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By the time Vanessa arrived at work, she was officially late. The detour to the library to drop Emma Jane off had added almost twenty minutes to her drive. Luckily, when Vanessa arrived, her coworkers were so relieved that she was alive after the recent deaths that she didn't get yelled at, or even unofficially reprimanded. The director, Bill Holland, even came over personally to make sure she was prepared for shooting the moment she entered the warehouse. 

Vanessa reassured him, offering him a brave smile. “I’m okay. This week has been...unexpected,” she said. Shaking her head, she looked at him. “How are you doing? How is Mr. Montgomery?”

Vanessa wasn’t sure she really wanted to know, but after watching Mr. Montgomery collapse the previous night she was confident that he was going to need mountains of therapy at the bare minimum before he could move on, or even return to the set. She shuddered when she recalled the sight of Elaine Montgomery, the witch who’d been stealing the youth and life of several people on set, melting into a puddle of goo. Apparently when you’re thousands of years old, you decompose more quickly than those with a normal life span.

Bill sighed, rubbing his forehead as he turned to look at the set, which was much quieter than usual. “I didn’t know her well, so it’s more of a rude shock than it is personally difficult. The shoot has been set back with the police investigations still ongoing and delaying everything, and of course, everyone's devastated about the death of the other cast and crew.” Bill laughed humorlessly, dropping his hand from his face. “Ha! Listen to me. Investigations!” He shook his head and looked at Vanessa. “We can’t use the areas where they found Elaine or Sandra, but we’re already behind, so we need to work around them somehow. I'm glad you came at least. If you hadn’t, we'd have been even more backed up.”

Vanessa tilted her head. “The show must go on, right?” 

She allowed a somber expression to cross her face, explaining the quip when she realized it may have come across as insensitive or worse, heartless. “Work helps me push the loss and sadness down for a bit, so I’m glad we can keep going. I’ll be in makeup and then I guess it’s back to the dumpster again?” 

Vanessa winced as she recalled the day before, when Sandra had done her makeup. Bill gently clapped her on the shoulder. 

“That’s the spirit! Find Rebecca. She’ll show you what we’re using today for the makeup trailer and it'll be Joanne who gets you prepped for your scene today. See you in twenty.”

He patted her shoulder one more time then walked away. Vanessa bit her lip, then turned to go and find Rebecca as instructed. 

For the rest of the day she was called 'brave', 'courageous,' and 'strong' by everyone she passed or spoke to but was uncomfortable accepting their accolades. She knew the truth. Not only was she not a victim, no matter what the witch's intent had been, but she was also the reason the producer's wife had been found decomposing on the floor. The entire day was an awkward mix of praise and hard work and by time it ended, Vanessa had never been happier to go home.

However, the moment she walked into her apartment she felt a disturbance in the air. She wasn't sensitive the way Cat, her sister, was, and had never had dreams or read auras, but she could feel the air moving around her. She knew instantly that someone else was in her home.

"Hello?" 

She entered cautiously, not removing her shoes in case she needed to make a quick exit. Her heart began beating faster, until a familiar laugh came from the living room, surprising her but also instantly filling her with relief. Vanessa rounded the corner of the kitchen and looked into the living room, confirming her suspicions about who the owner of the laugh was when she saw the woman sitting on the couch laughing at something on her phone.

"Oh my God! Evelyn! What are you doing here?"  

Vanessa swept her sister's best friend up in a hug and twirled her around. It was only possible because Evelyn was diminutive in comparison, standing about five feet four inches tall and a buck twenty soaking wet, while Vanessa had several pounds and almost seven inches of height on her.

Evelyn laughed, squeezing Vanessa back tightly before protesting. "Okay, girl! Down! I'm happy to see you, too. Now put me back on my feet, if you please." 

She sounded amused, but her voice still featured the no-nonsense tone Vanessa had grown to love over the years.

"What are you doing here? Not that you're not always welcome, of course," said Vanessa, quickly reassuring her. 

Before Evelyn had found out that she was an ancient goddess, she'd spent most of her free time with Cat, both in the apartment in San Francisco and at their houses back in Valleyview. When they were all learning about what they could do with their new-found powers, they'd practiced together a lot. Yet after a difficult battle in Scotland, Evelyn had been busy trying to understand her own life. Finding out she was an ancient African goddess who’d lost her memory would have been overwhelming for anyone, but in addition to that giant box of turmoil to unpack, Evelyn had also discovered her true love was the ancient earth god, Robin Goodfellow, who had helped them more than once in their fight against evil. Consequently, she hadn't been around as often to hang out over the previous year and Vanessa missed Evelyn almost as much as Cat did.

Evelyn shrugged, sitting down on the couch and tucking her legs underneath her. "I had a feeling you needed my help." 

She stretched out her arms on the back of the cushions, looking relaxed and at home.

Vanessa sat across from her and leaned in. 

"Okay, now you have me curious and hopeful. What do you know that we don’t?"

Evelyn smiled mischievously. "What don't I know, cher? You know I can see dreams and read things from people and their emotions. I knew from the moment Emma Jane came through my door, on her search for the next in a long line of bad guys, that you'd be needing help from me in the near future."

"Yes, please!" Vanessa exclaimed, shamelessly adding, "whatever help you can provide, I'm all over it." Changing subjects, she continued. "But first, tell me what you saw. Emma Jane said you sent her to me, saying we could help each other and that I was in danger, but absolutely nothing else that was helpful."

Evelyn raised an eyebrow, acknowledging the statement in her typical, nonchalant fashion. 

"That's true. I didn't want to give the whole thing away at that time. I just gave her enough information to get her where she needed to go. I didn't say anything to you or Cat because I didn't want to influence events any more than necessary."

"Wait a minute, does that mean Cat knew you were coming? Are you the help she said might show up today?"

Evelyn raised a shoulder. "Probably, although you never know with her either, do you?" Evelyn chuckled, then took pity on Vanessa. "Okay, yes. We've been talking since Emma Jane showed up on her mission. As I'm sure you're aware, you probably could have dealt with this particular bad guy without her help, especially if I'd given you and Cat a heads-up. The entire situation was just a strange convergence of location and events. But..." 

Evelyn paused for dramatic effect and Vanessa felt frustration bubbling up. She was grateful when Evelyn finally continued. "I did see a completely different opportunity here, a bit of a star-crossed thing, as you've surely discovered by now. Which is why, my friend, I came to see you today."

Vanessa flopped backwards, banging her head dramatically on the couch a few times before rolling onto her side and putting a hand on her hip. "Oh god, yes! I'm so incredibly frustrated right now. First I had to deal with Emma Jane trying to run away because she was being all noble and trying not to hurt me. Then she stopped being noble, but now I'm freaking exhausted when I spend more than a short amount of time with her. All of this on top of how I feel if I even touch the woman, which I keep doing because I can’t help myself."

Vanessa sat up, then glared at Evelyn, placing both hands on her hips as she complained. "Do you know how awful it is? To feel amazing with someone, but the moment they walk away realize they've aged you? It's the worst thing, ever, but if it's the only way we can be together I'll probably continue to do it until it kills me."

Evelyn looked at Vanessa with dark brown eyes warm with compassion. Her dark, springy, chin-length curls bounced when she nodded.

"I know it's hard for you. Just so you know, you're not alone in your suffering; Emma Jane has lived with isolation her whole life, but this is the worst it's ever been for her. There was no one else around before to highlight how painful it would be for her to have the power that she does. When all your loved ones are dead, except for your old teacher who wasn’t much of a hugger to begin with, it's not such a big deal if you can suck the life and power out of people with a touch." Evelyn sighed, shaking her head as she pursed her lips. "But with you, this is the most pain she's ever felt, excluding the loss of her family."

Vanessa felt even worse when Evelyn laid everything out so plainly. She was a selfish jerk, complaining about not being able to touch her almost-girlfriend when Emma Jane was suffering with that level of pain. Maybe she didn't deserve her after all.

"So, what do we do then?" Vanessa finally said. "How can we make it so that this isn't so painful for her? So that we have a chance at actually being together?" Vanessa stared at Evelyn, beseeching her, praying that she had an answer.

"Luckily, I may know something. But I'm going to warn you in advance, it's not an easy thing to accomplish. It'll take some serious effort on your part and on hers as well."

"Anything. I’ll do absolutely anything to be with her. Whatever it takes, I'll do it."

Evelyn looked satisfied. "Perfect. That's what I hoped you'd say." 

––––––––
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VANESSA WAITED IMPATIENTLY for Emma Jane and Cat to return from the university. She'd let Cat know where Emma Jane was spending the day and knew they'd planned to meet up at the school and then take the bus home together. Vanessa had texted her sister immediately after speaking to Evelyn, but it had taken Cat and Emma Jane another hour to get home, as Cat had still been in classes when she'd gotten the message. During that time, Vanessa had talked with Evelyn about her life and business, although she’d stubbornly refused to elaborate about the possible fix to the physical barrier in Vanessa's relationship until Emma Jane was also present. 

Vanessa understood why, but her frustration caused her to pounce on Cat and Emma Jane the minute they came through the door. She practically dragged them into the living room, then had to wait impatiently for Cat and Evelyn to hug before they'd sit down. Emma Jane nodded a polite hello as they all sat on the couch, eager to hear what Evelyn had to say. To Vanessa’s relief, Cat put the conversation on track immediately. 

"I'm glad you made it. I know how busy things are for you now. I wish you could come by more often to just hang out, but I get it. So, what did you find out? Is there a solution?" Cat leaned forward intently.

Evelyn nodded solemnly. "There is a way, yes, but it’s super dangerous, because you know that’s how stuff always seems to go for us."

Vanessa nodded, acknowledging the truth of her words but wishing she'd just get on with the details already and stop trying to build tension. "Danger's cool. I eat danger for breakfast. What do I have to do? Because I'm ready to do it."

Evelyn shook her head. "It's not that simple. It's going to be a massive undertaking. From what I've seen in my dreams, you guys are going to have to head to the Rockies and hike some crazy, dangerous paths before you can even find where the item is hiding. That's without any added excitement, which I’m certain will interrupt your journey at a few points."

Emma Jane spoke quietly. "Is it guarded?"

Evelyn looked at her approvingly. "Yes, it's guarded by the spirit of Big Bear. He was a fierce warrior known to have strong integrity. You'll only be able to reach your goal if he finds you worthy."

Emma Jane nodded, a small smile playing across her face upon hearing the name. "I look forward to the challenge. I've heard of him before, but only in passing. He signed some treaties with the Canadian government and was said to be a very shrewd chief. He was called Mistahi-maskwa, which means 'much bear'. He was responsible for improving some of the conditions of his people, the Cree, and he held out until the early 1880s before finally signing Treaty 6, which gave his people rights in exchange for the Crown taking their lands. I can only hope I'm up to the very high standards he set for wisdom and bravery."

"So maybe he'll be a nice bear, like Winnie the Pooh?" Vanessa asked hopefully, but Emma Jane just blinked at her in response.

"Unlikely, with our luck," she said, somewhat morosely.

Vanessa looked at Emma Jane, then at Cat as a serious concern popped into her head. "Cat, you won’t be able to come this time, will you?"

Cat grimaced. "I could probably try. Maybe I can take a leave or something?"

Vanessa shook her head, trying to smile and reassure her sister, even as her heart sank at the reality of the situation. "No, I’m thinking this is probably part of the quest. We need to be able to do it together without help from anyone else. Now that I think about it more, it would be like we're cheating. Bringing someone with us doesn't feel right."

Cat nodded slowly as Evelyn smiled.

"I believe you're right, Vanessa," agreed Evelyn. "Part of the quest for you to be together is for you to make it through adversity without help from me, your sister, or anyone else. That will make it much, much harder though, especially for you, Vanessa. You’ll run the risk of getting very sick, or even worse."

Emma Jane regarded Vanessa with stoic sadness, before she spoke. "I'll understand if you don't want to do this. It's very risky, spending long periods of time together, especially without Cat's assistance to heal you from my presence. Even with Cat nearby, we've had problems when we’ve forgotten ourselves."

Vanessa raised her chin, clenching it stubbornly as she looked at each of the girls. Her gaze came back to rest on Emma Jane when she answered. "It's something I have to do. It's time for me to show some of the restraint you've had to have your entire life. Evelyn, do you know the exact location where we're supposed to go to start this hike to find this magical amulet thingy?"

Evelyn shook her head. "I don't, I'm sorry. All I can tell you is that you'll have to go to the Canadian Rockies. I'll write down all the details I can remember from my dreams. The rest is up to you two; you'll have to read the signs and follow where they lead." She sighed, lifting a hand helplessly, then letting it fall again. "I wish I could give you a road map, but I'm pretty sure this is another part of your quest."

Vanessa nodded, then stood up. She felt motivated to do something outside of her own small universe for the first time in what felt like forever. She knew she could be dramatic and impulsive, which made this quest seem as though it was designed specifically to test her strength of character. While she was sure the trip would also be difficult on Emma Jane, Vanessa believed that her love had more character at baseline and so far, this journey sounded more like a personal challenge for her own particular flaws. Yet, as a McLean sister, nothing was guaranteed to get her stubborn side up and working faster than a personal challenge.

"Well, I think I'll go and pack some warm clothing. I'm guessing the mountains in Canada in November can get pretty cold. I'll see what I have, but I'm positive we'll have to go shopping for hiking gear." She looked at Emma Jane, in her trusty uniform of jeans and dark t-shirt and nodded. "Yup. With Emma Jane's limited wardrobe, we're definitely going to need a trip to the store."

Emma Jane looked at her clothes. "What's wrong with what I'm wearing?"

Evelyn and Cat started to laugh and Emma Jane groaned with the realization of what she was up against. "Oh, yeah. I should have remembered. Canada plus mountains plus November. First on the list I guess is the need to buy some layers."
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As she exited the plane, Vanessa stepped into the arrivals gate at airport, feeling as though her true life was about to begin. She'd finally received clearance from the police to leave the city, since there was no logical way they could blame her for all the decomposing or suddenly senescent dead people. The camera guy's death had been a little dicier, but since he'd attacked Vanessa from inside her own home, with witnesses attesting to the fact that he'd fallen down the stairs without her even touching him, the police had closed that file, deeming it a self-inflicted accidental death, or something that sounded similar. She hadn’t understood everything the police officer had told her, just that she was allowed to go.

Time off work had been easier to wrangle than she’d anticipated. It had been plausible for her to cite stress and a serious need for an isolated vacation in the mountains to relax, but when she’d spoken to the director, she'd ended up worried about him. She wondered if he was on the verge of a nervous breakdown, even though he’d seemed okay on her first day back. Her impression was that the stress had continued to pile up from a variety of sources during the week before Vanessa and Emma Jane had departed, as he’d continued to struggle with both the producers and backers. Hoping she still had a show to go back to, Vanessa put thoughts of work aside as looked around for the exit sign and their luggage. Spotting an arrow pointing to the right, she turned to Emma Jane, becoming concerned when she saw her paler-than-usual face. 

"Are you okay, Emma Jane?" 

Emma Jane was slowly walking down the gangway behind her. Surprisingly, even though Emma Jane was an older and more experienced traveler than she was, it seemed she didn't do well with heights and hardly ever flew if it was avoidable. It was possible their trip to the mountains would end up being just as hard on Emma Jane after all, but for an entirely different reason than Vanessa had anticipated.

"I'm okay," Emma Jane whispered, holding onto the railing a little too tightly for someone who was actually okay. 

Vanessa wanted to hold her arm or her hand, to do something to help her out, but she was working hard on being as hands-off as possible. They'd made a deal with each other, and with Cat, that unless one of them was falling off the side of a cliff, they wouldn't touch, at all, until after they’d found the item that could protect Vanessa from accidentally being drained of life. At first, it had seemed unfairly harsh to Vanessa, but Cat had pointed out that without anyone around to provide healing, Vanessa wouldn't last more than a day if she touched Emma Jane as often as she wanted to. Grudgingly, Vanessa had bowed to reason, but she didn't have to like it, especially now, as she watched Emma Jane suffer from the aftereffects of her fear of flying.

She sighed while watching Emma Jane make her own way. "Well, at least we don't have to fly again until we go back. Hopefully I'll be able to hold you and keep you safe on the next flight." Vanessa tried to reassure Emma Jane, but also said the words out-loud as part of a fervent prayer. 

God, I want this trip to be a success, just so that I can hold her without limits.

"That would be nice," replied Emma Jane, forcing a weak smile. "Which way are we supposed to head?"

"The bags and exit are to the right. Once we get our luggage we can catch the commuter bus to Banff. It's probably the most popular destination in the Canadian Rockies, so it's easy to get there. After that, all bets are off."

Vanessa had just a vague outline of a plan, since Evelyn had only had a vision of the mountains they needed to be in but not the specific location where they'd need to hike. Vanessa had researched the areas she thought sounded most likely to be successful, based on a combination of the geography that Evelyn remembered from her vision, local legends, and pictures she'd seen online. So, she had place to start, although no idea whether or not she was on the right track. Banff had seemed ideal though, being so accessible and nestled in the center of everything. Vanessa had heard about it before, and since she'd always wanted to see the beauty of the mountains, she'd booked them there instead of somewhere else because it seemed like the quintessential tourist destination.

Emma Jane nodded, opening her cane up. While she didn't need the cane to get around, Vanessa had already discovered how useful it was for Emma Jane to carry one. No one questioned why she kept her sunglasses on or expected her to move fast. The flight attendants had been extremely attentive and helpful in response to her perceived disability. That had been an unexpected bonus which led to extra snacks, which Vanessa had enjoyed immensely. 

The path to the baggage area involved several escalators which made Vanessa nervous, although Emma Jane smoothly navigated each one without issue. Their bags were waiting when they arrived at the luggage carousel and they caught the shuttle with plenty of time to spare. The bus was half empty, as it was technically the shoulder season in the mountains. To be on the safe side and avoid accidental contact with each other, they sat apart and in their own seats. Vanessa thought about napping, but the scenery as they approached the Rockies took her breath away, instantly removing any thought of sleep.

"Have you ever been to the mountains before, Emma Jane?" Vanessa felt her spirits rising in response to the beauty outside. She knew she was going to have a cold and miserable trek up at least one mountainside over the next several days, but from the inside of the bus, it was so beautiful she couldn't care less about the potential future discomfort.

"Yes, I've been here to the mountains once before, when I hunted a witiko."

Vanessa looked confused, so Emma Jane explained.

"You may have also have heard it called a wendigo, but it has many names depending on who tells the tales. They are lost souls full of evil that are being punished for something they did during their lives."

"Like what?" 

Vanessa felt herself settling into her seat, anticipating another one of Emma Jane's stories coming to life, but Emma Jane just shrugged.

"Oh, you know, the usual things, like selfishness, or cannibalism."

"That's a big spread in sin level."

Emma Jane nodded. "Maybe, but when you’re dependent on a small group of people to survive, the worst sins are those against a group, like keeping valuable commodities to yourself, or breaking cultural taboos. Every society has a set of rules that its members are expected to follow. In the case of the wendigo, it's seen as a punishment to end up as one, not a reward. No one wants to have this power."

Vanessa tilted her head curiously. "What power do they have?"

Emma Jane looked off into the distance. 

"It's said that they have superhuman strength, speed, vision, and hearing. They have physical skills beyond the understanding of any human." 

She then looked at Vanessa seriously. "But in exchange for their new abilities, they lose their humanity and are fated to roam hungry and greedy forever, with each life they take never satisfying them but merely increasing the hunger that burns inside. They are horrible, man-eating ice beasts, hence why I was here the last time hunting one. The only way to kill one is to melt their heart." 

She smiled mischievously. "Or in my case, by absorbing its powers and burning its heart over a campfire. 

Vanessa shuddered. "Ugh. I don't think I want to hear any more about ice monsters while we're driving. I won't be able to sleep. Maybe when we get to the bed and breakfast you can tell me the full story, if I feel a bit braver. On second thought, maybe after we’re done hiking in the isolated mountains, where we could be killed and eaten by a wendigo."

Emma Jane inclined her head. "Of course. Have you ever been to the mountains before?"

"No. We moved around a lot growing up, but never traveled just to visit places. I've seen a lot of North America, but pretty much none of the exciting parts."

Vanessa looked at the peaks now surrounding them with appreciation and their conversation lapsed into companionable silence. They passed a picturesque lake on the side of the road which was nestled between two high rocky ranges and Vanessa felt as if they were entering a different land, one where giants could walk freely and birds could coast on the air. Her spirits continued to rise. That's right. I don't need to walk, necessarily. I can fly. Smiling, she sat back and enjoyed the rest of the ride.
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Emma Jane looked out the window with trepidation. The plane ride had almost killed her. She hadn't expected to be so anxious, but she'd been unable to stop thinking about being helpless if the plane went down. She wasn't used to being out of control. She'd always been independent and done her own thing, but planes weren't on her good list for travel anymore. Oh sure, everyone had been wonderful to her, but that didn't help when she felt like a trapped rat. 

The only thing that would have made it better was to have Vanessa sitting beside her, to hold and reassure her, but they'd deliberately picked their seats across the aisle from each other so that they wouldn't be able to touch. All Vanessa had been able to do was promise that the flight was going well and would be over soon, but it hadn't helped in the slightest. When they'd landed on solid ground, Emma Jane had almost thrown up from relief. A nice shuttle bus, where she could at least feel the ground beneath them and watch some of the scenery go by, was a huge improvement.

Her nerves somewhat more settled, she was left with thoughts and worries about their quest. If she'd understood Evelyn correctly, her dream had shown them hiking up the side of a snow-covered mountain to a small pool of water that didn't freeze, or at least wasn't frozen. She hadn’t been clear on that, so Vanessa had researched all the known lakes in the Rockies located at the middle or end of a trail. They knew for sure the trail they needed was in the Rocky Mountains, but looking around as the shuttle bus continued along the highway, Emma Jane knew that wasn't helpful at all. 

The range ran more than 3000 miles across North America, which was a lot of potential ground to search. Evelyn had been adamant it was on the Canadian side of the border, which cut down on at least half of the search area. Vanessa planned to start in Banff, as she wanted to check out the hot springs and there were several decent hiking areas accessible nearby. The only concern was that many of the paths might be closed to hikers due to the time of year.

Emma Jane sighed. She knew it wasn't going to be easy, but at that moment it seemed almost impossible- like looking for a needle in a haystack. Yet she wasn't as worried about herself as she was about Vanessa. Emma Jane looked over, seeing the enchantment on Vanessa's face as she witnessed the Rockies for the first time. Being close for more than a few days, even if they didn't touch, was dangerous for Vanessa. The worst part was that Emma Jane didn't even know how dangerous it would be; she'd never been in anyone's company for more than a few hours at a time since coming into her powers in her teens.

Vanessa looked up at the sound of her sigh. "Is everything okay?"

Emma Jane smiled, deflecting Vanessa from her troubled thoughts. 

"Just thinking about tomorrow. You've got Johnstone Canyon on the list first, don't you?"

Vanessa nodded as she looked back out the window. "Mmm-hmm. It's super popular, which you'd think would rule it out as the location for our quest, but it also has pools of water that apparently never freeze. And it's an easier hike than most of the other trails at this time of year. I feel like we could get our feet wet there when it comes to our search, so to speak."

Emma Jane nodded. It made sense. She knew the most challenging part of the quest would be their internal struggles, so she wasn't sure that the physical part necessarily had to be difficult. At least that's what she hoped. Although, if the powers-that-be had seen her terror on the flight over, she'd already earned her reward.

––––––––
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THEY ARRIVED AT THE bed and breakfast in Banff and discovered it was only a short drive to the hot springs, which was enough to make Vanessa happy. She'd booked two rooms, going with the bed and breakfast option for cost as well as coziness. It would have been crazy expensive at a hotel and they couldn't take a chance with Vanessa's health by sharing a room, not until they'd found whatever it was they were looking for, if it even existed.

"I was thinking we should go to bed early tonight," said Vanessa, systematically laying out a stack of pamphlets on the table in her room. 

"That way, we'll be rested for the hike in the morning. Sunrise is around eight, so there’s no point going anywhere before that. The trails aren’t lit and will likely have snow covered sections, so we should try to explore them during broad daylight if we want to stay on the path. We can eat a big breakfast, then make sure we pack lots of food and water and dress in layers." Vanessa looked at Emma Jane and the excitement sparkling in her eyes made her laugh. 

"You're enjoying this immensely, aren't you?" Emma Jane asked, amused by the childish glee she saw Vanessa displaying.

Vanessa shrugged, giving her a sheepish look. "I've never travelled before, unless you count Scotland, but my travel arrangements were sort of made by magic that time. This is the first trip I've ever planned anywhere. I've never been hiking in a place where I haven't lived and it seems like so much fun, especially with the beautiful scenery all around us. Then of course, having you with me for the first time adds another level of enjoyment for me." Vanessa smiled at Emma Jane.

Emma Jane gave her a slightly pitying look. "Well, I hope you enjoy tomorrow. I'm not expecting to like much about it, since I dislike being cold in general, but I’m as eager as you are to find the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. But yes, I’m happy that I’ll get to do this with you as well."

Vanessa looked at Emma Jane fondly, letting her gaze roam over her hair, her face, her hands, before finally making eye contact, her eyes shining with promise. "I can't wait to be able to hold you. Even if I hate every minute of the next few days hiking, it will be worth it. A pot of gold is nothing compared to the potential for happiness for us at the end of this quest."

Emma Jane closed her eyes at the words, leaning forward before catching herself, quickly drawing back just before reaching to touch Vanessa. Her words, and the way Vanessa was looking at her, stirred the now familiar, intense longing inside her heart and Emma Jane knew it was time to go.

"Good night, Vanessa. I think I should leave before one of us starts something you'll regret. Sleep well." 

Emma Jane went to the door, then paused with one hand on the doorknob and glanced back at Vanessa over her shoulder. "I'll dream of you tonight." 

With a final smoldering look, she pulled her gaze away and left Vanessa standing at the table alone, holding a stack of papers with the same look of longing reflected on her face.

Emma Jane closed the door behind her, wondering how she'd reached this place in life. Just as she'd mostly made peace with the long days of travel and solitude that were her destiny, a routine hunt had brought Vanessa into her life. The turmoil created by such a simple change still astounded her. One woman caused her to dream about things she'd never dreamed of before. In her entire life, not one person had caused such strong emotions of hope, happiness, and frustration. She could only pray to the Great Spirit that she'd be found worthy to have the talisman, because a life without Vanessa suddenly seemed to be one that wasn't worth living. As she climbed into bed, Emma Jane sent out her thoughts and prayed for answers.

––––––––
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THAT NIGHT, EMMA JANE travelled to the forest of spirits again. She could always tell when she was there. The sound of children's laughter filled her heart with both joy and pain. She could still recall running around in the woods with her brothers and the sadness of knowing she'd never do that again pierced her like a knife, as it did every time she dwelled on the past. She also knew that when she heard the laughter, her mom wouldn't be far behind and she eagerly looked around for her. It almost felt as if she was there with her at those times; her appearance and words always seemed so solid and real. Sometimes, when fortune smiled on her, she could even feel the warmth of her mom's hug before she vanished again, to the place where spirits go to wait for their loved ones.

However, this time as Emma Jane walked through the trees she couldn't find her. The sound of her brothers playing still echoed around her, reassuring her that she was in the right place. She looked down at her feet sadly, examining the bare, exposed toes. She entered the dreams in whatever she'd been wearing to bed, so that night her feet were bare and her hair was long and loose down the back of a simple t-shirt, reaching to brush the top of her shorts. Her vision became what it had been before the spirits had worked their magic on her. Maybe mom is upset with me, or unhappy that I've fallen in love with a woman? Emma Jane felt the familiar hot prickle of tears begin to sting her eyes and turned away. 

"Why are you crying, my child?"

Emma Jane whirled at the familiar contralto, a voice she now realized sounded almost the same as hers. She was close to the age her mom had been at the time of her death and each time Emma Jane saw her now, she felt a sense of pride that she looked and sounded so much like the woman she’d loved more than anyone else in her entire life. Until now.

"Mom. I didn't think you were going to come. I thought, maybe, that you were..."

"Disappointed?"  

Her mom stepped out of the trees toward Emma Jane, a look of compassion and love wreathing her face with an ethereal glow. "The only way I would ever be upset with you, my girl, is if you lived a life devoid of honor and self-respect. I see nothing in your heart or mind to suggest you have fallen from the path of light," she paused. "But I do see someone new in there. Tell me about her." 

Her mom stood beside her and held out her hands, which Emma Jane took with gratitude. She'd been too young to even think about discussing love and life with her mom until after she'd died. Emma Jane hadn't counted on her dreams however, or having the aid of the ancestors either. Yet since her mom had died, Emma Jane had been blessed with many discussions she’d never expected to have. 

"She's the sun after the rain, Mom. She has such fire in her soul. Sometimes she speaks without thinking, but her intentions are good. Her anger can boil over like a pot on the stove, but just as quickly she’ll calm down and apologize. But the best part is that she loves me back. Even though I’m a danger to her, even though I could kill her with a touch, she wants to stay with me and find an answer to our challenge." Emma Jane shook her head in wonder as she continued. "I don't understand it, but I’ve never felt so much joy, or pain, because of one person."

Her mom nodded, a small smile crossing her face. "I know that feeling all too well. It sounds like you have a bad case of love, my girl."

Emma Jane looked at her ruefully. "Yeah, it kind of does, doesn't it?"

Her mom smiled, squeezing her daughter's hands. "Enjoy it as long as you can, my dear. I loved your father so much. If I hadn't had you four children in my life when he died, I think I would have died from heartbreak then as well." 

She looked at Emma Jane, searching her eyes as she appeared to consider something before she nodded, setting her jaw as though what she was about to say would be unpleasant. Emma Jane braced herself. "You don’t remember all that your father was, do you?"

Emma Jane shook her head, not sure where her mom was going with her question. "He died when I was only eight. I remember him holding me, giving pony rides, and once, putting a bandage on my knee when I’d fallen off my bike. But my memories are faded and he’s been gone even longer than you and the boys. Even my memories of our time together have grown threadbare," said Emma Jane, her heart swelling with guilt and apology.

Her mom nodded, looking sad. “Your dad had powerful medicine, my girl. You don't get your gifts from me, but from him. Just as your kokum took you to Samuel to be trained, your father was trained by him when he was a child."

Emma Jane was taken aback. "Why didn’t Samuel ever tell me this? How did I not know?"

Her mom patted her hand, a single tear falling down her cheek. "I didn't wish to have my children know about the danger their beloved dada put himself into. I was always proud of him, never think otherwise, but the life of a hunter of dark creatures is one of fighting and is usually brief. I wanted my kids to grow up with a dad that went away to work, like many dads do; I wanted to protect you from the fear that he may never return home."

Emma Jane nodded. Shadowy memories from her childhood suddenly became more clear. "The fire?"

This time, her mom looked away, pausing before turning back to meet her eyes. 

"I can’t say for sure. I always worried one of my children would take after him and be called by the Great Spirit to fight the never-ending battle between good and evil. After he died though, things mostly went back to normal. No more blood to wash out of clothing, no more injuries to tend, other than those that four active children will naturally accumulate. I’d almost forgotten the worry I lived under every day while he’d been alive, even as my heart remained broken for the one true love of my life. But did this somehow cause the evil to find us, long after he was dead?" She shook her head, her soft brown eyes full of pain. "I don’t know. Maybe, or maybe the darkness sensed that one more force for light was about to rise in the world. Was it luck? Or was it just coincidence that caused me to let you go for a sleepover that day?"

Emma Jane nodded. "Or was it the Great Spirit?"

Her mom pulled her into her embrace, holding her tight with warm, strong arms that belied the fact she was only a spirit and no longer flesh and blood. Solemnly, she repeated her daughter's words. "Or was it the Great Spirit."
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Vanessa woke up early the next morning feeling invigorated. She'd been so wound up after Emma Jane left the night before that she'd taken a chance on being seen and transformed into her raven form. The familiar tingle of warmth as her skin became covered in shiny black feathers, the not completely unpleasant sensation of her bones and body rearranging into that of a bird of approximately the same size as her human form was now a simple matter for her, one that never failed to exhilarate and restore. 

Under the cover of darkness, she’d gone for a flight as a raven in the cool mountain night. She’d been completely at peace as she'd glided over the peaceful range in the dark. Although she knew it was below freezing, she didn't feel the cold nearly as sharply as when she was a human and had flown for hours. Her flight had also given her a chance to scout out the area. Her vision was better in the dark as a raven and she'd been able to mark several possible locations that fit the description of what Evelyn had seen in her dreams. Two in particular called to Vanessa, but she couldn’t be sure if they were important or if something shiny had caught her attention. She was a raven, after all. As she stretched, thinking about the sheer enjoyment of the night before, she felt more awake and alive than she had for several days. 

She got out of bed, putting on the housecoat that came with the room then grabbed her toiletry bag and towel. Her magic and energy were always replenished after time spent in her other form. She remembered Mai explaining once that her dragon form was her true one, while being human was just the costume she dressed in between transformations. Vanessa had only recently discovered she was able to transform, so she often forgot about the energy boost that accompanied being a raven. Well, not for this trip. She resolved to transform daily, especially without Cat around to recharge her batteries the way she'd grown accustomed to since meeting Emma Jane. 

Vanessa washed up quickly, electing to skip a shower until after their hike, as she didn’t want her wet hair to freeze, as she knew it would after being outside for ten minutes. She'd save the warm shower for the end of her long hiking day instead. She put her things back in her bedroom then went across the hall to knock on Emma Jane's door. After less than a minute, the door opened and Emma Jane emerged fully dressed.

"Good morning," Vanessa said, surprised to see her love ready for the day. "Have you been up long?"

Emma Jane nodded. "I woke up around six. I dressed, then spent some time mediating. I thought if I was able to focus my power, I could ensure I had my barriers up before I spent all day hiking with you. I’m hoping to stay centered and keep myself from accidentally siphoning your energy."

Vanessa smiled, still proud of herself and eager to share her own bolt of inspiration. 

“That’s a good idea. Also, guess what? Last night I went out to get an 'as the raven flies' lay of the land, if you know what I mean." Vanessa looked furtively around the hallway, but no one was around them to hear her cryptic statement except Emma Jane, who fortunately understood.

"And? Did you see something interesting?"

"Let's get some food and talk while we eat. I'm famished. I'm always hungrier the day after a flight. I still don't completely understand that one."

Emma Jane rolled her eyes. "Could it possibly be because you totally destroyed the laws of physics and aerodynamics? I'm sure changing forms to become another creature takes a fair amount of energy."

"True, but I actually always feel energized rather than drained after a transformation. Sure, I'm starving, but I also feel way more alive. I think I'm going to do it every night while we’re traveling. It'll help keep my energy up during the day, in case you are siphoning from me just by being nearby." 

Vanessa wondered if they could try an experiment, but Emma Jane must have read her speculative expression and she stopped her before Vanessa suggested what she was thinking. At the same time, she took a half-step back.

"Oh, no you don't! I'm not taking a chance on your raven helping you regenerate from touching me. We're going to take this seriously and not look for short cuts."
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