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Chapter 1

 


 


Camille woke to an alarm that wasn't her
own. The familiar grating buzz had been replaced by a high-pitched
chiming. She fumbled for the snooze button and failed to find it.
The chiming grew more insistent. Annoyed, Camille opened her eyes
to peer at the clock, and her sleepiness washed away on a rush of
adrenaline. It wasn't her clock--nor her bedroom.

She sat up, eyes rolling to take in the
whole room. It was smaller than her bedroom, a tidy, neatly
arranged room with neutral beige walls and heavy curtains on the
window. A thick carpet covered the floor. An open walk-in closet
door to her right next to large bath. In the corner of the room by
the bathroom was a door Camille assumed led out into the rest of
the apartment. To her left--

Camille threw off the bedclothes and leaped
out of bed with a shriek of alarm. There was a man in her bed! A
strange man who jerked awake and tumbled out the far side of the
bed to the floor before popping up with a handgun clutched in both
hands. He swept the room with it, then focused on Camille.

Camille flinched at the sight of the gun
aimed in her direction, even as he lowered it to point away from
her. His eyes were wide, and his whole body sang with tension. He
looked around the room again, curiously this time--or so Camille
assumed, since he didn't aim the gun where he looked this time.

His gaze returned to Camille. She realized
abruptly that she was naked. She turned and fled to the bathroom,
slamming the door behind her and locking it. It was a bathroom. A
pair of robes hung from hooks on the back of the door. Camille
stood utterly still, breath held, listening for the man outside the
door. She heard the alarm shut off.

When he didn't try the bathroom door or
shout at her, she let out a shaky breath. Where the hell was she?
How did she get here, and who was the man in the next room? She
didn't know him, had never even seen him before. She sure as hell
hadn't gone home with him--the last thing she remembered was
sitting at her desk sketching out a design for a tattoo.

Falling asleep in her office wasn't all that
unusual, but she always woke up there. Had she blacked out somehow?
She didn't drink much, and never to the point of drunkenness. Could
she have been drugged? But--again--she didn't remember going out to
drink.

But would she, if she'd been drugged? She
didn't know. It wasn't something she'd ever wondered about. But the
man in the next room had looked as surprised as she was. If he'd
drugged her, he wouldn't be surprised by her presence. Unless he'd
been drugged too, but that didn't make much sense.

Camille shook her head. She didn't have
enough information yet. She glanced around at the room. The
bathroom, like the bedroom, was small but tidy and clean. To her
right was a vanity and sink, with a mirrored medicine cabinet hung
on the wall above it. Two toothbrushes hung from a holder affixed
to the wall below the medicine cabinet. Plastic drinking glasses, a
soap dish with a new bar of soap and a bottle of hand lotion were
arranged on the vanity top.

A tiled bathtub enclosure stretched the
width of the room behind her. Between bathtub and vanity was a
toilet. To her left, where the open bathroom door would block it
was a small linen closet. Two bath towels, unmatched but clean,
hung on a rack near the bath and shower stall.

They fit with everything else in this place.
Whoever lived here didn't have a lot of money but they had pride.
They took good care of what they did have, and kept the place clean
and neat.

The mirror above the sink reminded Camille
of her nakedness. She grabbed the smaller robe from the door,
pulled it on, and tied the belt. It wasn't much, but it helped a
little. She held still for a moment, head cocked to listen. She
heard the stranger moving around beyond the door, but he did
nothing dramatic.

Camille searched the bathroom for something
to use as a weapon, if necessary. The medicine cabinet, linen
closet and vanity drawers yielded all the usual items for stocking
and cleaning a bathroom, as well as toiletries--but aside from a
metal nail file or the handle of a scrub brush, nothing that would
make a half decent weapon.

A faint rapping on the door sent Camille's
pulse racing. "Miss?" Camille remained motionless and silent.
Another brush of knuckles against the door. "Miss?"

Camille stayed silent.

"Okay," the man said, "I'm just gonna go,
okay?"

That caught Camille's attention. "Go?"

"Yeah. Go."

"Go where?" And was he just going to leave
her here in his home?

"Home."

Camille couldn't help herself. "Home? You
mean this isn't...."

"Isn't what? My place?" A pause. "It's
not...yours?"

Camille considered lying. Tell him yes, get
him out of here. He was a stranger with a gun. But if he thought
this was her place, he was as much in the dark as she was. Which
put a whole new complexion on things. "No."

She heard him curse quietly on the other
side of the door, then, "Kennedy. Johnson. Nixon. Ford.
Carter."

Camille closed her eyes, and rested her
forehead against the door. This couldn't be happening. It couldn't.
But she completed the protocol. "Reagan. Bush. Clinton. Gore."

Silence from the other side of the door.
"You've been to the Vault."

"The what?"

"The Vault?"

"You mean the World Root?"

"Sure."

"Yeah."

"Timeline shift?"

"Gotta be."

"Critical, you think?"

"I wasn't married when I went to bed last
night."

"Married?"

"I'm wearing a ring. You?"

Camille held up her left hand. She felt
another shock pulse through her. A diamond engagement ring and a
gold wedding band encircled her third finger. She was married--to
the man on the other side of the door.

In this timeline, at least.

Camille laid her hand on the doorknob.
Wondered if she really wanted to do this. Concluded that she
didn't, but she had to. She turned the knob and the lock popped
out. She opened the door, steeling herself for the sight of a naked
man again.

He was dressed. Jeans, a polo shirt,
sneakers. The gun was nowhere in evidence. He was several inches
taller than Camille, considerably broader, especially through the
shoulders. Stocky. He had short brown hair, green eyes, and an
angular face. His expression was unreadable.

"Sorry about the gun earlier," he said. He
shrugged, as much with his face as with his shoulders.
"Reflex."

"No problem," Camille said. It came out
automatically, perhaps also by reflex, despite actually being quite
alarmed to know that he had a gun--and was prone to pulling it when
startled.

He glanced at the robe, then met Camille's
eyes. "You'll want to get dressed, I imagine. I'll leave you to it.
You want coffee?"

Camille did want to dress, but--"Coffee? How
do you know there's coffee?"

His lopsided grin was charming. "If I live
here, and apparently I do, there'll be coffee. So?"

"Yes, please."

He nodded and left the room, closing the
door behind him. Camille locked it, then turned at leaned against
the door, drawing a shaky breath. She clasped her hands to her
breast to stop them trembling. Married. To a complete stranger.

Much as she wanted to puzzle over that, she
had more important things to consider. The marriage was only part
of a much bigger problem. Someone, somewhere--somewhen--had changed
the timeline. For all she knew, the whole world outside this
apartment might be radically different. The two of them might be
among the few humans in the world who still spoke English.

Which wasn't as big a problem as it could
be, given the other seven languages she knew. But if the changes
had happened far enough back, all the languages she knew might be
useless, in which case, figuring out what had happened and how to
correct it would be even more difficult.

There had to be others in this same fix. She
knew of many people who'd been to the World Root. They would
remember the world as it had been. If she could find them, perhaps
they could try to repair the changed timeline.

Later for that. Camille searched for clothes
to wear. She found underwear in a dresser, and jeans and a shirt
hanging in the closet, as well as shoes neatly arranged on the
floor. All of it fit her. So too, Camille was sure, would the
dresses hanging in the closet that she'd hastily flicked through.
They weren't at all the sort of thing she'd ordinarily wear. But
she wasn't herself here, that much was obvious.

She hesitated before dressing. She wanted to
shower. She never felt right without showering first thing in the
morning, but in this situation that just wasn't going to
happen.

She did wash her face and brush her teeth,
which helped. When she was dressed, she felt more secure. It was an
illusion, but she took comfort in it all the same. She spent a few
minutes searching the drawers of the dresser, but couldn't have
said what she hoped to find.

Mostly she just didn't want to leave this
room. As frightened as she'd been to find herself here, it was
possibly the only familiar place she knew now. She didn't even know
what the rest of the apartment looked like--and there was only one
way to find out.

Camille threw open the bedroom door. A blank
wall to her right ran half the length of the living space. That
would be the wall enclosing the kitchen, Camille guessed. The
living area filled the left half of the apartment, and the dining
room was just around the corner by the kitchen. Every foot of wall
that wasn't broken by a door or window was lined with bookcases,
the shelves filled with hardbacks or double-stacked paperbacks.

The living room floor was hardwood, softened
by numerous throw rugs. The front door had a peep hole and security
chain on it. A sofa, coffee table, and armchairs formed a
conversation area. A television set was tucked in a corner but
didn't appear to get much use. It was all neat, clean, and well
cared for.

The smell of coffee caught Camille's
attention. She followed her nose around the corner. The dining room
was lined with bookcases like the living room, but they were filled
with boxes and baskets. The dining room table was a surprise. It
wasn't her dining room table, but it was larger than
necessary, and scarred in such a way that Camille suspected it saw
a lot of use as a workspace when it wasn't being used for
meals--just like hers. It was the first thing she'd seen in the
apartment that made her feel like she might really have lived
here.

The kitchen contained a refrigerator, oven
and range, but no microwave. The husband whose name she didn't know
was leaning against the kitchen counter with folded arms. He lifted
his chin in greeting. "Hey. Coffee'll be ready in a minute."

Camille swallowed and nodded. She entered
the kitchen. Both of them standing in the kitchen made it feel
crowded. A percolator burbled merrily on an otherwise mostly empty
counter top. The small kitchen sparkled. Not a single dirty dish
was visible.

Camille said, "Whoever we are here, we're
neat."

He nodded. "I noticed. I'm Evan Baker, by
the way." He offered his hand. Camille felt calloused fingers when
she shook it.

"Camille. Camille...Baker, apparently."

Evan smiled faintly. "Pleased to meet
you--or as pleased as I can be, all things considered." Camille
could sympathize with that statement. "Coffee's ready," he
added.

He had found a sugar bowl and a half gallon
carton of milk and placed them on the counter with a couple of mugs
and spoons. He poured coffee into both mugs, then picked one up and
took a careful sip. He moved around Camille to stand by the kitchen
doorway while Camille added sugar and milk to hers and stirred
it.

She took a cautious sip. It was hot and
sweet and she couldn't forget for a moment that she was standing in
a strange house with a stranger who was, apparently, her husband.
She glanced at the dining room table and then at Evan. "Shall we
sit while we talk about this?"

They sat across from one another at the over
sized table. The table was sturdy and well made, but had seen
decades of hard use. Camille ran her fingertips idly across the
nicks and dents while she sipped at her coffee. She studied the man
across from her, wondering who he was and how she'd come to marry
him. He was looking around the apartment, a tiny crease between his
eyebrows.

Eventually he turned his attention to
Camille, his gaze straying to her forearms and hands, where her
tattoos were visible. He sighed and put his coffee down.

"If you disagree, tell me--but here's what I
think," he said. Camille nodded for him to continue.

"Whatever lives we have here, they're over.
Since we have an apartment, and clothing, and food, I assume one or
both of us is gainfully employed. But unless it's absolute
scutwork, we couldn't possibly bluff our way through it in the long
term."

Camille nodded without speaking. She
couldn't argue with any of that. Assuming she had a job in this
timeline, unless they could find evidence of it in the apartment
somewhere, she wouldn't know what it was, or where. She wouldn't
know who she worked with or for or remember anything about it. It
might even require skills that this alternate Camille had acquired
but that she didn't have.

Evan continued. "We need to liquidate our
resources and use them to try to find a way to make contact with
other...refugees, and try to reverse whatever changes have
happened. We also need to be prepared to do whatever is necessary
to achieve that end. That includes violence."

Camille frowned, not liking the
implications. "Wait, what do you mean, exactly?"

"We need to think of ourselves as being
behind enemy lines. As soldiers. We don't want to hurt--" He
hesitated, then went for the brutal truth--"we don't want to
kill anyone we don't have to, but if it's necessary, we
must."

"I'm not going to kill anyone!" Camille was
appalled by the suggestion. What sort of man was he?

"Not even in self-defense?"

"Well, yes, of course." She wasn't going to
simply let someone hurt her. "If I had to kill someone to defend
myself--"

"It's all self-defense," Evan said. "We're
trying to defend--to retrieve--the lives we had before this change
took place. If it helps, remember that if we succeed, this timeline
will never have happened, so we won't have killed anyone."

Camille gawked at him. "That's--" Crazy.
Sociopathic. And probably literally true. She still didn't
think she could do it. Fight or kill in self-defense, in the heat
of the moment? Yes, she could do that. She'd done it before. But
coldly remove someone whose only crime was being an obstacle to her
desires?

No. She couldn't do that.

Maybe he saw it in her face. "Fine. Don't do
it. If it needs doing, I'll do it. Agreed?"

Camille felt her face set in a mulish
expression. She forced herself to take another sip of coffee. He
was right. If they changed things, none of the people whose lives
they'd affected would exist, not in this fashion. If they
failed...well, they'd likely be in prison or dead, so they'd pay
for their crimes.

She nodded, feeling like a hypocrite.
"Okay."

Evan didn't respond immediately. He studied
her face over his coffee. His eyes were expressionless as a
shark's. Camille felt a thrill of alarm as she wondered if he were
deciding whether she was a threat in need of removal. If he
were as casual about killing as his words made him sound, he might
very well conclude that he'd do better on his own.

Camille placed her coffee cup carefully on
the table and laid her hands flat against the table. She
concentrated on the tattoo of a glowing jewel on her breastbone,
gathering a defensive shield around herself. Nothing much, just
enough to ward her against a sudden, unexpected attack. Something
to maybe turn a knife slightly, or send a bullet astray, give her a
chance to fight or flee.

Or so she'd intended. What she got instead
was a visible aura of bright blue. It glittered in Evan's eyes and
washed out his coloring, making him look sickly. It played across
the walls of the dining room like sunlight reflecting off of water.
Camille was as shocked by its appearance as Evan. He reacted
faster.

Evan leaped backward, hopping awkwardly over
the chair which toppled behind him. He had the handgun aimed at her
again before the coffee cup he'd been holding shattered on the
floor. The sight of his gun aimed at her for the second time today
frightened Camille. It also made her angry.

Her shield flared brighter still, fed by the
energy of her fear, then turned a deeper blue with anger. She held
her left hand ready to unleash a bolt of lightning, streamers of
lightning tickling her skin and running between her fingers like
the antennae of a Jacob's Ladder.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


She held Evan's gaze for a long moment,
terrified that violence would erupt between them. He stared back
over the barrel of his handgun, held in a two-handed grip now. A
muscle at the corner of his jaw twitched, betraying his own
tension.

That evidence that he was frightened too
humanized him. He'd been spooked by her sudden display of magic,
and no wonder. It was far more powerful than she'd expected it to
be, a showy flare of energy that might have been the attack he so
clearly feared it was.

But he hadn't opened fire. He was ready to
shoot--but he hadn't done it. He was giving her the benefit of the
doubt even now. Camille swallowed, feeling the lump in her throat.
She ought to do him the same courtesy.

She almost raised her hands in an "I'm
unarmed" gesture--but then reconsidered. He might take it as a
threat; she wasn't unarmed, not when she could fling lightning from
her fingertips. Instead, Camille lowered her hands to rest in her
lap.

"Sorry," she said. She let the lightning
dissipate, then damped down her shield, throttling back on the
power. The glittering blue aura faded slowly into invisibility. She
didn't let it go entirely. She kept a trickle of power flowing
across her skin, ready to go if needed.

Evan watched her, handgun still at the
ready. His expression was hard to read, maybe because he wasn't
sure how he felt. Camille waited. She saw him come to a decision.
He tucked the handgun into his waistband behind his right hip. He
did it with a quick, practiced motion that told her he wore a gun
often.

"What the hell was that?" he asked. He
crouched to pick up his chair, glancing at Camille as he righted
it.

"Magic."

"I figured that part out myself," Evan said.
"What did you do?"

"I summoned a shield," Camille admitted.
"Just in case, uh..." How did you finish a statement like that?

"Just in case I decided to whack you?"

Evan knelt to pick up the pieces of his
broken cup. Having his attention focused elsewhere made it easier
for Camille to admit to her fears. "Yeah. But it was supposed to
have been a subtle effect. Invisible."

Evan tossed the handful of broken china into
a waste basket, looked around, picked up a small towel and knelt to
clean up the spilled coffee. "You got a lot more power than you
expected?"

"Yes," Camille said. "Much more."

Evan nodded as he wrung out the towel over
the sink, then went back to mopping the spilled coffee. "That's
useful information. Whoever changed the timeline obviously wanted
more magic in the world. I expect you'll find that all of your
spells are turbocharged for the duration."

Camille felt her eyebrows rise. "Really?
Cool!" Magic was always tiring--or always had been. This dramatic
and powerful shield spell hadn't drained her at all.

Evan glanced up. "Just don't get too used to
it. If and when we get things back on the the right track, you'll
be back to working against a lot more resistance."

Camille nodded impatiently. She crooked two
fingers while concentrating on a cabinet door. It flew open
violently and banged against the neighboring door. "Oops."

Evan jumped, half turning to spot the source
of the noise, then turned a glare on her. "Careful!"

"I will be," Camille replied. She imagined
reaching in with delicate, invisible fingers, and lifted out
another coffee cup. It rose slowly, wobbling slightly. Camille
imagined lowering it on an invisible tray to the counter top. It
moved slowly but smoothly, settling down without a hitch or a
wobble. "Ta da!"

Evan straightened up. "Congratulations," he
said, picking up the cup. He poured coffee into it and sat down at
the table again. "You know what this means, though, don't you?"

Camille grinned at him, pleased by her
success. "No--what?"

"It means we're probably in a low tech
timeline. Anyone with the oomph to cause a shift and to enhance the
power of magic is probably not going to want technology messing up
his plans."

He glanced up. "We have electric lights,
electric clocks, a coffee pot, a television, and so forth. But I
haven't seen a computer anywhere in the apartment, or a printer. No
evidence of cell phones either. Just the one phone there on the
wall."

"Just what does that mean?" Camille asked.
"For us, I mean."

"It means that finding out how to move
around in this world without drawing attraction to ourselves is
likely to be difficult. We can't just Google for information. It's
possible that there are computer terminals available to the
public--at a library, say. But no telling how primitive the
computers may be, or the software.

"Most records are likely to be on paper too,
though, which is both good and bad for us."

"How so?"

"It means that forging them should be
easier, and more difficult to detect. But it also means finding
information that we want is going to be a lot more
difficult."

Camille had been listening quietly. Now she
interrupted. "We should search the apartment. If what you say is
true, electronic records are going to be scarce. So most likely any
documents we own are either here somewhere or in a safety deposit
box. If they're here, all the better. If not, maybe we can find the
name of the bank we use and a key."

Evan smiled. "Good thinking. Let's do
that."

Camille started in the kitchen when Evan
went to explore the living room. Camille searched methodically,
starting by the entrance and working her way around the room. She
found plenty of cookware, as well as flatware, dishes and cups. The
cupboard over the refrigerator was empty. Another contained baking
supplies. Others held crackers and cookies of various sorts,
condiments and spices.

One drawer was clearly the "junk" drawer
where miscellaneous items were shoved to get them out of the way.
Old batteries, rubber bands, twist ties, a handful of manuals for
appliances, and a few old receipts. Camille put those aside for
closer perusal later.

A floor level cupboard produced a couple of
phone books, a scrap book, and more cookbooks, all seldom used.
Camille flipped through the receipts. They went back years, mostly
old grocery receipts, or receipts for unidentified purchases.
Nothing of use.

The drawer closest to the dining room proved
more useful. Camille found a box of envelopes, a packet of stamps,
several pens and pencils, and a checkbook resting on top of a stack
of torn open envelopes.

Camille sat down at the dining room table to
look through the material. Mr. & Mrs. Evan Baker banked with
Fidelity Bank & Trust of California. The envelopes contained
monthly statements going back almost a year. The checks were drably
utilitarian. No carbons, but the register was meticulously filled
out.

She spot checked the register from the
statements and it matched precisely. The handwriting looked nothing
like her own chicken scratches so she guessed that Evan maintained
the account. The register recorded that they had something over a
thousand dollars in the account.

She leaned back in her chair to peer around
the corner. Evan was sitting by one of the bookcases in the living
room, sorting through a lapful of loose papers. He looked up.
"Anything?"

Camille nodded. She waved the checkbook.
Evan put the papers aside, rose and walked over to join her at the
table.

"You," she said, "appear to work for Ingolf
& Devore. Some kind of partnership, I assume, but I can't tell
if it's a law firm or an accounting firm or what. But you get paid
twice a month. I receive weekly checks from Hassebrock Hurley &
Barrett. Considerably smaller checks than yours. Those are the only
sources of income I see."

Evan took the checkbook from her and flipped
through the register. He looked up. "Not my handwriting.
Yours?"

Camille chuckled. "Not unless it's improved
drastically." She looked around the apartment. "And I never lived
so neatly in my life. Is this your doing?"

"Probably. I can't stand living in a
mess."

"You finding anything in the living
room?"

"Not so far."

Camille moved on to the dining room while
Evan headed into the rear of the apartment to search the bedroom.
The boxes and baskets on the bookcase shelves contained sewing
supplies. A variety of folded fabrics, patterns, tools, even a
sewing machine carefully boxed up on a bottom shelf. Camille
wondered how many of the dresses she'd seen in the bedroom closet
were homemade. She concluded that the Evan and Camille who lived
here were lower middle class at best. They were keeping their heads
above water, saving religiously, and avoiding credit like the
plague--assuming it was available to them.

She was on standing with her back to the
kitchen when the phone ring. It was shockingly loud. Camille turned
and reached for it, then had a moment of doubt. Should she answer
it? Would the possibility of learning something about the world
around them outweigh the risks?

Sure it would.

She picked up the handset. "Hello?"

"Camille?" The voice was faint, as if hoping
not to be overheard.

"Who's calling, please?"

"Camille, it's me. Ellen."

"Ellen?"

"Ellen Wilson." She sounded as if
Camille ought to know who she was, and she was probably right.

"Ohhh," Camille said, trying to play along.
"Ellen. Sorry. I can't hear you very well."

"Why are you still at home?"

"I don't--"

"Mr. Barrett is furious!"

Camille heard someone shouting on the other
end of the line. A man's voice. "Is that Camille?"

"Yes. I--" her voice suddenly got louder.
"Sir? I don't--yes, it is her. Yes, Mr. Barrett."

A fumbling noise as the phone changed hands.
Then--"Camille! Is this you?" Barrett's voice was loud enough that
Camille pulled the phone away from her ear."

"Yes."

"Why the hell aren't you at work?"

"Ah--I'm...I'm sick." Camille essayed a
little cough.

"Sick is it? Well, don't bother coming
in--now or ever! You're fired!" He slammed the phone down without
waiting for a response.

Camille stared at it for a moment, then hung
up. She turned to see Evan standing nearby. "Well, you know those
bridges we were gonna have to burn? One down."

"I heard."

Camille folded her arms beneath her breasts
and looked down at the floor. She felt a little raw, emotionally.
Getting fired, even by a man she'd never met, was surprisingly
nerve-wracking. He was such an angry man! She wondered how she
could have worked for him. It was a glimpse into a whole life that
she might have lived, and she'd screwed it up in only a couple of
hours.

"Forget it," Evan said. "The guy was an
asshole. I could tell that from all the way over here. Besides,
when we've changed things, he'll never have been your boss
anyhow."

Camille couldn't help grinning. It was true.
"He's probably a sexist, egotistical, lying, hypocritical
bigot."

"Probably chased you around his desk every
day," Evan agreed.

"Probably wanted me to take dick-tation,"
Camille said.

"Probably wanted to play hide the
salami."

Camille's laugh faded and she wrinkled her
nose. "Really, Evan? Really? Do guys really say things like
that?"

Evan smirked. "Guys like that do," he
said, nodding at the phone.

Camille made a face. "Good point. So--now
that I've burned our first bridge, now what?"

Evan's smile faded and he got serious again.
His gaze strayed toward the front door of the apartment. "I think
it's time we ventured out into the cold, cruel world. We need to
see what sort of world we're dealing with.

"We know they speak English out there. And
we know it's still recognizably American culture, though it seems
more like the 1950s than the early twenty-first century. But we
need to know more."

"Okay," Camille said. "But before we do
that, I think we should go through our wallets--or purses, as the
case may be. See what sort of papers we're carrying."

Evan's eyes dropped to his left for a
moment. "Hmm. You're right. I think I saw a wallet on the dresser
in the bedroom. He turned and walked down the corridor. Camille
followed. There was a wallet on the dresser.

Camille found a purse on a shelf in the
walk-in closet. Three, in fact, but only one was in use. The others
were for dress up occasions, she guessed. She glanced at Evan and
they returned to the dining room by silent agreement.

Evan opened the wallet and emptied its
contents on the table. Camile dumped out the purse. She had
lipstick, a small packet of disposable tissues, some make up, a key
ring, a whistle, a half-eaten packet of wintergreen Lifesavers, a
small black book, and a wallet. The wallet contained twenty-three
dollars in cash and almost two dollars in change in a tiny coin
pocket. It also contained a laminated driver's license identifying
her as Camille Baker.

"Apparently," Camille said, "I took your
name."

"What's your maiden name?"

"Hellmouth."

Evan's eyebrows slid up his forehead.
"Really? No wonder you took my name."

"Funny." She resumed searching the wallet.
Library card, monthly bus pass, discount cards for several stores,
and several photographs of Evan or of both of them taken at their
wedding.

Camille picked up a wedding photo, a posed
shot of bride and groom in front of the altar in a church
somewhere. She looked awfully young in that picture, not more than
eighteen or nineteen. In this world she'd been married for a
decade. It was inconceivable. The last thing she'd wanted to do at
that age was tie herself down, when she'd only just escaped high
school and her parents' home.

She looked happy in that photograph, though.
Her groom looked like a deer caught in someone's headlights. He
also looked like a teenage boy. Camille glanced at the man across
the table, then back down at the photograph. Ten years had matured
him from gawky teenager to a fully grown man. It suited him. He
wasn't as pretty as the boy had been, but he was more handsome.

Camille felt a sudden thrill of alarm as she
studied the photograph. They'd been married for a decade. Thank God
they didn't have any children! The thought of finding herself
saddled with dependents in a situation like this terrified her.

She looked up. If Evan had noticed her
reaction he was ignoring it. She shuffled through the rest of the
photos quickly. They didn't provide any more information.

The black book was an address book, as she's
expected. Camille flipped through it. None of the names were
familiar to her except her parents and siblings, and that was a
surprise in itself. She wasn't close to her family, or hadn't been
in the old timeline.

On the other hand, none of her friends from
her old life had made the transition. Camille wondered if she'd
never met them or if they simply didn't fit the life this alternate
Camille had made for herself; she certainly wasn't the rebel
Camille had been.

Camille looked at the tattoos on her bare
forearms, then turned her hands palm up. An open eye was tattooed
in the center of her left palm. Her right palm sported a tattoo of
a sun. Was Alt-Camille a mage? Would she have gotten those tattoos,
or any of her others? Not likely. There was nothing in the
apartment to suggest that she practiced magic.

Camille glanced at Evan. He was sorting
through a pile of discount cards similar to hers. No black book,
but it wouldn't fit in a wallet. If he had one, perhaps it was
tucked into a jacket pocket somewhere.

"Here," Camille said, handing Evan her book.
"Tell me if you recognize any of the names in this."

Evan obediently flipped through it. He shook
his head before handing it back. "Nope, nary a one. You don't?"

"Nope. It's a completely different life,
isn't it?"

"It is," Evan agreed. "But not as different
as it could have been. Things could have changed so drastically
that you'd find you weren't even Camille Hellmouth Baker. You'd
have found ID for someone entirely different. Same physical
appearance--" he glanced at her arms again--"except maybe for the
tattoos, but with a different heritage, different family, different
name."

"That's crazy!" Camille objected. A
different life--yeah, she could understand that. But being someone
else entirely, while still being herself?

Evan shrugged. "You do magic. You should
talk."

"That's different."

"Only in scale, not in principle. If you
make big enough changes in the timeline far enough in the past, the
whole shape of history can change. If your ancestors were never
born, or died prematurely, or even simply never met, you--Camille
Hellmouth--would never be born.

"But you've been to the Vault. That's
evident by the fact that you remember the world as it was. You
can't simply be expunged. So you get...reassigned, I suppose. You
find yourself living the life of someone who could have been you
under the right circumstances.

"That's..." Camile was at a loss. Crazy.
Disturbing. Sanity-threatening, if she really thought about it. She
shook her head.

"It takes some getting used to," Evan said.
"And it never really sits all that well with anyone. Our minds
aren't really equipped to grasp the reality. You just learn to make
use of the consequences without thinking too hard about the
details."

"Selective blindness?"

"That, and the amazing human ability to
ignore facets of reality that are too uncomfortable."

"Swell. So--shall we head out to the
street?" Camille asked.

Evan put everything back into wallet.
Camille did likewise with the purse. She glanced into the living
room. A coat tree by the door held several wraps. She remembered
that the most recent entry in the check register was dated in early
March. She slipped into a light, waterproof jacket with a hood.

"You may want a jacket," she said to
Evan.

He put one on without comment, then fiddled
with its fit for a minute. "Making sure I can reach my gun if I
need it," he said in answer to Camille's silent query.

She just nodded.

Evan plucked a hat from the top of the coat
tree and put it on. He fiddled with the fit for a moment, then
opened the apartment door. "Let's go."

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


There was an elevator in the building. It
was old, the carpet thin and stained. The machinery creaked and
groaned as it delivered Camille and Evan to the ground floor. The
lobby was covered in similarly threadbare carpet, though someone
was keeping it clean, and making an effort to brighten the area
with flowers.

It was bright outside, but cold. Camille
stuffed her hands into the pockets of her coat and found gloves
crumpled there. She pulled them on gratefully. She wished she'd
brought a hat. There had been several in the closet and a couple on
the coat rack by the door.

Looking around at the other pedestrians,
Camille came to the belated conclusion that hats had come back into
fashion in the here and now, or had never gone out of fashion. She
was the only adult in sight who didn't have her head covered.

People were looking. Camille glanced at
Evan, who was studying the neighborhood. He looked at her,
assessing her appearance. "What's wrong with this picture?" he
said.

Camille smiled, though she wasn't amused.
She pointed back into the building. "I think I'll just..."

Evan nodded. "I think that's wise."

Camille fled the street. She ignored the
elevator in favor of stairs, bounding up two steps at a time at
first. She was huffing by the time she reached the fourth floor and
realizing she needed more exercise. Unlocking the apartment
required trying several keys. She made a mental note of which key
it was, grabbed a red beret from the coat rack, locked the door and
hurried back downstairs and through the lobby to the street.

Evan was nowhere in sight. Camille's blood
ran cold. She looked left, then right. "Evan?"

"Here." Camille spun to find Evan stepped up
out of a sunken doorway. He glanced down the street to his left,
then rejoined Camille. "Sorry."

He nodded a direction and they started
walking. After a moment, Evan took her arm. Camille nearly bristled
at the familiarity until she realized he was simply following the
apparent custom. Every couple here walked arm in arm.

"Why were you hiding?" Camille asked
quietly.

"It seemed the thing to do." Camille
narrowed her eyes at him. "Do you ever get premonitions,
Camille?"

She did, of course. Not often, and she
didn't always listen to them. But she usually regretted it when she
didn't. "Sometimes, yes. You had one?"

Evan nodded. "I saw a police car turn the
corner. I'm not above staying out of sight of the authorities, but
it wasn't just prudence. I had a definite feeling that avoiding
that particular vehicle was a good idea."

Camille turned to look behind them. There
was no police car in sight now. She resumed walking. "Okay. And if
we see them again?"

"We try to avoid them again. If we can't
avoid them, we try to talk our way out of trouble. And if that
doesn't work...." he glanced at Camille. "We do what we have
to."

Camille opened her mouth to argue, then
closed it again. No point in rehashing the argument. She was pretty
sure Evan would do what he felt necessary whatever she thought
about it.

"It'll be a last resort," Evan said. It
sounded like an olive branch. Camille nodded, unable to look at
him. It was an uncomfortable compromise, but then, weren't all
compromises uncomfortable? That was certainly her experience.

"Are we going somewhere in particular, or
just out for stroll," Camille asked, as much to change the subject
as anything.

"We're going to the bank," Evan said. He
pointed forward. "It should be a couple more blocks that way."

Camille studied the neighborhood as they
walked. She had expected something out of the 1950s, based on the
apartment and the level of technology displayed there. But it
wasn't.

There weren't many automobiles, and those
she saw were unrecognizable. Oh the names were familiar--Ford,
Chevrolet, Volkswagen. But the shapes were neither throwbacks to
the past she remembered nor anything like modern cars. They had a
sleek, subtly aquatic shape to them, reminding her of dolphins or
whales breaching.

There were plenty of bus stops--and plenty
of local shops. They obviously lived in a mixed-use neighborhood.
On their short walk, Camille and Evan saw apartment buildings,
grocers, butchers, tailors, bars, restaurants, book shops, even a
small theater. Some of the buildings were new, others old. Plenty
of people on the streets, walking or waiting for a bus, often with
packages in hand.

The clothing, like the cars, didn't match
Camille's vision of the 1950s but it wasn't the wild riot of styles
and fashions she was familiar with from her timeline. There was
plenty of color, but the styles were more restricted. Class
distinctions were evident in clothing choices, but she saw no
evidence of goth, punk or grunge influences.

The bank, when they reached it, was a one
story brick building with a small landscaped lawn in front and an
asphalt parking lot behind. There was no ATM machine in evidence,
though a drive-up window overlooked the two-lane drive connecting
the parking lot with the street. Evan pushed open the glass door
and Camille followed him inside.

A line of teller stations ran the length of
the building. That counter told her as clearly as anything could
that this was not the world she'd known. It was a simple counter
with no bars or bulletproof glass protection. There was nothing to
stop a bank robber from climbing over it, or threatening the
employees with a gun.

Free standing desks occupied most of the
space inside the building. Several bank employees were working with
customers. Other customers waited patiently in a row of seats along
the front wall of the bank. The vault was visible at the rear of
the building, open and seemingly unsecured.

"Bonnie and Clyde would have a field day,"
Camille murmured to Evan, provoking a brief smile.

"Maybe not," Evan said. He flicked his gaze
upward. Camille followed it to see security cameras mounted
overhead. Okay, that was something that reminded her of home.

"May I help you?" The closest teller, a
pretty young woman, was watching them with an eager smile.

"Yes," Evan said, giving her a movie star
smile. He walked over, reached into his jacket and produced his
checkbook. "I'd like to make a withdrawal."

The transaction went smoothly at first. The
young woman, Miss Everwood according to the name plate at her
station, seemed almost desperately eager to please. Camille
watched, wondering how tight the job market was in this timeline.
It didn't seem as wealthy as her own. If jobs were hard to get,
that would explain the woman's behavior.
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