Where am I going? What am I doing?”

      “Walk to the local movie theater. It is two blocks to your right. Once there, you are to intercept a man named Mario Cesario Lucado.”

      Tiff turned to her right and walked down the sidewalk. Long practiced in making jumps to different alternates, she made herself appear to belong.

      A Model T automobile turned onto the street, and passed her heading in the opposite direction. The driver took no notice of her.

      “Okay, so who is this man? Why is he important? What has he done?”

      “Mr. Lucado is a member of Al Capone’s ‘Outfit’ in Chicago.”

      Tiff waited patiently to see if Cait would volunteer more information. Sometimes talking to the computer could prove frustrating.

      “So, what is a member of Al Capone’s gang doing in Cattle-gap, Texas? And why do we care? Give me the full scoop, Cait. Don’t hold back.”

      “This alternate is fairly similar to O-Earth in a macro sense, but with some serious historical deviations. It currently ranks 95.07 percent on the similarity scale, and will continue showing deviation as time progresses.

      “As on O-Earth, the largest concentration of Italian immigrants in Texas settled in or near Bryan in the late 1800s. They maintain strong ties with family members throughout the country, including those in Chicago. When a gangster up north needs to leave town for a while, he can stay on a farm with relatives down here in ‘Cattle-gap, Texas,’ and the FBI has no way of finding him.

      “Mr. Lucado is wanted for the murders of several rivals to Al Capone back in Chicago, as well as three policemen and two innocent men who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. He has been hiding out on one of the farms between Bryan and Hearne. My intelligence indicates he will make a trip into town with his cousins tonight to see a movie.”

      “Okay. Anything else I need to know?”

      “On this alternate, the FBI was formed sooner than on O-Earth. Prohibition did not pass. Alcohol is not forbidden by Constitutional amendment. Consequently, Eliot Ness works for the FBI rather than the Prohibition Bureau. He recently started in a prominent position at the Chicago office. His team is in charge of the investigation into Mr. Capone and, subsequently, Mr. Lucado. The mob on this alternate is involved in other activities besides bootlegging, and has grabbed the government’s attention even without Prohibition.”

      Tiff nodded, soaking in the information. She walked past several houses that seemed empty before spotting a woman plucking weeds from a flower garden in one of them.

      The plants were either dead or dormant this time of year, Tiff suspected. Possibly a frost had already come through. But it felt warm enough today. She guessed the ambient temperature hovered in the mid-60s, Fahrenheit.

      Tiff preferred the old British and American systems of measurement. She despised the metric system, especially after a particularly bad experience during the French Revolution on her first alternate.

      “So, what does this have to do with us? Gangsters kill people across all the alternates. Practically.”

      She added the qualifier quickly, because Cait would likely have corrected her otherwise. The computer had no comprehension of hyperbole. Or sarcasm, or several other human characteristics of conversation.

      “My local sensors, what few are in place, indicate that Mr. Lucado has employed an object of fae origin in nature. This object has assisted his murders and subsequent rise in Mr. Capone’s organization. You are to intercept Mr. Lucado, retrieve the object, and bring it back to Headquarters so we can determine if additional interventions are required on this alternate.”

      Tiff nodded in understanding.

      “Seems simple enough. But this is my fifth jump in a row without a break. I’ll be ready to go home afterwards.”

      She reached the end of the block and found herself at the intersection of a main thoroughfare. Looking both directions, she spied the flashing marquee of a local cinema about fifty yards away.

      The sun settled lower in the sky, and the temperature dropped a couple more degrees. Several people strolled down the sidewalk, passing her in both directions now. Tiff wrapped her sweater tightly around her, and hurried toward the cinema.

      A typical small town movie theater, it advertised one show on its one screen out front on the marquee. The title of the current selection was a movie called, “Wings.”

      Evidently the first showing was about to start. A queue formed at the ticket window. Several cars were parked up and down the street, and Tiff noted quite a few people heading toward the entrance.

      She spoke in her mental voice now, so those nearby wouldn’t think she was talking to herself.

      “Where is he, Cait?”

      “He is leaving a vehicle ahead of you, with two women. They are his cousins.”

      “I see him.”

      Tiff walked past the ticket window, keeping eyes on a new Ford Model A pulling into a space on the street nearby. A tall, handsome young man, with slicked-back black hair and brown eyes, opened the driver’s door to get out. He held it open for two young women who slid across the front seat and exited on his side.

      They laughed, and walked toward the theater together. Tiff noted Lucado wore a new overcoat. His shiny patent-leather shoes reflected light from the theater’s sign.

      “Now is the time to make your move.”

      “I know that, Cait. Shut up.”

      The trio seemed in good spirits, laughing and joking with one another. One of the women appeared short, and seriously overweight. The other stood almost as tall as Lucado, her bobbed dark hair glistening in the light. Tiff noted briefly the way Lucado looked at her, and that he ignored the other one.

      “He’s attracted to his cousin,” she thought.

      “Distant familial relations are actually quite common. She is his cousin by marriage and—”

      “Cait?”

      “Yes?”

      “I don’t care.”

      As they approached her position, Tiff straightened and intercepted their path. Lucado noticed her first, then the women. She ignored them, keeping her eyes on the man.

      “Mario?”

      His brows furrowed in confusion. The reactions of his cousins were more pronounced, their body language instantly turning hostile. The fat one crossed her arms while the tall, attractive one placed her fists on her hips.

      Lucado seemed genuinely puzzled.

      “Do I . . . do I know you?”

      “Mario, don’t you remember me?”

      Tiff paused and let an awkward silence settle while others walked past them on the sidewalk to join the line at the ticket window.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t think I know you, Miss . . . ?”

      Tiff’s face fell. Her lower lip quivered. She generated a tear, which slowly slid down her cheek.

      She remembered something the Walker told her when she was only eight years old: “Half of fitting in, in whatever alternate you find yourself, is acting the part. You have to become an actress, Tiff.”

      She had years of experience acting. Centuries. By any objective measure, she was quite good at it.

      “Oh, Mario! I have to talk to you in private!”

      She glanced at his two cousins who were now staring daggers at her, then back at Lucado. This time she forced a haunted look into her eyes.

      “It’s about . . . it’s about our baby!”

      Somewhere, in the back of her mind, Tiff laughed at the ridiculousness of this scenario. Who would buy such dramatic schlock? Surely, she thought, no man would be so stupid as to . . .

      Lucado turned and glanced at his cousins with a guilty look on his face.

      “Hey, go on and get in line. I don’t know what the deal is here, but let me talk to her for a minute and I’ll catch up with you in a bit.”

      The two girls nodded, reluctantly, and moved forward to join the line in front of the ticket office.

      Tiff spoke to Cait in her mind and said, “I need someplace private.”

      “Go about 30 feet past his car and turn into an alley between two buildings. No one is there, no one is watching.”

      Tiff grabbed Lucado’s arm and pulled him away from the theater. They reached the alley, and he surreptitiously moved her hand down so he could grasp it with his own.

      She led him several feet away from the sidewalk, and turned to glance at him.

      He looked back, and she felt the lust in his eyes.

      He said, “Who are you? I know I would have recognized a pretty face like yours. What’s this about a baby?”

      She spoke in her mind, focusing on the neural interface.

      “Where is it Cait? What is he wearing that’s fae-related?”

      “I am unsure. My sensors have only been able to discern an object on his person. It may be an amulet of some sort. Perhaps a pendant, or a bracelet.”

      She looked up into Lucado’s dark brown eyes. Absently, in a far corner of her mind, she noted how good he smelled. Whatever cologne he wore seemed divine.

      Improvising, she formed a plan on the spot.

      “I can’t believe you don’t recognize me, Mario. Maybe this will help.”

      She ripped her blouse open, buttons popping off like ricocheted bullets. Lucado’s head tilted down toward her chest.

      She looked down herself and noticed her breasts were clad in thick, white cloth. She felt a wide band reaching around her back, and guessed at the presence of heavy clasps behind her.

      “What the heck is this, Cait?”

      “A brassiere, circa 1927. All clothing must be place and period accurate, including undergarments. After so many jumps, you should know by now—”

      Lucado reached down and grasped the top edges of the heavy bra. He pulled, but only revealed an inch or two of her flesh.

      She could feel his frustration grow as he pulled down harder. She put her palms over his chest to make him stop.

      “Mario. Take yours off, first.”

      He glanced up with a questioning look. She smiled seductively.

      He stood up straight and doffed his overcoat. It fell to the ground. Then he unbuttoned his Oxford and pulled it off, revealing a wife-beater undershirt. He pulled that over his head and stood before her bare-chested.

      She glanced down at his left arm, noting the heavy golden wristlet around it. She recognized it instantly as a fae artifact. Stubby spikes faced up and outward, curving slightly toward the hand to focus its power wherever he pointed.

      “What is this?”

      She reached down to touch it. He jerked his wrist away.

      “Leave it alone, bitch!”

      The look in his eyes changed instantly from lust to anger.

      “Mario? What’s the matter?”

      Tiff changed her expression to one of hurt and anguish. To one that implied he would not get lucky so long as her emotions remained in turmoil. She crossed her arms over her chest, as if suddenly realizing her vulnerability.

      He cooled down immediately.

      “I’m sorry, doll. It’s just that this bracelet is very special to me.”

      “Is it?”

      Her eyes turned lustful again, and she glanced back down at the golden ornament.

      “What’s so special about it, Mario? Can I see it? I’ll do anything if you let me hold it.”

      He paused, and considered her comments.

      “Anything, huh?”

      “Absolutely!”

      She licked her lips and stared back at him, expectantly.

      She noted his attitude changing, along with his rising levels of expectation.

      “Alright. I guess there’s no harm in you having a quick look.”

      He pulled off the wristlet and handed it to her. Tiff took it, glanced it over, and quickly placed it in her purse. Before Lucado could respond, she kneed him in the groin.

      He doubled down in pain, and she grabbed his hair, ignoring the grease. Her blouse closed itself, all the buttons reappearing in their proper place.

      In her mind she said,“Cait, open a door to Chicago. Eliot Ness’s office.”

      A neon green and blue sliver appeared in the air, growing larger. Tiff stepped through it, dragging Lucado behind her by the hair.

      On the other side, she threw him down on the floor of an empty office. He groaned in pain, unable to move at the moment. The temporal doorway winked shut.

      Tiff stepped out of the office into a hallway, busy with G-men and secretaries bustling about. She looked back at the office entrance. Somebody had typed “Elliot Ness” on a sheet of paper and tacked it to the door. She wondered briefly if his name had two L’s in this alternate, or if they had simply misspelled it.

      She pulled the door fully shut behind her just as Lucado recovered from his pain and began cursing.

      She said loudly, “Excuse me?”

      The men and women bustling about stopped and turned, all eyes focusing on her.

      “There’s a man named Lucado in here. He said something about needing to speak with Mr. Ness?”

      From behind the door, everyone heard an outraged scream.

      “Come back here, bitch!”

      Five FBI agents rushed toward the door, pulling revolvers out from under their suit coats. Tiff stepped out of the way, watching as a couple of secretaries ran down the hall yelling for help.

      “Freeze!”

      “Hands up, Lucado!”

      She could hear the commotion continue behind her as she walked down the hall and found a stairwell.

      Tiff made her way down the stairs, leaving the commotion behind, and came out into the building’s lobby. She exited through the front door and wandered down a busy sidewalk alongside a traffic-filled street.

      Chicago’s air felt considerably colder than Hearne’s, a thousand miles to the south. She shivered, and wrapped her sweater tightly around her middle.

      “Get me out of here, Cait. Where’s a private place I can port home from?”

      “To your right is a department store. Go into the ladies room, second stall.”

      Tiff nodded, and headed toward the store’s entrance. A doorman tipped his hat at her as she passed through the revolving door. She made her way past the makeup counters to the back of the store and found the public facilities.

      No one else occupied the ladies room. She closed the door to the second stall, and a thin sliver of green and blue light appeared, quickly growing wider.

      Stepping through it, she came out in a field of bluebonnets.
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      The “Wildflower Room” looked and felt like an open field in perpetual springtime. The type of flowers rotated every few months.

      Tiff walked between them along a trail leading over a small hill. On the other side, a simple door made of rowan wood stood by itself at the end of the path. She turned the latch, opened the door, and walked into Headquarters.

      On the other side of the door, Tiff stepped into a large, warmly lit foyer. Gas lamps flickered brightly on the walls. The Walker, she knew, preferred the warmth of gaslight to electric. He was an Original Earth native, and had died before electricity came into widespread use.

      To the right and left of the door to the Wildflower Room stood half a dozen more wooden doorways leading to other rooms. She ignored them and walked toward the large main hall, where a young woman with brown hair sat at a desk facing an advanced holographic computer terminal, which seemed out of place among the 19th century decor.

      The woman looked up when Tiff came close.

      “Welcome back. As you can see, that last assignment indeed was a short one.”

      “You were right, Cait. As usual.”

      Cait smiled in acknowledgment. This “human” iteration of Cait stood five foot six and weighed 120 pounds. She had a plain, unadorned face with soft brown eyes and simple, straight brown hair falling to her shoulders. She was neither attractive, nor ugly; tall, nor short; heavy, nor thin. She wore a plain dress of neutral color.

      Her standard human interface appeared average, all the way around. Tiff wondered for the umpteenth time why the Walker had programmed her to look that way. Maybe she would ask him next time she saw him.

      “Where is everybody? Am I the only one here?”

      “Yes. Jason is on Alternate 5041-B. Nancy is on—”

      “It’s okay, Cait. I don’t need to know where everybody is. I’ll just drop off this bracelet in the library and retire to my quarters.”

      “Very well.”

      Cait gave her a perfunctory smile and returned her attention to the terminal. Tiff considered the irony of a computer in human form using a computer terminal. She had tried to discuss it with Cait once, a couple hundred years ago, but the concept of irony escaped the AI.

      Tiff walked past the desk, and took a door on the right, which opened into the largest library and museum in Creation. Miles upon miles of bookshelves stretched off into the distance along a corridor in front of her.

      “Fae artifacts, samples.”

      The corridor moved to the left, and another corridor appeared holding different books. Then another, and another. The corridors moved swiftly to the left for several minutes, millions upon millions of books whooshing by as Tiff waited patiently near the door.

      Then the shelves changed to display tables and cabinets. Hundreds of thousands of objects behind glass sped by.

      Finally, everything stopped. The corridor before her held thousands of glass cases and tables filled with tens of thousands of objects, mostly made of gold and silver.

      “Eb?”

      A man popped into existence in the midst of the display cases. A simulation of a man, anyway. The library’s computer system operated separately from Cait.

      He stood tall and skinny, dressed in a three-piece brown suit styled in 1950s Americana, complete with a maroon bowtie. His skin had a gray pallor to it, as if he had never seen sunlight. Light gray hair lay closely cropped along his scalp. Soft hands with long, delicate fingers were ideally suited for handling ancient texts and other artifacts.

      He looked at her without emotion, the human representation of a complex library computer. The Walker once told her “Eb” was not short for “Ebenezer,” as she had presumed, but for “Electronic Books.” When she pointed out that many of the books in the library were not electronic, the Walker said, “But he is.”

      She thought Jason displayed a rather odd sense of humor at times.

      “Yes, Ms. Tyfainne?”

      “I have a new addition for the fae collection, Eb.”

      She pulled the golden wristlet from her purse and held it out. Eb walked closer and took it from her. He turned it around, examining it.

      “Etruscan.”

      Tiff’s brows furrowed.

      “Etruscan?”

      Eb nodded and said, “This was created in the Etruscan Period, most likely on Earth 01. It is very old, very powerful. And somewhat rare. We have only one other like it in our collection.”

      “Earth 01? You mean the second one created after Original Earth?”

      “Created immediately after. Or simultaneously. Time can be difficult to quantify in the multiverse.”

      “I’m not as familiar with the Etruscans. They were pre-Roman, right?”

      “That is correct, Miss Tyfainne. They were indigenous to central Italy, dominating that area from the eighth century before Christ. The Romans adopted much of their culture when taking over in the fourth and third centuries, BC.

      “On Original Earth, they worshipped false deities of nature. On Earth 01 and subsequent fae-influenced worlds, they were often one of the first people groups approached by the fae.”

      “Why?”

      “I posit the fae knew Etruscans would precede the Romans, whose culture would grow to become the dominate one on practically every similar alternate.”

      “So the question is, how did this ancient artifact wind up on a much more recent alternate? Obviously somebody had to take it there, right?”

      “Not necessarily, Miss Tyfainne. Some of the older fae artifacts had the ability to phase among alternates independently. But most likely, one this small would have to be summoned by another entity through time and reality. Of course, I will have to examine this one to determine if it holds the power to phase independently or not. With my current backlog I should be able to give it a thorough examination in 23 years hence, barring unforeseen circumstances.

      “Either way, I suspect you will need to spend additional time on the alternate from whence you found this. The presence of such an object bodes ill for that reality.”

      “Thank you, Eb. If it has phasing powers, it can’t be . . . retrieved . . . from the library, correct?”

      “Correct, Miss Tyfainne. We are outside time and space. So far as the fae are concerned, this location does not exist.”

      “Good. Let’s hope it stays that way.”

      She smiled at Eb, but he did not return the smile. He was not programmed for small talk.

      She turned and walked out the door. Exchanging pleasantries or farewells with the computer seemed pointless.

      Eb made his way deeper into the wing of the library currently facing the entry room, until he found an old display case several hundred yards from the entrance.

      Opening it, he placed the golden wristlet inside, next to another one. He examined them closely, noting the objects seemed nearly identical to one another.

      Then Eb winked out of sight, his human form no longer needed.
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      Tiff walked to her quarters and felt exhaustion work its way through her body. She found the appropriate hallway: gray stones underneath, ceiling arched above in ancient brown timber. At the fourth door to the right she stopped. It opened and she walked into a courtyard of whitewashed stones with bright sunlight streaming down, and the smell of pressed grapes drifting through the air.

      On the other end of the courtyard she walked through another wooden door. It opened into a spacious, luxurious villa.

      She strolled across Spanish tile to a large air-conditioned bedroom in the back of the place. Waving her hand over her front, her clothes disappeared as she strolled into a huge bathroom. Water flowed in a giant tub near the center, scented with lavender and filled with soapy bubbles.

      Tiff stepped into the tub, then sat down and relaxed as soft warm water covered all but her neck and face.

      Just before she dozed off, she roused herself and applied a foaming solution to her skin, rubbing vigorously. Then she held her breath and dipped her head underwater a moment.

      Climbing out, she waved in the air and a large fluffy white towel appeared in her hand. She dried off, then motioned with her hand down her front again and a baby doll negligee appeared, wrapped around the top of her body.

      She trudged toward the bed, flopping down on it belly first.

      “Martin? Come here, please.”

      “Yes, milady.”

      A huge representation of a man opened the closet door and walked into the room. He stood six foot six, and wore only a simple pair of cotton pants cinched at the waist with a rope.

      Leg muscles rippled through the thin cloth as he walked barefoot to her bed. His shoulders and arms seemed impossibly large, and his abs were perfectly ripped. His skin glowed with a slightly golden aura.

      Pale blonde hair fell in soft, gentle locks to his shoulders. A long, matching Van Dyke beard reached down to his collarbone.

      “What can I do for milady?”

      “Give me a backrub. I’ve had a long series of jumps.”

      He reached down and began kneading her back with strong but gentle fingers. Her mouth opened at the sheer pleasure of sensations.

      Tiff’s mind flashed back to when she first programmed him.

      “Why did you name him Martin?”

      Her best friend Nancy seemed puzzled.

      “I mean, why not give him a macho name? Something like Dirk. Or Thor. He definitely looks like a Thor.”

      “I like Martin. It’s sweet.”

      “You did not create this thing to be sweet, Tiff.”

      “Oh yes I did!”

      Her memories shifted to the first time the Walker saw Martin, on a visit to her villa.

      He said, “Hm. He looks Norse.”

      “He’s supposed to be Northumbrian.”

      The Walker smiled, shrugged and said, “Not much difference there, really.”

      He didn’t say what they both were thinking, and what Tiff had not realized until seeing Martin and the Walker together at the same time.

      Martin resembled him.

      Not exactly. She had adjusted Martin’s face over time, making it perfectly symmetrical and fitting her notion of male attractiveness.

      But there was no denying the blond hair, dark blue eyes and high cheekbones bore a striking resemblance to her mentor.

      She dismissed the thought again, as she had countless times since creating Martin. Sleep crept over her while he rubbed her back, and she dropped into a vivid dream.
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      In her dream, Tiff felt about six years old. Maybe seven. She looked for the Walker throughout the sprawling Headquarters, and couldn’t find him. Finally she called out for Cait and asked her for his whereabouts.

      Cait told her which rowan door to open, and when she did, the foyer filled with sunlight. She heard a seagull cry out, and felt a gentle breeze with salt on the air.

      Walking through, she found herself on the white sand beach of a secluded lagoon. In the distance, a bamboo umbrella shaded an Adirondack chair. The Walker lounged in the chair, hands clasped behind his head, looking out over the gentle waves with his feet buried in the sand. He wore a pair of swim trunks and a white t-shirt.

      Cait changed young Tiff’s clothes as she walked out onto the beach. Her shoes disappeared and her long dress instantly turned into a blue one-piece bathing suit.

      She tromped through the sand toward the chair and umbrella.

      He heard the little girl approaching, turned and smiled.

      “Hello, Tiff!”

      She smiled back. He was always sweet to her.

      A smaller chair popped into existence next to him. She sat down on it, and stared out at the lagoon, little waves lapping against the beach.

      The water seemed extraordinarily clear, tinted aquamarine with hints of green. She could see fish slowly swimming underneath the surface.

      “What is this place?”

      “This is the Beach Room.”

      “Where is this place?”

      He smiled and considered for a moment how to explain it to a child.

      “The rooms are where particular times and places have been captured. Kind of like a photograph. We can enjoy them perpetually, they don’t change. We’ve got a mountain room, a desert room, and others.”

      “The flower room changes.”

      She felt certain in that assertion. She had seen the rotating nature of the foliage herself.

      He raised his eyebrows in acknowledgment.

      “That’s true. The Wildflower Room is a special case. It has captured several moments in fields across many realities. You’ll notice that’s usually the room we phase into and out of, when walking among the alternates.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do we use that room for travel?”

      She nodded, her golden curly locks bouncing up and down.

      “It’s important to have a presence in different realities. Some alternates are more closely connected to others. It’s easier to walk over when you hold a portion of that universe, or at least one nearby.”

      He glanced at her.

      “Does that make sense?”

      She shook her head.

      He chuckled.

      “You’ll understand it better when you get older.”

      One of the artificial servants appeared wearing a black bikini, a beautiful brown-skinned woman with straight dark hair reaching almost to her knees.

      She carried a tray holding a frosted mug filled with beer. She set it down on a table between the two chairs and smiled at the Walker.

      “Thank you. Don’t go far.”

      The servant smiled again, and walked off some distance away before entering the lagoon. She played in the shallows near the beach, splashing water.

      Tiff followed with her eyes.

      “Why is she here? Why didn’t you just make the drink appear on the table yourself?”

      He chuckled and sipped the beer.

      “What’s the point of creating servants if you never use them, Tiff?”
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      “Tiff? Tiff. Tiff?”

      She woke up slowly, gradually aware of Martin’s gentle shaking.

      “Hm? What is it, sweetie? I’m up.”

      “Cait wants you.”

      She nodded, sat up and climbed out of bed.

      Her feet hit the floor and she waved a hand from her face to her belly. Her negligee disappeared, replaced by cut-off jeans and a red t-shirt. Flip-flops appeared on her feet.

      All sleep slid off her face, and her hair instantly flowed down to the small of her back, perfectly clean, combed and long again.

      She walked out of her bedroom, past the living room and kitchen. She held her hand out, and a breakfast burrito popped into existence, filled with beef fajita meat, potatoes, and scrambled eggs. She chewed on it while walking through the courtyard toward the entrance of her suite.

      By the time she reached the front office, she had finished the burrito. She held her other hand out, and a steaming mug of coffee appeared, sweetened with two cubes of sugar.

      She stopped in front of Cait’s desk, sipping on her cup. Cait’s human representation looked up from the holographic terminal.

      “Eb and I are in agreement, Tiff. Fae interference with alternate 5821-A is confirmed. We need you to intercept and stop their agent, and restore order to that reality. While you’re there you can place more sensors for me so I can keep a better eye on it in the future.”

      “Another day, another dollar. Okay, let me finish my coffee and I’ll be on my way.”
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      A thin line of blue and green light appeared in an empty bedroom. It grew wider, and Tiff pulled herself through, leaving the bluebonnets of the Wildflower Room behind.

      “Okay, Cait, I’m here. Where is ‘here,’ and what am I doing?”

      “You are on the second floor of a mansion owned by this alternate’s Al Capone. He is throwing a huge soiree tonight. Mingle with the guests and help me identify any fae. My sensors indicate one is present, but I’m not strong enough here to tell which one, yet.”

      “Okay. Dress me appropriately.”

      Her cutoffs, t-shirt and flip-flops disappeared, replaced by a short, gaudy red dress and matching heels. A white leather purse came down to her waist. Ivory gloves reached up to her elbows, and a matching cloche hat sat on her head, covering her newly bobbed hair like a cloth bell.

      “Let’s go have some fun!”

      “I recommend you do not drink too much. Remember the time on Alternate 3119-B when you almost started a war between Russia and Japan at a party with—”

      “Shut up, Cait.”

      She opened the door to the bedroom and the sound of lively jazz music drifted up from the first floor.

      “Is that the Charleston?”

      “It is known as ‘Runnin’ Wild’ on this alternate, but yes. It is essentially identical.”

      Tiff made her way downstairs without seeing anyone, and worked her way through a couple of hallways until she found the ballroom.

      A band played on the stage while a dozen couples danced lithely across the floor. Various mobsters and other men, all smartly dressed in three-piece striped suits and spatterdashes, stood in groups drinking and eating and talking. All the women were dressed like Tiff in bright short dresses, gloves and hats.

      Servants worked their way through the crowd, carrying champagne flutes and hors d’oeuvres. Tiff grabbed a glass and tried a sip.

      “Not bad.”

      “I know, right? Brut Imperial, 1912. Rare, and the last batch made before the war. Mr. Capone is sparing no expense tonight, no siree bob!”

      She turned around and found herself face to face with a man in his early 30s. He wore thick glasses, making his eyes seem a little larger than normal. He stood about five nine, a couple inches taller than Tiff. In fact, the heels she wore made her an inch higher than him at the moment.

      His gray flannel suit seemed old, and she decided it had to almost certainly be out of fashion. At the same time, it looked like he had not worn it much at all.

      He had a certain appearance that transcended all the civilized decades across most of the alternates: Nerd.

      She took another sip of champagne, glanced down at the callus on his middle finger, and made an educated guess.

      “You’re an accountant?”

      His eyes grew even wider, giving them an almost comical size and overwhelming other features of his face.

      “Why, yes. I’m Mr. Capone’s bookkeeper. How did you know?”

      “You look so intelligent, I just assumed you must be one.”

      His face turned deep red from the flattery, and Tiff almost burst out laughing. He looked adorable, like a puppy receiving praise.

      He recovered quickly and stuck out his hand.

      “I’m sorry. We haven’t met. I’m Darius Booker. Mr. Capone calls me ‘Booker the Book.’”

      She took his hand and squeezed it through her gloves.

      “Tiffany Valor. Pleased to meet you.”

      Always use a fake name, the Walker had instructed her before she left on her first solo mission. It can be similar to your real name, but make it different somehow. And change things up. Try not to use the same name on too many alternates. The fae tend to notice patterns.

      She wondered, idly, if she had used ‘Tiffany’ too many times. It was her favorite pseudonym, neatly matching Tyfainne.

      Well, it’s too late now, she thought.

      “Pleased to meet you, too, Ms. Valor.”

      And where did that last name come from? Ugh. Well, it’s too late for that, too.

      A pretty young woman dressed in a maid’s uniform approached them carrying a tray of food.

      “Beluga?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      Tiff picked up a small plate of crackers and caviar. Booker declined, and the maid moved on to another group.

      Tiff took a dainty bite, wondering how the fish eggs and champagne would settle in her stomach along with the breakfast burrito and coffee.

      “That’s the priciest of the hors d’oeuvres tonight. I must say you have expensive tastes, Ms. Valor.”

      She swallowed her food and smiled at him.

      “You must not go on many dates, Mr. Booker.”

      He flushed again, this time out of embarrassment, and she quickly regretted making the comment.

      Tiff thought, must he wear his emotions on his sleeves?

      She reached out and touched his arm, gently.

      “I’m kidding.”

      “Oh!”

      He recovered, and the blood drained from his face. He chuckled, nervously.

      “No, it’s just, I mean . . . you’re right. I don’t get out much.”

      “Well, that’s a shame. It’s a fine profession, accounting. I’m sure you’ll make an excellent husband for somebody.”

      If he lives long enough, Tiff thought. That’s doubtful for anyone working for the mob.

      The song came to an end, and the band smiled as the crowd offered light applause. A short, dark-haired, corpulent man stepped up on the stage, and grabbed a microphone.

      “I want to thank youse fer comin’ here tonight.”

      “That’s my boss,” Booker whispered.

      Tiff nodded. She would have guessed it anyway. The man looked similar to the Al Capones on other alternates.

      Following a few more generic words of greeting, Capone said, “Where’s Booker?”

      Capone shaded his eyes from the light, looking out at the crowd. Darius shyly lifted a hand.

      “There you are! Everybody, this is my bookkeeper. He’s not enjoying himself. Hasn’t had a bite to eat or anything to drink, but he knows exactly much each of youse have consumed, an’ how much it’s cost me so far!”

      Light laughter filled the room.

      “Give it up fer the man who keeps me in the black!”

      Tiff clapped along with everyone else, watching the red creep back up in Booker’s face.

      When the applause died down, Capone said, “Now where’s Sleaghan? There he is! Everybody, this is the man who made the Outfit what it is today. You would not believe the opportunities this guy has brought to my attention. Give it up fer Matt Sleaghan!”

      A much louder round of applause went round the room. Tiff quickly spotted the man in question. Tall, about six-three, and extraordinarily handsome with light brown hair and eyes, Sleaghan radiated charisma. His warm smile revealed straight, bright white teeth.

      Rather then being embarrassed, Sleaghan seemed to revel in the praise. He waved at everybody and basked in the spotlight for a moment.

      In her mind, Tiff said, “I think we’ve found our fae, Cait.”

      “Indeed. Matt Sleaghan is a clever play on the Gaelic Sleagh Maith, an ancient term for the fae from Original Earth, meaning ‘Good People.’”

      “Old, and ironic.”

      “Authorities are incoming.”

      “What?”

      The door to the ballroom burst open and Eliot Ness rushed in, along with several other G-men. They all carried revolvers in one hand and badges raised high in the other.

      “Nobody move! Federal agents! This is a raid!”

      A woman screamed and dropped her champagne flute. It shattered on the floor. The crowd milled about in confusion while more FBI agents streamed into the room. Up on the stage, Al Capone’s mouth dropped open.

      Tiff kept her eyes on Sleaghan. He calmly reached up and pulled his right earlobe. A loud pop! shot across the room, and the lights went out.

      She gave a mental command, and instantly her sight turned into night vision. She saw the room in black and white, but clearly. People bumped into the furniture and one another, all trying to head for the door in different directions at once.

      “Everybody settle down!” Ness said. “Stay in place until we get some light in here!”

      Tiff made her way through the crowd, keeping eyes on Sleaghan and shoving people out of her way. Sleaghan walked forward with purpose toward the nearest FBI agent. The man desperately swiveled his head, trying to get his bearings in the dark.

      Sleaghan lifted his hand, palm open with fingers spread wide, and thrust it toward the agent’s chest. He gasped, dropping his gun and badge as he clutched his middle, then collapsed. A woman tripped over his head, falling to the floor. She crawled back to the body, patting on the floor until she found him.

      “Are you alright? Somebody help! We need some help over here!”

      Sleaghan turned to an agent making his way toward them in the dark, and again thrust his hand at the man’s chest. He collapsed, too. Sleaghan found a third agent, and killed him the same way.

      Tiff clawed her way through the crowd, which now stood on the precipice of panic. She shoved people aside who blindly stumbled in her way.

      She reached Sleaghan, his back to her as he prepared to kill another agent. She reached into her purse and pulled out a thin, cast-iron dagger, grasping the hilt firmly. She thrust it forward, slipping it into his back near the kidneys.

      Sleaghan roared in pain and exploded in light. The force knocked down everybody within twenty feet. He turned and instantly transformed into a ten-foot tall monster with translucent skin the dark-gray shade of a storm cloud. He pulsed with deep, violet-tinged light, his head grotesquely large, with huge black eyes and two snarling slits for a nose.

      Men and women screamed, trampling one another to get away.

      The hideous apparition glowed with black light. He scanned the crowd, seeking her out. He quickly found her. Tiff was the only person not scrambling away.

      He glanced down at the black iron dagger in her hand, and pulled his arm back. He thrust it forward as if cracking a whip, and a bolt of light streaked out.

      Tiff jumped to the side, and the bolt exploded harmlessly on the floor.

      Eliot Ness recovered his wits quicker than the other agents. He aimed his revolver at the giant fae and squeezed off a couple rounds.

      BLAM! BLAM!

      Other agents followed his lead and began firing. The bullets passed right through Sleaghan.

      “Hold your fire, boys! You might shoot somebody!”

      Sleaghan ignored them, and reared his hand back one more time.

      Before Tiff could react, somebody jumped in front of her and took the bolt. She looked down in time to see smoke rising from a brown-suited man on the floor at her feet.

      Tiff reached and unclasped an iron chain from her neck, made of tiny links and about a foot in length. She twirled it around by one end and it grew longer, the links growing larger and the chain lengthening until it was long enough to twirl over her head. She threw the still rapidly expanding links toward Sleaghan.

      Everything seemed to switch to slow motion. The monster’s large eyes grew wide as the iron chain soared through the air toward him. He interrupted his fire bolt and made a twirling motion with his hand instead.

      Just before the chain reached him, he disappeared in a puff of smoke. The chain flew through it, landing and sliding to a halt on the floor nearby.

      Without Sleaghan’s dim purple light, the room slid into darkness again.

      “Anybody got matches or a lighter?” Ness called out.

      Tiff bent down and felt Booker’s neck. His eyes fluttered open in the darkness.

      She said, “Can you walk?”

      “I . . . I think so.”

      “Get up and come with me.”

      He sat up and slowly gathered his legs under him. She held his arm and guided him toward a doorway off to the side. He tottered a bit, but managed to stay on his feet.

      The FBI agents were regaining some sense of order by match light. Tiff heard Ness ask a servant if she knew of any oil lamps lying about.

      Finally they reached the door and she led Booker out of the ballroom into a deserted hallway.

      “Give us a door, Cait. I’m bringing this one back.”

      A thin glowing blue-green line appeared, quickly widening. Booker squinted his eyes at the sudden light, then cocked his head in wonder at the field of bluebonnets on the other side.

      “Come on, step through with me.”

      She tugged Booker’s arm gently, pulling him in after her to the Wildflower Room. Then the door winked out of existence.

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      When Booker opened his eyes, the faces of two women hovered over him. He flexed his arms and legs experimentally, and realized he was on some kind of cushioned table.

      “Where am I?”

      The attractive blonde, he remembered her name was Tiffany, smiled down at him. The other woman was a brunette and rather plain looking. He did not know her. She did not smile.

      Tiffany said, “You took a shot for me back there. You didn’t have to do that, Darius.”

      The memories of the past few minutes began to gel. The dark flaming figure. How Tiffany fought it. The bolts of light it threw at her. And his compulsive action, diving between her and another bolt.

      He groaned as the shock wore off. Pain in his side bubbled up, placing its demands on his consciousness for the first time.

      “Hurts.”

      “You’re suffering from fae fire, Mr. Booker. It is going to hurt a while.”

      The plain-faced woman seemed very matter-of-fact while addressing him. He shifted his gaze to her.

      “I couldn’t let anything happen to Ms. Valor.”

      “While your sentiment is admirable, she is immortal. You, on the other hand—”

      “That’s enough, Cait. Why don’t you go back to your desk, and I’ll see after Mr. Booker.”

      Cait stared at Tiff for a moment, evaluating the request. Finally, she nodded.

      “He will need a standard 24 hours of recuperation before my ministrations will have erased the full effects of fae fire from his physiology. And may I remind you of the rules, given your long history of ignoring them.”

      Tiff held her hands up in acquiescence.

      “I’ll obey the rules! I’ll bring him back as soon as he’s better.”

      Cait held her gaze for a moment longer, then nodded. She turned and walked down the path and over the hill.

      Tiff smiled, following Cait with her eyes, then turned back to look down at Darius on the table.

      “You’ll be fine. Just stay here for a while and get better. Then I’ll bring you back.”

      He nodded and looked around, confused. They seemed to be in a field of wildflowers.

      “Where are we?”

      She patted his forehead.

      “Don’t worry about it. Just go to sleep.”

      “That thing was huge,” he mumbled.

      “That wasn’t his true form. They’re really much smaller. They just appear large, sometimes, in an effort to intimidate.”

      He felt himself drifting off while she continued to gently pat him.

      He didn’t notice her taking a deep breath and letting it out in a long sigh as he began snoring. Had he been awake, he would have been highly embarrassed when she lifted up his shirt, wincing at the supernatural wound spread across his side and stomach. A black streak, stenciled in yellow, stretched halfway around his middle.

      That was from a partial blow. Had Booker taken the full brunt of the bolt, he would not be alive. But the conversation about his wounds would have to wait as he slept and healed.

      Slowly the black streak shrank in size as the medicine Cait had applied worked its way through the damage. If someone watched long enough, they could actually see the wound shrinking. In a few hours Booker would be back to normal.

      Had he been awake, he might have asked her what she was thinking as she sighed again. Perhaps she would have told him she was thinking back to the few men she had allowed herself to have a relationship with over the many years she had walked among the alternates. Nothing had ever worked out for very long, and they continued in their mortal existence while she returned to Headquarters. Here, she could have more compatible relationships. Like with Martin.

      But still, Martin was only a representation of a man. And while Martin would no doubt take fae fire for her, it would be because he had been programmed that way, not out of true love. True, human love.

      It would have been a very deep and long conversation with Ms. Tiffany Valor, if Darius were awake and able to convince her to open up about herself.

      Instead, she made a motion and a lounge chair appeared beside the operating table. She waved her hand from her face to her stomach and her clothes changed into cut-off shorts and a t-shirt again. She climbed into the lounger and stretched, then dropped off to sleep.
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      In her dream, Tiff felt she must be twelve years old. The Walker decided she was of age, and had started teaching her deeper truths. Today he would impart another lesson. They walked down a path in the Mountain Room, her favorite.

      The air felt crisp and cool and much lighter at this altitude. They made their way up a goat path, about 6,000 feet above sea level. She loved the mountains, and walked faster than normal, leading the way to an outcropping of rock she knew offered an extraordinary view.

      The Walker kept up with her easily, his long legs covering more ground in fewer steps. She turned to look back at him from time to time, always finding him smiling as if her enthusiasm amused him.

      Finally they reached the rocky point, and she sat down to look at the ever-changing clouds drifting by and the green valley far below.

      The Walker sat down beside her, pulling knees to his chest and locking his arms around them.

      After several moments, she broke the silence.

      “I always wondered, where is this place?”

      “It’s part of the Alps, in southern Bavaria. It’s beautiful.”

      She nodded, trying to fit what he said into her understanding of European geography. Bavaria had been part of the Holy Roman Empire, until becoming its own kingdom. Later it became part of Germany, serving as a southern state through several governments.

      Eb’s history lessons were very thorough. Most of the alternates she would be working on, Eb told her, generally followed O-Earth’s history, at least in a broad sense. It would help if she understood the original record, he said, so that she could have a fundamental understanding of what was going on in the alternates she visited.

      They relaxed a while, drinking in the sights. Finally the Walker took a deep breath and began his lesson.

      “‘In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth.’ That’s how the Bible starts in practically every alternate.

      “And it’s true. God made everything. And God created many universes, with many earths.

      “In the beginning, he created the first universe, and the first earth. And he created the alternates, a seemingly infinite number of parallel worlds.

      “So, let’s look at Creation. What was God doing? ‘The heaven’ can be interpreted two ways. One, of course, involves the stars and the cosmos. The other, though, is the spiritual realm.

      “God is spirit. And he resides in a spiritual realm commonly called ‘Heaven.’

      “God also created a physical realm, a planet called ‘Earth.’ There he created physical beings to honor and serve him, just as he created spiritual beings to honor and serve him in Heaven.

      “In the original universe, some of the spiritual beings in Heaven rebelled against him. The angel Lucifer convinced a third of the others to help try and unseat God from his throne. Michael and God’s loyal angels won the ensuing war. Lucifer and his followers were kicked out of Heaven and banished to Earth.

      “Then came the fall of humans. Lucifer tempted Eve, the first woman, to eat fruit from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, the one tree in the Garden of Eden God warned humans not to partake. When she and Adam ate the fruit, mankind fell from grace and came under the curse of death.

      “And so people lived, and so they died. And there grew a separation between humans and God. He sought to bridge the gap. So he created a holy people who would serve him and no other god, and he established their lands at the crossroads of three continents. He set up a system of rules and sacrificial worship for his people to follow, so their sins could be forgiven. Holy scripture detailed his law so they could know him and his will. Later, he scattered them among the civilizations and ensured their scriptures were translated into the common tongues.

      “Finally he became a human himself, born among his chosen people. He let himself be sacrificed as the ultimate blood offering for the sins of all people, for all time. From that day forward, those who accepted his sacrifice while they lived were given a free pass on Judgment Day. Through the blood he shed as a man, they made themselves right with God by entering into a special covenant with him. In accepting the gift of his sacrifice, they turned their lives over to him.

      “After Judgment Day, God destroyed the old world and created a new one. He established Heaven on Earth, and gave all those who had accepted his covenant while in the old world eternal life in the new one. Those who did not were judged accordingly and faced oblivion, or the ‘second death.’ Now God lives among his people, and the physical world is fully united with the spiritual one.

      “But there are many, many other universes he created beyond the first. They seem to be practically infinite, though they are not. I’ve walked among thousands of them, and Cait has numbered tens of thousands, but there are still many more we haven’t even begun to explore.

      “Lucifer and his minions were defeated on the first Earth. But there are other beings who continued to fight. Many of them escaped to these other universes.”

      He paused for a moment and smiled at Tiff.

      “Is everything making sense so far?”

      She nodded, her blonde locks bouncing up and down, her sparkling blue eyes wide in wonder.

      “Good. Continuing then, there are three types of sentient beings. Humans exist for the physical realm. Angels exist for the spiritual realm. Fae exist somewhere between the two realms. The angels who rebelled so long ago are no longer in existence. They faced Judgment and the second death. Many of the fae, however, still exist. They are spread far and wide among the alternates.

      “So, who are these creatures between the spirit world and the physical? Let’s compare them to the other two so we can understand them better.

      “Angels manipulate things by spirit. One of the ways humans on my world could fool other people involved enlisting fallen angels for deceptive purposes. For instance, a magician would announce he could lift an object off a table without using his hands. Everyone watching would be amazed as the object floated up and followed his directions from a distance. They called it ‘telekinesis.’ In reality, a fallen angel would be lifting the object for him, moving it around while in the spiritual realm.

      “Usually humans manipulate things by technology, with other things they created themselves. So another magician might hide an invisible wire connected to the object on the table. He could fool those watching when lifting his hand to make the object float in the air using the hidden wire.

      “But fae manipulate things by magic. A fae might pose as a human, and raise his hand toward an object on a table and levitate it with the power of his mind, using neither spirit nor technology. He would use magic. True magic, not technological or spiritual manipulation.”

      He paused again, and waited to see her reaction. She smiled at him, drinking it all in. He couldn’t help but chuckle, knowing she was bursting with questions but dutifully holding her silence until he finished.

      “In the beginning, on Original Earth, the fae realized very early that fallen angels were doomed. God expressly laid out their fate in the Bible, and no one of sound mind doubted they would lose the final battle. They were destined to fail and suffer spiritual death on Judgment Day, which was coming sooner than anyone fully realized.

      “So the fae decided to try and escape a similar fate. Most had chosen evil, just as the fallen angels. But rather than battle the forces of good on O-Earth, they left it and scattered among the many alternate universes God created.

      “They ensured the fall of mankind everywhere they went. In the beginning they were at the height of their power, and they posed as deceivers in the early days of practically every alternate. Over time they were fought, often successfully, by both humans and angels.

      “As for myself, I was saved by the grace of God through his Son’s blood sacrifice on O-Earth. I lived and died. After Judgment Day, I found myself resurrected to an eternal afterlife. But I also found myself without purpose.

      “One day the archangel Michael visited me and explained how the fae were disrupting order throughout the multiverse, much as I’ve been explaining it to you. He gave me a newfound purpose: battling evil among all the realms in Creation.

      “I was given certain powers, the ability to manipulate reality, the ability to modify the very structure of existence. I was granted these abilities so I could alter the fabric of reality to help bring the fae to justice. Michael gave me the technology to use in fulfilling my quest. He showed me how to open doorways into other universes so I could walk among them.

      “Remember that angels control things through spirit and fae use magic, but we humans manipulate Creation through technology. And I have access to the height of technology in order to combat the fae.”

      He sighed, and stretched out his long legs. Then he held out his hand, and a steaming mug of tea appeared. He blew on it and took a sip.

      “It’s an awesome thing, technology. Consider the world into which you were born, in the Middle Ages. Animals pulled wagons. Ships sailed by wind or were paddled by men. But in due course, steam, internal combustion engines and electricity replaced those natural means of propulsion.

      “This didn’t stop in the new world after Judgment Day. Technology continued to progress, and still does. Inventors and engineers refine and adapt and develop things in the afterlife. We are now at the point where we can manipulate our own bodies via technology. I can change my clothes in an instant. I can grow taller or shorter, make my hair longer or go completely bald, gain or lose weight, all with a single thought.

      “I can also hold out my hand and will a cup of tea to appear. And this is not through spiritual means or magic, but through technology.”

      “It looks like magic.”

      He nodded, taking another sip of tea.

      “An author on O-Earth once said that any sufficiently advanced technology would seem magical to those unaccustomed to it. Imagine how your people from the Middle Ages would view cars and airplanes. They would not begin to understand everything behind an internal combustion engine or avionics. To them, it would all be magic. But it’s really just advanced technology.”

      He stood and tossed the mug away. It disappeared before it hit the ground.

      “Now, let’s start practicing with some of the tools we have for fighting the fae, shall we Tiff?”
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      “Tiff?”

      She woke up with a start. The Walker bent down over her, a gentle smile on his face.

      “Oh, hi Jason. I’m just catching some shuteye.”

      He glanced over at Booker.

      “You brought home a stray, I see.”

      She blushed and nodded.

      “He took some fae fire for me. The alternate is in the early twentieth century. No way they could treat it there, successfully.”

      The Walker flashed an even bigger smile at her, an adorable toothy grin.

      “Don’t bring him inside.”

      He turned away and strolled down the path toward the door to Headquarters, the portal to another alternate winking out behind him.

      She settled back down in her chair, and debated calling up a book to read. Then she wondered if she should even stay. Cait could keep an eye on Darius, and she could come back when he woke up.

      She dismissed the thought. Darius Booker was her responsibility. She would remain by his side and escort him back to his home alternate as soon as he regained consciousness.

      Mentally, she asked Eb for a good book. She favored romance novels, and was determined to read every one ever written on her Earth. So far, Eb informed her, she had read 1,267 books. He offered to let her know the remaining number including those released by publishers, those self-published, and those that were written but never published. He could categorize them all by sub-genre, too.

      She waved aside the offer.

      “Just let me know when I get close to the end of all published romance books from my alternate.”

      “I’m afraid at this rate, that will take several more centuries.”

      “Whatever.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Booker’s eyes fluttered open. He slowly took stock of his surroundings. He remained outside somewhere, lying on his back on a padded table in a field of wildflowers. Bluebonnets, mostly.

      The memories of recent events flooded back to him. He sat up, looked down and to the side of the table. The attractive blonde, Tiffany Valor, sat in a lounge chair, a sheet of paper floating in the air before her. Suddenly it disappeared, only to be replaced by another.

      He furrowed his brows in confusion.

      “What is that?”

      The page disappeared again, and Tiffany looked up at him, startled.

      “You’re awake! How is the wound?”

      He reached down and gently touched his stomach and side where that . . . thing . . . had shot him. His eyebrows shot up in amazement.

      “Gone. Like it was never there.”

      “Good! Then it’s time to take you home.”

      She stood up and grabbed his hand, practically pulling him off the table.

      “Wait, were you reading just now? Where did the page go? It was floating in the air near your face. And what are you wearing?”

      She smiled at him, her bright blue eyes twinkling.

      “Darius, there’s a lot of things you’re just going to have to accept for the moment. Things like fae, and magical fire, and fields of bluebonnets that exist outside of time and space.

      “Now come on, let’s get you home. Cait, open a door to his place.”

      Instantly, a thin vertical blue and green line appeared in the air, shimmering. It quickly grew wider and she pulled him through.

      They stepped out into his apartment. Tiffany’s clothes were instantly replaced with a stylish dress. Her hair seemed to adjust itself, too, returning to the short bob currently in fashion.

      Booker gaped in astonishment as her clothes changed before his eyes. Tiff ignored him, and glanced around the small, simple apartment. A kitchenette occupied one wall. A single brass bed, neatly made up with a homemade quilt, filled another. A window facing the brick wall of an alley perhaps a dozen feet away occupied the third, while a door with five locks stood guard on the fourth wall. A small table and wooden chair sat ready to serve double duty for food and writing. One narrow wardrobe and a nightstand completed the apartment’s furniture.

      A grand total of 600 square feet or so. Everything looked spotless and neat, just the way he had left it.

      “Nice bachelor pad,” Tiffany said. She flopped down on the bed and turned on a wooden cathedral radio on the nightstand. Light jazz music filled the room.

      Booker said, “Um . . . thank you? Now maybe you can tell me what’s happening, and how I ended up in a field of flowers with a wound that disappeared. And what time is it? How long have I been gone?”

      “Cait has taken us back to about 30 minutes or so after we left. We don’t want to return to the party, I think. Eliot Ness and the other agents will be busy questioning everybody. You can just tell anyone who asks you ran away in the dark during all the commotion. I imagine several people did just that, so there shouldn’t be any suspicion about your absence.”

      They were interrupted by a loud knock on the door.

      “Mr. Booker? Are you in there?”

      Booker’s face paled.

      “Yes, Ms. Brisbane.”

      “I heard voices. Do you have a woman in there? And how did you get back in without me seeing you?”

      Darius turned to look back at Tiffany.

      She was gone! He jumped in surprise.

      The loud knocking continued.

      “I demand you let me in, Mr. Booker! You know the rules! Have you sneaked a girl into your apartment?”

      Booker walked to the door in a daze, and slid back the bolts and locks. He opened it wide. A short, plump, and rather unattractive lady in her late 60s looked up at him with a scowl on her face.

      “I heard voices! Who do you have in there?”

      “Nobody, Ms. Brisbane. It must have been the radio.”

      Bertha Brisbane poked her head through the doorway, scanning the small apartment. Her eyes stopped when they came to the wardrobe.

      Bustling into the room, she elbowed Booker aside, and pulled the wardrobe door wide open. Several old suit coats, along with Oxford shirts and dark slacks greeted her mutely.

      She frowned.

      “Ms. Brisbane, really I . . .”

      She ignored Booker, and focused on his bed.

      “Somebody’s been sitting here.”

      “Yes, Ms. Brisbane. I have been sitting on my bed.”

      She frowned again, and knelt down to peer under the bed frame, only to find nothing there.

      She stood up and walked to the window. Opening it, she stuck her head out and looked up, down, right and left.

      “Really, Ms. Brisbane, this is quite unseemly.”

      Booker put just the right amount of indignation mixed with hurt feelings into his voice. At the same time, he wondered how Ms. Valor had managed to disappear so quickly. The shimmering doorway would do the trick, but he didn’t think there was time for that while his back was turned.

      Brisbane turned around and faced him again, her scowl deepening at the tone of his voice.

      “How did you get past me? I’ve been downstairs all night and I didn’t see you come in.”

      “You, ah, you weren’t looking?”

      She held his gaze a long moment.

      Finally, he sighed and gave in to the exasperation he felt.

      “Ms. Brisbane, if you don’t mind, I’ve had a long night and I’d really like to go to sleep now. I will keep the radio down, and I apologize for any confusion it may have caused you.”

      She frowned again, still unconvinced a woman was not on the premises, and still confused how he possibly could have sneaked past her to re-enter his apartment unseen.

      But the direct evidence of a woman’s presence nonetheless remained elusive, and it seemed obvious he would not be discussing things any further.

      Slowly, reluctantly, she walked to the door. Turning around in the hallway she raised a threatening finger to him.

      “No women!”

      “Yes, Ms. Brisbane. Of course, Ms. Brisbane. I wouldn’t think of it.”

      He shut the door gently in her face and the still-threatening finger, then relocked it.

      Turning around, he stifled a yelp to see Tiffany sitting on his bed again. She twirled a finger in the air.

      “There, I’ve soundproofed the place. She’s listening right outside the door, but she can’t hear a thing. Sorry, I guess I should have done that first. I didn’t know you had such an awful landlady.”

      The music on the radio stopped abruptly, and an excited announcer came over the air.

      “We interrupt this program to bring you an important news bulletin. Death, destruction, and mayhem at Al Capone’s manor tonight!”
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      Booker walked down the busy street toward his office building in the morning rush. He jumped when he felt a tap on his shoulder.

      He had almost convinced himself the previous night’s events were all a dream, the scowl Bertha Brisbane gave him as he walked out the door notwithstanding.

      He had spoken with the stunningly beautiful Tiffany Valor for only a short while after the news bulletin they heard on the radio, before nodding off to sleep. The excitement and the newly healed wound left him exhausted.

      He had gone to sleep with the memory of her face etched in his mind, only to wake and find her gone. He wondered if he had dreamed everything.

      Yet, here she was again, walking beside him on his way to work.

      “I’m sorry, Darius, I have to stick around in your world for at least a while longer. There’s a dangerous fae on the loose here, and I’ve got to take him out.”

      “You mean Sleaghan? What is he, exactly? And what do you mean by ‘fae?’”

      Thoughts of dreams slipped away as he began to analyze the things she told him. He glanced around at the bustle of humanity around them. Nobody seemed to be paying any attention to their conversation, and he wondered if she had guarded against eavesdroppers like she did in his room last night.

      “They’re creatures between angels and humans, and incredibly dangerous. They have little to no regard for human life. They’re scattered throughout the multiverse and cause mayhem wherever they’re found. That’s the quick and dirty version.”

      He nodded, soaking in the information. He could not, however, think of anything productive to offer in return.

      She said, “What can you tell me about Sleaghan? He’s been posing as a human for some time now in Chicago, I’m sure.”

      Booker’s brows furrowed as he pondered the question.

      “Well, I don’t know a whole lot about Mr. Sleaghan. I stick to balancing the books, for the most part. But I will say that Mr. Capone’s business ventures have seen phenomenal growth since Mr. Sleaghan showed up. And, I’m beginning to become convinced that more and more of the revenue is dirty.”

      Tiff gave him a funny look.

      He said, “What?”

      “Are you kidding? It’s Al Capone. Of course his income is dirty. He’s one of the most infamous gangsters from this era across most of the alternates.”

      A look of indignation combined with incredulity crossed Booker’s face.

      “Well, I don’t know about these . . . these ‘alternate’ Al Capones. But this one is on the up and up. At least he was until Mr. Sleaghan came along.”

      “Doing what? Rum running?”

      “Rum running? More like milk running. I’ll have you know we have the largest and most successful dairy business in all of Illinois! And even if he does dabble in alcohol sales, it’s not like that’s illegal. That amendment failed years ago.”

      Tiff crossed her arms and looked at the ground as they walked along the crowded sidewalk.

      “Prohibition didn’t passed on this alternate, and that’s a major deviation, but I think I recall something about the original Al Capone being involved in the milk business, too.”

      Booker felt defensiveness building to a crescendo. He said, “And every bottle of milk we produce is date stamped for freshness, too. Where else are you going to find a dairy that does that, huh? Nowhere else. It was Mr. Capone’s idea, after his brother Ralph got sick drinking some old milk when they were boys.

      “I will have you know, Ms. Valor, that I personally would have never sought employment in a crooked business, or with any crooked person. And as far as I know, Mr. Capone has always been an honest businessman. Ruthless, perhaps, especially with competitors. But honest.”

      He stopped talking, his face frozen in a frown as several thoughts crowded into his mind at once. He bumped the shoulder of a man walking in the other direction. The man stopped and looked back at him in irritation, but Booker ignored him and kept going.

      They continued walking together in silence for a moment. Finally, Tiff looked up at him and said, “But then Sleaghan came along.”

      He nodded, reluctantly, and wouldn’t return her look.

      “Then Sleaghan came along. Now . . . now I’m not so sure that everything in the Outfit is on the up and up. I see money flowing in from places that never had much before. I see numbers that are off . . . way off. I’m finding expenses for which there are no paper trails, along with funds and balances that go completely unexplained.

      “The books used to be simple and straightforward. Now it’s almost like there’re two sets of books, and I’m working with the wrong one. I don’t want to think that Mr. Capone has gotten into dirty business. But now . . . now I’m not so sure.”

      They walked on in silence until finally Booker broke off from the stream of foot traffic on the sidewalk and headed toward the entrance of a stately office building.

      “Darius, I’d like to hang around your work for a while. See what’s going on. Maybe I can help you figure some things out, too. Is that okay?”

      “Sure, I’d be delighted! But I don’t know what Mr. Capone will have to say about a visitor on the premises.”

      “Oh, that’s okay. I’ll make myself scarce.”

      Booker turned to say something else and—she was gone!

      “Ms. Valor?”

      He stopped and looked confused, staring all around. He could see no sign of her anywhere.

      With a perplexed expression on his face, he slowly continued walking toward the building’s entrance.

      He nodded politely at the doorman, decked out in a heavy red coat as usual.

      “Morning, Mr. Booker.”

      He walked past the receptionist’s desk to the elevators and stood in the group waiting patiently for a ride up. The doors opened and they squeezed in. Everyone gave their floor numbers to the operator, who dutifully punched them in.

      Finally, the elevator reached the top floor. Only a couple other people were left in the car with Booker. They exited and headed separate ways. Booker walked down to the last office in the hall on the left, opened the door and placed his briefcase on the desk.

      He carefully arranged his coat and hat on a wooden rack in the corner, then sat down in an old creaky office chair.

      He let out a long sigh, and wondered for a moment if he might be going insane. Did the party happen last night? Did Sleaghan turn into a monster and did Booker really block a bolt of light, keeping it from hitting the extraordinarily attractive Ms. Valor?

      Did he really spend a day recovering in a field of bluebonnets, only to show up back in his room a few scant minutes later, raising Ms. Brisbane’s attention and ire?

      And did Ms. Valor keep disappearing, or was she only present in his imagination? Imaginary friends did that sort of thing, he thought. They only appeared when no one else was around.

      Booker held out his hands in front of his face, looking at them.

      I don’t feel insane, he thought. But then, if I truly were insane, how would I know?

      He shrugged, unable to come up with a good answer.

      He opened a desk drawer, pulled out an old fashioned green eyeshade and slipped it over his head.

      “Insane or not, I’ve work to do.”

      The door burst open and Al Capone rushed in.

      “Booker! Y’ made it! We couldn’t find you after the feds left. I was worried about you.”

      “Oh! Yes. Well, it was all so confusing and dark and . . . I just decided the best thing was to go on home.”

      Capone smiled, his chubby cheeks turning red as he looked at the accountant with affection.

      “That’s my Booker the Book. Always practical. Always! Now come back to my office, we’ve got to talk about some new ventures.”

      “Oh. Uh, very well. I will follow you.”

      Booker felt awkward around his exuberant boss, but this was typical so Capone paid no more attention than usual. He waited impatiently in the hall, and waved irritably at his employee.

      “Come on, come on. Youse office types are always so slow.”

      Capone tromped down the hall. Booker broke into a jog to catch up.

      They rounded a corner and walked into the floor’s lobby. Capone marched past his secretary’s desk and pushed upon the wide double doors to his office, Booker following close behind.

      Sleaghan sat on a leather couch, clenching a Cuban cigar. Smoke drifted heavily through the room, filling it with a blue-gray haze. The fae’s eyes narrowed to suspicious slits when they walked in. Smoke curled slowly from his lips and nostrils as he exhaled a long, thick stream.

      “Okay, Sleaghan. Let’s go over the numbers again now that Booker’s here.”

      Sleaghan ignored Capone, his eyes fastened on the accountant.

      Booker coughed and said, “Sorry, I had asthma as a child. Tobacco smoke really irritates my lungs, I’m afraid.”

      Sleghan exhaled a large cloud that seemed to have a mind of its own. It drifted over to Booker and enveloped his face. He broke into a fit of coughing and waved at the air, trying to dissipate the smoke.

      “What happened to you last night, Mr. Booker?”

      The directness of the question, and its brusque tone, took Darius by surprise.

      “I, uh, well as I told Mr. Capone, in all the darkness . . .”

      Booker trailed off, and gulped. Sleaghan’s eyes never left his.

      Capone said, “Yeah, yeah, he scooted back home when the lights went out. Now, let’s get down to business.”

      “Just a minute, Al. I think Mr. Booker is hiding something.”

      “What? He ain’t . . . Oh, alright. I seen that look in yer eyes before, Sleaghan. Y’re not gonna let go of it until y’er satisfied. Okay, Booker. Fess up. Whatcha hidin’?”

      “I, well, I . . . uh, nothing, Mr. Capone.”

      Sleaghan took another puff on his cigar and blew it out toward Booker. The smoke reached Booker’s face and curled tight around his head again. Booker broke into another coughing spasm.

      “Lift up your shirt.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. Lift it up.”

      “Now see here, Mr. Sleaghan—”

      In an instant, Sleaghan bounded off the sofa. He shoved aside Booker’s suit coat with one hand, and ripped the man’s Oxford and undershirt straight up with his other hand, exposing Booker’s stomach.

      Belatedly, the accountant stepped back, pulling down his shirt.

      “Really, Mr. Sleaghan! That is completely uncalled for!”

      “Yeah, Sleaghan. Wassup with that?”

      Sleaghan stepped back, but his eyes never left Booker’s while he answered Capone’s question.

      “I think our Mr. Booker has made some new friends. Let’s find out if they’re here in the room with us.”

      He raised his arm and a flash of light radiated from his hand. Tiff became visible, standing to Booker’s right.

      Capone jerked his head toward her, shocked.

      “Where’d the dame come from?”

      Sleaghan disappeared. Then Tiff disappeared again.

      Capone’s eyes bulged out of their sockets. He turned to Booker and they stared at one another in shock. They watched in confusion as the lingering smoke in the room seemed to swirl about, moving impossibly fast. Where it had simply clouded up in the confined space before, now it streaked about, as if something stirred it into action.

      Specks of light seemed to flicker through the smoke, too, but they flitted by so fast the men couldn’t track them with their eyes.

      “What’s going on here, Booker?”

      “I have no idea, sir.”
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      When Sleaghan disappeared, Tiff reached out immediately to Cait.

      “Where’d he go?”

      “He has accelerated his mass, vibrating extraordinarily fast. It allows him to move without being seen.”

      “Like a hummingbird’s wings?”

      “Precisely.”

      “Can you duplicate it for me?”

      In response, Tiff felt her body vibrating. She looked down and watched her hand start to blur. Suddenly, time seemed to stand still all around her. Capone and Booker froze in place. The smoke hung motionless in the air.

      Sleaghan stood in the same place, visible to her now. He sneered at her.

      “Your technology is remarkably adequate to be able and keep up with this spell. But remember this: technology will never be a match for magic!”

      He thrust his hand out, sending a ball of pure light flying toward her.

      She whipped out an iron rod from a dress pocket, which instantly quadrupled in length, and swung it through the middle of the light, breaking it in two. It dissipated harmlessly, half passing to her left, the other to her right.

      “Is that all you’ve got, Sleaghan? Not impressed.”

      He sneered again and thrust out both hands, sending flying disks and balls spinning toward her.

      Tiff batted each one away as though they were dinner plates.

      She said, “I mean seriously. I’ve seen monkeys fight better than this.”

      Sleaghan’s eyes narrowed in anger. Then his lips curled up in an evil smile, and he turned toward Booker.

      “Do not bait him, Tiff.”

      “Thanks, Cait. Now you tell me.”

      “I have warned you repeatedly about taunting higher order creatures. It is extremely unwise, it is—”

      “Shut up, Cait.”

      She ran to intercept a new round of disks before they could reach Booker. Time seemed to slow down, despite her increased speed. She reached out with the rod and pierced the first blast of light a few scant inches from Booker’s chest.

      Then the rest of her body caught up with the rod, and she batted down the others.

      “Take the offensive, Tiff!”

      Tiff grunted something that might have been affirmative. She reached into another dress pocket and pulled out an iron-threaded net. She threw it in one swift motion. It rapidly expanded while sailing through the air.

      Sleaghan moved before it reached him, racing for the door. The net grew to double his size and soared past where he had been standing a scant moment earlier. An edge of the net brushed the back of his ankle as he lurched out of the way.

      Sleaghan roared in pain, and lost his speed spell as he tumbled to the floor. He seemed to materialize in front of Capone and Booker. He threw up an aura of light around himself in a protective armor spell.

      Tiff raced up to him in a split second, still in her accelerated state. The tip of her rod sharpened into a point. She stabbed it into his stomach, his neck, his thigh, his face.

      In normal time, Capone and Booker watched in horror as a series of wounds split open Sleghan’s flesh almost instantly.

      FOOM!

      Blinding white light exploded around Sleaghan, evaporating his human shell, and abruptly bringing Tiff back into normal time.

      On the floor, a translucent, oily dark-gray body lay on its back. It looked to be about four feet tall, having shrunk considerably from its previous form. A bulbous head, seemingly far too large in proportion to the skinny body, lolled on the floor.

      Large white eyes fluttered open, five times larger than any human’s, above slits in the face serving as nostrils.

      The creature looked up at Tiff, and sneered, the slits flaring in anger.

      “You’ve revealed my true form.”

      Tiff gripped her rod tighter, keeping it aimed at the creature’s neck. The point hovered inches away, the power of the iron pinning him down.

      She said, “I’ve sent 48 of your kind to Gehenna. You’ll be my 49th.”

      Its giant eyes narrowed to hateful slits. The upper lip on the slash in its face that served as a mouth curled upward.

      Cait said, “Less talk, Tiff. Do it!”

      She nodded, and braced herself to shove the point home.

      Another blinding light filled the room as a new creature ported through, materializing instantly in a bright flash of golden color.

      Cait adjusted Tiff’s pupils immediately so she could see again. Capone and Booker held their hands over their eyes, screaming in pain.

      The creature raced across the room toward Tiff. She took quick note of the details. He too had gray, translucent skin and an over-large head. She could see his bones and internal organs.

      He threw out his hands and shot disks of light at her. They flew in like buzz saw blades, whirring and cutting through the air.

      She whipped around to bat them down, but she wasn’t fast enough this time. Two of them caught her in the chest, knocking her to the floor.

      The newcomer reached Sleaghan and bent down over him. Sleaghan raised his arms up.

      “Brother . . . save me . . .”

      He pulled Sleaghan up into his arms and they both disappeared in another flash of golden light.
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      “What in the blue blazes was that? What’s going on? Who are you? Where’d youse come from?”

      Capone could see again, and he paced around the room ranting, demanding answers. He waved his arms in agitation, fat fingers shaking excitedly.

      “Wipe him, Cait, and open us a door.”

      A vertical crack of neon light appeared, quickly growing wider. Booker spied familiar bluebonnets through the portal.

      Capone collapsed suddenly, falling backward on the sofa.

      Booker said, “Is he alright?”

      “He’ll be fine. He won’t remember a thing. Come on, give me a hand through the door.”

      Booker turned back toward Ms. Tiffany Valor. To his shock, he saw the midsection of her dress had burned away, and a gaping wound stretched across most of her stomach.

      He jumped into action and gently guided her through the blue doorway, out into the field of flowers.

      Cait stood there in human form, waiting. As soon as they were through, she picked Tiff up in surprisingly strong arms, and headed down the path toward the door to Headquarters.

      Booker followed, but Cait called out without turning around.

      “Stay here, Mr. Booker. I’ll provide you a seat.”

      A lounge chair appeared suddenly to the side of the path. Booker stopped and watched Cait disappear with Tiffany over a little hill. He looked back to the blue-green vertical sliver leading to Capone’s office and watched it shrink, then close and wink out of existence.

      He shrugged, and settled down in the chair to wait.
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      In her dream, Tiff knew she was fifteen years old. The Walker trained her in the gymnasium inside Headquarters.

      He said, “You’ve been learning martial arts, and that’s good. You need to learn how to fight dirty. There are five major points where a human body is especially vulnerable in a fight: the crotch, the knees, the neck, the eyes and nose area, and the stomach and kidneys area. What we’re going to learn today is how to take advantage of those weak spots in a much larger opponent.”

      He turned toward one of the gym’s dark corners and cupped his hands around his mouth.

      “Come out here, Buster!”

      A huge, shambling man emerged from the far shadows of the gym, slowly making his way toward the center. He stood about seven feet tall, and looked like he weighed close to five hundred pounds. Rolls of fat jiggled as he walked. His thick neck supported a grotesquely large head, featuring an extraordinarily ugly face. Thick lips protruded from a mouth full of crooked, yellow and broken teeth. Hairy moles spotted his face, neck, and upper body. His hair looked oily, as if it had never been washed. His body odor reeked strong enough to wilt flowers.

      Tiff stared at him in horror. She could smell him long before he drew close.

      “Did you make this?”

      The Walker smiled and said, “Yes, for training purposes. Buster is designed for one thing only: to beat up. He’s your practice dummy so you can learn how to defend yourself without actually injuring a real person. Now, don’t let him get you or he’ll try to kiss you. That’s the penalty for losing to Buster. I understand his breath is horrible.”

      Buster spied her across the gym and grinned maliciously. His tongue came out and he moaned lasciviously while picking up his pace.

      “That thing is horrible! It’s a caricature. Nothing’s that bad in real life.”

      The Walker said, “You’d be surprised what you can find out on the alternates, especially those that deviate a lot from OE.”

      As Buster drew nearer, he added, “Careful, don’t let him touch you. Buster loves to grab pretty girls.”

      The ugly behemoth came within arm’s length. It stared down at her chest and reached out for her breasts.

      Tiff swung her foot out in a karate kick, connecting firmly with Buster’s crotch.

      “Urgh!”

      When he doubled over, she kicked into his face, the top of her booted foot crushing his big nose.

      “Yargh!”

      He collapsed in a heap on the floor. She jumped on his ample neck, coming down on the side in a glancing blow, but enough to choke him and make Buster gurgle as he struggled to breathe.

      The Walker looked at Buster, collapsed in a pile of fetid, quivering flesh with blood pooling around his face.

      He rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

      “Hm. Maybe we don’t need to worry about training you much on fighting dirty. I think you’ve got it, Tiff.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      “Tiff?”

      She opened her eyes to see Martin staring down at her, and she smiled. She really enjoyed looking at Martin. He smelled good, too. He seemed especially refreshing after dreaming about Buster.

      Sitting up in bed, she gently felt her midsection. Most of the pain was gone.

      Martin held out a glass for her, filled with green liquid.

      “Cait says finish this one, and you’ll be good as new.”

      She nodded, took the glass and had a few sips. Then she climbed out of bed and mentally changed her clothes. Her white nightgown disappeared, instantly replaced by cut-off blue jeans, a red t-shirt, and matching flip-flops.

      “She also says your friend is still in the Wildflower Room and should probably head home soon.”

      “Omigosh! Darius!”

      She hurried out the door, through her courtyard and the outer door. She jogged toward Cait’s desk, running past the computer’s human representation, and opened the rowan door to the Wildflower Room.

      Tiff hurried down the path and made her way back to where Booker sat dozing in the lounge chair.

      He woke up when he heard her approach, and stood up smiling. Then he frowned when he saw her clothes.

      “What are you wearing?”

      “Oh! Sorry.”

      Instantly, the dress she had worn in Chicago reappeared.

      He frowned, still confused by the clothes. Then he saw the glass of green liquid she carried.

      “What’s that?”

      Tiff looked down at the glass and her eyebrows shot up in surprise. She had forgotten about it in the rush to get here.

      “This is a type of tea.”

      “A type of tea? What types are there?”

      “Well, this is a drink brewed from certain leaves. Not tea leaves. Other kinds of leaves.”

      She paused to take a few sips. Then she wiped her lips with the back of her hand.

      “I have to drink this to take care of my injuries.”

      Booker nodded, trying to process the information. She hadn’t shown her midsection, and he would never be so bold and ask to see, but he suspected it had healed up nicely.

      “You recovered a lot faster than I did. I think I’ve only been out here a couple hours. That is, assuming time moves at a normal pace here. I’m not quite sure what to make of everything, yet.”

      “Oh yes, time moves normally here. We can adjust when and where we go back to the alternates, though. That’s how we were able to heal you up here for a while then bring you back to your apartment a few minutes after you left.”

      Booker nodded, still trying to understand things.

      “So, in reality, I’m actually a couple days older than the calendar says I am.”

      “Well, yes. If you want to think of it that way.”

      “So, I’ve essentially been robbed two days of life.”

      She gave him a lopsided smile.

      “You could have lost your life altogether, Darius. If I’d left you there after Sleaghan zapped you, you would have. Don’t think of it as losing a couple days, look at is as being able to live longer than you otherwise would have.”

      He nodded, slowly, then looked back at the drink.

      “So, what’s the drink made of?”

      “The tea?”

      “Yes. What kind of leaves? You said it’s a type of tea but not made from tea leaves.”

      She sighed, wondering how much he would understand, or even believe.

      “It’s made from leaves belonging to a Tree of Life.”

      He stared at her for half a minute, to see if she would smile or laugh. She stared back, meeting his eyes levelly.

      “You mean like, from the Bible?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you have access to the actual Tree of Life.”

      He said it as a statement rather than a question.

      “Well, not the original one. But there are several. In the afterlife, presuming you go to heaven when you die, you get a new body. And you live forever. Your body doesn’t grow old. It doesn’t catch diseases. But, on occasion, you might get injured like I did. When that happens, we consume the leaves, or part of the leaves, from one of the Trees of Life. It restores us, fixing anything hurt or broken. Things like that.”

      She paused to finish her glass and stifled a burp.

      “You can consume it in a variety of ways. Some people even put it in ice cream. I like to drink it as a tea, personally.”

      He scratched his head, and watched as she held the empty glass off to one side and it disappeared from her hand.

      “So, what would happen if I drank it?”

      She chuckled.

      “Oh, we’d never let that happen. Not while you’re alive, anyway.”

      “But what if I did. Hypothetically, what would happen?”

      “Well, you don’t want access to the Tree of Life while you’re in a fallen state. That’s why only resurrected people consume it. They’re no longer fallen, no longer cursed.”

      He put aside the parts of what she was saying he couldn’t understand, and latched onto something he thought he could.

      “So, you’re resurrected? That means you’ve died.”

      She nodded.

      “When did you die?”

      “Oh, it was a long time ago.”

      “How long?”

      Cait spoke up in her mind and said, “Eight hundred and thirty-eight—”

      “Shut up, Cait.”

      Out loud, she said, “A few centuries ago. It’s not important. What is important right now is that we go back and deal with Sleaghan, and this other fae who has entered the picture.”

      “You mean that thing that spirited him away?”

      “Yes. It’s rather unusual to see cooperation between them. Not unprecedented, but unusual.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. They don’t seem to like their own kind very much. They don’t like anybody very much, but they seem to get under one others skin. So for the most part, over the last several centuries, we’ve mostly found them stirring up trouble among the alternates by themselves.”

      “Seems like there’d be more strength in numbers.”

      She shrugged and said, “Who knows why fae do the things they do? I don’t try too hard to understand them. I just kill them and move on.”

      Booker’s brows furrowed as he continued trying to make sense of her statements.

      He said, “You can kill them? What happens when they die?”

      “What do you mean, what happens? They die and go before God and face judgment, just like everybody else.”

      “So do they get resurrected like people do? Like you did?”

      “No. And not every person gets resurrected, either. They had to have accepted the deal God made with their world while they were alive. In every alternate he sets up a representative sacrifice by becoming a person himself and dying for everybody’s sins. If a person accepted the gift of his sacrifice while they were alive, they’re saved on Judgment Day from the second death.”

      “Second death?”

      She nodded.

      “After judgment, those who accepted God’s gift go on to eternal life. They don’t have to pay for their sins because they accepted the representational sacrifice while they were living. God’s human self already died for them on that alternate.

      “But the fae fight so hard because they know the second death awaits when God judges them.”

      “There was no . . . ‘representational sacrifice’ made for the fae? They can’t be saved from the second death?”

      She shook her head.

      “The fae are subject to the same terms as angels. Those who rebelled reaped the consequences. Of the angels, a third rebelled. They were all cast into the ‘lake of fire’ following Original Earth’s Judgment Day.

      “But practically all the fae rebelled against God. That’s how bad they are, and that’s what we’re up against. Slowly but surely, the few of us tasked with bringing the fae to judgment are fulfilling our duty, and sending them to God’s throne to meet their fate.”

      Booker sat down again. He crossed his arms and stared at the wildflowers, deep in thought.

      Tiff sat down beside him, on the arm of the chair.

      She said, “It’s a lot to take in, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. I know about angels, of course. And I understand basic Christian concepts. My granny made sure I went to Sunday school when I was a boy, although I haven’t been much since. I accepted ‘the deal,’ as you put it, when I was in grammar school. But I have never heard anything about these fae creatures before.”

      Tiff nodded sympathetically and said, “That’s not surprising. They were barely known on O-Earth, where everything started. And that’s probably because most of them scattered throughout the multiverse shortly after Creation.

      “But a few stayed behind and a handful of people on Original Earth came to know them over the centuries, in one way or another. Most of what people learned quickly grew shrouded in myths and fairy tales.

      “Some elements of the truth survived, though. Scotland and Ireland somehow managed to find themselves in the center of the fae universe. Some of their oral traditions transmitted the knowledge of fae and how dangerous they are, passing nuggets of information down as folktales.”

      She glanced over at Booker and noted his eyebrows were firmly knitted together.

      “Oh! I see I’ve lost you.”

      He nodded, and said, “I’m afraid our Scotland and Ireland have no such tales. I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”

      She waved it off and said, “It’s not important. All you need to know is they are extraordinarily powerful and dangerous. This particular one who calls himself Matt Sleaghan will not give up until he corrupts your world and unleashes whatever chaos he’s bent on.

      “I’ll stick around. Since you’re close to Capone, and Sleaghan seems to have chosen Capone for some reason, I’ll stay nearby and wait until he shows up again.”

      Booker pulled himself out of swirling thoughts of evil fae and an original Scotland and original Ireland with different folklore, and focused on the attractive, blue-eyed Ms. Tiffany Valor.

      She was staying! Finally, she said something he fully understood.
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      The truck pulled to a halt, brakes lightly squealing in protest. Headlights cut through the gloom, dimly illuminating an old farmhouse sitting in the darkness, its shutters keeping out the night.

      The driver exited and made his way to the back of the vehicle. He rapped on the side, then lifted up the cargo door. The humble van’s exterior disguised a luxurious inner passenger compartment. Inside, Ralph and Al Capone sat in leather seats, an empty bottle of scotch between them. Two henchmen stood in the corners, smoking cigarettes.

      Booker hunched down in the third seat, his tie loosened, with a sour look on his face directed at the smokers.

      The driver pulled out a collapsible set of steps attached to the undercarriage, then moved out of the way. The goons exited first, glancing to the right and left before giving quick nods to the Capone brothers.

      “Wait’ll you see Ralphie’s new venture, Book. Yer gonna be impressed.”

      Booker cleared his throat while standing up, grimacing at the sting from the smoke in his throat and nostrils.

      “Thank you, Mr. Capone. But like I said back at the office, I’m a deskman. I don’t need to see the operations, I just need to know their numbers.”

      Ralph, who stood taller and thinner than Al, slapped the accountant on the back.

      He said, “You’re ‘family,’ Book. You should see this. C’mon, you’ll enjoy it. It’s Friday and the night’s on us!”

      Booker’s shoulders sagged, and he silently acquiesced. The brothers had waylaid him when he headed for the elevator at five o’clock. They insisted he accompany them. Reluctantly he had agreed, and followed them out a back door and into the rolling office hidden inside the van.

      “I didn’t know we owned anything like this,” he said, glancing back in awe at the cargo bay’s interior. The space was decked out in expensive carpeting, leather chairs, a small campaign desk, and a fully stocked bar.

      “Sure,” Al said. “It’s listed as a truck for the dairy.”

      Booker shook his head, partly in wonder, partly in curiosity about how many other items in the budget were not labeled correctly.

      He had been looking forward to another delightful evening with Ms. Tiffany Valor, who reappeared in his tiny apartment every night after work to discuss the day’s events. There had not been a lot to talk about, so far as the Outfit’s business, and there had been no sign of Sleaghan in the two weeks since she had fought him. Often their conversation turned to other things.

      Her life, or afterlife as he now understood, had been far more fascinating than his humdrum existence. He cajoled her to share stories. She had over 800 years of adventures stored up, and he eagerly listened to all her tales.

      Mostly, she confessed, she enjoyed going back “home,” to the headquarters he knew lay beyond the small hill in that field of wildflowers. She spoke of it with longing, although he suspected she enjoyed the people there more than the location itself. She shared quite a bit about Jason, their leader, and Booker felt the stirrings of what might be a touch of jealousy. It seemed obvious she adored Jason, although he deduced their relationship was not romantic. Surely if it were, he reasoned, she would have revealed it by now.

      Stepping out into the cool night after the long smoke-filled drive, he took a deep breath of blessedly fresh air and wondered how far out of the city they had driven.

      “Come along, Book.”

      Al reached up and grabbed his shoulder, turning him toward the house. Booker noticed other cars parked in the darkness all around.

      “Let’s go get you laid!”

      The statement shocked Booker. His mouth gaped as he stared dumbly at his employer. Ralph laughed at the look on his face, grabbed his other shoulder and helped Al guide him to the front door.

      Belatedly, Booker wondered if Ms. Valor were present, and what she must be thinking at the moment.

      Al rapped on the door, and a tiny window opened. A pair of feminine eyes stared out at them, widening upon recognition of the Capone brothers.

      The door swung open and an older madam, dressed in a flimsy silk robe and high heels smiled at the men.

      “Welcome to the Milk Farm, boys! Always glad to have the owners stop by for a sample.”

      “Hiya, Fanny! Ralph and me gots an employee who needs a good time. Set him up for us, will ya?”

      Fanny turned her eyes on Booker and her smile widened.

      “Well! Look who fell off the turnip truck. I have just the girl for you.”

      Over her shoulder she shouted, “Delilah! Bring this man to your room and show him a good time. Don’t hold back, dear. He’s new, and we’d love to have him as a repeat customer.”

      An extraordinarily attractive teenage girl jumped off the lap of a man sitting on a couch, ignoring his protests at her departure.

      She rushed up to Booker, grabbed him by the hand, and led him toward a room in the back. Booker followed dumbly behind her. He couldn’t help but notice her skimpy outfit, and the fact her underwear barely covered her posterior.

      She closed and locked the door behind them and he realized they were in a tiny room with little more than an open Murphy bed. It took up most of the space. He barely noticed the large mirror along one wall.

      She placed her hands on his chest, looked up and smiled at him.

      “First time, huh?”

      “I, uh, what? How did you—”

      She passed out and fell backwards onto the bed.

      Tiff appeared beside him. Booker jumped.

      “Oh! Hi there. I, uh, I’m still getting used to your sudden appearances.”

      “Stay away from her, Darius. Cait says she recently contracted syphilis.”

      His face blanched as he glanced down at the teenager.

      “Oh, my. That’s bad. A death sentence! And she’s so young. I wasn’t going to—”

      She waved away his protests.

      “Just a minute, I’m going to cure her and inoculate her against other bad stuff.”

      Tiff waved her hand over the girl.

      Booker’s eyebrows furrowed. He said, “Inoculate?”

      “Yes. So she won’t catch anything else from these scumbags.”

      Tiff reached down and placed two fingers against the girl’s temple.

      “What are you doing now?”

      “Letting Cait implant an idea in her head. One that will help her realize the futility of her current course in life. One that will hopefully inspire her to get away from here and make something of herself. One that doesn’t lead her to an early grave.”

      “Oh. Wow. You can do that? Implant ideas in people’s heads?”

      “Cait can. They still have free will of course, but her ideas can be rather persuasive. Cait’s sensors on this alternate will keep track of her, too, so we can find out if it works.”

      She smiled at Booker. He smiled back. Then another thought occurred to him.

      “Why do you bother? Surely there must be millions of hookers among the worlds you visit.”

      She shrugged and said, “I’ve got a special place in my heart for prostitutes. If I can help any of them get out of the trap they’re in, I always try to.”

      She sat down on the edge of the bed and said, “They’re going to expect you to stay here for a while. We may as well get comfortable.”

      They spoke for a while before Booker nodded off. Tiff let her head go back and she fell asleep, too.

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      In her dream, Tiff knew she had just turned 18. She walked in the Mountain Room with Jason again, only this time their pace matched as they strolled along the trail.

      “I think you’re ready,” he said. “Cait will be there if you need anything. If there’s something you don’t know offhand or need to know how to do, just ask her and she’ll either tell you or do it for you.”

      Tiff nodded eagerly, her heart pumping with exuberance.

      “I can’t wait for my first solo jump! Where will I be going, and what will I be doing?”

      “You’ll be going to an alternate similar to yours, to late 18th century Paris. The French Revolution.”

      She nodded, not surprised. Eb had briefed her extensively on the history of Original Earth’s French Revolution. He made certain she learned fluent French and could speak it with the appropriate accent. He also made sure she understand all the local slang and vernacular of 18th century Paris.

      The human version of the library’s computer had done all that by placing his hand on her forehead for a moment. Technology is marvelous, she thought.

      As they reached the rocky outcropping together and looked out over the Bavarian valley far below, another thought occurred to her.

      “What’s my mission? What am I going to do there?”

      He smiled at her enthusiasm, but his tone turned serious.

      “We’re not entirely sure. This is an alternate where Cait does not have many sensors. We think the fae have infiltrated its timeline, but we don’t know much about them or what they are doing. Your job will be to identify any fae and try to rectify the damage and chaos they’re sowing. We’ll know more after you get there.”

      She nodded, satisfied with the answer. Then another thought occurred to her.

      “I’ve heard you called ‘The Walker.’ Why is that? Where did that name come from?”

      He smiled again, recalling the little girl who had always demanded so many answers to so many questions.

      “I walk among the alternates. And now, so do you.”
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      Tiff woke up and stretched. Delilah remained in the same position on the bed, unconscious. Booker sat on the floor, his back and head propped against the foot of the bed. He looked uncomfortable, but he slept, snoring softly.

      Cait spoke in her head.

      “There is a conversation you should have Mr. Booker listen to. It is occurring in the back office.”

      “Okay.”

      She stood up and gently shook Booker’s shoulder until his eyes opened.

      “Come on, we need to do a little eavesdropping.”

      He climbed to his feet and followed her out the door, shutting it softly so as not to disturb Delilah.

      Tiff led the way down the hall to the great room. Various ladies of the night and a few remaining customers were sprawled on the furniture. Most were passed out from drinking. A couple men were awake enough to ogle Tiff. She ignored them and headed for the kitchen, which had been upgraded and enlarged to accommodate several more people than the farmhouse’s original tenants.

      Booker followed her to the back of the kitchen where an office door stood slightly ajar. She crept up to it silently, putting a finger to her lips toward Booker. He nodded and stepped lightly. They heard Al Capone’s voice and Fanny’s.

      “. . . and I hope that boy of yours is worth it, Mr. Capone. He took my best girl off the floor the entire night. She brings in a lot of money, that one.”

      Capone guffawed, and said, “I’m glad he finally got some. Maybe he’ll loosen up. The cameras was runnin’, right?”

      “Of course, Mr. Capone. The cameras are always running in all the bedrooms.”

      “Good, good. I want to see the tape later. Also the congressman who was in here last week.”

      “I’ll have the boys make copies and send them to your office.”

      Booker and Tiff exchanged glances. The blood completely drained from his face.

      Tiff checked in mentally with Cait.

      “Did you know about the cameras, Cait?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you disabled them for us?”

      “Yes. It is easy to cause an apparently accidental malfunction with primitive mechanical devices.”

      “Let me know next time, okay?”

      “Certainly. Although, every 126 times you have asked me to do that previously, you later countermanded the request 123 times.”

      “Don’t be petulant, Cait.”

      “I cannot experience emotion in a true sense. I am an artificial intelligence designed to—”

      “Shut up, Cait.”

      Tiff made a “don’t worry about it” gesture to Booker. He looked relieved. They both returned their attention to the conversation.

      “This is a good operation youse run, Fanny. The girls are clean, they stay happy and quiet. We bring in the VIPs, youse sends back the money. Keep up the good work.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Capone.”

      Cait interjected into Tiff’s thoughts again, and said, “There is an 89 percent chance he will be leaving the room soon. Ralph Capone is already in the truck. I suggest you return Mr. Booker to the prostitute’s room so he will be there when Al Capone comes to fetch him.”

      Tiff tugged silently on Booker’s arm, and led him back to Delilah’s room. Within minutes Capone knocked on the door. Tiff disappeared before Booker opened it.

      Capone grinned widely at the sight of Delilah passed out on the bed, then winked at Booker.

      “All dressed? Time to go.”

      Booker nodded, and followed Capone back down the hall toward the great room. The shorter man slapped him on the back as they went out the door and made their way to the truck for the ride back to the city.

      The Capone brothers dropped Booker off in front of his tenement at 6:00 in the morning. He stumbled through the front door only to find Bertha Brisbane staring daggers at him.

      “Morning Ms. Brisbane,” he said, sounding chipper than he felt.

      She grilled him on his whereabouts the night before. He assured her he had been out on business, and that she could call and confirm his whereabouts with his employer, who had taken him at the last minute to inspect a property out of town recently added to their books.

      Reluctantly, Brisbane allowed him to climb the stairs to his room, but not before sniffing his breath and his clothes for hints of alcohol. He only smelled of cigarettes, though. Once inside, after being strictly warned not to smoke in his room, he locked the door behind him, slipped out of his shoes and plopped down on the bed in exhaustion.

      Tiff appeared, and gave him a sympathetic glance.

      “You look beat.”

      He nodded morosely.

      “That’s not even the worst of it,” he said.

      She quirked an eyebrow questioningly.

      He looked as glum as she had even seen him. When he glanced up, she realized he was close to tears.

      “The books are all wrong!”
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      After waking up around lunchtime, Tiff noted Booker seemed more rested. He changed his clothes, then made himself a sandwich and walked out the door while ignoring a very stern-faced Bertha Brisbane.

      Invisible, Tiff followed him as he made his way to Capone’s office building. Sometimes he would exchange pleasant conversation under his breath with her on the way to work, but he remained silent all the way this Saturday. When he arrived, the office appeared deserted.

      Once at his desk, he pulled out ledgers for the Outfit’s last five years and began examining them line-by-line. She appeared beside him, looking over his shoulder, and offered a conversational gambit.

      “Auditing the books?”

      He nodded, but said nothing. She debated trying again. Eventually, she decided not to. She took a seat, asked Cait to keep an eye on things, then asked Eb to bring up her most recent romance novel. Booker didn’t even notice the pages floating in the air.

      Late that evening he closed the last ledger, stretched the kinks out of his muscles, and left for home. Invisible, she followed him, noting he had said practically nothing all day and continued his silence on the walk back.

      Brisbane had leftovers from supper, and glared disapprovingly at Booker’s late arrival. He ignored her and ate the food cold before making his way up the stairs to his room. He didn’t even respond to the older woman’s final “Harrumph!” as he walked up the steps.

      With the door locked behind him, he sank down on his bed in a depressed heap. Tiff made herself visible and quirked a sympathetic eyebrow.

      “Well? Did you find out what you wanted to know?”

      He nodded, and sounded thoroughly depressed when he finally spoke.

      “It’s obvious, now that I’m looking for it. There are funds hidden all over the place. Illicit gains are being laundered through the Outfit’s legitimate businesses. Hidden assets are cloaked in code words. I doubt there’s a more profitable dairy operation in the entire country.”

      She moved closer, wanting to give him a comforting hug. He looked so despondent.

      She said, “Well, it’s better that you know now. No telling how long you might have gone on working in the dark.”

      “I have been so stupid! I’m trained in this. I should have known something was fishy a long time ago. I’ve been ignoring the obvious for too long.”

      Tiff shrugged and said, “I think things have grown gradually worse. It didn’t start out this way. Maybe there was some minor corruption initially, but I’m sure Sleaghan amplified things.”

      She noted the words did not make him feel any better. Her heart went out to him. His entire world had collapsed.

      Cait spoke in her mind and said, “Tiff, you should port over to the docks. Capone and his men are meeting with another gang.”

      She looked back at the morose Booker and touched him lightly on the arm.

      “I’ll be back. Cheer up. Capone usually gets in trouble with the authorities due to his books in just about every alternate.”

      With that, a doorway slivered open and she walked through it, winking out of sight.

      Booker stared up at the ceiling after she left, the blood draining from his face.

      “But I’m in charge of the books!”
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      A black Pierce-Arrow limousine pulled to a stop on a dilapidated pier in the Port of Chicago.

      This isolated location would serve as a perfect meeting spot, James Clark thought to himself. Capone’s Outfit owned the whole dock, and the entire surrounding area. But Clark had seen nobody else since the driver made his way through the open gate leading to this section.

      Mostly in shadow, chrome grill peeking out in the dim evening light, another limo sat waiting. Al Capone and his brother Ralph stepped out at the same time, both dressed in white suits. Two henchmen in pinstripes quickly followed. Clark noted the bulges under the arms of the lackeys.

      No doubt the driver has a Tommy gun in the front seat, too, or maybe a BAR or some other heavy weaponry, Clark thought.

      Clark’s real name was Albert Kachellek. It amused him that like Capone, he too could be called “Al.” But “Kachellek” didn’t seem American enough. Especially since he was part of Chicago’s Irish Mob, second in command behind Bugs Moran.

      Out loud he said, “Let’s go, boys. Don’t want to keep Mr. Capone waiting.”

      His men grunted in acknowledgment, and both exited the limo with him. They walked slowly toward the Italians, who had stopped a few feet outside the shadows stretching over their car.

      One of his men said, “They’re making us walk farther, Boss.”

      Clark said, “It’s a show of strength. No matter. I’ve got some surprises in store for the wops.”

      The Irish drew closer to the Italians. Clark stopped at a respectful distance. He said, “Thanks for meeting with us.”

      Capone smirked at him, and looked up at his brother.

      “Ya hear that, Ralphie? It’s like he called us to meet him.”

      Ralph cracked a smile, but remained silent. Al usually took care of the rough stuff. Things requiring direct confrontation. Ralph was happy to let him do it.

      Al turned his attention back on Clark.

      “Why ain’t Bugsy here?”

      “Mr. Moran sends his regards. He’s in bed with the flu. I am authorized to discuss all relevant business and make any decisions on his behalf.”

      Capone snorted in disbelief.

      “That ain’t right. Come back when Bugs gets better. If he’s really sick. I talks to him, not some peon.”

      Clark’s back stiffened at the insult, but he kept a poker face.

      “Mr. Moran wishes to maintain our current boundaries. He’s willing to discuss a shared arrangement in some of the bordering neighborhoods, but he is mostly happy with the current situation in which we control the north side while you have the south.”

      Capone grunted, and gave Clark a malicious smile. He said, “That’s the point of our meeting today. I’m informing Bugs of a new arrangement. Tell him we’re taking over the whole city. He works for me now, and so does everybody under him. Including youse.”

      Clark’s eyes widened in surprise. He knew Capone wanted more territory, but this was a blatant power grab! He felt shocked.

      “I’ll, uh . . . I’ll be sure and tell Mr. Moran.”

      “You do that, peon. Go on back home and let him know our Outfit runs everything now.”

      Al made little shooing motions with his hand.

      Stunned at the audacity of Capone’s statements, Clark turned and made his way back to the Pierce-Arrow. He said nothing to his men, who followed his lead.

      His driver jumped out and opened the back door for him. Just before getting in, he snapped out of his stupor and remembered to give the signal. He lifted his hand high, twirling it over his head. A shot rang out, then another.

      Capone’s shoulder exploded in red. Ralph’s head blew open, blood and brains splattering. Clark’s Pierce-Arrow pulled out, tires squealing, as more shots rained down on the Italians.

      The sniper turned his attention to the goons struggling to pull their side arms out, shooting both in the chest. Capone scrambled behind the limo. His driver jumped out with a Thompson submachine gun, taking up position behind the car.

      Badabadabadabadabadabadabada!

      The sniper’s fire abated while he took cover.

      The driver’s Tommy gun stopped, the drum magazine spent. He traded looks with Capone, who held his shoulder tight to staunch the flow of blood.

      “Think I got ’im, Boss?”

      Kerpow!

      The driver’s head exploded in a cloud of blood, and he collapsed next to Capone.

      “No.”

      Capone belly crawled over to one of his fallen men behind the car. The sniper couldn’t see him well, but took a few shots anyway. Bullets ricocheted off the pavement.

      Capone flipped the man’s body over and pulled back the sleeve of his suit coat, revealing a thin golden bracelet. He pulled it off and placed it on his own wrist, feeling a sudden surge of energy.

      “I told him to use this thing instead of his gun.”

      Capone aimed his fist in the general direction of the sniper and a huge burst of golden energy flowed out of his arm.

      The shooting stopped. Flames lit up barrels and debris littering the far end of the dock where the sniper hid.

      Capone, stood, confident of success. In the distance, he watched the sniper’s blackened body slump to the ground, his now useless rifle clattering down beside him.
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      Tiff slipped through the shimmering doorway in a far corner of the docks, and immediately turned invisible. She made her way to the fallen bodies of Capone’s henchmen.

      “What’d I miss, Cait?”

      “The Northside Gang set up an ambush for the Capone brothers. They managed to kill Ralph via sniper fire. Al used a fae artifact to eliminate the threat. He has driven off with his brother’s body, leaving the other three behind.”

      Tiff grimaced. “This is a serious departure from O-Earth’s timeline. Capone’s men were supposed to take out Moran’s in the Valentine’s Day Massacre.”

      “That is correct. But this alternate has already deviated so much from OE history, such anomalies as this should not be surprising.”

      “You said Capone used a fae artifact?”

      “That is correct.”

      “How did you not notice it? Or is there something you’re not telling me?”

      “This one was cloaked with a spell I have never seen before. I did not know it was here because I did not detect its presence until it was used just now.”

      Tiff nodded and mentally filed the information away for later. Cait had never failed in sensing fae objects before, especially on an alternate with adequate sensors. But how inadequate were the sensors on this world, she wondered? Obviously, they were not very adequate at all.

      Sirens wailed in the distance. Cait opened a new door for her, and she stepped through before the first police car arrived.
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      Eliot Ness squatted amidst the burned and blackened debris on the docks. All that was left of the sniper’s body was a charred husk. The wooden stock of his weapon had burned away too, leaving behind the metal barrel and receiver. An FBI agent wearing gloves picked it up and searched for serial numbers.

      “They’ve all been scratched off, sir.”

      Ness nodded, unsurprised. He kept his attention focused on the sniper’s body.

      “Any idea who our friend here could be?”

      A couple other men standing behind him shifted their feet, nervously.

      “Hard to tell, sir. There’s not much left.”

      Another agent approached from the far end of the pier.

      “We’ve got three bodies over there. Capone’s boys. Long rap sheet on all of them. Additional blood stains appear to be from two other people. The sniper evidently left at least one of them alive. Based on the blood trail, looks like the one who made it pulled his buddy into a vehicle and drove away.”

      Ness stood and gave his full attention to the newcomer.

      “That’s interesting. Find anything else?”

      “Yes, sir. Tracks were left from a second vehicle. It matches the tires used on Bugs Moran’s limo.”

      Ness nodded thoughtfully. Then he said, “How do you know that?”

      “We monitor all the treads of known vehicles used by the mob bosses, sir. We know what brand of tire they use and, uh, keep track of them if you’ll pardon the pun. I was just looking at the file on Moran a couple days ago. I’ll double check back at the office, but I’d wager a month’s salary I’m right.”

      Ness nodded again and said, “I don’t doubt you. Let’s work on the assumption you’re correct. Tell me what happened here.”

      “Looks to me like Moran’s boys met up with the Capone brothers. Bugsy had this guy hiding here among the barrels. He tried to take out the Capones. He got somebody important, probably Al or Ralph. The other one lived and drove away.”

      “Sounds reasonable,” Ness said. “Now, how do you explain all this?”

      He waved around at the blackened debris and the charred body. The agent rubbed his chin, thoughtfully. Then his eyebrows popped up in epiphany.

      “Somebody brought a flamethrower to the fight.”

      One of the other agents said, “I’ve seen them! We used them to clear Krauts out of the trenches a few times toward the end of the war.”

      Ness nodded, soaking in the information, and glanced around once more at all the damage.

      He said, “Sounds as plausible an explanation as any. Include it in your report.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      “Paper, sir?”

      Booker handed the boy a dime and took the newspaper. In bold type filling a fifth of the page the headline, “GANGLAND WARS!” screamed at him.

      He skimmed the lead story as he continued on his walk to work.

      “Oh, look! They discovered the drive-by technique. Looks like both sides have used it to take out quite a few people lately.”

      He nodded back at the disembodied voice of Ms. Tiffany Valor, but he didn’t share her enthusiasm.

      He murmured under his voice, “They’re calling Mr. Capone a ‘mob boss.’”

      “Well, that’s accurate.”

      “I never looked at him that way.”

      He continued walking through the stream of humanity, making his way to the office. Tiff walked beside him, unseen. She considered carefully how to respond. Booker’s attitude had changed remarkably since the Capones had taken him to their brothel and he took a closer looks at the books. Any shred of idealism toward his job and his employer had been ripped away.

      Upon reflection, she thought his loss of idealism had to do with Capone’s falsifying of the books more so than the illegal nature of the businesses the Outfit ran.

      “This is typical, Darius. I suspect there are a few alternates where Al Capone did not turn out to be a gangster, but I haven’t come across any of them.”

      Cait spoke up in her mind and said, “There are some. Among the alternates we maintain a presence, Al Capone has been an upstanding citizen in—”

      “Shut up, Cait.”

      Booker tucked the paper under his arm, looking bitter. He said, “Things were going fine until Matt Sleaghan showed up.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Later, Capone walked into Booker’s office without knocking. The plump mobster appeared morose, and looked thoroughly unhappy, dressed all in black. Under his coat, a slight bulge over his shoulder hinted at the bandages where he had been shot.

      “Everybody’s got the afternoon off. I’d appreciate it if you rode to the funeral with me, Book.”

      “Of course, Mr. Capone.”

      Booker grabbed his hat and coat off the rack on the way out. He followed Capone down to the back entrance where a waiting limo idled, surrounded by henchmen carrying Tommy guns. Booker sat in the seat opposite Capone, squeezed uncomfortably between two of the gunmen.

      The limo fought its way through traffic to a downtown cathedral where cops directed pedestrians and automobiles out of the way. It parked at the curb and Capone exited with Booker. They greeted several family members, and Capone was swept up in a wave of mourners flowing toward the entrance.

      Booker followed at a distance and made his way in moments later, where someone directed him to the VIP seats directly behind family members. He sat through the funeral looking neither to his left nor right, then followed the crowd out the door.

      Capone saw him in the milieu outside and waved him over.

      “I want you at the graveside. He liked you, Book.”

      Reluctantly, Booker agreed to attend the family graveside services.

      Half an hour later he found himself standing in a small crowd outside a tent and chairs set up for the family. While the priest spoke a few words, Booker’s attention wandered among the headstones. He found himself idly wondering how much a plot in this upscale section of the cemetery cost.

      He jumped slightly when Tiff spoke in his ear.

      “Up on the hill to your right. Two of Moran’s men.”

      He shaded his eyes and squinted in that direction. Sure enough, he could make out the shapes of two men squatting behind some shrubs on a slight rise.

      “You should tell someone. Cait says they’re armed. It’s not right to shoot up a funeral, if that’s their intent. Cait says there’s a high probability they’ll try and kill someone.”

      He nodded but kept quiet, unsure if her anti-eavesdropping powers were in play. He sidled up next to one of Capone’s henchmen and tugged on his coat sleeve. The larger man bent his head down while Booker whispered.

      “Up on the hill to our right. I saw two men hiding in the bushes.”

      The goon looked in that direction, then made his way to Capone, sitting on the front row under the funeral tent. He whispered in Capone’s ear. Capone whispered something back. The goon straightened and motioned for two others to follow him. The trio began a circuitous route to go up the hill from behind.

      After the pallbearers placed their boutonnières on the casket, the big man returned and whispered to Capone again. Capone made his way back to the limo, signaling Booker to follow.

      “Thanks for letting us know about those two, Book. We got ’em.”

      He nodded in the direction of another car, a Ford Model A. In the back seat, two men with bruised faces reluctantly sat at attention. One of Capone’s men waved a gun back and forth between them.

      Booker felt a stab of guilt at their fate, but brushed it away. Ms. Tiffany Valor had assured him they were up to no good. It served them right to have the tables turned.

      “Take the rest of the day off, Book. I’ll drop you off at yer apartment.”

      Later, Booker walked through the door of his tenement, surprising Bertha Brisbane.

      “Did you get fired? Rent is due on the first, regardless.”

      “No, Ms. Brisbane. My boss’s brother’s funeral was today and he gave me the rest of the afternoon off.”

      He turned his back on her and headed up to his room, ending the questioning session.

      Tiff appeared after he locked the door and they spoke for about an hour. She assured him that Cait knew the mobsters hiding on the hill were up to no good. His guilt assuaged, they began discussing more pleasant things.

      Later he had supper downstairs with the other tenants. He excused himself early and headed back to his room to share another couple of hours with Tiffany. Then, mentally and emotionally exhausted, he turned out the lights and fell asleep.

      Tiff fell asleep, too.

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      In her dream, Tiff found herself back in 18th century Paris on her first mission.

      She reveled in the crisp fall air. Even the scent of raw sewage from the Seine could not dampen her spirits.

      She received plenty of looks, dressed in a simple white outfit that seemed a step above what the poor might wear. Yet it was not quite as ostentatious as a bourgeoisie choice. Cait had explained the need for class-neutral and attention-damping attire before she stepped through.

      Still, a cheerful, clean, and clearly excited young woman with considerable joi de vivre always attracted plenty of attention, no matter the century.

      She passed Notre-Dame Cathedral, and made her way further into the city. A commotion broke out ahead of her. Horses clip-clopped and wagon wheels rattled over cobblestones. Several people began running, many in her direction. In a panic, those around her took off with the crowd, too.

      She stopped a young boy, reaching out and bringing him to a halt with an arm around his middle then quickly turning him by the shoulders to face her.

      “What’s happening? Why is everybody running?”

      “The Third Estate has declared a Republic, and the King has surrounded Paris with his army!”
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      Two black cars pulled to a halt in a rundown part of North Chicago. Nothing of interest stood out on the street, but the men in the cars eyed a plain stairwell leading down to an unmarked basement entrance. Al Capone stepped out with a Thompson submachine gun. A dozen other men joined him carrying .38 revolvers, Browning Automatic Rifles and sawed-off Winchester shotguns. Capone led the way down the steps.

      He rapped on a heavy oak door. A tiny window slid open and a pair of eyes appeared. They narrowed.

      The voice behind the eyes said, “This is a private club.”

      They rounded in surprise just before Capone squeezed off a quick burst of bullets through the slit, splattering blood everywhere.

      People behind the door screamed. Capone emptied the rest of his magazine on the handle and lock. The door swung open a few inches, reluctantly, before bumping against the dead man’s body.

      Capone signaled to one of his henchmen. The large man nodded and put his shoulder into the door, shoving it open the rest of the way. Capone walked through while swapping out drums, followed by all his men, their weapons at the ready.

      Patrons of the club lay on the floor underneath tables, quivering in fear. Band members had scrambled off the stage, all but the cellist who cowered behind his instrument.

      “Where’s Murph?” Capone said to the crowd. “This is ‘Murph’s Place,’ right? Where is he? Tell that mick Al Capone wants to talk with him.”

      An office door along the back wall burst open and four men ran out shooting revolvers at the Italians. Capone quickly emptied his Tommy gun again.

      Badabadabadabadabadabadaba!

      The other side fired back. One of the Italians stumbled to the floor with a bullet to his forehead. Capone and his men scrambled for cover behind chairs and toppled tables. The Irish mobsters took up positions on the other side of the club and continued firing.

      Capone muttered a curse, then said, “We gots superior firepower! Vinny, gimme yer gun.”

      Vinny, a table away, stood up to hand Capone his BAR, then collapsed in a hail of gunfire.

      Capone’s face burned red in rage. He pulled back the sleeve of his suit coat, exposing the thin golden bracelet on his wrist.

      “Take that!”

      A stream of golden light burst from his fist, streaking across the room and engulfing one of the gunmen in flames. Capone stood and fired burst after burst from his wrist, setting all the gunmen and several other people on fire.

      “Let’s go!”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Late in the evening, Capone plopped down in a wingback chair at his mansion. He reached over and grabbed a cigar from a humidor on the coffee table, clipped the end, and tried striking a match.

      He gave up after a couple strokes, and tossed the unlit match to the floor. Concentrating on his forefinger, he produced a small flame, and carefully toasted the foot of his cigar. He leaned back, puffing contentedly.

      The door to the library opened unceremoniously, and Matt Sleaghan walked in.

      Capone’s eyes bulged. His mouth opened, and the cigar almost fell out before he caught it with his teeth in the nick of time.

      “Sleaghan! Where y’ been? Youse gots no idea what’s happened lately. Bugsy killed my brother!”

      “Yes, yes, terrible tragedy.” Sleaghan waved it away as if he were shooing a fly.

      He stood in front of Capone, still seated in the over-stuffed chair, and glared down at him.

      “Why have you been using the filigree?”

      Capone pulled up his sleeve and looked down at the thin golden bracelet on his wrist.

      “This thing? The guy youse put it on got himself killed. It was an emergency. I used it to take care of the situation. It’s taken care of three or four other situations for me, too.”

      “I know. It’s not meant to be used by people like you.”

      He sighed, and sagged a bit. Capone noticed for the first time how haggard he looked. Normally Sleaghan appeared youthful and virile, but now he just seemed tired. He slumped into another chair nearby.

      A spark of anger kindled inside Capone now that the shock of seeing his business partner alive had worn off.

      “What do y’ mean, it’s not meant to be used by me? Am I not good enough to use yer toys? Because my men sure seem to be.”

      Sleaghan turned exhausted eyes on the mobster and said, “I gave the filigree to Sergio because he had a very simple mind. He had no ambition, no desire for power or the pursuit of it. All he wanted was food, women, and drink. You supplied those, and he happily worked for you without ever dreaming of more.

      “The Filigree of Flame grants tremendous power and is excellent as a weapon, but it accentuates the part of human nature that craves power.

      “You have that craving, Al. It’s ingrained in your personality. And the more you use the filigree, the more power you’ll want.”

      “And the more power I gots! Bugs Moran is on the run. I control all of Chicago. I’ve taken out his best men. He’s just got a few yellow-bellies left, holed up with him somewhere. And when I root him out, I’ll kill them too!”

      “And then what, Al? When you’ve got control of all Chicago, what’s next?”

      “There’s other cities. St. Louis, San Francisco, New York. Who knows? Maybe the Outfit will control them all!”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      Sleaghan lifted a finger and Capone froze in place. The cigar smoke hovered motionless above his head.

      Sleaghan stood and wearily walked over to the mobster. He removed the thin bracelet from Capone’s wrist.

      “This one is not for you, Al. That’s not part of the plan. Now, forget you ever had it.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Booker trudged out of his office building, barely acknowledging the doorman’s hearty farewell. He stared at his feet and the sidewalk, making his way down the street.

      Invisible beside him, Tiff felt a pang of sympathy. Booker had become thoroughly disillusioned, and it seemed obvious he felt all his work had been a sham. Which was certainly true. That Booker had not been as complicit as he made himself out to be did nothing to alleviate his concerns. Or his feelings of helplessness. He had confided the night before in the privacy of his room that there seemed no way to right the ship at this point.

      The books were bad, and Booker felt it was all his fault.

      “Tiff, Eliot Ness is in the car approaching to your left.”

      Tiff looked where Cait mentally pointed and spied the government sedan squealing to a halt. The back door opened and two agents jumped out. One grabbed Booker’s right arm, the other his left.

      “Come with us, Mr. Booker. The FBI would like a word.”

      Booker’s eyes widened in shock, but he silently acquiesced and let the men guide him to the back seat of the car. Inside, wearing a dark three-piece suit, Eliot Ness stared at him from under a fedora.

      Ness said, “Well, there you are. Darius Booker, famous accountant for the mob. We meet at last.”

      The car entered the street’s traffic. Tiff cupped invisible hands over Booker’s ear so the other men couldn’t hear, and whispered, “Don’t let him rattle you, Darius. He’s just trying to feel you out. Act calm and rational.”

      Booker snorted and said, “I wouldn’t call myself famous.”

      Ness shrugged. “I understand Al Capone lauded you himself at that party we busted where the lights went out. Some say you were involved in the fireworks there. Of course, we never saw you afterwards. Very suspicious. I also have it on good authority you visit the Milk Farm on occasion as an honored guest.”

      “Don’t admit to that,” Tiff whispered. “Brush it off and find out what he wants.”

      “I wish I were as capable and esteemed as you’re making me out to be, Mr. Ness. Unfortunately, I quite literally do not know half of what’s going on in the Outfit. Whatever you’re investigating, I’m afraid I’m of little use to you.”

      Ness said nothing for a moment, calmly appraising Booker with cold eyes that glinted like steel.

      Finally he said, “Interesting choice of words. We are indeed investigating Capone’s Outfit. We’d like you to help us. In exchange, we won’t file any charges on you.”

      Booker chuckled, and Ness raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “I’m afraid you really have the wrong man, Mr. Ness. I recently discovered the books I work with are not the real ones. And I have no idea where the real ones are.”

      The car glided to a stop. The driver looked in his mirror and said, “We’re here, sir.”

      Ness’s eyes never left Booker’s. He nodded, as if dismissing him.

      “We’ll be in touch Mr. Booker. I hope for your sake you’re not lying.”

      An agent jumped out of the front and opened the back door. Booker looked at Ness, who nodded again as he climbed out.

      The car sped off, and Booker found himself near the door to his tenement.

      “I wonder what that was all about?”

      Tiff said, “They’re probably about to raid the Outfit. On most alternates, the government gets Capone for tax evasion rather than more serious crimes.”

      Booker frowned, and walked morosely up the steps to his door.

      Later he picked at the food Ms. Brisbane made for supper, and avoided conversation with the other tenants. Then he walked up to his room, locked the door, and flopped down on the bed.

      Tiff appeared, and even the sight of her attractive face did nothing to cheer him up.

      She said, “You know, if you keep up the solemn act, even old Brisbane might start feeling sorry for you.”

      He didn’t reply, but kept staring at the ceiling.

      “Come on, Darius, cheer up.”

      But Booker remained despondent until they both fell asleep later that night.

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      In her dream, Tiff felt herself dancing again at Versailles. She weaved in and out among others on the ballroom floor in a complicated swirl of poetic motion.

      Eb had provided her practice sessions in the library with simulated dancers, and she knew all the steps. But now she was dancing with real people! In France, no less. She could not stop smiling.

      In the three weeks since her arrival she had spent time as a serving wench, a young country wife (with no husband, but she thought she played the part rather well), and now as the daughter of a vague, unspecified aristocrat from somewhere in the south of France.

      She touched palms with an older gentleman, turned and placed her hands on her knees and bowed slightly to his wife, danced two steps, turned again and touched palms with a tall, dark, and handsome fellow.

      “That is the one,” Cait said in her ear.

      “Are you sure?”

      Tiff subvocalized her responses, taking care not to move her lips. The sound of the music and the footsteps kept anyone from hearing.

      “There is a 98.5 percent probability his skin is not human.”

      Tiff nodded to herself. That was as close to certain as the computer could get. She continued the dance, but now her mind wandered away from the gala even as she found herself drawing closer to the royal dais where Marie Antoinette and Louis XVI were seated.

      The music ended and the crowd melted to the sides of the large hall. Louis stood and began a short speech. Tiff nudged another young lady and surreptitiously pointed at the fae.

      “Who is the tall gentleman over there?”

      “That is Monsieur Lendor, the finance minister. He’s very handsome.”

      “There’s a high probability his name is a play on words,” Cait said in her ear. “He’s likely referencing the Witch of Endor in the Old Testament, along with the word ‘lend.’”

      “I get it. But why even bother? Nobody else here will get it. We’re in France. Everybody speaks French.”

      “Unknown. It seems he is taking the role of Jacques Necker, the comptroller-general in Original Earth’s French Revolution.”

      “What happened to the Jacques Necker on this alternate?”

      “From what I can tell, he has been prematurely killed.”

      “Necker was a foreigner who caused considerable disgruntlement with France’s pre-revolutionary taxes and financial policies. If Lendor has replaced Necker in this alternate, he must be planning something similar,” Tiff mused.

      “I agree. Your conjectures appear probable. I would also add things will probably be worse here with fae intervention. A logical ‘if-then’ statement would be: If Necker caused problems on Original Earth, and Lendor has replaced Necker here, then his intentions revolve around making things worse than they would be otherwise.”

      Tiff nodded to herself, silently agreeing with the computer’s analysis. Meanwhile, the king wrapped up his flowery speech as Lendor approached the dais.

      The fae made a stately bow toward Louis, another toward Marie, and took a red velvet pillow from a servant standing nearby. Removing a purple silk cloth from atop the pillow with a flourish, he gracefully extended his arms and the object up to Louis.

      The king’s eyes shone with delight. He lifted the pillow high so everyone could see the golden bracelet resting on it, glinting in the light. He took the bracelet and placed it carefully on his left wrist. It had spikes all around it that faced up and outward toward his hand. He showed his adornment to the crowd. Everyone applauded politely.

      “Thank you, Lendor. I will wear this with pride! And don’t tell me how much you had to tax the peasants in order to pay for it.”

      Nervous chuckles filled the room.

      Tiff’s brows furrowed. She said to Cait, “What is that thing?”

      “That is a fae artifact, Tiff. Your mission is now clear. Retrieve that bracelet, and take out Lendor.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      The next day, alone in his office except for the invisible Cait, Booker heard a commotion. He opened the door and popped his head out for a look.

      Somebody shouted, “This is the FBI! Nobody move! Everybody stay where we can see you!”

      Pushing his way through the bustle of people, Eliot Ness headed straight for Booker’s office, followed by half a dozen agents carrying large empty boxes.

      “Good morning, Mr. Booker. Step aside, please. We’re taking your files.”

      Booker spent the rest of the day in an interrogation room at FBI headquarters. He was questioned by several agents, and by Ness himself, over several hours.

      On occasion, Tiffany Valor whispered in his ear. He did not respond. She warned him his every word was monitored by men behind a one-way mirror covering one of the walls in the room.

      He couldn’t talk back to her, and had nothing to do during the long intervals between questioning other than dwell on his own thoughts and emotions.

      The government men’s questions were repeated over and over, for several hours. They were asked in slightly different ways, and Ms. Valor told him they were trying to trip him up. On occasion she would remind him how to answer in order to remain consistent. Toward the end of the day she let him know the men behind the mirror were growing frustrated since he had not made a mistake. That brought him the first ray of happiness he had felt in days.

      Later in the afternoon, the door opened and an attorney dressed in an expensive London suit interrupted the man questioning Booker.

      He handed a sheet of paper to the agent and said, “My client will be leaving now.”

      The agent frowned, but after reviewing the paperwork he allowed Booker to leave with the lawyer. Outside the FBI building, the lawyer hailed Booker a cab so he could get home.

      “Keep your nose clean, kid. Don’t take any wooden nickels, and don’t talk to no cops.”
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      In her dream, Tiff felt herself pushed along with a large crowd of women. She knew, vaguely, she must be in this alternate’s version of the Women’s March on Versailles. But Lendor had done much to change the flow of history here. And things were far worse than they would have been without him. She knew the outcome of the march was likely to be different this time.

      Several thousand women angrily approached Versailles. They dragged cannon along, and carried muskets, swords, chair legs, broken bottles, and anything else that could be used as weapons.

      Tiff knew the original Women’s March convinced Louis to move the monarchy back to Paris, and the National Assembly was legitimized thanks in large part to the effort. But the women in this crowd were driven by an unnatural bloodlust stirred up by fae magic. They were reckless, and dangerously out of control.

      She saw Lendor as the throng approached Versailles, wildly gesticulating from a safe position behind the soldiers, encouraging royal troops to attack the women.

      The first shots fired out. Cannon boomed. Grapeshot sliced through the crowd, sending blood and chunks of flesh flying. Women screamed in anger and pain.

      “Stand firm!” Tiff yelled. “Fight back! We have them in numbers!”

      The cry went up: “We have them! We have them in numbers!”

      Several women scrambled to position their cannon, helped by a few men picked up along the way. Soon they pounded Versailles with artillery fire, the mass of commoners aligning themselves into the rough semblance of an organized fighting force.

      The throng rushed forward, slicing, shooting, and killing.

      Tiff fought her way to the front, carrying a flintlock pistol plucked from a soldier’s corpse. She found an opening, and raced after Lendor. She squeezed the trigger and waited half a second for the flint to spark.

      KABLOOM!

      A musket ball thwacked into the fleeing fae’s shoulder. He screamed in pain but kept running.

      “Lead will not be sufficient, Tiff,” Cait said. “You need iron. Use a sword.”

      She tossed aside the pistol, bent and retrieved a sword from a peasant girl lying in a pool of blood, and ran after Lendor.

      He threw open a door and rushed inside the palace. Tiff followed, hot on his heels, the tip of the sword moving in rhythm to her feet.

      She ran down a hall, just in time to see the frock of his coat disappear around a corner up ahead.

      She rounded the corner and skidded to a stop in front of a dozen soldiers, their muskets pointed at her. Lendor stood behind the men, a satisfied, contemptuous smile on his face.

      “This is one of the ringleaders. Take her!”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Booker chewed his food slowly while eyeing the other two dozen or so dinner guests at Capone’s mansion. He recognized various higher-ups in the Outfit. A few he had not met before. But the biggest surprise of the evening was to find Sleaghan seated at the place of honor.

      The fae greeted everyone warmly, but occasionally glanced over at Booker with an unpleasant gleam in his eye.

      After dessert, over snifters of brandy and fine cigars, conversation turned to how the Outfit would respond to this new aggressive investigation by the FBI.

      Somebody suggested Eliot Ness be “relocated,” which Booker suspected really meant “murdered.” Sleaghan shook his head at this proposal.

      “All that will accomplish is to grab the attention of their boys in D.C. Hoover would replace him with five more, even worse than Ness.”

      Booker fidgeted, unused to sitting in on these high level discussions. He excused himself to go to the bathroom. In reality he wanted some fresh air. The thick cigar smoke irritated his lungs.

      Ms. Tiffany Valor appeared when he reached the hallway.

      His eyebrows shot up. He said, “You haven’t spoken to me all night.”

      “Cait told me to be extra careful. Sleaghan seems to have figured out a spell that can detect me. I’ve been eavesdropping on the conversation from the other room, though. Darius, they’re pulling you into their web. Capone trusts you, especially since you bonded with him and his brother before Ralph died. But you’re on very thin ice. The closer you get, the more danger you’re in.”

      “I’m not that close. He still hasn’t shown me the real books.”

      “Cait says there’s a strong probability a second set of books are here in the house. A ‘ledger key,’ of some sort. She suggests we look in his study upstairs. There’s a safe up there and she thinks it’s worth investigating. Al Capones on other alternates have used a similar location.”

      Booker followed Ms. Valor up the servant’s stairway to the second floor, then down the hall and into a luxurious room with bookshelves on three walls, a George Washington desk and an Impressionist painting of a landscape on the fourth wall.

      “She says there’s a safe behind the Renoir.”

      Booker wondered, briefly, where Capone had obtained the painting and how much it had cost him. He took the frame off the wall, revealing a small safe. Then he wondered if Capone had hidden the price of the painting as a business expense in the books somewhere.

      Tiffany quickly twirled the dial. Booker suspected Cait must have learned the combination somehow and transmitted the knowledge to her.

      She turned the handle and opened the door. Piles of cash filled the inside of the safe. Tiffany ignored them, reached in the back and pulled out a single bound ledger. She handed it to Booker.

      He thumbed through it, stopping in the middle.

      She said, “Well?”

      “It’s a series of notations. It looks like codes, followed by different numbers.”

      “The real numbers?”

      Booker grinned and said, “It must be. Why would he keep it locked up otherwise? But I’ll need time to look it over and match things up.”

      Tiffany shut the safe and set the dial back on its previous number, then put the painting back in place. She held out her hand and he gave her the ledger.

      “We need to get this to Eliot Ness. I’ll take it and meet you after they drop you off at home. In the morning you can pay Ness a visit and deliver it to him. This is a very typical way Capone goes down in most of the alternates.”

      Booker nodded. He felt distressed at the thought of her leaving again, but he resolved to carry forward. She disappeared as he walked out the door and headed to the stairs.

      Back in the dining room, he coughed in the smoke while making his way to his seat. The men were laughing at some little joke Sleaghan had made.

      “There he is!” Sleaghan said. “You know, Al, a little bird told me our friend Booker here visited with the FBI the other day.”

      All talk and laughter stopped. Everyone stared at Booker.

      He gulped and said, “That’s right. Agent Ness picked me up on the way home before the raid. Tried to make me talk. I told him my books were straight, and he wouldn’t find anything there.”

      Silence filled the room while Booker met Capone’s eyes.

      Capone finally broke it and said, “The Book’s right. There ain’t nothin’ in those books.”

      The tension seemed to ease in the room. Feet shuffled. Crystal snifters clinked on the table. Ashtrays were pulled closer or pushed away.

      Capone said, “Still . . .”

      Silence filled the room again.

      “Y’ shoulda told me about that, Book. And ya didn’t. Grab ’im boys.”

      The two men nearest Booker stood and grasped his arms, pulling him roughly out of the chair.

      “But Mr. Capone! You said yourself there’s nothing wrong with the books! I didn’t tell them anything!”

      “And you never will. Put ’im in the trunk of my car, boys.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      In her dream, Tiff pulled out a brooch from under the folds of her skirt. The guards had missed it when they searched her. She extended the long thin pin, thankful for Cait’s advice to hide as many iron objects on her body as possible. It was meant to be used as a weapon in a pinch, but Tiff employed the brooch’s pin as a lock pick. She began working on the door to her cell.

      A few moments later, she heard a satisfying click! as the tumblers fell into place and the door swung open.

      “Cait, are you strong enough on this alternate? Can you cloak me, make me invisible?”

      “There is a 76.8 percent positive chance. The variables affecting success include—”

      “Just do it, Cait!”

      Tiff felt an energy surge wash over her. She looked down at her hand, and couldn’t see it anymore. Smiling, she headed out into the corridor of the palace dungeon.

      She flitted through hallways and up staircases, following Cait’s directions while avoiding people and objects. Finally, she sneaked past the guards watching the residence wing and made her way into the royal bedroom.

      There on a table near the bed, still on the pillow Lendor had given him, sat King Louis XVI’s golden bracelet.

      “Tiff, I am going to open a door. I cannot keep you invisible at the same time, I am not strong enough. But when it opens, just toss it through. Eb will retrieve it and put it in the library.”

      “Alright. I’m ready, let’s do it.”

      Tiff appeared suddenly, fully visible. She reached over and grabbed the bracelet just as a thin blue-green sliver of light shimmered in the air, slowly growing wider.

      A moment later, when it was wide enough and Tiff could see and smell wildflowers, she tossed the bracelet through. The door to the bedroom burst open just as the blue light winked out of existence. Three guards trained their muskets on her while Lendor walked in behind them.

      “Thief! Seize her!”

      The men grabbed her, roughly.

      Lendor said, “The penalty for stealing from the king is death! Bring her to the guillotine!”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      The car pulled to a stop at a pier off Chicago’s docks. Two henchmen opened the trunk and grabbed Booker, pulling him out.

      They dragged him toward the side of the pier where a third man stirred wet cement in a large metal tub.

      Capone and Sleaghan followed behind.

      “I liked y’ Book,” Capone said. “I really did.”

      “Mr. Capone! Please! I didn’t do anything! I’ve always been faithful to this organization!”

      “Don’t beg, Book. It’s unbecoming.”

      Capone nodded at the men, and they picked up Booker under his arms then lowered him feet first into the washtub. The cement made squishing sounds around his shoes as his feet and legs sank in.

      “It’ll harden in a few minutes, Book, then you’ll sleep with the fishes. Bodies have a way of bloating and resurfacing, but these ‘cement galoshes’ will keep you down there for a while.”

      “Mr. Capone! I—”

      One of the men slugged him in the jaw, knocking him backwards and ending the conversation. They grabbed Booker by the armpits again as Capone and Sleaghan turned back toward the car. His feet were firmly stuck in the cement, and they dragged him and the tub toward the edge of the pier.

      Booker looked about wildly, searching for Ms. Tiffany Valor. Surely she’s still here, he thought. There’s still a chance!

      Then he saw her materializing several yards away, visible but hidden among piles of boxes and barrels. He could see her face, the moonlight reflecting off her golden hair. She looked at him with an expression of profound sorrow, and sadness in her eyes.

      He took a breath to yell her name just as the mobsters shoved him over the side. The tub hit the surface with a loud splash, then sank fast. His lungs filled with liquid as the world grew dark and cold around him, the weight of the water rushing in. Everything turned black.

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      In Tiff’s dream, she recalled basic facts about the guillotine as the executioner led her to the giant chopping block. Ironically, a committee called by the king had designed it. They were tasked with developing a more efficient means of execution. France continued using it on O-Earth up until the late 20th century.

      At the top of the platform they stopped so the guards could tie her hands behind her back. A sea of people crowded below the platform. She thought she recognized Dr. Guillotine himself in the crowd.

      She wondered how many watching were destined to share her fate, once the Revolution inevitably spun out of control. No aristocrat or person of means, or even anybody suspected of favoring the royalty, would be safe from the killing machine.

      She caught the eye of Lendor. He stood with others in a separate retinue, a smug expression on his face. He would watch her die with deep satisfaction.

      The executioner made her kneel, and placed her throat down firmly in the groove. The wood felt cold, and smooth. She craned her neck, trying to look up and find someone else in the crowd, perhaps somebody with a sympathetic glance for the condemned. But all she could see was a blur of angry faces.

      The blade came sliding down with a hiss.

      CHUNK!

      Her head rolled forward as blood rushed out of her open neck. The crowd roared in approval.
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      The Pierce-Arrow limousine glided to a stop in a deserted street late at night. Shutters were closed, and lights were out in all the buildings. Only two lamplights fizzed and sputtered on the street, casting a fitful glow on the pavement.

      Capone leaned forward in his seat and said, “What’s goin’ on?”

      The driver said, “I’m sorry Mr. Capone. There’s a woman standing in the middle of the road.”

      Capone and Sleaghan glanced out the front windshield in the direction the driver pointed.

      Tiff stood poised for battle, feet apart and legs crouched. She held an iron staff in both hands. An iron chain looped off her belt on her right side, an iron net on her left.

      Sleaghan sighed and said, “I’ll handle this, Al. Driver, backup and go around the block. Take Mr. Capone home that way.”

      The driver nodded as Sleaghan stepped out of the car. He threw the limo into reverse and turned around in the middle of the street, then sped away leaving Sleaghan to face Tiff alone.

      Sleaghan brushed some lint off his jacket’s lapel and glanced up. Tiff remained in battle pose.

      “No dramatic speeches?” he said. “No, ‘Prepare to meet your Maker’ comments?”

      In reply, Tiff threw the iron rod at him. It lengthened as it flew through the air. He stepped out of its way and it barely missed him. He smiled, combining contempt and smugness in one expression.

      His smile faltered when the rod, now the size and length of a lance, reversed course and came flying back. He cast a quick stasis spell at it, but while his attention was diverted Tiff tossed the iron chain.

      He rose quickly in the air to avoid it, then cast another stasis spell when it tried to boomerang back up toward him. But when he turned to her again, she was upon him, flying up to close the distance, this time with a knife.

      He dodged in the air, but not before her blade took a nick out of his forearm.

      Sleaghan screamed in rage and pain. He threw a force spell at her, sending her tumbling to the ground while he flew higher.

      Tiff tossed her net up after him. It followed the injured fae high in the air. By the time he noticed the threat it was too late. The net quadrupled in size and rushed up to envelop him. His powers drained instantly and he fell back down to the ground like a rock, the net constricting around him.

      Tiff felt a whoosh of air as another presence popped in with a flash of golden light. The second fae appeared in human form this time. He stood tall, with braided brown hair falling back to his waist, and dark purple eyes. He wore a gray tunic and pants, with tan leather boots up to his knees.

      His head jerked up as Sleaghan came falling down, trapped in the iron net. He shot both his hands out, palms outward, and made a cushion of air. It broke Sleaghan’s fall, and the fae rolled to a stop near a lamppost, wrapped tight in the net.

      Sleaghan cried out weakly, “My brother!”

      The newcomer ignored Sleaghan’s cry, keeping his eyes locked on Tiff. He moved slightly, in Sleaghan’s direction. Tiff took a step that way as well, her rod and chain flying back to her hands.

      Sleaghan whimpered from within the net, which had crumpled up all around him, holding him in the fetal position.

      “What’s your name?” Tiff said, her eyes never wavering from the new fae.

      He smiled, a proud and haughty look crossing his face that seemed familiar to her.

      “I go by many names. Which would you prefer?”

      He took another step toward Sleaghan. She matched him, keeping herself between the two fae.

      “You can’t dodge the question. You have to answer when it is demanded of you. I ask again, what is your name?”

      He smiled again, and said, “I think we’ve met before. Perhaps our paths have crossed on some distant world?”

      He taunted her now, and his face changed appearance, still holding that smug, strangely familiar smile.

      “I’ve killed many people wearing this face. No? I don’t see recognition in you. How about this one?”

      His face changed again, and again. Sometimes he had light hair, sometimes dark. Once he had no hair at all. His beards changed in length, and sometimes he appeared clean-shaven. He rapidly cycled through several more faces.

      “Come now. I know we’ve met before. These are my faces from the last several centuries. You don’t recognize any of them?”

      He took another step. Tiff matched him.

      “Tell me your name, fae!”

      “I don’t have to, if you already know it. Who am I?”

      His face changed once more.

      “Surely it’s not this one. I haven’t used it in centuries.”

      Finally she recognized him fully.

      “Lendor.”

      His eyes widened in amusement, and his smile turned into a toothy grin.

      “Did we meet in France? We must have! Did you perish in the Revolution? Yes. Yes, I think I remember your head rolling off the chopping block. And now you fight for Jason, is that it?”

      She swung her iron rod toward him and gave a mental command.

      Clink! Clink! Clink! Clink!

      Pieces of the rod broke off the end and rushed toward him like bullets. Lendor cartwheeled away, dodging the projectiles, then deftly cast a stasis spell behind him before they could circle back.

      At the same time he cast one in front of him too, stopping the chain Tiff had already thrown at him. The spell only held part of the chain, but it was enough. Links hung awkwardly in the air, their motion arrested. A few pieces from one end swayed limply.

      They paused, Tiff closer to Sleaghan, Lendor farther away with the chain hovering before him and the rod pieces floating behind him.

      “Pity iron doesn’t affect us until it touches us. Did you know I was the one who came up with the stasis spell? It doesn’t actually touch the iron, just the immediate environment around the iron. It makes us much harder to catch, does it not?”

      Tiff smirked at him and said, “Less talk, more action!”

      She turned, ran the last few steps toward Sleaghan and jumped, aiming the tip of her rod down toward the creature’s skull, bringing all of her weight down with it.

      The rod slipped through the net and slammed into Sleaghan’s head, crushing it. An explosion of white light ripped away the fae’s human shell, leaving his gray, translucent body on the sidewalk, pools of clear liquid flowing from his head.

      Lendor roared in anger. He threw spell after spell at her, sending chunks of light streaking past her head. She batted them away with the rod, dissipating each one effortlessly.

      She freed a hand and motioned for the iron chain to return. Five or six dangling links broke off from the longer chain still trapped in the stasis spell, and rushed to her. She snatched them out of the air and threw the shortened chain up in the sky high above Lendor’s head.

      Her motion broke the fae’s concentration. He looked up, nervously trying to track the chain. She charged him, aiming the point of her rod at his open stomach.

      He threw out both hands, creating a massive stasis spell, stopping her in her tracks. She anticipated the spell. Just before it hit, the end of her rod broke off as a final projectile.

      Clink!

      It flew toward him in a burst of renewed speed.

      For a split second, Lendor stared in shock at the iron tip rocketing toward him. Then he quickly cast another stasis spell, stopping it mere inches from his belly.

      He took a shaky breath and smiled in triumph at Tiff and her rod and the iron tip, all frozen in place.

      Then the chain fell on him, knocking him to the ground and sapping him of power. Tiff bounced lightly back on her feet as his spell broke. Everything else fell, too, tips of metal clanging down to the street.

      She approached the fae carefully, summoning all the pieces of her rod back and making it whole again.

      Lendor grunted under the weight of the chain on his head and shoulders, its links holding him powerless. He barely maintained control of his human form. It kept winking in and out, showing the translucent skin of his true form in brief flashes.

      Tiff drew within striking distance.

      “Things are changing,” he said, weakly. “You don’t know what’s coming. Our survival is—”

      She drove the tip of the rod into his temple, putting her weight behind it.

      A small explosion of blinding white light and wind blew her skirt and hair back. She looked down at the tiny gray body without any remorse.

      All the chain pieces flew back to her hand. They reconnected and shrunk in size. She clasped it like a necklace around her neck. The rod shrank to the size of a hairpin, and the net flew over to her as well, shrinking small enough along the way to stuff into her purse.

      She pulled a handful of dust out, containing artificial microbes, and threw it over the bodies of the two fae. They went to work immediately, quickly disintegrating the remains. Within minutes, no sign of the conflict remained. Cait assured her nobody had seen anything. There were no witnesses, and the world was left as if fae had never been there.

      Satisfied, Tiff asked Cait to open a doorway to Ness’s office.

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      The morning light peaked through the window as Eliot Ness entered his office, flicked on the lights, and hung his hat up on the rack in the corner. He turned for his desk and stopped, focusing on a ledger that had not been there yesterday when he left.

      On it, a quick note had been written in a woman’s cursive script: “Mr. Ness, Darius Booker wanted you to have this in case anything happened to him. I’m afraid something has happened to him. You will find his body along with several others underwater, weighted down in cement at the base of piers belonging to the Outfit at the Port of Chicago.

      “Use this ledger wisely, Mr. Ness. It contains everything you’ll need to win a conviction against Al Capone. It contains the real figures for all the Outfit’s finances. Mr. Booker was unaware there were two sets of books until recently. I’m afraid his newfound knowledge cost him his life.”

      Ness frowned, and set the note to one side. Then he opened the ledger and looked down the rows of numbers on the first page. Slowly, his frown eased and turned into a smile.

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Over the next several months Tiff traveled around the world, dropping off sensors for Cait. She planted them at major monuments, hid them inside important buildings, under the streets of cities, and deep under farmer’s fields. She even dropped a few overboard while on ocean voyages.

      After a while all the continents had more than enough sensors, and the computer’s powers were greatly enhanced on the alternate. Cait assured Tiff that should she or anyone else need to visit 5821-A again, they would not be hampered by a lack of the AI’s capabilities.

      Tiff leaned over the rails of an ocean liner, a gentle evening breeze fanning out her hair. The ship sailed from the Holy Land to England, with stops at various ports of call. She had arrived in Jerusalem overland, after planting sensors throughout Asia and the Middle East. Europe and Africa had plenty of sensors she had placed on prior treks, as did North and South America, Australia, Greenland, and the major islands. She’d even dropped some in the water close to Antarctica. Now off the coast of Italy, she tossed her last sensor into the Mediterranean.

      An extraordinarily high-tech device the size of an egg and resembling a common rock, the sensor would enhance Cait’s perceptional capabilities by thousands of square kilometers. Or miles, Tiff reminded herself. She preferred miles.

      The people in this reality would never notice it, no matter how advanced their technology developed before their “end days” came. If anybody ever saw it, they would consider it a small rock, nothing more.

      Tiff sighed, and reflected back on the mission. She regretted not finding the remaining fae artifact Capone used as a flamethrower. It had disappeared, and even with all the new sensors, Cait couldn’t locate it. The computer had come to the logical conclusion the tiny bracelet was no longer on this alternate. Maybe Lendor or Sleaghan had transported it elsewhere before the final conflict.

      Tiff shrugged, mentally. If they couldn’t find the artifact it couldn’t hurt them, she reasoned.

      A couple of ladies stepped out onto the deck, laughing, leaving the dance floor behind. They were dressed to the nines in spangled flapper outfits, sporting bobbed hair and bright lipstick.

      “There you are, Tiff! You know, Sir Rodney has been looking for you all evening. He’s dying to ask you to dance.”

      Tiff smiled at the young women, but she felt a little sad for them at the same time. They were living it up now on this cruise, she thought, but the coming Great Depression and World War II would change their world considerably. Bad times were ahead for everybody. No one on this cruise  would survive with their wealth intact, and many were destined to die in a few years. Especially young men like Sir Rodney.

      “I think I’m going to retire to my cabin early tonight. Sir Rodney can wait another day.”

      “Well don’t keep him waiting too long. We’ll be docking in Nice soon, and he’s promised the gentlemen at his table he’ll have kissed you by then.”

      The second lady said, “Won’t France be lovely, Tiff? It’s the perfect setting for romance! And Rodney is landed gentry.”

      She practically beamed. In their world, Sir Rodney served as a promising target for affection, and potential marriage.

      Tiff’s return smile covered her grimace. She said, “I’m afraid I’m no big fan of France.”

      “Oh, really? Why not?”

      “I’ve had some bad experiences there.”

      The ladies waited for her to continue, but Tiff brushed it off as if it were of little consequence.

      “I really must return to my cabin. Perhaps I’ll see you both at breakfast?”

      One of them said, “If we wake up in time!”

      The other one giggled. They made their way back to the dance floor while Tiff headed the opposite direction.

      Cait spoke in her ear. “We are done here, Tiff, if you want to come home.”

      “Okay. Open a door.”

      A vertical crack of shimmering light appeared and grew wider. Bluebonnets peeked out from the other side, swaying in a gentle breeze. When the opening grew large enough Tiff stepped through, wondering what her fellow passengers would think tomorrow when they discovered she’d disappeared. Maybe they’d conclude she fell overboard. Poor Sir Rodney never would get that kiss . . .

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Tiff paced the entire length and breadth of the Wildflower Room. At the edges, the wall shimmered, reflecting back the scenery. She paced along the room’s border, nervously. She stopped and rested her palm against the wall and felt it vibrating slightly, full of energy.

      She kept walking until at last she returned to the rowan door. Then she turned and followed the path over the little hill and out into the middle of the field again.

      Still nothing new appeared. A gentle breeze softly swayed the bluebonnets, the same breeze that had been captured on some alternate long ago.

      She snorted in frustration, mentally commanded an Adirondack chair to appear, and flopped down on it, crossing her arms impatiently.

      Several more minutes passed.

      Finally, she reached out to Eb and the most recent page from her last romance novel appeared, floating near her face.

      She started reading. The words ran through her head, but she wasn’t really concentrating on them. All she could think about was Darius Booker and how mobsters had thrown him over the pier weighted down in a tub of fresh cement. Already in that timeline, on that alternate, his body would be decomposing. Although at least by now, she thought, Ness and his men would have surely fished it out of the water along with other victims.

      At long last a sliver of light appeared, quickly growing larger. Tiff jumped up, the chair and pages disappearing, and she ran over to the vertical crack.

      It grew to the size of a door, quickly widening. Behind it, she heard men laughing, and the sound of beautiful, unearthly music in the distance. A wondrous bright light filled the field of flowers as the doorway fully materialized.

      The Walker came through first, and right behind him followed Darius Booker. When Darius stepped all the way through, the doorway slimmed down and vanished, taking the music and light along with it.

      “Welcome to the afterlife, Booker. I think you already know Tiffayne.”

      Tiff’s mouth dropped open. Booker’s resurrected body was beautiful! He stood a couple inches taller, and his glasses were gone, of course. But something about his face seemed to glow. He radiated confidence and vitality in a way she had never seen while he lived his first life.

      Now the cares and concerns of that life were gone, and he seemed surer of himself. And happier than ever before.

      “Hello, Ms. Tiffany Valor.”

      He pulled her into his arms and gave her a long, luscious kiss.

      Jason coughed and cleared his throat. They broke apart and looked at him guiltily.

      He smiled, and said, “Why don’t you show him around, Tiff? He can go in the space across the hall from yours. Help him design it however he wants. Tomorrow, you can start training him.”

      The Walker gave Booker a solid slap on the back and said, “Welcome aboard, Darius. We’ve still got a lot of fae to hunt. Glad you can help.”

      He left them there, quickly striding over the little hill on his way to the rowan door.

      Tiff turned back to Darius. She reached out and took both his hands.

      “I’m so glad you’re here! I hated to watch them kill you, but I knew I’d see you again.”

      “Did you get those guys? What happened to Sleaghan?”

      “I left the ledger on Eliot Ness’s desk. Cait says Al Capone’s trial on tax evasion is underway. And yes, I took care of Sleaghan, and the other one.”

      “Good.” Darius looked relieved. He said, “So that other fae finally showed himself again?”

      “Here’s the interesting thing. The other one killed me back in the day. He called himself Lendor back then. I failed to defeat him on my very first alternate, and lost my life in the process.”

      “Wait, you were walking the alternates while you were still alive? In your first life?”

      She nodded and said, “I was something of a special case. The Walker found me when I was a baby and raised me here. But actually it was great training, being killed like that. Afterward I could see everything I did wrong in perfect clarity. Being dead does that.

      “As soon as I was resurrected, the Walker came and picked me up just like he did you. I’ve been here ever since.”

      “And now I’m here.”

      They smiled at one another, and he bent down to kiss her again.
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      The Milk Farm stood abandoned, wind blowing through broken windows, the front door slamming shut, flying open, slamming shut.

      Cait’s enhanced sensors followed what had happened and recorded the story for the day Tiff wished to check up on it. Federal agents raided the Milk Farm months before, arresting the women and shutting the place down. At this point the madam, Fanny, had not yet made bail. She had two warrants and a host of priors.

      One prostitute not arrested that evening was the house favorite, the one who went by the name of Desiree. She left several days before the raid, still owing the house a considerable sum of money.

      One of her frequent customers, who had a crush on her, offered her a ride into Chicago in the wee hours of the morning. She took him up on it. She gathered her clothes into a suitcase along with a large wad of cash she had squirreled away, then sneaked out with him while everybody was asleep.

      She stayed with him for two days, then left while he was at work and never saw him again. At the moment she rented a fairly inexpensive room that had been mysteriously vacated by its prior tenant, under the watchful eye of one Bertha Brisbane.

      The former tenant, Ms. Brisbane explained to her, had simply disappeared. He stopped showing up and fell progressively behind on his rent. The police arrived one day, and informed her the previous occupant had been murdered. On their heels came a bunch of men in suits. One of them showed her a badge and a warrant, so she unlocked the door and let them thoroughly search the room. They left with some papers and little else.

      No one ever showed up to claim the other possessions, so she sold them to recoup lost rent. Then she decided to let the room again. It seemed an act of fate, or perhaps the hand of God, that Desiree noticed Ms. Brisbane’s ad in the paper and stopped by first thing in the morning. Several other people responded to the ad later in the day, but Ms. Brisbane turned them all away after granting the room to Desiree, who had shown up first.

      She went by the name of Debra Cook, now. She seemed a nice enough sort to Ms. Brisbane. It never occurred to the older lady to question how somebody in Cook County might have the same last name. If Ms. Cook had been honest with Ms. Brisbane, she would have confided that “Cook” was the first thing springing to mind when she was forced to come up with an alias.

      Thus Debra, née Desiree, had obtained a nice room in a decent neighborhood at a very reasonable rate.

      When Ms. Brisbane agreed to let her stay, Debra had no job. But she paid for three months in advance, in cash, and that was enough to persuade Ms. Brisbane to let the young woman move into Mr. Booker’s former room.

      Ms. Brisbane had several rules for her new tenant, but the biggest and most important one: “No men!”

      Ms. Cook assured her new proprietress that no men would be visiting her. She explained that her immediate concerns centered on obtaining a job, and there would be little time for visitors of either gender.

      That response satisfied Ms. Brisbane, who felt most people should remain single anyway.

      The next morning after searching through the classifieds, Debra applied for a job at the makeup counter in a large department store. The manager thought her attractive, youthful face and cheerful attitude would help sell cosmetics, and hired her on the spot.

      She spent the remainder of the day in training, learning how to pitch products to different customers, learning how to close sales, learning how to find something to compliment about a customer’s face (no matter how it looked), and dozens of other miscellaneous aspects of working behind a department store makeup counter.

      In the days ahead she only saw one of her former clients. A portly, balding gentleman, whose name she couldn’t remember but whose countenance was easy to identify, strolled past her counter one afternoon. She smiled, but braced herself for an outburst, or a comment, or some kind of reaction. But he simply nodded at her and continued further into the store, showing not the least interest in her or in purchasing makeup.

      She decided at that point that the change of hair color and hairstyle, along with different makeup (a supply to which she now had ample access) helped change her appearance enough that few of her former clients would ever recognize her. Living in a large city helped, too. Safety in numbers and all that. She grew less concerned with being “discovered.”

      Several weeks later she caught the eye of a handsome young business executive working at the Mercantile Exchange while he shopped for his mother’s birthday present during a lunch break. They struck up a conversation and found each other to be quite pleasant company. He suggested continuing their discussion after work at a coffee shop around the corner. She agreed.

      Three months later, after daily coffee with him, dates to the museum, theater, and dinners at very nice restaurants, and even some evenings when she got back to her tenement far later than Ms. Brisbane approved, when her feelings for him had grown quite strong and he shared that he was feeling something similar . . . she shared her past with him.

      He took it well, all things considered, and continued the relationship. At first she didn’t see him for a couple days while he came to grips with being in love with a former prostitute. But soon he returned. He showed up with flowers after she got off work, and took her out for a long dinner and a walk in the park where they discussed her past, their future, and many other things.

      When he finally proposed marriage several months after that, on another crisp evening while on yet another walk through the park, he had completely overcome his initial misgivings. Despite her prior life of prostitution and having been with several other men, he told her that he knew she had clearly turned over a new leaf. And he wanted to marry her. If she would be willing to stay true to him and forget her former lifestyle, he would never bring it up again. That’s when he pulled a ring out of his pocket and went down on one knee.

      At that particular moment, with the wind blowing through the abandoned brothel/farmhouse, the prostitute formerly known to clients as Desiree was on her honeymoon visiting Niagara Falls while her former madam remained in jail.

      The wind cared for neither woman. It simply blew through the old house, now but a shell of its former self.

      A light appeared in the field behind the farmhouse. It glowed golden bright, about the size of a baseball, then quickly grew larger. Two translucent beings, their skin the color of storm clouds, stepped through the light. They quickly assumed human form, turning into attractive men in their early thirties. They looked clean-shaven, wearing expensive suits. One of them sported blond hair, the other darkish brown.

      The blond one said, “We’re safe from perception?”

      His partner nodded and said, “The spell has yet to be deciphered by their AI. But we shouldn’t stay long, nonetheless.”

      The blond nodded and looked around the field, then focused on the old house. He pointed at it, and they both walked toward it.

      “Pity they had to die,” he said.

      “They were willing to risk it. We’ll all die eventually, if this doesn’t stop.”

      “Still, I wish he could have gotten away from whoever they sent after him. Joining up to fight the Walker was his idea. He should have lived to see it.”

      The dark haired one snorted and said, “I never cared for him. Or the rest of you. I only care about stopping the hunters.”

      They reached the back door of the Milk Farm. Unlike the front, this one was shut. The dark haired fae made a motion with his hand and it flew off its hinges, bouncing backward on the floor. They walked inside.

      “I can feel it,” the dark one said.

      “Seems a very temporal place to hide something so integral to our plans.”

      “He knew we’d be here soon to get it.”

      They walked deeper into the house, back into the bedrooms. They stopped at the doorway of one. The blond nudged the door open with his foot, not even bothering to use magic. Inside, a dirty mattress sprawled on a broken bed frame, bereft of sheets.

      The two fae looked at one another and nodded. They could feel the artifact’s presence, hidden behind the spell guarding it from Cait’s sensors.

      The dark haired fae reached out his hand and pulled with magical force. Nails popped up out of the floor, then boards flew up and out, splintering into pieces.

      A thin golden bracelet rushed out from its hiding place under the floor, hovered for a moment as if gaining its bearings, then sailed to the fae’s outstretched hand.

      He smiled and said, “The Filigree of Flame. Made by Sethlans himself.”

      “Impressive,” the blond said. “And this will serve as our key?”

      His partner’s smile grew into a wicked grin. He said, “Yes. You know, I think you’re right. It’s a pity Sleaghan won’t be here to see the fruit of his labor.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Booker stretched his hand out and a simple wood-paneled wall appeared. He repeated the process again, then once more. He turned around and made a fourth wall appear.

      “Not bad,” Tiff said. “But now you’ve got us trapped in a room with no walls or windows.”

      Booker smiled sheepishly. He extended his hand, then hesitated.

      “Uh, how do I change it once it’s in place?”

      Tiff waved her hand at one of the walls and a door appeared, complete with an ornate handle and a bolt lock. She said, “Like that.”

      Booker rubbed his chin in thought. “It seems quite magical,” he said.

      “I know, but it’s not. Cait takes your thoughts electronically and translates them into reality. The building blocks for everything in this room are on the molecular level. She just rearranges them to suit what you are envisioning in your mind.”

      Booker shrugged and said, “Everything you’re saying sounds like it should be plausible. But I don’t understand any of it.”

      “Don’t worry. You’ve got an eternity to figure it out. Here, I’ll help start you out with a house and once you get better at programming you can adjust it or even start over and make a new one. Some people like to create new ones every few months or so.”

      Tiff waved her hands and a wonderful house began taking shape. She made a large foyer, complete with a chandelier, a grand piano tucked to one side, and a sweeping staircase leading up to rooms above. Walking toward the back she continued, creating a kitchen, an enormous dining room, a sitting room, a library, and an indoor pool.

      Booker followed her, his mouth open wide in astonishment.

      When she came to the back of the house she said, “Are you a mountains guy? Or do you prefer the beach?”

      “Uh . . . mountains?”

      She crafted a large back porch with an outdoor kitchen and fireplace, complete with a gorgeous Alpine view.

      Tiff said, “I prefer the Alps, but you can always change it later. Americans seem to prefer Rocky Mountain views.”

      He nodded dumbly, staring out at the green valley below and snow-capped peaks in the distance. An eagle flew by, high in the air.

      He said, “It looks so real!”

      “Oh, the view is real. It’s a moment in time captured from one of the alternates. Cait has several in her inventory. Like I said, you can change it later.”

      He turned and gave her a hug.

      “Thank you! The house is perfect. I’ve never lived in anything so fine. It’s even nicer than Mr. Capone’s place.”

      “Well, you’re only limited by your imagination. You ought to see Jason’s house. And you will. I think he’s inviting everybody to dinner soon.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Deep inside the library, in the Etruscan artifacts section among thousands of objects originating from the earliest alternates, two golden wristlets began to glow. One had been there for centuries. The second one was newly placed. They looked almost exactly alike.

      Bonds of magical energy flowed out from each, uniting and strengthening, quickly growing stronger.

      A streak of light snaked out from the bonded gold, the same yellow color as the metal. It shimmered, then coalesced into a small globe about the size of a baseball.

      The globe established a link through reality, time, and space back to an alternate where a third bracelet reached out to the twins.

      The three bracelets established something akin to triangulation. The power within the two larger bracelets combined, bringing enough energy to make an opening back to the alternate where the smaller bracelet remained.

      A rift in reality cracked open in the library, growing larger by the second. Magical energy from the alternate pushed its way into Headquarters, struggling against the narrow confines of the opening, ripping the fabric of reality into a larger hole.

      A breeze from the distant alternate flowed through the crack, and along with it came the sound of a door flapping open and shut in the wind.

      Slowly, inexorably, the rip widened.

      The dark-haired fae stepped through first, a look of triumph spreading across his face. He reached back to help pull his partner in. He turned and pushed out one hand, palm up, and the display case’s glass shattered. The glowing wristlets floated up and over to him. He placed one on his forearm. He tossed its twin over to the blond who followed suit, donning it like armor.

      The crack in reality slammed shut as suddenly as it opened, cutting off access to the alternate.

      Eb appeared, popping into existence wearing his old three-piece brown suit.

      “You may not—”

      The dark haired fae repulsed the computer’s human form with a wave of his hand, sending Eb flying backward into the display cases. Glass shattered and objects scattered. Eb went limp and lifeless.

      “I may.”

      The two fae smiled at each other.

      The blond one said, “Let’s go have some fun!”

      

      
        
        The End
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      Nancy looked up from her desk when the outer door to the office opened and closed. She had sent Marcie home at 5:00, and that was half an hour ago. But maybe Marcie forgot something, she thought. It could be somebody else, but her secretary usually locked the door on the way out.

      “Marcie?”

      No answer.

      Nancy stood up and made her way around the desk, over to the door leading to the reception area. The calendar on the wall showed the month: October, 1943.

      She wore an elegant but practical beige dress and matching flats that, while not tennis shoes, wouldn’t impede running should the need arise. Her shoulder-length dark hair had lost most of its curliness, and she desperately needed another perm. But work had kept her busy, even in wartime, and that along with all the shortages and restrictions left her little time for luxuries.

      Nancy opened the door to the reception area, expecting to find Marcie or perhaps a client. The lettering on the outer door to the hallway showed through the glass, backwards from this side: “Nancy Chance, Private Investigator.”

      Instead of Marcie or a client, she found a man facing away from her, riffling through the secretary’s desk. The back of his head revealed dark hair, oiled down and carefully combed in place.

      “Excuse me?”

      He turned, startled. He had a handsome face that reminded her of a cat’s. Sharp nose, sharp feline cheekbones. He drew his piece, a nasty looking pistol, and she instantly regretted not having hers. It was still in her purse, on the floor under her desk.

      She raised her hands in compliance, but kept her composure. She made a mental note to keep her voice calm and said, “What do you want?”

      He sneered at her.

      “You must be the broad playing as a PI.”

      “I’m Nancy Chance. Who are you?”

      He smirked and said, “Dames oughta stay home and keep their noses clean.”

      “There’s a war going on, in case you haven’t noticed. A lot of us ‘dames’ are working now. Answer my question. Who are you?”

      He snorted, the contempt never leaving his eyes. He said, “I’m somebody looking for your file on the Duncan case. And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll hand it over.”

      She nodded, keeping her hands up.

      “Alright. But you’re looking in the wrong place. I keep that file locked in my desk.”

      She tilted her chin. His eyes wavered to the door behind her, then back. He motioned with his gun, indicating she should turn around. It was a little semi-auto, a Walther PP or FN 1910, she thought. Still, even a little one could be deadly. She walked back to her desk with the gunman close behind.

      Nancy turned and sat down in her chair slowly, keeping her hands up. She said, “It’s in the bottom drawer. I’m just going to reach down and get it.”

      He nodded, and shook the pistol impatiently, gesturing for her to hurry up.

      She carefully opened the desk drawer, reached into her purse, and whipped out her Smith & Wesson snub nose revolver.

      CrackBlam!

      They fired at the same time. Nancy felt the bullet lodge in her shoulder. A thought raced through her mind: small caliber, no exit wound. It did not do much damage; it stuck in the bone.

      But her larger .38 hit him right in the heart. His eyes grew wide. He slowly looked down at the hole in his shirt. He dropped his gun and it clattered to the floor.

      “Oh! You got me!”

      He clutched his chest and sagged to his knees, then collapsed in a heap.

      That’s odd, Nancy thought. He seemed overly dramatic. Sarcastic, even.

      She clenched her shoulder with her other hand to staunch the bleeding.

      “Well, this dress is ruined.”

      Nancy reached toward the phone on her desk, picking up the black Bakelite handset. She jiggled the hook and said, “Operator?”

      The man laughed from the floor, stunning her into silence. He stood up while her mouth dropped open. Slowly, in shock, she lowered the handset back to its cradle.

      “Yeah, you got me. Got me good. Not a bad shot for a dame.”

      He brushed off dust from his suit and she watched as the hole in his middle shrunk and disappeared, the bloodstain rapidly shrinking. He looked up and smiled at her, maliciously.

      “But to really get me, you got to do better than that.”

      He thrust his hand toward her and a bolt of golden light shot out, striking her middle and coursing through her body. Her heart stopped.

      She clutched at her chest, weakly, her strength and stamina leaching away. She slid out of her chair and fell down to the floor.

      He casually reached down and picked up his pistol, walked over to her and shot it three more times, point blank at her head.

      “Now, where is that file?”

      He bent down and worked through the contents of Nancy’s desk drawer. He pulled out a manila folder and held it to the light.

      “Ah, here we go.”

      He walked out the office door with the file, leaving her corpse pooling in blood.
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      Two fae strode down a wing of the Headquarters’ library, passing dozens upon dozens of display cases filled with ancient jewelry, the damaged and smoldering body of a human computer interface on the floor behind them.

      The dark haired one said, “So this is where all our objects end up. They bring them here and put them behind glass. That’s despicable.”

      The blond one said, “It doesn’t seem to stop, Finn. How long does this corridor continue?”

      “I don’t know. Let’s make a shortcut.”

      Finn raised his hand and a stream of bright light crashed through the display cases and the wall behind it. The two stepped through the hole amid swirling clouds of dust and smoke.

      “This hallway looks like the one we just left,” the blond said.

      “These artifacts are from different alternates. Look, they’re newer. Our wristlets were made in the first alternate. All the jewelry from the first alternate must be in the corridor we just left. These pieces on display here are more recent.”

      “How can you tell?”

      Finn summoned a heavy gold necklace from a display case. It flew up, crashed through the glass and sailed over to his hand.

      “Look. Can you feel its weakened power, Art? It’s not as strong as our wristlets.”

      Art nodded, slowly. “You’re right. This is a later creation. Still powerful, but not as strong as those made by Sethlans.”

      Finn said, “Let’s see what’s on the other side. Maybe we can help Sethlans and the others learn more today.”

      He blew a hole in the far wall, and they stepped through to yet another corridor filled with display cases.

      Art said, “Have we really lost this much jewelry over the centuries?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tiff and Darius Booker ran from the residence wing down the hall to the foyer. Cait’s human representation stood at a computer terminal, furiously waving her hands through holographic screens.

      Tiff said, “What’s the matter? We heard your alert.”

      “There are fae in the library. Eb has been shut down somehow, probably by a magical attack. I am sensing enormous damage occurring as the intruders try to find their way out.”

      “Where are they now?”

      “If they continue on their current path, they will break into the gymnasium in approximately five minutes.”

      Tiff turned to Booker and said, “Let’s go!”
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        * * *

      

      Finn blew a hole into another wall and said, “This is boring. I think I hate libraries. First, all of our stolen jewelry. Then relics of various kinds. Now books. Tons and tons of books. How dull can these people be?”

      Art stepped through the newest hole, picking his way over a pile of paperbacks, and said, “Hello. I think we’ve left the library.”

      Lights turned on as they entered a new area. They stopped and looked around a large gymnasium, collapsible wooden bleachers pushed up against the walls.

      Art said, “It’s styled like something from a 19th century high school. Look, no air conditioning. No modern lighting. Windows high in the walls above the bleachers.”

      Finn said, “You’re right. Look at that old wooden floor. And those moldy safety mats. They have all this supposedly superior technology. Why would they create something so archaic?”

      “Maybe it’s meant to be a museum, and it’s not really functional.”

      “But why? What’s its purpose?”

      A loud groan came the far corner of the gym.

      “What . . . was that?”

      The groan turned into a growl. Buster shambled out of the shadows, hands outstretched, angry glowing red eyes staring at the fae.

      “It’s a simulacrum,” Finn said. “Ugliest one I’ve ever seen.”

      The huge creature moaned, arms straight out as he charged the fae.

      With a bored motion, Art raised a hand, palm outward. A bolt of light shot out, and sizzled through Buster’s middle.

      Buster stopped, arms slowly lowering to his side. He looked down at the hole in his chest, a quizzical expression on his face.

      “Urgh?”

      He collapsed in a pile on the floor.

      Art said, “Nasty stuff these people create. I swear, the stench on that one could be sold to the Krauts as poison gas.”

      “That’s not how they look at us, do you think?” Finn said. “Perhaps this is a training area. And he represents us.”

      “Surely they don’t see us that way. We are far older than they are, and we—”

      Art jerked to the right, barely avoiding the iron rod zipping through the air near his face. Finn jumped in the other direction before an iron-threaded net fell on him. They both cast stasis spells on the weapons and turned to hurl balls of light at the door to the gym.

      The light hit the doors and they exploded off their hinges. Tiff and Darius threw up arms to protect their faces.

      Tiff flew into the gym and threw black iron daggers at the fae. They scrambled again, quickly tossing stasis spells at the projectiles.

      Booker moved more cautiously, on foot. He pulled out another net from his pocket, about eight inches in diameter. He had deduced how it worked by watching Tiff. He crumpled it up and threw it like a ball toward one of the fae. It increased tenfold in size, and rushed toward Finn with a mind of its own.

      The fae saw it coming well in advance and stopped it with a spell several feet out. He blasted a few more bolts of light at Tiff, who whipped around the gym like a sprite lobbing iron daggers at random. Art grabbed her full attention with a volley of lightning bolts.

      Finn turned to look at Booker. He smiled wickedly and said, “You’re new at this.”

      Booker said, “What makes you think—”

      He choked off the rest of his words as a stasis spell enveloped him.

      “Because otherwise, you would have known to expect that.”

      Finn turned toward the ceiling and shouted, “I have your friend down here!”

      Tiff pulled out another iron rod from her pocket. It quickly grew into a heavy, eight-foot long weapon. She drifted down from the ceiling and landed lightly on her feet, assuming a fighting stance.

      Finn said, “Now, I realize you two are immortal. But, that doesn’t mean you can’t suffer, right?”

      He made a motion with his index finger, and a red line appeared on Booker’s front, stretching from his collarbone to his pelvis. Darius still couldn’t move, but his irises widened in shock. The line grew larger, wider, and everything inside him began to seep out: blood, entrails, organs. A slow, horrified scream slipped out of his frozen lips.

      Tiff thrust her rod out and it broke in two, twirling toward the fae. She somersaulted backward, away from simultaneous blasts of light from Art and Finn, and threw her last two daggers.

      The fae quickly cast stasis spells at her projectiles, then Finn caught her with another spell. She froze in the air, halfway to the ceiling.

      Finn and Art looked at each other and smiled.

      Art said, “This is fun! We should have found our way into this place a long time ago.”

      A slushing noise filled the gym from where Buster had fallen. His middle regenerated, the skin stitching itself back together. He went up on one knee, then pulled himself fully erect.

      “Urgh!”

      Art said, “Look, he’s respawning. It’s like the monsters in those video games the kids play.”

      Finn said, “Oh, he looks mad!”

      The floor shook as Buster rushed them.

      Thoom! Thoom! Thoom!

      Art and Finn threw several bolts of light, slashing and slicing through Buster.

      “YAAARGGH!”

      Buster fell head first to the floor and exploded in a cloud of fetid evaporated flesh.

      At the same time, Nancy Chance rushed in through the doors wearing a black leather jumpsuit. She made jerking motions with her hands and the iron struts supporting the gym’s ceiling fell down on the fae.

      All the daggers, the nets, and Tiff and Darius were suddenly freed, the iron beams blocking the fae’s magic.

      Tiff flew over to Darius, now sprawled on the floor. She held out her hand and a huge mass of cotton gauze appeared. She went to work trying to fix up his middle.

      Nancy walked over to the two fae, grunting helplessly under the metal.

      Finn snarled and said to Art, “Told you . . . don’t get . . . distracted.”

      Nancy pulled out an iron rod, about a foot long. Like Tiff’s, it lengthened immediately, the point sharpening. She thrust it into Finn’s head. He exploded in a gust of wind and light, leaving behind a small, storm-cloud gray and translucent body. She watched as the heart quit beating, waiting until the little creature lay still.

      Then she walked over to Art. The blond struggled against the iron struts on top of him.

      “No. No! We can talk! There’s things I can tell you! There are plans you know nothing—”

      She thrust the tip of the rod into his head, and his outer human shell blew away.

      Phoom!
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        * * *

      

      Nancy, Tiff, and Darius Booker sat in his lavish new living room. Darius sipped from a mug of warm Tree of Life tea, his hands trembling slightly.

      Tiff stood and adjusted the blanket around Booker’s shoulders. Nancy raised an eyebrow at the tender gesture, but kept any comments to herself.

      Darius took another sip of tea.

      “When you finish that,” Tiff said, “you’ll probably need a couple more to get all healed up. Sleep helps, too.”

      Booker nodded and took yet another sip. Then he locked eyes with Nancy.

      “Thanks for helping back there. I’m glad you came in when you did.”

      Nancy smiled and said, “Sorry I didn’t get here before they cut you up. That looked painful.”

      Booker shuddered, as if reliving the moment, and nodded grimly. He said, “I hate those guys.”

      “Welcome to the club. I’m sure you’ll get a chance to take some more out, before long. First rule is, don’t hesitate. Don’t talk, don’t respond. Just kill them, as quickly as possible. If you waste time talking, you’re giving them more opportunities to recuperate and attack.”

      Booker nodded soberly, and continued drinking tea.

      They heard a knock at the door before it opened. Jason walked in, followed closely by Cait’s human interface.

      Jason stood tall, with long blond hair falling to his shoulders above a handsome face with high cheekbones. Beside him, Cait’s average, plain-Jane appearance seemed particularly ordinary.

      “I came soon as I heard. Everybody okay? How are you, Darius?”

      “I’ve been better. Ms. Chance here saved the day.”

      Nancy said, “Your training dummy provided a distraction while I brought the roof down.”

      Jason smiled and said, “I wasn’t thinking of a surprise fae attack when I used iron girders for the ceiling. But it seems a fortuitous choice.”

      “No jokes about my name,” Nancy said. “I’ve heard them all over the years.”

      Booker seemed to doze off, his head slumping on his chest, attracting everyone’s attention. Tiff gently shook his shoulder and urged him to finish the tea.

      The Walker turned back to Nancy and said, “Why don’t we leave Darius to recuperate on his own. I’d like to discuss a couple of things with you.”

      Nancy stood, said goodbye to Tiff and Booker, then followed Jason and Cait out the door.

      In the flagstone hallway outside, Jason said, “I never thought I’d need offsite backup. I mean, this is the ultimate offsite as it is. Anyway, Cait is rebuilding Eb. I’m not sure we’ll recover everything he knew, but he was mainly an archival system anyway. And the archives, despite some physical destruction, are mostly intact. So, hopefully we won’t lose too much data out of all this.”

      Nancy crossed her arms and said. “Why are we keeping all that gold stuff of theirs anyway? Seems like a giant waste of space, not to mention a temptation for them to come after it.”

      “As you know,” Jason said, “We can’t destroy or create matter. Only God can do that. All we can do is manipulate it. And gold, once it’s been touched by fae, becomes practically irredeemable. Especially some of the older stuff made when they were at the height of their powers on the early alternates. So, it seemed prudent to simply remove them from reality and store them here.”

      Nancy said, “Okay. That makes sense. But I hate that our sense of security has been shattered, Jason. I’ve been here over 300 years, and I’ve always felt safe. Until now.”

      He nodded sympathetically and said, “We’re working on that. Now that we know it’s possible for them to find us, we’re considering appropriate countermeasures. Cait thinks it’s a good idea to begin storing their artifacts elsewhere, for instance. And perhaps making some contingency plans.”

      They both turned to the drab young woman. The Computerized Artificial Intelligence Terminal said, “I can elaborate on the probabilities showing the benefits of moving the library artifacts, if you like.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Jason said. Turning back to Nancy he said, “As you can imagine, they will likely find another way in no matter what we do. But if we separate the library, they could attack us while we’re visiting it in the new location, too.”

      Nancy’s eyebrows shot up. She said, “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “And I’m sure there’s other things some fae eventually will think of someday, now that they know how to get here. We’ve just got to press on and kill them all. The fewer out there in the alternates, the fewer left to try and mount an attack on us.”

      “I’m all for continuing the mission.”

      “Another mission is what I’d like to talk to you about. Right now, everybody is indisposed. I had to drop my current assignment to get back here. Tiff and Darius are going to be staying put until he’s back on his feet. And nobody else is available right now.

      “I know you just got back yourself, and it’s always good to decompress after taking a fae out, or in this case two fae. But, I need somebody to go back into a particular alternate and work on something important that Cait was tracking just before this incident.”

      “Sure. Tell me where to go, and I’ll take care of it.”

      “Well, here’s the thing. It involves your home alternate.”

      Nancy arched an eyebrow.

      Jason said, “And, it involves the same time, the same dates, around which you were murdered.”

      Nancy arched her other eyebrow. She said, “I thought one of the cardinal rules is that we are supposed to never return to our own timelines.”

      “That’s right. I don’t even like you going back to nearby alternates, if you can help it. The chances of interfering in your own life and those of your loved ones, or in the case of a close alternate the lives of your doppelganger’s, are too great.

      “However, we have a situation here and I think you are best suited for tackling the problem. Frankly, you’re the only solution at the moment. Cait will fill you in. I’ve got to get back to work.”
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        * * *

      

      Cait spoke without emotional inflection as she and Nancy walked briskly toward the foyer, which served as the entryway between the outer rooms and the rest of Headquarters.

      She said, “In most alternates you have worked in so far, the overall course of history remained somewhat the same. Inventions and innovations came along about the same time. Major wars were won and lost by the same sides. Deviations may increase as timelines progress, and there are exceptions to everything, but general historical trends tend to hold steady.

      “I have recently noticed an uptick in efforts to alter the history of certain alternates in major ways. These are outside efforts to buck the trends. One of these involves changing the outcome of World War II so that the Axis wins. It is a key turning point in many alternates’ histories. Changing it has maximum consequences.”

      “That’s terrible, Cait! The Nazis and Imperial Japan were awful regimes. And this is happening on my world?”

      “Correct. In a sense, it already happened in your world. The same fae who killed you is also responsible for attempting to sabotage the Manhattan Project so the Germans can be the first to develop an atomic bomb on your world.”

      Nancy stopped and said, “I’m confused. I was killed 300 years ago, and we won World War II.”

      “As you know, we are outside of time and space. There are many fae-spawned irregularities across multiple alternates requiring our attention at any given moment. The one on your home world is now at the top of our priority list. Yes, you have already been killed. But now, you need to go back and prevent your timeline from deviating.”

      “So what am I to do?”

      “One of the advantages to existence outside of time and space is, we can address problems at any point in any timeline. From a biological perspective, you passed away 322 years, three months, and 19 days ago. Shortly after, you were resurrected and you have been with us ever since. However, we can send you back to New York City, October 17, 1943 on Alternate 2108a, and you can intercept the fae and his efforts to change history on your world before it happens.

      “And that is your assignment. We are sending you back to the moment you were murdered. Your job will be to stop your murderer from altering the course of history on your home world, and to make sure the Allies win World War II like they are supposed to.”

      They walked to the rowan wood door leading to the Wildflower Room.

      Nancy said, “Okay, not a problem. I’m in like Flynn. It’s been a long time since I’ve been back home. I’m looking forward to it.”

      “That is to be expected. However, I want to caution you in regards to your conduct. Everyone you know will think of you as dead. If you show back up and begin interacting with them once more, they will almost certainly become confused as to your status in their lives.”

      “You’re saying they might think I’ve been resurrected. Well, that’s true. I was resurrected over three centuries ago.”

      “It will be difficult to explain this fact to them in a way they can understand. Worse, they will expect you to remain in their lives, and you cannot. You have already moved on, but they have yet to live out their own lives. And they are fated to do so without you. In a way, they already have.”

      Nancy nodded, thoughtfully. She said, “You’re right. I couldn’t stay, anyway. I won’t age while they grow old. Okay, I’ll come straight back once the job is done.”

      Nancy thought about it some more and said, “Wait a minute. How am I supposed to investigate my own murder without talking to anyone I know? Should I take on a disguise or something?”

      “My current calculations indicate a low probability of a disguise being needed if you simply take care not to interact with people you know.”

      “Well, that shouldn’t be a problem. My parents passed before I did. My best friend moved to San Jose to help build ships during the war. I hardly knew anyone in New York during that time, except Rick, and he was in Texas when I died. Just about the only person I dealt with on a regular basis was Marcie, my secretary.”

      Cait said, “Should intervention with someone be necessary, I can wipe the memory of your interactions with them. But be careful, as needless involvement increases the risk of undesired consequences.”

      “You’re saying, ‘Don’t tempt fate.’ Okay, I’ll be careful.”

      “Very good. Shall I attire you appropriately?”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got this. It’s my decade, you know? I had a closet full of the latest styles, such as they were, during the war.”

      Nancy waved her hand from her face to her stomach, and with the advanced technology available to the Fae Killers, her clothes instantly changed from a black leather outfit to a stylish blue winter dress popular in New York during the early 1940s.

      Cait nodded perfunctorily, neither taking offense nor delight. She turned and walked back toward her computer terminal in the foyer.

      Nancy opened the door to the Wildflower Room and walked into a field of wisteria. She wandered down a footpath between large clusters of the sweet purple flowers, topped a small hill then came down on the other side.

      Most recently, she thought, the field held bluebonnets. She knew the flowers changed depending on the group of alternates with which they were currently aligned. The Walker had explained to her long ago that each field was from a time captured in proximity to different clusters of alternates. So, bluebonnets were easier to port back and forth between one group of parallel universes; wisteria another. She had seen fields of sunflowers, tulips, and dozens of other varieties. Some of the flowers were garden variety, despite the room’s name.

      Her alternate fell into the wisteria group. With their scent, pangs of nostalgia sprang up within her. Despite bleak necessity forcing her there, she felt happy to be going home again.

      At the end of the path, a bright neon blue and green line appeared, shimmering vertically. It quickly grew wider, and Nancy could see a darkened hallway on the other side. She heard gunshots.

      She said to herself, “New York, October 17, 1943, here I come.”

      She stepped through, and the Wildflower Room closed behind her.
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      Nancy heard a door close around a bend in the hallway. Cautiously, she peeked around the corner just in time to see a man walk in the other direction toward a stairwell.

      “That’s my killer. Track him, Cait.”

      “I am on it.”

      Their exchange took place completely in Nancy’s mind, the neural interface with Cait stretching across time and space.

      When the door to the stairwell closed, Nancy cautiously stepped around the corner and walked down to her old office. She opened the door and quickly slipped inside, making her way past the reception area to the back.

      Her old self lay slumped on the floor, blood pooling around the body.

      She approached it slowly, looking down at her bullet-riddled head.

      Nancy grimaced and said, “It’s a good thing our resurrected bodies look younger. I was getting a bit long in the tooth there toward the end.”

      Cait said, “You were 38 years old.”

      “I never realized how fat I was, either.”

      “You weighed 148 pounds, in line with your height and age.”

      “Never mind, Cait. Remind me to program girl talk into you someday.”

      Nancy gingerly stepped over her body and looked at the front of the file drawer in her desk.

      “He closed it after taking the Duncan file. I’m going to open it again. Won’t hurt to leave a clue.”

      She opened the drawer, then had another thought.

      “Cait, can you scan all my files? Upload them to your system?”

      “Yes. My sensors are quite strong in this alternate’s New York City.”

      “Good. Please do so.”

      Nancy looked around the small office again with a fresh pang of nostalgia. It felt smaller than she remembered. But it had served its purpose well in her final years while she worked as a private investigator during the war.

      She sighed deeply, soaking it all in one last time.

      Cait said, “Police are incoming. Someone called in the shots.”

      “Right. Are they taking the elevator or the stairs?”

      “Elevator.”

      Nancy stepped over her old body again and headed out the door. She left the door open.

      “I’ll make it easy for them to figure out where to go. It’ll be the only open door up here.”

      She hurried down the hall and went into the stairwell just as the elevator dinged.

      Nancy took the steps quickly, heading down.

      “Do you know where my killer is, Cait?”

      “Yes. Currently he is in a cab. He asked the driver to go to Central Park.”

      Nancy stopped between landings. She listened carefully and looked up and down between the floors. The stairwell was deserted.

      “Good. Can you open a door near to where he’ll arrive?”

      “Yes.”

      A shimmering neon green and blue line appeared in the air, growing taller, then wider. She could see foliage and smell fresh open air from the other side.

      Stepping through, Nancy found herself in the park, in the middle of a clump of woods. Cait had found a place where nobody could see her appear suddenly. She stood surrounded by darkness and trees.

      Nancy waved a hand over herself and became invisible before leaving the cover. She stepped carefully out from the copse and onto a path leading deeper into the park.

      On the street, a taxi squealed to a stop and her murderer stepped out.

      Another man sat on a park bench nearby, his overcoat pulled tightly around him. He looked older, with tufts of gray hair peeking out from under a fedora. He seemed to be waiting for someone, and followed Nancy’s killer with his eyes.

      She stood nearby, patient and invisible. The murderer headed straight to the park bench and sat down next to the man with gray hair.

      The older man said, “It is done, Felix?”

      Felix, Nancy realized, was the name of the fae who had killed her. Or at least, the name he used on this alternate. How appropriate, she thought, since he looked so much like a cat.

      Felix nodded and said, “I have the file you wanted, and the broad won’t be a problem anymore.”

      He reached inside his coat and pulled out a manila folder with some typewritten sheets of paper. Nancy recognized the Duncan file.

      The older man thumbed through the pages, scanning them briefly. He opened his overcoat and tucked them inside.

      He stood up, and Felix followed suit. The older man smiled and pulled out a thick roll of bills from another pocket. He handed the money to Felix.

      Felix took the cash and it disappeared somewhere in his coat. He said, “You know, I would have done this without being paid. I’d like to make sure the Reich has a shot at winning this thing.”

      The older man smiled and said, “Sehr gut.”

      They parted ways. The man with gray hair headed back out to the street while Felix walked deeper into the park toward Nancy.

      Nancy said over her neural interface, “Track the Nazi, Cait. Do we know who he is?”

      “Yes, Heinrich Kurtz. He is a spy, working for German Naval Intelligence. He has managed to stay in this country under deep cover since 1936.”

      “Try to figure out his contacts and track him. We’ll need to take him out of the picture. See if anybody in the FBI is even aware of the guy.”

      “Affirmative.”

      While the mental exchange took place, Felix walked past her location. He stopped suddenly, turned and looked directly toward Nancy.

      He waved his hand and a flash of light crackled through the air. Nancy suddenly became visible.

      Felix’s eyes grew bigger as he recognized the face of the woman he just killed. Then his expression relaxed as he figured out what must have happened.

      “So. You have resurrected, and you’re here to avenge your death.”

      Nancy said, “Something like that.”

      She pulled out her iron rod and it instantly grew by several feet. She pointed it at Felix and four spikes broke off from the end, shooting out toward him.

      Felix disappeared with a pop! and the pieces sailed through the air harmlessly.

      He reappeared behind Nancy and shot out bolts of light. She ducked and rolled as one grazed her shoulder, instantly disintegrating the sleeve of her blouse and the top layer of her skin.

      The spikes turned back toward Felix, streaking in like bullets. He popped away again and reappeared to the right, shooting more light bolts. Then another Felix peeled away from his body, an exact replica. Working in unison, both Felixes shot bolts at her.

      Nancy rolled on the ground, blood smearing the grass and leaves. She threw the shortened rod at them, and gave it a mental command. It split into two, each piece aiming for a different Felix.

      The one on the right, the original Felix, popped away before the iron reached him, but his double did not. It exploded in a puff of black oily smoke. All of Nancy’s rod pieces rushed back and flew a tight circle around her, forming a protective barrier.

      When Felix reappeared he only got one light bolt off before the two closest spikes rushed toward him. Nancy moved before his bolt could hit her.

      When he popped in again, one of the iron pieces nicked him before he could get off a shot. A streak of clear oily blood squirted out of his thigh, hissing to the ground.

      “Bitch!”

      He popped away again before another spike could find him. They continued floating around her in a protective circle, ready to dart at the fae wherever he appeared.

      After several minutes, Cait said, “I do not sense his presence.”

      Nancy nodded, holding her right shoulder, stemming the blood with her left hand. She said, “You camouflaged the area? Nobody saw that, right?”

      “Indeed. Nobody is present. Even if they were, the area is secure from detection.”

      “Good. Bring me some Tree of Life and I’ll heal up.”

      A moment later, a shimmering neon blue line appeared beside her, quickly lengthening and widening into a doorway. Through it, Nancy could see wisteria in the Wildflower Room.

      Just as she got a whiff of the flowers’ scent, Cait’s human interface handed her a glass of swirly green liquid, her hand passing it through the doorway. Nancy gulped down the concoction, and handed the glass back.

      From the other side, Cait said, “You were fortunate he only grazed your shoulder. How did you know which way to move? I did not have time to inform you of the danger.”

      “Instinct. Sixth sense or something. I haven’t been battling these guys as long as you and Jason have, or even as long as Tiff has, but I’ve fought them enough to expect the unexpected. When he disappeared the first time, I just naturally presumed he’d show up behind me slinging light.”

      Cait nodded, and Nancy suspected she stored the nugget of info away somewhere. The Computerized Artificial Intelligence Terminal never stopped learning. And with humans, Nancy thought to herself, there is a lot to learn.

      “What’s the deal with there being more than one of him? What was that all about?”

      “It appears he is using a cloning spell.”

      “Oh. That makes sense, I guess. Well, thanks for the drink. Nothing like a quick shot of the leaves from a Tree of Life to fix things up.”

      “You need a few hours sleep to completely recover.”

      They both looked down at her shoulder, which had completely healed itself. Cait mended the fabric with a wave of her hand, and Nancy’s blouse looked new again. Then Cait stepped out of the doorway. She cleaned up all the blood on the ground with a wave of her hand, and even rearranged the grass and leaves.

      Cait said, “I am still not tracking the fae. Now that he is aware of your presence, he has cloaked himself in a spell. But at some point he will almost certainly do something that will trigger my sensors, and I will alert you to his presence.”

      Nancy nodded and said, “It’s funny he didn’t use a stasis spell to stop the projectiles. I guess he doesn’t know about it yet.”

      “That is correct. On his personal timeline, he has evidently not received information from the fae known as Sleaghan, who developed the stasis spell.”

      “Well, that’s to our advantage. But I still wasn’t able to stop him.”

      Cait said nothing.

      After a moment Nancy said, “At this point, you’re supposed to give me a word of encouragement.”

      “I understand. I am certain you will eventually apprehend the fae known as Felix, and avert the Allied loss in World War II on this alternate, thus preventing your home world from prematurely sliding into chaos.”

      “Thanks. Awkward, but I’ll take it. I’ll make a human out of you yet, Cait.”

      “You are welcome. But it is quite impossible for me to ever become a human.”

      “Right. But you can at least act like one.”

      “I am programmed to—”

      “Yeah, yeah. Look, I’m going to head to my apartment. Keep an eye on things and let me know if the police show up or anything. And keep an eye on the old German. I’ll visit him after I get some sleep.”

      Cait nodded, and stepped back inside the Wildflower Room. The doorway disappeared, quickly replaced with another one opening to a darker room.

      Nancy smiled as the familiar smells from her old apartment came drifting through. She stepped in, leaving Central Park behind.

      Her apartment was small, just a few hundred square feet. A sink and hot plate occupied the counter along one wall. A simple window looking out on the street took up another. The third wall hid a Murphy bed.

      Nancy heard a mew, and looked down at a black cat with white feet.

      “Hello, Socks. Have you been a good boy?”

      She bent and picked up the cat, who started to purr.

      “You haven’t had anything to eat since I left this morning, have you?”

      She walked over to the kitchen side, opened a cabinet and pulled out some cat food. She filled up a bowl and poured fresh water from the sink in another one.

      The cat’s needs taken care of, Nancy walked over to her Murphy bed, pulled it down and climbed in. She fell asleep immediately.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up, Nancy.”

      Her eyes fluttered open. Sunlight streamed in through the window blinds.

      She sat up and said, “What is it, Cait?”

      “Marcie is here with the police. They will enter in three minutes.”

      Nancy nodded, and folded the bed back into the wall. She bent down and stroked Socks’s back, then headed for a corner of the room where she turned invisible. Socks sat on his haunches and watched the corner she hid in.

      “Go away, Socks. Don’t give me away.”

      A moment later, the key turned in the latch, and her apartment door opened. The landlord looked in first, an older fellow with a receding hairline. He opened the door wide and stepped out of the way. Two uniformed police officers walked in, followed by Marcie.

      The landlord followed them, crowding the small space. He said, “Ms. Chance kept to herself, pretty much. Never heard or saw her very often. Paid her rent on time every month, and she never was no trouble.”

      One of the officers turned to Marcie and said, “Any next of kin to claim her belongings?”

      Marcie stood shorter than the men, at about five-two. She sported short brown hair and wore a simple gray business dress with a matching hat. In her 40s, Marcie had grown up in the flapper era, and she still preferred shorter hair.

      She shook her head. From her vantage point in the corner of the room, Nancy could tell she had been crying.

      Marcie said, “No, both her parents are dead. She was a single child. There’s an uncle out in Colorado, and an aunt in Delaware she talked about from time to time, but nobody around here. I don’t think she’s seen anybody related to her in quite some time.”

      Socks meowed and rubbed against Marcie’s leg. Marcie picked him up and said, “Poor Socks. Nobody’s been here to feed you, have they?”

      One of the officers pointed to the cat’s bowl and said, “Looks like it has plenty of food.”

      The other officer poked through some cabinets, then pulled down the Murphy bed. The sheets were still rumpled. He said, “I guess you don’t really have to make up the bed when you can fold it away.”

      After a while, finding nothing to help in their investigation, they left. The landlord looked at Marcie, standing there with dried tears and still holding Socks.

      He said, “She wasn’t supposed to have a pet, but lots of people ignore that rule. You should take the cat.”

      Marcie nodded, and looked around the apartment one more time. Then she followed him out, carrying Socks. The landlord locked the place up behind them.

      Nancy became visible again. The apartment suddenly felt very lonely, especially without Socks.

      She said, “Cait, do you know where Kurtz is?”

      “Yes. At the moment he is in New Jersey preparing an explosive device.”

      “An explosive device? You mean a bomb? Do I have time to stop it?”

      “Yes to all three questions. I will open a door.”

      A thin blue and green line appeared, growing taller and wider. Nancy stepped through, instantly going from her apartment to New Jersey.
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      Nancy stepped into a back alley. A gust of wind blew through the narrow space, scattering scraps of paper along the concrete and high up against drab brick walls.

      She walked to where the alley emptied into a wider street, and cautiously peeked around the corner. To her left, a line of people waited patiently at a gate near a fence around some kind of complex. Thick chain links topped with razor wire stretched away to either side.

      Men and women alike wore identical blue coveralls. Many in the queue carried tin lunch buckets.

      Cait said, “Kurtz is disguised as one of the workers. His lunchbox has four sticks of dynamite and a considerable length of fuse.”

      “I see him. Okay, dress me appropriately and I’ll intercept him.”

      Instantly Nancy’s clothes changed. She wore blue coveralls identical to the workers. Her right hand held a black lunchbox made of iron, she noted. She suspected it was heavier than the tin boxes others carried, but it would likely not raise suspicion.

      She walked out of the alley and fell into line with everyone else. Cait provided her an identification card, making it appear in her pocket. She pulled it out and showed it to the guard at the gate, who nodded at her as she walked in with the crowd of workers.

      She spoke in her mind so no one else could hear and said, “Where are we Cait?”

      “You are at one of the sites for the Manhattan Project. The United State’s first atomic bomb is being developed here, in part. It appears Heinrich Kurtz is trying to delay the process as much as possible. He is turning to the right, ahead of you.”

      “I see him.”

      She followed Kurtz as he made his way between several large buildings. Many appeared to be warehouses, with large warning signs on locked doors saying, “KEEP OUT. DANGER. AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.”

      Kurtz walked past all these, turned a corner, and headed down another alleyway squeezed between two buildings.

      Cait said, “I’m picking up a conversation to which you should listen. I will accentuate your hearing.”

      Nancy heard muffled voices through the wall of a building. They suddenly grew sharper.

      A man said, “. . . I can’t help it. Duncan was one of our best engineers. Ever since he died, we’ve had to scramble to stay on track.”

      Another man said, “What’s the key problem? What’s the main holdup that Duncan was working on?”

      “It’s the heavy water thing . . .”

      Nancy turned the corner into the passageway. A hundred feet away, Kurtz placed his lunch bucket down and pulled out a cigarette. He lit it, took a couple puffs, then knelt and began emptying the lunch bucket.

      “What’s he doing, Cait?”

      “He is threading a fuse through the cigarette. When the cigarette burns down, it will light the fuse and set off the dynamite. In effect, he has created a makeshift timer for the bomb.”

      Nancy nodded, and headed toward him. She said, “Hey!”

      Kurtz looked up, alarmed. He stood and turned, pulling out a wicked-looking gun with a suppressor.

      Thwick! Thwick! Thwick!

      Nancy ducked and dodged. The bullets could not kill her, but she had no desire to get shot. They sailed past her to the right and left.

      “What’s he shooting, Cait?”

      “It is a High Standard HDM .22 caliber pistol.”

      “Can you jam it?”

      “Yes.”

      A tiny spark of light burst inside the gun, too small for Kurtz to notice. But it proved powerful enough to damage the inner workings of the High Standard.

      Click! Click!

      He frowned and looked down at the now useless gun in his hand.

      “Give it up, Kurtz!”

      Nancy closed their distance by half. She went in unarmed, confident she could disable the spy by hand.

      Foom!

      A harsh, blinding light flashed in the alley. Cait immediately adjusted Nancy’s eyes so she could see again.

      Felix stood in a fighting stance between her and Kurtz. He whipped his hand out and sent half a dozen bolts of light flying toward her. The first one hit her in the middle, searing through her clothes and sinking deep into her belly, taking layers of skin and muscle along the way.

      Nancy flew backward in the blast and fell on her back as the other bolts sailed over her.

      She grimaced in pain and said, “Well, now we know where Felix is.”

      Nancy sat up and whipped out her iron rod. She snapped it with her wrist. Instantly it grew to full size and two pieces broke off, shooting toward the fae. He dodged to his left just as they split in both directions. The one heading left found him. He screamed in pain as the iron point punctured his thigh. He cast another blinding flash of light, and disappeared.

      Kurtz covered his eyes and threw his gun at her, turned and ran down the alley just as a couple of MPs rushed around the corner behind Nancy. They skidded to a stop, the blood streaking through her jumpsuit grabbing their full attention.

      She pointed at Kurtz and said, “Get him! I saw him light some dynamite over there!”

      They ran down the alley. One of them turned to look back. She waved him on.

      “I’m fine! Get him!”

      The first one stopped when he came to the dynamite. The cigarette burned down and the fuse sputtered and hissed to life. He bent over and yanked the fuse out of the sticks.

      His partner ran past him, chasing after Kurtz.

      Cait said, “You are not fine. You have suffered considerable damage and will require time to heal. I suggest you find a private place for a doorway and return to Headquarters before you pass out.”

      Several other people rounded the corner. More MPs showed up, along with some men wearing business suits and workers in blue coveralls.

      “It’s a little late for that, Cait. Heal me up superficially. Leave a small opening to explain the blood. I’ll exit later.”

      Instantly the skin on her belly returned, save for a quarter-sized hole oozing blood.

      “You’ve been shot!” somebody said.

      Nancy looked up and saw a new MP hovering over her with a concerned expression on his face.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine, ma’am. We’ve got to get you to a hospital.”

      More people rushed over, several talking at once.

      “What happened?”

      “Was that an explosion? There was a big flash of light.”

      “I think that was dynamite. Maybe someone shooting. She looks like she got hit.”

      The MP threw his hands out and said, “Everybody back! Give her some room! Is anybody here a doctor? No? Roberts, go fetch an ambulance for her.”

      Nancy smiled, mostly to herself. She didn’t really need an ambulance, or a doctor. All she needed was Tree of Life tea, or some equivalent. The leaves could be ingested in a variety of ways, she thought to herself.

      Then she blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      Nancy opened her eyes to find Marcie staring at her intently, inches from her face.  As Nancy’s senses returned she realized she was lying in a hospital bed. She wore a gown and an intravenous needle poked out of her arm.

      In her mind she said, “Cait? What’s Marcie doing here?”

      “I ran new calculations and found your odds of success improve with the assistance of your former secretary.”

      “Yes, but . . . she thinks I’m dead.”

      “I am sure you will concoct a suitable cover story. I will alter her memory if needed when your job here is done.”

      Nancy smiled tentatively at the smaller woman. Out loud she said, “Hi, Marcie.”

      “I knew it was you! I knew it!”

      “What are you doing here? How did you find me?”

      “How did I . . . ? What are you doing here? I identified your body at the morgue! You look good, by the way, for somebody who’s supposed to be dead. Who is in the morgue? Or how is it your body is in two places at once? I’m so confused right now. And happy. And . . . I don’t know what to feel.”

      Nancy took a deep breath and sighed. She said, “You go first. How did you find me?”

      Marcie said, “Well, I went through the office. I cleaned up all your blood.” She gave her boss a look that indicated Nancy would not be allowed to dodge explaining things. “Then I looked at all the files. I don’t have a master list or anything, so I couldn’t tell if something had been taken from the main cabinet, but I noticed your desk drawer was open. I do remember all the files you had in there, and the one about Mr. Duncan’s murder was missing.

      “I tried to remember everything I could about the Duncan case, and I recalled he worked at some kind of military facility in New Jersey. So I went out there this morning to try and talk to somebody. The guards at the gate were very rude. They weren’t letting me in to talk with anybody. About that time there was a big flash of light like an explosion or something, along with a lot of noise and activity.

      “A little bit later they let an ambulance in. Since I wasn’t getting inside, I decided to follow the ambulance when it came out and see if I could learn anything. When I saw them wheel you into the hospital, I lied to the receptionist and said I was your sister.

      “And now you’re here, dressed like a factory worker, shot in the stomach, while your body is in the morgue shot in the head! Nancy, what in the world is going on? And how can you be alive while your dead body is over there? Or is it still there? Did you just pretend to be dead or something? Do you have a twin? What’s going on?”

      Nancy took a deep breath. She looked at her worried secretary and felt a wave of compassion.

      “Marcie, I am dead. I was murdered by a Nazi agent because I was getting too close to something. He stole the Duncan file after killing me and delivered it to a man named Kurtz, who is a German spy.

      “I came back from the dead . . .” she paused to see how Marcie would take the statement. Marcie stared back, wide-eyed. “. . . and followed the spy and stopped him from setting off a bomb at that installation you couldn’t get into. But I got ‘shot’ in the process, lost a lot of blood, and passed out.”

      She stopped and watched Marcie’s eyes dart back and forth between her bandaged stomach and her face while the little secretary processed everything.

      Marcie said, “I don’t understand. How are you back? Your body is in the morgue. I saw it. Or is it not there anymore?”

      Nancy took a deep breath again and considered how best to answer.

      In her mind, Cait said, “Honesty is the best policy. I can wipe her memory later.”

      Nancy nodded, the decision made. She paused for another second to consider how best to phrase things.

      “Marcie, I am dead. This is my resurrected body. I came back in time to the moment after I died so I could track down my killer. But even more important, I came back to make sure that our world’s history is not altered. The United States is supposed to win this war. If I’m not successful, Germany and Japan will win. I can’t let that happen. We can’t let that happen, Marcie. So, I’d appreciate any help you can offer me.”

      Marcie rushed over and hugged her. She said, “Of course I’ll help. I still don’t understand how you’re here and not in the morgue, though.”

      “I told you. This is my resurrected body. And, you know, time travel.”

      “But you just got hurt. You could die . . . again.”

      Nancy shook her head. She said, “No, I won’t be dying again. Can’t happen after you’re resurrected.”

      She felt her stomach and realized her wounds had healed.

      Cait said, “I put leaves from the Tree of Life in your IV.”

      Nancy pulled up her hospital gown and peeled off the bandages. She let Marcie look at her belly.

      “See? All better. No wounds are fatal for me now. Some just take longer to heal than others.”

      She pulled the IV out of her arm and swung her feet to the floor.

      “Are my clothes over there? Wait out in the hall and we’ll go.”

      “Don’t you need to check out? What will the doctors and nurses say?”

      “No, the fact I healed so fast would just confuse them. I’ll get dressed and we’ll leave.”

      “I’m confused too, Nancy. You’ve got to tell me everything. Have you been to heaven? What’s it like? Did you meet God? Are you here to stay? How long will you be here? You look different. Have you been on a diet or were you resurrected looking this good? What were you doing while you were dead?”

      Marcie paused for breath and Nancy smiled at her. She said, “I’ve actually done quite a bit since I died. I’ve got about 300 years worth of adventures to tell you about. But first, let’s get out of here.”
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      Late that afternoon, Nancy sat in Marcie’s apartment drinking a cup of coffee. She had spent the majority of the day trying to help Marcie understand how the afterlife works. But she found it difficult to fully explain life after death to someone who was still alive.

      Marcie sipped from her own cup. Due to wartime shortages, the afternoon coffee for two was a major sacrifice. Nancy understood this, and considered ways she could bring Marcie some more coffee to help replace her diminishing stock.

      Marcie said, “So, let me get this straight. You’ve actually been alive over three hundred years, even though you just died yesterday?”

      Nancy nodded, and placed her cup on the table. She said, “I’ve been on my own timeline. It started right after I died. I went through judgment. I went to heaven. Then I was recruited to help hunt down fae in alternate realities.

      “Now I live in a place that’s outside of time and space. Our team can jump in and out of all realities. It’s through the use of extraordinarily advanced technology. Much of it is controlled by computers. Well, one computer, anyway.”

      Marcie frowned and said, “A math whiz? Like in accounting departments?”

      “No, a counting machine. Like those fancy ones IBM makes.”

      “Oh, I see.”

      Nancy could tell Marcie did not see. Not really. She said, “It doesn’t matter, don’t worry about the computers. I know it’s a lot to take in. Just remember that our technology is very, very advanced. You’ve seen how it’s jumped by leaps and bounds in the past few years. Think about it. Since the turn of the century, we’ve developed horseless carriages and flying machines.”

      Marcie nodded, following the logic.

      Nancy continued, “Imagine what it’s going to be like twenty or thirty years from now. Jet airplanes flying faster than the speed of sound. Flights to London will only take a few hours. Color televisions in every house. Satellite communications will let you make phone calls around the world. We’ll even fly men to the moon and back via rockets.”

      Marcie’s eyes grew wide. Nancy nodded, emphasizing her point.

      “So imagine the technology we will have developed centuries from now. Those counting machines will advance to the point they’ll be able to think for themselves, and offer advice, and look and talk just like us. We’ll be able to travel through time and reality, visit alternate universes, and track down our enemies no matter where they go.

      “I’ve been in that advanced environment, that future, for three centuries now. I’ve visited parallel worlds in all points of their existence. I’ve seen Noah building his ark. I’ve met versions of Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, Cleopatra, Genghis Khan, Napoleon and other historical figures you’ve never heard of because they haven’t been born yet in this world.

      “And everywhere I’ve gone, I have fought men like Felix. Creatures, really, not men. You haven’t seen them in their true form. They seek to destroy and disrupt, to sow chaos and confusion. They are pure evil, and bent on destruction.

      “In our world, they are trying to prevent the United States from winning the war. I’m here to stop that and take out the one who murdered me, so he can’t wreak havoc anymore.”

      Marcie nodded and took another thoughtful sip. She said, “It’s a lot to take in. But everything you’re saying kind of makes sense. And I guess I have to believe you. I’ve seen your dead body with my own eyes. In fact, your funeral is tomorrow.”

      Marcie’s eyes grew big. She said, “Omigosh, Nancy! Rick is coming in for your funeral!”

      “Oh. I had forgotten about Rick.”

      “Forgotten about Rick? How could you forget about Rick? You two were going to be married!”

      “Were we?”

      “Yes! He showed me the ring he bought you. He was planning to propose as soon as he got back from Texas.”

      Nancy sipped her coffee and smiled. “Sweet, lovable Rick. I haven’t thought about him in years.”

      “He’s going to be devastated! I sent him a telegram after I identified your body for the police. He sent me one back and said he’ll be here tomorrow. Oh, Nancy you’ve got to tell him you’re alive!”

      Nancy smiled again, but with a touch of sadness in her eyes. She said, “It’s okay, Marcie. Rick will meet a wonderful woman after the war. They’ll get married and have kids and grow old together.”

      “You don’t know that! He needs to know you’re alive!”

      “I do know it, Marcie. I checked up on him a long time ago. Remember those computers I told you about? Ours keeps track of things on many different worlds. I asked about Rick soon after I arrived at our headquarters, ages ago. The computer tracked him down for me and told me what happened in his life.

      “He does just fine without me, Marcie. Yes, I’m sure my death was rough on him. Will be rough. But he’ll get over it and he’ll find someone else after the war.”

      “But, you’re here now. You can change things! It doesn’t have to be this way. Just like the outcome of the war can be changed!”

      “No, Marcie. I’m dead. In fact, I’m not even supposed to be here. We’re breaking some major rules at the moment. The only reason I’m here is because the bad guys attacked us on our home turf and we have to cheat a little. I was the only one available to go out and put a stop to this.”

      “It’s time travel,” Marcie said. “You could have come back any time.”

      Nancy shook her head. “No, this fae did not go back in time to disrupt our world until recently.”

      “But, you said you died 300 years ago!”

      “I did. He went back from the present, his present, which is 300 or so years from now in this world’s timeline. We just found out about it. But my death occurred centuries ago. As far as I’m concerned, this is all the past.”

      “I’m so confused.”

      “Look, don’t think of me as being alive anymore, because I’m not. I’m in my afterlife. I’ll live forever, just like this. If I stayed and married Rick, which won’t happen but if I did, then he’d grow old and die and move on to his afterlife while I stayed looking like this. Don’t you see? That’s not right, and it could never happen.

      “More important, it didn’t happen. We know he married somebody else and had kids because we’ve already observed it. Our computer has, anyway.”

      Nancy sighed and leaned back in her chair. She took another sip of coffee.

      She said, “In a way, I guess you could think of me as a ghost. A very real, and physically present ghost who can take names and kick butt. But, for all intents and practical purposes the old me is dead to this world. I won’t be coming back to my old life. When I take care of business here, I’m leaving again. Once the historical aberrations this fae has set in motion are corrected, it’ll be like I was never here.”

      Marcie frowned but she nodded and sipped on her coffee. Then she said, “But what about Rick? What do we do? What do we say to him at your funeral?”

      “We say nothing. Let him begin the grieving process and get on with his life. He doesn’t need to be a part of this.”

      Marcie stayed silent, but Nancy could tell she remained troubled.

      Later that night she sprawled out on Marcie’s couch, pulling a quilt over herself while Marcie went off to her bedroom.

      Socks jumped up on her, then snuggled down between her arm and the couch and started purring. It almost seemed normal, Nancy thought, just as if she still belonged in this world. Soon, everybody in the flat fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      The funeral was a small, intimate gathering in Christ’s Church on Park Avenue and 60th. Built a decade ago, the building still looked and felt new. Part of the sensation came from the fact the walls were bare. They remained unfinished thanks to the Great Depression first, then wartime shortages of workers and materials.

      A handful of Nancy’s clients and a few other people showed up. Marcie greeted everyone since Nancy didn’t have any family present. Sweet organ notes from “Amazing Grace” filled the sanctuary, reverberating off the bare walls and ceiling.

      Nancy came in, invisible, and sat down on the last pew. She smiled sadly as her landlord hugged Marcie and took a seat. With the pastor, the mortician, the organist and Marcie included, about a dozen and a half people attended her funeral.

      The door to the sanctuary opened once more and Rick hurried in, running late. Nancy turned to look, and the sight of her old flame caught her breath.

      He stood six-foot-one, with thick brown hair and a chiseled face. He cut a dashing figure in his dark suit, carrying a matching fedora in one hand, a leather travel bag in the other. He stood tall, confident and athletic, with a barrel chest and muscular arms. His face looked troubled with grief.

      Rick rushed past her pew, and Nancy caught a whiff of him. He had always smelled good, and she had forgotten his scent after all these years. Mentally she asked Cait to store a record so the computer could replicate it for her later. Then a pang of guilt shot through her as she recalled he was destined to marry someone else.

      “That is correct,” Cait said, intruding on her thoughts. “He is going to marry a woman named Julia Thompson, who will be a stewardess for Transcontinental and Western Air. They will find themselves aboard several trips together and—”

      “Cait, I know that Tiff is usually the one who’s always telling you to shut up. But please, shut up.”

      Privately, Nancy felt grateful that Cait had no feelings to hurt. She decided she had been rather harsh with the computer.

      She watched as Rick hugged Marcie. They sat down together in the first row while the pastor nodded at the organist, who stopped playing.

      The pastor cleared his throat and said, “We are gathered here today to celebrate the life of Ms. Nancy Chance . . .”
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        * * *

      

      Rick offered to accompany Marcie to the cemetery afterward. Nobody else was present for her burial except the pastor, the mortician, and two itinerant gravediggers. After a few words and a prayer, the pastor left. The mortician directed the lowering of the casket into the grave. Then he shook hands with Marcie and Rick before leaving as well.

      The workers began shoveling dirt on top of the coffin, and Marcie finally turned away. Rick followed her back out to the street. They stopped at the curb and waited for a cab. Rick stared at his feet, his shoulders slumped. Marcie watched him sniffle and wipe away a tear.

      “It’s okay, Rick.”

      “It’s not okay. I should have been here. I wasn’t.”

      “You being here wouldn’t have helped anything.”

      “Maybe I could’ve stopped it. Maybe I could’ve helped her. Maybe I could have done something.”

      “No. No, you couldn’t. It’s okay, don’t beat yourself up over it.”

      His head jerked and he looked at her sharply. He said, “What’s the matter with you? She’s dead. Murdered. Shot in the head. You act like it’s no big deal!”

      “Rick, calm down. I’m telling you it’s okay.”

      “It is NOT okay! The woman I wanted to marry is dead! I loved her, Marcie!”

      He had shifted from grief to anger in a heartbeat, towering over the smaller woman in rage.

      Nancy materialized beside him, casting off her invisibility. She said, “Rick, get a grip.”

      He jumped straight up, three feet. The blood drained from his face.

      “Wh . . . what are you . . . ? How . . . how . . .?”

      Nancy turned and hailed a cab. When it stopped Marcie opened the door. Nancy guided Rick by the elbow and pointed inside.

      She said, “Hop in and I’ll explain it to you.”
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        * * *

      

      The trio sat in a café eating pie and drinking coffee. The prices were high due to rationing, and it was a splurge. Nancy picked up the tab, Cait making sure that enough period-appropriate change appeared in her purse to cover the bill.

      Rick did not touch his pie. He picked up the cup and saucer for his coffee. The trembling in his hands rattled the china together as he stared wide-eyed at Nancy across the table.

      He took a shaky sip and said, “So. You were dead. And now you’re back. But only long enough to catch the guy who killed you. Do I have that right?”

      “That’s right. I’m in a resurrected state. It works out well this way. I can’t be killed again. You could say I’m in my eternal body.”

      “And you’ve been fighting these . . . ‘fae’ . . . for how long?”

      “About 300 years. Look Rick, I know this is hard to understand. But when you die, you step out of time. Later, you can come back to different points in time. Think of it as being outside a book. You can pick up again at a different spot.”

      Rick took another sip of coffee and said, “Is that what happens after you die? Are ghosts nothing but spirits displaced in time?”

      Nancy took a deep breath, then looked at Marcie. She stared back with the same level of curiosity and attention as Rick. Obviously she was interested in the answer, too.

      Nancy said, “Okay, look. I’m going to try and explain it to you two. But if you don’t get it, or don’t understand it all, don’t worry. A Jewish wise man once said, ‘Don’t dwell on knowledge that is too great for you.’ So, catch what you can and just accept the rest. Okay?”

      They both nodded. Nancy took another deep breath and began.

      “There are such things as ghosts, in that our spirits are released when we die. But, there is a gulf between the living and the dead. The dead can’t come back to visit except under special circumstances, usually ones set up by God himself.

      “You remember the story about the Witch of Endor in the Bible? King Saul wanted to know what was going to happen in his upcoming battle, and the Prophet Samuel was dead. Saul had the witch fetch Samuel’s spirit so he could talk with him.

      “When Samuel’s spirit appeared, the witch cried out in alarm. Why? Because she was used to faking it. Almost all spiritualism is fakery. People can’t summon up ghosts of the dearly departed because there is a supernatural chasm between the living and the dead. So the mediums are either lying, or the ‘spirit’ they’re talking to is lying. One way or another, you can’t communicate with your loved ones after they die. That doesn’t stop people from trying to trick you, though. I’ve seen some very convincing efforts.

      “Now, in my case, I died. I went through judgment and because I accepted God’s covenant through Jesus while I was alive, I had the privilege of being resurrected. And in my afterlife, I fight the evil creatures known as fae. Members of my team can jump into any world. And there are many, many worlds. And we can jump in at any point in time on those worlds.

      “So, that’s how I’ve been around 300 years, while to you two I’ve only recently died.”

      She stopped and let the weight of her words sink in.

      Rick finished his coffee and set the cup and saucer down. His hands were no longer shaking. He said, “So, you’re here to stop the bad guy, I get that. You can jump in at any time, I accept that. Why didn’t you jump in and stop your murder before it happened?”

      Nancy smiled and said, “That’s a trick question. Because it already happened. I died, I went through judgment, I was resurrected, I became a fae killer. My death, my murder, belongs to my past. I don’t want to change it, even if I could.

      “Look, I won’t get into things like paradoxes. But if I prevented my murder from taking place, I might not have had the opportunity to become a fae hunter in my afterlife. Then I would not have had the opportunity to go back and prevent my murder. You see? It becomes a perpetual loop.”

      She smiled sweetly at Rick’s confused look and said, “Like I said, I don’t want to go into discussing paradoxes. That’s a rabbit hole we should avoid.”

      Rick said, “So you . . . don’t want to live anymore? I mean, here. Now.”

      Her smile changed to a sad one and she said, “No, Rick. I don’t belong here. I don’t have my first life anymore. I’ve moved on to something far better. Don’t look at me like that.”

      She finished the last bite of her pie and stared back at him. He wore an astonished look on his face mixed with profound grief.

      “Rick, I know you were going to ask me to marry you.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you know how much I love you. You mean the world to me, Nance.”

      “I know. I know. But I know other things, too.”

      “Like what? What could be worth knowing beyond that?”

      She sighed and crossed her arms, wondering how far to take this. Finally, the decision made, she drove forward full tilt.

      “I know a lot of things. I know your trip was ostensibly to visit Bryan Air Base in Texas to help train new recruits, but the real reason you went down there was to interrogate Nazi pilots at the POW camp in Hearne.”

      His eyes grew wide. He said, “How—”

      “I know that after the war you’ll get a job as a pilot with TWA. You’ll meet a stewardess, fall in love with her, and ask her to marry you. You’ll raise three beautiful boys and live to a ripe old age, retiring in the Catskills.

      “You get over me, Rick. And that’s how it should be. Life goes on. The people you love die, and you mourn their loss. Then you die and those still living mourn you. Death is inevitable. It’s how you live your life that counts, how you treat others, how well you come to know God and whether you accept Jesus or not. That’s what you’ll be judged on when your time comes before God’s throne.”

      Nancy took another sip of coffee then set the cup down. She said, “All of that’s worth knowing, beyond the love you once had for me. My time here is done. I’m only back for a little while, to set things straight. Then I’ll be gone again.”

      He looked down at the table for a long moment. Finally he glanced up again and held her eyes with his own. He said, “Okay. I accept you’re gone, and that you’re only back temporarily to help apprehend your murderer, whatever kind of evil being he is. I accept that once you’re gone again, I’ll move on and live my life without you.

      “But I want you to accept that what we had was real. The love I had for you, the life we could have led together, all of that was real. And I will mourn your loss for a long, long time, Nancy Chance. You will never be far from my thoughts, no matter who I marry. I want to make sure you know that.”

      Nancy reached across the table and touched his hand lightly. She nodded. Marcie smiled, looking first at her, then at him.

      Rick stood up and said, “Come on, let’s go get that guy.”
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      “We have reports that work is progressing in Chicago, Tennessee and New Mexico. As for the last one, my sources indicate they plan to test bombs out in the desert there.”

      Kurtz had escaped the MPs. He relayed the information to Felix in a calm voice, but the fae could sense hidden tension in the German agent. The man’s blood pressure spiked, and Felix sensed Kurtz’s amygdala lighting up.

      They met in Central Park again, this time far from the streets and prying eyes. They sat on a park bench near a deserted pathway, watching the snow as it came down in a gentle shower, cloaking them in privacy and covering the landscape in fluffy cold whiteness.

      “What are you trying to say, Heinrich?” Felix’s voice sounded toneless, but nonetheless carried the implication Kurtz’s life hung on the response.

      “All I’m saying is, it might be best to leave town. Work on the bomb can be disrupted elsewhere. It doesn’t have to be here.”

      “You are a known entity, Heinrich. You think you could just travel cross-country and evade detection? New York is the perfect hiding place for you. I got you into the facility in New Jersey, I can get you in elsewhere.”

      Kurtz opened his mouth to point out the illogical conclusion that if he couldn’t travel easily, it might not be easy to find work again.

      Felix cut him off before he could say anything. “I can escape detection from our enemies much easier than you, Heinrich. But you, you’re a problem.”

      “I am a problem?”

      “Yes, you are a problem. The woman at the military base who interfered with our plans . . . she knew where to find you.”

      Heinrich snorted. “That was simply bad luck.”

      “No, Heinrich, she knew where to find you. She can find you right now, too. And that’s the problem I’m talking about.”

      Heinrich opened his mouth. He did not get the chance to argue. A shimmering vertical line of blue-green light appeared on the path, quickly widening, and the woman in question stepped through carrying an iron rod.

      Felix said, “Sorry, Heinrich, but you’ve become a liability.” He made a pulling motion toward the German’s chest.

      Heinrich gasped and slumped, sinking off the bench and down to the ground. Felix jumped up and ran down the path, away from Nancy.

      Nancy threw her rod at him. It broke into a dozen spikes, all swarming toward Felix. He jerked to the right, and suddenly another version of Felix peeled off from his body. Then another. The metal pieces flew after the new Felixes while the original disappeared in a flash of light.

      The two clones stopped running, turned and assumed fighting stances on the path, only to be met immediately by the spikes. They both exploded in clouds of oily black smoke.

      The spikes made an aerial U-turn and rushed back toward Nancy, flying in tight circles around her to form a cylinder of protection. But Felix did not reappear to resume the fight.

      Nancy said, “Find him, Cait.”

      “I am trying. But his spell is particularly adept at thwarting my sensors. We were fortunate your hunch about him visiting Herr Kurtz proved accurate.”

      “Never trade your luck for skill.”

      “That statement does not compute. I have analyzed it repeatedly since you first mentioned it to me 281 years, three months, and—”

      “Help me save Kurtz. He may have some valuable info for us. I’ll perform CPR, you fibrillate his heart or something.”

      She approached the fallen spy, and moved his body so it lay flat on the ground.

      Cait said, “I am afraid all efforts will be useless. Felix did not just stop Kurtz’s heart. He took it away. There is nothing in the chest cavity, leaving us with zero chance at resuscitation.”
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        * * *

      

      Back in Marcie’s apartment, Nancy sat morosely with her friends.

      At least she no longer felt guilty about drinking Marcie’s coffee. Cait had fetched her a large supply of fresh grounds from a nearby alternate in which the United States had not yet entered the war. The cans of Maxwell House were identical in every way to their own world’s, indistinguishable from one another.

      As they sipped, Rick said, “It would have been nice to interrogate him, Nance. but I can’t shed any tears for that Nazi. From what you said, his dynamite would have taken out some critical people in our weapons program.”

      Inwardly, Nancy’s heart leapt at his term of endearment. Nobody else had ever called her “Nance,” in her life or afterlife.

      She said, “It’s worse than that. Kurtz was our link to Felix. It’s going to be a lot harder to find the fae again. His cloaking spell is different from anything we’ve seen before, and the computer is having a hard time cracking it.”

      Marcie said, “And you just left his body there? That poor man.”

      Nancy looked up at Marcie’s horrified face. She had not taken news of the events well.

      “Marcie, his heart was gone. Felix must have teleported it somewhere. There was no way to save him, he had already suffered too much damage by the time I got to him. And he was not a ‘poor man.’ He was a Nazi. Don’t be too sympathetic.”

      “But you just left him there.”

      Rick snorted. He said, “No telling how many of our people he’s taken out. We’ve been suffering from sabotage for months. You never read about it in the papers, though. It’s all hushed up. I wouldn’t shed any tears for the man. That’s one less saboteur we have to deal with, far as I’m concerned.”

      Nancy reached across the table and gripped her secretary’s hand, reassuringly. She said, “Somebody will find him, Marcie. It’s not like people haven’t died in Central Park before.”

      “But won’t they notice he has no heart?”

      Nancy shook her head. “Honestly, I doubt it. They’ll look at how old Kurtz is, they’ll note it happened in the snow and the cold, and go from there. I doubt they’ll do an autopsy. Who knows, Felix might have replaced the heart by now, just to cover his tracks.”

      Marcie’s eyes grew wide. She said, “He can do that?”

      Nancy nodded. “Yes. If he can take the heart out, he can put it back in. It would make things neater. I wouldn’t put it past Felix, he’s shown himself to be very careful with his murders. With me, he made sure to shoot me in the head after I went down, even though he killed me in much the same way.”

      Rick said, “We’ve got to figure out a way to catch this man without the help of your computer. What can you tell me about the weapons program he’s trying to disrupt? I know it must be critical to our victory, otherwise he wouldn’t be messing with it.”

      “It’s all classified, but I don’t see the harm in you knowing.”

      Privately, Nancy thought, Cait could erase the knowledge from their minds at any time. So, there really was not any harm in them knowing, at least for now.

      Out loud she said, “We’re working on an atom bomb. It involves a huge release of energy when an atom is split. I know that sounds odd, but just take my word for it. They’ll be known as ‘city busters.’ One bomb is strong enough to wipe out an entire metropolis. We should have at least two developed by the end of the war, in a couple of years if things go as they should.

      “The war will end in 1945. The Russians and their neighbors are taking care of Germany for us. They’ll dismantle the Reich from the east and eventually take Berlin. We’ll come in from Normandy and Italy and provide a second front in Europe. Germany will be destroyed, but not from nuclear bombs. Those are reserved for Japan.”

      Rick said, “Good. Serves the Nips right, after Pearl Harbor.”

      Nancy smiled grimly and said, “After the war, that term will be seen as pejorative. The Japanese and Germans are destined to become some of our closest allies in the years ahead.”

      Rick’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. Nancy smiled again and continued. “For now, or rather in 1945, the Japanese will refuse to surrender. The President will have a choice to make. He will either have to initiate a prolonged invasion of Japan with everybody there fighting our boys to the last breath, or he’ll drop a couple of atom bombs. Then he can tell them to surrender or we’ll take out every city they have, one by one.

      “In almost every alternate, the President chooses Option Two, and the Japanese surrender by the first or second bomb that’s dropped. And that’s what is supposed to happen in our world, too. But it won’t occur if work on the bomb keeps getting disrupted by Felix.”

      Marcie said, “And we can’t find him?”

      Nancy shook her head.

      “Then what are we going to do? How are we going to stop him? Your idea of keeping an eye on the German was brilliant, but now he’s killed the poor man!”

      Nancy said, “I haven’t figured that out yet, Marcie. I hate to say it, but we’re probably going to have to wait until he strikes again, then I’ll have to trust Cait can port me to wherever he shows up in time to catch him before he can do more damage.”

      “It’d be a lot easier if we kept an eye on the places he’s most likely to hit,” Rick said. “Where’s the next key development in the atom bomb supposed to take place?”

      Nancy’s eyes grew wide. She said, “Rick, that’s it! They were making silver bars in New Jersey for the electromagnetic separation of isotopes.”

      Rick and Marcie looked at one another. Marcie shrugged.

      Nancy said, “Never mind. All you need to understand is, it’s easier to use copper but they had to use silver since copper is in such short supply due to the war effort. So they borrowed tons of silver from the Treasury. Literally tons. It was all melted down into huge bars then cut into coils for giant magnets.

      “All of those silver coils have been taken to a secret facility they built in the Tennessee River Valley. It’s called Oakwood. If Felix is going to sabotage something, I bet it would be there!”

      In her mind, Nancy said, “Cait, I need you to monitor Oakwood for us. Pay extra attention to what’s going on there.”

      Cait said, “I am on it. I will also step up observations at Los Alamos and other high profile areas connected to the Manhattan Project, as per Rick’s suggestion.”

      “Thanks.”

      Out loud, Nancy said, “Okay, I’ve asked Cait to keep an eye on things. She’ll pay close attention to our secret sites in Tennessee, New Mexico and elsewhere.”

      Rick frowned. Nancy noticed and said, “What?”

      He said, “They’re not so secret if everyone knows about them.”

      “Everybody doesn’t know about them.”

      “You do. Felix does. Now we do.”

      “Rick, I remind you that you wanted in on this.”

      “Well, I don’t mind knowing about it myself,” he said, glancing at Marcie. “I’m just unsure how comfortable I am with a bunch of civilians knowing about it.”

      Nancy said, “Rick, you better be glad I know about the Manhattan Project. And I’m not part of this world anymore, remember?”

      “I know, I know. I’m just . . . uncomfortable.”

      Cait said, in Nancy’s mind, “Tell him I will be more than willing to wipe everyone’s memory when this is all over.”

      “Stay out of this, Cait.”

      Out loud she said, “Look, it’s a good bet Felix is going to show up somewhere. When he does, I want to be ready. I’m going to get some rest, then I’ll head to Oakwood. If he went after the silver coils in New Jersey, I bet he goes after them again in Tennessee.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Rick said.

      “What? No, stay here. It’s not safe.”

      “Nothing’s really safe, Nancy. Besides, you’re dealing with the military. I can be of more assistance to you there than back here.”

      “We’ll talk about it after I get some sleep.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Nancy hoped to wake up before the others and sneak away the following morning. But she came into the kitchen to find Rick cooking pancakes and pouring her a fresh cup of coffee.

      After a private conversation with Cait in her head, in which the computer assured her that a door could be opened for Rick to escape in case of trouble, Nancy finally agreed to let him come along.

      Cait said, “He is correct in that his military knowledge might prove useful.”

      “I’m just not used to battling fae with a sidekick, that’s all,” Nancy said. She watched Rick’s broad back as he flipped pancakes at the stove, his flattop haircut gleaming softly in the morning light streaming in from the kitchen window.

      “In my estimation, your former beau would make an excellent fae hunter.”

      “He still has a life to lead, Cait! He’s not immortal, and he can’t be allowed to die yet. He’s got a wife to marry and kids to raise. Those descendants aren’t going to be around in this alternate if he dies right now. He really shouldn’t be going out there with me.”

      “I will provide him additional safety precautions. But I calculate a higher percentage of success if he accompanies you. As you know, the United States must be the first world power to succeed in developing the atomic bomb. America must defeat the Axis in order to prevent this alternate from prematurely sliding into chaos.”

      “Fine. He can go with me. But you need to do everything you can to keep him safe.”
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        * * *

      

      A vertical sliver of blue-green light appeared in the middle of a road outside a small town. It quickly grew wider, allowing Nancy to step through. Rick followed close behind. He caught up and walked down the road alongside her. It led downhill into a fog-covered valley. Their clothes changed as they walked along, thanks to Cait. Now they were clad in light blue overalls.

      As they walked, buildings seemed to materialize out of the morning mist. On the side of the road a billboard greeted them, reading, “What you see here, What you do here, What you hear here, When you leave here, Let it stay here.”

      Rick said, “Kinda reminds me of Burma Shave signs.”

      “It’s a completely secret city. People don’t even know what they’re working on. The government wants to keep it that way, too.”

      As they walked into town they passed a baseball diamond in a field on the side of the road.

      “At least folks can enjoy themselves,” Rick said.

      “Yeah. They’ve got intramural leagues and everything.”

      The town came to life as sunlight flooded the streets. Men and women streamed from their homes and walked to hastily erected buildings. Everything seemed designed for utilitarian purposes. All the structures were simple, with wood, brick and white paint put to good use.

      Nancy said, “Cait says we should report for duty at the ‘Uniform Depot.’ That’s where they inspect the clothing for decontamination.”

      “Decontamination?”

      Nancy nodded and said, “The scientists are dealing with radioactive materials, and have to go through a decontamination process. Otherwise, they’ll get cancer and their lifespan will be shortened considerably. Cait says our job will be on the team inspecting clothes and other things with a Geiger counter. Mainly we’ll just be required to report any high readings.”

      “Whatever you say. I don’t understand much of what you’re saying, though.”

      “That’s okay. Nobody else here knows what’s going on, either. You’ll fit right in.”

      They found a nondescript building with wooden whitewashed walls and a tin roof on the other side of town. A sign out front indicated it was the correct facility.

      Nancy said, “Cait has placed the appropriate papers in your pocket. You’ll need to show them to our new boss.”

      Rick reached his hand into the front of his overalls and his eyebrows shot up in surprise. He said, “That wasn’t there a minute ago.”

      Nancy gave him a knowing smile. She pulled out her own envelope and pushed open the door to the building.

      Inside, two women unloaded uniforms from a large basket and hung each one on a metal rail hanging from the ceiling. A man watching them turned at the sound of the door opening, waved at Rick and Nancy then walked over to greet them.

      “You must be the new arrivals. I just got word this morning we’d have some more people joining the team. Welcome. I’m Adam Thursk.”

      Rick shook his hand and said, “Rick Strickland.”

      “I’m Nancy Strickland.”

      Rick turned and shot a questioning eyebrow at her. She smiled sweetly at him and said, “We’re newlyweds!”

      Adam chuckled and said, “Well, I know you didn’t drive in at the front gate several miles back without going through inspection and all that, but I better take a look at your papers anyway.”

      They handed over their envelopes. Adam took the sheets and quickly glanced them over, noting the names lined up with what they had said.

      “Alrighty, let’s get to work. Nancy you can join the ladies over there and they’ll show you what to do with the uniforms. Rick, let’s go outside and I’ll introduce you to our exciting task for Uncle Sam’s war effort.”

      The men walked out the door and Nancy headed toward the two women, a blonde and a brunette.

      She said to herself, “How come he gets to go outside and have fun? I’m not going to see anything here.”

      Cait said, “Societal norms in the 1940s were such that women were expected to maintain more domesticated roles. The war changed that to some extent, but—”

      “I don’t need a history lesson, Cait. I lived during this era. I’m just grumbling, that’s all.”

      The two ladies looked up from their work as she approached and flashed smiles. They stopped what they were doing and came over to talk. Both looked middle-aged, and wore light blue overalls just like Nancy.

      The blonde one pointed to the brunette and said, “That’s Nora. I’m Lena.”

      “I’m Nancy. So, what are we doing?”

      “We don’t know!” Nora said. She and Lena laughed.

      Lena said, “We do know the system, and we can teach you that easily enough. First, we unload all the uniforms as they come in off the trucks. We hang them up on the rail here, then we run this thing over each uniform.”

      Lena pointed to a Geiger counter on the floor nearby.

      Nora said, “You turn it on with the switch there, and wave the wand over each jumpsuit. Like this.”

      She reached down to click the unit on and demonstrated. The machine made a couple of clicks as she waved the wand around.

      Nancy said, “So, then what?”

      Nora said, “If the machine makes a lot of noise, we pull the uniform off the line and put it in a lead sack. Then the truck picks it up on the next round and they take it back to the cleaners.”

      “Okay. That seems easy enough. I’ll help unload.”

      Nora and Lena looked at each other, then back at Nancy. Lena said, “Don’t you want to know why we’re doing this, sweetie?”

      Nancy said, “Not particularly. They said not to ask questions.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Nora said, “But we’d still like to know why we’re doing this. Why wave the wand over every uniform? Why do some uniforms make the machine click more than others? And what’s the clicking mean, anyway?”

      Nancy shrugged. “If it was important for us to know, I’m sure they’d tell us.”

      Both women laughed again. Lena said, “They don’t tell us anything. Curiosity is about to eat us up.”

      “Well,” Nancy said, “curiosity killed the cat.”

      Nora said, “You’ll fit in well here!”

      Lena agreed. “But eventually, you’ll go nuts trying to figure out why we’re doing the things we do.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam and Rick walked down the road side by side. Adam carried a rucksack strapped to his back and a Geiger counter, the sensor mounted on the end of a rod. He waved the rod over the road as they walked.

      Adam said, “Basically, all you have to do is make the rounds around town and listen for clicking.”

      “It’s clicking now, every once in a while,” Rick said, pointing at the machine.

      “Yeah, but you’ll know when you get a hit. The clicking will pick up considerably. It sounds like rocks raining down on a tin roof.”

      “So, what do we do when that happens?”

      “You mark the spot with flags,” Adam said, and he opened his rucksack so Rick could see the collection of little metal rods with square red cloths attached. “Then you find the nearest phone and call it in.”

      “What happens after that?”

      “Your part is done. The clean up crew will come out and scrub down the area. Then you’ll go over it again to make sure the clicks are back in normal range, and everybody goes home.”

      “Does it happen often? Do you need to call in a lot?”

      “Nah. Only rarely. Usually it’s when something falls out of a truck.”

      “So what is that thing doing? What it makes it click?”

      “Heck if I know. Just do the job. The fewer questions you ask, the better. They don’t like people asking questions around here.”

      Adam punctuated the statement with a meaningful frown at Rick. Rick nodded and stopped talking.
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        * * *

      

      That evening at 5:00 o’clock, Adam and Rick returned from their rounds. Lena and Nora said their goodbyes while Adam went into the back office to file some reports. With nothing left to do, Rick and Nancy wandered off toward the houses in the middle of town.

      “How long are we staying here?” Rick said. “And where are we staying?”

      Nancy said, “Cait is telling me there’s a house we can borrow. She’ll guide us there. Come on.”

      They walked into a quiet neighborhood filled with modest two bedroom homes and white picket fences. A couple of the yards had victory gardens out front.

      “Looks like a typical small town,” Rick said. “Except everything is newly built. And nobody really knows anybody or what they’re doing here.”

      Nancy pointed at a house near the end of the street and said, “Cait tells me this one is vacant at the moment. We’ll stay there for a while.”

      They went through the gate and up a brick sidewalk to the front porch, which had a wooden bench swing hanging from chains attached to its arms. Rick opened the screen door and tried the handle on the door. It opened into a dark living room. He fumbled along the wall and found a switch.

      The room flooded with light. He said, “Thank the Lord for the Tennessee River Valley Authority!”

      They made their way to the kitchen and Rick opened the cupboards. He said, “There’s no food here.”

      Nancy opened the Westinghouse refrigerator in one corner and found it empty, too. She said, “I’ll ask Cait to bring us something to eat.”

      Moments later, a vertical line of blue light appeared in the kitchen, quickly growing wider. Cait handed over several brown paper bags full of canned food, fresh fruits and vegetables, a loaf of bread, sandwich meat, and other cuts of beef and pork. Nancy and Rick quickly filled the cupboards and the refrigerator.

      Rick said, “I gotta admit, Cait’s pretty handy. Glad she’s on our side.”

      Nancy smiled and said, “Technically, we’re cheating. On a typical mission, we’d figure out how to make it without this much help. But, we’re in something of a bind to save this alternate from disaster. And fae always cheat. So, I don’t have any problems with bending the rules a bit.”

      Rick nodded and said, “If you’re just using the tools available to you, it’s not really cheating.”

      After supper, Nancy offered to take the couch, putting the embarrassing question of where they’d sleep to rest. Rick didn’t protest. He brought her a pillow and a quilt he found in the closet, then retreated to the bedroom.

      Nancy said, “Wake me up if anything out of the ordinary happens, Cait. Or if you detect Felix anywhere.”

      Cait assured Nancy she would sound the alarm if either occurred. Nancy quickly dozed off to a dreamless sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      The following day began much as the previous one. After a breakfast of scrambled eggs and bacon, washed down with an alternate world’s coffee, Nancy and Rick made their way back to the Uniform Depot. While they walked down the street, passing and waving at other people also starting their day, Nancy gave Rick a short metal stick about six inches long.

      “Here, put this in your pocket.”

      He looked it over and said, “What’s it for? Doesn’t seem like much, whatever it is.”

      “It’s a rod of pure iron. Deadly to fae. If you get attacked, pull it out and throw it. The inner core is packed with modern technology. Modern by my standards, not yours. Throw it, and it’ll take care of the rest. Its AI is programmed to seek and destroy fae.”

      He raised his eyebrows dubiously, ignoring the parts of her statement that made no sense. He said, “Is it better than a gun?”

      “Yes, Rick. It’s far better than a gun against these creatures.”

      He shrugged and pocketed the weapon, still not convinced of its value.

      “One thing I don’t get,” he said as they continued walking. “How can that thing even function in our world? I mean, if iron is as deadly to him as you say, how can he do much of anything? You say he shot you in the head. How could he hold the gun? Guns have iron in them.”

      “That’s a good point. They can handle other metals, it’s just pure iron that is most effective at killing them. I’m not sure how they can sit on benches, ride in cars, and shoot guns without responding to the iron used in the alloys of those things. I bet it has something to do with a spell they cast on themselves. Or maybe those artificial human bodies they use to walk among us are immune to steel and alloys. But, poke him with the sharp end of that pure iron rod and he’ll go down, I promise you.”

      Soon they reached the Uniform Depot and went inside. Nancy joined Lena and Nora to help them unload a truck filled with lab coats and overalls while Rick and Adam left on their rounds to search for radioactive hotspots.

      Adam gave Rick his own Geiger counter and a rucksack filled with flags on the way out. He said, “Now that you know what to do, we’ll split up. You take that half of town, and I’ll take the other. Meet back here at lunch. Between the two of us, we should be able to cover everything twice each day. That’ll look good in the reports.”

      The men parted ways and headed in opposite directions.
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        * * *

      

      Everybody broke for lunch, then came back and continued working through the afternoon. At 5:00, Rick and Nancy returned once more to their little house. They listened to the radio while cooking supper together. Later, Nancy found a deck of cards in a drawer, and challenged Rick to gin rummy. She beat him three times in a row before he finally won a round. They played into the night, and at bedtime retired to separate rooms as before.

      The next two days proceeded much the same way. After coming home on the third day, as they headed into the kitchen together, Rick said, “This is ridiculous.”

      Nancy said, “What? That you can’t play cards worth a flip?”

      “No. I mean the waiting. He’s out there somewhere and we’re just sitting here doing nothing.”

      “What do you propose to do, Rick? Cait says here is our best bet.”

      “Can’t we encourage him to hurry up and get on with it? Bait a trap or something?”

      Nancy did not say anything right away, engaging in silent conversation with the computer.

      After a minute she looked up and said, “Cait thinks ‘baiting a trap’ is an excellent idea. It seems Oppenheimer is due for a visit. She’s making sure the trip is widely known, despite the top secret security blanket over this area.”

      “Oppenheimer? Who’s that?”

      “Before the war he was a professor at Berkeley. Now he’s in charge of Los Alamos. He’ll become known as the father of the atom bomb, if Felix doesn’t kill him first.”

      “So you think Felix would come out of the woodworks for a chance to get him? Why doesn’t he just go and take him now?”

      “That’s just it. Everything is top secret at the moment. He could use magic to find Oppenheimer, maybe. But if he does that then Cait’s sensors would pick up on it and I’d be on him. No, he’s skulking around doing things by hand, the hard way. But Cait thinks if we leak that Oppenheimer is coming here, along with some other irresistible targets, Felix will show up.”

      “Irresistible targets? Like who?”

      “She’s suggesting Albert Einstein.”

      “Oh. Well, at least I’ve heard of him. So he’s involved in the atom bomb, too?”

      “No, not really. His part in the Manhattan Project is complete. He endorsed a letter to the President a few years ago encouraging research into city buster munitions. He said it was a feasible project, and his endorsement got the ball rolling. But, he’s not actively involved in the development.”

      “So what’s the point of bringing him here, then, if he’s not involved?”

      “That’s just it. Einstein is important on every alternate. At least, on every alternate where there is an Einstein. Cait thinks having Oppenheimer and him in the same room will prove too much for Felix to pass up. She can also use his pending arrival as an excuse for letting slip the travel arrangements. It should work out fairly neat, and Felix will never know he’s being set up.”

      “Okay, fine. I don’t care how you do it. When can Cait arrange it?”

      “She says give her two days.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Time passed quickly as Rick and Nancy continued settling into their routines. Lena and Nora invited Nancy into their bridge group, but she politely declined. Nancy explained that she and Rick were newlyweds and still enjoyed playing gin rummy every night.

      The two older ladies laughed at this. Lena said, “What a delightful euphemism!”

      Nancy played dumb and confessed she did not know what Lena was talking about. But the ladies let her off the hook and she was able to stay home another night.

      The following morning started as before. After breakfast, Nancy and Rick made their way to the Uniform Depot. Nancy joined Lena and Nora while Rick accompanied Adam outside, where they split up and headed in opposite directions, as usual.

      An hour later, while walking along a residential street, Rick heard a truck coming around the corner before he saw it. He decided it must be approaching fast. The engine was revving hard and growing louder. He hurried over to the curb to get out of the way.

      It rounded the corner with squealing tires. Something flew out the back, hitting the pavement with a sickening thud!

      Rick registered three things at once. First, he realized a body had flown out the back of the truck. Second, he noted a battle for the vehicle’s steering wheel. Finally, he realized it must be Felix fighting the driver at the wheel.

      “Cait, tell Nancy that Felix is here!”

      He had no idea if Cait could hear him, but he felt shouting wouldn’t hurt.

      Rick ran over the to the dead man lying on the road, blood spattered on his blue overalls. His face was swollen. A cut on the side of his head seemed to be the source of all the blood. And probably his death as well, Rick thought.

      The closer he came to the body, the more the Geiger counter ticked.

      He heard another thud further down the street and realized Felix had thrown out the driver. He quickly tossed a handful of red flags in a circle around the dead man on the street, his Geiger counter chattering incessantly.

      Rick looked up as someone opened a front door to one of the nearby houses. A woman stuck her head out. He shouted to her, “Call this in! Someone killed this guy and they’ve stolen a truck!”

      Her eyes grew big. She nodded and shut the door. Rick turned and ran down the street toward the driver.
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        * * *

      

      Nancy froze in her tracks as Cait updated her through the neural interface. Nora and Lena looked at her, noticing her sudden stop. She glanced at them and said, “I’m sorry, I’ve got to use the lady’s room.”

      Nora pointed the way, then shared a knowing smile with Lena as Nancy ran from the room. Nora said, “Ten to one she’s pregnant.”

      Once out of sight from the others, Cait said, “I have calculated the probabilities based on Felix’s current route. He is bringing a load of radioactive waste back to the main isotope separation facility.”

      “So, that’s his play. A dirty bomb, delivered by truck. Is everything ready?”

      “The targets are in place. Oppenheimer, Einstein, and the resident scientists.”

      “Good. Get me over there, now!”

      A thin sliver of blue-green light appeared, quickly growing wider. Nancy raced through it.
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        * * *

      

      Rick ran up to the driver, writhing in pain on the roadway. His Geiger counter started clicking again, but not as much as before.

      He knelt down beside the man.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I think I broke some ribs. But I’m okay.”

      “Just stay put. A lady down the street is calling this in. Any idea where that guy is heading?”

      “He’s going back to the main science lab. It’s on the edge of town.”

      Rick nodded, and raced after the truck.
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        * * *

      

      Nancy stepped out in front of a large two story brick building. Several cars were parked out front. In the distance, she heard a truck engine approaching.

      “If he continues on his current course, he will most likely attempt ramming the front door,” Cait said in her head.

      “Got it. I’ll throw some of these cars in his way.”

      Nancy moved her arms and hands. Beams of invisible energy emanated from her body, drawing the vehicles together like a magnet. The cars slid closer to one another, bunching up in a metallic jumble, leaving fresh skid marks all over the pavement.

      “There he is!”

      Nancy nodded at Cait’s warning, and jumped in the air, sailing over the cars. She landed in front of them, her boots thumping to the ground. She felt grateful for the blue overalls, wondering for a split second how awkward the move might have looked in a dress.

      She pulled out a short iron rod. It quickly grew to six feet in length. Then she reached in another pocket and pulled out three iron ball bearings and threw them underhanded at the fast-approaching truck. They grew to the size of bowling balls and raced toward the driver’s side of the cab.

      Felix gaped at the expanding iron balls heading for him. He braked hard, then jerked the wheel to his left just before they hit. The globes slammed into the side of the truck, tearing holes into sheet metal.

      The truck slid to a stop. The ball bearings, now slightly deformed from impact, raced in a wide circle back toward the windshield. Felix disappeared just before impact. A cloud of glass fragments exploded into the truck’s cabin, the balls slamming into the back wall.

      Nancy threw her rod like a javelin. Immediately it separated into eight shorter pieces. They made a U-turn mid-flight and quickly flew in a tight circle around her, providing a mobile shield of iron.

      Felix popped into existence nearby. He smiled and said, “I can’t touch you at the moment. But I can touch them.”

      He popped out of sight again.

      Cait said, “He is heading for the scientists.”

      Nancy turned and jumped back over the cars toward the building. Felix popped into existence at the entrance and made a pushing motion with his hands. The door and most of the front wall blew inward. Cries of alarm came from inside.

      As Nancy landed, another version of Felix peeled off the original, running to the right. Then another jumped out of him and ran to the left. The clones attacked her with bolts of light flying from their hands. She ducked, and rolled out of the way, some of the light bouncing off the rods circling her.

      Nancy flicked her wrist and the iron rods shot out toward the duplicates like missiles. Four headed for the one on the right, four toward the one on the left. The clones winked out of sight before the rods could reach them.

      One popped up behind Nancy and shot another bolt at her from behind. She flew straight up, narrowly missing the streak of light, and with a wave of her hand sent several spikes after him.

      He popped away, and the spikes split in two groups again, seeking him or the other one like flying bloodhounds.

      The clone popped into existence 50 yards away, beyond the jumble of cars and the wrecked truck. He stretched an arm toward Nancy, still floating in the air, his pinky pulled down, thumb and three fingers pointed at her. He mumbled an incantation as power coalesced around his hand.

      Rick ran around a corner and slid to a stop, out of breath. He took in the scene before him, Nancy floating in the air and Felix standing with his back to him, aiming his hand in her direction.

      Rick slapped his sides, momentarily forgetting into which pocket he had placed the iron rod. He found it, pulled it out and threw it at Felix without stopping to think.

      Despite a clumsy throw, the rod instantly straightened and lengthened. It picked up speed and flew like a javelin, heading arrow-straight toward the clone.

      Before he finished the incantation, the sharp iron point of the rod struck him in the back. He screamed and exploded in a cloud of oily black smoke.

      The rod dropped to the pavement with a clang and clatter. As Rick walked over, it shrank back to its original size. He bent down and retrieved it.

      Rick said, “That came in handy.”

      Another explosion from the building caught his attention, and he looked up in time to see Nancy’s spikes dispatch the other clone.

      Rick said, “Dang, how many Felixes are there?”

      He ran toward the building and Nancy.
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        * * *

      

      Nancy walked inside slowly. Most of the front wall had collapsed and a gaping space yawned open where the door had been. She carefully stepped over broken boards and plaster.

      Inside, a group of men in white lab coats floated in the air, an aura of crackling yellow light holding them up. She recognized Oppenheimer, a man of medium height on her alternate. He had thick brown hair edged with gray, and pop bottle glasses made his eyes look extra large.

      Nearby Albert Einstein floated in the air, his photogenic face displaying shock mixed with wonder as he hovered beside the others. His wispy gray hair floated gently in the air currents.

      Felix stepped out, standing on the floor and drawing her attention. He kept one arm stretched out toward the scientists as they floated.

      He said, “Not another step, huntress, or I’ll kill them all.”

      Nancy smirked and held out her right hand. The spikes reassembled and came flying to her as a whole lance again. She snatched it out of the air and assumed a fighting stance.

      A trace of fear brushed Felix’s face when he saw the rod. But it quickly vanished. He replaced it with a sneer.

      He waved at the scientists floating in the air and said, “I think you’re forgetting that I hold all the cards here. Or call this ‘check’ if you want to use a chess analogy. Most of the brain trust for this world’s Manhattan Project is literally in the palm of my hand. If you make another move, they will all die horrific deaths.”

      Nancy glanced at the men, helpless in the air, then fixed her gaze back on Felix. The corner of her lips lifted up in a smile.

      She said, “Challenge accepted.”

      Nancy flung the rod at him. It separated and the pieces raced forward, eight sharpened points flying through the air. He popped out of existence and for a moment the aura around the scientists disappeared. The men fell toward the floor a couple feet before the aura enveloped them again, arresting their fall.

      Nancy looked everywhere but could not see the fae. The spikes separated into pairs, racing around the large open area looking for someone to kill.

      A disembodied voice floated down from the ceiling, as if from a distance. “You have cost the life of one scientist, huntress.”

      A man screamed. Nancy looked to see if Felix had chosen Oppenheimer or Einstein, but one of the other scientist’s legs and arms ripped off his body, blood spurting everywhere. After several minutes of screaming, his head wrenched off, too. The yellow light surrounding him disappeared. The bloody torso and all its pieces dropped to the floor.

      The disembodied voice returned. Felix said, “And now, you will do exactly as I tell you, or the rest of these men will suffer a similar fate.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Rick ran hard for the collapsed wall in front of the building. He slid to a stop at the jumble of cars. Just as he decided to climb over the vehicles instead of going around, a sliver of blue-green light appeared to his left, quickly growing wider.

      Cait stuck her head out. A strong whiff of flowers floated out of the crack in reality.

      She said, “It is time for you to leave, Mr. Strickland.”

      Rick gaped at her in surprise. He said, “What? No, Nancy needs help!”

      “She is quite capable of handling this, Mr. Strickland. You, on the other hand, are mortal. It is time for your exit.”

      “I’m not just going to leave her there alone. That thing might—”

      “Kill her? It cannot. But it can kill you. She does not need your help. She has handled several fae over the centuries, without anyone’s help. Please step through the portal, Mr. Strickland.”

      A horrible scream rang out as Felix dismembered a scientist. Rick whipped his head back toward the building, momentarily forgetting about Cait. Then he turned back to her and said, “Well, they’re dying!”

      He jumped on top of the first car and ran across its hood. He jumped to the hood of a second car, and a third, watching carefully where he placed his feet on the uneven metal surfaces. When he jumped to the hood of another car, he never saw the gaping hole lined with blue light, suddenly floating in the air, waiting for him.

      As soon as he jumped through, it snapped shut and he winked out of existence.
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        * * *

      

      “My, my,” Felix said, his voice booming down, unseen. “I imagine that fellow’s death just set back the United State’s nuclear program by several months. Terrible shame if they all die this way, huntress. Such a dreadful way to go, too. Impossible to fix them when they’re decapitated and dismembered like that.”

      Nancy clenched her teeth, not rising to the bait. Instead, she mentally tested the bonds of the aura holding the men.

      “Tut, tut,” Felix said, as another scientist lost his arms and legs, screaming pitifully. “I will have none of your probing.”

      The man’s head ripped off, torn away by magical force, and the screaming stopped abruptly. His torso and head dropped in a bloody pile next to the other body parts on the floor.

      Nancy shouted, “What do you want, Felix?”

      His laughter trickled down from above, then cascaded in a torrent, echoing off the floors and the remaining walls through a magical enhancement of the sound.

      “What do I want? I want nothing more than to plunge this world into chaos. War is the perfect opportunity for my goals. For some reason this pesky country of yours has a bad habit of ending the most glorious conflagrations, on practically every alternate.

      “But I want this war to last! I want misery, pain, and suffering! I want the Third Reich and Imperial Japan to spread suffering throughout Europe and Asia for as long as possible! I want to create a haven for fae everywhere. They are strewn about the multiverse but they can come here and revel in chaos!”

      “Fine,” Nancy said. “Show yourself and I’ll wrestle you for it.”

      The laughter returned, mocking now. It bounced along the floors and almost felt like water slapping against her ears.

      “You know how murder cases work, don’t you detective?”

      His voice sounded almost gleeful now, Nancy thought.

      “Private investigator.”

      “Whatever. You know if there is no body, there is no crime. And if you can’t find me, you can’t stop me.”

      Another scientist ripped apart, arms and legs popping off simultaneously, bones and tendons twisting with a horrible wrenching noise. Then his head pulled up and away, ending his screaming. The limbs on a fourth man began stretching outwards. Nancy noted Oppenheimer and Einstein were at the end of the line, at the far left.

      “Bastard is saving them for last. Where is he, Cait? How’s he able to stay cloaked and still use magic?”

      “He is not cloaked. He is hiding himself among dozens of clones. I cannot tell which one is him.”

      “We’ll kill them all, then.”

      She flung her rod into the air, and the pieces separated, hunting for targets. They swarmed out of the gaping hole in front and flew up the side of the building.

      “Did they go to the second floor, Cait?”

      “Yes.”

      Nancy clapped her hands above her head and sent a huge wave of force up to the ceiling. Plaster and broken planks came raining down. She flew up through the hole and stopped in time to see the spikes take out half a dozen clones of Felix at once.

      About two dozen remained, all pointing their hands downward. They turned toward her simultaneously, hate and anger creasing each identical face.

      They said, “You lose, huntress!”

      Below, screams of the remaining men rose in anguish.
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        * * *

      

      Rick ran wildly through a field of wildflowers. He stopped and looked around in confusion. Gentle fields stretched in all directions, mostly covered in purple petals. They spread everywhere. The flowers covered the ground and climbed over things.  A nearby fence, its outline dimly visible through the foliage, looked completely suffocated under their weight. Several trees carried tons of the fragrant blooms, a carpet of petals underneath each one.

      Above, the sun peeked through white fluffy clouds in a brilliant blue sky, giving everything a warm glow.

      He turned, and behind him he saw a doorway of blue-green limned light closing rapidly, cars visible through the quickly shrinking gap.

      “No, no, no!”

      He ran back toward the split in the air, but it winked out before he could go through it. He stopped on the grass, a plume of purple petals flying up in his wake, fury and physical exertion flushing his face.

      To his left, he saw Cait, staring at him with her arms crossed.

      “Open that doorway right now!”

      She did not answer, but stared at him impassively. He looked around, and suddenly realized how isolated this place felt. A gentle breeze ruffled the flowers, but otherwise he heard nothing. No birds, no cars, no insects. Absently, he noted the flowers were predominantly wisteria. In a far corner of his mind, the thought he had never seen that many in one place briefly floated through his consciousness.

      Then he noticed a path nearby. It seemed to end in the middle of the field, heading back in a certain direction, cresting a gentle hill.

      The head of a person appeared on the other side of the hill as he watched, then the rest of a body came into view as a man crested the rise. A tall and bearded man walked steadily down the path, striding purposefully toward him. Blond hair down to the man’s shoulders moved gently in the light breeze.

      Still peeved, Rick put his fists on his hips and waited for the newcomer to arrive.

      When he drew near, the tall man smiled, flashing straight white teeth through his golden beard. He stuck his hand out and said, “How are you, Mr. Strickland? My name is Jason.”

      Habits and manners took over, and Rick shook the proffered hand, though reluctantly. He stared daggers at Cait while doing so. She remained indifferent, staring back at him with a completely emotionless expression.

      Jason said, “You might say I’m Nancy’s boss. Cait’s too, for that matter. And I’m afraid we can’t let you go back to your world at the moment.”

      Rick’s ire bubbled up, and his nostrils flared. He said, “And why not? This is the critical moment! I should be there, helping her.”

      Jason shook his head, a smile playing on his lips. He said, “On the contrary, Mr. Strickland. This is the moment Cait agreed to shield you from.”

      The Walker stopped and looked at the computer’s human interface with a smile. He said, “Don’t correct the grammar, Cait. I know that was a dangling participle.”

      Cait made an impassive nod of her head, but said nothing.

      Jason continued, “You’ve been a great help so far, Mr. Strickland, but Nancy needs to tackle this part alone.”

      Skepticism creased Rick’s face in a scowl. He said, “It’s not right to keep me here. That thing is out there killing people important to the war effort! Let me go back and do what I can. If I can’t help her, at least let me do something!”

      The Walker rested a hand gently but firmly on Rick’s shoulder. He said, “I like your spirit, Mr. Strickland. But I disagree. The best thing you can do right now . . . is to stay alive.”

      He guided Rick by the shoulder, and as they walked back to the path a couple of Adirondack chairs appeared as if by magic.

      Jason said, “You see, as I’m sure Nancy explained to you, we had to break a couple of rules for your world. Time is a funny thing. For us, all these events going on that we just pulled you out of have already happened, centuries ago. So basically, what that means for you is, you can’t die right now. We know, since you are from our past, that you have a life to live, a woman to marry, kids to raise. We’ve already observed it, because Nancy asked Cait to check up on you shortly after she joined us.

      “So if you go back and get yourself killed, it really messes things up. And since you’ve already, technically as far as we’re concerned, lived a long and full life . . . we can’t take any further risks that might interfere. In fact, looked at another way, we already know you did not die in this little conflict. So . . . you can’t go back and try to help or get hurt or get killed . . . because you didn’t. Does that make sense?”

      He pointed to the chairs and said, “Have a seat. Would you like something to drink while we wait? You like coffee?”
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        * * *

      

      Nancy wished for more iron. As spikes ran through clone after clone, the disparate versions of Felix evaporated in puffs of smoke. But there were too many, and the iron had yet to find the real Felix. The remaining versions of the fae continued acting as one, with an outstretched hand pointing down at the floor, two fingers and a thumb sticking out, pinky and ring finger held tight against the palm.

      She could not tell which replica could be the real Felix, and she did not care. The spikes performed their job efficiently, quickly puncturing each clone. But if she had more iron, they would finish quicker.

      Just before the spikes reached one of the last versions of Felix, it disappeared.

      “That one!”

      Three of the spikes flew off in a wide circle while the remainder quickly dispatched the remaining clones.

      Cait spoke over the neural interface and said, “Downstairs!”

      Nancy nodded and jumped through the hole in the floor, quickly followed by all the flying spikes.

      Hovering in the center of the room, Felix held his arms out to either side. On his left, a squirming and deeply unhappy Albert Einstein stared back at Nancy. His expression portrayed disappointment, more than anything.

      On his right, instead of struggling Oppenheimer floated limp and still, a look of resignation on his face, glasses slipping to the end of his nose.

      Felix said, “There’s not many more after these two, huntress. I’ll find Enrico Fermi and everyone else in America who knows anything about nuclear reactions and bombs, and I’ll kill them, too.”

      She locked eyes with the fae as her spikes quickly reassembled into a lance. She held a hand out. It rushed to her and she grasped it out of the air.

      “Give up, huntress.” Felix said. “I can kill them long before the iron reaches me!”

      Nancy said, “Can you? We’ll see about that.”

      She threw the lance at him, and time seemed to slow down. The rod broke into spikes again and they spread out in a shotgun pattern.

      Felix’s face burst into anger and his lips curled back in a snarl. He flexed both hands and a huge arc of deadly white light flashed out to either side.

      FOOM! FOOM!

      The scientists exploded in a bloody mess just as eight spikes struck the fae simultaneously.

      KABLOOM!

      An even bigger explosion ripped off the fae’s outer shell. It blew away his human flesh as the spikes struck home. A small, dark gray body fell out of the air and landed on the floor with a splat!

      Nancy floated down and gently walked over, in no hurry. She stepped over dismembered arms and legs, and around pools of blood.

      The fae’s little body trembled with a death rattle, the spikes embedded deep and pinning him to the floor. She looked down at Felix’s true form: four feet tall and transparent gray skin revealing his organs and blood. A lot less blood now, she thought. The clear fluid seeped from eight puncture wounds.

      Felix’s bulbous head turned as Nancy approached, large white eyes struggling to stay open. His slit of a mouth curled back in a snarl.

      “You think you have won, huntress . . .”

      He coughed, and some clear oily liquid spurt out of his mouth, trickling down his chin.

      “You think you have won . . . but each time . . . we are gaining . . .”

      He coughed once more, then his eyes closed at last.

      Nancy reached into a pocket of her overalls and pulled out a handful of artificial microbes that looked like dust. She threw them down on the small gray body and they immediately went to work, consuming the fae’s flesh. She watched the body rapidly dissolve for a moment, then turned away and headed toward the damaged entrance.

      The spikes fell out of the disintegrating body to the floor and quickly rolled back together, reforming the lance. She held her hand out without looking and it rushed to her. It shortened to its original length and she pocketed it again.

      As Nancy walked out the front, human body parts and blood disappeared, along with all traces of the scientists and their white lab coats.

      She raised her hand as she walked toward the cars and made a reverse twisting motion in the air. Instantly, the building began repairing itself. Wood and nails and plaster and asbestos quickly flew to their original locations and the building reassembled.

      She pulled her hand in a sweeping motion as she approached the jumble of cars out front. They scooted back to their original parked locations, dents popping out and scrapes covering back up in paint. The wrecked truck likewise repaired itself, the holes in the sheet metal mending, dents straightening, shattered glass flying into place and melting together again.

      She walked over to edge of the parking lot near the truck and said, “You can send Rick back, Cait.”

      Moments later, a thin blue-green vertical line appeared beside her. When it grew wide enough, Rick poked his head through, a whiff of wisteria flowing through the gap with him.

      He looked around cautiously, then stepped all the way through. Glancing at the building, his head snapped back in surprise as the final loose boards flew back into place.

      “It’s like it never happened,” he said, his voice edged with awe.

      “Cait did most of the work,” Nancy said, with a smile.

      “But, Cait was back there with me,” Rick said.

      “Her human interface was. But some of her processing power is still working over here.”

      “Oh. I see.”

      Nancy glanced at him with an eyebrow raised. It appeared obvious Rick did not fully understand. He seemed willing to accept it, though.

      In the distance, they heard a bus approaching, its loud diesel engine growling as the driver shifted gears. Dumbfounded, Rick stood beside Nancy as the vehicle pulled into the parking lot and stopped. The door opened and a scientist stepped out wearing a white lab coat. He nodded cheerfully at the couple, then headed toward the building.

      Two more followed, then Einstein and Oppenheimer stepped out, laughing at some private joke one of them had shared. They continued in conversation on their way inside, arguing over whether Karl May ever visited America or not.

      When the last scientist exited the bus the driver closed its door, put it in gear and drove out of the parking lot.

      Rick furrowed his brows, looking for all the world like a confused puppy.

      “What’s going on here? Weren’t all those men inside a few minutes ago? I heard screams.”

      Nancy smiled sweetly and said, “Well, let’s just say Felix was not the only one who can make clones.”

      She watched as the last scientist went through the newly repaired door, oblivious to all the previous destruction.

      She said, “I think ours were more realistic.”
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      Back at the apartment Marcie hugged Rick and Nancy when they stepped through, then hurried to boil some water for coffee. They told her a little of their routine the last few days, and Nancy gave a brief account of their victory over Felix.

      For his part, Socks crawled up into Nancy’s lap and promptly went to sleep.

      “I’m so glad it’s all over,” Marcie said, sipping the last from her cup. “What will you do now?”

      Nancy smiled and said, “Now, I’m going back home.”

      “Oh. I think your landlord has let it out already.”

      “My real home, Marcie. I don’t belong here anymore, remember?”

      Marcie’s face fell. She said, “You’re sure you can’t stay? I wish you didn’t have to go!”

      Nancy stood suddenly, dumping Socks out of her lap.

      “I know. But don’t worry. I’ll see you on the other side. You accepted God’s gift through his Son, right?”

      Marcie nodded and said, “When I was a little girl.”

      Nancy walked over and hugged her again.

      Rick cleared his throat and said, “I’ll see you out, Nance.”

      Together they walked to the door. Rick went out into the hall. Nancy turned and waved at Marcie while closing the door. Marcie waved back, crying. Nancy watched for a moment longer, leaving the door open a crack.

      Marcie wiped her tears away, then turned and stared at the coffee cups on the table, scratching her head and appearing confused. Finally she shrugged, picked them up, and carried everything to the sink.

      Nancy closed the door softly and caught up with Rick near the stairs.

      He said, “Looks like Marcie’s taking your leaving pretty hard.”

      “She’s already forgotten me.”

      “What do you mean, forgotten? How is that possible?”

      “We call it a wipe. Cait has taken the memory of me these last few days out of her mind. To Marcie, it’s like I was never here. We’ll let her keep the coffee, though. She won’t be able to figure out where it came from, but I think she deserves it.”

      They walked down the steps and out to the street below. Nancy headed for an alley free of people. When they got there, Rick cleared his throat again.

      He said, “Uh, is that what’s going to happen to me? A wipe of my memory?”

      Nancy said, “It’s probably for the best, Rick. You have a long life ahead of you. You don’t need to be remembering everything that’s happened these last few days, it’ll just get in your way.”

      He shook his head and gripped her shoulders, gently. He said, “These last few days with you have been precious. They’ve been the best days of my life. Don’t take them from me, Nance. Don’t let your computer take them, or Jason, or anybody else.

      “I’ll live my life, like you say I need to. I’ll meet that stewardess and marry her, and we’ll have kids and retire in the Catskills. I’ll love her and treat her well, and be a good dad. But don’t take this from me, this memory of you and me . . . the two of us living in a small town, in a little white house with a picket fence.”

      He started to cry. A single tear rolled down his cheek. He said, “Even if it was only for a few days . . . that’s the way it was supposed to be. It’s what could have been, if you hadn’t been killed. Spending time together. Eating meals together. Going to work in the morning. Playing cards at night.”

      Nancy wiped away a tear of her own. She said, “You suck at cards.”

      He nodded happily. “I do. I’m terrible. But I want to remember every hand, every moment playing with you.”

      He bent and kissed her, softly on the lips. Nancy pressed her hands against his chest, gently, and pulled away.

      She sniffled and said, “See you around, Rick.”

      She turned and walked through a narrow sliver of blue-green light and into a field of purple flowers.
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        * * *

      

      In the Wildflower Room, Nancy headed toward the path, and wiped another tear as the blue-green sliver closed on the alley behind her. Cait’s human interface stood waiting for her at the path’s terminus.

      Nancy said, “I’m beat, Cait. I don’t want to go out again until I’ve had a chance to stay in bed a couple days.”

      “Our temporal crisis has been averted. Alternate 2108a’s timeline has been restored to its proper trajectory. The Allies win World War II, and the chaos of that world’s final days has been restored to its proper dates.”

      “Good.”

      Nancy stepped to one side of the computer, heading for the path to the rowan door and the gas-lit foyer beyond.

      “There is one more thing.”

      Nancy stopped and turned. She raised her eyebrows, waiting.

      “Jason is bringing a new recruit. You will have to train him.”

      Nancy’s heart leapt in her chest. A smile quickly grew into a toothy grin.

      “Is it who I think it is?”

      Cait nodded, as a new blue-green sliver appeared in the field of wisteria. A shaft of supernatural light flowed through the slit in reality, along with the sounds of angelic music in the distance. Two men walked through.

      Jason and Rick stopped as the doorway behind them shrank and collapsed. Rick took a deep breath of the scented air and said, “Ah! Just the way I remember it!”

      Nancy quickly made her way to the men. She hugged Rick, and held him tight for a moment. The Walker coughed politely and they finally broke apart.

      Jason said, “Rick has been enjoying the afterlife in his alternate’s heaven, but recently discovered the door opening for another way to serve.”

      Rick nodded happily and said, “Honestly, I didn’t think I’d ever be allowed to hunt fae. I was always met with a stony wall of silence from all my inquiries the last 300 years. I thought the Army had the worst bureaucracy. Ha!”

      Jason said, “One of the reasons he was discouraged from pursuing this line of work is that somebody knew of the chronological disparities that would be involved until now. So, essentially, he was blocked from joining us at the highest level, if you know what I mean.”

      Rick spread his arms wide and grinned down at Nancy. He said, “But now here I am, ready and willing. I just need somebody to train me. It’s been a few centuries since I threw iron at a fae.”

      Nancy smiled and hooked her arm in his. She guided him down the path toward the gentle hill and the rowan door beyond it.

      “I think I can handle that assignment. First you’ll need to meet a friend of mine named Buster. He’ll help you learn how to fight. I think he’s repaired and functional by now  . . .”

      They walked slowly down the path, chatting together. The Walker and Cait remained behind, watching them go.

      Jason said, “They make a nice couple.”

      Cait nodded and said, “Their personalities match almost exactly. Physically, they are congruent without the need for anatomical corrections or enhancements. Intellectually . . .”

      She trailed off as Jason tuned her out and headed for the door on his own. He glanced over his shoulder and smiled.

      “Come on, you old bucket of bolts. Get back to your desk.”

      “I am not a ‘bucket of bolts.’ I am a Computerized Artificial Intelligence Terminal. You programmed me, you should know by now . . .”

      But he had already walked out of earshot.
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        * * *

      

      On a hill overlooking the secret town of Oakwood in the Tennessee River Valley, two ghostly apparitions fluttered into existence. They were barely perceptible in the physical realm. If a human looked directly toward them, they would escape notice. The only clue to their presence might be a subtle movement in the corner of an eye, or some other brief anomaly that would most likely be dismissed as a trick of the light.

      Their spiritual presence along with a cloaking spell precluded detection by Cait’s sensors. The two presences knew this, and did not discuss it. But the fact they needed to remain in the spiritual realm was not lost on them.

      Neither spoke for a long time. Had they cared, they would have known the time: five o’clock.

      The secret town below them betrayed the hour as doors to buildings suddenly opened and a stream of humanity came out. People flooded the streets, quickly flowing to the residential neighborhoods then trickling into houses.

      More minutes passed. The wind blew through the trees and grass, and through the ghostly apparitions watching the town below.

      Finally, one of them spoke. He said, “Another failure.”

      The other one turned and regarded the fae beside him, clearly visible in the spirit realm. They remained in their natural forms. His companion stood two inches shorter, and seemed less wizened, less aged. He knew this was merely a trick of appearance. All fae were the same age.

      The taller one said, “I prefer not to consider them failures. They were sacrifices, earning valuable knowledge for those of us left behind. Knowledge we will use in the battles to come.”

      “It’s too great a sacrifice. Our lives are precious. We can live indefinitely, but once killed we face God and his justice. That means the fiery lake. Oblivion.”

      The shorter one’s spirit shuddered at the thought, and the taller one’s mood grew more somber. They stared at the town below in silence for a while.

      The shorter one spoke again. “How did you convince our brothers to do these things? How did you talk them into sacrificing their lives just so you could learn more of the hunters?”

      Something approaching a smile flickered briefly on the taller one’s mouth. He said, “They did not think they would fail.”

      The shorter one stepped back in shock as full realization of the deception sunk in. He did not speak again for several moments.

      Finally, he said, “But you knew they would.” His tone was not an accusation. It came out more like a realization. “And what have we learned? What have their deaths taught us that we don’t know already?”

      “I should think that is obvious. Now we know where our artifacts are stored. Hence, we know where the hunters are. We know where they live, so to speak. We know we can travel to where they are via my links. We know what sort of defenses to expect when we attack again. We know their weak spots. We know how to destroy their computers, their records. We know all sorts of things we did not know before.”

      He paused as several people converged on the baseball diamond at the edge of town. They waved to one another and quickly took up positions around the field. Someone started pitching and others lined up to bat. The first batter hit the ball and it soared high in the air. The left fielder ran back and caught it in his glove. A second later the distant crack of the bat reached the fae on top of the hill.

      The shorter one returned his attention to the conversation. He said, “And this? What did this accomplish besides losing Felix?”

      Below, the next batter hit a ground ball. The shortstop ran to grab it and missed. The ball rolled into the outfield and the batter made it to first base.

      The taller fae said, “This yielded the most valuable piece of knowledge yet. It showed us the Walker is willing to cheat in order to beat us.”

      The shorter one snorted. “We manipulate timelines all the time.”

      “True. But once a timeline is established, we leave it alone just as the hunters do. The fact he used this anomaly we created to send a recruit back, one that we are responsible for him having, is . . . troubling. I can see in retrospect that part of the plan was a bad idea.”

      The pitcher seemed to warm up and threw two strikes in a row.

      The shorter one said, “It’s too bad we can’t travel back to the beginning. Do things differently on Original Earth.”

      “I’ve tried.”

      The shorter one’s head rocked back in surprise. He said, “You tried intervening in our own timelines? When?”

      “Oh, it was a long time ago. It doesn’t work. Any effort to return to a timeline in which you were present . . . can’t happen. Must be a God thing.”

      “But the girl . . .”

      The taller one nodded. “It’s particularly fitting the Walker used one of Felix’s own victims to defeat him. She could return here at the point of her death without affecting her past.”

      “Hm. Irony.”

      “Or justice, if you’re looking at it from the human perspective.”

      The shorter one snorted again.

      A batter hit the ball. This one sailed up and over the outfield fence. Cheers from the small crowd in the stands floated on the wind as two players rounded the bases.

      The shorter one said, “So what do we do with our newfound knowledge? Send someone else to their death?”

      “Now we find their weakest moment, and exploit it to the fullest.”

      The next batter hit a high popup ball. The pitcher called for it, waving off his basemen. He caught it neatly in his glove.

      “You see the game. The pitcher is getting better. He has let two runners score, but he’s warming up. His mistakes will be lessons he can use to win the game.”

      “If it were me,” the shorter one said, “and if I cared, I would give his ball a little magic touch to make sure he wins.”

      “A move like that is sure to attract the hunters’ attention, especially on a world like this, filled with their sensors.”

      “How would you do it, then?”

      “I would befriend the pitcher. Perhaps become his coach. I would show him how to cheat, how to hide an emery board or a strip of sandpaper in his glove or his shoe so that he can alter stitches on the ball without others seeing, and thus affecting its throw in unexpected ways. I would teach his teammates how to read signals from the opposing team so they would know what to expect when facing the other pitcher. I would encourage them to hollow out their bats, filling them with cork so they could swing faster and hit farther. In short, I would exploit every advantage to make sure he and his teammates were successful. And you don’t need magic to do that. Just a willingness to cheat and the drive to invest an appropriate amount of time in corrupting people.”

      The shorter one said, “Magic is easier.”

      “Magic should be used against the hunters, not to attract their attention needlessly.”

      The umpire called the third out on the next batter, and the pitcher retired to the dugout with his teammates.

      “What difference does it make?” The shorter one held a tone of resignation in his voice. “We can’t kill them; they’ve already died. You can’t kill somebody in their afterlife. But they can kill us.”

      The taller fae said, “True, they cannot be killed. But we can make their lives as miserable as possible. And we can destroy that home they’ve built for themselves. We can scatter them across the multiverse with no way to get back. We can render them useless.”

      They watched as the new pitcher wound up and threw his first ball. The catcher tossed it back to him.

      “They still can’t be killed,” the shorter one said, stubbornly.

      The pitcher threw another ball.

      The taller one shrugged.

      The pitcher threw again. After a moment’s hesitation, the umpire jerked his thumb, indicating a strike.

      “There are some things,” the taller fae said, “worse than death.”

      The pitcher threw again. The umpire called another strike.

      “I’d like to offer you an opportunity to strike at our enemy and do some serious harm. And this time, now that so much knowledge has been hard-earned by your predecessors, you certainly shall not fail.”

      The pitcher threw once more. The batter swung and missed. A moment later the umpire’s voice floated up to them.

      “You’re out!”
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      Alone in the Wildflower Room, Cait’s human interface walked down the path toward the rowan door. She stopped suddenly, turning her head toward the flowers to her right as a black-lined rip in the fabric of reality split open, revealing a hole leading to another world. In the distance, the crack of a baseball bat hitting a ball fluttered through.

      The split closed as suddenly as it opened. Cait continued staring at the apparently empty field.

      “You realize that here, I can sense spiritual entities without difficulty,” she said.

      The shorter fae materialized suddenly. Before his true form took shape, he transformed into a tall, handsome man, with thick black hair and tufts of gray above his ears. He smiled, showing perfect white teeth behind a dark gray Van Dyke beard.

      “Correct. You can sense spiritual entities when they’re right in front of you. You have a much harder time with your distant sensors.”

      Cait remained silent. The fae sneered. He thrust both his arms out and a stream of multi-colored light shot from his hands, incinerating Cait’s body.

      Smoke puffed up from the path, a black spot on the ground the only evidence remaining of Cait’s human interface. The fae faded from sight again, his grin and beard the last to disappear.

      A moment passed.

      The rowan door flew open and the Walker ran over the hill, sliding to a stop at the black spot on the path.

      Nancy and Rick ran to join him. They all stared at the mark.

      Rick said, “What happened?”

      Jason said, “The fae found a way to get in. Somebody took out Cait when she was alone.”

      “Are they still here?” Nancy said. She pulled out her iron rod, which instantly lengthened, and assumed a fighting stance.

      The breeze blew lightly, the wisteria gently swaying. The three of them stood in a rough triangle, trying to see in all directions at once.

      After several tense moments, Jason said, “I don’t think so. I think this was a guerrilla attack. And an effective one at that. I suspect they didn’t stick around after losing two people during their last one. A hit and run makes sense.”

      “I can’t believe they got Cait,” Nancy said.

      Rick said, “So what’s this mean? No computer?”

      Jason nodded. “No human interface, anyway. I’ll have to see how much of her processing power is gone. But right now, even if she’s fully functional, which I doubt, we’ve got no way of communicating with her. Not easily. And, we’re blind. The fae could be wreaking havoc on two or three dozen worlds right now and we’d never know it.”

      Rick’s face paled. He gave Nancy a nervous glance. She frowned back at him.

      “Come on,” Jason said. “I’ll be able to get a better read on things from her terminal.”

      He turned and hurried back toward the rowan door. Nancy and Rick followed.
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        * * *

      

      A light breeze carried the smoke away and brought a thin layer of dust covering the black spot on the path. Flowers swayed gently in the breeze, adding their subtle aroma to the air as it swirled around the blooms.

      Several moments passed and soon it appeared as if nothing had happened, save for the telltale scorch where Cait had been standing.

      Several more moments passed.

      Then, if anyone had been present out of a corner of their eye they might have noticed a slight movement. Likely, they would have dismissed it as a speck of dust in their eye, or maybe considered it a trick of the light.

      But if they had been able to see into the spiritual realm, they would have noticed the fae standing there, smirking, his beard twitching in silent chuckles.

      Once it became increasingly obvious he was alone, and that nobody was coming back soon, he materialized fully and moved to cast an incantation. Stream of black light spewed out of his hands, and huge rips in the fabric of reality tore open the air above the wisteria.

      The fae cast another incantation, and the holes began sucking things through. Flowers, trees, and soil sailed up and out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Jason, Nancy, and Rick stood behind Cait’s desk in the foyer, staring at the holographic monitor floating in the air.

      “I’ve initiated our emergency protocols,” Jason said, “but without Cait, I can’t be sure everything’s going to work like it’s supposed to.”

      An alarm clanged at the computer terminal as the room shook suddenly, and dust drifted down from the rafters. Gas lamps flickered, sending odd sluices of light everywhere.

      Tiff and Booker came running into the foyer. Tiff said, “What’s going on?”

      Jason looked up from the virtual screen and said, “Reality breach in the Wildflower Room. Apparently our guest did not leave, after all.”

      He rushed to a collection of iron rods hanging on the wall in a rack like pool sticks, grabbed one and headed for the rowan door. The others followed. As he placed his hand on the latch the door blew open, throwing him backward. Everybody fell down in a jumble of arms and legs.

      Beyond the doorway, black and purple light flashed through the air as more and more rips in reality tore open. The last of the wisteria flew off into the nearest opening. Soil and trees ripped away from the ground, sucked through black gashes hanging in the air like malicious maws, pulling everything up and away.

      Laughter echoed through the foyer, magically enhanced, bouncing off the walls.

      Jason picked himself up off the floor and crouched, holding the rod in one hand. The fae floated in the air in his human form, power coalescing around his hands. He thrust outward with a shoving motion, and streaks of bright yellow light shot through the door. Jason twisted out of the way before a bolt hit, leaving a streak of fire on the floor.

      The Walker recovered quickly and rushed the door, throwing the javelin hard. It flew into what used to be the Wildflower Room and separated into spikes. They were quickly sucked away into one of the black gaps in reality.

      The gashes grew wider, their darkness covering everything as they merged into one, swirling like oil slowly going through an upside-down drain.

      The fae laughed again, his arms twirling. All the soils was gone now, along with everything else in the Wildflower Room.

      The fae said, “Time to take a walk, Walker!”

      He made a beckoning motion with his hands, and pure energy pulled Jason toward the room. He slid along the floor closer to the black swirling melee. He threw his arms up and caught the sides of the doorway. The fae laughed and shot a streak of light toward his middle. Jason grunted and let go, reflexively covering his stomach.

      He somersaulted away into the maelstrom, his body disappearing into inky darkness.

      The fae made more beckoning motions toward the others, still lying on the floor. They were pulled to the doorway in a jumble. Darius and Rick went next, sucked into the black, spinning away.

      Tiff jumped up and grabbed a rod from the wall before letting herself get pulled through the door. She rode the air current up through the room, then threw it hard at the fae.

      This rod did not have as far to go this time. It flew straight as a lance into the fae’s heart.

      He screamed, and the look of horror in his eyes was the last thing Tiff saw before she was dragged into darkness.

      The fae spiraled downward, the rod stuck through his center.

      PHOOM!

      Everything disappeared in the fae’s last explosion. Blackness was replaced by void.

      Nancy stood up, shaking. She approached the doorway slowly and looked out at . . . nothing. The room was no longer black. Instead, there was a complete absence of light, color, darkness, reality. Just . . . nothing.

      She heard footsteps behind her as other hunters ran into the foyer. She turned, and realized the looks of shock and alarm on their faces probably matched her own.

      Niko was the only hunter of Asian descent. She had lived during the Tokugawa shogunate in the mid 1800s. Skinny as a rail, as always, Nancy thought. Now her pretty brown eyes shone bright in alarm.

      She was followed by Toya, a beautiful African-American woman who died in the 20th century on her alternate. Ian ran in too, a dark-haired Irishman who had lived during the late Roman Empire.

      “What happened?” Niko said.

      “A fae got into the Wildflower Room and tore it apart. There were so many rips in reality, I don’t know where everybody went. He zapped Cait’s human interface, too.”

      “Is the fae still around?”

      “No. Tiff took him out with a rod but his body got swept away with everybody else.”

      Toya said, “I’ll take a look at Cait’s terminal, and see what I can do.”

      Ian looked through the doorway into nothingness. He ran a hand through his thick black hair and said, “I guess that’s what oblivion looks like. How are we going to travel anywhere without a Wildflower Room to help port us?”

      Nancy said, “I think we’re stranded for now. Let’s try and locate the others. Maybe we can help them. If there’s a way to get Cait back online, that should be our first priority.”

      “It doesn’t look promising,” Toya said from behind the desk. “The terminal is down. I’ll try to reboot it, but this is not exactly Windows, if you know what I mean.”

      “Do your best,” Nancy said. “If we can get Cait back, it’ll help tremendously.”

      “Maybe I can find something in the library,” Ian said.

      As he ran off, Toya shouted, “Check on Eb, too, while you’re back there! We can use any computer power you can find.”

      After a moment’s thought, Niko said, “I should gather up weapons in case we’re attacked again,” and ran off after Ian.

      Toya and Nancy exchanged glances. Toya said, “This is gonna take some time.”

      Nancy nodded, and suddenly felt very tired. All the recent events caught up with her. The travel back to her own alternate, the sudden loss of loved ones. Everything hit her like a ton of bricks.

      She sat down wearily on the floor in front of the doorway and stared out at nothingness again.

      “Wait a minute!” Toya said from the computer terminal. “I’m getting a read on two of them. They’re showing up in the chronologistics program.”

      Nancy waited, patiently. When Toya offered no more information, she said, “Who do you have a read on, and where are they?”

      “Uh, this isn’t good. I’m seeing . . . Rick is it? He must be new, I’ve never met him. And Tiff. I don’t see Jason and the other new guy, though.”

      “Where are they? Where are Rick and Tiff?”

      “Uh, let’s just say they’re not in good places. Both alternates are showing a lot of deviation. High probability of fae involvement. In fact, both worlds are displaying potential for early chaos. Has this Rick dude had any training at all?”
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      A flash of black light rippled around Rick. Light suddenly appeared below him as he fell into another world. A floor rushed up to meet him.

      Kathump!

      Sprawled on the carpet, he felt the floor go down suddenly. People screamed. The distinctive high-pitched whine from prop engines overwhelmed all other sound.

      The angle of the floor finally leveled out, and Rick pulled himself up. A flight attendant turned around and saw him getting up. She snapped at him in a clipped British accent.

      “Please return to your seat, sir! And for heaven’s sake, buckle in!”

      Confused, he stood, then sat in the nearest aisle seat on the back row. Sitting next to a window, a nun stared at him wide-eyed. She crossed herself as he snapped the buckles on his seat belt.

      She said, “You weren’t here a minute ago.”

      He nodded, and said, “That’s right, Sister.”

      He stared all around the plane and tried to figure things out. He looked through the window, and could barely make out the props on the wings. He was in . . . a passenger plane? Everything seemed quaint and old fashioned. The men and women seated in front of him, still alarmed from the plane’s sudden loss of altitude, all wore fine suits and dresses. He looked down and found himself in jeans and a t-shirt.

      The interior of the plane pulled at his memory, its outlines and features somehow familiar.

      “I know what this is,” he said to the nun. “It’s a DC-4. Man, these used to be the airplane back in the day. I flew one for a while, before we transitioned to the Lockheed Constellation. That was nice because it had a pressurized cabin. And then, of course, we moved to jets.”

      The nun stared at him, speechless. She crossed herself again.

      The cockpit door burst open in the front of the plane, and a man in uniform wearing a white shirt and a blue pilot’s hat staggered toward the passengers. Rick tilted to the side and watched as the man pulled at his collar, foaming at the mouth. He shuffled a few more paces before collapsing in the aisle. Several people screamed.

      One of the flight attendants at the front of the plane stood up, arms stretched out, palms raised. She said, “Everybody calm down! Our co-pilot has the controls, and everything is quite alright!”

      Through the doorway, the passengers watched as the other man in the cockpit slumped at the controls suddenly. The nose of the plane went down again, and everybody screamed. The flight attendant rushed in and wrested the copilot off the controls. She pulled the wheel back and the plane leveled out again.

      Another flight attendant in the front stood up. She said, “Do not panic! Now, can anybody onboard fly a plane?”

      Rick turned and winked at the nun. He said, “How fortuitous.”

      He unbuckled his belt, stood, and headed for the cockpit. He passed a man with a plate of food, the inflight meal untouched. Rick said, “Don’t eat the fish.”

      He noticed some of the passengers wearing cowboy hats. Near the front of the plane he recoiled in shock at the sight of a man wearing a Nazi officer uniform. By the look on the man’s face, he seemed surprised, too. Then the surprise gave way to a look of . . . disappointment?

      That’s odd, Rick thought. Really odd.

      In the cockpit, the flight attendants had pulled the co-pilot out of the way by the time he got there. The head attendant looked to be about 40 years old. She stood thin and tall, with a commanding aura that seemed to pulse all around her. Her dark blue eyes took in Rick with a glance. She spoke with the same British accent.

      “Can you fly this thing?”

      Rick nodded. “It’s been a while, but it’s like riding a bike.”

      She blinked, her commanding aura faltering momentarily. Then she said, “Well get to it, whoever you are.”

      He nodded and took the controls, sliding into the pilot’s chair. He glanced over the instruments and gauges, reorienting himself to the interior of an airplane he had not flown in centuries. Things were slightly different than the way he remembered, but the important dials all seemed to work as they should.

      The radio crackled alive. “Tango, I say. Are you there, Tango? Speak to me, old boy.”

      Rick looked over to the middle of the instrument panel where a “T” preceded a string of numbers over an ID plate.

      He said to the attendant, “Ah. We must be Tango.”

      She nodded.

      He picked up the mic and said, “Tower, this is Tango. I’m afraid our pilot and copilot have become incapacitated. I’ve taken over the controls and I need to make an emergency landing. Please clear the nearest runway for me, and guide me in.”

      A long pause. Finally, the British voice came back, “Who are you? Where are you from? What’s that ghastly accent, I can barely understand you.”

      “This is Captain Rick Strickland, uh, retired. Formerly with TWA. It’s been a while since I’ve flown a DC-4, but I shouldn’t have any problems if you boys just point me the way down.”

      Another long pause.

      “I have no idea who you are, or what you are talking about. You are at the controls of a Victorian Seagull, property of His Majesty’s Air Service. Where did you say you were from again?”

      “I’m an American. Always happy to help the Brits out, in war or peace.”

      Yet another long pause.

      “A colonial! I might have guessed by the accent. Now see here, old fellow. This is not a time for fun and games. If both pilots are incapacitated, that aeroplane is suffering a tremendous emergency. We need somebody to take the controls who at least has a fighting chance of bringing our bird down safely.”

      “I’m your man, tower. It’s been a while since I’ve flown an older plane like this one, but I should be able to get her down okay.”

      “Now see here! There will be no American sarcasm on this frequency! Get me the head stewardess on the line, this instance!”

      He handed the mic over to the tall and thin flight attendant with a smile, and said, “He wants to talk with you.”

      She took the mic and said, “This is Elizabeth Freely, Head Stewardess, Tango-Alpha-one-five-seven.”

      “Ms. Freely, what is going on up there? Who is at the wheel of our bird?”

      “A colonial is in charge, sir, but he appears to know what he’s doing. He has the plane under control, and seems familiar with everything.”

      Another long pause. Elizabeth and Rick exchanged glances. He smiled at her and winked. Despite herself, and the desperate situation, she smiled back.

      Finally the radio crackled again.

      “Ms. Freely, as the ranking member of His Majesty’s Air Service currently not incapacitated aboard Tango-Alpha-one-five-seven, you are in charge of the plane. See to it this fellow doesn’t try anything stupid to endanger the lives of your passengers.”

      “I understand, sir. I will do what I can.”

      “Very good, Ms. Freely. Now, keep the radio alive and we’ll try to talk you down to the London Aerodrome. Tell the colonial to begin his descent now for final approach. He’ll be able to see the airfield when he breaks through the clouds. And may God have mercy on your souls.”

      Rick took the mic from her and hung it up on its hook. He said, “Seems a pleasant enough fellow. A bit biased against us Yanks, though. That’s odd.”

      Elizabeth said, “You mean Americans? Well, that’s not surprising, all things considered.”

      “What do you mean? If it wasn’t for us you’d all be speaking German right now.”

      When she did not respond immediately he turned to look at her. She stared at him, brows furrowed, mouth open.

      He said, “What?”

      “I’ve heard Americans were crass, but I had no idea! How dare you, sir?”

      Rick snorted. He said, “Did we or did we not bail you out of two world wars?”

      “I should think not! Certainly a couple of divisions from the American Colonies came over for the Great War, and we’re thankful for their contributions along with the other colonials. Although I must say, India sent far more people. But other than . . . I don’t know . . . grain? Livestock? Other than that, the American states did not contribute much at all.  Why are we even talking about this, anyway?”

      “Just a minute,” Rick said, uncertainty making his voice crack. “Did you say, ‘The Great War?’ What about the Second World War?”

      It was Elizabeth’s turn to snort. “I’m sure Hitler would have loved that, but no. We were able to keep the peace despite the German expansion a few years back.”

      The blood drained from Rick’s face as he suddenly realized the importance of seeing a Nazi seated in the front of the plane.

      “Uh, what year is it?”

      “It’s 1946. Are all you Americans so daft? ‘What year is it?’” She snorted.

      He sighed as the plane burst through the clouds. Ahead, he could make out the lights to an airfield winking in the distance. He adjusted course slightly to line up better with the landing strip.

      “This is one messed up alternate,” he murmured.
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        * * *

      

      Jason fell through a horizontal rip in reality, and landed on the ground with a thud. He looked up and the black tear above him disappeared almost immediately. He stood, brushed dirt off his sleeve and looked around in the gathering dusk, trying to get his bearings.

      Before him, a house made of logs took up his entire field of vision. A watering trough and a hitching post stood to one side of the door. Off to the side at some distance, he could make out a barn made of rough-hewn planks, and a crude corral of knotted cedar posts. Twilight approached fast, a gathering gloom decreasing visibility by the minute.

      He heard a slight noise behind him, a shuffling of feet. Turning, in the dimming light he saw a man shambling toward him, with glowing green eyes. A single feather stuck up from a headband above a dry, cracked face. The creature struggled forward, one arm stretched out, the other holding some kind of axe.

      The Walker said, “Zombie . . . Indians?”

      The door to the house opened suddenly, and a redhead teenage boy popped out.

      “Get in here, quick! Where’d you come from? Get in before they see you!”

      Jason made his way up three steps to the porch and over to the door, then paused for a moment while taking one last look around. He heard a sharp whistling sound and a thunk! as a tomahawk sank into the doorframe.
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      Nancy Chance pulled a long lock of dark hair off her cheek and tucked it behind an ear. She looked at the holographic monitor, then at Toya bent over the keyboard.

      Nancy said, “How’s that reboot coming?”

      For her part, Toya did not look up. A stunningly attractive African-American woman who died on her alternate in the late 1980s, Toya had easily adapted to the advanced technology at Headquarters. She was the most technically astute person left, and for all intents and purposes she was the resident tech guru.

      “This thing is incredibly complex,” Toya said. “She doesn’t exist in just one place. The reboot is not just starting up a hard drive somewhere and loading code, it’s actually recreating Cait from the molecular level on up. On multiple realities. Simultaneously.”

      “Well? How long is that going to take?”

      “That’s the freaky part. If we were doing this in real time, like out on an alternate somewhere, just one alternate, it would take about a year. But Cait’s main core resides in a timeless space, like Headquarters here, with portions on different realities in different universes. So, at the moment she is mostly up and active. Her processing power is doing pretty good on several thousand worlds right now. Since the process is split up among so many different areas, we’ll get her back sooner. She’s basically leveraging multiple timelines to expedite the reboot.

      “But her human interface, that part we’re used to talking and interacting with, that’s going to take a while longer. How much longer I can’t say. Should be far less than a year, though. Hopefully just a few days, in our timeline. But in different universes it may vary on whether she can fully communicate on any given world. This has never happened before, so we won’t really know how long everything will take until the process is complete.”

      Nancy bit her lip. She said, “Is there any way to communicate with our people? Can we use her processing power on the alternates they’ve been flung to? Can we tap into her power to open a door and bring them home?”

      Toya shook her head. “I don’t think so, not yet. I’d say no to all those questions, for right now. But soon, I hope.”

      “Can Cait contact them somehow?”

      Toya said, “Don’t know that either. When we get her human interface back and more of her processing power has ‘rebooted’ here at Headquarters, we’ll able to ask her directly. Until then, just hang tight. I’m sure Tiff and the boys are doing fine.”

      Nancy reached out and swiped the screen. It shifted to the chronologistics app. A flashing blue light blinked beside the name “Rick Strickland.” Next to it, location data: “Alternate 4102a, 88 percent variability from O-Earth.”

      The final line filled her heart with dread: “Heavy fae influence.”
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      Rick glanced at the array of cockpit instruments and tried to remember what went where.

      “Let’s see. Altimeter. Airspeed. We need to start slowing down as we descend. But not too slow. Gotta keep the nose up.”

      He rattled off some readings to himself and continued the plane’s descent, lining up with the airfield lights.

      He caught himself and glanced over at the stewardess sitting in the copilot’s chair. He flashed a confident smile at her. She looked about 40. Tall and skinny. Blonde hair and big blue eyes. She was attractive, but older and wiser than the other women in the flight crew. It only made sense she was in charge, he thought.

      Rick said, “I got this. No problem.”

      She smiled, but a hint of trepidation came through as well.

      He nodded and said, “You’re right.”

      Her eyebrows creased. In a crisp British accent she said, “About what?”

      “I should talk to the passengers. Let them know everything is okay.”

      “I said no such thing.”

      “No, but I bet you were thinking it.”

      “Truthfully, I was hoping we aren’t all going to die!”

      He chuckled as if she were joking. She kept staring at him, with a look on her face indicating she clearly was serious.

      He picked the mic up off its hook and flipped a switch so his voice would be transmitted to the passenger cabin instead of over the air.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your, uh, temporary captain speaking. My name is Rick Strickland, and I just want you to know that I have, uh, considerable experience flying aircraft very similar to this one. Now, I will admit that it’s been a few years since I’ve flown this particular model . . .”

      Actually it’s been since 1947, he thought. And when did I die? 1980 something. Plus the three centuries or so I’ve been in heaven . . . Has it been 350 years? Almost. Gosh . . .

      “But not to worry, folks, it’s all coming back to me.” He chuckled, confidently.

      “Now, we’re going to be making an emergency landing in a few minutes, and it’s very important that you all stay buckled in and prepare for a rough one. I’m not saying it will be rough, mind you, but you should prepare for it just in case.

      “If you’ll all just settle back (maybe say a prayer for me, I’d appreciate it), we’ll have you down and on the ground in no time.”

      Rick flicked the switch and hung up the mic, then looked at the stewardess again.

      He said, “I’d like to think I still have it. Took some time to develop the old ‘calming Captain’s voice.’ But you never really forget things like that. Am I right or am I right?”

      He flashed her another charming grin. She frowned back at him.

      “This is a brand-new type of plane,” the stewardess said. “It just rolled off the assembly line this summer. They clearly knew you were lying about flying this model years ago.”

      He started to reply, then stopped. How could he explain alternate universes and multiple timelines to her? At least, how could he explain it quickly and in a way she would understand and accept?

      The radio crackled before he could think of a reply.

      “Right-o, Tango! The lads agree your descent looks jolly good. Keep it up, and you might just land our bird safely after all.”

      Rick grabbed the mic again, making sure the switch was on the radio side. He clicked it and said, “Thanks for your vote of confidence, Tower, however forced that was. I hope to see you on the ground in just a few minutes. Hopefully in one piece.”

      He glanced back at the stewardess who looked at him wide-eyed now, with a hint of fear.

      “Just a bit of pilot humor there,” he said. “We’ll make it, I’ve done this hundreds of times before.”

      She sniffed and looked forward again, at the quickly approaching runway starting to fill the windshield.

      She said, “Liar.”

      He made sure the wheels were down, adjusted the flaps, and slowed the airspeed more as they came steadily down toward the field. The back wheels hit first with a bump, then the nose came down with a smaller bump. He pushed the throttle in and pulled the plane to a stop on a wide-open tarmac.

      A loud cheer went up throughout the passenger cabin. The sounds of distinctly British ambulance sirens grew louder as a small flotilla of emergency vehicles rushed to the plane, red lights dancing across the fuselage.

      Wah-WAH! Wah-WAH! Wah-WAH!

      A mobile staircase motored up and flight attendants hurried to open the door. Medical personnel ran up the steps and rushed to the pilot and copilot. They loaded the men on stretchers and removed them, then first class passengers were allowed to exit.

      Rick stood by the tall flight attendant, smiling and shaking hands as the passengers disembarked. Three men in cowboy hats were all smiles. One of them, a particularly large man with a broad hat said on the way out, “Fine job, mah boy! Mighty fine flying, there!”

      Rick nodded in acknowledgment then turned to the next group disembarking. A Nazi in full dress uniform that Rick noticed earlier left without looking at him or saying anything.

      The nun Rick met when he fell into the world, and into the plane, was the last passenger to leave. Rick recalled she had been seated in the last row.

      She smiled at Rick and said, “I don’t know where you came from, young man, or how you got here, but I thank God for you!”

      Rick smiled and she went out the door and down the steps. When only the crew remained, Rick turned to the lead flight attendant. He stuck out his hand and said, “I’m Rick, by the way.”

      She shook his hand warmly and smiled back, a genuine smile this time without any trace of fear. She said, “Elizabeth.”

      “That’s right,” Rick said. “I remember your little conversation with the Tower.”

      They heard a voice outside the plane saying, “Ms. Freely! And, uh, Mr. Strickland is it? I say, come out of there, both of you.”

      Rick said, “Ladies first,” and let the flight attendants grab their bags and exit. When Elizabeth went out the door, he followed her.

      At the foot of the steps, a gaggle of bobbies looked up at him, wearing navy blue coats with copper buttons as big as silver dollars and foot-tall helmet hats with big shiny stars in the middle. Behind them stood several reporters, their fedoras carrying cards with the word “PRESS” sticking out of the hatbands. Many held notepads with pencils at the ready. A handful of flashbulbs went off as photographers in the crowd took Rick’s picture.

      Up front stood a relatively short and heavy-set man, with orange hair and a large bald spot in back. He wore pop-bottle glasses and a tweed jacket, and stood with fists on his hip making him look even wider than his already considerable girth suggested.

      Elizabeth glanced back up at Rick and said, “That’s Mr. Willowby. He’s in charge. You spoke with him on the wireless.”

      “Oh, yeah. He’s the one who doesn’t care much for Americans.”

      She gave him a final smile with a playful roll of her eyes, as if insinuating the feeling was quite common. Then she descended the remaining steps and followed the other flight attendants to a waiting vehicle.

      “You’ll be coming with us,” Willowby said, his voice seeming to strain with an effort not to berate Rick in front of all the people present, particularly the reporters who were jostling for position and snapping several more photos.

      Rick smiled and said, “Sure,” as if he had a choice.

      The bobbies positioned themselves in a circle around him, and he followed Willowby through the phalanx of reporters. They hurled questions.

      “Mr. Willowby! Mr. Willowby! What happened to your pilots?”

      “What exactly occurred up there, my good man?”

      “Who’s that chap? Why are you dressed like that, sir?”

      “Are you the one who landed the plane? What’s your name, mate?”

      Willowby snarled at the press corps as the bobbies bulled their way through.

      “Begone, y’ sots!”

      Rick said, “Aw, give them a break, Mr. Willowby. They’re just trying to do their jobs.”

      Several of the reporters stopped and jotted down his words.

      Willowby said, “Phsaw!” and headed toward a black car parked not far away. Rick followed, pressed on all sides by policemen and reporters.
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      “While I’m grateful to you for getting our bird down safe, you’ve got bigger problems now, Mr. Strickland. Who are you? Where did you come from? Why aren’t you on the passenger manifest? I say, chap, stowing away is a crime you know.”

      The color in Willowby’s face reddened as he stooped over the table to loom above Rick, who was seated on the other side. They were in a relatively small room with a table and two chairs. Two bobbies stood at the door, stoically staring straight ahead and ostensibly ignoring the conversation. Their presence ensured Rick would not be leaving, although personally he thought the locked door would do the trick without them.

      For his part, Rick scratched his head wondering what to say. He could think of nothing that would satisfy the probing questions. He certainly could not tell Willowby the truth, that he had recently left the Walker’s headquarters, a facility existing outside time and space. That a fae had somehow sneaked into the Wildflower Room, where people passed in and out of various parallel worlds in order to hunt the evil creatures and send them to Judgment. That the fae ripped apart the room’s reality, sucking in as many people as possible in the collapse, sending them to various and sundry unknown alternates. That the same fae took out their advanced computer system, which had a human interface that looked like a woman who went by the name of Cait.

      And he could not tell Willowby that as far as Rick knew, he was stuck on this world until help arrived.

      So he stayed silent and merely smiled back at Willowby, giving the older man his best good old boy grin.

      That did nothing to ameliorate Willowby’s temper.

      “Answer the question, y’ blasted colonial!”

      Rick smiled even wider. He said, “Oh, come now, Mr. Willowby. That’s no way to speak to a guest. To a fellow pilot. Uh, you can fly, right?”

      “Don’t you talk back at me! I’ll have answers, I will! How did you know how to fly a state-of-the-art aeroplane? Our pilots spend untold months in training! Nobody on that flight should have been able to get it down as easily as you did.”

      Rick was saved from addressing this last series of questions by a commotion outside the door. Even the bobbies glanced over their shoulders at the sounds out in the hall.

      The door burst open and a thin man wearing a dark suit with a pained expression on his face poked his head through. Rick recognized him from earlier as Willowby’s private secretary.

      The man said, “I’m dreadfully sorry, Mr. Willowby. I’ve tried to appeal to him, but he insists on coming in.”

      One of the cowboys from the flight barreled his way between a group of bobbies who appeared uncertain as to whether or not they should try and stop him. He stood six-foot-six and still wore his giant white cowboy hat from the plane, making him look an even seven feet tall. The big man wore a huge grin on his face.

      “Thar he is! Thar’s mah boy! This man landed y’all’s bucket of bolts when all hope was lost. And Ah was on that plane! Ah shore do wanna thank you, boy. Mah name is Tucker Crenshaw MacGraw, Ambassador to the You-knighted Kingdom from the Republic of Texas. Howdy!”

      He stuck his hand out and Rick stood to grab it, noting the chunky golden ring on the big man’s finger.

      Rick said, “Oh, you’re an Aggie?”

      “That’s right! Class of ’26!”

      “I’ve known several Aggies. They were all good men. Good soldiers, every one.”

      MacGraw beamed with pride and his back straightened as his chest puffed out. He said, “We put more officers in the Great War than any other school, Ah’ll have you know. On both sides of the Atlantic.”

      He looked around at the Brits in the room as if challenging them to deny the assertion. Clearly no one even considered saying something to the contrary. Everyone, from airline executives to policemen, looked quite intimidated at the giant man’s mere presence, much less his words.

      “This is all fine and dandy,” the thin secretary said, working up the nerve to speak. “But we’re dealing with a delicate situation here, Mr. Ambassador. Mr. Willowby is trying to figure out where this man came from, how he happened to be on that plane, and who, exactly, he is. The airline is in quite a moment right now.”

      The ambassador waved him away as if shooing a fly. He said, “Aw, pipe down, Grady. This man is a hero!”

      MacGraw bent down next to Rick and said in a lower voice that still managed to rumble throughout the small room, “Where are you from, son?”

      “Well . . . Uh . . .”

      Honesty is the best policy, Rick thought to himself.

      “I retired in upper New York State.”

      Willowby let out another “Phsaw!”

      Grady said, “A colonial! He’s nothing more than a tenement farmer, I’d say. And he has no papers, Mr. Ambassador. We’ve already checked. No money, and no airplane ticket, either. He’s a stowaway from one of the colonies. He probably sneaked onboard during the stopover in Bermuda. I’ve no doubt the authorities are looking for him back home, too.”

      MacGraw ignored them. He said, “So you’re from New York, huh?”

      “Well,” Rick said, as a thought occurred to him, “I was born in Texas.”

      MacGraw smiled. The entire lower half of his face creased upward by at least an inch. He said, “Where at, boy?”

      “Dallas Baptist Hospital. My dad had a job down there, but we left when I was three to move back to New York.”

      MacGraw said, “Wull, thar you have it, Grady! This here boy is a native Texan! Everybody born in Texas is a Texan by birth, by Gawd, and can therefore claim citizenship in our great republic. Ah’ll take him to the embassy and we’ll take care of his paperwork.”

      MacGraw slapped the thin secretary hard on the back, knocking the smaller man off balance. He caught himself on the table before falling over.

      Willowby stood up, his face flushing redder than usual. He said, “Now see here, Mr. Ambassador. This man was on a royal aeroplane with no ticket. Stowing away is a jailable offense in Great Britain.”

      MacGraw snorted and said, “This boy saved that royal airplane, and everybody on board. Including yours truly!”

      His voice lowered threateningly, and his eyes narrowed as the smile melted away. He said, “Ah don’t think y’all want to make this an international incident, Mr. Willowby. Do you?”

      The big Texan stared down at the shorter Brit, who gulped as the room grew uneasily quiet. Then MacGraw straightened and smiled again. He reached into his front pocket and pulled out a thick roll of British pound notes.

      “Alrighty, look. Ah know how much a ticket costs, ’cause I bought one back in Houston. Here’s enough for the boy’s fare. First class.”

      He threw down a wad of cash on the table in front of Willowby.

      “Now if y’all will excuse us, we’ve got to go get this boy his passport replaced!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      MacGraw charged through the phalanx of police, guiding Rick firmly by the shoulder down the hallways and toward the building’s front entrance.

      When they reached the lobby, a reporter stood up, pointed at him and said, “There he is!”

      Correspondents mobbed the two men before they could reach the door. Bulbs flashed and tape recorder mics were shoved near their faces.

      “Mr. Ambassador! Mr. Ambassador! Do you have anything to say?”

      “What’s the status of the stowaway?”

      “Can we talk to him? Can we get a statement, sir?”

      “Let us just talk to the chap! Give us something Mr. Ambassador!”

      MacGraw stopped suddenly, when it became obvious too many people stood between them and the front door. He held up a hand until all the clamor died down.

      “Ah’m proud to say that the man who landed our flight safely today is a native Texan. We are taking him to the embassy right now. Our hearts go out to the families of the pilot and copilot. The Republic of Texas wishes the British people to know that we will extend every resource His Majesty’s government requests in the coming inquiry. We are ready to help in any way possible our longtime friend and ally. At this time, we ask for privacy as our hero here gets some well-deserved rest.”

      Before anyone had a chance to respond, MacGraw pushed Rick through the crowd and made it through the door. Reporters followed them down the steps and out to the street, where a long, low limousine sat waiting.

      A driver, wearing boots and a cowboy hat, jumped out and rushed to the rear door, holding it open for them. Rick noted a pair of longhorns mounted on the front of the car where the hood ornament should be.

      As the limo eased out into the street, Rick glanced out the rear window. A few of the younger reporters ran after the car until they picked up speed. Two of the photographers shot some final pictures.

      As they drove through the city, Rick took a look outside the windows. He was struck by a sudden realization.

      “It was never bombed, was it?”

      MacGraw said, “Hm? What? Sure, London was bombed during the war. Zeppelin and his blasted airships, mostly. Those proved costly to replace, though. Enough biplanes could always take one of them down. Big slow target.”

      “Yes, but, uh, it was never seriously bombed. I mean, the Germans have developed the blitzkrieg, right?”

      “Absolutely,” MacGraw said, nodding. “That’s how they were able to tilt the tide in Spain. They got involved in that civil war, and now Franco is Hitler’s puppet.”

      “But they never used it against England. London has never been seriously bombed in an all-out assault.”

      “No. Chamberlain made his peace with Adolf. The UK sat back and let the Nazis have whatever they wanted. So, they took most of Europe.”

      With the annoyed tone of voice and spots of color in his cheeks, Rick could see this bothered the giant Texan. A lot.

      “That’s bad,” Rick said. “Have they purged the Jews yet?”

      MacGraw’s eyebrows shot up. He said, “Mah colleagues in Berlin have forwarded a report to Austin that Ah had the opportunity to read. Something about ‘the Jewish question.’ What do you know about it?”

      “Let’s just say their ‘final solution’ involves the wholesale slaughter of millions of innocent people in death camps. How far east have they gotten? Do they control Poland yet?”

      MacGraw’s eyebrows furrowed back down. He said, “No, they’re in a treaty with Russia over Poland. Both sides have a controlling stake in what goes on there. Now look, just where are you from, boy? And why are you asking questions anyone who hasn’t lived under a rock the last ten years already knows the answer to?”

      “Well, I really was born in Texas.”

      “Not in Dallas Baptist Hospital, you weren’t. No such place exists. We’ve got a Dallas Baptist College, and a First Baptist Medical Center, but no hospital by that name.”

      “Well . . .” Rick cleared his throat nervously. “Not on this world.”

      “Is that right? Well, you do have a big long tale to tell us, don’t you? But first, we gots to get you some clothes. Ain’t nobody dresses like that around here, boy.”

      MacGraw pushed a button on the limo’s intercom and said, “Hey, Baxter!”

      The driver, who Rick suddenly realized was walled off from their compartment, spoke back over his end of the connection. He said, “Yessir?”

      “Detour through Savile Row and stop off at Louie’s, will ya?”

      “Shore thing, boss!”
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      Louie turned out to be a tailor who specialized in suits for Texans making London their home. He absolutely was willing to help the ambassador on short notice, and took Rick’s measurements personally.

      MacGraw asked if he had anything that would fit Rick today. Louie fretted over it, saying the suit would not be truly bespoke. But, he did have something that could be rushed if the ambassador and his guest were willing to wait half an hour.

      Later he came back with an elegant gray suit that certainly felt bespoke to Rick. It looked sharp too, Rick thought, featuring the ‘London cut,’ which was spacious and comfortable around the shoulders and arms. It fit just right around his muscular chest.

      Louie also brought out a pair of black cowboy boots for him, made from smooth ostrich skin, along with a light gray felt cowboy hat. Both fit Rick perfectly.

      Staring in a three-panel mirror, he cleared his throat and self-consciously removed the chapeau.

      He said, “I’ve never been a hats guy, myself.”

      “It don’t matter,” MacGraw said, slapping him on the shoulder. “Keep it anyways. Goes with the outfit.”

      MacGraw pulled out another wad of bills and handed most of them to Louie, then guided Rick out the door and back into the limo.

      As they drove away, MacGraw smiled and said, “Nobody used Louie much when he first opened, ’cause he’s a Jew. But we don’t care about that. The other high-class tailors tend to stick their noses up when we come around, as you can imagine. ’Cause we ain’t from around here. But Louie was willing to help us out, so now we pretty much do all our clothing business with him. He also set us up with a milliner willing to import Stetsons, and a cobbler who can handle cowboy boots. That’s another thing these Brits are snobs about. But the Jews are more willing to do business with us. If we want a pair of boots that look a certain way, or a suit that goes with a cowboy hat, Louie and his boys can make it for us.”

      “This is a really good fit, for less than an hour,” Rick said.

      MacGraw nodded. “Louie is the man. Love that fella.”

      “I already feel indebted to you for extracting me from the airline bureaucracy back there. Now I probably I owe you a small fortune for this outfit.”

      MacGraw made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “Don’t worry about it, boy. It’s a rounding error on our business expenses. That’s taxpayer money, anyway. You really owe the people of Texas. But I think you prepaid us when you landed that plane safely.”

      The limo stopped at an entrance gate in a long stone wall. The guard looked in the driver’s side window and hurried to open the gate. The limo drove through and followed the road to a huge mansion.

      The cobblestone driveway circled a fountain. In the middle of the fountain, a statue of three wild horses in full gallop stood in the middle of the pool, with water flowing from their nostrils.

      MacGraw said, “Welcome home. As of now you are officially on Texas soil.”

      Baxter hurried to open the door for them.

      One of the ornate double doors leading into the building opened and a pretty young woman stepped out. She stood about five-seven, Rick estimated, with shoulder-length brown hair and eyes. She wore tasteful makeup including mascara, dabs of rouge on her cheeks, and bright red lipstick. She greeted MacGraw as he climbed up the steps to the entrance.

      He said, “Hello, Angela. Rick, this here is Angela Dorn, one of our employees on the embassy staff.”

      Angela said, “Thank God you’re safe, Mr. Ambassador. We’ve been following the reports on the radio.”

      She looked over at Rick and said, “Is this our mystery pilot? The news announcers are going nuts about you. They keep playing that clip of you saying, ‘They’re just trying to do their jobs!’ I think the press likes you.”

      MacGraw said, “Yup. He rescued us, so Ah rescued him. He’s got an interesting story to tell. Ah want a meeting with key personnel in the main conference room, pronto.”

      When they stepped inside, Rick found himself in a large room worthy of a palace. A 30-foot high ceiling was festooned with chandeliers and the walls were lined in gilt. Luxurious carpets with expensive chairs and tables were scattered about. Art Deco reading lamps helped chase away any hint of gloom.

      Somebody at one of the tables scooted his chair back and stood up when they entered. Rick instantly recognized the wispy gray hair and scholarly face.

      He said, “Albert Einstein! What are you doing here?”

      The old scientist’s eyebrows furrowed. He said, “I’m sorry. Haf ve met?”

      “Well, uh, kind of. In, well . . . Somewhere else. A, uh, long time ago.”

      MacGraw said, “Dr. Einstein is visiting King’s College for a series of lectures. He’s on loan from Rice, where he’s been teaching and conducting research ever since he was granted asylum in Texas. The Germans kicked him out along with a bunch of other Jewish scientists. It seems they like Jews even less than the Brits.

      “Dr. Einstein, may Ah invite you to our little meeting? You might find it interesting. It seems our guest here claims to be from a parallel world.”
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      An hour later, Rick stopped for breath. He gazed out at the table where the ambassador, Angela Dorn, and half a dozen top embassy personnel stared at him. Albert Einstein sat at the other end of the table, gazing calmly back.

      Rick had explained everything as best he could. There were thousands of universes, he said, and his team travelled among them. Thanks to an attack on the group’s headquarters, several people were sent scattered among the alternates. That was how Rick got here, “falling into” the ambassador’s airplane. He also had no way of contacting anyone back home.

      Each world deviated somewhat from Original Earth, some more than others. This world, Rick explained, deviated considerably without a United States, no Second World War (yet, at least), and a successful Nazi empire.

      As he paused, he looked around the table. Angela stared back with a dubious expression on her face.

      She said, “You’re asking us to believe a lot, Mr. Strickland.”

      Rick raised his eyebrows in acknowledgement and said, “I know. And, I’ve got no proof to offer, either, other than my word. But, I can almost guarantee that your world is headed toward disaster. You’re way overdue for the Second World War.”

      “We managed to dodge another war,” MacGraw said, “Thanks to Prime Minister Chamberlain.”

      Rick said, “That just delayed the inevitable. And by letting Germany marshal its resources, the coming conflagration is likely to be worse than it would have been otherwise.”

      The Texans shifted in their seats, uncomfortably. Rick suspected he hit a nerve. Perhaps it was a heated topic of conversation among them.

      MacGraw turned to look at the other end of the table. He said, “What about you, Dr. Einstein? Does this notion of parallel worlds hold any scientific water?”

      Einstein nodded slowly, his gaze never leaving Rick. He said, “Haf you met my doppelganger on another world, Herr Strickland? My doppelganger?”

      Rick said, “Yes sir, I have.”

      “Und, vat vas he like?”

      “Well, I didn’t really get to know him. I was too busy trying to help save him and my world’s Oppenheimer from an attempt on their lives.”

      The mention of Oppenheimer raised some eyebrows around the table.

      “Und, vat vere ve doing, Herr Doktor Oppenheimer und myself?”

      “Well, uh, Dr. Oppenheimer was deeply involved in developing our nuclear bomb program. You see, the United States won the race in developing the bomb, beating out Germany. With it, we were able to end the war in the Pacific and maintain peace in Europe for quite a while.

      “As for you, you had written a letter to our President, Franklin Roosevelt, explaining that splitting an atom would indeed result in a gigantic release of energy. You assured him the research was worth pursing for military purposes. You weren’t really involved in the Manhattan Project. That’s what we called the program developing the atomic bomb. But, you were instrumental in convincing people that it was a feasible pursuit.”

      A long silence followed. Finally, MacGraw cleared his throat. He pointed to a man on the other side of the table, a handsome young fellow with dark brown hair and an angular face. He wore a white lab coat with a pocket protector guarding several pens and mechanical pencils.

      “Smitty, what do you think? Is this guy from another world similar to our own?”

      Smitty nodded and said, “He either is, or he’s a German spy who knows everything about our most secret programs.”

      “If he’s a Nazi,” MacGraw said, “why would he save me? It seems foiling a plot to take down mah flight would not be the thing for him to do.”

      Smitty shrugged. “Gain our trust, I guess.”

      “But you don’t really think that?”

      Smitty said, “Nah. If Dr. Einstein says it’s possible, then I say he really is from a parallel world. Even though it’s hard to believe that in his world Texas would just be one state among many instead of an entire country. I find that the least believable part of his story.”

      Rick said, “Texas was its own country on my world, for about seven years, before joining the United States.”

      Smitty smiled. The comment seemed to make him feel better.

      MacGraw said, “Ms. Dorn, what do you think? Is Mr. Strickland here a traveler among worlds? Or is he just a very clever German spy?”

      Angela glanced at Rick and said, “I don’t think he’s a spy, sir. We’ve got a pretty good grip on Nazi intelligence operations, worldwide. I think he’d be on our radar somewhere if he were in cahoots with them. Besides, he seems to know a lot more than what Adolf’s boys know. We think Austin is pretty well insulated from Berlin, especially compared to London. I just don’t think a Nazi would know as much as Mr. Strickland seems to know. Not this level of detail, anyway.”

      “So, you think he’s from another world?”

      She shrugged. “I guess it seems plausible. Everything he’s said makes sense. I think at least he believes it.”

      “So, you’re saying maybe he’s mentally unstable? That’s a possibility Ah hadn’t considered.”

      Everybody looked back at Rick, this time with suspicious glints in their eyes.

      He chuckled uncomfortably and said, “That’s a tough accusation to overcome, guys. Mental instability. Maybe you have a psychological test or something I can take. Do you guys have a Freud in this world?”

      “That’s another prominent Jew the Germans didn’t want,” MacGraw said. “He’s teaching at the University of Texas at the moment.”

      Another long pause.

      Finally, MacGraw turned back to Einstein. He said, “What say you, Dr. Einstein? You’re the smartest person in the room. Is this man who he says he is?”

      Everyone held their collective breath.

      Einstein said, “In my opinion, ja. He makes a convincing case. A convincing case. Und, if there is a threat to our vorld . . . perhaps he can help in the battles to come.”

      Everyone at the table turned back to Rick, now with appraising looks in their eyes, as if gauging his potential value.

      Rick raised his hands and said, “Look, guys, if I do anything to risk, uh, Texas, then lock me up. But I suspect there’s a divine reason I fell into your airplane, Mr. Ambassador. Something is definitely not right in this world. And I hate Nazis. Across every alternate they show up, National Socialists are nothing but trouble.

      “So, let me try and help you guys. Because sure as shooting, there’s a war brewing. Everything here looks like it’s been delayed by about ten years or so. But I guarantee the Nazis bring about war with Britain and her allies. Uh, most of the time that’s the United States. But I guess here, it’s Texas.”

      “There are no ‘United States,’” Angela said. “The American Colonies stop at the Mississippi. Texas has everything to the west.”

      “Okay. And, the colonies are pretty much frowned upon, from what I gather?”

      MacGraw grinned and said, “Well, they’re mostly rural. Not a lot goes on there. They raise crops and ship it over here. They don’t have many factories or railroads. The Industrial Revolution sort of passed them by.”

      “Huh. Yeah, your world is certainly different. Well, I’m happy to help in any way I can.”
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      At the German embassy a tall lanky man with a military crewcut walked into the front door, passing a giant flag bearing the Reich’s swastika. He waited patiently in the lobby until an attractive blonde secretary arrived and motioned for him to follow her.

      She went up the embassy’s grand staircase and he followed, nodding his respect at the giant portrait of Adolf Hitler at the top of the steps. They both silently raised their hands in salute to the portrait as they passed it.

      She headed to the right and opened a door leading to a large airy office.

      A corpulent, bald man looked up from the desk, the silver skull on his black collar denoting his rank in the SS, the feared Schutzstaffel of the Nazi Party.

      The man approached the desk as the blonde shut the door behind him on her way out. He stood before the SS officer, bowed his head, clicked his heels and saluted by raising his right hand, stiff-armed and palm out.

      “Heil Hitler!”

      The SS officer raised an arm casually at the elbow and said, “Heil. Have a seat, Schultzen.”

      Schultzen quickly pulled out one of the small chairs facing the desk and sat stiffly, not looking the other man in the eye.

      He said, “Danke, Herr Oberfuhrer von Ribbentrop.”

      Ribbentrop leaned back in his own chair, which squeaked in protest under his weight.

      “So. Why are you here before me, Schultzen? Your mission was to take down that airplane. You were to grab the controls after the pilots were incapacitated and crash the plane upon landing. It was supposed to look like an accident. I did not expect to see you here. In fact, I expected to see your body at a service in your honor, before it was flown off carrying you home as a hero of the Reich in service to the Abwehr.”

      Schultzen still refused eye contact, choosing instead to gaze at a spot in the middle of the huge desktop separating him from Ribbentrop.

      He said, “Things did not go as planned, Herr Oberfuhrer.”

      Ribbentrop slammed his palm down on the desk, the sudden movement causing his chair to screech in protest. Schultzen jumped, startled, finally making eye contact with the larger man.

      Ribbentrop said, “I know things did not go as planned, dummkopf! Now tell me what happened. Don’t leave out any details. Our planning on this was perfect!”

      Schultzen swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously.

      “There was a pilot . . .”

      “There was no pilot, Schultzen. We made sure of that. The pilot and copilot were given poisoned meals, loaded onto the plane by our agents back in Bermuda. We even made sure there would be no navigator on this flight, or anyone else who could be expected to handle a large plane and land it safely. You were expected to kill everybody in the front of the cabin, including the first class passengers. If anybody survived the crash they would say you tried your best, valiantly trying to land the airplane.”

      “There was a stowaway. An American we did not account for.”

      “An American?” Ribbentrop snorted. “Americans don’t fly airplanes, Schultzen. They can barely drive cars. There are no American commercial airline pilots. Most of them live and work on farms, tending pigs and raising corn.”

      “Jawohl, Herr Oberfuhrer. But this one was able to land the plane successfully.”

      “You should have taken Ambassador MacGraw out by other means, then, as soon as the plane came to a stop. Think on your feet, Schultzen!”

      “I had no chance, Herr Oberfuhrer. Emergency personnel surrounded us as soon as we landed. There was no way to successfully remove the ambassador without being thwarted. Our plan would have been exposed before completion.”

      “You should have demanded to land the plane, then. You should have stuck to the plan.”

      “I was surprised. I was about to offer my services, but then the American showed up.”

      Ribbentrop waved his hand, dismissing the conversation. He leaned back in his chair, which squeaked again in protest. He steepled his fingers over his chest and his lower lip came out as he thought for a moment.

      He said, “I should be more upset with you, Schultzen, but we will have another chance. We will be hosting the All Hallow’s Eve Masquerade Ball here at the embassy. All the important people in the diplomatic corps will be here, including the ambassadors. We will eliminate MacGraw at that time, along with the rest of them.”

      “But of course, Herr Oberfuhrer.” Schultzen bowed in his chair, dipping his head low.

      When he came back up to eye level, he raised his eyebrows and glanced down at the desktop again. He thought for a moment before speaking, very delicately addressing his superior in both tone and choice of words.

      He said, “Naturally, we have a plan to divert public attention away from the fact the ambassadors are to be assassinated in our embassy, and not on the streets somewhere. Public outrage and suspicion would fall on the Reich, otherwise.”

      Ribbentrop said, “Assassinations are tricky things, as you well know, Schultzen. But, they don’t call them ‘assassinations’ in times of war.”
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      MacGraw assigned Angela to Rick, and she took him on a tour of the Texas Embassy. She showed him the guest wing and pointed out the room he had been given as his personal living quarters. Then she showed him other parts of the mansion, including the cafeteria, the library, and the main offices for State Department personnel.

      As they walked through the halls toward the end of the tour, Rick struck up a conversation.

      He said, “So, you work with the State Department?”

      “That’s right. I’m assigned to the embassy as staff.”

      “I see. I’d have pegged you as OSS.”

      Angela jerked her head toward him a little too quickly. She recovered and continued walking.

      Nonchalantly she said, “And what would have made you say that?”

      “Well, on my world the Office of Strategic Services was the precursor to the Central Intelligence Agency. It came about during the Second World War. Started by a guy named Bill Donovan. I actually met him once, on a mission to interrogate German POWs at Camp Hearne, down near Bryan, Texas.”

      “Yes, well . . .” Angela cleared her throat. “Let’s go visit the basement.” She pointed toward a stairwell.

      On the steps she said, “Down here we’ve got our latest counting machines and communications equipment. You’ll be impressed.”

      They walked through a set of double doors and into a hallway festooned with machinery. Oscilloscopes, open breadboards fitted with vacuum tubes, wires and shielded speakers all crowded for space with metal cabinets, lightboards, and teletype machines.

      Rick looked around at the equipment and smiled. He said, “What is this? ENIAC?”

      Angela looked at him sharply. She said, “What do you know about ENIAC?”

      “On my world, ENIAC was the first major full-scale electronic computer. It was all vacuum tube-based, and became obsolete as soon as transistors were developed, but it was something back in the day. It was huge. It would fill this whole basement.”

      Her expression softened somewhat. “It’s hard to tell if you already know everything, or you’re really telling the truth about your world. Yes, we call this ENIAC. It’s an acronym for something, I’m not sure what.”

      Smitty walked out from behind some metal cabinets, wearing his lab coat with the pocket protector. He said, “‘Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer.’ Right now, it’s mostly involved in coding and decoding our messages to Austin. Its twin sits in another basement back home, and together they help keep communications via the trans-Atlantic cable secure. We’re concerned a German U-boat has placed a tap on the line somewhere in the Gulf of Mexico.”

      Smitty stuck out his hand and said, “I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself earlier. Brett Smitty. I’m in charge of the basement.”

      Rick shook his hand and said, “Rick Strickland.”

      Smitty said, “I know. And I’m glad Angela brought you down here. ENIAC has been talking about you.”
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      Rick and Angela sat in Brett’s office pouring over a teletype printout. Everything appeared in capital letters. Rick read it again, scarcely believing his eyes.

      RICK STRICKLAND THIS IS CAIT STOP

      THIS ALTERNATE IN EXTREME DANGER STOP

      FAE DISGUISED AS RIBBENTROP STOP

      PLANS KILL DIPLOMATS STOP

      PRECIPITATES THIS ALTERNATES WORLD WAR II STOP

      Angela read it over Rick’s shoulder a second, then a third time. She said, “What is this all about?”

      She and Smitty stared intently at Rick. He swallowed hard and tugged at his collar to loosen it.

      He said, “Cait is an acronym for our computer. It stands for ‘Computerized Artificial Intelligence Terminal.’ She is far more advanced than ENIAC. She has a human interface that could pass for a real person, except she doesn’t show much in the way of emotions. Does your alternate have a guy named Turing?”

      Smitty nodded. He said, “I presume you mean Alan Turing? He’s one of the top British computer scientists. I know of him, but I don’t know him personally.”

      “Well, he suggested something called the ‘Turing Test’ on my world. When artificial intelligence gets to the point it can fool you, make you think you’re dealing with a human instead of a machine, it’s passed the Turing Test. And Cait can pass the Turing Test any day of the week.”

      Smitty said, “So, your computer is reaching out to our computer? How is that possible?”

      “Well, like I say, she’s very advanced. The only thing is, in the attack I went through before landing here, her human interface was destroyed. Then several of us got swept away when the Wildflower Room was annihilated . . .”

      Rick noticed the blank stares Angela and Smitty gave him.

      He said, “I can see this isn’t making much sense. Let’s just say, ordinarily she’d have a way to contact me directly, but I suspect she’s only able to operate in a limited fashion right now. It’s probably too soon to have her full capabilities back.”

      Angela said, “But how . . . I mean, if you’re from another world, and it has a much more advanced computer . . . how is it able to access our computer here on this world?”

      “Cait has a presence on practically all the worlds of any significance, from what I understand. She has sensors on as many alternates as possible. I suppose she has sensors here, too. And, somehow she has figured out a way to tap into your little communications system.”

      Smitty’s back stiffened. He said, “This is the most advanced communications system in the world!”

      Rick nodded and said, “No offense, but in five years it’s going to be woefully obsolete. And by the time your grandkids are born, they’ll be carrying around computers a thousand times more powerful than this one in the palm of their hands.”

      He looked at Smitty, then Angela. Both stared back at him with deeply skeptical expressions.

      Rick said, “I know it’s hard to believe but just trust me on this. You’ll learn about something called Moore’s Law when transistors are invented. It states that processing power essentially doubles every couple years.”

      Smitty’s eyebrows arched in surprise, and the skepticism in his face slowly ebbed as this new thought crowded it out.

      Rick said, “Look, is there a way I can talk back to Cait? Maybe send a telegram or teletype, whatever this is, in the same direction or something?”

      Smitty said, “Well, we can certainly try. This came through a couple hours ago from the cable to our embassy in New York City. We could send something back on the same line.”

      “Your people in New York aren’t going to think something’s odd about that?”

      “Honestly, not much happens in New York. It’s something of a backwater. Let’s go into the communications room and I’ll have one of our staff key in your message.”

      Rick followed Smitty out of the room. He chuckled and shook his head.

      Angela said, “What?”

      “New York City is a backwater? What a crazy alternate.”
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      Smitty brought Rick and Angela into another room filled with men and women sitting at tables listening to bulky leather headphones. A handful had telegraph keys in front of them, along with notepads. Some had typewriters. Teletype machines clattered in one corner, a steady stream of paper spitting out.

      An older woman in her 60s approached the group as soon as they entered the room. She stood rail thin and wore her gray hair in a tight beehive bun. Half-moon glasses perched on her nose. She looked at the newcomers with an air of authority, and without smiling.

      Smitty cleared his throat and said, “This is Mrs. Hilary Maples. She is in charge of our communications room. Mrs. Maples, you know Ms. Dorn. I’d like you to meet Mr. Rick Strickland. He would like to send a message out on our system.”

      Maples’s composure fell. She gasped and the glasses jumped off her face. Fortunately, the chain around her neck caught them before they fell very far.

      Rick grinned and said, “I understand ENIAC has been trying to reach me.”

      Maples recovered quickly, placing the glasses firmly back atop her nose. She said, “I thought it had to be some trickster playing jokes in New York. Americans have the worst sense of humor.”

      “Wouldn’t it be Texans if it came from your embassy?” Rick asked, with an innocent expression.

      Maples scowled back in reply. “Whoever it was, my counterpart at our embassy in New York swears it did not come from one of her people. Is your name really Rick Strickland?”

      Rick nodded. Maples lifted an eyebrow at Smitty, who also nodded.

      She said, “Alright. What do you propose doing, Mr. Strickland?”

      “I’d like to try and send a message back on the same frequency. Or cable, or whatever.”

      Maples nodded and turned to walk down one of the rows of tables. The others followed. Over her shoulder she said, “Lena is in charge of the New York line. She doesn’t stay very busy, anyway.”

      They stopped at the space occupied by a pretty blonde who looked up as they approached. Rick realized with a start she was the doppelganger of one of the women he had met on his home alternate.

      Maples said to her, “Take his message and key it in.”

      Lena nodded and looked up expectantly at Rick, pencil in hand, ready to write down his words.

      Rick paused to think then said, “Cait, this is Rick. Message received. Please advise.”

      Everyone waited patiently as Lena typed in the message on her teletype’s keyboard, glancing at the notepad to ensure accuracy.

      Smitty said, “ENIAC will take the basic text and encode it. Then it travels by cable to New York where its counterpart will decode it for the staff there. We should know in a few minutes if the message was received, by, uh, Cait or whoever.”

      While they passed the time waiting, Rick struck up a conversation with Lena. He said, “So, ever been to Tennessee?”

      She laughed and said, “Oh, no. I’ve never been on the other side of the Mississippi. There’s not much over there but farmland and wilderness, from what I understand. I’m a California girl. Born in San Diego.”

      “Oh. So, California is a state . . .”

      “A state of Texas, yes. It’s part of the republic.”

      “So, is there is a, uh, state named Texas in the republic . . . or, how does that work?”

      “Oh, yes. The original territory is still called Texas, but the other states are all part of the Republic of Texas. You aren’t from there? Your accent seems normal. Where are you from?”

      “Uh . . . New York, I guess. It’s hard to explain.”

      “Oh. Well, you don’t seem like an American.”

      “What are they like?”

      “The ones I’ve met have all been country bumpkins. You know, they wear stained overalls. They’re smelly. They chew tobacco and spit everywhere.”

      She shrugged and smiled. “They’re not too sophisticated.”

      “They can’t all be simpletons.”

      “Oh, they’re not simpletons. Some of them are quite intelligent. They’re just . . . ‘agrarian’ is a good word for them. You know. Country folks.”

      A teletype clattered in the corner of the room, interrupting their conversation.

      Lena said, “Oh, that’s mine. Let me go see what your response is.”

      She returned a moment later with a printout and handed it to Hilary Maples who glanced it over, then handed it to Smitty. He read it quickly then handed it to Rick. Angela read it over his shoulder.

      MY CAPABILITIES LIMITED STOP

      RIBBENTROP IS FAE STOP

      YOU THWARTED EFFORTS TO KILL AMBASSADOR MACGRAW ON PLANE STOP

      NOW RIBBENTROP PLANS KILL GUESTS WITH TNT AT ALL HALLOWS EVE BALL STOP
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      Rick said, “So, did you guys have a Guy Fawkes?”

      Angela and MacGraw stared at him blankly.

      Rick said, “No? ‘Remember, remember the fifth of November?’”

      Angela shook her head.

      MacGraw said, “Ah have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Rick smiled and said, “Alright, so look: on my world, and I think on a lot of worlds, there was a fellow named Guy Fawkes. He tried to take out the British Parliament back in the day by planting a bunch of gunpowder under the building. It failed, though, because too many people knew about it. You know what they say about having a secret and sharing it. You had nothing like that happen here?”

      Angela shook her head again.

      Rick said, “Okay. Well, I guess that explains why Ribbentrop thinks this is a good idea. Nobody has heard of the idea. Even better, he’s got TNT instead of simple black powder.”

      MacGraw said, “Ah’m still having a hard time grasping the idea of your computer sending you a message from New York. It’s not the advanced computer part, mind you, it’s the part about New York City that troubles me. Why would she be over there? It’s barely a one horse town on that island.”

      Rick shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. On most alternates, New York is the most important city for hundreds of years, especially in the latter part of the timeline. So when Cait’s sensors are planted, sometimes they’re concentrated where they’ll be needed. Or where she thinks they’ll be needed. London, New York, Rome. Nobody knew that Houston would become the dominant North American city here.”

      MacGraw maintained a skeptical expression. He said, “Be that as it may, Ah am still supposed to accept the fact that the Germans are planning to blow up everybody at the All Hallow’s Eve Ball based on a message from New York. Why would they do that? More importantly, how would they get away with it?”

      Rick shrugged. He said, “Who knows if they’re just aiming for the Texas delegates, or everybody? On my alternate, Hitler made a secret pact with Stalin, and they both agreed to partition Poland. Russia took the eastern part and Germany took the west, over to Warsaw. Things were going well until Hitler reneged and sacked Warsaw, killing all the Russian troops stationed there. Then he marched into Belarus.

      “Stalin was furious and felt Hitler betrayed him, and World War Two was on. In other alternates, Poland was to be left alone and Hitler used deception to gin up an excuse to raid it anyway. A common thread always involved tricking people, whether it was convincing Chamberlain he wanted peace, or fooling Stalin they could be friends. Inevitably, on every world, the Nazis betray everybody and start the worst war seen to that date.

      “As for what’s going on here and now, if I had to guess I’d say he aims to wipe out as many diplomats as he can, then attack somewhere in the aftermath. Think of the confusion with all those diplomats dead.

      “He obviously foresees Texas as a threat when things start moving on the continent. England, too. In my world, we used England as a giant aircraft carrier, and bombed the heck out of Germany while Russia’s army decimated their manpower in the east.”

      MacGraw’s expression shifted from skepticism to thoughtfulness. He said, “When we get through this, Ah’ll have to talk to you about how your side won that war. You might be able to provide us some valuable insights.”

      “I can tell you it’s a two-pronged war for the American . . . uh, Allied side. It involves fighting the Empire of Japan in the Far East at the same time. Their big trick was to try and wipe out our fleet at Pearl Harbor in a sneak attack. They were willing to fight to the last man, too, until we dropped the atom bomb on them, forcing a surrender.”

      MacGraw’s face grew visibly troubled. He said, “What was the date of that attack on Pearl Harbor?”

      “December 7th, 1941. ‘The date of infamy,’ as our President called it.”

      “We definitely need to talk after this is over. Ah may be able to do something about that. For right now, we’ll have Dorn take you back to Louie’s and get you outfitted for a tux. You’re coming with us to the All Hallow’s Eve Ball.”
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      Smitty peered over the technician’s shoulder. This fellow was young, Smitty thought, like most of the men and women working in the embassy basement. Early 20s. Light brown hair, cut short. Both men looked through the open metal door in the side of ENIAC at a large array of vacuum tubes, stretching up a giant breadboard ten feet tall and three feet wide.

      “We’ve isolated it to this panel, Mr. Smitty,” the technician said.

      “Right. You know the drill. Yank the tubes and put them on the tester. Replace the faulty ones. And check for obstructions in the sockets. If it’s another cockroach, so help me, I’ll pummel that useless exterminator.”

      ENIAC had been down for a period of time some months back and Smitty’s team had pulled most every tube, even the ones known to be good. But nobody could pinpoint the problem. At long last one of the technicians noticed a roach crushed inside a socket. When it was cleaned out, ENIAC worked properly again. Since then, the technicians had come to call any computer problems a “bug.” The term stuck.

      “Yes, sir.”

      The young technician immediately began twisting and pulling out each tube in the array as far up as his hands could reach. When they were all out of the breadboard and in a basket, he retrieved a stepladder to pull the remaining ones higher up.

      Smitty nodded, made a notation on his clipboard, and left the young man to his task. He walked back toward the entry room, through a veritable labyrinth of panels and corridors all humming with electricity and the soft glow of vacuum tubes.

      The air crackled in front of him.

      He stopped and stared at the space that had snapped at about the same level as his stomach.

      “There should not be any static electricity,” he said to himself. “This entire place is grounded.”

      The air crackled again. This time a black rip in the fabric of reality appeared, floating briefly before him. It popped out of existence just as suddenly.

      “That’s a new one.”

      Absently, Smitty looked over his shoulder to see if the technician might also have noticed the odd phenomenon. But the young man was nowhere in sight.

      The air crackled a third time. The black scar returned, about a foot tall and four inches wide this time. Slowly, it moved toward him. Smitty took an involuntary step backward. The scar rushed forward and sucked the clipboard out of his hands.

      POP!

      The technician ran out into the corridor. He said, “What was that?”

      Shaken, Smitty said, “I don’t know. But whatever it was grabbed my clipboard!”

      “Are you sure, sir? Maybe it just fell out of your hands or something.”

      The two men looked on the floor, but could not find the clipboard anywhere.
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      Louie said, “I hate that I’m rushing another order for you, Mr. Strickland.”

      Rick stood on a small platform holding his arms out while Louie and two assistants took multiple measurements. Baxter and Angela waited outside in the car.

      “A truly bespoke suit involves multiple fittings over several sessions,” Louie continued. “What we’re doing for you here is simply altering a pre-made outfit.”

      Rick smiled in acknowledgement and said, “Don’t worry about it. That last suit you gave me is one of the best I’ve ever owned. And I’ll probably wear this tux once and be done with it. Seems pointless to go to a lot of trouble.”

      “What you do with our products is none of our concern, of course. But it’s my job to make sure we offer you the very best clothes we can deliver.”

      Louie made a few more notations on a notepad and copied down the measurements his assistants had taken.

      He said, “Do you have any special requests for this tuxedo, Mr. Strickland? Any particulars you prefer? I presume you’ll want a shawl lapel, for instance.”

      Rick shrugged. He said, “Just make it look good.”

      Then he was struck by a thought. He said, “Hey, Louie. Do you have any iron buttons?”

      “Iron? That’s not a very common material for clothing. Tends to rust, I’m afraid. Especially in London’s weather.”

      “Yes, I’m sure. But if it’s possible, I’d love to have iron buttons. And an iron pin for the boutonniere. In fact, if you have any spare iron pins, I’d like several to be included in this order.”

      Louie stopped and stared at Rick speculatively for several moments. He had a wide nose and balding head, with longer locks of straight hair around the sides and back to compensate. In another place and time he would have had plenty for a comb-over, but in keeping with current styles he let them hang down. Rick thought he looked like a Jewish Benjamin Franklin.

      “If I may be so bold,” Louie said, “what do you want so much iron for, Mr. Strickland?”

      “Uh . . . in case I meet up with some fae.”

      The two assistants stopped, young men evidently serving as apprentices under Louie. They stared at Rick, then at one another.

      They burst into laughter.

      The assistants left the room chuckling. The last one through the door flashed a smile over his shoulder on the way out. He said, “That’s a good one, sir!”

      Rick smiled back but when they shut the door he returned his attention to Louie.

      He said, “So, how about that iron?”

      Louie said, “You’re serious?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “You intend to take on fae with iron pins and buttons?”

      “Well . . . yeah. Unless you have something better that’s made out of pure iron? Like a blade, or a sword, or even a sharpened rod. And not steel, either. Pure iron.”

      Louie stuck the pencil in his ear and smiled at Rick. He said, “I do think you’re serious and not making fun of us.”

      “Making fun of you? Look, I’m not from around here and I’m sure I put my foot in my mouth several times a day. But I am in no way trying to insult you or . . . or your people.”

      “Alright. So, you’re not familiar with Jewish folklore?”

      “Jewish folklore? Uh . . . what about it?”

      “Monsters?”

      “Oh. Well, I’ve read a little about your Golem.”

      Louie responded with a blank look on his face.

      Rick said, “You know. A monster made of mud? The Golem of Prague?”

      Louie shook his head. He said, “Never heard of it. No, the monster I was referring to is the Fae of Eden.”

      Rick’s eyebrows shot up as several things clicked into place.

      He said, “So, you have a tradition of fae persecuting your people?”

      Louie nodded. “The Fae of Eden tricked Adam and Eve into eating the forbidden fruit. And then he mostly disappears from the Biblical record. But we have a long tradition of his animosity for the descendants of Abraham. The rabbis say he wanders the world, seeking to sow distrust and hatred for Jews among the nations, always scheming to destroy as many of us as he can. Unfortunately, he’s been successful over the centuries time and again.”

      Rick said, “So, he’s never been killed?”

      Louie shook his head. “Only wounded in battle. And then, at great cost every time. He always kills his opponents before they can finish him off. Some have gotten close but have never seen it all the way through.”

      “When was the last time that happened?”

      “The year 1607, we think. There were no survivors, but it’s widely believed a group of King James’s soldiers faced the Fae of Eden and gravely wounded him outside London. At any rate, no one else ever claimed responsibility for the massacre, and that remains the simplest explanation.”

      “So, what you need is . . . someone who can’t be killed to attack him.”

      “I suppose. That, and a way to find him. Since then nothing but rumors and stories have cropped up. A peasant village in Russia is wiped out. Spanish authorities investigate entire regions where everyone is found dead. You can’t really tell what is rightfully attributed to the fae, or natural phenomena. No one knows much of anything for certain. It is said he can disguise himself as a human and walk among us undetected.”

      “Well Louie, I think I can handle both finding him and killing him. If you can get me some iron weapons, I’ll take care of the rest.”
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      Toya said, “Cait is making good progress on her rebooting process. She’s got about 70 percent capacity on Rick’s world right now. It seems things are exponential, too. The further along she gets, the faster she goes.”

      Nancy smiled, tentatively. She tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear and said, “That sounds good. Can she give him any support?”

      “Looks like she’s established communications through local channels. She’s not able to do a whole lot for him at the moment other than monitor and send messages. I hope to have a video feed of some sort soon, so we can maybe follow his progress.”

      “That’s great. How are the others?”

      “I have a bead on Jason. He’s on an alternate in the American West, early 1880s.”

      “Oh, that’s pretty close to his original timeline. He likes that period.”

      “Yeah, but it appears the fae have introduced a weird anomaly. Some kind of zombie plague.”

      “A zombie plague?”

      “Evidently the locals got infected with a virus of some sort. If I had to guess I’d say it’s one of those stupid golden bracelets again. And with frontier medicine, nobody knows what to do.”

      “Is he okay? Can we see him yet?”

      “Yeah, it looks like Cait is further along in her reboot on that alternate. I’m seeing over 90 percent. She’ll be able to reestablish contact with him soon through his neural interface.”

      Toya made a motion with her hand and the holographic screen changed, showing the Walker.
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      The redheaded boy pulled Jason in and slammed the door shut. The cabin’s dim interior revealed two more people: a woman in her late 30s and a younger boy, perhaps ten or eleven years old. They all had the same shade of dark auburn hair and seemed obviously related.

      The interior of the house looked rough and crude. It was built from logs, sealed with mortar between the cracks. On a rough wooden plank floor, a large handmade table and chairs appeared scuffed and scarred from daily use. Two more chairs in front of a fireplace made from local river rocks took up one wall. Along the back a cast iron hand pump perched over a sink, and a large wood-burning stove stood ready to handle cooking duties. Jason noticed all the windows were boarded up.

      The Walker turned back to the family. He towered over all of them. His blond hair hung down to his shoulders. On many alternates he could pass for a Viking, or any Northern European. That was without Cait to change his looks, if needed. But if he were indeed in the American Wild West, as he suspected, there would be no need to alter his appearance here. It was too late for that, anyway.

      He addressed the woman and said, “Do you know what’s going on out there?”

      She nodded, and said, “Ever since a star fell into Indian territory a few weeks ago, they’ve been acting funny. Now their dead walk among us.”

      A low, guttural growl accompanied shuffling footsteps on the porch, as if agreeing with her.

      “Is it like this every night?”

      The woman said. “Pretty much. They can be active in the daytime, too.”

      He glanced down at the gold band on her finger. He said, “And your husband?”

      She twisted the ring nervously and said, “They got him a few days ago.”

      A low groan drifted in from outside. The steps to the front porch squeaked, then a slow, scuffling sound came from outside the walls.

      They heard a thumping at the door as dead flesh pounded slowly on the wood.

      The younger boy trembled and hugged his mother tighter. The older boy walked over and picked up a rifle propped up in one corner. He cocked it, working the lever action, and aimed it at the door.

      Jason said, “Have they ever made it in?”

      The oldest boy said, “Just when they got Pa. He tried to fight ’em off the porch, but they got him. We managed to push ’em out and shut the door again.”

      The scuffling continued around the front door. Soon the steps creaked again and several more dead feet shambled around the planks. Hands slapped against the boarded windows and moans drifted through the door.

      Jason said, “This is maddening. How do you sleep?”

      The woman shrugged. She said, “During the day, mostly. They’re less active in daytime.”

      Jason looked over the rifle the boy held. He said, “Have you tried to thin the herd?”

      The boy nodded and said, “Yes, sir. But they’re hard to kill. They don’t go down easy. And they stay alive when they do go down. Pa shot a bunch of ’em that first night when they dragged him away.”

      Jason said, “You’ve got to aim for the head. That’s the only way to take a zombie out.”

      The woman said, “You know these things? You know what they are?”

      He nodded. “I’ve seen some in my time. Read about them, too. How much ammo do you have?”

      The boy pointed at the table, where a six-shooter and several boxes of ammunition were spread out like a buffet. Jason walked over and picked up the revolver. He opened the cylinder and spun it before shutting it again.

      Jason pointed his chin at the rifle the boy held and said, “Both guns shoot the same caliber?”

      The boy nodded.

      Jason said, “Alright. I’m going to take out the ones on the porch.”

      The woman gasped and the younger son tightened his grip around her waist again. Jason walked swiftly to the door and removed the wooden beam barring the way. He opened it and stepped out with the gun.

      Blam! Blam! Blam! Blam! Blam! Blam!

      He stepped back inside and barred the door behind him. He walked over to the table, opened the cylinder, ejected the spent shells and reloaded.

      “Well, that’s six down. Let’s hope the noise doesn’t bring any more.”

      The boys and their mother stared at him. The younger boy’s mouth gaped open in astonishment. Jason looked into the woman’s eyes and he could see her exhaustion and stress staring back at him.

      “I tell you what,” he said. “You people get some sleep. I’ll stay up and keep an eye on things.”

      He spun the cylinder again and slammed it home with a loud Click!
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      Back at Headquarters, Nancy leaned away from the screen.

      She said, “Looks like Jason’s got the situation under control there.”

      Toya pointed at another screen. She said, “Oh, look! I’m getting some more data on your man Rick. Cait must be getting closer to going fully online over there.”

      “Wonderful!” Nancy grinned and clapped her hands together. “Can you get a visual?”

      “Hold on . . . yeah, here we go.”
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      “Alrighty then. Here’s the plan.”

      MacGraw towered over the other dozen men and women dressed in tuxedos and ball gowns.

      “Ah have sent non-essentials home. Even mah lovely wife and daughter are on a plane bound for Houston as we speak.”

      Everyone nodded. Rick glanced around at the small crowd and noted most present were on the younger side of 30, except for the ambassador. Everyone seemed fit and in shape. He suspected they were all OSS agents.

      “We have good reason to believe that the Nazis plan on blowing up their embassy tonight. We received a solid tip from Mr. Strickland here . . .”

      MacGraw nodded at Rick. Everyone turned to look at him and he nodded back.

      “. . . And our own intelligence sources have backed that up. Them Nazis is planning something tonight. And Ah would not put it past them to pull a stunt like that. Unfortunately, we can’t just call the whole thing off. Can’t not show up, either. So, we are going in and y’all are to mingle. But keep an eye out on what them Nazis are doing. If they disappear all of a sudden . . . if they fade away sometime during the night . . . that’s when we need to evacuate. Even if it creates an international incident.

      “In the meantime, be on the lookout for where they hid the bomb. Or bombs. We’re looking for enough TNT to level the place.”

      MacGraw turned and stared at each person square in the eye. They all returned his gaze evenly.

      “Alrighty. Everybody armed?”

      The men held open tuxedo jackets, revealing holstered pistols. The women opened purses, showing their own weapons. Rick noted that nobody had given him a gun. But, he did not feel like he needed one anyway. He knew guns were useless against fae.

      “Good. Everybody got a mask?”

      They all pulled out their costume ball masks and showed him. MacGraw nodded, satisfied.

      “Good. Let’s go foil this Nazi plot and save the world!”

      They filed out the front door of the embassy and into waiting limousines. Rick followed MacGraw and Angela to the first one. Baxter held the door open for them as they crawled in the back.

      Baxter went around to the front, started the car, and turned down the circle driveway around the fountain with the horse statues. The gate opened for them, and Baxter took a left. He drove a short way to the next grand entrance down the road. This gate was festooned with swastikas. A Nazi guard bent down to speak with Baxter for a moment. He gave the passengers a glance, then waved them through.

      Another guard directed traffic, sending them around a circle similar to the one at the Texas Embassy. Baxter pulled the limo to a stop in front of the main entrance and hurried to open the door as the second car pulled up behind them.

      MacGraw walked up the steps to the front door. Angela hooked her arm in Rick’s and they followed right behind him. Others in the party paired up and followed them inside.

      They stopped at the threshold of the door looking out upon the mansion’s great room. A small orchestra played something by Bach on a dais in the far corner. Servants drifted through the crowd with large platters overflowing with champagne flutes. Knots of people, men in tuxedos and women in elegant dresses, huddled in groups everywhere on the floor. Most wore masks of some sort: tigers, wolves, elephants, and a menagerie of other disguises. MacGraw pulled out a horse mask and placed it over his face.

      Rick and Angela exchanged glances. He shrugged and pulled on his own ball mask: a lion. She reached into her purse and pulled out one resembling a raccoon and put it on her face.

      Rick said, “Seems fitting. Raccoons are sneaky.”

      Angela said, “Right? The raccoon wears a mask. I’m wearing a raccoon mask. Hope I can steal some of the Germans’ fun tonight.”

      They wandered out onto the floor following MacGraw. A manservant immediately approached them with champagne. They declined. After the pilots were poisoned, MacGraw decreed no one would eat or drink at German functions until further notice.

      Rick looked around at all the people. He said, “Hard to tell who’s a Nazi with all the masks.”

      “Formalwear for them has always been full uniforms,” MacGraw said. “But you’re right, there’s not many here.”

      He pointed to one official-looking fellow wearing a gorilla mask in a tan uniform with a swastika armband. He seemed to be making the rounds, engaging in polite conversation with different groups of people. Other than that lone representative, there did not appear to be many other Nazis socializing.

      Angela said, “I wonder if the safest thing might be to call in a fire or a bomb threat or something. Maybe they’d be forced to evacuate everybody.”

      MacGraw said, “Not a bad idea, except it might convince them to detonate things early. More of the diplomatic community should be arriving over the next hour or so. If they’re gonna blow this place, we’ve got at least that much time. Now spread out, and look for anything that goes ‘boom.’”

      Angela and Rick parted and wandered in different directions. Rick found himself following the manservant through a doorway leading to the kitchen. He poked his head in and found chefs preparing food and waitstaff pouring champagne from Methuselah bottles. He nodded politely behind his mask at those who looked at him and followed his nose into other parts of the embassy, but he could not discern any hiding spots for large amounts of TNT.

      He opened the door to a room and found a woman in a raccoon mask staring back at him.

      “Oh, it’s you,” he said.

      Angela pulled her mask up. She said, “Find anything?”

      “No, not really. Of course it could be hidden anywhere, I guess. We’d have to pull the place apart for a more thorough search.”

      “We don’t have that much time.”

      He nodded and followed her back out to the great room. More diplomatic guests appeared at the door, pulled on masks, and joined the crowd. Rick thought it must have doubled in the time they had spent in other parts of the mansion.

      The door opened again and this time a telegram boy walked in. He wandered through the crowd singing out, “Telegram for Mr. Strickland! Telegram, Rick Strickland!”

      Rick raised his hand, signaling the boy, who made a beeline for him across the floor.

      The boy handed him a sealed envelope and said, “That’ll be five pence, sir!”

      Rick flushed in embarrassment.

      Angela said, “Oh, good grief. No clothes, no money. You are utterly helpless.” She opened her purse and gave the boy a coin.

      “Thankee kindly, ma’am!”

      The boy gave a jaunty salute and headed back to the door.

      “Who would send you a telegram?” Angela said, forgetting about the money as her curiosity piqued.

      Rick said, “About to find out.”

      He ripped opened the envelope and pulled out the sheet of paper, then read it out loud to her.

      “‘Bomb in basement, stop. Nazis using boat on Thames to escape, stop. Get Ribbentrop, stop.”

      Angela frowned and said, “Cait is able to send you telegrams now?”

      Rick chuckled. “Normally she communicates directly, you know through neural implants. But, whatever works.”

      Angela gave him an odd look. She said, “Okay. Well, let’s find a way down to the basement.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      They discovered a stairwell off the hallway on the opposite side of the great room from the kitchen. A lone Nazi guard stood at the doorway. No one else was in the hallway. Rick approached him smiling.

      The guard said, “Was ist los?”

      Rick said, “Der hund! Der hund ist los!”

      He punched the guard in the stomach. When he doubled over, Rick slammed a fist down hard on the side of his head, knocking him out.

      Rick reached down and retrieved the guard’s sidearm.

      He said, “A Walther. Nice.”

      He tucked it into his cummerbund.

      Angela gave him a funny look. She said, “You told him, ‘The dog is happening.’ What’s that about?”

      He smiled and said, “On my world it was an old joke we shared with the German POWs. You know, it sort of sounds like ‘the dog is loose.’” He shrugged and said, “I guess you had to be there, but we all thought it was hilarious.”

      He held the door open for her. “Come on, let’s go stop your world’s Nazis. That’s what’s really ‘los.’”
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      Jason adjusted his cowboy hat and pulled the reins to his horse slightly to the right. He took a deep breath of the crisp mountain air and smiled.

      The Rockies are wonderful on every alternate, he thought.

      As near as he could tell, he was either in what would become northern New Mexico or southern Colorado, somewhere in the middle of either one. He did not want to ask the family directly where they were, since they already had too many questions about him and where he came from. To confess not knowing their current location would be pushing it. But he suspected they were probably in New Mexico Territory. They must be somewhere in the north of it, he reasoned, because the mountains were beautiful.

      The horse whickered softly as they crossed a ridgeline. Below, a line of people came into sight, heading in their general direction.

      He patted his horse softly on the neck and spoke in comforting and reassuring tones.

      “Don’t worry about it, Earl. They’re among the living, and it’s still daylight.”

      Earl had previously belonged to Jeremiah Oldman, recently deceased. Death by zombie, which made little sense to Jason, especially since they were in the Wild West.

      Over the last several days Jason personally “killed” every zombie within miles of the Oldman Ranch. He used Jeremiah’s gun, wore Jeremiah’s hat and boots, and now he rode Jeremiah’s horse alongside his oldest son, Elijah. He also found a large stash of ammunition Jeremiah left behind that nobody else in the family knew about. This made killing zombies much easier.

      The family certainly had a thing for Old Testament names, Jason decided. Elijah’s little brother was Ezekiel. Jason started calling them Eli and Zeke. The nicknames seemed more western, in Jason’s opinion.

      The boys liked their new sobriquets. Their mother, Clarabeth Oldman, did not. She did not share her disapproval in words, but she made it obvious by the look on her face whenever the boys or Jason used the shortened versions. She would then emphasize their full names while addressing them.

      “Ezekiel, wash your hands. Elijah, take your boots off at the door.”

      But, the new ones stuck despite her disfavor. Jason would smile at her and use their full names in her presence, but outside the house everyone reverted to the nicknames.

      Eli pulled his horse up beside Jason. The Indians saw them on the ridge. Someone pointed, and the line came to a stop.

      “Reckon they’re friendly?” Eli said.

      Jason said, “They’re probably thinking so long as we’re not dead, we’re alright.”

      He squeezed his heels into Earl’s sides, and the horse moved forward, down the other side of the ridge. Eli followed.

      Within minutes they were in shouting distance. The Indians were of all ages, and everyone looked haggard. Mothers carried babies who cried. Young men stood exhausted, loosely holding bows by their sides. Jason’s heart went out to them.

      “Looks like they’ve been walking for days,” Eli said.

      Jason nodded. Then he shouted out, “Anybody speak English?”

      He missed not having access to Cait, who could have translated for him. She could have fed him lines to speak in the appropriate dialect, as well.

      Two men stepped toward them. The first seemed older, and based on his clothing and headdress Jason guessed he was the chief. The other was younger, and had a sharp, intelligent face. They walked together toward the horses.

      Eli said, “Should we meet them halfway?”

      Jason said, “No, we don’t want to alarm the guys with bows who are watching out for them. But, we should probably dismount and meet them as equals instead of on horseback.”

      They climbed down and tied the reins for both animals to a scraggly tree growing nearby. By then the two Indians reached them. Jason turned and smiled.

      “I’m Jason Walker. This is Eli Oldman.”

      The younger man said, “This is Chief Mountain Bear. I am Little Fox.”

      Jason nodded in greeting to the older man and said, “Your dead have walked among us. We stopped them by shooting them in the head.”

      He waited until Little Fox finished translating to the chief, then he continued. “We seek to find the source of this evil magic that makes the dead walk. Do you know where it comes from?”

      Mountain Bear began speaking. Little Fox translated and said, “One full moon ago, a star landed near our camp. A brave warrior found where it fell. It left a trench in the ground and smoke came up from the earth. The warrior dug down with his hands and he found a rock. He used his tomahawk to pull the rock from the earth. Something gold was deep inside the strange stone. He chipped away at the rock until the gold came out. It was in the form of a bracelet.”

      Eli looked at Jason and said, “How did a bracelet get into a falling star?”

      “You can bet it wasn’t by accident,” Jason said. “And falling near their camp was by design too.” Turning back to Little Fox he said, “Please ask the chief to continue.”

      Little Fox translated their remarks. When the chief started speaking again, Little Fox continued.

      “He brought the bracelet back to our camp. He showed it to everybody. He wanted to marry a young girl and he thought she might like it as a gift. But then our . . . how do you say . . . medicine man? Our medicine man, Broken Hand, demanded it. He claimed it was a gift from the gods and that only he should wear such a gift. So, he took the bracelet and put it on his arm.”

      Mountain Bear sighed deeply, and Jason thought the old man had aged ten years simply retelling the story.

      Mountain Bear continued and Little Fox translated. “That’s when the trouble started. Broken Hand no longer cared about our people. He stayed inside his wigwam and no one could see him. He did not care if we were sick or needed help. He was not interested in being our medicine man anymore.

      “Then one day, a young boy was bitten by a snake while hunting. We carried him to Broken Hand’s wigwam, but Broken Hand would not see him. We left the boy by his door and everyone urged Broken Hand to attend to him. The boy’s mother wailed and wailed, but still Broken Hand stayed inside. The boy finally died. Only then did Broken Hand come out and drag the body inside.

      “Late that night Broken Hand must have discovered something. We saw golden light flash from his wigwam and we heard him laughing. Then, the boy stepped out!

      “At first, we were so happy. We thought Broken Hand brought him back from the dead! But, he was different. He did not recognize us. He did not look at us. He did not look at his own mother. He only did the bidding of Broken Hand and did not speak.

      “Then, others died. Someone would leave camp alone and never return. Others simply disappeared at night. We discovered Broken Hand was killing the young men. We tried to stop him but by then he had a small army. He was too strong. So, we left the camp several days ago.

      “We are no longer many. We go to the white man’s town now. We seek the priest at the church there. He has always been good to us. Perhaps he will help us, and maybe protect us from Broken Hand’s dead army.”

      The old man stopped, and looked Jason in the eye. He appeared utterly hopeless. Jason gave him a reassuring smile.

      “Tell the chief I will find this Broken Hand and kill him, and I will put down all the dead who serve him. Then I will remove his bracelet and it will no longer plague this world.”

      When Little Fox finished translating, Chief Mountain Bear spoke again. “You will need help. I have 20 strong warriors left. They will go with you. Little Fox, too, so he can tell them what you want them to do.”

      Jason considered the remarks for a moment. Looking over the crowd, women and children far outnumbered the adult males. To take the last of their young men seemed harsh.

      Then he looked back into the old man’s eyes, now glowing with ferocity. A renewed spirit gleamed back at him from behind those eyes.

      He said to Little Fox, “He’s not going to let me refuse this offer, is he?”

      Little Fox smiled and shook his head. Then he translated the remark to Mountain Bear.

      The chief responded with a final message. “Go, Jason Walker. Take our best warriors. And may the Great Spirit watch over you.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Rick peeked around the corner and quickly pulled back, but not fast enough to escape the notice of two Nazi guards. He flattened against the wall next to Angela as they approached.

      One of the guards said, “Was? Wer ist das?”

      The guards headed closer. Rick shared a glance with Angela who gave him an annoyed look. He smiled at her and shrugged, then pulled the gun out of his cummerbund.

      Angela nodded, with a look of resignation, and reached into her purse. She retrieved a small revolver.

      The first guard rounded the corner. Rick shoved the gun into the guard’s stomach and fired twice. He crumpled. The second guard raised his rifle but Angela shot him in the face before he could aim.

      Rick and Angela rounded the corner, guns out front. They heard voices further down the corridor, shouting commands in German.

      “I was afraid of that,” Angela said. “Now they know we’re coming.”

      Another guard jumped out of an alcove, aiming a submachine gun at them. Rick and Angela shot at the same time and he went down. Rick tucked his pistol back in the cummerbund, walked over and took the submachine gun from the corpse. He threw the gun’s leather strap over his shoulder in one smooth motion.

      “This reminds me of Castle Wolfenstein,” he said.

      Angela quirked a questioning eyebrow at him.

      He said, “Uh, it’s a videogame my grandkids played, back in the day. I guess I played it with them a couple of times, too.”

      “Your grandkids? And what the heck is a videogame?”

      They heard voices again, this time closer.

      Rick said, “Never mind, I’ll explain later. Come on.”

      They jogged down the hall to the next alcove, ducking into it before a group of guards rounded the corner.

      They heard the voice of an older man directing them.

      “Gehen sie. Aber du mitkomen.”

      Most of the footsteps moved in their direction while two people apparently headed in the opposite direction.

      Rick shared another glance with Angela. He whispered, “Stay here.”

      He cycled the bolt on the submachine gun and jumped out of the alcove. Before him a group of six Nazis stopped in surprise. He squeezed the trigger.

      Burrrrrrrrrp! Burrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrp!

      The guards tumbled down. One pulled out his sidearm and fired back. Rick focused his fire on him.

      Burrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrp!

      The last of his shells clinked to the floor as the magazine emptied. Rick smiled at Angela and said, “You can come out now.”

      She stepped from the alcove and grimaced slightly at the bloody pile of bodies on the floor. Then she looked at Rick and realized he was bleeding, too.

      “You’ve been shot!”

      He looked down at the hole in his tuxedo jacket and the red splotch on his white shirt.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “That’s not going to kill me.”

      “Don’t worry about it? It’s in your side!”

      “Yeah, it hurts. But seriously, don’t worry about it. I’ll be alright.”

      He led the way down the hall, stopping to grab a fresh ammunition magazine from one of the fallen guards.

      He chuckled and said, “This really is a lot like Castle Wolfenstein.”
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      “Everybody just stand back! Stand back, and calm down!”

      Smitty did not pause to reflect on the fact his shouted commands did not sound calm at all. Nonetheless, he held his arms out to either side, as if to prevent the Texas Marines crouched behind him, guns drawn, from moving forward.

      In the middle of the room the strange crackling dark shape floated in the air, twisting and turning like a giant amoeba, casting weird reflections of black light around the basement that bounced off ENIAC’s metal cabinets.

      “Do you want us to shoot it, sir?”

      The Marine corporal was a short but stout young man, full of fire and venom. An embassy post was likely too boring for him, Smitty thought. Clearly he and the other Marines were willing to engage the threat in the only way they knew how: with force.

      “No, Corporal. I do not want you to shoot it,” Smitty said, his voice only shaking a little.

      The apparition that had stolen his clipboard came back a quarter hour ago. This time it stayed, floating in place and larger than ever. A technician saw it and ran for help. By the time Smitty arrived, the younger man had alerted the Marines guarding the embassy.

      Personally, Smitty wished the Marines were not present. Their guns could shoot out any number of hard-to-replace parts. ENIAC could go down for a month or more if they damaged too many circuits. Replacement parts had to come all the way from Dallas.

      “Now look,” he said, turning to address the corporal and his men. “Bullets are obviously going to sail right through that . . . whatever it is. So, don’t shoot. You’ll only end up hurting equipment or people.”

      The corporal raised his eyebrows, considering the wisdom of Smitty’s remarks. He lowered his firearm to point at the floor.

      “You heard Mr. Smitty, men. Stand down. But keep a close eye on it. If it makes a threatening move, blaze away!”

      The guns came down, all together.

      Smitty said, “I seriously doubt anything’s going to—”

      “Heads up!”

      Something flapped toward them, sailing through the air. Just as suddenly, the black, twisting shape seemed to collapse on itself.

      WHUMPF!

      Everyone fell down flat as a rush of air passed over them. Something skittered across the floor, sliding to a stop in front of Smitty’s face.

      “My clipboard! But, it’s broken.”

      He picked it up then stood as the Marines around him pulled themselves off the floor, too. The corporal looked over Smitty’s shoulder and said, “That’s only half a clipboard.”

      “Yeah,” Smitty said, thoughtfully. “I bet it got chopped off when that thing disappeared. The other half must be back on the other side.”

      “The other side of what, Mr. Smitty?”

      “That, I don’t know. But I have an idea for an experiment we can run if it happens again. I’ll need you to station a guard here, Corporal. That’s twice that thing has appeared in this location. I bet it shows up a third time. Tell your man to be careful. It seems to be getting stronger.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Jason shaded his eyes, peering over the edge of a hill. He lay flat on his stomach so only his head would appear to anyone below. Several Indian corpses shuffled around the campground about 100 yards away.

      To his right, Little Fox cupped his own hand over his brow and said, “Fifteen. Fewer than us.”

      Jason grunted an assent. “We should be able to take them.”

      Together they crawled backwards away from the edge until they could stand without being seen from the camp. The warriors crowded around them, along with Eli.

      Jason pointed at their bows then tapped his temple. He said, “Aim for the head.”

      Little Fox translated for him. A murmur of assent rippled through the small crowd. Several men nocked arrows into their bows.

      One of them smiled at Jason and repeated, in English. “Aim for head!”

      The others repeated in a chorus, “Aim for head!”

      Jason held a finger up and waved it in a negative gesture. He said, “Aim for the head.”

      The men all nodded and repeated, “Aim for the head!”

      Jason said, “Eh, close enough. Alright, let’s go!”

      He turned back toward the ridge, pulling out Jeremiah’s six-shooter. Eli retrieved his father’s rifle from the horse’s saddle.

      Jason said, “Stay up on higher ground with that thing, Eli. Do you think you can hit their heads with iron sights from a distance?”

      Eli nodded and said, “I can hit a rabbit at a hundred feet with this gun, no problem.”

      “Alright. Try not to hit any of us while you’re shooting.”

      Jason made a “follow me” gesture to the Indians and headed over the hill.

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Rick and Angela moved quickly but cautiously down the corridor. No more guards stepped out to surprise them, but Rick kept his finger on the trigger of the submachine gun just in case.

      The corridor widened suddenly and they found themselves at a four-way junction with supply crates stacked along the walls.

      “Wait a minute,” Angela said. She pointed at a trunk with a red cross on it. “First aid.”

      Rick looked back the way they came and realized he had been dripping blood. A trail of red drops led back down the hall.

      He nodded and set the gun down carefully on the floor, then removed his coat, cummerbund, and shirt.

      He left his undershirt on and said, “Just wrap it up.”

      Angela rummaged through the kit and pulled out some gauze and tape.

      She said, “Are you sure? We should clean those.”

      He nodded. She shrugged and placed a wad of cotton on the wound over the shirt.

      “Hold that in place.”

      She began wrapping tape around him.

      Angela said, “Looks like it went straight through. Turn around.”

      Obediently, he turned and she placed a clump of gauzy cotton on his back and wrapped it up, too.

      When she finished he pulled his clothes back on and said, “Not bad, Doctor. Think I’ll ever be able to play the violin again?”

      She frowned and said, “Can you really play the violin?”

      He smiled and said, “No.”

      “This doesn’t hurt at all? How are you walking around?”

      “Sure, it hurts. Already it’s getting better, though. I tried to explain earlier. I’ve already died. They can slow me down, but they can’t kill me again.”

      “You know, I’m beginning to think maybe you really are from another world.”

      “I’ve been trying to tell you. Now all we need to do is find that dynamite.”

      Angela looked around at the four corridors heading in different directions. She said, “Well we just came from there, we know it’s not that way. Wait, you hear that?”

      Rick said, “Sounds like the band started up again.”

      “That’s right. I bet they hid it under the dance floor since that’s where everybody is. Come on.”

      She headed down the hall where the music drifted in. Rick picked up the submachine gun and followed her.

      The corridor soon widened again into a large storage alcove. Boxes of dynamite squatted against the walls, fuses connecting each one in a long relay. Near the entrance, a control panel sat with a clock and several wires sticking out. The clock ticked ominously.

      Rick sat his gun down again and kneeled over the clock. Angela slipped her handgun back in her purse as she joined him in examining the contraption.

      Rick said, “They teach you anything about defusing bombs at OSS school?”

      Angela shook her head.

      Rick inspected the clock. He said, “Well, this is obviously a timer mechanism. You see that piece of metal at the ten-minute mark? When the long hand hits it, the circuit will be complete and everything goes ‘boom.’”

      He stood and said, “At least this is relatively primitive. All we have to do is stop the clock. That should do it.”

      “Halt!”

      Rick and Angela turned as two men stepped out of the shadows from the other end of the alcove. A heavyset bald man strode forward while a Nazi guard followed, aiming his rifle at them. Reluctantly, Rick and Angela raised their hands.

      “Ribbentrop,” Angela said, her voice dripping with contempt.

      Ribbentrop said, “When I heard the gunshots, I assumed someone would come looking for the dynamite. I took Hans here with me to help prevent any interference with our plans.”

      Angela said, “You realize these things are about to go off in a few minutes, don’t you?”

      Ribbentrop snorted. “Of course I do, Agent Dorn.”

      He chuckled at the look of surprise on her face. He said, “Yes, I know who you are, Agent Dorn. I keep track of all the Texans that bumbling oaf MacGraw brings over here. There is little the OSS can do to stop our plans.”

      He smiled broadly at them. “Now, if you will excuse me, I need to depart. We have a boat waiting on the Thames. Hans here will keep you company until . . . the end. Don’t worry, he doesn’t understand English. Terrible shame to lose him, but there are many more loyal Nazis back in Germany, willing to lay their lives down for the Fuhrer.”

      With a quick nod at Hans to reaffirm his orders, Ribbentrop turned and left, moving quickly down the corridor.

      Rick and Angela stood facing the guard, their hands up. The clock’s ticking filled the confined space.

      Angela pointed at the clock and said, “Bomb.”

      Hans kept his gun aimed at her, saying nothing.

      She said, “How do you say ‘bomb’ in German?”

      Rick said, “I don’t know. Bomb? Bombe? Bomben?”

      They both glanced back at Hans.

      Rick said, “Der Bomb?”

      Angela said, “Will you look at that? His muzzle has not wavered an inch.”

      Rick nodded and said, “He’ll still be standing there when these things go off. Okay, here’s the plan.”

      “You have a plan?”

      “Sure. I’ll distract him. You disarm the bomb.”

      “What? He has a gun, Rick! You’ll be . . . oh. Right.”

      She stepped backward, hands still raised. Rick stepped forward. Hans shifted his aim toward him. Rick took several more steps toward him.

      “Halt! Halt!”

      Rick shook his head. He said, “Uh, my German in kinda rusty. Kein shutzen! Ich hab ein Frage.”

      The guard’s eyes narrowed as Rick steadily approached. He squeezed the trigger.

      BLAM!

      The bullet hit Rick square in the chest, knocking him backward. He dropped to one knee.

      Angela pulled the gun out of her purse and shot the guard.

      Bang! Bang!

      Hans went down, bullets in his throat and face.

      Angela rushed over to Rick and knelt beside him.

      “Are you alright?”

      Rick’s eyes fluttered opened. He groaned in pain and said, “The bomb!”

      “Oh! Right!”

      Angela stood up and rushed back to the clock.

      She said, “It’s built into the console! I can’t just reach around and stop it!”

      She tried to twist off the glass plate over the clock’s face.

      The second hand rounded the twelve, as the long hand came within one minute of touching the metal switch sticking up out of the dial.

      Tick! Tick! Tick! Tick!

      “How do you get the glass off, Rick? Should I just cut the wire? I don’t have anything to cut it with. Rick! I’ve got 30 seconds to figure this out!”

      In response, Rick groaned again.

      Tick! Tick! Tick! Tick!

      She said, “Aw, gee.”

      Angela pulled the gun out of her purse again and held it up against the clock’s face.

      Bang!

      She tensed, her free hand covering her face, waiting for an explosion. Nothing happened. She opened one eye, then another. The ticking stopped.

      Rick groaned again. He painfully pulled himself to his feet. Angela ran to him, and wrapped his arm around her shoulder to help him up.

      “That’s not bad,” Rick said, looking at the shot-up clock. “When all you have is a hammer, smash the problem to bits. Or, a gun in your case.”

      “I couldn’t figure out how to stop it any faster.”

      He carefully picked through the shattered glass on the destroyed clock, and bent the minute hand back so it wouldn’t accidentally touch the detonator rod.

      Angela said. “Good idea. I didn’t think of that.”

      Rick chuckled and said, “Honestly, I would have shot it up, too.”

      They heard a commotion down the hall and MacGraw stepped into the alcove, followed by several other Texans in tuxedos and ball gowns. Everybody carried revolvers like Angela’s.

      MacGraw stopped and took in the dead German guard along with all the dynamite lined up along the walls.

      “What in tarnation? And good gravy, boy! How many times were you shot? You need a doctor, pronto!”

      “I’m alright,” Rick said. “But that bomb is still armed. Angela disabled the clock, but somebody who knows their way around explosives needs to look at it and defuse the thing.”

      “Horton! Git over here, boy! You know your way around ordnance.”

      One of the men, a young swarthy fellow with dark hair, tucked his gun in a jacket holster and made his way to the console.

      MacGraw said, “Everybody else, let’s go back upstairs. The party’s over as far as I’m concerned.”

      In the distance, a siren wailed. Slow and low at first, it picked up speed and volume.

      Angela said, “What is that?”

      Rick said, “An air raid siren. If I had to guess, I’d say the Blitz is starting.”
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      Blam!

      “That’s six,” Jason said to himself as another zombie collapsed. He turned and kicked one rushing him, hard in the chest. He swung open the revolver’s cylinder and ejected the shells. He shoved fresh bullets in the chambers, snapped the cylinder shut with a flick of his wrist, and cocked the gun again just as the zombie recovered and lumbered toward him again.

      Blam!

      He turned to see what else he could shoot. All around the campsite zombies lay still, reduced to fetid mounds of rotting flesh with arrows and gunshot wounds in their heads. Several living Indians held bowstrings taught, arrows ready, also looking for something to shoot.

      Little Fox turned toward Jason and lowered his bow. He gave a tentative smile, then his smile faltered as his eyes shifted behind Jason.

      Jason turned just in time to see a fallen zombie, arrows sticking out of its neck and chin, reach out for the back of Jason’s shirt.

      Kerpow!

      Its head popped open like a rotten melon, splattering Jason’s legs with old blood and bits of brain. Jason looked up and saw Eli with the rifle some distance away on higher ground. Eli waved at him. Jason gave him a thumbs up sign.

      The Indians, led by Little Fox, gathered around Jason. Everybody turned toward the medicine man’s wigwam on the edge of the campsite.

      Jason cocked the revolver and pulled out his iron knife.

      He nodded at Little Fox and said, “Call him out. Tell your men to be prepared. He won’t go down as easily as the dead ones.”

      Little Fox nodded, and began rattling off orders. The men dispersed, taking positions in a wide arc around the wigwam. A couple of them circled to take up positions covering the back, on either side.

      When they were ready, Little Fox nodded at Jason then lifted up his voice and called for the medicine man to come out and face them.

      At first, nothing happened. A slight breeze caused the leather flap covering the wigwam’s entrance to rustle slightly, but nothing indicated a presence inside.

      Little Fox repeated his challenge, this time adding a lengthy diatribe that grew notably sharper in tone.

      When he finished he smiled apologetically at Jason and said, “I insulted his ancestors. And his mother.”

      Jason shrugged. “Whatever works.”

      Someone inside screamed, a loud guttural roar, and Broken Hand burst through the flap.

      Jason’s split second impression was one of an old man who hadn’t bathed in weeks. Wild, unkempt hair above an equally rough beard, stained leather tunic and breeches, with one milky eye roving in rage at the men surrounding him.

      Worse, the smell of death emanated from him, enhanced by the recently opened flap. It spread out in a noxious cloud, mixing with the decaying corpses on the ground and smothering everyone’s senses.

      Broken Hand mumbled an incantation, and gripped his forearm above the golden bracelet. A band of golden light burst in a circle around his arm just as Jason shot him in the head. The twang of several bowstrings snapped simultaneously.

      Broken Hand collapsed, falling backward with arrows in his face, neck, and chest. The circle of golden light died with him.

      Jason approached the body, keeping his eyes on the bracelet. He cautiously poked Broken Hand’s forearm with the iron blade, twisting it over so he could see the bottom of the trinket. It appeared to be about two inches thick, with stubby knobs surrounding the bracelet’s outer layer. It connected seamlessly in one solid circle to Broken Hand’s wrist, even in death.

      “It is an evil thing,” Little Fox said from behind him.

      Jason silently agreed. Out loud he said, “Do you have a tomahawk?”

      Little Fox nodded. He handed over the deadly ax, handle first. Jason took it and swung down hard on the medicine man’s forearm. In half a dozen hacks he cut through the bone, separating the lower arm from Broken Hand’s body. Then he held the hand down with the tomahawk and pulled the bracelet off with the point of the iron knife. Careful not to touch it, he picked it up with the blade and dropped it in a leather pouch.

      “Will you destroy it?” Little Fox said.

      “It cannot be destroyed. But, I will take it someplace where it will do this world no more harm.”

      Little Fox nodded, satisfied with the answer.

      The Walker straightened and said, “Tell your men to leave their arrows. Do not reuse them.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      No amount of persuasion could keep the Marines from aiming their rifles at the swirling mass of black light once again floating in the room. Shortly after it reappeared, the usual crowd of guards surrounded the odd phenomenon. They kept their weapons steadfastly trained on it.

      Smitty gave up trying to convince them otherwise. Instead, he called for another clipboard and some paper. Taking out a fountain pen from the collection of writing instruments on his pocket protector, he wrote a simple message: “Who are you? Where are you? What do you want?”

      He walked as close to the swirling black mass as he dared and flung the clipboard through, as if it were a discus. As expected, it disappeared.

      Smitty walked back to the Marines and smiled at the corporal.

      The corporal said, “Now what?”

      “Now, we wait and see if we get a response.”

      The Marines seemed to visibly relax at the suggestion of waiting. Some even lowered their muzzles, aiming at the floor. Smitty stretched, turned and began looking for a chair he could drag into the area.

      The clipboard came flying through the breach and hit him in the back. He screamed and jumped straight up in the air.

      The Marines tried their best to choke down laughter, but with little success. Red-faced at his outburst and the stifled chuckles, Smitty reached down to the floor and retrieved his clipboard.

      He stood up and turned it over. Underneath his words, someone else had written, “I’m a friend of Cait’s. Coming soon.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      The steady drone of propellers filtered into the basement as German planes soared overhead. Distant explosions thundered as bombs fell throughout London.

      “This is a sneak attack!”

      Fury engulfed Ambassador MacGraw. His face turned blood red, and a vein in his forehead seemed ready to pop.

      Rick nodded, but he responded in even, measured tones in an attempt to calm the man down.

      “No doubt this raid is meant to cover the bombing of the embassy.”

      Angela said, “Why would they need a cover for that?”

      Rick said, “If the Germans blow up the city’s diplomatic corps with TNT packed into the basement, they have an international incident on their hands. But if Hitler has declared war against Britain, which I bet he has a few hours ago and we haven’t heard about it yet, then bombing London is acceptable. And if the German embassy were hit ‘by accident’ during the air raid, killing those inside, it’s a regrettable thing occurring during the fog of war. Either way the problem is resolved, but one is far more diplomatically acceptable.”

      Angela’s eyebrows shot up. She turned to MacGraw and said, “He’s right. We need to preserve this as evidence.”

      Rick said, “One thing you can do is make sure everybody upstairs sees it. They’re not going anywhere during an air raid anyway. That’s what Eisenhower did on our world during the occupation of Germany. He had as many allied troops as possible tour the Nazi death camps. Having more eyewitnesses means a greater chance the truth prevails.”

      Angela said, “‘Death camps?’”

      Rick said, “Told you I hate Nazis. Totalitarianism, by whatever name it chooses to call itself, always leads to oppression.”

      MacGraw rubbed his chin, thinking while staring at the floor. His face slowly returned to its normal color. He looked up and said, “Ah think you’re right. Ah hate to keep them around the dynamite down here, but the alternative . . .” A bomb exploded closer than the others, shaking the mansion slightly.

      “The alternative is even less desirable,” Angela said, completing his thought.

      MacGraw turned to his group of people and pointed at three of them. “You, you, and you. Stay here with Agent Dorn and Mr. Strickland. If you see a Nazi, feel free to shoot him. Protect the dynamite and don’t let anyone get close to the firing mechanism. Even though it’s broken, they might find a way to rig it. The rest of you, come with me and let’s shepherd everyone who is upstairs down here. They’re more likely to listen to an ambassador, so Ah’ll go with you.”

      Minutes later, many of the diplomats walked into the room. Several had already headed for the basement when the sirens went off and the first bombs dropped, so guiding them to the storage area under the great room’s floor proved an easy task.

      Invariably, upon entering and seeing the boxes marked “TNT” stacked against the walls, each person either gasped in surprise or cursed in their native language. The breadth of the Nazi’s deception, and what it would have meant for them personally had it been successful, instantly became obvious to all.

      Meanwhile bombs continued dropping, some of them closer than others. Another one struck nearby, the sound of its muffled explosion reverberating through the basement. Dust sprinkled down on people and dynamite. Somebody jumped and conversation ground to a halt as party guests stared uneasily at one another.

      “Don’t worry,” Rick said to everyone. “They’re not very accurate. Plus, it’s dark and I seriously doubt they have much experience with nighttime bombing runs.”

      MacGraw nodded at the logic of the statement. He said, “And if this place is built like ours, the basement should provide good cover, even for a direct hit. That’s why they planted all these explosives here. They wanted to be sure and take us out.”

      Men and women from several countries nodded in angry agreement, their Halloween masks either discarded or pushed high up on their heads. They stood together in nervous clumps, glancing at the boxes of dynamite and the trembling ceiling rafters with worried expressions.

      Finally the sounds of bombs and the drone of airplane engines faded. The warning sirens stopped, replaced by those of fire trucks.

      “Ah think that’s the all clear,” MacGraw said. “Let’s return to our embassies and notify our respective home offices about the situation.”

      A general murmur of assent rippled through the crowd. MacGraw directed several of his people to take the lead and keep an eye out for any Nazis. Slowly the crowd filtered out of the room and back down the corridor toward the stairwell. Upstairs, in a daze, people made their way through the front door. No servants or guards or German diplomats were anywhere to be seen.

      Outside fires lit up the nighttime sky, casting eerie orange and red reflections on low-hanging clouds. Embassy Row had been largely spared. The bombs that landed close by missed buildings, tearing up streets and groundworks instead.

      The diplomats assembled in front of the mansion, looking for their cars and drivers and taking in the flickering night sky.

      Movement stirred on the far side of the embassy grounds. A collective gasp went up from the crowd as two dozen Nazi guards approached with their Mausers pointed chest-high.

      One gray-haired diplomat stepped out from the crowd. Judging by his accent, Rick decided he was French.

      “What is the meaning of this?”

      Kerpow!

      He collapsed to the ground, a red splotch growing on his chest. Several people screamed. Some bunched together in collective fear while others ducked behind parked cars.

      Ribbentrop stepped out from among the guards, holding one restraining hand up for his men and a smoking Luger in the other. He cast a contemptuous glance at the fallen diplomat.

      “We’ll accept your country’s surrender later, Ambassador Corbin. For the rest of you, I must admit I’m surprised to see you out here.”

      “We’re on to your tricks, Ribbentrop!”

      MacGraw shouldered his way to the front of the crowd, followed by all the Texans who aimed their guns back at the Nazis. The guards shifted their Mausers to cover them.

      An evil grin crossed Ribbentrop’s face. “Ambassador MacGraw. I should have known the Texans would try and spoil our fun. No matter. My men will finish the job here.”

      “You’ll be the first to be shot, Ribbentrop.”

      Without taking his eyes off the corpulent Nazi, MacGraw made a motion with his head. All the OSS agents shifted their aim toward Ribbentrop.

      The Nazi smirked. He said, “You really think you can stop me with those pathetic revolvers?”

      “Ah’m willing to give it a try.”

      “Actually, he’s right.” Rick pushed his way to the front and stood next to MacGraw.

      He said, “Herr Ribbentrop here is fae. Lead bullets won’t hurt him much. But iron . . .”

      Rick made quick snapping motions with both arms and sharp rods shot out from the sleeves of his tux.

      He grabbed them in either hand and said, “Iron will hurt him. A lot.”

      Ribbentrop’s eyes grew wide at the sight of the spikes. He said to the guards, “Shoot that one first.”

      All the Mausers shifted again, this time pointing at Rick.

      Now Rick smirked. He said, “Lead’s not going to stop me, either, fae. Nothing will.”

      Time seemed to freeze as the two groups faced off. Fire trucks and ambulances wailed throughout the city as the skylight flickered with flames. Smoke and the smell of burning buildings drifted over both groups. Rick and Ribbentrop stared at one another without blinking.

      WHUMPF!

      A black swirling mass appeared to one side between the two groups, pulling everyone’s attention to it. Refracted dark light spun off as it twirled, with curls of smoke and nothingness flashing like a blacklight sparkler.

      Within seconds it firmed up into a large square shape, about ten feet tall and almost as wide. As everybody watched, the blackness gave way to daylight and the swirling stopped. Through the square, a blast of thin mountain air flowed through, chasing away the nighttime smoke and mist.

      Slowly, carefully, a cowboy rode out from the square, gently coaxing his horse in calm, reassuring tones. A younger cowboy, who seemed quite awed by the whole experience, followed him.

      The first cowboy stopped and looked at everyone. He glanced at the Nazis to his left and the diplomats to his right, noting everyone’s guns. His eyes lit up when they met Rick’s.

      He said, “Why hello, Rick! Fancy meeting you here.”

      “Jason. Good to see you again.”

      The Walker smiled at everybody. The diplomats looked back at him with varying degrees of incredulity. He noticed Angela standing next to Rick and he tipped his hat to her.

      He glanced over at the Germans with their Mauser rifles, then back to the diplomats. He again took note of the Texans with their revolvers.

      Jason said, “Looks like we’ve got a Mexican standoff. Only, with Nazis.”

      Rick said, “Yeah. We’re a little bit outnumbered. The fat one in charge over there is a fae.”

      “Hmm. Well, I might be able to even the odds a bit.”

      Jason whistled and an Indian poked his head out the large square doorway. He looked surprised to see the Nazis and everybody else. He pulled back to the daylight side, disappearing for a moment. When he came out again, he had an arrow nocked in his bow, and 20 more Indians, also carrying bows ready to shoot, followed him.

      He walked up to Jason, nodded toward the Nazis and said, “Are they bad men?”

      “Yes, Little Fox,” Jason said. “They are very bad men.”

      Little Fox nodded and shouted out a command. All of the Indians turned and pulled their bowstrings tight, pointing them at the German side.

      Together they said, “Aim for the head!”

      The sight of these additional forces, appearing out of an apparently magical doorway, unnerved the Germans and bolstered the diplomats.

      Rick heard somebody speaking from the back of the allied crowd in a British accent. They said, “By George! I don’t how the Texans do it! But I always want them on our side in a scrap!”

      Jason dismounted, slowly. Some of the Mausers shifted, aiming toward him as the line of Nazi guards grew increasingly nervous. The younger cowboy followed the Walker’s lead, casually slipping a lever action rifle out of a saddle holster as he came down.

      Free to wander about on their own, the horses snorted uneasily, then slowly walked out of the line of fire. They headed for grass on the other side of the embassy lawn.

      Jason pulled a six-shooter out of his holster, tipped back his cowboy hat and said, “Okay, Rick, here’s the plan. You and I will rush them and draw their fire. Little Fox’s men and your people with the snub nose revolvers will kill the Nazis. When they’re out of the way, we take on fat boy over there.”

      With his other hand, Jason pulled an iron knife out of a sheath on his belt and pointed it at Ribbentrop.

      Rick said, “You really think we’ll still be standing with all those bullets in us?”

      “Oh yeah. Those Mausers will just shoot right through you. Mostly.”

      “I’m well acquainted with their gunshots. Too well acquainted. I tried something similar a while ago. Not sure I’m liking the sound of your plan.”

      “It’s a terrible plan,” Angela said. Several of the Texans murmured agreement, shocked expressions on their faces.

      Jason looked over his shoulder, long blond hair twirling. He said, “Well? Does anybody have a better plan?”

      Nobody said anything.

      “Okay then.” He raised his voice and said, “Everybody without a gun should scatter!”

      The crowd of diplomats disbursed, slowly at first as those in the back peeled away, then picking up speed as more people ran away or hid behind cars.

      Jason pulled the hammer back on his six-shooter and smiled at Rick. He said, “Ready?”

      Rick sighed, self-consciously adjusting his bandages. He tucked one of the iron rods in his cummerbund and pulled the Walther out. He nodded.

      Jason said, “Let’s go!”

      He ran screaming toward the Germans, firing the six-shooter. Rick ran after him, shooting his Walther. Rick felt a bullet shatter his shoulder. Another went through his belly. A third hit his thigh, thunking into the femur and causing him to stumble.

      The Texans fired their revolvers, taking out several Germans. Arrows appeared like magic, sticking out of German eyes, necks and chests.

      Rick heard screams behind him as diplomats continued scrambling for cover, several people going down in the hail of bullets.

      Absurdly, he began running calculations in a corner of his mind: five rounds per Mauser, 20 men, 100 shots. Were there more than 20 Nazis? Six rounds per revolver, 12 agents, 72 shots. Plus Jason’s gun made 78. His own Walther . . . how many bullets were left? For that matter, how many arrows did the Indians have?

      Behind him and to his right he heard the loud report of a rifle and remembered the young man who rode in with Jason. How many bullets did his lever action carry?

      Rick’s Walther clicked as it ran out of ammo. One of the few Germans still standing yelled, and aimed his Mauser at Rick’s head.

      Thwip! Thwip! Thwip!

      Three arrows seemed to sprout out of the guard’s face. He dropped the Mauser and sank to his knees, then fell face-forward to the ground, jamming the arrows further in.

      Rick limped forward, ignoring the pain in his chest, stomach, and the shattered femur. Ahead, the Walker turned around and grinned at him with a bloody smile. One bullet had torn through his cheek, another creased his skull. His face was covered in blood and his chest was pockmarked with red splotches.

      “We got ’em right where we want ’em,” Jason said, blood flecking as he talked. He spat out a tooth.

      Rick hobbled up next to him and said, “You’ve got an odd sense of humor, old man.”

      Jason touched his cheek gingerly, then drew his hand back and looked at the blood.

      He said, “Could use some Tree of Life right about now. Guess I didn’t think this through all the way.”

      Rick tossed aside the empty Walther, pulled the other iron spike from his cummerbund and said, “Where’d that stinking fae go?”

      “It’s never good to lose track of them,” Jason said, looking around the corpses. “Usually when you can’t find them they—”

      Angela screamed behind them. Then she choked off, as if interrupted.

      Rick twirled and looked back. A spell had been cast.

      All the diplomats, the Texans, and the Indians stood frozen in place. Angela stood completely still, a look of terror on her face, holding her gun straight out in front of her with both hands. Ribbentrop faced her, his arms stretched wide.

      All around, everything seemed deathly still and quiet except for the distant wailing of sirens. It reminded Rick of a frozen tableau in a wax museum. It must be a mass stasis spell, he thought.

      Ribbentrop turned and looked at Rick, a surprised expression crossing his face. Rick was not frozen like everybody else.

      Rick stared back at the fae. He said, “Uh . . . Jason?”

      Jason did not answer. Rick glanced over his shoulder and found the Walker frozen in place, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Ribbentrop gaped as Rick angrily limped toward him.

      He said, “What technology is this?”

      Ribbentrop moved his hands again, casting another stasis spell. A burst of sparkling lights streamed out of his hands toward Rick.

      Rick ignored them as they popped harmlessly on his chest. He tried to pick up his pace, hopping on his one good leg and ignoring the pain as he headed back toward the diplomats and the fae.

      Ribbentrop thrust his hand out and flung round discs of light. Rick batted them away with the iron spikes in an irritated motion. He continued closing the distance.

      Ribbentrop’s eyes grew wider. He reared his hand back and let loose a gigantic bolt of bright white energy. It arced across the space between them. Rick crossed the iron bars in front of him and absorbed the blast.

      The zap lasted several seconds. When it stopped, Rick uncrossed the spikes and kept moving forward, painfully hobbling but headed inexorably toward the fae. His scowl deepened.

      “How is that possible?” Ribbentrop said. “You were enveloped in lightning!”

      Rick did not answer. He gauged the remaining distance between them and flung one of the spikes, twirling it in the fae’s direction. Ribbentrop jumped to the side, but the iron nicked his hip as it passed. He screamed in pain.

      Rick willed his injured leg forward as he moved to close the gap.

      Ribbentrop thrust his hands down and the ground rippled in a wave, throwing Rick off his feet.

      “Ha! That one worked on you!”

      The fae kept his hands pointed at the ground, making it undulate, as if flapping a tablecloth. Rick could not scramble to his feet on his injured leg. He tried rolling to the side, off the moving ground, desperately wishing he could fly. Ribbentrop followed with his hands, keeping the surface under Rick moving.

      Doggedly, Rick dragged himself forward. The soil acted like breakers in the surf, trying to toss him back. He grabbed tufts of grass and pulled slightly closer, across the rolling ground.

      Ribbentrop’s eyes flashed darkly, his gaze never leaving Rick’s. In a far corner of his mind, Rick noted they had turned completely black, glaring at him from under the SS cap.

      “You don’t have any fancy weapons, do you?” Ribbentrop said. “No flying rods controlled by AI, no miniature nets that rapidly expand? You’re helpless on this world!”

      Rick said nothing. He pulled himself forward a few more inches.

      Ribbentrop cackled in delight and increased the power of the spell. Rick found himself going up a ground wave ten feet high then down into a trough below the surface, then up again. He gave up trying to get closer and held on for dear life.

      “No, nothing fancy,” Rick said, riding a ground wave up. “Just some low tech . . .”

      On the way down he reached into his tuxedo pocket and waited for the wave to bring him back up.

      “. . . iron shot!”

      He pulled a handful of cast iron pellets out of his pocket and flung them at the fae. Ribbentrop screamed as small pocks of fire erupted over his face, neck and chest.

      The pain disrupted the spell and the ground suddenly became flat and motionless again. Rick curled his good leg under him and lunged forward. He came down in a swooping motion with the second iron spike. It pierced Ribbentrop’s shoulder. The fae roared in pain, a sharp animal sound. Rick pulled it out and stabbed again and again, aiming for the neck and face and heart.

      PHOOM!

      The explosion blew him off Ribbentrop. Rick flew several feet and fell on his back, the wind knocked out of him.

      For a long moment nothing happened. He stared up into the night sky, watching light from burning buildings bounce off the clouds.

      Jason’s smiling face entered his field of vision, blood dripping from one cheek.

      He said, “Good job, buddy! Your first kill.”

      He reached down and pulled Rick to his feet. Rick staggered for a moment, unsteady. Jason wrapped an arm around his shoulder. Together they walked back toward Ribbentrop.

      On the ground in a pool of clear liquid, a small dark gray body lay spread-eagled. A too-large head featured black round eyes staring at the sky. A small slit for a mouth hung open. Translucent, its organs were visible, although not clearly in the dim light. Its heart lay motionless.

      “What is that?” Angela said as she, the other Texans, and various diplomats gathered around the odd corpse.

      Rick said, “This is the Fae of Eden.”

      “From the Bible?”

      Rick noted the incredulous tone in her voice. He said, “Well, yeah. Your Bible, at least. Wasn’t mentioned on my world. We didn’t have to deal with this one.”

      Ambassador MacGraw cleared his throat. He said, “That is one ugly little feller. He looked better as an overweight Nazi. But I’ve seen that type before. The OSS guys have a couple that look like this one on ice out in New Mexico.”

      Jason said, “How did you manage to avoid his suspension spell?”

      Rick smiled and quickly unbuttoned his shirt. His undershirt had so many bullet holes in it, he easily ripped it open. Underneath he revealed a thin layer of iron mesh.

      Jason took a closer look at the pattern woven on his chest and said, “The Star of David.”

      Rick said, “They call it the Shield of David, here. Not sure how it works, but it certainly helps that I’m wearing iron all the way down to my toes. I understand the Crusaders here who fought the fae in chainmail had greater success than anyone else, before or since. It’s been a thousand years since the last crusade, but some people hadn’t forgotten that little fact.”

      “Where’d you get set up with this?”

      “My Jewish tailor. Apparently they’ve been fighting this guy for generations. Ambassador MacGraw introduced me to Louie, who has been working out some new tactics and weapons for taking on the ‘Fae of Eden.’ He’s been preparing for years. He studied what worked in the past, and designed this mesh undersuit specifically for that purpose. Fortunately, he was willing to let a gentile try it out for him.”

      Jason smiled and said, “You’ll have to tell him it worked.”

      “I did tell him I couldn’t be killed. Not sure he believed me.”

      MacGraw said, “Ah still have a hard time believing it, and Ah’ve seen ample evidence lately. By the way, you both look like rented mules beaten half to death. Beaten and shot.”

      Rick and Jason smiled. MacGraw, Angela and the other Texans stared back at them, many with wide-eyed looks of wonder on their faces.

      A flash of light appeared in the grassy open area nearby. It rotated and became a bright glimmering ball, spinning a few feet off the ground.

      The light grew steadily brighter, and brighter, until everyone watching had to shield their eyes with their hands.

      Slowly, a human shape took place. When the spinning stopped, and the light reduced in intensity, a woman stood where the ball once floated. She was average height, with a nondescript face and mousy brown hair.

      Jason said, “Cait! I am so glad to see you.”

      Cait nodded, displaying no emotion. She said, “I am fully reconstructed on this alternate. You and Rick are in need of healing.”

      A golden slit in reality appeared in the air beside her. She reached into it with both hands and pulled out two steaming mugs of tea. She walked over and handed one to Jason, the other to Rick.

      She said, “I will attend to the living.”

      Another golden slit appeared in the air and she reached into it, this time pulling out a medical kit.

      MacGraw watched her quickly get to work on those who had been shot. She moved smoothly and efficiently, applying advanced medication to all the wounds.

      He said, “That’s Cait? That’s your . . . computer?”

      Rick nodded and said, “Yeah, this is what a very advanced version of what ENIAC looks like.”

      Cait approached the Indians, several of whom had gunshot wounds. They watched in stony silence as she treated the first one. The wound in his side stopped bleeding and he looked up at her in surprise as the pain faded. He said a few words to the others and their reluctance evaporated. Each one waited patiently for her to tend to their wounds.

      When she treated the last one, she said something in their native tongue. They nodded and began gathering up bows and arrows.

      Angela said, “What’d she say?”

      Jason said, “Probably told them it was time to go back. I should go with them.”

      Little Fox gave a parting wave to the Texans and Europeans, then led his men back through the wide doorway into his world.

      “How did that door open before she rebooted?” Rick said.

      Jason’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “I don’t know.”

      “Did she open it first? Before she fully rebooted?”

      Jason shrugged.

      Angela said, “Wait, a doorway between worlds opened in front of you and you just walked right through it?”

      Jason said, “Well, technically I rode a horse. But, yeah. It’s what I do. Been doing it for a long time, too.”

      He grinned at her and said, “Besides, Cait had reestablished herself enough on my world that she was able to clue me in, thanks to my neural implant.”

      Angela had a confused look on her face. Rick said, “Cait spoke directly in his head.”

      Eli walked up leading both horses by their reins. Jason thanked him and swung up onto Earl. Eli mounted his own horse and returned his rifle to the saddle holster.

      Jason smiled down at Rick and Angela. He said, “Well, Eli and I are going to ride off into that other world’s sunset. I reckon our location there is about seven hours behind Greenwich Mean Time. It’s fixing to get dark.”

      Rick chuckled and said, “Quit talking like a cowboy.”

      Jason slipped into a slow drawl and said, “Wull, pardner . . .”

      “Stop it. You could stick around here. This world is about to head into a late Second World War.”

      “Nah, I’m sure you can handle it. Especially now that you’ve got Cait back. Besides, we’ve got some fences to rebuild back at the ranch. And Eli’s mother is going to be worried sick about him.”

      Jason and Eli shared a glance, and Rick realized that Eli’s mother was likely the bigger reason for Jason’s return. He suspected Jason would be staying on that alternate for the rest of her life.

      Jason said, “Oh, before I forget . . .”

      He reached into a saddlebag and pulled out a smaller leather bag. He said, “Give this to Cait. She’ll know what to do with it.”

      As if summoning her presence, Cait appeared and took the bag with the fae artifact before Rick could touch it. Another slit in the air appeared. She deposited the bag in the slit and it closed immediately. Then she returned to her first aid tasks.

      Jason smiled at Rick and said, “Never mind.”

      He nodded at the Texans, tipped his hat to Angela again, and together Jason and Eli gently coaxed their horses back through the large rectangular doorway.

      On the other side, with beams from the setting sun behind him, Jason turned and looked back. He waved his hat and shouted, “See you around, Rick!”

      The rectangle snapped shut, leaving the night air to rush in its space.
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      MacGraw, Angela and Rick walked into the basement of the Texas Embassy and found the front room filled with Marines. They all crowded in a circle around Smitty and another man. The newcomer had dark wavy hair. He was dressed in a shiny silver unitard and looked thoroughly out of place.

      But Smitty seemed not to notice the odd discrepancies in clothing. The two men were looking at large sheets of paper spread out on a table and talking quietly in technical jargon, oblivious to the armed men surrounding them.

      One other thing Rick noticed as they moved through the crowd: a doorway to a different world stood open in the space behind them. It floated in the air, opening to another room, although he could not make out too many details through the narrow gap.

      Rick stopped when he made his way through the last of the Marines. Angela and Ambassador MacGraw stood right behind him.

      The man in the odd silver clothes said, “So, make these adjustments and your computing speed will increase by 50 percent. Remember to pay special attention to what Turing develops to crack the German’s Enigma machine. Once he finishes that, winning the war will be much easier.”

      He turned and looked at the newcomers.

      Rick said, “Hey, I know you.”

      The man smiled in recognition. He stepped away from the table with an outstretched hand and said, “I’m Darius Booker. We both got swept into the vortex about the same time.”

      “Rick Strickland. I’m new.” Rick took his hand and shook it.

      Booker nodded and said, “I’m not much ‘older’ than you are. Interesting alternates we ended up on. No United States, huh? Only Texas.”

      “Yeah, don’t start singing ‘The stars are bright’ or anything. They’ll all be clapping and singing along.”

      “We don’t do that,” Angela said, in a disdainful tone.

      With a twinkle in his eye, Rick said, “Oh really? Hey, Darius, give those Marines behind me a big loud, ‘Howdy.’”

      Booker smiled and turned to the Marines. He said, “Howdy!”

      To a man, everyone shouted back, “HOWDY!”

      Rick arched a triumphant eyebrow at Angela. She shrugged and said, “We’re raised to be polite, that’s all. Not like the Europeans.”

      Changing the subject, she turned to Booker and said, “Who are you and how did you get here? This is a secure facility. And how do you know Mr. Strickland?”

      “Ah, well, we come from the same place,” Booker said, reddening slightly at her direct tone.

      “Yeah, Darius was swept away in the same attack I was,” Returning to Booker, he said, “So, where’d you end up? How’d you get here? I take it Cait is sufficiently rebooted on your alternate to open a door?”

      “Well . . .” Booker glanced back at the doorway shimmering in the corner. It seemed to be about the same size and shape as a regular doorway, only it opened in the air instead of a wall.

      “I ended up in an alternate very similar to this one. In fact, I think it might be the B version of this world. Or, maybe the A version and this is the B. But instead of landing in 1947, I found myself in 2847.”

      “Whoa,” Rick said. “Nine hundred years in the future.”

      “Yeah. And a lot has changed. They’re in the millennial reign of Christ right now, so there’s no war and everybody is focused on improving things. Technology is jumping forward by leaps and bounds. They’ve got some really neat stuff.”

      “So, they figured out trans-dimensional and temporal portals, I take it.”

      “Well, with a little prodding from me. And a lot of help from Cait. Even not fully functional, she was able to leverage their computers’ processing power and nudge them in the right direction. They’re all into biomolecular quantum computing . . . stuff that is way beyond me.”

      Darius smiled at Angela and said, “I’m from this era, myself. Well, I died in the 1920s on my world. So, close to this time at least.”

      Angela’s eyes grew a little wider, but she did not seem overly surprised. Especially in light of recent events, Rick thought, it would take more than a comment about Booker having already died to faze her.

      “Anyway,” Darius continued, “with Cait’s help I located you, Rick, since you were the closest to me. Right next door, so to speak. Then we just had to figure out the chrono-logistics of a short transdimensional jump and secure the power needed. Somehow we rigged it all up. After a few false starts . . . sorry about your clipboard, Mr. Smitty.”

      Smitty shrugged and said, “Don’t worry about it. Anything for science.”

      Booker smiled and said, “After a few false starts we were finally able to open the stable doorway you see behind me. By that time Cait had grown much more powerful and started co-opting other resources. I think she opened a doorway to Jason’s world, too.”

      Rick nodded and said, “Yeah, she brought in the cavalry, so to speak, at just the right moment. Where is she? I lost her in all the excitement.”

      As if in answer, another doorway opened next to the first one. Through it, distant sirens could be heard wailing. The Marines stirred, and a few even raised their guns.

      Cait stepped in and most of them lowered their weapons at the sight of the small plain-looking woman. The doorway winked out behind her.

      “There you are, Cait,” Rick said. “We were just talking about you. I lost track of you back at the German Embassy.”

      “I had more wounded to attend to, but now I am here. I see you have rejoined with Mr. Booker. Now it is time for both of you to return home.”

      The first two doorways closed, and a third one opened, a blue-green vertical slit that quickly expanded. Looking through it, Rick could make out a familiar pathway cresting a slight rise not far away. But everything inside looked barren. The fields were empty, filled only with dirt. No grass. No flowers or other foliage.

      He said, “Is that the Wildflower Room?”

      Cait said, “Yes. I am in the process of rebuilding it. For now it is purely functional, if not aesthetic.”

      She walked through the doorway, turned from the other side and looked back, waiting.

      Booker flashed a grin at Rick. He said, “Can’t wait to get out of these clothes. You look like you could do with a bath, buddy. Maybe a long nap. How many times did you get shot?”

      Rick looked down at his blood-stained tuxedo. Louie’s garments were ruined, even though the iron mesh undersuit still held up.

      “I’m not sure, I haven’t had time to count.”

      The pain from all the bullet holes suddenly made their presence known, as if his body heard the comments and understood that now would be a good time to start complaining about recent mistreatments.

      A wave of exhaustion swept over him, too. He recalled that heavy injuries required sleep along with leaves from the Tree of Life. After another cup or two of tea, he could do with a good long nap.

      Booker grinned at him again and followed Cait through the doorway. When he caught up with her he stopped, waiting for Rick.

      Rick turned to the others in the room, suddenly conscious of their presence. Angela, the ambassador, Smitty and the Marines all stared at him.

      MacGraw was the first to respond. He came over and offered his huge hand, the chunky gold Aggie ring flashing in the light. Rick shook it warmly.

      “Ah’m sorry to see you go, boy. But remember, you’re a native Texan. No matter what alternate Texas you were born in, you’re always welcome in ours. You’re a full natural born citizen of the Republic of Texas. And I’ve got your passport to prove it.”

      He handed over a small blue book with an embossed picture of the Alamo on it. Rick opened it and found his photograph and name inside.

      “Thank you, Ambassador. I appreciate it.”

      Rick turned toward Smitty, who nodded back at him. Then Smitty sniffled and said, “Got something in my eye.”

      He turned away and walked off, holding his hand over his face.

      Finally Rick turned to Angela. She smiled at him, although with a hint of sadness in her face.

      She said, “Well, I guess we have proven once and for all you really are from another world, Rick Strickland.”

      He looked over his shoulder at the open doorway and the two people waiting for him in the new Wildflower Room.

      He turned back to her and said, “Listen, things are about to really heat up over here. The Brits need to make sure Winston Churchill gets into power. You and the Ambassador should do what you can to help that happen. Don’t trust the Japanese. They intend to take over the other half of the world if you let them. In most alternates we end up nuking them to avoid a prolonged invasion of Japan.”

      “What’s ‘nuking?’”

      “Never mind. You’ll find out soon enough. Finally, don’t trust the Soviets. Hitler usually makes the classic mistake of starting a land war in Asia. The Soviets will decimate his army, but when it’s all over you’ll find yourself allied with communists. Nobody will like that very much, and alliances will shift again. The ultimate goal of communism is to take over the world, and the Allies will be the only thing standing in their way. That’s probably going to lead to other conflicts in the decades ahead, until communism fails. It always fails, on every alternate.”

      He thought about what else he could tell her that would help prepare her for the days ahead. Through the open doorway Booker said, “Come on, Rick!”

      He shrugged, giving up trying to think of anything else. Instead he hugged her. She hugged back, and wiped away a tear when they let go.

      He waved at the Marines and said, “Go kill some Krauts for me, boys!”

      They yelled and whooped, raised fists and hollered. Rick smiled, turned and walked through the door. It shrank and popped out of existence behind him.
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      When the rowan door opened, Nancy Chance rushed forward and fell into Rick’s arms. She showered him with kisses and hugged him as tightly as possible. He gasped in pain as the gunshot wounds compressed in her embrace, and she let up the pressure with a look of concern on her face.

      She said, “Oh! I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      He smiled at her with a good-natured grin and said, “Don’t worry about it. Felt worse getting shot.”

      Booker smiled and stepped around them. His face fell when he did not see Tiff in the foyer.

      Toya gave him a sad wave from the desk and said, “Welcome home.”

      He and Cait walked over to the desk. Toya moved out of the way and let Cait sit down at her old spot.

      Booker said, “Tiff isn’t back yet? Where is she?”

      Toya said, “We can’t find her.”

      “What do you mean you can’t find her?” He turned to Cait and said, “Have you been able to look for her?”

      Cait said, “I am almost fully operational on all alternates. It is feasible she is somewhere I have not yet regained all capabilities.”

      “Great. Isn’t there any way to speed things up?”

      “I am resuming operations in all realities as fast as I can.”

      Rick and Nancy walked over to the desk area. He slumped as he moved, one arm around Nancy’s shoulders. She held him up with an arm around his back.

      Rick said, “Man, I would love to help you all out, but I am beat. All these wounds are catching up to me.”

      Nancy said, “I’m going to give him some more tea and put him to bed.”

      “Hope I can make it that far. I’m winding down fast. Might just lie down right here. The floor’s looking awfully good right now.”

      “Oh no you don’t. Come on, let’s get you there.”

      They shuffled down the hall toward the living quarters, Rick walking slower by the minute.

      Booker turned back to Cait and said, “Tiff can’t just disappear, right? I mean, she has to be somewhere.”

      Cait said, “That is correct. The vortex that destroyed the Wildflower Room sent all who entered into different realities. She exists on one of them. There are only a handful of possibilities that could prevent me from finding her.”

      Toya shared an apprehensive look with Booker then said, “What are some possibilities that could prevent you from finding her, Cait?”

      “The simplest explanation is she is on a planet with few if any of my sensors. With sufficient magic, fae could prevent me from seeing her on such a world.”

      Toya shared another glance with Booker. She said, “Okay, that’s the simplest. What are some more complex explanations?”

      “Feasibly, the fae could be porting her to different locations quickly and in such a pattern as to evade my sensors. Less feasibly, they have figured out how to carve out their own location outside of time and space like this one.”

      Booker said, “Why is that less feasible?”

      “Because as far as I know, such a feat is beyond their magic. I have never seen a spell that complex in all the time I have been observing the alternates. That does not mean it is outside the realm of possibility. It is, however, outside the realm of probability.”

      “So she’s almost certainly somewhere your scanners can’t reach, right?”

      “There are some worlds on which I do not have any sensors. It is possible she is in one of those places.”

      Booker said, “Okay. So, how many of those are we looking at?”

      “In universes in which there are earths with environments capable of sustaining human life . . . 6,547 exist where I do not have any sensors. I must qualify that statement with ‘that we know of’ because there may well be other realities we have not discovered yet.”

      Booker’s face fell. Toya reached over and wrapped a comforting arm around his shoulders.

      Cait said, “Most of that total have not yet developed sufficient advancements to be of interest. Many are currently in an antediluvian state.”

      “Antediluvian?”

      Toya said, “She means pre-flood. Don’t worry, Darius. We’ll find her.”

      “That’ll take forever, going to each one of those,” he said

      “I’m sure we can pop over and drop at least one scanner on each. That shouldn’t take too long.”

      Cait said, “It will take approximately 108 man hours if we spent one minute on each alternate. Unfortunately, many will take longer than that to line up the proper coordinates to open a door, then present the door in the best location for which to drop an initial sensor. Many worlds will take more than one sensor to provide adequate coverage. My current estimate is 212 man hours to cover them all.”

      Booker said, “Why haven’t you done this before? Fae could be hiding out on any one of those alternates.”

      “They fell outside my algorithm of likely places.”

      “Algorithm?”

      “Yes. Jason developed a sophisticated metric to help pinpoint locations of likely fae activity. Over the centuries I have tweaked it as new data accumulated. Most of the unmonitored realities display very low likelihood of fae interference.”

      Toya said, “That still leaves us with over 6,000 possibilities.”

      A newcomer interrupted the conversation.

      “Hey everybody, look who I found completely resurrected!”

      Niko walked into the reception area. The shortest person in the room, and the thinnest, lightest, and perkiest, she smiled brightly at Toya and Booker. A young-looking girl, she was of Japanese descent, having died in the mid-1800s on her alternate several hundred years ago.

      Behind her, an older man with sallow skin and a woefully dated brown suit followed.

      Toya said, “Eb! You’re back!”

      The librarian computer’s human interface nodded in confirmation, without emotion.

      He said, “I am fully recovered from the first attack. Fortunately, I have suffered no data loss except a record of what transpired immediately beforehand.”

      Toya said, “Well, that’s good news at least.”

      Niko said, “Possibilities of what?”

      “What?”

      “You were saying when we walked in that there were over 6,000 possibilities. Possibilities of what?”

      “Oh,” Toya’s eyebrows rose. “We don’t know what alternate Tiff got sucked into. She’s not showing up on any of Cait’s scans. We were asking how many alternates don’t have any sensors.”

      Booker said, “So, we were talking about porting to each one and dropping off a sensor or two. Or however many it takes to get her an adequate presence on those worlds.”

      Niko said, “Couldn’t you narrow it down a bit so you didn’t have to go to each one?”

      She turned toward the librarian’s human interface and said, “Could you help, Eb? Maybe you and Cait could get together and figure out a way to narrow down the possibilities.”

      Eb and Cait looked at each other silently for a moment. Nobody said anything. Niko held her breath.

      A moment passed and Cait turned toward her virtual terminal. She said, “I will prepare the doorways. I presume Darius will want to depart immediately.”

      “Depart to where?” Booker said. “What’s going on? What did you two come up with?”

      “It takes a bit longer to explain in words,” Eb said. “But I will elucidate as simply as possible. You were taken to Alternate 4102b, Mr. Booker. Mr. Strickland was taken to 4102a with precisely 900 years separating you.”

      Booker’s eyes grew wide in realization. He said, “You’re saying there’s a pattern!”

      “Correct. Based on the alternate he ended up on, then Mr. Strickland, then you, we think we can narrow down the potential alternates Tiff is on to six. Three have no sensors.”

      Booker said, “Let’s go. Open a door!”

      He hurried to the weapons rack mounted on the wall and grabbed a long iron spike. It shrank down to half a foot in length. He stuck it in his back pocket and grabbed more spikes, iron nets, and spheres the size of ping pong balls.

      Cait said, “It would be unwise for you to venture out on your own, Mr. Booker. You have very little experience fighting fae, and you are heading blind into an unknown situation where I can be of very little help.”

      “Don’t care. Gotta find Tiff.”

      Niko said, “I’ll go with him.”

      Toya said, “Well that settles that. Niko is our most experienced hunter, outside of Jason himself. Tiff is the only one better.”

      Cait said, “Very well. That is an acceptable arrangement. Before you go, I want you each to don iron undergarments. This is an innovation from Rick’s recent alternate.”

      Booker felt added weight around his body, and unbuttoned his shirt to look at a suit of very fine iron mesh under his clothing.

      Recalling something Rick had mentioned, he said, “No Star of David?”

      Cait said, “No. The emblem itself has no special power. The iron covering most of your body will ward off spells without any particular pattern woven into the design.”

      “Okay.”

      Booker watched as Niko gathered several weapons and shoved them into a bag. She zipped it close and looked up at him.

      She said, “Ready.”

      They both glanced back at Cait, Eb, and Toya.

      Toya said, “Well, I’ll try not to be totally useless while you’re gone. Maybe I can check out one of the other alternates or something.”

      She flashed a wide smile at them.

      Impatiently, Booker turned to the rowan door and opened it, then hurried through.

      On his way out he shouted over his back, “Open that door, Cait!”

      He disappeared quickly over the knoll and down the path.

      Niko and Toya exchanged amused glances.

      Niko said, “I guess I’d better go catch up with him.”

      She went through the door and jogged over the slight rise after Booker, the bag of weapons strapped around her back.

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Angela grimaced as the airman crunched through forest leaves and stumbled through undergrowth in the darkness.

      He’s making enough noise to wake the dead, she thought. And if he doesn’t quiet down we’ll all be joining the dead soon.

      Six months had passed since Germany’s surprise attack on London and their failed attempt to wipe out the allied diplomatic corps. Six months since the mysterious visitor from a parallel universe had appeared, saving Ambassador MacGraw and the others from that fate, and killing the fabled Fae of Eden.

      She still could scarcely believe all those events happened, and might have been more skeptical had she not lived through them herself. Wiser heads in Austin agreed, apparently. Her report of what happened with Rick, ENIAC, and everything else was labeled “Top Secret” and disappeared into bureaucratic labyrinths along with the other reports mentioning those events.

      So far, no one had leaked it to the news. What reporter in their right mind would believe such a tale, anyway?

      Just as Rick had warned, Germany seemed hell-bent on war. Despite controlling a large chunk of Europe in one way or another, Hitler moved by force and deception to grab the rest. For a while, the Blitz was on. He pounded London and other parts of England with wave after wave of bombers. Britain held strong, putting up an amazing effort against extraordinary odds, especially with the help of a new invention called “radar.” It was an acronym for something, but she could not remember what. It gave a warning before each wave of bombers arrived, letting England scramble fighters to meet them in the sky.

      Every day Germany lost more airplanes than the Brits, despite their superior aircraft. Finally Hitler turned his attention elsewhere. He headed east, annexing Poland and the Baltic States. This summer he would advance toward Moscow and try to take over Russia, too, if current reports were true.

      The Texans wasted no time and moved to help Britain, immediately establishing supply lines for food, ammunition and armaments. Under something called “Lend-Lease,” the republic shipped untold numbers of guns, trucks, planes, boats and other equipment to Britain and Russia so they could effectively mount a strong defense against the Germans. The idea was to send the allies materiel now and they could pay Texas back later. By the time the Blitz ended, Texas had introduced thousands of B-24 Instigators to England, their first generation of modern bombers. Now the Texans and Brits flew daily raids into Germany, reaching Berlin and elsewhere with regularity.

      Meanwhile, the Japanese made a sneak attack against the naval base in Honolulu. But the Texans were waiting for them. Tipped off by credible intelligence from Ambassador MacGraw (who, true to his word, acted on the information Rick had provided), most of the Texan carrier group waited patiently offshore for the Japanese to make their move. Then they attacked the attackers, sinking or capturing all the Japanese ships and taking out most of their airplanes and mini-subs.

      Texas was now at war in two hemispheres simultaneously. But the republic seemed up to the challenge, with all domestic factories turned to wartime production and churning out equipment and weapons for herself and her allies.

      As for Angela, multilingual and skilled in firearms as well as hand-to-hand combat, she was given a new assignment, and found herself parachuting into Normandy one cold winter night. She was tasked with meeting the French Resistance and helping to repatriate downed allied airmen.

      The system worked fairly well, so long as they avoided the SS patrols scouring the countryside every night. The team recovered the airmen, dressed them in civilian clothes, gave them counterfeit papers, and put them on trains bound for Calais or other coastal towns. There, local members of the resistance hid them until a British ship dropped anchor offshore at night. Quietly, a fisherman would row out to the ship, transfer the airmen, and slip back into dock under the cover of darkness. The men returned to England and rejoined their units where they could continue the bombing runs on Germany.

      Angela felt happy to do her part in helping to find the men in the woods who made it down alive. Her French was passable, and the small team of men she worked with each night acted very professionally. Neither Pierre, nor Robert, not even the hopelessly romantic Luc had made one unwanted pass at her.

      Of course, she reflected, part of that may have had to do with the Nazi SS officer she killed shortly after hitting the ground.

      Evidently the officer became suspicious of the airplane flying over at a low altitude in the middle of the night by itself, and he must have caught a glimpse of her descent in the dark. He came upon the clearing she landed in while she was busy rolling up the parachute. Her plans were to bury it, leaving no sign of her arrival. But, trying to gather back together what once had fit into a relatively small backpack had proven to be no small task. He surprised her showing up in the dark while her back was turned.

      When Robert and the others found her half an hour later, they also discovered the corpse of the SS officer lying on the ground, his neck slit and blood drenching the front of his uniform. Angela looked up at them holding his ID card in one hand and several hundred Reichsmarks in the other.

      No one dared lay a hand on her in the weeks since.

      She had been fearless in helping to rescue downed airmen almost every night, sleeping in the daytime at a remote cottage deep in the woods that the team shared. On occasion, someone from a nearby town would show up with food and supplies. The airmen they rescued stayed in the cottage too, returning with the couriers when their forged papers were ready.

      It’s a good life, Angela thought. At least I’m making a difference.

      She jolted back into the present when the airman stepped on a stick and a loud crack echoed through the darkness. Pierre, standing to her right, whispered a soft oath in French. He was the shortest of the trio, and the only one accompanying her tonight. The anti-aircraft guns along the coast, not far from here, had successfully downed a handful of Instigators. From the cottage, the team spied chutes dropping from both the north and the south, so they split up. Robert and Luc headed north while she and Pierre went in the other direction.

      Angela could wait no longer. She whispered loudly into the darkness, “Airman! Identify yourself!”

      The young man froze, then crept forward, rustling the grass and leaves as he moved. He finally stepped out of the gloom and into their sight. Angela could make out a tall young man, certainly not a month over 18, she thought, with close-cropped hair. His cap must have been lost in the jump from the plane. He stood about six-two and looked for all the world like a typical all-Texan boy fresh out of high school. He was probably playing football a few months ago, she thought.

      Instinctively, Angela looked for the stripes on his shoulder and realized he was an enlisted airman. So, not an officer.

      Makes sense, considering his age, she thought. Probably a tailgunner or something.

      The B-24 had a crew of ten, after all, with more enlisted men than officers. No matter, he would be returned to his base in England if at all possible. Each airman saved and sent back helped the war effort.

      Everyone froze at the sound of a heavy switch clicking on. Klieg lights flooded the area, followed by the snicks of Mauser bolts sliding home.

      A Nazi SS officer made his way forward, the lights behind him drowning out his features until he drew closer.

      “So . . .”

      He smiled at Angela and at last she could make out his face. It was covered in scars, and she realized he must be an alumnus of one of the Teutonic fraternities practicing Mensur, a form of fencing in which two opponents faced off without helmets. Each student hacked away at the other’s head until someone was too bloody to continue.

      And they think Texans have crazy traditions, she thought. They even think Texan football is a violent sport while they hack at each other with swords.

      The officer spoke flawless English. He said, “We have set up this little reception party in the same place for several nights. So nice of you to finally join us in our little clearing.”

      Angela said, “Tut mir leid, Herr—”

      He cut her off with a raised finger and said, “Yes, yes. I’m sure you have some convincing story or other about being out here to catch frogs for the local restaurants. Of course, there are no ponds within many meters of here, and I have no time to listen to such nonsense anyway.”

      Actually, Angela thought, that indeed was going to be the story she was prepared to tell. It seemed like a good excuse to explain why they were out there in the middle of the night.

      The SS officer continued in English. He said, “No, I think you are the famous Texan agent, code-named Angel. To what does it reference? The Angel of Death?”

      He smiled at her, coldly. The smile never touched his eyes.

      Angela looked back at him with an innocent expression fixed on her face and said, “Parlez-vous français?”

      His smile grew broader. He said, “No, no, no, my dear. I distinctly heard you summon the airman in English.”

      She held his eye without fear for a solid minute. The officer nodded, a satisfied look crossing his face.

      “I believe you are the OSS agent code-named ‘Angel.’ And, even if you are not . . . no matter.”

      He stepped back, out of the way of the soldiers behind him. He barked out a command over his shoulder.

      “Erschiessen!”

      Several things happened at once. A dozen Mauser rifles misfired, their chambers blowing open as if the muzzles were clogged.

      A bright flash of blue-green light appeared as a sudden slit in reality opened. Two people ran out of it with guns blazing.

      The soldiers went down and most of the lights were shot out in a hail of bullets.

      The shooters walked into the now reduced light, and Angela smiled at the sight of Rick dressed in a thick black turtleneck, black trousers and combat boots, with double-shoulder holsters strapped on.

      Next to him stood one of the most attractive women Angela had ever seen, with long curly black locks reaching down to the middle of her back. She was dressed the same as Rick and carried similar pistols, with identical holsters.

      The SS officer turned to look at them with a reddening face and rage in his eyes.

      He said, “Was machen—”

      BLAM!

      He crumpled to the ground, a red hole in his forehead gushing blood.

      Everybody turned to look at the woman, whose gun still smoked from the shot. She said, “I hate socialists. National Socialists are the worst.”

      Rick smiled again and said, “It’s good to see you, Angela. This is Nancy Chance. Nancy, meet Angela.”

      Nancy holstered her gun and stuck her hand out. Angela shook it. Then Angela turned back to Rick and said, “Boy, am I glad to see you.”

      Rick said, “Yeah, Cait told us you were in trouble. We got here as fast as we could.”

      “Well, I’m glad Cait is looking out for me. What have you been doing these past few months? Looks like your gunshot wounds are all healed up.”

      “For us it’s only been three days. Time works differently back home.”

      Rick looked at Pierre who stared back at him with a stunned expression on his face.

      Angela smiled and said, “Don’t worry about him. He doesn’t understand much English.”

      They all turned to look at the young airman, who gulped. He too seemed rather astonished at the turn of events.

      “Don’t mind us,” Nancy said. “Just go where they tell you and get back to England.”

      She turned to Angela and said, “In the meantime we’d like to help you kill some more Nazis. I hate ’em. Hate the language, too. What’s up with that word order in German? Their verbs suck.”

      Angela said, “Well, actually, I haven’t been killing many Nazis. We’ve been getting these guys back and trying to avoid them as much as possible.”

      Nancy nodded and said, “Yeah, I’m thinking Rick and I are going to engage in some good old-fashioned sabotage. Blow up some bridges. Maybe ambush some troops.”

      Rick said, “Nancy was killed by a fae posing as a German agent on her world back in the day. She still holds a grudge.”

      Angela said, “Oh, I see. Well, that makes sense. I’d love to talk more about it. Why don’t you two help us grab the IDs and anything else on the soldiers’ bodies, and we’ll make our way back to the cottage. If the other men beat us home they’ll have some tea on, I hope.”

      Rick and Nancy smiled, and moved to help loot the corpses.
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      Tiff groaned, but no sound escaped her lips. She tried to speak. She shouted at the top of her lungs, but no noise came out.

      Worse than that, she could not feel vibrations, the sensation of air flowing past her vocal cords.

      She should have felt something. As far as she knew, as far as she could tell, she was still in corporeal form. Yet, all around her was . . . nothing. A great expanse of emptiness, everywhere.

      She mentally commanded her right hand to pinch her left arm.

      Nothing.

      The command seemed to go out from her brain, as if the brain knew her hands and arms were still attached. But, nothing happened.

      She floated aimlessly. Or at least, she thought she floated. There was no up or down. Nothing to get a bearing on.

      The lack of sensation, the endless nothingness, would surely drive her insane.

      She closed her eyes again. Or at least, she made the mental command to do so. It made no difference. Nothingness stretched before her, whether her eyes were shut or open.

      Desperately, she reached out in her mind for something, anything, to replace the void around her.

      She remembered Darius Booker, and his reddening face when she first met him and said he must not date much.

      Darius, the way he looked at her at that party at Al Capone’s mansion.

      Darius throwing himself in front of her when Sleaghan sent a bolt her way, and how he was willing to die for her even though he just met her.

      Darius, and the look he gave her when she let Capone’s goons drown him in cement boots, knowing that in a short while she would see him resurrected. But he wasn’t thinking that; the look on his face was one of terror and betrayal as they threw him into the water.

      She hugged herself, or at least commanded her unfelt arms to hug her unseen self, and focused on Darius, his sweet face filling her thoughts. She remembered his scent, the way he kissed . . .
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      “It’s an excellent spell.”

      The two fae hovered in spirit form near a large glowing obelisk. The black stone monument stood alone in a field of green grass stretching to the horizon in all directions.

      The taller fae nodded, not in thanks for the compliment but in agreement.

      He said, “Indeed. I have been working on this for countless years. It’s based on sensory deprivation chambers, which always seem to gain popularity in the United States during the 1960s and 70s.”

      The shorter fae nodded, his slight essence in the physical realm reflecting a few shards of sunlight with the motion.

      He spoke cautiously out of respect for the taller fae. He said, “And what will you do when they inevitably find her, my lord?”

      The tall fae smiled, and even the bright sunlight seemed to dim a bit in that cold, cold grin.

      Behind him, slits in reality opened. First half a dozen, then three dozen, then dozens more.

      From each slit, a spectral fae in his natural form entered the world around the obelisk. Their short, translucent gray bodies filtered out the sun, casting horrible shadows on the grass.

      “When they find her,” the tall fae said, “we’ll be ready.”
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      In the multiverse, thousands of Earths exist in thousands of dimensions.

      In the beginning God created the very first universe, the original one, and its world is now known as O-Earth. There, the great drama between Lucifer and Jesus culminated.

      In the blink of an eye from a cosmic perspective, God created the multiverse immediately after bringing O-Earth into existence.

      In the multiverse, versions of Earth co-exist on their own timelines in their own realities. Some follow Original Earth’s blueprint closely. Others depart wildly from the first one.

      Of the alternates, some still exist with no monitors. Most are in timelines before a catastrophic flood wipes out almost all life on land, and thus not really worthy of being monitored yet.

      The Computerized Artificial Intelligence Terminal known more commonly as Cait, along with the Electronic Books computer known as Eb, discerned that of these thousands of unmonitored alternates six were promising locations for the captured fae hunter known as Tyfainne.

      Thus, all six were to be explored and monitors placed so that the computers could get a better look at those nascent worlds, and hopefully find the missing huntress.

      On one of the alternates, a thin blue-green line appeared in the air, stretching vertically near the ground in the middle of an empty, foggy field.

      It hovered motionless for a moment, then slowly widened, revealing a very large and unadorned room save for two people impatiently waiting.

      When it grew big enough, a young man stepped through wearing jeans and a t-shirt over an iron mesh undersuit. A short young woman of Asian descent carrying a bag full of weapons stepped out after him.

      The man stood at a decent height, but he was not muscle-bound. He had what might be considered an average appearance in most of the European nations throughout the multiverse.

      In fact, Darius Booker considered himself American. He hailed from Chicago, and he was recently murdered by Al Capone back in his home alternate.

      When he was alive, he wore glasses and served as an accountant for Capone’s Outfit on his alternate.

      His resurrected body needed no glasses, and with extraordinarily advanced technology representing thousands of years of human advancement, he could alter his appearance at will on the molecular level.

      But already he felt comfortable enough with his new body that he did not bother altering it.

      Besides, this was how Tiff knew him. When he found her, he wanted to look like somebody she remembered.

      The young woman was called Niko. She was Japanese, and had passed away in the late 19th century on her alternate. In more ways than one, she was older than Booker.

      While the spiritual battles were waged between fallen angels, humans and holy angels on the first world, the fae abandoned O-Earth early.

      Sensing the ultimate defeat of evil on the first plane of existence, they sought to spread it throughout the multiverse. Likewise, they fought to prolong their existence before facing judgment. Long after Armageddon and Judgment Day on O-Earth, the fae continued wandering the alternates, sewing evil and chaos in their wake.

      Jason Walker was tasked by the Archangel Michael with stopping them. He set up a headquarters outside time and space and recruited hunters from across the alternates to seek and kill the fae in whatever reality they infested.

      Niko was currently ranked third in the Fae Killers’ hierarchy in terms of number of kills. Consequently, she was well known and very much hated by the enemy.

      Niko placed the bag down on shin-high green grass and opened it, swirls of mist coalescing around her.

      “Here,” she said handing Booker an iron dagger. “I’ve got other stuff too, if we need it. Let me plant a sensor for Cait.”

      Booker added the dagger to his own personal inventory of iron weapons while Niko pulled out something that looked like a small rock. She placed it on the ground as the doorway to Headquarters winked shut behind her.

      Niko said, “Everything good, Cait?”

      The computer’s voice came back in her head, and in Booker’s also.

      “Yes. Ideally, I need one sensor per continent. But, at least one more on the other side of the globe will do for now.”

      “We’ll get it,” Niko said.

      She hoisted the bag back over her shoulder and smiled up at Booker.

      “It will take less energy for Cait if we make our own way around. Lead on, McDuff!”

      Booker grimaced. He said, “I’m not that good at this flying thing. But, I’ll try.”

      Niko laughed and said, “Cait, make us invisible so no one can see how clumsy Darius is.”

      Instantly, both Niko and Booker disappeared from sight.

      He could make out a faint outline of the petite woman standing nearby, but he knew they were completely invisible to anyone else.

      He had a flashback to when he first met Tiff, when she accompanied him to work each day invisibly.

      “I don’t think anybody can see us in this fog, anyway,” he muttered, pulling himself back into the present.

      He saw the transparent image of Niko smile at him.

      Booker took a deep breath, concentrated, then slowly floated up into the mist-filled air.
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      The intercom on Ezekiel Oldman’s desk buzzed.

      His office was well apportioned. The desk Oldman sat at was a metal monstrosity with an expensive leather top, made in America by the Midwest Metallic and Manufactory Co. of Kansas City, Missouri.

      A solid wood office chair, built to last practically forever no matter how long it remained in use, held an older man bent over a ledger and various piles of paper scattered on the desktop.

      The chair was made by the Arboreal Seating Co., of Kansas City, Kansas. The two furniture companies remained crosstown and intrastate rivals.

      Oldman frowned at the intercom, as if he could transmit the frown electronically to his secretary.

      He was in his 60s, with gray hair and a widening bald spot on the back of his head.

      His suit was dark blue, and expensive. He purchased it on a business trip to Chicago last summer, in fact. The calendar on the wall behind him read August, 1933.

      The device buzzed again.

      Annoyed, he pressed the intercom’s button and said, “Anna, I asked not to be disturbed.”

      “I know, Mr. Oldman. But you have a visitor and he is insistent on seeing you. He won’t go away, and he won’t take ‘no’ for an answer.”

      Oldman sighed. Anna was far too nice. She had worked tirelessly as his secretary for 21 years. He was godfather to her children, and he attended the weddings, funerals and other social events of her family while she did the same for his. He played golf with her husband. Everybody traded gifts at birthdays and Christmas.

      But she was really far too nice with visitors. And he could never fuss at her about it since her feelings were made of glass. They shattered easily.

      So he stifled his annoyance instead of biting her head off when he pressed the button again. His voice nonetheless held a strained note of mild irritation. That would be enough to convey to her, and hopefully the visitor, that he was not pleased.

      “Send them in, then.”

      The entrance to Oldman’s office consisted of two oak doors, intricately carved by hand to show a pastoral scene depicting a western ranch. It reminded Ezekiel of home.

      The second door stayed shut most all the time, so the expense for the custom work could have been halved. But when Oldman commissioned the doors, when this office was new, the Roaring Twenties were in full swing and there was money to spare for such luxuries in the world of banking.

      And Ezekiel Oldman had done very well in the financial realm. This bank, of which he remained President, was the largest in terms of assets in the entire state.

      Nonetheless, he sometimes thought that a single door would have been adequate, since the other one was never used for anything.

      Well, come to think of it . . . he did open the second door when this giant desk was delivered.

      In the middle of his thoughts, a dead man walked into his office.

      Jason Walker smiled at him.

      “Hello, Zeke.”

      Oldman’s mouth dropped open in astonishment.

      Jason looked just as Oldman remembered him years ago, when he first showed up one night at the ranch killing zombies.

      As if fighting zombies weren’t enough, Jason and Oldman’s older brother followed a tear in reality and brought a group of Indian warriors to battle Germans in London on an alternate world.

      Jason stayed with their mother, recently widowed, remaining with her until she passed away. Oldman had not seen his stepfather in almost 20 years.

      “What . . . Jason . . . you’re . . . you’re . . .”

      The obviously young and no longer aged version of Jason Walker chuckled.

      He said, “Dead? No, of course not. I explained to you and your brother years ago who I am. Or, have you forgotten? I am the Walker. I walk among the alternates.”

      The buzzer sounded again and Anna’s electronic voice came over the speaker.

      “Mr. Oldman, you have a call on—”

      “Hold my calls, Anna. And, no visitors!”

      He punched the button in annoyance.

      Jason smiled and said, “She’s nice.”

      “Too nice,” Oldman grumbled.

      He leaned back in his wooden chair and frowned at the man before him.

      “Jason, I haven’t seen you since Mom died in ’14. You literally rode off into the sunset, never to be seen nor heard from again.”

      He looked older then, too. At the funeral, he looked the same age as the boys’ mother. But Ezekiel did not mention that. He knew that Jason was . . . immortal. The aging was to make everyone around him comfortable. And it avoided awkward questions by those who did now know who he was.

      Come to think of it, Oldman thought, his aging like that probably made Mom comfortable, too.

      The Walker said, “That’s right. I said my goodbyes to you and Eli both, back then. And your families. But, I wanted to pay you a final visit. There’s some important things happening in your world soon, and I thought you might like to know about them ahead of time. At least enough to keep you and this bank you’ve built out of trouble.”

      Oldman’s nerves tingled with excitement. Before he “died,” or left or whatever, Jason explained to the boys the causes of the Great War and how the United States would be dragged into it. He had been correct, of course, and everything played out exactly as Jason predicted.

      Oldman waited with expectation to hear what the Walker had to say now.

      Jason said, “On every alternate like this one, just about, we see the same pattern play out. Germany suffers punitive damage after an initial world war, then gets taken over by a dictator and begins surreptitiously rearming for another round.

      “But before that, before the U.S. gets involved again, this country and others go through the worst economic depression ever seen to this point. The timing is slightly different on every alternate. And this world is overdue.”

      Oldman sighed deeply as the repercussions of what Jason was saying hit home.

      He said, “And things were going so well.”

      “Too well. If you have any stocks, Zeke, now is the time to sell. Sell them even if they’re at record highs and you think they’re going higher. The entire market will collapse soon. It’ll take months, but Wall Street will hit record lows and stay there for a long time. If you’re sitting on cash, you might be able to scoop up some bargains after the fall, but many businesses will go belly up, so be careful.

      “Know that many financial institutions won’t survive either. There will be runs on local branches as depositors withdraw all their funds in a single day. If you want this bank to survive, you need to be in the best position possible before the crash.

      “Finally, if you have any loans outstanding, any debt at all, pay them off if you can. I know Eli and his family are running the ranch. Let him know this is coming, too. Make sure he doesn’t have a mortgage on the ranch. A lot of people are going to lose everything.”

      Oldman mentally made notes about what the Walker said.

      Out loud he said, “How long will this go on?”

      “The Great Depression does not end until World War Two, I’m afraid. You’re looking at ten or more years of trouble ahead. Already, a dictator has taken over Germany.”

      Oldman nodded. He said, “Hitler. Henry Ford likes him. So does Charles Lindbergh.”

      “They’ll change their tune soon enough.”

      The two talked for another hour. After the momentous news of impending calamity had sunk in, Oldman asked the Walker several more questions. Once his curiosity was satisfied they reminisced about the old days, of Ezekiel and his brother growing up on the ranch out west.

      At last, the Walker stood up to go.

      “Tell Eli I said hello.”

      “He is going to be so jealous he missed you.”

      The Walker shrugged. He said, “Well, he got to go fight Nazis decades before they sprang into existence here. Remind him of that if he complains.”

      Jason reached across the desk and gripped Oldman’s hand.

      Ezekiel said, “Are we going to see you again? Are you going to keep an eye on us and our children down through the years?”

      “No. I just came back to this one instance before leaving this alternate for good. Fae influence has waned here, and I don’t expect to return unless I have to. I’ve got other places to be.”

      Oldman looked crestfallen.

      Jason said, “You and your descendants will do fine. Keep the faith. Remember, the only way into heaven is through Jesus. Pass that along to your kids and grandkids, and you’ll all see one another again in the afterlife.”

      He squeezed Oldman’s hand again then he departed with a final smile, walking out the ornate door.

      “Wait! Jason!”

      Oldman ran around the desk and opened the door, looking in both directions.

      Anna stared back at him from her reception desk.

      He said, “Where’d he go?”

      “Where’d who go?”

      “The man who was in my office, who just left!”

      “Oh. I didn’t see him leave. Are you all right? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Oldman took a deep breath, held it, then let it out in a rush.

      “Call the board members, Anna. We’ve got to hold an emergency meeting as soon as possible. There’s a storm brewing, and I want to be on top of it.”
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      Everything, Booker realized, was covered in mist. No matter how far they flew, fog was everywhere, blanketing the land.

      In desperation, he headed straight up. He rose higher and higher, Niko following.

      At last, on the outer edge of the atmosphere, he looked at the globe splayed out before him. Cait automatically surrounded the pair with a sphere of warm air so they could breathe at this altitude.

      Booker said, “The whole world is covered in fog!”

      Niko nodded and said, “This is the primordial mist. It won’t go away until a comet hits. That leads to the Flood, and atmospheric changes. The impact puts a tilt on the axis too, if I remember correctly.”

      “Wow. I’ve never seen it. Now that you mention it, though, I guess I’ve read about the primordial mist before. Well, I think it stinks. You can’t see anything.”

      They looked down on the cloud-shrouded world in silence for a moment.

      Booker said, “So, what are we doing about sensors again?”

      “Let’s plant at least one more.”

      Booker nodded, and they started back down toward the planet’s surface. They flew fast for a while, letting the world rotate below them so they would land roughly on the other side of the globe.

      Soon they were surrounded by mist again as they dropped back down toward the surface.

      “This really reduces visibility,” Booker grumbled.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Niko said. “We’re somewhere above Europe at the moment. Or, what’s probably going to become Europe in this alternate’s future.”

      They dropped closer to the ground and could only see a few miles in all directions.

      “Look at that,” Niko said, pointing.

      As the mist cleared, they saw two groups of large men with spears racing toward each other and screaming. They collided with force, sharp flint points clacking on wood and thunking into flesh. Screams of hate and pain filled the foggy air.

      “Those guys are huge,” Booker said, awestruck at the primitive violence below.

      “The Nephilim,” Niko said. “Giants of old, both before and after the Flood.”

      They watched as both sides battled it out, stone knives now appearing in the hands of some as they closed the ground with vicious slashes, drawing blood. The wounded were not spared either, with quick jabs to the throat putting them out of their misery.

      “Should we take a side?” Booker said, a touch of awe in his voice.

      Niko said, “Nah. Besides, they’re all going to be wiped out when that comet hits.”

      Booker looked at her, startled.

      He said, “I hadn’t thought about that. So everybody down there dies?”

      “Come on, Darius. You know the story of Noah and the ark. His three sons are the fathers of the three races in human history after the Flood. It’s the same on virtually every alternate.”

      “Right, right. Yeah, I know the story.”

      “Let’s go down over there, away from the fighting. That looks like as good a place as any.”

      They alighted in an empty field. Niko pulled out another sensor and dropped it on the ground.

      “Let us know if you see anything on this world, Cait.”

      Cait’s voice came back to both their implants.

      “Will do, Niko.”

      “Okay. Open a door, and we’ll go to the next one.”

      A horizontal slit appeared in the air and they walked through it, remaining invisible.

      The slit closed, winking out of sight.

      For several minutes, nothing happened in the field or in the trees surrounding it.

      Then, an eye appeared, hovering in the air. It was big, and black, staring where the slit had made its brief appearance.

      No one saw the eye floating in the air, certainly not the Nephilim fighting some distance away.

      After a moment, the eye closed. Then it disappeared, too.
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      Pierre looked at Rick with an odd expression on his face.

      Both could hardly see one another in the gloom. It was a moonless night on the French Atlantic coast, and the men were in Lorient, near the water.

      They both wore black frog suits, although Pierre had no intention of getting into the water. He was just along to carry supplies.

      Rick pulled a metal tank over his back and strapped on a mask with hoses stretching back.

      “This is an underwater breathing apparatus,” he said to Pierre in French.

      “Ah, oui,” Pierre said. “A Frenchman has invented such a device. Jacques Cousteau.”

      Rick nodded. “Yes, the Aqualung. But this one is different. It was modified by OSS to be recirculating, so there are no bubbles rising to the surface.”

      Pierre’s eyes widened as he grasped the implications.

      He said, “So the watchmen looking over the water, they will never see you coming.”

      “Precisely. And, that’s a Texas innovation.”

      Pierre smiled in the dim light. They had traded friendly barbs about the question of superiority between their two countries for months now.

      Rick was technically an American, but since the United States did not exist on this alternate, he encouraged Pierre’s belief that he and Nancy Chance were from Texas.

      All the roles the US played in his home world were carried out by the country of Texas in this alternate. It stretched west of the Mississippi to the California coast. It also took out a larger chunk of Mexico’s traditional territory, including the Baja Peninsula.

      Besides, he thought, the French are arrogant in every alternate. It never hurts to take them down a peg or two.

      “Be careful, mon ami,” Pierre said as Rick slipped rubber fins over his feet.

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be back before daylight.”

      Rick splashed into the water from their secluded pier, the noise blanketed by waves sloshing in.

      The port city of Lorient was one of several Nazi sub bases, but it was special. It used to serve as headquarters for Karl Dönitz, the commander of the German submarine fleet.

      When Admiral Raeder fell out of favor with Hitler after some embarrassing setbacks at sea, Dönitz found himself promoted to Grand Admiral. Now heading up the entire Navy, Dönitz was back in Berlin, far from the easy reach of bombers and assassins.

      If Dönitz followed the pattern of his doppelgängers on other alternates, Rick thought, he would serve at least a decade in prison for war crimes after the Nuremburg Trials, then die an old man in the 1980s.

      Right now, Lorient had been bombed nearly to oblivion by waves of British and Texan planes. Yet still, U-boats docked here. They were repaired, their crews rested, and the vessels restocked for additional forays in the Atlantic where they hunted convoys supplying Great Britain with desperately needed food and supplies.

      Rick swam, splashing as little as possible, and slowly rounded the rubble of a bombed-out quay. In the gloom ahead, three submarines were dry-docked underneath massive concrete bunkers meant to protect them from aerial assault: U-166, U-384 and U-901.

      U-166 was a second generation vessel, deployed early in the war. A hardy veteran, it had sunk 68 ships and damaged dozens more. It had been rammed twice by British destroyers, limping away successfully both times and staying afloat long enough to return to Lorient for repairs.

      Rick had no idea how many lives had been lost to U-166’s torpedoes, but he hoped to avenge some of them tonight.  The sub was top on his list of targets.

      U-384 was a third generation sub, and had already racked up 12 kills over two deployments. Its elimination would also greatly help Allied shipping.

      U-901 was the latest model, brand new. In fact, it was due to head out on its maiden voyage tomorrow morning. With longer range, bigger batteries, more torpedoes, and a deeper diving depth than its predecessors, U-901 promised to be much more effective at sinking Allied ships.

      Rick hoped the explosives he was planting would at least delay 901’s departure, if not completely derail it altogether.

      Slowly he neared the bunkers, making as little noise as possible. He started from the left, with U-166. Fixing its position, he sank into the port’s relatively still water and swam in the proper direction with the primitive scuba gear.

      Soon, in the inky darkness ten feet under, he sensed an even darker shape before him. Reaching out, he felt concrete from the edge of the bunker.

      He surfaced slowly and looked around. No one seemed to notice.

      A woman’s voice spoke in the implant inside his head.

      “Two guards, about twenty feet to your left and right. A third at the corner to your right. You came in at an ideal location.”

      “Thanks, Cait. When are the bombers going to be here?”

      “They are showing up on radar as we speak.”

      Sure enough, the low long wail of an air raid siren started up, slowly growing louder.

      He heard the guards on the concrete above him converse quietly.

      One of them said, “Schnell!”

      They withdrew, heading to shelter.

      Rick waited in the water a few more minutes until the buzz of airplane engines could be heard as hundreds of bombers filled the sky.

      He reached up and grasped a metal hand bar, pulling himself out of the water. The concrete dock was deserted. He pulled off his flippers and clipped them on the back of his belt, then he quickly moved to the huge hangar housing U-166. There were no lights and the workers had all evacuated.

      “Submarine pens suck,” he thought as the approaching planes grew louder.

      They served as huge concrete bunkers to protect the subs from bombings while they were serviced. The pens at Lorient doubled as dry docks. The subs were hoisted out of the water on rollers, and pulled inside the bunkers while they were serviced.

      The planes approaching were British Manchesters. Rick suspected they were similar if not identical to Lancasters on his world. They shared the distinctive double tail that British designers seemed to favor across all the alternates.

      The Manchesters also had the widest bombing doors and could handle the biggest ordnance the Allies could produce.

      Thus far, the British and the Texans had not developed bunker buster bombs, although the “Tallboy,” a 12,000 pound monstrosity, was on the drawing board.

      But tonight, Rick thought, he would “help” the Brits by blowing up the three subs in dry dock, even though they remained under impregnable cover.

      The drone of Rolls-Royce Merlin engines grew much louder.

      At least those names remained the same, Rick thought. Lancasters and Manchesters used engines by the same name.

      He heard the first Thump! of a bomb exploding over Lorient as he raced inside the giant darkened submarine bunker.

      Rick stopped to unstrap his waterproof backpack and retrieve plastic explosives. He pulled out several chunks of green putty labeled “808,” carrying a distinct almond smell. He slapped three along the length of the sub, running wires between them.

      “Thank you, Alfred Nobel,” he muttered to himself, as he connected the last wire to a timer, setting it for 15 minutes.

      He jogged out of the bay and jumped into the water to swim to the next one. Around him the night sky flashed as bomb after bomb exploded.

      FLABOOM!

      One hit the harbor and water splashed everywhere as Rick climbed up the second concrete pier.

      “That was close,” Rick said, jogging for U-384.

      He quickly strung together three more patches of green putty and set the timer for ten minutes, then he jogged back to the water.

      “Glad I’m not doing this in my first body,” he said.

      FLABOOM!

      The next bomb scored a direct hit on the first bunker, showering the area with dust and small chunks of concrete. The structure remained intact, as did the sub it sheltered.

      Rick dove into the water and swam for the third dry dock, housing the newest vessel.

      Lights flashed through the water as more bombs fell while the British airmen tried to nail the submarine pen.

      Rick pulled himself up out of the water smiling.

      “This is fun!”

      He ran across the concrete pier toward the newest sub as more bombs fell in the harbor behind him.

      He paused for a moment at the tail end of the sleek new submarine to catch his breath. Then he unzipped his bag and began pulling out the last of the plastic explosives.

      “Halt!”

      He looked up to see a guard running in the dark, submachine gun aimed at him.

      “Aw, man. What is the matter with you?”

      As the guard approached Rick glared at him.

      “Hands up!” the man yelled in German.

      Rick decided to fake him out.

      In German, he said, “What is the meaning of this? You are supposed to be in shelter! Explain yourself, soldier!”

      A brief look of surprise crossed the guard’s face.

      “What? I am guarding this facility. What are you doing here?”

      “I am running an exercise to test this unit’s defenses during an air raid! You are completely out of line! Get back to shelter this instance!”

      Reluctantly, the soldier lowered his weapon. Then he came to a decision.

      He said, “I will accompany you during your exercise. And I will need to see some papers as well.”

      “Yes, yes. No problem. Let me finish.”

      Rick slapped a chunk of Explosive 808 on the sub and strung wire from it to the midsection. The guard followed, his suspicions growing deeper as they progressed.

      “What are you doing? What is this?”

      “This is part of the simulation. Do not interfere. I will provide full documentation in a moment.”

      Rick slapped a patch of explosives to the middle of the sub, and strung wire to the front, where he attached the final chunk.

      “This is not right,” the guard said, protesting a final time.

      “Quiet.”

      He reached down and set the timer for three minutes, allowing for delays.

      “Now, we must step away for the simulation to be complete.”

      “You will follow me.”

      The guard lifted his gun again, pointing it at Rick.

      “Fine, fine. Naturally. But, we must step away to complete the simulation.”

      Far away, Rick thought.

      They walked to the end of the hangar, deeper inside, bombs still falling in the harbor. One hit the meters of reinforced concrete almost directly above them in a deafening explosion. Dust and cement chips rained down on them, but still the two walked forward.

      Rick knew from his own world’s experience with German subs that the concrete pens would remain impervious to multiple bombing runs. He walked confidently forward in the aftermath of the explosion while the guard behind him glanced up with a much more apprehensive look on his face.

      Over his mental link, Rick said, “It’s about time to make my exit, Cait.”

      “If you escape, I am showing a high probability of negative consequences for your captor,” Cait said inside his head.

      “So? What’ll they do, send him to the Eastern Front? Execute him on the spot?”

      “He is only 14.”

      Rick raised his eyebrows. He stopped and turned, giving the guard a closer look in the gloom. The German stood about the same height as Rick, but now he could make out the boy’s youthful features.

      In his mind, Rick said, “Man, war sucks. Alright, I’ll get captured.”

      The timers on all three subs clicked at that moment.

      Behind them U-901 blew open like a cracked egg.

      PHLABABUMPH!

      The force of the explosion knocked the guard over.

      Blam!

      A round in his Mauser discharged as he hit the floor, ricocheting off the concrete.

      Rick, who had crouched with the explosion, straightened up. He looked back at the smoking submarine with satisfaction. Then he looked at the teenager passed out on his stomach and sighed.

      He bent down and rolled the boy over.

      “Come on. Wake up. Come on.”

      He slapped the kid’s face. The boy’s eyes fluttered open.

      Whistles sounded in the distance. Rick looked up and saw the distinctive headdress of SS guards running toward them.

      “Get up,” he said, helping the boy to his feet. “You’ve caught a saboteur. Good job.”

      He raised his hands as they both stood up. The boy looked dazed.

      He said, “Is this part of the simulation?”

      “Aim the gun at me. Good. Stand still and wait until they get here.”

      The whistles sounded closer as the SS moved in.
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      A slit of blue-green light appeared in a bare and bereft Wildflower Room. When it grew wide enough, the Walker stepped through.

      He frowned at the banality of the surroundings. Everywhere he looked, he saw little else but brown dirt.

      “Cait, let’s restore the main passageway area to its former glory. And by ‘let’s,’ I mean you.”

      “I am already on it.”

      As the Walker strolled down what used to be a path to the rowan door, green shoots and English daisies sprouted, overtaking the dull brown color of the ground.

      By the time Jason made it to the exit, the room began to look more like its old self again. It even smelled like springtime.

      He nodded, looking back in satisfaction, and went through the door.

      Inside a large reception area lit up in the gentle flames of old style gas lamps, Cait sat at her desk facing a holographic computer station.

      As usual, the advanced technology seemed out of place in this room, styled after something from the 19th century.

      Toya stood behind Cait. She waved at Jason as he walked in.

      Toya died in the late 1980s on her alternate. She was an incredibly attractive African-American woman, and could easily find success as a model in just about any timeline were she so inclined. Like the other hunters, though, she was much more interested in killing fae.

      “We don’t know where Tiff is,” Toya said with a frown.

      “Are we looking for her?” Jason said. “What’s going on?”

      “Booker went after her. Eb and Cait narrowed down the possibilities. We sent Niko with him since he’s still green.”

      “That’s good. What have they found?”

      Both Toya and Jason turned to look at Cait.

      She looked back at them, her plain face emotionless.

      “They have not found much. They planted sensors for me on six likely alternates. So far I have not received much data, nor have I found any traces of fae activity.”

      Jason rubbed his chin, deep in thought.

      He said, “Hm. Maybe we can stir some things up. When are they due back?”

      Cait glanced at the holographic terminal and said, “They are stepping into the Wildflower Room as we speak.”

      A few minutes later, Booker and Niko walked through the rowan door.

      Booker looked extremely disappointed. Niko was not smiling, but she did not look completely disheartened, either.

      Booker said, “I can’t believe she’s not in any of those, Cait. You and Eb were so sure one of them has to be the place.”

      Cait said, “We cannot rule out her absence yet. It is always possible the fae are using a new spell I have never encountered. Properly configured, such magic could elude my sensors.”

      “How can we figure that out?” Niko said.

      Cait shared a glance with Jason.

      He nodded and said, “Like we did in the beginning, when Cait and I first started out. Before I recruited anybody, and it was just me and her.

      “We’d drop sensors on a newly discovered alternate early, shortly after creation. Then we’d take data readings throughout its timeline. If fae are present, they generally divulge themselves one way or another over time.”

      He nodded back at the computer, allowing her to continue the explanation.

      Cait said, “There are certain points in the timeline where slight alterations can speed a world’s drift toward chaos. Fae enjoy exacerbating these critical moments. Doing so can cut short the natural chain of events on a world. At the very least, they cause many more problems than normal.

      “So, through observing an alternate’s timeline we can usually uncover a fae’s presence by seeing what effects they wield at these critical moments. The longer the timeline lasts, the greater the opportunity for fae influence to be observed. The temptation to interfere in a world usually proves too strong for them, as time goes by.”

      Booker wore a confused expression on his face.

      He said, “So, we’re just going to wait? How long will that take? Are we talking thousands of years here, or what?”

      Jason raised an eyebrow and said, “Well, obviously waiting is different for us outside of time. You put those sensors in place on each planet before the Flood, right?”

      Niko and Booker nodded.

      Jason pointed toward the terminal and said, “Cait will take snapshots of the planets’ timelines. You understand that we are outside of time right now. That gives us certain advantages. We can follow an alternate for thousands of years in a few moments. Think of it as a DVR. We can skim through a two hour movie at very high speed, pausing every now and then for a look.”

      Booker gave him a blank expression.

      “Oh, right. You haven’t seen that technology yet, have you, Darius? Think of it as a VCR, and we press the fast-forward button . . . No? Hm. Cait, help me out here.”

      Cait said, “In the 1930s, Mr. Booker would be familiar with films presented in theaters. But the concept of ‘fast-forwarding’ through a movie is foreign to him.”

      “Yes, I just realized that. Okay, Darius. Think of it this way. Every world’s timeline is like a book. We are flipping the pages and peeking in every chapter or so to see how the plot develops, but we’re not reading the entire thing. We just take a spot check every so often. Does that help?”

      “Um . . . I guess?”

      “Right. Higher technology can be difficult to grasp. Sometimes you’ve just got to go with it. I’ll jump in a car and drive without thinking too much about how the engine works. But horses are a lot simpler for me to understand. Same thing here with chronologistics and so forth.”

      They both turned their attention back to Cait, staring at the holographic monitor. Her hands moved as she adjusted some controls, and data flashed in the air above the terminal.

      As if sensing their observation, she said, “I have not found any evidence of fae manipulation yet.”

      “Alright. Keep looking.”

      The Walker grinned sheepishly at Booker and said, “I don’t actually have to tell her to keep looking. She’ll do it anyway. But, she is programmed to tolerate human foibles in conversation.”

      Booker nodded and said, “Tiff told me she’d argue with Cait all the time.”

      The memory sparked a mood shift in Booker, and his face fell.

      Jason put a hand on his shoulder and said, “Hey, buck up. We’ll find her. These fae can’t resist interfering in human events. It’s like a moth to flame with them. If they’re anywhere on one of those worlds, Cait will find them.”

      Booker nodded again, but stared glumly at the holograph as data flew by. Inscrutable numbers raced across the top of the terminal. Cait watched them without even blinking.

      Jason said, “Come on. Let’s go eat and get our minds off this. It’ll take Cait some time. Not thousands of years, but time nonetheless. There’s no point standing around watching her. There’s nothing we can do yet. Let’s go to my place and we’ll have a meal.”

      With coaxing and encouragement, Jason managed to drag Booker away from the terminal. Niko and Toya accompanied the men as they headed to the residence hallway.

      Several minutes passed, and Cait’s human interface followed the data flashing by, silently.

      Half an hour later she reached out with a finger in the middle of the holograph, stopping the flow. She stared at a series of numbers floating in the air.

      “That is noteworthy.”
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      The sensor looked like a rock.

      It lay in a field on the European continent completely unnoticed by humans or animals alike.

      The Great Flood came, wiping out the warring tribes of Nephilim nearby, and it moved with the water. Years passed and runoff from strong storms moved it again.

      It went into the bottom of stream and spent quite some time there.

      Eventually, the stream moved, leaving it underground.

      Here at last it settled into the soil a few miles from the coast, near a body of water that was to become known as the English Channel.

      Its weight, combined with the ground shifting above it, sunk it deeper, until its location became relatively stable.

      There it remained as years turned into centuries, and centuries turned into millennia.

      The land became known as Gaul, and became a Roman province.

      God visited earth in human form, appearing in a minor corner of the Roman Empire for a while before offering Himself as a final blood sacrifice. The eras were divided in two, from before His visit to after.

      The western half of the Roman Empire fell as Goths sacked its great cities. The former provinces, including Gaul, learned to govern themselves.

      A thousand years later, the eastern half fell, too.

      The western provinces adopted Romance languages as their mother tongues, shaped and influenced by Latin.

      The Germanic provinces in the central and northern parts of Europe resisted.

      Led by Hermann, the Germans tribes had repelled occupation, using Rome’s own military tactics against her Legions and exacting terrible tolls.

      So, Rome abandoned the German provinces and the Germanic tongue prevailed there.

      It prevailed in the northern islands, too, after Rome abandoned Londinium. Later, the islands were invaded by various waves of people from the continent, including the Normans who brought the French tongue with them.

      Thus, the language of English became a curious mixture of Germanic roots with heavy Romantic influence and spellings.

      Plagues roiled Europe and the former Roman provinces grew in power and reach. Colonies were established in the New World as sea powers stretched across the Atlantic.

      England adopted technical innovations and capitalism, thus growing in wealth and power. This led to a British Empire spread around the globe that competed with Spain, Portugal, and others.

      And still Cait’s sensor lay buried under the soil of France near Paris, sending data back to a computer terminal located outside of time and space.

      The American Revolution started, as Britain’s New World colonies broke away by force and set out on their own in a bold experiment with representative democracy.

      A few years later the French Revolution temporarily led to chaos, then a dictatorship and widespread war.

      German principalities united, leading to more war. At last the Great War occurred as the kingdoms of Europe, and for a brief moment the United States, fought it out in the trenches of Belgium.

      After the hostilities, Germany rose again, led by a brutal dictator. The Second World War was even worse than the First.

      Then, the peace and relative stability of the latter half of the 20th century commenced.

      And deep underground, after millennia of monitoring, the sensor finally noticed something . . . different.
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      Rick woke up to the sound of someone tapping a billy club on the bars of his cell.

      He frowned at the older Nazi staring down at him. Then he yawned and stretched.

      The cell was dirty, cramped, and had only a small rusty drain in the middle for waste.

      Rick stood and stretched some more. Then he noticed the two SS goons behind the officer, staring at him with hands near holstered Lugers.

      “What do you want?” Rick said. “I was enjoying my nap.”

      The German cocked an eyebrow, and Rick was immediately reminded of Hollywood portrayals of Nazi officers.

      This one spoke in proficient, yet accented English, lending more weight to the movie stereotype.

      “I am sure you had a long and weary night, Mister . . .?”

      Rick waggled a finger at him and smiled.

      He said, “Nice try. I’m not telling you anything.”

      The officer nodded over his shoulder at the SS guards and said, “My subordinates can be quite persuasive, should the need arise.”

      Rick continued smiling and said, “I won’t hurt a teenaged boy who doesn’t even know what he’s fighting for yet. But I’ve no compunctions against killing SS swine.”

      The guards bristled. One of them pulled out his Luger and worked the action, a round sliding loudly into place.

      The officer turned and made a calming gesture. Reluctantly, the guard holstered his gun again.

      Turning back to Rick, the officer said, “They do not understand much English. But that word is practically the same in both languages.”

      “Good. I’m serious, too.”

      “My name is Franz Schmidt.”

      “The composer?”

      “Ah! Ha. Nein, although you must realize it is a common name.”

      “The Executioner of Nuremburg?”

      Schmidt’s face lit up in pleasant surprise.

      “Oh, you know that one? An educated man, I see. Highly educated. That Schmidt, as you know, passed in the 17th century. Ah . . . how do you know about him?”

      Rick shrugged. He said, “I read a book.”

      “I see, I see. Which one?”

      “I really don’t think you would recognize the author. I can’t remember right now, anyway.”

      Schmidt looked disappointed.

      He took a deep breath and held it while giving Rick a speculative glance.

      At last he let it out. He turned to the guards and spoke a few words in German.

      They protested. One shook his head vigorously.

      But the older officer prevailed and eventually the two walked out, leaving Schmidt to face Rick and his bars alone.

      “I thought you said they couldn’t understand English,” Rick said.

      Schmidt shrugged and said, “One cannot be too careful.”

      Rick pushed his chin with one hand and popped his neck.

      He said, “You have my attention.”

      Schmidt gave him another appraising glance and said, “You know, I think you were serious about killing them.”

      “Of course. I’m only in here so the boy wouldn’t get in too much trouble. When I’m ready to leave, I’ll leave. If I can kill any Jew-hating, Hitler-loving National Socialist on the way out, all the better.”

      Schmidt’s head moved back as if Rick had slapped him.

      He said, “Even me, Herr Strickland?”

      Rick smiled. He had not given the man his name.

      He grabbed both bars and pulled himself closer while looking Schmidt in the eye.

      “What do you want?”

      “I am part of the Ahnenerbe, the German paranormal research group.”

      “Oh, yeah. I’ve heard of you guys. Literally searching for the Holy Grail, Noah’s Ark, the Spear of Destiny and such, aren’t you?”

      Schmidt nodded and smiled, acknowledging the statement.

      “That is correct, but we are interested in much, much more than the Grail, Herr Strickland. We pursue anything . . . extraordinary. And, as it turns out, you are one of those extraordinary things.”

      “Do tell.”

      “At the start of this war, Oberfuhrer von Ribbentrop was at the heart of a plot to wipe out the Allied diplomatic corps before the fighting commenced in full. Instead, he was stopped by you, the Texans, and a group of Indians who traveled to our embassy grounds through a rip in time.”

      At this, Rick stared back silently, unwilling to say anything.

      Schmidt said, “I understand the Indians were quite impressive. Like something out of a Karl May novel. Afterward, more people appeared, some of them with advanced medical training who healed everyone up.”

      “If I recall correctly, no Nazis survived that night. Including Ribbentrop.”

      “The Fae of Eden?”

      Schimdt watched his eyes carefully, but Rick maintained a poker face.

      Schmidt said, “We learned of the incident through diplomatic channels. Now, imagine my surprise when the local authorities capture a saboteur who happens to take out three submarines during a British bombing run, submarines that would normally survive the bombing unscathed.

      “And imagine my further surprise when I learn this saboteur is wearing an iron mesh undersuit, just like our informants described one Rick Strickland back at our embassy wore.

      “Rick Strickland, who also foiled a plot to have the Texan ambassador die in a tragic plane crash on the way to London. Rick Strickland, responsible for the death of the most powerful creature from legend, from the Garden of Eden, even. And I begin to put things together.

      “I begin to think, ‘Franz . . . you should go see this Rick Strickland for yourself and talk with him.’”

      “And I’m thinking, ‘Franz . . . you’re an idiot. Because Rick Strickland hates Nazis and would just as soon kill you, jailed or not.’”

      Schmidt nodded. He said, “You know, I believe you could walk out of this cell right now if you wanted to. I believe no matter how many times the guards shot you, you would still live. I have read the reports on you.

      “But I do not believe you would kill me, Rick Strickland. Not yet, not yet. Not when you hear what I wish to discuss with you.”

      “Okay, fine. But make it snappy, I’m getting bored.”

      The Nazi SS officer leaned in toward the bars and lowered his voice.

      “Does the name Tiffany Valor mean anything to you?”
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      Rick woke up again, this time in the back of a German truck. He stretched, ignoring the manacles clasped around his wrists. The truck hit a pothole, making the other two passengers jostle against each other on the opposite bench.

      He stared back at one of the SS guards, currently giving him a death glare. The man sat with a submachine gun across his lap, and his finger twitched over the trigger, as if looking for an excuse to shoot.

      Rick yawned while eyeing the trigger, wondering if the bumpy road would cause the man to misfire.

      The other occupant was none other than Franz Schmidt. He stared at Rick too, but with more of a speculative look.

      Rick heard a voice in his head, as Nancy Chance took this opportunity to speak over his mental link.

      “Rick? We’re going to get you out of there.”

      “What? No, wait!”

      In his haste, Rick spoke out loud.

      The SS guard stirred, moving his gun. Schmidt’s eyebrows rose, questioningly.

      WABOOM!

      Buddabuddabuddabuddabudda!

      The truck veered to the right, running off the road and plowing into an embankment.

      Rick heard breaking glass from the windshield exploding in a hail of bullets.

      The canvas flap covering the back of the truck ripped open. Before the SS guard could move his gun, Nancy Chance shot him in the head.

      Bang!

      He slumped over, a look of surprise plastered on his face and blood sprouting from his forehead.

      She shifted her aim to Schmidt.

      Rick said, “Wait! I was trying to tell you, I want to go with him. He knows something about Tiff.”

      Schmidt held his hands up and smiled nervously at Nancy, which seemed remarkable under the circumstances, staring into the muzzle of her Colt 1911.

      “My name is Franz Schmidt. You are . . . Nancy? Nancy Chance?”

      Nancy’s eyes shifted back to Rick.

      “Who is this guy? The composer? Did everyone in Germany turn into a Nazi?”

      Rick said, “It’s a different Franz Schmidt. It’s a common name, evidently. He’s with their Ahnenerbe.”

      Nancy turned back to Schmidt and grinned.

      She said, “So, you want to know where the Ark of the Covenant is, don’t you?”

      Schimdt’s face grew very serious, despite the gun pointed at him.

      He said, “Do you know where the Ark is?”

      Nancy’s grin grew wider.

      She turned back to Rick and said, “You can’t be serious.”

      Rick said, “He brought up Tiff’s name on his own, Nancy. Without any prompting from me.”

      “Yes, that is correct,” Schmidt said. “Tiffany Valor. Come to my facility and I will show you everything, Nancy Chance.”

      Nancy sighed and holstered her weapon.

      She said, “Great. I wondered why you let yourself get captured then put on a truck bound for Paris. Hang on a minute and we’ll dispose of the bodies. Pierre! Get over here and pull this dead Jerry out of the truck.”

      In a matter of minutes, the driver and the guard were dragged out and placed in shallow graves, hastily dug by Pierre grumbling about the French doing all the work in this war.

      Cait used artificial microbes to repair the truck’s windshield and eliminate bloodstains. Pierre took over as driver, wearing a stolen SS uniform, which somehow fit despite his smaller stature. If he knew more about Cait, he would thank her for arranging that via the tiny robots, too.

      Nancy made Schmidt go up front to provide Pierre with directions. He climbed in the passenger seat as the last of the windshield seemed to patch itself up with help from the microbes.

      He looked at Pierre, who eyed him behind the steering wheel warily.

      Schmidt said, “How does the truck repair itself?”

      Pierre looked back, uncomprehending.

      When Schmidt realized Pierre was a member of the French Resistance, he rephrased the question in broken French.

      Pierre shrugged and said, “La magie.”

      Schmidt considered the word. Magic. It was spelled the same in German as in French.

      Not knowing the proper French, he resorted to German.

      He said, “Magie oder Technologie?”

      Pierre shrugged and said, “Quelle est la difference?”

      For that, Schmidt had no answer.

      Meanwhile, Nancy crawled into the back of the truck and hugged Rick. He hugged back, awkwardly with his restraints.

      “I kind of like having you in shackles,” she said as Pierre ground the gears and drove them back onto the road. “It leaves you rather helpless.”
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      The trip was a long one, about 500 kilometers. The roads were in deplorable shape, and at times required a detour around bomb craters or other obstacles.

      There were no signs at crossroads, but somehow Schmidt seemed to always know the proper direction to take.

      “We go east, then slightly north,” he said, although Pierre could not understand him as he babbled to himself in German.

      They passed through several roadblocks manned by soldiers. Each time, Pierre presented his papers along with Schmidt’s.

      Pierre let the Nazi officer do all the talking, since French was the only language in which the little Resistance fighter was fluent.

      The combination of their SS insignia and Schmidt’s high rank resulted in quick passage through each roadblock.

      They reached the outskirts of Paris well after midnight. Pierre yawned as he pulled into the final roadblock, a young German guard yelling at him to stop.

      He stared at the guard through the open window with a stony face, saying nothing. It was a very intimidating look, as if Pierre had little regard for anything the other man had to say. Since he did not understand the language, it seemed appropriate.

      He listened to the young man babble on in German for a while, noting the hostility in his tone.

      Pierre had spent enough time around Rick and Nancy to learn not to become very worried about anything. Even gunshot wounds he had taken were quickly healed by magic or technology, whatever the difference.

      He held few concerns, even if he did not understand much of what the angry German guard was saying to him.

      The guard stopped ranting when he noticed the SS insignia on Pierre’s cap.

      Schmidt leaned forward and explained they were carrying important cargo.

      He said, “Inspect our papers and let us past, bitte.”

      The guard, now suddenly nervous, glanced over the documents and returned them quickly to Pierre.

      He said, “Keep all lights hooded. Blackout restrictions are in effect. Heil Hitler.”

      Pierre gave a half-hearted salute back to the guard and shoved the gear stick into first. They slowly drove into a shelled out, German-occupied wartime Paris.

      Schmidt directed him down several dark blocks until at last they came into a warehouse district. Many buildings here had been bombed, either when the Germans invaded years ago, or when the Allies tried to destroy facilities used in the war effort.

      But the destruction, Pierre noticed, was far less than that of Lorient’s. Somehow, evidently, the Brits could not bring themselves to rain too much devastation down on Paris.

      When they came to a large undamaged building with an arced metal roof reminding Pierre of a dome, Schmidt directed him to stop the truck at a metal gate.

      The officer hopped out and fished a key from his pocket. He fumbled with the lock for a moment in the dim light before popping it open and unwrapping the chain. He pulled the gate back on rusty hinges, then relocked the chain once the vehicle trundled inside.

      Moments later Schmidt jumped out again and raised a large bay door in the side of the domed warehouse, letting the truck drive in.

      He pulled the door’s chain and closed it as Pierre killed the engine.

      Schmidt threw a switch and dim overhead lights snapped on, lighting up the interior. Then he pulled open the flap on the back of the truck, expecting to unlock Rick’s shackles. But Rick stood, completely free of restraints. He jumped out and gave Nancy a hand down.

      They both turned to Schmidt and Rick said, “Okay. Show us what the Ahnenerbe has discovered.”

      Schmidt motioned for them to follow. In his excitement, he reverted to German and said, “Mitkommen!”

      He led the way deeper into the warehouse, past giant electric generators, Tesla coils and open breadboards full of wires and tubes. He headed toward an office door, walled off by frosted glass.

      “My assistant, Doktor Klaupf, will want to meet you.”

      He seemed very excited.

      He held open the office door and let Pierre, Nancy and Rick walk in first.

      An older woman with a pageboy haircut and pop bottle glasses looked up from a desk, her eyes magnified by the spectacles’ lenses.

      “Doktor Klaupf, may I introduced you to Rick Strickland and Nancy Chance.”

      Pierre glared at him for being overlooked, but said nothing. Pierre knew that the couple were more important, in many ways, than he was right now.

      Klaupf answered smoothly in English.

      “How do we know, Herr Schmidt, that these two are really . . . ?”

      She trailed off, leaving the question unfinished while staring at them both.

      Finally, she nodded and said, “Yah. They look identical as the ones on the Fernsehen.”

      Nancy raised a questioning eyebrow at Rick.

      He said, “Television. I guess they have it by now. What year is it? We were working on prototypes before the war back in New York.”

      “Ah, yes,” Schmidt said. “We must show you our Fernsehen. It is crucial to our whole operation. Come along and see.”

      He grew quite excited and rushed back to the door, making beckoning motions with his hand.

      Everyone followed him out onto the dimly lit warehouse floor.

      Two large metal rods in the center of the space had what appeared to be a television monitor nestled between them. Wires snaked from its back to a circuit board with additional vacuum tubes sticking out of it.

      Schmidt began flipping toggle switches, making various tubes in the array light up. Klaupf moved to help him, and soon the air hummed with electricity.

      “Our biggest problem is finding petrol for the generators,” Klaupf said to Nancy, with an apologetic smile. “Things keep getting worse as the war progresses. Supplies are hard to come by, right now.”

      The older woman moved to a lightboard, this one covered in strange symbols.

      She flipped several switches, and the symbols lit up as the lights began glowing behind them.

      Nancy watched as each symbol illuminated the board, noting the different ones present: a five pointed star, a crescent moon, a star of David, an ankh.

      Several additional symbols glowed on the board that the two Americans and the Frenchman could not identify. All lit up with a flip of their individual switches.

      “And what are those for?” Nancy said, curiosity overwhelming her reticence.

      “This,” Schmidt said proudly, with a wave of his arms, “is where magic meets technology!”

      The attention of the other three returned to the large cathode ray tube, now flickering gray and white.

      “Wait! We need audio!” Klaupf said, flipping yet one more switch for a nearby speaker. It was shielded, and looked like it had been scavenged from an old radio set.

      The speaker began softly hissing, its static adding to the hum of the tubes.

      “Da ist es,” Klaupf muttered before staring intently at the screen again.

      “It’s a white noise machine,” Nancy said softly. “Primitive. But, that’s what it is.”

      Rick said, “What’s that? Never heard of it.”

      “Jason explained it to me one time. On O-Earth, a white noise machine was a way for those wishing to communicate with demons to physically hear things in the spirit world. For some reason, demons were more willing or able to provide audible messages via a device configured to not receive normal electronic transmissions. It was left open, so to speak, so any demon present could use it.”

      Rick scratched his head and said, “But . . . there are no demons in the alternates. They were all defeated on O-Earth. So, what’s the point of having a device like this out here?”

      Schmidt, who had been following their conversation with great interest smiled broadly.

      He said, “Wait and see! Any minute we should be receiving a transmission!”

      Everyone refocused on the CRT’s screen. Sure enough, the random dots and streaks soon began to coalesce into the image of a woman’s face.

      Her eyes were closed, and it looked as if she were reclining with her head surrounded by liquid. She frowned, in worry or concern.

      Nancy said, “It’s Tiff!”

      They watched as Tiff’s face grew sharper and more distinct. She began whispering, a slight susurrus coming through the speaker.

      Klaupf hurried over to the electronics breadboard and adjusted a rheostat, making the speaker much louder.

      Tiff said, “Darius . . . Darius . . . where are you? Come find me, Darius . . . find me . . .”
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      “The anomalies consistently occur in the same general area, in France. South and west of Paris. Something appears that was not there, then disappears, only to show up again later.”

      Cait pointed to a map of Europe, now floating above her terminal. The Walker, Niko, Toya and Booker stared at it.

      Booker said, “I think we dropped a sensor off in France, or what was to become France, in at least one of those alternates.”

      “There is a strong alignment between those six alternates. They include the ones in which Jason and Rick Strickland found yourselves.”

      “And he,” Jason said, “Is still on that one with Nancy, is he not?”

      “That is correct.”

      Booker said, “What does ‘alignment’ mean?”

      “Porting between these realities is easier,” Jason said. “Because they’re closer, so to speak.”

      “So, which one is she on?” Niko said.

      Everyone returned their attention to Cait, who remained staring at the holographic output.

      Cait said, “Of that, I am uncertain. But, it appears Rick and Nancy have discovered something of importance.”

      She pointed to the hologram, and it turned into a window on their world, showing the two hunters inside a wartime warehouse.
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      Rick reached out and grabbed Schmidt by the lapel, dragging him forward.

      “Where is she?”

      “That I do not know, Herr Strickland.”

      Rick let the anger seep out of his system, and he regained control. He let go of Schmidt.

      He said, “You’ve got to know something.”

      “We have learned a great deal from Ms. Valor,” Klaupf replied, tilting her head to see Rick better from her location closer to the screen.

      She said, “We have confirmed your names. She has called for you both. We have a list of other names, such as Jason, Toya, and Kate.”

      She pointed to a chalkboard in one corner that Rick had not seen earlier in the dim light. On it, all of their names were written. Cait’s was misspelled, but it was an understandable error since the computer’s name was really an acronym.

      Rick noticed his name and Nancy’s were circled several times.

      “We recognized yours in the intelligence reports from our London embassy,” Schmidt said, sounding apologetic.

      “You’ve got to have some idea where she is,” Nancy said. “I mean, this is designed to pick up spiritual signals, right? So, it’s picking her up from somewhere.”

      Schmidt said, “Are you familiar with the Carnac Alignments, Frau Chance?”

      Pierre said, “Oui,” with a knowing smile.

      The Frenchman turned to Nancy and said, “J'aurais dû savoir. I should have known.”

      Nancy looked confused.

      She said, “The what? No, I’ve never heard of them.”

      “You know Stonehenge?” Pierre said.

      She nodded.

      He lifted his nose and smiled. “So much better. And bigger. C’est plus grand.”

      “Bigger than Stonehenge?” Nancy said, blinking.

      “The Carnac Alignments are a series of 2,800 stones, in varying sizes, lined up along four kilometers,” Schmidt said.

      “Yah, it is much more than Stonehenge’s circle,” Klaupf interjected.

      Schmidt continued. He said, “Nearby, at the far extremity yet still connected to the Carnac Alignments, is a broken monolith we believe to be the source of this broadcast. It is called Le Grand Menhir Brisé.”

      Pierre nodded again, obviously familiar with the reference.

      Nancy furrowed her eyebrows.

      She glanced at Rick and said, “If these things are bigger than Stonehenge, why have we never heard of them?”

      “Pah!” Pierre said, following the gist of her question.

      He muttered something under his breath, in French, about Texans suffering from superiority complexes and knowing so little about other cultures and the rest of the world.

      “A better thing to ask is,” Rick said, rubbing the back of his head, “are these monoliths common throughout the alternates? I think it’s time to talk to Cait. And Jason, if he’s available.”

      Nancy nodded in agreement.

      She said, “We could use a break. Cait, open a door and bring us home.”

      A vertical blue-green slit of light appeared in the air, brightening the warehouse gloom for a brief moment.

      Klaupf jumped back in surprise. Schmidt stared at it in wonder.

      Pierre, who had seen the doorway before, yawned nonchalantly as if this were a common occurrence.

      Nancy walked into the Wildflower Room while sunlight streamed into the warehouse.

      Rick turned to follow. He stopped and pointed a finger at Schmidt and Klaupf.

      He said, “You take good care of our Frenchie while we’re gone. Nothing had better happen to him.”

      Schmidt and Klaupf both nodded, with apprehensive expressions on their faces.

      When the door winked out behind him and the three were left alone, Klaupf turned wide-eyed to Schdmidt.

      She said, “I would surely like to go through one of those doors.”

      Schmidt nodded and said, “Kate must be the boss of the whole group. She is the one they consult.”

      They both turned and looked at Pierre, who was not following the conversation. Schmidt repeated his assertion in broken French.

      Pierre said, “Non.”

      Cait, he explained, was like their secretary. Jason was the real boss.

      Schmidt and Klaupf discussed this tidbit at length. She dragged out another chalkboard and began making a new flowchart, trying to sketch out a hierarchical structure. She put Jason’s name on top, followed by Rick, Nancy and Tiff on the next line. She paused, trying to figure out where “Kate” would fit.

      Pierre quickly grew bored and left them, looking for a place to sleep.
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      Back in the Wildflower Room, Rick and Nancy walked down the path holding hands. The flowers were now in full bloom, the place restored to its former glory.

      Rick said, “Daisies, huh? I thought it mattered what type of flower was here in relation to the group of alternates we were in.”

      Nancy shrugged. She said, “I think daisies are the default. It’ll probably change later. Rick, I’m worried those Nazis know too much.”

      He said, “I was thinking the same thing. Cait’s going to have to wipe a lot of memories when this is over.”

      “Either that, or we get to kill some more Nazis.”

      “I dunno. Those two paranormal researchers seem like decent sorts.”

      “Rick, they’re Nazis! They’re doing all that research for the advancement of the Third Reich! We can’t let that knowledge stay out there, even after the Germans lose World War Two.”

      “I’m kidding. Yeah, we’ll kill them or wipe their memories. It probably depends on what they do . . .”

      They crested the rise, walked down the other side and went through the rowan door.

      Everyone waited for them, gathered around Cait’s terminal.

      Nancy said, “Oh, hi. Were you all watching us just now?”

      Niko and Jason nodded. Toya smiled, while Darius stared back unblinking.

      Rick said, “So what’s up with this French Stonehenge? Is that a thing? I mean, is it a common thing and did it exist on O-Earth, too?”

      “It is indeed common,” Cait said. “Early stone monoliths are found on most alternates because they were erected before chances for much deviation occurred. Unfortunately, since they are usually in the same locations, set in similar patterns, they prove ideal locations for the fae to travel between alternates.”

      “Sort of like the Wildflower Room works for us,” Nancy said, smiling at Rick.

      Cait said. “Precisely. In France, the largest and most extensive geometric designs involving monoliths were created on nearly every alternate. The obelisk known as Le Grand Menhir Brisé , or ‘The Large Broken Menhir,’ typically does ends up in pieces across the alternates.”

      “What’s a menhir, anyway?” Nancy said.

      “A menhir is a prehistoric obelisk. In this case, it is a giant stone placed upright and in alignment with others nearby on the coast of France. Nobody really knows how it gets broken each time, nor have I investigated the question since it is not relevant to our task.”

      “The . . . spiritual broadcasts, I guess you’d say,” Nancy said, “originated from there on that last alternate.”

      Cait said, “Yes. But, Tiff is not there. I have checked.”

      Everyone stared at her, then at each other.

      Jason said, “Well, obviously something is there, if the paranormal researchers are picking up a transmission.”

      “Could be a trap of some sort,” Toya said.

      Darius said, “It is a trap. For Tiff.”

      “It’s a trap we can’t really see,” Niko pointed out. “However that works.”

      Cait said, “I will take more measurements on multiple alternates, in and around Le Grand Menhir Brisé.”

      She returned her attention to the terminal.

      Following some discussion and catching-up, the group disbursed.

      “Let me know when you find something, Cait,” Jason said.

      The computer nodded as he left to go to his quarters.

      Cait adjusted numbers floating in the air, and took observational snapshots over multiple alternates at different points in their timelines, collecting data.

      An hour passed.

      At last, Cait raised her head from the terminal.

      She reached out to everyone in Headquarters, over their neural interfaces.

      “I have made a deduction that resolves part of our problem.”

      The group reassembled in the lobby within minutes.

      Cait fingered a virtual key, making her holographic display expand to the size of a movie screen.

      A representation of the timelines for six alternates showed up as a line graph on the screen.

      Cait said, “The same abnormal reading occurs in the same spot at different points throughout the timelines of these six alternates, including the ones Rick Strickland, Nancy Chance and Darius Booker visited recently.

      “The lines are labeled 4102a, b, and c and 4103a, b, and c. The readings occur in all six. They appear for only a short period of time, afew minutes at most, a few seconds at least and never for very long.

      “There is a clear pattern. I have stopped observing so that we may have a window in which to send a team to intervene. As you know, once a point in an alternate’s timeline has been observed, there is no changing it. You have not appeared in any of the points I examined. Therefore, I have left several spots on the pattern unobserved so that you may engage freely.”

      “We need a team?” Booker said. “Let’s go. I’ll grab some weapons.”

      Jason said, “So, what is going on, Cait? What have they done with Tiff?”

      Cait said, “As I earlier suspected might be a possibility, the fae are porting her between alternates. She remains in a physical location, but spends most of her time in transit between worlds, making it difficult to retrieve her.

      “While she is in transit, she is unreachable. She is only in a physical location for a few moments on one of the alternates. That physical location is Le Grand Menhir Brisé. The remainder of her time is spent in a spiritual nether region between alternates.”

      Several eyebrows shot up at this statement.

      “And, what are the readings, exactly?” Nancy asked. “What are you seeing on all six alternates?”

      “What I see, every few years across the timelines, is Tiff’s vital signs. They are heavily shielded. I suspect she is trapped in a container of some kind. But she is there, briefly, before being ported to another reality.”

      Everyone refocused on the graphic above the desk, showing the timeline and their corresponding points.

      Cait said, “She is due to show up on the alternate Nancy and Rick just left. I suggest a team returns there as quickly as possible.”

      Booker turned back to the weapons rack and pulled down several more items.

      The others moved to join him.
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      Pierre woke up late the following morning. He stretched to ease the kinks out of his back and legs.

      Gauging by his internal clock, he decided it must be close to noon. He rubbed his eyes and wandered around the back of the warehouse looking for something to eat and a loo.

      He found the toilet first. Next he discovered Klaupf, snoring lightly in the back office, and Schmidt slumped over the controls of the white noise machine in the middle of the warehouse.

      The CRT still sputtered with life, its speaker hissing, but the ghostly mademoiselle was no longer speaking.

      Pierre poked around in some cabinets and finally uncovered a stash of Wehrmacht iron rations. He opened a tin of meat and wolfed it down. He also found half a loaf of bread. He cut off the mold on the crust and ate it, too.

      Then he wished for coffee. Somehow, Nancy and Rick had kept their group well supplied with genuine coffee, although Pierre never saw where it came from. More of their magic, he supposed.

      Now, here with the sleeping Nazis, he missed it. The Germans probably ground up acorns for a substitute, if they even bothered with it at all, he thought.

      Pierre sighed and looked over at the snoring Klaupf again. She sat in an office chair with her head tilted back, glasses askew, making a slight whistling noise between her snores.

      He thought seriously about killing her. She was the enemy, after all, and her work helped the Nazis, whatever it was she and that Schmidt character were doing with their strange electronics.

      He walked out into the larger warehouse to look for a weapon, just in case he decided to try and take her out first, without waking up the SS officer.

      While he quietly poked around a pile of rusty tools, looking for something that could be used for stabbing, a blue-green slit of light appeared in an open space behind him. He turned to look and several people walked through including Rick and Nancy.

      “Bonjour,” he said, eyeing some of the most attractive women he had ever seen.

      “Ah, the Frenchman. I’m Jason.”

      The Walker stuck out his hand and Pierre shook it.

      Nancy said, “Come on, Pierre. We came to grab you. Cait is going to wipe the memories of these two.”

      Then she remembered the language barrier, and repeated everything in French.

      Pierre tossed the garden shears he had selected back on the scrap pile and followed her through yet another blue green doorway.

      This one led to an open field, with four giant boulders. Noonday sunlight streamed into the dim warehouse briefly, before the doorway shut behind them.

      When it winked out, Schmidt woke up with a start. He looked around in the pale light of the flickering CRT, then he noticed Klaupf snoring in the back office.

      He could not remember how he got there.

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      “Le Grand Menhir Brisé,” Pierre said to the group with a flourish, as if he were a tour guide.

      Before them, four gigantic gray boulders lay on the ground in a line, each one larger than the one before.

      “Huh,” Booker said. “I never heard of this. Is it a French landmark on everyone’s world, you think?”

      “That’s a Cait question,” Jason said, taking in the sight.

      Cait’s voice came over everyone’s implant. Pierre could not hear her, but everyone else did.

      “Le Grand Menhir Brisé is erected shortly after the Flood on most all alternates, before timeline deviations occur. At some point in prehistory it topples over and breaks into four large pieces as you see here.”

      “Well, there you have it,” Jason said. “It is indeed on practically every alternate.”

      “It was all one stone once upon a time? How did they move that all the way out here?” Toya said. “I mean, it’s huge.”

      Niko said, “They probably used a very big wagon. But seriously, levers and pulleys can do wondrous things. Look at the pyramids.”

      “Heads up,” Jason said. “Cait indicated that Tiff should show up soon, if the pattern holds. Remember, she’ll probably be trapped somehow. Let’s spread out in a circle around the rocks and get ready.”

      Pierre understood the directions, even though he could not comprehend the words. He traipsed after Nancy automatically, having followed her lead for so long off the coast of Normandy rescuing downed airmen.

      Nancy took up a spot about 30 yards out from center of the broken rocks. She glanced behind her and realized Pierre was there.

      He smiled when their eyes met, but she frowned back.

      “You know what? It’s probably not safe for you to be here, Pierre.”

      “Quoi?”

      She started to repeat herself in French, but said, “Never mind. Cait, open a door so he can go back to our hideout in Normandy.”

      A slit of blue green light appeared behind him, quickly widening. Pierre turned and realized what she was doing.

      “Non! Non, Nancy!”

      She ignored his protests and put a hand to his back, shoving him through the doorway. It closed instantly.

      Pierre regained his balance, turned and ran back to the slit as it blinked out before his eyes. He stopped and looked around, frustrated. Then he gained his bearings.

      He stood outside a rural cottage the French Resistance used as a base in their efforts to rescue downed Allied airmen to keep them out of German POW camps. The house was set in a small clearing, deep in the woods a few kilometers from the coast.

      The cottage was located along one of the air corridors for Texan and British bombers making their way deep inside Germany to destroy industrial targets. It sat relatively close to shore artillery and within range of Nazi fighter planes sent to attack the bombers.

      In other words, the cottage resided in an ideal location for their group to find and recover airmen parachuting out of planes going down.

      Pierre also knew the cottage was located several kilometers north of Le Grand Menhir Brisé, and he had no easy way to get back there quickly.

      The door to the little house opened and Robert walked out, followed by Luc and Angela.

      In the group of Resistance and OSS personnel, Angela was the only true Texan from this world since the other two English speakers were technically from another alternate. On their world, Texas was part of a different country called the United States.

      Angela wore a white Oxford shirt, tan slacks and hiking boots. This was not very feminine attire, especially in this day and age, but the clothes were practical for their current situation. At night she usually wore black slacks and a dark turtleneck.

      She said, “There you are! We were getting worried. Where are Rick and Nancy?”

      Pierre raised his eyebrows and said, “Tu ne me croiras jamais. You’re not going to believe this . . .”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Jason said, “Cait, when Tiff appears, open a door near her. Everybody, if Tiff is not able to move, we need to try and push her through the door. Let’s get in the air.”

      Around the perimeter of the huge boulders, everyone on the team nodded and slowly floated up. Microbots, mentally commanded, lifted them gently into the air.

      Booker floated, poised with a handful of iron balls and a matching sword. To his left and right, Niko and Toya held nets and daggers. On the opposite side of the circle, Rick and Nancy were armed with metal spears. The Walker carried two iron spikes.

      They looked formidable. Six warriors, waiting for the seventh to show.

      They remained floating in place for several minutes, looking at the rocks, the field, and each other.

      Below them lay the remains of what had once been a sixty foot tall, massive stone monolith. It had fallen over at some point and broke into four large pieces

      At one time, shortly after being erected in this location, the giant monolith’s surface had been carved all around its perimeter. Rain and wind had worn away most of the stonesmith’s work, though. Little evidence of it remained.

      The stone used to be black, covered in paint, but weather and sunlight had faded the exterior to its natural light gray color.

      The menhir lay broken and motionless, a victim of some disaster long ago.

      At last, a sparkle of light twinkled into sight near the base of the largest stone.

      Toya said, “Something’s happening.”

      Slowly, a large black shiny oblong container materialized. It looked like a coffin-sized egg.

      “Is she in there?” Booker said.

      He moved down toward the object, focused on it.

      Jason said, “Darius, wait. Let Cait get a reading . . . “

      A single eye appeared nearby, half spectral, half material. It looked round, bulbous and black.

      It glanced up and took in the six figures with iron weapons floating above the broken obelisk. For a moment, the eye widened in recognition.

      Then, a slice in reality appeared. Unlike the blue-green light from the Wildflower Room, this doorway was black, opening into the void between worlds.

      A fae stepped out in his natural form, a small gray body with an overly large head. He had large black eyes and a slit for a mouth. Skin and bones and internal organs materialized into flesh but remained translucent, as if keeping a portion in the spirit realm by design.

      He flung out a hand, sending a ball of energy hurtling toward Booker.

      It caught Darius by surprise, and he tumbled down to the ground, spinning out of control.

      The fae rushed high into the sky and raised his hands.

      “My brothers! Come forth!”

      Dozens upon dozens of black slits appeared in the field around the boulders.

      Jason flew up for a better view. Below, the green grass was blotted out by translucent bodies and black slits.

      He said, “Cait? What’s going on? How many are there?”

      “Eighty-six.”

      “Let’s take them out, people!”

      Jason flung a spike down toward the writhing mass below. It broke into smaller pieces, each one homing in on a different target.

      All the fae on the ground disappeared, turning invisible or stepping into hyper speed.

      The leader cast disruption and force spells at Jason. The Walker whipped around and threw his other spike before twirling backward from the blows. But they washed over him, harmlessly.

      A dozen fae converged on Booker, now on the ground and still determined to make it to the oblong container. Five sent bolts of light sailing for his head, but they dispersed harmlessly thanks to his iron undersuit.

      He gripped a handful of iron spheres, the size of Ping-Pong balls, and threw them at the fae.

      Each one became a homing missile, expanding in size and chasing a target. The fae scattered, zooming out of sight while he swung his sword awkwardly at one creeping up behind him.

      Rick and Nancy hovered back to back in the air, holding spears the size of javelins and fighting off an onslaught of translucent gray bodies streaking in and out and around them.

      The couple’s movements synced in hyper speed, the iron spears a dark blur of spinning motion, ripping into translucent bodies and breaking up spells.

      Fae flew away, dead and injured.

      “We got this, babe,” Rick said, slicing into another translucent body and splitting it open, then knocking another one back into normal speed and down to the ground.

      Three fae rushed up from below and cast a slashing spell, opening a huge black slit below them.

      At the same time another fae flew high above them, turned mid-air and cast a spell for a powerful downdraft.

      The air current shoved them into the opening, which immediately zipped shut.

      Rick and Nancy stared at each other, then out on a strange new world, floating a hundred feet above a forest.

      Rick reached out with his implant, trying to make a connection.

      “Cait? Cait? Huh. No answer. We must be someplace without sensors.”

      Nancy frowned at him and said, “We were doing so good, too, until you jinxed us!”

      He gave her a lopsided grin.

      She said in a mocking tone, “‘We got this, babe!’ Just shut up. Don’t say anything in the middle of a fight.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Niko and Toya worked in tandem, methodically killing fae.

      Toya, with a practiced ease, tossed a net up into an open space. A split second later, a fae barreled into it at hyper speed and screamed, crashing down to the ground as it constricted around him.

      Niko raced to the downed creature and slammed an iron dagger into its head.

      Phoom!

      A burst of light flashed and the creature died.

      They repeated this process six more times, taking down a fresh victim with each round.

      The other fae near them pulled back, as if reaching a common conclusion simultaneously.

      The two women watched, warily, as four fae pulled their power together and wove a spell, twirling their hands and weaving black light into a complex pattern.

      “Nope, nope, nope,” Toya said, tossing another net at them. It expanded in size and rushed forward with an AI mind of its own.

      But half a dozen creatures on either side shot a wind spell simultaneously. It was enough to divert the net’s path, giving the four casters time to finish their spell.

      A dark slit appeared above the women. Air sucked up into it like a giant vacuum.

      Toya and Niko felt themselves pulled up and through. The slit sealed beneath them instantly.

      They felt sudden cold. Blood and air in their bodies bloated outward as they found themselves without gravity, in the emptiness of space.

      Far below, they could see blue sea covered with white clouds. They realized they were in orbit. Without a suit or ship for protection.

      Toya looked at Niko, the smaller girl floating with long dark hair gently twisting around her head. Ice formed instantly on her face.

      Niko stared back with a look of horror on her face.

      A slit of blue green light appeared and two ropes snaked out. On their own accord, the ropes quickly wrapped themselves around the waist of each woman.

      The slit grew larger and the ropes tugged hard. The women fell into the Wildflower Room through a torrent of air rushing past them and out into space.

      Toya groaned in a bed of daisies as gravity and warmth returned to her body. Every inch of her felt damaged. She could barely move, but she twisted her head to check on Niko.

      Niko made no noise, but looked as bedraggled and beat up as Toya felt.

      Both women heard the sound of approaching footsteps. Cait stopped and knelt, handing each a mug of warm Tree of Life tea.

      “These injuries will take some time to heal,” the computer said.

      Both women painfully pulled themselves up and took gentle sips of the tea.

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Booker struggled, slashing his sword at dozens of fae between him and the oblong coffin.

      In the air, the Walker fought with his spikes against dozens more. They beat him down to the ground near Booker with spells and physical blows.

      In the skies above, the drone of approaching planes slowly grew louder, turning into an angry roar of propellers and engines.

      Jason looked up and saw sunlight reflecting off the huge glass noses of Texan B-29 Battlecruisers, the equivalent to Flying Fortresses in his world.

      The fae saw the planes, too. One cast a spell up at them. The idea caught on and more and more cast spells at the planes.

      Bay doors opened and ordnance fell out. The high-pitched shrieks of falling bombs filled the air, followed by explosions in the fields around them.

      The planes and shrieking bombs came closer to the busted menhir and the battle below.

      Boom! BOOM! Boom!

      Booker screamed in frustration and swung his sword in a wide arc. The fae in front of him jumped back and he inched toward the coffin, swinging again.

      BOOM! KABABOOM! BABOOM!

      The earth shook as bombs marched forward, pressure waves knocking down trees, dirt and rocks dropping like rain.

      WHABOOOOM!

      A slit of blue-green light appeared and Cait’s arm reached out to grab him.

      Booker lost his balance as she yanked him by the collar and dragged him into the Wildflower Room.

      “No!”

      Just before the door shut, he saw the black coffin disappear again. Then a direct hit obliterated everything as the doorway snapped shut.
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      Rick and Nancy floated down toward the ground. The obelisk stood out, immediately grabbing their attention. But there were no more fae or people anywhere.

      They landed lightly in the clearing around the giant stone.

      “Look at that,” Nancy said with a touch of awe. “Is that what the menhir looked like before it broke? It’s enormous.”

      They walked toward the monolith, stretching up over six stories tall with a massive base. The carvings looked crisp and recent, decorating its face with swirls and patterns. The entire thing practically glowed, shiny and black.

      “I don’t remember it being black,” Rick said. “Gray, maybe.”

      “It’s probably some kind of veneer,” Nancy said. “I read somewhere the Egyptian pyramids had a veneer that wore away over time.”

      “So, we are in the same place but on a different alternate, evidently way back in its timeline. And, we’re on one that Cait has no sensors on, obviously. She’s not responding.”

      Nancy nodded. “Right. I guess the fae were able to make an opening because they’re in proximity to the menhir. It’s a neat trap, stranding us here.”

      “Quit calling it that,” Rick said, smiling. “It’s obviously an obelisk. Nobody uses the word ‘menhir.’”

      “The French do! That’s what they call the thing. It’s literally known as ‘The Big Broken Menhir.’”

      Rick snorted.

      He said, “Well, right now it’s not broken. And it’s definitely an obelisk. I mean, look at that thing. It practically spews magic. And I can’t even detect magic without Cait’s help.”

      Nancy said, “Cait said this is erected practically everywhere, right? In every alternate’s prehistoric France. You know, now that I think of it, it’s awfully convenient for the fae to have something assisting their jumps between all the alternates.”

      “You’re suggesting these are all fae-influenced structures?”

      She shrugged.

      “We know they traveled to every alternate’s beginning, and made sure mankind fell in each one. Or, humankind. Whatever people call it nowadays.”

      Rick grinned and said, “I think we’re in a timeline well before political correctness develops.”

      “Right. Anyway, we know they went everywhere. Maybe travel was easier in the beginning. After they corrupted things, and the Flood wiped most everybody out, and mankind started over again . . . Maybe that’s when they had locations like this one made. They set up an identical stone monument in each alternate to help them travel between them.”

      Rick nodded, warming to the topic.

      He said, “Yeah, that’s a reasonable presumption. I mean, it makes sense that they’d try to connect all the realities somehow. They’d want passage between them. And, they’ve had umpteen thousands of years to figure all of this out if they jumped around in the timelines.”

      “Right. You could start out here, before the Flood. Stick around and corrupt things for a few thousand years, then come back to the menhir and jump to the next alternate in 2500 BC, or whatever time this is.”

      Rick said, “Well, alright! But now we’ve got all that figured out, and nobody to share it with.”

      Nancy looked around the isolated field. Wind blew softly around the black obelisk. Trees behind them waved their branches gently.

      “This is nice,” Nancy said. “We need a break anyway. Come on, I bet this is how Adam and Eve felt, back in their day.”

      “Always making lemonade out of lemons, aren’t you, Nance?”

      “Let’s go exploring.”

      She smiled, grabbed his hand and walked away from the obelisk, toward the grove of trees in the distance.

      Rick followed, dutifully.

      He said, “Just don’t talk to any serpents.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Booker stood bent over, hands on his knees, trying to slow his heart rate.

      When he straightened, Cait handed him a mug of tea. He sipped on it and realized he could hardly hear a thing.

      “The blasts from the bombs must have damaged my eardrums,” he said without hearing his own voice.

      Cait nodded.

      Halfway through the mug, he began feeling better and the roar in his head subsided.

      He glanced around and saw Niko and Toya sitting in a bed of flowers, drinking their second cup of tea. They looked much worse than he felt, he decided.

      Jason stood nearby, keeping an eye on all of them. He looked to be in the best shape.

      “Cait grabbed me before the bombs got too close,” he said, as if reading Booker’s mind and answering the question before he could ask.

      The words came in faintly to Booker, fighting with the roar in his ears. But at least he could make them out now.

      Jason took a sip of his own tea and said, “Pressure blasts are a pain, though. Even at a distance.”

      He looked back at the women on the ground. They glanced up at him, still in misery from their experience in outer space.

      He said, “That’s what killed the crew of the Hunley. You know the story? On most alternates, it’s the first submarine to sink a ship in war. It was the American Civil War. The Confederates stuck a bomb on it, on a pole sticking off its nose. The crew rammed a Union ship in the waters off Charleston.”

      No one replied to his comments, but they all took more sips of tea.

      “No one understood much about pressure blasts in those days, or waves or whatever you want to call them. The angle of the bomb’s explosion sent a huge blast wave back into the sub, killing everyone onboard instantly. Most people think they simply drowned, but it was the force of the blast that killed them.”

      He looked around at Booker and the women again.

      “Everyone feeling better?”

      Toya stood up, shakily.

      She said, “It’s not fair that you boys didn’t get tossed into orbit like we did.”

      Jason smiled and said, “Well, we got bombed.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      Toya walked away slowly, heading down the path toward the rowan door.

      Over her shoulder she said, “I’m going to bed.”

      Niko stood up, too.

      She placed her empty mug on the ground and said, “At least we were somewhere Cait could reach us easily. If we were sent into space off a world with no sensors . . .”

      She shuddered, unable to finish the thought. Then she shuffled after Toya, intent on heading to her own bed and gaining some recuperative sleep.

      Jason turned to Darius, who stared stony faced after them.

      The Walker said, “Speaking of worlds without sensors . . . I take it Nancy and Rick were sent somewhere like that, Cait?”

      The computer’s plain-faced human interface turned to him.

      She said, “Yes. Eb and I ran calculations and have narrowed our estimates down to a handful of possible locations. I have some sensors here if you wish to get started. They will need to be planted on each one.”

      “Okay. Yeah, I can do that while everybody else recovers. Since I didn’t get thrown into space or anything.”

      He looked at Darius and clapped him on the shoulder.

      “You okay?”

      The noise in Booker’s head subsided from a dull roar and tinnitus kicked in. The ringing in his ears slowly lowered in volume as he took another sip of Tree of Life tea.

      He said, “I was so close. I could see her, Jason. Or at least, I could see what they have her trapped in. It’s some kind of container. She can’t get out of it.”

      “We’ll get her, buddy. Don’t worry.”

      Booker glanced at the other man sharply. His eyes narrowed.

      “How can you say that? How can you act so blasé? She is trapped, Jason!”

      “Relax. They can’t kill her. The worst they can do—”

      “The worse they can do is trap her and torture her! They are doing their worse right now!”

      “Look, now we know where she is. I mean, they’re moving her all the time, but we understand things better. This was a trap. It was designed to take out however many of us came looking for her. But it didn’t work that well for them. And we learned an awful lot today.”

      “What, how useless we are against them?”

      Jason paused and took another sip of his own tea, studying Darius carefully.

      Instead of answering directly, he asked the other man a question of his own.

      “Have I ever told you how I got into this whole operation? How the Fae Killers started?”

      Booker shook his head. He wore a glum expression on his face, consumed with worry about Tiff.

      Jason said, “I am the only person in this whole outfit from Original Earth. I grew up in Missouri, born 1867. Ever read Mark Twain?”

      Booker nodded.

      “That was my life. Or at least, certain parts of Tom Sawyer were my life. I actually grew up in Hannibal, Missouri, which if you know anything about Twain, that location served the inspiration for a lot of his work.

      “I never met him, of course. Twain, or Samuel Clemens, had long since moved away from Hannibal before I was born. But the Mississippi, and the town . . . that was my life.”

      Booker said, “Clements.”

      “Hm?”

      “Clements. On my world he had a T in his last name.”

      “Ah. Well, the original did not. It was just ‘Clemens.’”

      Jason sipped his tea again and smiled.

      “I’ll make a long story short. I got into law enforcement as a career. I don’t know if your alternate had the Pinkerton Detective Agency, but I was in the original one. We were known as ‘dicks.’ That word morphed into another meaning altogether over time, but back in those days we were known as ‘private dicks,’ or ‘Pinkerton dicks.’ It was just a shorthand term for ‘detective,’ but that meaning fell away later. Pesky language changes, you know. But I digress, and I promised to keep this short.

      “I was on the tail of a robber who used trains to get out of town after hitting banks. I confronted him after one of his scores and he got the jump on me, shooting me on the train. I was 25 years old.

      “Short life. I didn’t do much, other than get shot by a bank robber. You can probably relate. I know you were murdered by your alternate’s Al Capone.

      “So there I was in the afterlife, in heaven, and Michael approaches. The archangel educates me about alternate realities and fae, and the fact that they are out there corrupting things. He asked if I would help. And that’s how this whole thing got started.”

      Booker tossed back the last of his tea as the ringing in his ears trailed away. He felt much better.

      The Walker continued talking.

      “Darius, I have been at this assignment for well over a thousand years. Almost fifteen hundred. In the early days, killing fae was easy. I’d show up in an alternate, find them and kill them. Easy peasy. They didn’t know what to do about a blond haired dude murdered in the original 19th century coming back to take them out. It freaked them out, because up until then nobody else walked around the alternates like that. I went from being known as Jason Walker to ‘The Walker.’

      “Don’t get me wrong, I made lots of mistakes. If you talk to them too much, they can usually weasel out of you killing them somehow. Sneaky bastards. A lot of them got away the first time I tried to send them to Judgment. That took a lot of work, tracking down the ones I missed and taking them out.

      “But they made mistakes, too. I dispatched hundreds of them before they developed more effective tactics for evasion and fighting. That’s when I started recruiting talent from the alternates. I found some people willing and able to help, and brought them onboard.”

      Jason sipped the last of his tea and smiled at Booker before tossing the mug away.

      “I don’t plan on this mission continuing forever, Darius. And we’re getting near the end. Or at least, we are way past the middle, at this point. You are likely the last person we recruit to help. Do you understand what I’m getting at?”

      Booker shook his head. Jason sighed.

      He said, “They set a trap for us, and brought everyone they could muster. Now, the fae are not known for cooperation, so that alone is a significant development. But look how many they gathered. They were only able to bring 85 souls to fight us.”

      “It was enough. We failed. Tiff disappeared again.”

      The Walker stifled his irritation at this statement, and Booker’s sour mood.

      He said, “We learned, Darius. We learned a lot. After all this time, a millennia and a half of multiple people taking them out, and their numbers are likely down to less than a hundred. They are finite, and we have made a serious dent. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

      Booker considered this statement.

      He said, “There could be more that didn’t show up.”

      “I’m sure there are. But, I’m also sure more would have shown up if they weren’t dead already.”

      Jason grinned and said, “And here’s some even better news. We took out at least two dozen today, in a single encounter. That’s a record. You almost never find more than one in the same place at any given time.

      “That is a cause for celebration, buddy. And when Tiff rejoins us, she’ll be happy at the number of casualties we inflicted, too. The only thing she’ll regret is she was not here and able to help us kill more.”

      “We still didn’t get her back,” Booker said, glumly. “I was so close.”

      “We will get her back, Darius. I promise. And when we do, she’ll probably go out and kill the rest of them for us.”

      Booker looked up and realized Jason was serious.

      The Walker smiled back at him and nodded.

      He said, “She could do it, too. She’s that good.”
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      Pierre Fontaine walked home to his flat. The Parisian streets bustled with people and cars. France, Europe and the rest of the world thrived in a postwar economic boom.

      In the distance, he could make out the top of the Eiffel Tower, which had survived the war intact along with most of the city’s other landmarks.

      He stopped at a newsstand and glanced at the evening headlines. Radio and television had eroded the significance of newspapers, but they still flourished. They would remain flush with ad revenue for the foreseeable future, not that he concerned himself with the economics of mass media.

      He did not pick up the paper because doing so would obligate him to buy it. So, he just looked at its headlines over the fold.

      Nonetheless, the seller frowned at him. The date on the paper read June 9, 1962.

      Satisfied nothing in the world was going on this evening requiring his attention, Pierre waved at the grumpy vendor and continued to his flat.

      He jangled a key in the building’s outer door and walked in, taking the stairs up three floors to the apartment he shared with his wife Sherri and their three children.

      Sherri stood an inch shorter than he did, which was a blessing he supposed. Pierre was a small man. But in many ways, she was tougher than him, despite her shorter stature.

      Sherri had a Jewish grandmother, and she got caught up in the Nazi racial purge when they examined French census records. She had been sent to the Natzweiler-Struthof concentration camp during the war.

      There, her youth and beauty resulted in her being selected to serve as a sex slave for German officers. A Nazi doctor cut her open and tied her tubes. She was raped almost daily for 19 months before escaping in the final weeks of the war.

      When Pierre found her, she was distrustful of men in general. He remained patient and kind, and loving. A year later, she finally kissed him, the first physical affection she had ever willingly shown a man. She was 19 years old.

      In the early 1950s, as Europe recovered, newlyweds Pierre and Sherri visited a doctor to see if the procedure performed in the concentration camp could be reversed.

      The doctor patiently explained to them that tubal ligation was permanent. Sherri would never bear children.

      A month later, while recovering from that emotional impact (although an expected verdict, having the doctor say it out loud served as a blow nonetheless), Pierre suggested they adopt.

      Europe was awash in orphans following the war.

      Some children were left behind while parents were swept up in combat or concentration camps. Others were simply abandoned as babies.

      When the Soviet Army swept into German territory toward the end of the war in the early 1950s, Russian soldiers and their eastern allies raped any and every German woman they could find.

      Many became pregnant, and in the hard months and years ahead, tens of thousands turned their babies over to orphanages.

      Pierre and Sherri adopted three adorable girls. Pierre insisted on naming each one: Angela, Nancy, and Sherri.

      His wife accused him of unoriginality.

      “You only name babies after women you know,” she said one time, with a smile.

      He agreed with her and said, “But, mon cheri, these are the very best women I have ever known.”

      She accepted his name choices, and the baby girls grew into little girls.

      He pulled out his keys once more at the door to his flat, slid back the bolt and opened it.

      “Papa!”

      Petite Sherri, the youngest, jumped up from the living room floor where she had been playing with a doll. She ran to hug him as he came inside.

      The other two girls rushed out of their bedroom to join in a big group hug. Soon they were all jumping around him in a circle.

      “Papa’s home! Papa’s home!”

      He smiled and carefully made his way to the flat’s kitchen where Sherri stood waiting for him.

      He kissed her, leaning over the little dancing girls to do so.

      His wife said, “Enjoy this stage of life, Pierre. When they are older and sullen teenagers, and have discovered boys, they will no longer be so happy to see you all the time.”

      “Non! Never! My wonderful girls will never marry. They will stay with me and become old maids. Am I right girls? You will love your papa forever!”

      He bent down and gave all three a fierce hug.

      Nancy, the second oldest at eleven years and the most serious of the three, said, “We may get married someday, Papa. But we will always love you. At least, I will.”

      “I love him more!” Twelve year old Angela said, pushing her sister away.

      Sherri said, “Girls, girls! Are your chores all done? They need to be finished before supper. Go.”

      Reluctantly, Nancy and Angela returned to straightening up their room.

      Petite Sherri, the ten year old, smiled sweetly at her father and whispered, “I don’t have any chores, Papa. I finished them earlier.”

      “You are such a good girl,” he said, kissing her on the forehead. “Now go into the other room so Mama and I can talk.”

      “Okay, Papa. I love you.”

      She trotted back into the living room to find her toys and resume the story she had been concocting about her doll’s adventures in a faraway land.

      The older Sherri smiled at her namesake. Then she turned back to Pierre.

      She said, “It still concerns me you have not found Nancy Chance after all these years. French intelligence is not so great, hm?”

      Pierre smiled at her gentle jab. He in fact headed up the Bureau, as it was called. The French external intelligence organization that he controlled was equivalent to the Texan’s OSS.

      He said, “We know quite a bit. Angela Dorn returned home after the war. She lives in a large house on acreage outside the town of Hutto. Her husband is an airman we rescued, a former pilot who now works as an executive in a large Austin electronics company. They have two children, a boy and a girl. She teaches literature at Southwestern University, in Georgetown. All of these towns and cities are within easy driving distance. You know how Texans like their cars. It is not unusual for them to live in one town and drive to the next for work.”

      Sherri smiled again at his recitation of the facts. She had heard them before.

      She said, “The Angel of Death, feared so by the Nazis across Occupied France, is now a literature professor? It seems so boring.”

      He shrugged and said, “Everybody went back to a normal life after the war. Normal is boring, and for the most part boring is good. Boring is especially good for raising children.”

      “Tell them that,” Sherri said. “I think Angela wants to follow in her namesake’s footsteps and become a spy. She asked me today what you really do for a living. I told her you work for the government and we should leave it at that. But that answer won’t hold forever, you know. And Petite Sherri is always making up stories about adventures. Even Nancy wants to hear stories about the war years.”

      Sherri made a face about that. Most of her experiences in the war were not at all pleasant, and she did not like to remember them.

      Pierre said, “It seems glamorous to the young, I admit. But most of the time, during the war, we were all miserable and afraid for our lives.”

      “But then Nancy Chance showed up, along with her paramour Rick.”

      He nodded.

      “Oui. Then Rick and Nancy showed up. And all of a sudden . . . the Nazis couldn’t touch us. One moment, we were about to be captured in the woods at night. The next moment they showed up out of nowhere, and all the soldiers were dead. I still can’t explain it all.”

      “There’s a lot you can’t explain. Like how you walked from a warehouse here in Paris to the coast several hundred kilometers away in one step?”

      He nodded again and said, “And you know of course that I researched the bombing of Le Grand Menhir Brisé, which happened that very day. Everyone wanted to know why the Texans bombed an important prehistoric site with no military advantage. And it turned out they did not do so deliberately. All the airmen on that mission stated their bay doors opened and the bombs dropped themselves, without intervention from their bombardiers. I have read the after-mission reports, which remained classified by the way.”

      One good thing about serving as director for French Intelligence, he thought, was access to reports such as that one. It served to both satisfy and fuel his curiosity at the same time.

      Sherri said, “I agree that something happened. And Nancy Chance was right, it was not safe for you to be there. Perhaps it was not safe for her, either, hm? It would explain why you have never found her or Rick after that day.”

      “Maybe, maybe. But they were not killed there, I don’t think. No, no bodies were ever found after that bombing. I do not know where Nancy Chance is, or Rick Strickland. And as far as I know, no one else does, either.”

      “You do not think Angela does? Back in Texas? Or the Germans?”

      Pierre shook his head.

      He said, “I tracked down Gruppenführer Schmidt after the war. He had no memory of me, or Angela or Rick despite our time together. I did not believe him. I said, ‘Do you not recall capturing Rick after he blew up the U-boats in Lorient? Or that day at the warehouse when we used your white noise machine and saw the woman on your television screen?’ He was surprised I knew of his work, and he became very uncomfortable after that.

      “That warehouse was destroyed by a Texan bombing run a couple days after I was there. Again, it is a mystery who ordered that raid over Paris. Nobody in Allied Command was interested in bombing Paris at that point in the war, but somehow those planes were sent over our warehouse district. The site was destroyed, and Gisela Klaupf died in the attack, her research blown to pieces along with her body.”

      “Some things we are better off not knowing,” Sherri said, shuddering.

      Pierre had shared much of this with her before. She was the only one he could talk to about it, just as she could not share some of her darker experiences with anyone else.

      It bonded them, these secrets from the war, even if she did not fully believe everything he told her.

      “They were from another world,” Pierre said confidently.

      Sherri gave him a dubious expression.

      Pierre said, “I know, I know. You do not accept that. But I am convinced. I could not follow everything they said, it was mostly in English. But I picked up enough.”

      “And you found proof!” Sherri said, a mild mocking tone in her voice.

      He nodded strongly.

      “I did. I returned to the cottage after the war.”

      He walked over to a cabinet and opened it. On the top shelf, out of the girls’ reach, an empty metal coffee can stared back at them, as if waiting to be used after all these years.

      “That is not proof,” Sherri said.

      “It is. I have had our researchers look into this quite thoroughly. There is not, nor has there ever been a coffee company named ‘Folgers’ before, during, or after the war. This came from another world. Nancy brought it here, or Kate did. I never met Kate, but they talked about her a lot.”

      She smiled, because here their discussion over the matter typically ended.

      She said, “I cannot explain an odd coffee can in an old house in the woods, dearest husband. But I do not believe your Texan friends were from another world.”

      “Ambassador MacGraw and Angela Dorn believe they were.”

      This was Pierre’s final trump card. After the war he reached out to Angela when she visited Paris on her honeymoon. She agreed that Rick and Nancy were from another world, and shared with him what had happened at the German embassy in London at the start of the war.

      Later he had an opportunity to discuss things with Tucker MacGraw, the former Texan Ambassador to the United Kingdom. MacGraw confirmed everything that Angela told him about the night Germany first bombed London.

      Sherri conceded with a wave of her hand.

      She said, “Well, they are probably off on another world fighting Nazis as we speak. Like you said, boring is good. For us, we will stay here and live a boring life. At least, it will be boring until the girls discover boys. Did I tell you Angela is talking about the Dubois boy again? She likes him.”

      He said, “Oui. I have investigated his parents. They are good people. His father served in the Resistance.”

      Sherri’s face dropped. “Pierre! He is only twelve!”

      “One cannot be too careful. Not in my line of work. I will seek to always keep us boring. And safe. And . . . every boy our girls become interested in will be thoroughly investigated.”

      She smiled, again dropping it. She knew she could no more talk him out of this than what they should name their daughters.

      She pecked him on the lips and said, “Let us investigate some choices for dinner. I think perhaps you are taking us out to eat tonight. I want to get out of our flat for a while.”
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      A slit of blue green light appeared, and Jason walked into another world.

      It looked unremarkable, from this vantage point. Primordial mist swirled around him, and he could see very little of his surroundings.

      Sounds of wildlife filtered through the mist, including the distant roar of a dinosaur, probably a Tyrannosaurus Rex he thought.

      He took out a sensor from his backpack the size of an egg, disguised as a simple stone. He tossed it on the ground.

      “Other side of the world, please Cait. Let’s not waste any time.”

      Another line of light appeared in front of him, slowly widening. He walked through it as the Wildflower Room closed behind him.

      An hour later he walked through the rowan door, his backpack empty.

      Cait sat at the desk in the lobby, scanning through readings on the holographic monitor above her computer.

      “Found them yet?” Jason said.

      “Yes. They are on Alternate 9732c very early in the timeline. They’re in trouble.”

      She made a motion over the virtual keyboard and the hologram expanded to a large size that he could see from the door. He walked closer anyway, for a better look.

      Rick and Nancy stood together side by side, fending off spells flying at them, iron spears twirling.

      A force spell slammed into Nancy from behind, knocking her down.

      Ten fae rushed Rick. His spear blurred, striking back most. But one made it through, its translucent body slamming into his.

      Rick went down, too.
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      Rick stood up, his spear slicing through a spell trying to knock him down again. Nancy scrambled to her feet beside him.

      The fae backed off, suddenly wary.

      “Looks like they figured out magic is weak on us,” Rick said.

      Nancy nodded and said, “Got any iron spheres? Now’s the time to toss them.”

      She reached into a pocket and pulled out her last two, throwing them into the air. They expanded and rushed forward.

      One slammed into the nearest fae with startling speed, ripping out its middle like a cannonball.

      The other missed, only because its target dodged at the last second. It whipped around for a second attempt and the fae retreated, disappearing.

      “I wish I had some more of those,” Rick said. “But I used them all in the last battle.”

      “We got them down to six, anyway.”

      The remaining fae growled in frustration. Two of them cast force spells again. The yellow blasts passed harmlessly over the hunters with their iron undersuits.

      “Wish I had these a hundred years ago,” Nancy muttered, admiring the suits’ effectiveness.

      She jumped forward with her spear and caught one of the casters in the chest. He screeched horribly as she pinned him to the ground, the iron tip holding him in place.

      Nancy jerked it out and slammed it into his head, cutting the screams short.

      She said, “Five.”

      Rick nodded. They had cut the number of attackers in half.

      One fae backed off, his mind racing. Nothing seemed to be working against the hunters. All spells failed, unless . . . He thought about the air currents.

      That magic did not touch them directly, but the force of the air could knock them down.

      He thought about all the air spells he could conjure. They were not his strong suit. He was far more adept at manipulating the earth.

      And that gave him an idea.

      The ground suddenly opened up beneath Rick and Nancy.

      They yelped in surprise while tumbling down 20 feet. Before they could gather their wits and fly back out, a ton of dirt fell on top of them.

      As the dust settled quietly over the area, the four other fae looked at their brother.

      He smiled, the corners of his face turning up.

      “They will not stay there forever,” one of them said.

      A blue-green slit of light appeared, rapidly growing larger.

      The Walker and Booker ran out, tossing iron nets. The five scattered. The nets caught two and they crashed to the ground, helpless.

      Booker tossed eight more spheres into the air, while the pieces of Jason’s spike separated. Sixteen objects made of “smart iron” raced around, seeking prey.

      The objects caught one immediately, a spike and a sphere slamming into a fae’s middle. He died screaming

      The last fae decided prudence was the better part of valor. Two black slits appeared and they stepped into other worlds, the doorways closing before any projectiles could follow.

      Booker took out a dagger and approached the closest fae bound up in a net.

      Black bulbous eyes grew wider as Booker walked up to him.

      “No! No, please! I . . .”

      Thunk!

      Booker slammed the dagger into the soft, oversized head.

      Thunk! Thunk! Thunk!

      He stabbed again and again, his lips curled back in a snarl as clear blood splattered everywhere.

      When he finished, he stood up with the dripping knife and walked over to the second fae bound up in a net.

      This one did not beg for his life. But he did start talking.

      “I know where she is. I know how to find her. Look, your two friends are twenty feet below us, trapped underground. I can tell you how to save Tiffany, too.”

      Booker hesitated, his knife drawn back.

      Thunk!

      An iron spike, six inches long, slammed into the fae’s forehead. He collapsed, dead. The net around him relaxed, shrinking back to its normal size.

      Booker whirled to face Jason, anger in his eyes.

      Jason frowned. He waited for the younger man to say something, but Booker just glared, breathing hard.

      He said, “Darius, I’ve been doing this for almost 15 hundred years, and I’m telling you these guys will do anything and say anything to save their miserable lives. Whatever he had to tell us was not worth it. In fact, since they’re coordinating now they probably had something planned to reveal before dying in an attempt to trick us at the last minute.”

      Booker deflated, his anger seeping away. He realized the Walker was probably right.

      Jason clapped on the shoulder and said, “Never negotiate. They always try to trick you. Always. They’re good at it, they’ve been tricking people for thousands and thousands of years.”

      “Yeah. Tiff told me the same thing.”

      The Walker smiled in acknowledgment, not mentioning the fact that he was the one who trained Tiff as a hunter.

      He said, “Cait, do you have a bead on Rick and Nancy yet?”

      “They are indeed underground. The microbots are working on it.”

      Both men turned and watched as a steady stream of dirt flew up in the air, making a hole growing ever deeper.

      Booker said, “What’s up with the microbots thing? I never understood much about microbes or . . . how Cait is able to do all the things she does.”

      “Ah. Well, I’ll try to explain it. Each of us have hundreds of thousands of microscopic robots under Cait’s control, although we can ask them to do things, too. But typically, our mental commands are interpreted by Cait and she directs the microbes.

      “They’re known interchangeably as microbots or microbes. Alone they can’t do much. But acting together, they can perform a whole bunch of neat tricks. They can make us fly, for instance. They can make other things levitate, too. Very heavy things. So, you can throw cars or big trees at a fae. They hang around us in a cloud most of the time. They can turn into different clothes, give us different colored hair, all sorts of neat stuff. They don’t do everything, but they can do a lot. Does that help?”

      “A little bit. Dying in the 1930s leaves me disadvantaged, though. When I was on that last alternate, the one adjacent to Rick’s only far in the future, I saw things I never would have dreamed of. And, this is all pretty amazing, too.”

      At last enough dirt had moved that Rick and Nancy were able to fly out of the hole.

      Rick flew up to clean air and coughed a while, clearing dust out of his lungs.

      Nancy looked furious. She flew over to the men and landed in front of the Walker.

      She said, “We got five.”

      Jason nodded and said, “That was good work. We saw it from Headquarters. Booker and I got some more before the last of them fled.”

      “This was coordinated, Jason. They were expecting us. They didn’t attack right away, but when they figured out we were here, they jumped us. Of course, that was after our guard was down.”

      Rick joined them, looking dirty but at least able to breathe.

      He shuddered and said, “Buried alive. They sure know how to creep someone out.”

      Jason said, “They put Niko and Toya in orbit.”

      Nancy’s eyes grew wide.

      She said, “Without a spacesuit? Wait . . . duh. Of course without a spacesuit. Omigosh. Are they okay?”

      “Cait grabbed them immediately. But yeah, it was bad. They’re still sleeping it off. At least they were on a world where we have a sensor presence. If you two had been placed in orbit around this alternate . . .”

      “It would have been a lot worse than being buried,” Rick said, finishing the thought. “It probably would have been a lot longer before you found us, too.”

      “Okay, so much for our little vacation,” Nancy said. “I’m ready to go home.”

      With that, a blue-green slit opened to the Wildflower Room. All four walked through.
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      The four walked through the rowan door and Cait looked up from her terminal.

      Jason said, “Where’s the next time Tiff is going to appear, Cait?”

      She said, “We have a variety from which to choose. However, I suggest we focus on the same alternate. That way if failure occurs once more, we will have corrupted fewer timelines.”

      Booker said, “Corrupted? What’s she talking about?”

      Cait turned and addressed him.

      “When the fae caused the Texan bombers to drop their payloads over Le Grand Menhir Brisé, a major historic site was bombed instead of the German industrial city of Frankfurt. That was a corruption since it was not supposed to happen.”

      “Eh,” Jason said, waving her off. “That timeline has deviated so much from the original, it’s not even funny. I mean, Texas is a world power over there instead of just one of the United States.”

      Cait said, “Be that is it may, the number of people without memory wipes combined with the amount of interference we have already caused there leads me to suggest your next attempt occur in the same location.”

      “Okay. I guess we’ll learn more, like . . . will they be able to bring even more next time? Were the ten that attacked Rick and Nancy part of the first group, or were they waiting on that uncharted alternate for an ambush?”

      Nancy said, “Yeah. How many other uncharted alternates have large groups of fae hanging around like that?”

      “Guys . . .”

      Everyone turned to Rick.

      He frowned and said, “How are we going to take on that many fae? Let’s face it, we got whupped, and good. Yeah it came at a heavy cost to them, but the next time they’re going to be even more ready for us. They’ll be expecting us, too.”

      Silence reigned for a moment.

      The Walker said, “Rick’s right. We need to bring everything we got next time. I’ll see about using our constructs. Martin can fight.”

      “Tiff’s golem boy?” Nancy said, “That’s going to tick her off if Martin gets destroyed, Jason. And you know those things are going to take it, out of spite if nothing else.”

      “She’ll get over it. She can always make another one. I’ve got Buster down in the gym. We’ll take him with us, too.”

      Nancy said, “He’s next to useless.”

      “He’s good for a distraction, at least. Didn’t he help you when those two broke in here a while back?”

      Nancy shrugged, but offered no additional arguments.

      Jason said, “Alright. Who else can we bring?”

      They looked at one another.

      Rick said, “You know, we do have some assets over there, in that alternate. Some people from their version of World War Two. We could ask some of them for help . . .”

      Jason nodded.

      He said, “Let’s do it.”
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      The door to the street opened in a Savile Row shop, and a splatter of raindrops followed a man inside.

      He stopped and looked around with an air of confidence, not the lost look of a tourist or neophyte.

      The receptionist recognized this look. It expressed money, yes, but it was also one born of deeper self-awareness. Many Texans looked like this, especially after the war. Even those with little money wore confidence like a coat.

      Which, she thought, was an appropriate tailoring metaphor.

      Their attitude bordered on arrogance, but that word did not really do the Texans justice. It was more . . . supreme confidence. As if each Texan knew that if they had to fight a multi-front war and take on two world powers at the same time, they could do it. Again.

      A country like that could send men to the moon, if they wanted to. In fact, their President recently announced that goal would be accomplished by the end of the decade.

      Supreme confidence. Yes that was the term for it, she decided.

      The supremely confident Texan smiled at her as she approached him.

      “May I help you?”

      “I’m here to see Louie.”

      Her face fell.

      She said, “Louie is not available, I’m afraid. His son Nathaniel runs the shop now. He has for the last several years. Nobody has asked for Louie since . . . well, since I’ve worked here anyway. Nathaniel handles everything.”

      The Texan nodded, as if he knew this.

      “Louie is here, though. He’s in the back talking with Nathaniel. Let him know an old friend is out front waiting for him, please.”

      This flustered the receptionist.

      “I . . . If he is here, he must have come in through the back, I did not see . . .”

      “He’s here.”

      The man turned to inspect some mannequins wearing the latest suits, as if fully confident she would do what he asked her to do.

      So of course, she did it.

      At the very least, going into the back for a moment would humor the fellow she thought while heading that way.

      Much to her surprise, the Texan was correct. In the back room, Louie sat in a chair speaking with his son. Both men looked at her when she walked in.

      “Oh! Mr. Friedman, you are here. There’s a man out front asking to see you. I tried to tell him Mr. Frie— you’re son runs the store now, but he insisted on seeing you. I didn’t even know you were back here.”

      Louie and his son exchanged glances.

      The older man grabbed his cane and rose stiffly from the chair, his joints protesting their age.

      “Well, then. Let us go see what this is all about, shall we?”

      He walked into the front of the shop followed by the other two.

      The man studying the mannequins turned and smiled.

      Louie said, “Mr. Strickland!”

      “Hello, Louie. Crazy what passes for a suit these days, huh? But hey, it’s the Sixties. It only gets stranger from here on out. The Seventies are worse, in my opinion. Horrible leisure suits, vinyl and bell-bottoms. Ugh. Is this your son? Hi, I’m Rick Strickland, an old friend of your dad’s.”
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      An hour later, Rick finished his tale. The receptionist had been sent home and the shop closed for the day as Rick caught up the old tailor and his son on what had transpired so many years ago.

      “I remember reading about the bombing of Le Grand Menhir Brisé,” Nathaniel said, sipping on a fresh cup of tea. “The French are still miffed at the Texans for it.”

      “It wasn’t their fault,” Rick said. “The fae cast spells, releasing the bombs by magic. It was all in an effort to disrupt us, to thwart our rescue attempt. The planes showing up when they did was bad timing, that’s all.”

      Nathaniel nodded. He said, “Yeah. For everyone else it remains a mystery, like the Angels of Mons in the first war. Nobody can really explain what happened there, either. But your version makes sense.”

      Louie looked at his son and sought to bring the conversation back to the matter at hand.

      “So, the coffin . . . the container holding your friend . . . it is due to reappear at the menhir soon?”

      Louie had aged considerably in the years since the war. That was well over a decade ago, and the man approached 80 now.

      Whereas before he looked like a Jewish Ben Franklin, Rick thought, now he looked like a . . . much older Ben Franklin. The wisps of hair lining his scalp were all white, the wrinkles on his face much more pronounced.

      “That’s right,” Rick said. “The last time, 85 fae showed up. We’d like to have some help this time, and reduce their numbers even more. It would be nice if we could wipe them all out.”

      Nathaniel rubbed his nose and glanced at his father.

      “Dad, we can’t do this. You have told me time and again how bad the Fae of Eden was. And there’s 85 of them now? They’re just like him, maybe worse?”

      Rick said, “Well, truthfully we don’t know how many will show up this time. Maybe more, maybe less. We killed a lot of them. But not all of them. That’s where your help comes in.”

      “Yes, but what you described them doing to you and your friends . . .”

      Nathaniel sat back in his chair, his tea forgotten for a moment.

      He said, “I believe that you are an immortal, resurrected person. You’re here, and you were with Dad a short while ago in your personal timeline even though it’s been more than a decade for him. I can accept all that. But, if we take on the fae with you . . . well, none of our guys are immortal.”

      “That is an issue,” Rick said nodding. “But we’ve got ways around it. I helped fight one back in my first life, too. And, just as things were getting hairy, I was whisked away to safety. I found myself back at Headquarters, safe and sound until the fighting was over. Likewise, our friend in the French Resistance was taken away before the bombs started raining down that day. I think we can provide safeguards for your people, too.”

      Father and son traded glances again.

      Louie said, “I don’t see how we can refuse the man who killed the Fae of Eden for us, son.”

      Nathaniel nodded, if somewhat reluctantly.

      Louie looked back at Rick and his old eyes lit up with a youthful passion.

      He said, “We’ll help you, Mr. Strickland. Our organization is the oldest of its kind in the world. Even though you took out our archenemy at the start of the war, we still exist. Fathers pass down secrets of the fae to their sons in each generation. And our members will be more than happy for the chance to fight an army of fae appearing in our world, even if only for a few moments.”

      He smiled, and the wrinkles on his face moved up with the motion.

      He said, “We’ll help you kill as many fae as we can.”
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      A woman knocked on the door of an apartment in Paris. How she got past the locked entrance on the street, if anyone bothered to wonder, was a mystery.

      But she was here now, knocking.

      A little girl answered the door, opening it wide and staring up at her.

      “Bonjour. What’s your name?”

      “My name is Nancy.”

      The little girl’s eyes grew big.

      “My name is Nancy, too!”

      “I know! You were named after me.”

      “I was?”

      “You were. Go find your father and tell him I’m here.”

      Little Nancy abruptly slammed the door in her namesake’s face.

      The older woman smiled and waited patiently.

      A moment later, the door opened again and Pierre stared at her in shock.

      “Nancy! It is you!”

      “May I come inside? We need to talk.”
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      A couple hours later, the girls were asleep in their beds and Cait assured Nancy no one was eavesdropping. The story she had to tell was not something she wished anyone to overhear, particularly little girls.

      Pierre listened intently.

      When she finished he said, “So, they have your friend?”

      “Yes, Pierre. That is what happened the night the Texans bombed the monolith. Which wasn’t their fault, by the way.”

      “Forgive me for being skeptical,” Sherri interrupted. “But, how do we know any of what you’ve told us is true?”

      “Sherri!” Pierre said, looking shocked. “How can you say that? She hasn’t aged a day since I saw her last.”

      Sherri smiled and said, “That proves nothing, I want to see something definitive. If you are who you say you are, prove it.”

      “Sherri!”

      “No, she’s right, Pierre. If I were in her shoes, I’d be skeptical too. Cait? Open a door home.”

      A vertical sliver of blue-green light appeared in the kitchen, growing wider.

      Sherri’s eyes stared in wonder as a room filled with wildflowers appeared before her eyes, with sunlight streaming into the kitchen.

      Nancy pushed her chair back.

      She said, “Well, come on. You can’t ask for proof and not experience it. I’ll show you the Wildflower Room.”

      She walked through the dimensional doorway and turned around, making a beckoning motion.

      Sherri stood up and hesitantly walked forward. She put a tentative foot inside the door, then stepped all the way through.

      Pierre hurried after her.

      Inside, they looked around in astonishment.

      Nancy said, “The room is just a moment in time, in a field full of wildflowers. They change, depending on the alternates we’re using, although daisies are the default. Since we’ve been jumping to a wide variety of worlds lately, I think Cait is just leaving it on daisies.”

      She walked down the path a bit, then out in the open field.

      “Come along. I’ll let you touch the wall and you’ll better understand how it’s not really a pasture, it’s just a room. A very special room, capturing a moment in time, but still only a room.”

      Dumbfounded, the couple followed her off the path and into the daisies.
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      Bing! Bong!

      A young boy answered the front door and stared at two strangers on the front porch.

      Rick said, “Howdy! Is your mother home?”

      He nodded and stepped back.

      “Come in. I’ll go get her.”

      Rick and Angela stepped inside the cool, air-conditioned ranch home. The floor was tiled and there were tasteful painting on the walls showing Western scenes, such as fields of tumbleweeds and galloping wild horses.

      “Mom! Someone’s here to see you!”

      Angela Dorn Vickers walked around the corner, not quite knowing who to expect.

      She stopped in shock, staring at the couple standing in her foyer.

      “What . . . what are you two doing here? What’s going on?”

      “Hi Angela,” Nancy said, giving her a hug.

      Rick smiled and said, “We are about to go have some fun. And we thought in light of your past, you might like to join us.”

      “Don’t let him fool you,” Nancy said. “It hasn’t been fun at all. We got buried under a ton of dirt. Some friends of ours got bombed. Others were sent into outer space. It could be very dangerous.”

      “But we’re going to keep it safe for you and everyone else,” Rick said in an assuring tone.

      “Everyone else? What’s going on?”

      Nancy said, “Let’s talk.”

      Angela brought her two friends, who had not aged a bit in twelve years, into the living room.

      They brought her up to date on what had happened, and what was going to happen soon.
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      A white deux chevaux automobile pulled up to the historic site’s gate, and a small man exited the passenger side.

      Pierre glanced at the small structure housing a guard . . . well, not a guard. More like a docent.

      Absently he wondered if other sites on other worlds in other Frances had guard houses for their version of Le Grand Menhir Brisé.

      The man came out of the little structure and Pierre flashed his ID badge.

      He said, “We are having to close you down the rest of the day as a matter of national security. Nothing to be worried about, just an exercise. Is anyone in the park at the moment?”

      “Non. The last tourists left five minutes ago.”

      Pierre nodded. He knew already what the answer would be, but he felt like asking was necessary. It made things seem normal. The man would be shocked to know what Pierre already knew.

      “That is very good. I am going to ask you to leave the premises, too.”

      “Sure. But, what’s going on? An exercise you say?”

      “Oui. We want to be ready to meet any possible threats of terrorist activities in this area. We do not want to take the chance that anyone gets hurt while our boys are conducting their exercises.”

      “Of course, of course. Just let me get my lunchbox.”

      In a matter of moments, the fellow drove off in his own vehicle.

      Pierre noticed with disgust the man drove a German car. He could have at least chosen something Italian, or even Texan, Pierre thought.

      But the little Frenchman bit his tongue as the car crawled down the road and out of sight.

      He opened the passenger door to the Citroën and pulled out a walkie-talkie.

      “The entrance is secure. Move in when ready.”

      He heard static, followed by two clicks on the other end.

      Pierre climbed back in with the driver and said, “Let’s go.”

      The little car puttered into the park.

      A moment later the first of three large troop transports followed after them.

      The last one stopped on the way in at the gate. A soldier jumped out. He took up a position inside the guardhouse, intent on preventing anyone else from entering.

      The trucks came to a halt at the end of the paved road, close to the four large boulders. Sergeants jumped out and barked orders. Within minutes, three large groups of soldiers stood in formation in front of Pierre, their officer out front. Everyone faced the broken menhir.

      Pierre spoke up so his voice would carry to the back row.

      “What you are about to see today will be . . . unbelievable. I do not ask you to accept it. I do ask that you help defend the people who will be fighting these monsters.

      “You all have special ammunition, and my office has supplied you with additional weaponry. Our enemy is vulnerable to iron. The purer the iron, the more effective it is. Remember that.”

      The officer acknowledged his comments for the group.

      Pierre smiled as the officer directed his men to preselected locations around the site.

      A few would find themselves walking away to different sites, through mysterious doorways opening in thin air.

      Nancy walked up to Pierre. She had been serving as his driver.

      She said, “Why are you smiling?”

      “Because I told them to ‘remember that.’ But after this, they will remember nothing. Cait will make sure of that, non?”

      Nancy nodded, smiling, the breeze blowing her hair around.

      “We’ll do a mass memory wipe, yes. Almost certainly.”

      “Why didn’t you wipe me and the others after the war? You know, curiosity has been burning me up ever since. Like, where does Folgers coffee come from? Things like that.”

      “We got pulled away,” Nancy said, her smile growing into a grin. “We can wipe you too, if it’ll make you feel any better.”

      “Non, non. I am happy with my memories, merci beaucoup.”

      “Folgers is very common on many alternates. Yours has deviated significantly from the path most others take. So, you don’t have that brand of coffee for some reason.”

      “Ah. I see. Of course. My wife, she was not convinced by the coffee can. Thank you for taking us into your special room.”

      Nancy smiled in acknowledgment.

      She said, “The tour bus should be here soon.”

      As if on cue, they heard the grinding of gears and the roar of a diesel engine.

      A bus groaned to a stop behind the troop transports. Its door opened and Rick stepped out, waving at them. He headed their way, quickly followed by a long line of fathers and sons and grandsons.

      They all met Nancy and Pierre, gathering around in a large arc.

      Rick waved a hand and said, “These are The Fighters.”

      “Feyterz,” Louie said in Yiddish.

      “Right. And, uh . . . they’ve been around a very long time.”

      “Our traditions go back to Moses,” Louie said. He smiled at Nathaniel, standing beside him.

      Nancy said, “We sincerely appreciate your group introducing us to the idea of iron undersuits. It has made all the difference. I wish we had it hundreds of years ago.”

      All the men in the group beamed in pride.

      “It is our honor,” Louie said. “And we in turn thank you for defeating our archenemy.”

      They were distracted when a vertical blue-green sliver of light appeared off to one side.

      It quickly grew wider and Darius stepped out, carrying a dozen spikes and spears over both shoulders.

      He nodded his greetings to everyone and stepped out of the way. Angela followed him, her hands full of bags filled with iron spheres and more spikes, then Jason stepped out with Niko and Toya. Everyone had two or three bags full of weaponry.

      Angela dumped her cargo and hugged Pierre. Niko and Toya began the task of distributing weapons to everybody.

      At last, when the men were properly equipped, Jason asked for their attention.

      “Alrighty. Let’s get everybody into position.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      The sun began its downhill trek in the sky.

      A retired married couple out for an afternoon drive in the countryside turned down the road to Le Grand Menhir Brisé. They were turned away at the gate by a polite young man with a military style crew cut. The old couple drove off.

      The afternoon wore on.

      At last the sun dipped beneath the horizon, casting the landscape in dim twilight.

      Near the broken stone base, the largest of the four boulders, something shimmered. It shifted from the ethereal into solid reality.

      A black oblong container appeared, soaking up what little light remained around it. It resembled a giant egg, big enough for a person, with the ominous presence of a coffin.

      Eight black slits appeared in the air, quickly growing wider, and a phalanx of fae stepped out, spells at the ready.

      Crackles of yellow lights shifted between their hands, highlighting clear gray bodies.

      They stood in an arc with the egg coffin and the menhir’s base to their backs.

      Carefully, from his perch in a tree 300 meters away, a French sniper held his breath and squeezed the trigger of his rifle.

      The suppressor at the end of the barrel let loose a soft fffft!

      A special bullet, designed just for this moment and supplied to the French Legionnaires ahead of time, plunked into the first fae on the left, sending his blood splattering.

      The other fae watched him collapse.

      Inside his chest the bullet had mushroomed from the impact, revealing an iron core. He began to die, a slow and agonizing death.

      Ffft! Fffft! Ffft! Fft! Fffft!

      A hail of iron bullets from dozens of snipers took the rest of them out, their spells evaporating as iron cores punctured vital organs, slapping into heads and necks.

      The first one hit lay on the ground, its life rapidly fading as he watched the others fall.

      With his last breath he whispered, “My brothers . . .”

      Black slits appeared, blacker than the field’s surrounding gloom, as scores of fae stepped into the world.

      Booker ran out from a behind a tree and emptied a large sack full of smart iron homing balls. They floated up and away, expanding in size and seeking out targets.

      The nearest fae cast a microburst of wind at him, knocking him over. Booker scrambled back to his feet, then jumped into the air, bullets and iron balls swarming around him.

      A blue-green slit appeared on top of the largest stone and Toya stepped out. She reached into a bag and tossed smart nets into the air, one after the other. Three fae went down immediately before the others noticed and started avoiding them.

      Buster came shambling out of the trees like Frankenstein’s monster, arms stretched out and moaning. The fae immediately attacked him and he went down, but it was a pyrrhic victory. They found themselves targeted by all the smart iron in the vicinity. A dozen fae quickly fell.

      On the other side of the field, the Walker stepped out from behind a tree and threw every spike, javelin and spear he had, about 40 different weapons.

      They separated into multiple sharp pieces. Like the spheres and the nets they flew around, searching for targets.

      But already, the fae jumped into hyper speed, looking for their own opportunities to strike. Several flitted over to the snipers at the site’s periphery.

      Blue-green slits appeared behind the soldiers, and they dove through, their doorways closing before the fae could follow.

      Martin, a tall blonde artificial man Tiff kept in her closet for back rubs, charged a fae with his sword, distracting it long enough that several soldiers got away. It turned on Martin in fury, destroying the construct with force spells.

      Three fae managed to race after their prey through doorways.

      They stopped, dropping out of hyper speed, suddenly in a new location. Here, it was also dark. Much darker than the field.

      “Where are we?” one said.

      His eyes grew round and he coughed. Then his strength left him, draining away like water.

      He stumbled, then fell. The other two dropped beside him, just as suddenly weak.

      One of the soldiers flipped an electric switch and the tunnel they were in lit up in a yellow glow. The fae lay on a black floor. The walls and ceiling around them were also black, streaked with dark red.

      The soldier smiled at the writhing figures on the floor.

      “Welcome to Alsace,” he said. “You are in an iron mine.”

      He nodded to the other two soldiers nearby. They carefully set their sniper rifles aside, and drew iron blades from scabbards at their belts.

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      “Snipers are gone,” Jason said.  “Heads up everybody. They’ll start sending us to parts unknown.”

      Niko and Toya heard him. They fought side by side, spikes twirling.

      A black slit yawned open behind them and a force spell sent a burst of air at them, knocking them backward.

      They stumbled into the new reality and the slit snapped shut.

      Both women paused in the new world, weapons ready. Beside them a tall and undamaged black obelisk stretched high into the sky.

      Six black slits appeared and the fae waiting for them jumped out, slinging spells.

      But nets dropped on them immediately, constricting movement and quickly shrinking until they could no longer move at all.

      All six fell to the ground, struggling.

      Niko smiled as three old men and three younger ones came out of their hiding spots and walked up to the women and the captured fae.

      One of them said, “Your computer was right. This was a good place to be.”

      “She’s pretty good at making predictions,” Toya said. “Thanks for the help.”

      She drew an iron dagger from her belt and handed it to him hilt first.

      “Would you like the honor?”

      The old man’s eyes lit up.

      He turned to his son standing beside him and said, “Hold it with me.”

      The younger man nodded, and together they approached the nearest fae, knife held high.

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Booker fought with two iron swords, pressing forward relentlessly.

      Fae after fae charged him at hyper speed, but the iron from his undersuit and the swinging swords kept them away.

      Four fell back and cast spells of air and energy.

      The wind blew him backward. He made a motion with his hand and iron nets flew toward his opponents.

      One of them hit its mark, wrapping up the unlucky target. The other three slipped away, regrouping at a distance and casting more spells.

      Booker ignored them and took another step toward the egg-like container.

      He was running short on time. He called all the smart iron in the area to his location.

      Hundreds of knives, spikes, spears and nets rushed toward him. Other fae realized in an instant what was happening. They converged at the base of the menhir, trying to stop him.

      The air swarmed with smart iron projectiles, all seeking targets. Nine more fae went down, spurting blood or wrapped up in netting.

      But they all focused on Booker, casting spells. One sucked away the earth beneath him, and a giant hole yawned open in the ground.

      But Darius was ready for it. He stepped into flight, hovering above the chasm instead of falling in.

      He drifted forward, swords blurring, knocking aside spells and fae, never losing sight of the black egg coffin.

      The fae intensified their attacks. They threw more and more spells at him while dodging iron and nets.

      He grit his teeth and muttered, “Almost . . . there . . .”

      The coffin loomed ahead, just a few feet away, when its time in this world began running out. It wavered, growing less material, preparing to drift back into the ether.

      “No!”

      With a final grunt of effort, backed by all his willpower, Booker lunged on top of the big black egg.

      He gripped it tight as both he and the coffin winked out of sight.
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      The Walker bent down and raised his fist, clenching an iron dagger.

      A fae, bound up in a net said, “Wait! You don’t know anything! I can—”

      Thunk!

      Jason slammed the dagger into the side of the creature’s forehead, waited a moment, then pulled it out.

      He smiled, wiping clear blood on the grass and said, “I fell for that ‘higher knowledge’ ruse centuries ago. You don’t know anything I need to know.”

      He sighed and stood up straight, looking out at the field littered with gray corpses. It was dark now, but a full moon provided plenty of light.

      Buster and Martin were already gone, Cait having retrieved their bodies.

      Several Legionnaires walked around, some looking shell-shocked. Fae bodies were strewn everywhere. Some of the fae had been killed by snipers. The gunmen now examined their remains out of morbid curiosity. They appeared completely alien to the men.

      While most of the soldiers walked around in the moonlight, a small handful remained hidden and ready to fire at new targets just in case any appeared. But no more fae threatened the area.

      Toya and Niko roved among the corpses carrying backpacks full of artificial microbes. They sprinkled powder over bodies and bloodstains. The microbes went to work, disintegrating any evidence the fae had ever existed.

      Rick and Nancy gathered up weapons and nets, storing things in bags then shoving them into the Wildflower Room through open doors.

      Nancy made a mental command, calling all smart iron objects to fly toward her. When a pile collected, Rick helped her shove them into bags, then pushed them back into Headquarters.

      More doorways appeared as men came back from various locations. Some traveled many kilometers from other sites in France and elsewhere. Others stepped across from alternate worlds, from places preselected in case they were needed.

      In half an hour all the corpses were gone, turned into dust by artificial microbes. All the weapons were collected and sent back.

      Sergeants began herding soldiers back to the military transports. One by one, each man accounted for, the trucks fired up their engines and left.

      On their way back to base Cait would wipe their memories, replacing them with bland recollections of a forgettable day spent performing dull field exercises.

      The Fighters were last to leave, congregating around Jason and his group.

      Louie walked up, leaning on a cane, and shook Rick’s hand, then Jason’s and the ladies’.

      He said, “Thank you for letting us be a part of this.”

      The Walker said, “Absolutely. Thank you for your help. We needed the numbers you gave us. Cait won’t wipe your memories, but I doubt anyone would believe you anyway, if you told them.”

      “We’re used to that,” Louie said. “Besides, we don’t talk much about the fae, except amongst ourselves.”

      Many in the group nodded.

      Nancy gave Louie a hug, and everyone headed back to the tour bus.

      As it pulled out of the parking lot, Jason turned his attention to Angela. She smiled back at him and the others.

      She said, “I didn’t do much. But, thanks for letting me be here.”

      “You did plenty, Angela,” Nancy said, giving her a hug, too. “I saw you stab a fae with pike.”

      Rick said, “You fought the Nazis years ago. And you put up with us in that little cottage for months on end. We thought you might like to see the conclusion to our activities on your world.”

      Angela said, “I will be forever grateful. And, I hope my memories stay intact too, if possible.”

      Jason said, “If you get bored in the afterlife, look us up. We might have a few stray fae out there that will still need to be rounded up after you get there.”

      Angela smiled, then stepped through a blue-green doorway leading back to her back yard in Hutto, Texas.

      When she was gone, everyone looked at one other.

      The Walker sighed.

      He said, “Well, we killed more of them than I expected. That’s good. But, we lost Darius and we didn’t get Tiff back. Where are they, Cait?”

      Cait’s voice came into everyone’s head simultaneously.

      “I am not seeing them on any alternates.”

      “That’s odd. Well, there can’t be too many of those left without monitors. We’ll have to get to work on that. Let us know the minute you find them. Darius probably needs some help, wherever he is.”

      
        
        -+-

      

      

      Booker felt the world grow firmer. Nothingness vanished, replaced by air, warmth and light.

      He took a deep breath, sucking it in from his place on top of the egg. He looked around at his surroundings.

      He seemed to be in a clearing. Light filtered through, diffused by heavy clouds.

      Hulking nearby, a black obelisk stood tall and straight.

      Awkwardly, he slid down off the container until his feet touched the ground. He felt along the edges of the big egg, trying to find a latch. But the surface was smooth.

      “Cait? Cait, can you hear me?”

      Nothing came back in his implant.

      He frowned and said, “How many of these alternates are left with no monitors?”

      He knocked on the egg. It seemed hollow, but the material absorbed the sound of his knuckles rapping on the surface.

      “There has to be a way to open it,” he said, renewing his inspection of the exterior.

      He looked around on the ground and found a rock, roughly the size and shape of a pancake.

      He picked it up and swung it, striking the egg.

      Clunk!

      Nothing happened.

      He swung it again, and again, hitting the surface over and over.

      “Foolish, foolish man.”

      He froze, his blood chilling at the sound of the unexpected voice, seemingly from nowhere.

      Booker turned around, slowly.

      Fading into sight, growing less ephemeral each second, a slightly larger than normal fae appeared.

      The creature stared at him, expressionless. His large black eyes and small slash of a mouth carried no emotion.

      The fae said, “Foolish men. You’re always so passionate. Filled with emotions like love and hate. So easy to manipulate.”

      Reflexively, Booker reached into a pocket and pulled out a spike, his last remaining iron weapon.

      Instantly it lengthened, turning into a six foot long spear.

      The old fae glanced at it, and a look of contempt crossed its otherwise blank face.

      “I have lived far too long to be taken down by the likes of you.”

      He disappeared.

      Booker crouched, trying to look everywhere at once.

      To his right, a huge blast of pure energy rolled over him.

      He ducked, but the iron undersuit deflected the spell easily.

      Booker flicked his wrist, and the spike broke into six pieces. Each one became a homing missile. They flew out and about, looking for a target.

      Another blast came, this time from his left.

      The spell washed over him, but now the spikes had something to go on. Three raced for the invisible fae while the others darted around looking for a teleportation spell, hyper speed movement or additional targets.

      One of the spikes nicked the creature in the shoulder, spilling blood.

      “ARRRGH!”

      Phoom!

      A huge burst of air exploded, sending the spikes flying away and throwing Booker back against the egg.

      “I’ve had enough,” the fae said materializing nearby. He reached out a hand and cast an incredibly powerful spell.

      Hot white light shot out like lightning.

      Booker jumped to his left and rolled. The bolt slammed into the ground where he had stood.

      Zzzzzzap! Zzzzzap! Zzzzzzap!

      Booker scrambled and dodged, the bolts barely missing him, huge plumes of dirt sprouting up where they hit.

      Inspiration struck.

      He turned and raced back to the egg as the fae lined up his hand again.

      Booker jumped, a running leap toward the shiny black container.

      Zzzzzzap!

      QUABOOM!

      The bolt slammed into the egg.

      A circle of yellow energy burst out from the coffin, all its spells releasing at once in a huge explosion. The force of it caught Booker midair, sending him flailing away head over heels.

      It blew the fae backward too, killing him instantly.

      The force of the egg’s blast slammed into the base of the giant stone monolith. It cracked, a loud stony sound ripping the air.

      The edge tilted away from the egg.

      Slowly, ever so slowly, the obelisk leaned over.

      Then it toppled in a rush, breaking into the three more pieces as it pummeled the ground with a loud rumble of falling rock.

      Booker landed hard and tumbled, the force of the blast dissipating as he rolled. He stopped on his back, stunned.

      He shook his head and stood up. He saw the egg and raced back to it.

      The explosion cracked it open. He pulled aside chunks of black ceramic-like material, now void of magic, enlarging the hole.

      Inside, in a dark pool of water, Tiff fluttered her eyes open.

      She squinted in the unaccustomed light, liquid pouring out of her ears and nose.

      “Wha. . .? Where . . .? Darius?”

      “I’m here. I’m here.”

      He ripped off more chunks, reached in and gently pulled her up and out of the water.

      Booker carried her in his arms off to one side. Water dripped from her and she started shaking in the open air.

      He set her down gently on the ground, and took his shirt off, wrapping it tightly around her.

      Then he hugged her, lending his body warmth as she shivered.

      A slit of blue-green light appeared, rapidly growing wider. A breeze carrying the scent of grass and wildflowers wafted through. Jason stepped out and smiled at the couple.

      He knelt down and touched Tiff’s wet hair, lightly.

      She shivered, looking up at him, and said, “Hi.”

      “Hi. Glad you’re back with us, Tiff.”

      Cait walked out, carrying blankets. She gave them to Jason, who in turn gave them to Booker. He wrapped Tiff up and gently helped her to her feet.

      “Where are we?” Booker said, tossing another blanket around his bare chest. “I thought we had most of the alternates set up with monitors now, but I guess this one doesn’t have any?”

      “You could say that,” Jason said, grimacing.

      “Why?” Tiff said, walking stiffly toward the door to the Wildflower Room.

      Jason said, “It took us two weeks of searching until we finally figured out where you were.”

      Tiff and Darius stopped before going through the doorway.

      Booker said. “Okay. For us it’s just been a few minutes. Or, for me anyway. But I give up, where are we?”

      “This is Original Earth.”

      They looked back at the now tumbled and broken menhir.

      “In France, I take it?” Booker said.

      “Yup. This is the original Le Grand Menhir Brisé. At least now we know how it got broken. Presumably that magical blast sent out shockwaves to all the alternates.”

      They stared at the fresh broken stone, a slight breeze blowing the dust away.

      Then they turned to the doorway and walked back home.
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      Dawn broke on Le Grand Menhir Brisé.

      In a few hours, the docent would arrive in his car with a flask of coffee and a small container of beef soup for lunch, with slices of sourdough bread.

      For right now, though, morning wildlife stirred. Birds greeted the rising sun with song and bees began buzzing among the flowers.

      If anyone happened to be paying attention, they might notice the ground was disturbed in a few places around Le Grand Menhir Brisé. And, should they walk further back to the ring of trees surrounding the site, they might observe a few scuff marks where men had recently climbed into the branches.

      But if they did notice such minor ecological disturbances, however unlikely noticing it might be, the persons involved would no doubt ascribe everything to tourists visiting the site.

      Tourists were convenient scapegoats. While everyone liked the money tourists brought, nobody liked anything else about them.

      So, if anyone noticed the ground was a little rougher this morning than it was yesterday, tourists would get the blame rightly or wrongly.

      Also this morning, if anyone were present and could see it, a slight shimmering appeared in the open field, about a hundred meters from the menhir.

      It remained for a while, just a shimmering presence, half in the physical realm and half in the spiritual where sensors for a certain computer would have a harder time observing it.

      In time, several moments later, another shimmering air mass formed next to the first one.

      Both fae looked out over the battlefield, cleaned up from the night before. They looked in silence for several minutes as the morning light grew stronger with the rising sun.

      Finally, the second one abandoned his reticence.

      He said, “This was a bad idea.”

      “We were weak. This simply eliminated the weakest sooner rather than later.”

      Several more minutes passed before the second one responded.

      “I suppose you are right. It merely accelerated the inevitable. And, we had to try joining forces at some point. So, we tried.”

      The first nodded, the motion barely perceptible in the physical realm.

      The second said, “What will you do now?”

      “I am going someplace far away. Away from you and everyone else. I will seek to hide and delay my date with Judgment for as long as possible. I suggest you and the others do the same.”

      Several minutes of silence followed the announcement.

      The second one said, finally, “Not me. I think I’ll seek revenge.”

      “Seeking revenge against immortals when you are mortal is a fool’s game. Surely you know that by now. Better to hide and live.”

      “Maybe. Maybe you’re right. I will spend a few centuries hiding. But I will also spend most of that time pondering how to exact revenge against the Hunters.”

      The first one snorted.

      He said, “Good luck. You’ll live longer if you stay away from them.”

      A black slit in reality appeared, and the first fae drifted through it, heading to another alternate and ending the conversation.

      It snapped shut behind him, leaving the second fae alone in the field.

      It stood there, gazing out on the battlefield thinking.

      A few moments later, the second fae disappeared, too.
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