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Running, running, running, can’t get away,
can’t get away, run, hide, look back in fear, run, run, run,
GOTCHA!

 


“Working late professor?” grinned the unkempt
janitor in a far too familiar way as he came unannounced into the
anatomy lab. He frowned slightly as he began picking up the garbage
cans so he could sweep, “what are you doing with a human leg? I
thought this was a school for animal doctors or something?”

“Comparative anatomy,” replied the woman of
indeterminate age, a cruel light in her eyes, her fury at being
disturbed and her surprise thereat adding to the venom in her
voice, “but I’m sorry you had to see that.” He dropped the garbage
can with a metallic bang as he backed uneasily towards the door,
but she was too fast for him, somehow placing herself between him
and the only exit in the time it took him to take three terrified
steps. Her malicious smile only deepened as his horrified gaze met
her own.

 


“Spy school!” grinned Rogue eagerly, Hunter
smiled his own excitement, but Megan wasn’t about to be runover by
their naïve anticipation.

Said Agent Hall with a wry grin, “it isn’t
what you see on TV or in the movies, while you may be exceptional
candidates when it comes to your martial skills, there’s a lot more
you’ll have to learn than the perfect jump round kick.”

“Like what?” asked Rogue in sudden
disappointment.

“Paperwork,” smiled Megan villainously, “and
lots of theory, especially in things like psychology, criminology,
and so forth.”

“Can’t we just acquire the necessary skills
miraculously?” asked Hunter with a wan smile.

“Needs must, lad,” chuckled Megan, “at the
moment you have the opportunity to learn it the old fashioned way
and that’s how it’ll have to be acquired.” The pair exchanged a
glum look but then a rueful smile, before catching Megan’s laughing
eyes as all three shared a good laugh at themselves.

 


“How is it Skylar can get into Vet School
with only half a semester of college?” frowned Doctor Bob in
consternation one day to Gwen as they gnawed on their sandwiches in
a lull between appointments, “And since when is there a veterinary
college in Grand Forks?”

“It’s a new experimental college,” smiled
Gwen, mostly at her bologna and Miracle Whip on Wonder Bread, a
childhood favorite, and now a daily staple since Phyllis wasn’t
around to cook for her, “based on the vet schools in places like
the UK and New Zealand. It’s a cooperative effort between the State
Universities in Minnesota and both Dakotas, they’ll spend three
years doing the basic sciences in Grand Forks and then finish with
two years doing more practical stuff at the more traditional
veterinary colleges.”

“A five year model?” mused Dr. Bob in
surprise, “Since when has academia ever decided to become more
efficient? It was seven or eight years in my day, and I don’t know
how kids can afford it nowadays! It’s great that there is finally a
veterinary school in the Dakotas, I wonder how many of these new
grads even know what a cow is? I can’t wait to see if this pans
out!”

“It’s a miracle at that,” laughed Gwen,
perhaps the greatest miracle she had yet experienced, and that was
saying something!

 


“I don’t want to be head of the FIA!”
protested Oliver Stone as he sat in a coffee shop with a few old
friends.

“It’s only until they can find a better man
for the job,” grinned Randalf cheekily, something he had never done
before he was murdered, but now the staid and stately elf was
almost as much of a rogue as that Tristan kid that Raven had taken
under his wing ten years back.

“Which will be forever,” smiled Jeremy Chalk,
taking a sip of his unexceptional coffee to cover the worst of his
amusement thereat, “for there isn’t a better man alive!”

“Thankfully I’m only heading up a
department,” continued Randalf, but at their significant looks, he
added with a wry grin, “though it is a combination from the two
agencies, which probably means three times its former size, and
what I am to do without Miss Brook, I know not!”

“She’s been placed at the head of the
Taskforce,” said Raven, finally joining the conversation,
previously he’d merely enjoyed the banter between his comrades and
some of his dearest friends, “and I can’t think of a better match,
both for her and the organization.”

“We’ll be coordinating closely,” agreed
Randalf, “so I suppose it is the next best thing.” He took a sip of
his coffee, grimaced in disgust, and then stared bleakly at his cup
as everyone else laughed at his reaction thereto, for he was not
the only one with such bleak thoughts regarding their current
beverage.

“It is certainly an interesting time,”
interjected Chalk eagerly, “what with all this ancient technology
available for our modern researchers to look into, it could
revolutionize the world in a decade, at least if they can figure
out how to make it work.”

“I don’t know if I’m quite so excited about
that as you, my friend,” replied Randalf in his far more usual
mien, “it seems to me that mankind excels only in discovering more
efficient ways of killing or exploiting his fellow men.”

“That and much of this so-called technology
often involves some sort of magic or sorcery to make it work,”
added Raven.

“Is all magic evil?” queried Jeremy of
Randalf, whom he assumed to be the expert, at least amongst those
there gathered.

Randalf shrugged uneasily but didn’t bother
taking a futile sip of his hideous brew, “it depends what sort of
‘magic’ you’re talking about. Certainly those who call upon the
spiritual forces of evil to augment their power are undoubtedly so,
but there are so-called magical beings, or rather certain sapient
races in whom certain ‘magical’ properties are innate, and in such
cases it would be no more sinful for them to exercise their
proclivities than it would be for you to see or smell. And as you
are well aware, there are such things as miracles, which might be
considered ‘white magic’ though they can’t be reliably performed at
will, for they ultimately depend on His will and purposes. Some of
these artifacts were developed by races with innate ‘magical’
skills, but lacking that, I fear that men will have to call upon
some fell power to replace it, which would make the resulting
technology innately evil, no matter its actual purpose or
usefulness.”

Jeremy shook his head grimly, saying in
contrition, “to think I would have it all backwards!”

“Easy my friend,” smiled Stone gravely, “it
is a wonderful and intriguing discovery, and we all got caught up
in the mystery and the potential thereof, forgetting that most men
are not beyond death and sin like us, but are still in a
corruptible and fallible state.”

Raven barked a laugh, “you’re just an
excitable little kid, Jeremy!” Adding ruefully, “though I must
admit that I too was just as excited, at least until the world’s
response to the Shards proved me a fool!”

“It is not foolishness to hope for the best,
Raven,” smiled Randalf at his old friend, “for Love truly does
‘hope all things,’ but it is silly not to look at the whole picture
and only focus on one aspect thereof. And you are many things my
friend, but rarely silly!”

“I’ll try to leave that to our junior
comrades henceforth,” chuckled Raven brightly, suddenly lifting the
all too serious mood that had suddenly descended upon the little
company.

 


“I don’t understand your defection,” said the
Great Nightstalker to Janel as they sat in his splendid office one
evening to discuss the latest discoveries of her team as they
worked to uncover the secrets of all the artifacts hoarded and
collected through the ages by the vampire community.

“I hardly understand it myself,” smiled she
archly, which in itself was quite a transformation from the
creature she had originally been.

“You people are dangerous,” hissed he, so
agitated he actually allowed his fangs to show.

She laughed heartily at this, also something
she would never have dared in her previous existence, “I am the
last person you need to warn on that front! Have I not been utterly
drawn in to this conspiracy older than the world?”

“That’s what frightens me,” replied he
solemnly, astonishingly showing actual fear in the presence of a
Lesser, “what if the whole world is drawn in likewise?” She could
only smile eagerly at him, for whereas it was his greatest fear,
rather in reality it was the world’s only hope, nay it was Hope
itself!

 


“Ready for school to start?” asked Gabriella
of her twin daughters that evening as they sat together in the
little library of Phyllis’s great house.

Frankie and Jazz exchanged a wry look, but
the latter answered easily, “I’m always eager to learn new things,
how about you?”

Their mother blanched but said with a voice
of quavering hope, “I feel a little ridiculous to be going back to
school at my age, but also strangely eager to reinvent myself, to
actually find my place and my calling in the world.”

“You sound just like any avid teenybopper
mom!” laughed Frankie brightly, adding with a frown, “At least
those serious about their education, those intent on merely
enjoying themselves are another matter entirely!”

“And such was I!?” said she in wonder
thereat, “Just a week ago too! I shudder to think what my lifestyle
and ambitions were.” She caught each bright gaze and said from the
depths of her heart, “thank you girls, thank you!” They fell into
each other’s arms and spent a long time in a wistful embrace, each
heart too full to speak.

 


Claire bolted awake and glanced around the
darkened room in terror, certain that some great horror had seized
upon her, but all was quiet and as it should be. With a sigh, she
settled back on her pillow to think, as a rule Lightwalkers didn’t
dream, so what then was it? A vision of the future, a premonition
of looming danger, an actual experience in some other place or
time? Strangely it minded her of her previous life, the horrid
miasma of shame, manipulation, lies, drama, and fear that had been
the emotionally and psychologically abusive home in which she had
grown up: always running, hiding, worrying, ever afraid and alone
with no remedy, relief, or safety to be found or even imagined. She
thought she had escaped all that, when she fled home and enrolled
in college, when she had actually found friends and a home and Life
itself. What was it doing here, haunting her visions of the
night?

She had come to no comforting conclusions by
the time the sun was on the rise and she ought to be getting up
herself, for the first day of school had begun. She climbed out of
bed and went through the motions of getting ready for the day,
unenthused about the cold cereal and milk that was their breakfast,
keenly missing Phyllis’s cooking and motherly guidance, but at
least there was elf coffee. As the three girls sat munching their
cornflakes, Claire told them of her experience that night and her
thoughts thereupon but nobody else could descry anything more about
it than she had already observed.

“Cheer up Claire,” grinned the unsinkable
Yolanda, “we’re well used to this sort of thing, are we not?”

“Quite,” laughed Skylar, “Raven has trained
us well by not training us at all, in not telling us anything and
letting time and experience teach what it will.”

Claire burst out laughing, scattering the
night shadows as effectively as the dawning, “who would have ever
thought that that was a boon!” The others soon joined in, their
renewed mirth as effective as the elvish coffee at restoring their
usual happy and eager dispositions.

“We should probably get to class,” said
Skylar at last, pouring the last of the coffee into three travel
mugs for the arduous journey across the street. The others agreed,
grabbed their bookbags and mugs, and were soon out the door and
sitting in the third row from the front of the lecture hall, ready
for their first day of school in all things, save an apple for the
teacher.

“This is where it all started for me,”
grinned Yolanda wryly, remembering her first introduction to Skylar
and Gwen back at Swansbrook College the previous winter, but Claire
wasn’t listening, for Yolanda wasn’t the only one having a blast
with the past.

“What’s wrong Claire?!” asked Skylar in
concern, “You look like you’ve seen a ghost!”

“And coming from you,” smiled Yolanda grimly,
“that’s quite a statement!” but nobody laughed at her poor attempt
at a joke, most especially Claire, who could only stare in dismay
at the professor who had just walked into the room, as yet void of
any students save themselves, making their presence all too
obvious.

“Clarissa,” smirked the fake blonde with the
rapacious eyes and skin too smooth and plasticized to be
natural.

“Mother,” replied the quivering girl,
suddenly keenly aware of what her vision meant.

“You can’t escape,” smiled she like a corpse,
and taking in the girl’s companions, she added, “and now your
little friends have been drawn in too.”

But there came no response, for just then a
distant bell rang and a flood of students poured into the room,
forcing that maternal predator back into some semblance of
professorial indifference; Skylar and Yolanda exchanged a wondering
look as each placed a comforting hand on the shoulder of their
distraught friend, each sending a little jolt of light discretely
into her traumatized person. She shook her head, as if coming out
of a trance, and smiled ruefully at her friends, smiling a relieved
thanks, before all were forced by the beginning of the lecture to
direct their attention towards the front of the room.

After the morning classes, the students were
dismissed for the lunch hour, allowing Claire’s mother to finally
pounce upon her renegade offspring, but Claire’s ‘little friends’
stood by her, despite the terrifying prospect their main professor
presented. The woman was a magnificent professor, possessed of no
less than three Ph.Ds and able to teach any of the basic sciences,
from biochemistry to microbiology and anatomy, to the veterinarian
wanna-bes that made up the first year class. She commandeered her
daughter and her friends, as if she was a mother goose and they
three silly goslings, leading them off to the common area where
they might eat their lunches, though the girls had planned on
returning to their apartment just across the street to do the
business there, that they could discuss the events of the morning
in private.

“Careless as ever I see,” chided the woman,
seating herself and opening her own lunch bag, as she noted their
complete lack thereof. Claire didn’t bother responding, it never
availed anyone to disagree with her mother, she simply bowed her
head meekly and stared at the tabletop. Continued the woman, not
stopping for an answer as she expected none, “why did you run away
and think you could escape me forever? Foolish child! You can’t
escape me, you have a destiny and I’ll make sure you fulfill it,
worthless and undeserving as you are!”

The remorseless creature eyed the anxious
Skylar and Yolanda with her fierce, self-satisfied gaze, “and don’t
think you’ll get away with anything either, my little minxes, the
wretched girl will be the death of you both.” They couldn’t help
but shudder under those imperious and terrible eyes, which elicited
a dreadful, satisfied smile on the countenance of their persecutor.
“Enough of your childish nonsense,” continued the remorseless
she-beast, “it is high time you grew up and embraced your destiny.
We’ll start tonight.”

“Yes mother,” was all Claire could say, her
voice wan and lifeless. That terrible expression only deepened, as
they sat the rest of the hour in a dreadful silence. Their allotted
hour finished, they all traipsed downstairs to the anatomy lab for
the afternoon, the intimidated little trio having no mental energy
to spare for the topic of the day.

As the third hour of the lab gave out, the
Professor ambled over to observe their progress and remarked, “be
here precisely at seven,” before moving on to the next table to
comment upon their actual work. The Lightwalkers exchanged a
relieved look, at least they’d have a little time to talk privately
and perhaps consult someone about the terrible conundrum, how could
this woman make them feel so utterly wretched and fearful? Perhaps
in Claire’s case it might be understandable, as she might be
reacting to former habit and thought patterns but what of the two
to whom the woman was a complete stranger? Exchanging uneasy grins,
they put away their things and hastened home, such as it was with
no Phyllis there waiting to greet them with fresh cookies and hot
coffee.

“I can’t stand it a moment longer!” cried
Claire, the moment the apartment door closed behind her, “Let’s go
see Phyllis! This drab and lifeless little apartment only makes it
worse!” She caught her friends’ eyes, glanced momentarily at the
statue of a dancing elf maid, and then all three vanished with a
burst of glorious light.

“Oh, Phyllis!” cried Claire in absolute
delight, flinging herself into the woman’s arms and sobbing
wretchedly for several long minutes, before she could get the girls
settled in the library with cookies and hot coffee.

“Take it easy girls,” grinned she, happy to
have some of her wandering brood home for a little while, “remember
there are now strangers in the house.”

“Oh!” squeaked Yolanda, having forgotten all
about it, Frankie’s mother was only the first of many ‘foundlings’
Phyllis and the Potses were taking in, providing room and board and
moral support, if desired, while they worked out who they were and
what they wanted out of life and tried to get their feet back on
the ground, if they had ever been there to start with, or to
establish themselves in the wide world if they hadn’t.

“Never mind, dear,” grinned that greatest of
aunts, “you’ll be quite snug in here away from unwitting ears and
eyes. It’s a house rule that nobody comes in here unless they want
to help wash the dishes indefinitely.” Yolanda actually looked
rather anxious for a moment but then grinned brightly, eliciting a
laugh from all the others. Once they had resumed full use of their
faculties, Phyllis continued, “now what is it dear, why do you look
so utterly wretched? It isn’t as if your best friend has suddenly
vanished!”

“No,” smiled Claire ruefully at the memory,
“but it might be even worse, my mother is our Professor and she
wants me to ‘fulfill my destiny’ tonight, whatever that means. I
thought I was beyond all these flimsy, wretched feelings, that they
had died with me?”

“She creeps us out too,” added Skylar, “and
we’ve only just met the woman.”

“I could understand Claire’s reaction
somewhat,” agreed Phyllis, “as it is her mother and knowing what
her childhood was like, but why are the rest of you equally
distressed?”

“We need Professional Help,” sighed Yolanda,
“there’s nothing for it!”

And there they were, happily able to make
house calls at all hours, or maybe just needing some actual elvish
coffee, whatever the case might be, but there sat the former
inhabitants of a certain little coffee shop, all thoroughly
delighted to be there no longer, even if it was only temporary!

“How about some real coffee, my dear?”
queried Raven, as Phyllis bustled out of the room to get more of
everything. He studied the three troubled girls before him
pensively and asked, “and what disaster has resulted that all three
of you are so distraught?”

“That horrible woman has us all
discombobulated!” protested Yolanda, Raven’s only response was to
wrinkle his brow in query, at which she smiled ruefully but Claire
told what little there was of the tale, which made Raven frown in
consternation.

The man shook his head and exchanged a
puzzled look with the elf, saying at last, “I’ve never heard the
like! Have you, Randalf?”

“No,” replied he, “but then I am no expert in
this odd profession.”

Oliver shook his head in wonder, “the only
thing that I have ever heard of or experienced that was even
remotely that unsettling is the presence of a true fiend!”

“Which isn’t the case here,” shivered Claire,
“at least that I can discern.”

“But no doubt it is the reason you three are
stationed there,” mused Jeremy.

“I’ll send a couple old friends as back-up,”
smiled Stone grimly, “it will be a good exercise for our
spy-wanna-bes and will no doubt interest the new combined
Paranormal Department as well as the Taskforce.” He caught Randalf
and Raven’s eyes as they nodded their consent and understanding,
this sort of coordination was ever so much easier since he had been
recruited by the Lightwalkers, and best of all there was no
paperwork, at least on the Lightwalker side, the Feds would
undoubtedly expect a three-volume novel’s worth, but that was only
after everything was said and done, and since their department
wasn’t even supposed to exist, perhaps the paperwork didn’t
either?

“Just remember,” said Raven, starting his
second cup of real coffee, “no matter how much anything or anyone
unsettles you, they can’t snatch you out of His great and mighty
hand. The worst they can do to a mortal man is kill him, how much
less can they do to you?” The girls exchanged rueful smiles before
everyone laughed heartily in delight, not that it was so very funny
but rather that it was too wonderful to fully comprehend.

“Thanks Raven,” smiled Claire wanly, a tear
in her eye.

“Any time,” smiled he, “let me know how it
goes and if you need anything else.” They nodded, smiled their
farewells, and vanished back to wherever they were supposed to
be.

“I think I’d better go keep house for those
poor girls,” said Phyllis, coming in with a stack of plastic food
containers full of leftovers she had meant to send home with the
girls.

“Not a bad idea at all, milady,” smiled Raven
in approbation, taking in his companions with a glance, he added
wryly, “but I suppose we mere bachelors must fend for
ourselves?”

“I’ve quite spoiled the lot of you,” smiled
she, like a hangman with a toothache, “and it isn’t as if you can’t
just pop in whenever you feel like it! I may be able to be in two
places at once but I’m certainly not omnipresent, so don’t get any
silly ideas that you can play the pity card and I’ll magically
appear to launder your socks. Those poor girls are so young and
alone and dealing with some sort of horror, whereas you gentlemen
have some experience in the wide world and the worst of your
present dealings is probably a papercut from documenting everything
in triplicate or having to drink regular human coffee!”

“Point taken,” laughed Raven as they all
joined in, helping himself to a final cup of real coffee before
putting them all back where they had come from.

 


“Seven o’clock,” said Claire dismally, as
they met in the darkened anatomy lab, the place was certainly eerie
enough during the day with the lights on and full of people, at
night it might as well be a setting for a horror flick.

“Right on time for once,” sniffed Professor
Mosby in disgust, not that her daughter was late for anything,
ever, she wouldn’t dare with such a mother, “let’s get this over
with, my show will be on in an hour and I don’t want to miss it.”
Yolanda was about to quip something about DVR, but even her
irrepressible enthusiasm died aborning in the face of this
terrifying woman, continued she, eyeing the exuberant girl in
particular, “Claire, I believe this young rascal has just
volunteered.”

“No,” whispered Claire, the word barely
audible even to her keen ears.

“What?!” demanded her mother.

“No!” said Claire, loud enough for everyone
in the room to hear.

“When did you grow a backbone, you pathetic
little wretch?” scowled Dr. Mosby, “I’ve been conditioning you your
whole life for this moment and this is how you repay me? So be it,
we’ll spare your pathetic little friend and you can die in her
place! You could have had power and life unending but you’re about
to end as leftovers!” She glowered at the two other girls, “scram
and not a word to anyone or your lives will be short and miserable,
capishe?”

“Yes, ma’am!” squeaked the pair before they
scampered out of the room.

“While you’re a disappointment, my dear,”
smiled her mother cruelly, “I am not without resources.
Cassidy!”

A girl stepped out of the second walk-in
cooler, which was otherwise kept locked at all times with only the
Professor having a key. “Yes Professor?” queried she, her face
alight with an avaricious sneer of contempt for the foolish girl
before her.

“I believe it is time,” smiled the woman in
malicious delight, her acolyte’s face echoing the expression, while
Claire’s stomach tried to tie itself into a knot. The next moment
she was writhing in agony on the floor, mortally wounded when she
should have been dead, her mother’s cutting voice snapping, “you
need to learn to kill with more finesse, Cassidy!” The girl snarled
wordlessly and put the wretched Claire out of her misery, that
terrible teacher lecturing the whole time it took to dress the
carcass, which in itself was cause for another lecture, as
unfamiliar as the process was, it took the neophyte assassin a very
long time indeed. Perhaps the murdered girl had had the right idea
after all!

 


“What happened?” queried Yolanda the moment
Claire appeared in their cramped little dining/living room area.
She shuddered but quickly told the tale, eliciting a quizzical
frown from Yolanda, who continued, “there’s a Cassidy on the class
list, it is probably the same girl.”

“My mother’s prize pupil no doubt,” sighed
Claire, “now what?”

“We keep going,” grinned Skylar, “why else
would we be stationed here if it wasn’t important?”

“But I’m dead and no doubt you two will be
soon enough,” shivered Claire.

“We’ll just change our faces and reapply,”
smiled Yolanda.

“No need for that,” replied Oliver Stone,
appearing suddenly in their midst, “there’s a waitlist and several
of the names thereupon are phantoms.”

“Perfect!” grinned Claire, but sobering she
asked, “What is my mother up to? If she was just a sociopathic
killer, I doubt we’d be involved.”

“Right you are milady,” he grinned at his own
use of Raven’s colloquialism, but when in Rome! Continued he,
“there’s something far worse at work here and it is your job to
figure out what that is and do what you can to stop it. It’s my job
to make sure as few innocents perish in this matter as possible in
the interim, therefore I’ll be throwing any and all of our comrades
at your mother and her new henchman as needed. There are already
three people reported missing in the Grand Forks area since she
moved to town in the middle of July, one was just yesterday and he
worked at the school.”

As he told them who it was and when he had
last been seen, Claire shuddered, “no doubt he saw something he
shouldn’t and my mother felt the need to silence him.”

“What’s she doing with all this blood and
murder?” queried Yolanda with a pensive frown.

“I got a peek inside the second cooler when
Cassidy came out,” grimaced Claire in disgust, “and it doesn’t
contain anatomy specimens.”

“She did threaten to make leftovers out of
you,” shuddered Skylar, “you don’t think she meant it?”

“I’d believe her capable of anything at this
point,” scowled Stone, “that she can so discomfit three
Lightwalkers, two complete strangers, says there is something
terrible at work here.”

“And it is our job to discover what that is
and stop it?!” squeaked Yolanda in dismay.

Oliver couldn’t help but grin wryly, “it
wasn’t as if your last assignment wasn’t just as horrible in a
different way!”

“You do have a point,” grinned the girl
ruefully, adding with a whole hearted smile, “at least we aren’t in
this alone!” They all shared a relieved laugh before he vanished
back to other errands, leaving the girls to discuss the matter at
leisure.

“It must be a relief to be dead?” asked
Skylar of her friend.

“Maybe,” said Claire thoughtfully, “at least
it won’t be so personal anymore. But I don’t think all of her
victims end up murdered.”

“What do you mean?” queried the mystified
Yolanda.

“She’s been terrible to me from the moment I
was born,” began Claire, “always nagging, criticizing, shaming,
talking down to me, withholding all love, attention, and affection.
I feel like she preys on the emotional and mental dehumanization of
others, as much as she feels the need to kill and cannibalize her
fellow men, as if they were nothing more than animals.”

“Interesting,” frowned Skylar in disgust at
the very idea, “so this Cassidy is as much a victim as you, just
not physically, poor girl!”

“And perhaps that will be our fate as well,”
grimaced Yolanda, but adding archly, “though probably not me, as
she singled me out as completely unsuitable by nominating me to be
the murdered party of the evening.”

“Great,” sighed Skylar, “just great!”

“At least you have the resources of eternity,
to say nothing of all your friends and comrades, to fall back
upon,” smiled Claire wanly.

“How ever did you survive, you poor, poor
thing!” protested Skylar in wonder.

“That’s why I’m here,” said Phyllis jauntily,
appearing in a brilliant flash, “there’s no way I’m going to let
that vulture prey on you vulnerable young ladies!”

“I might actually pity the poor creature at
that,” smiled Yolanda, at which they all laughed in vast relief, it
was good to have a Phyllis in the house once more, which meant even
the dingy little apartment would soon be Home.
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“An assignment?!” grinned Hunter eagerly,
ready to toss the pile of books and papers, in which he was nearly
buried as he worked on his homework, into the fireplace and watch
it merrily burn to ash.

“Yes,” replied Oliver with a knowing grin,
his own student days not so ancient a memory as some might think,
“but I’m afraid it won’t be interrupting your studies in the least
since you can be in two places at once.”

“I forgot,” sighed Hunter, but sharing a grin
with Rogue he asked, “but still it’s better than nothing,
especially considering our recent adventures and then expecting us
just to settle down to being good little students for the
foreseeable future?”

“Quite an impossibility, I agree,” chuckled
Stone, “hence your extracurricular activities.”

“Why can’t we just skip all this busywork and
get down to the really interesting stuff regardless?” persisted he,
“I’m sure your recommendation must count for something?”

“I wouldn’t bet on that,” grinned he drily,
“but if you want to get into covert ops, at least from a mortal
perspective, you’re going to have to learn the ropes just like the
rest of us.”

“That’s what I figured,” smiled Hunter wanly,
but added with a keen grin, “it never hurts to ask though!”

“No complaints from you, milady?” asked
Oliver of Rogue.

She snorted a laugh, “I was already a student
when I got recruited into this nonsense, so I was already in the
habit, and no matter how tedious, at least it is a lot more
practical than anything I learned from the Philosophy
department!”

“Now there’s a curious revelation indeed!”
chuckled he, in which they all joined in, even the disappointed
genius who thought he didn’t need an education. When they finally
returned to some semblance of sanity, he outlined their cover
stories and gave them some idea of what to expect, if that was even
possible in this business!

 


“A sociopathic killer?” mused Raven, sitting
in Phyllis’s sacrosanct library well away from any prying ears,
“And you want me to allow my flunkies, minions, and henchmen to be
murdered at leisure?”

“That about sums it up,” grinned Stone as
they sat over their fifth cup of the night.

“Certainly,” chuckled Raven, “what else are
myrmidons for?” Added he with a frown, “but what is this really
about? Sociopaths and serial killers are more your thing than
mine.”

“I’m as curious as you,” agreed Oliver,
adding with a grin, “just remember it was three of your people that
were initially assigned to this case.”

“They were at that,” sighed Raven, “have you
updated the Taskforce?”

“Not yet,” replied Stone grimly, “I really
don’t want to face Miss Brook until I have something concrete to
tell her.”

“She can be intimidating at that,” chuckled
Raven, “I wonder how Randalf managed her all those years?”

“It’s probably more a case of her managing
him,” smiled Stone, “much as Phyllis is the real authority around
here!”

“That she is,” nodded Raven, taking a sip of
his coffee before smiling contentedly thereat, “that she most
certainly is!”

 


“Highness,” quivered the gaunt, stoop
shouldered creature with eyes so large in his emaciated face that
he looked something like a cartoon owl, though there was nothing in
the least humorous about the creature himself or the news he bore
to his Queen.

“What is it wretch?” demanded she, sitting on
a throne built entirely of cunningly placed human bones.

“Someone is starting to ask questions, to
snoop around the edges, is looking into things they shouldn’t…”
began he, his voice quavering as he spoke, the Queen’s venomous
gaze doing nothing to improve either his enunciation or volume.

“Who and what?” scowled she at the pathetic
slave, trembling on his knees before her.

“They are spying on one of our people in the
Midwestern United States, your Majesty,” quavered he.

“Who?” hissed she in growing fury and
frustration at not getting a straight answer out of the wretched
messenger.

“The FIA,” said he at last, flinging himself
prostrate before the throne as his monarch shot to her feet,
looking for someone, anyone, to kill.

Shrieked she, “I thought the whole agency was
in disarray? I thought we had bribed and threatened the right
people so that they ever turn a blind eye upon us?” She smiled
grimly at the irony as she answered her own question, “they’ve
rebuilt the agency and all the safeguards we had in place have been
either lost or dislocated. See to fixing it, slave!”

“Ye…yes…yesss, Majesty,” quivered he, daring
to lift his head and saying in utmost dread, “the new man heading
the Agency is good, very good they say and he can’t be bought.”

“A man who can’t be bought?” mused she,
suddenly curious, “If he can’t be bought or corrupted then he must
be removed. Bring him to me if he won’t listen to reason; let us
see if I can convince him!” Her terrible laugh filled the cavern
like thunder, the myrmidon just glad it wasn’t directed at
himself.

 


“Mr. Stone,” said the secretary as he entered
the little office at the Grand Forks Veterinary College, the woman
not looking up from her typing, “I don’t believe you have an
appointment.”

“Miss Brook?!” goggled he.

“Quite,” smiled she, at last catching his
eye, “and why haven’t you reported your findings to the Taskforce
as of yet?”

He blinked at her in wonder, as if a kid who
completely forgot he had a ten page paper due that morning and he
hadn’t even thought of a topic, “I didn’t have much to tell
you.”

“In this business you never do,” said she
coolly, “next time I’d appreciate if you bring everything you know
to my attention, be it only supposition and hearsay, immediately.
By the time you are sure it is often too late.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said he, looking at her
skeptically.

“You wonder where I get my information?”
grinned she, “Let’s just say I have my sources as you have
yours.”

“I thought we were working together on these
sorts of things?” queried he.

Said she stiffly, “you are the head of a
Federal Institution whereas I am the leader of an International
Taskforce. I specialize in the paranormal whereas you oversee only
one half of a department in that particular area plus you have a
dozen others that have nothing to do with such matters
whatsoever.”

He was about to protest that his uncanny
nature made him something of an expert on the subject, but he
closed his mouth before any embarrassing sounds could emerge, for
in truth he really did know very little about it all, save what
recent experience had taught him, whereas she had been working with
an elf overseeing the defunct Supernatural Department of the FIA
for over a decade. She saw his moral struggle and smiled
approvingly when he held his tongue and looked at her awaiting
further orders or comment.

“Very good Mr. Stone,” said she, “please tell
me everything you can concerning this case and then we can get down
to the actual business that brings you to me.” He nodded ruefully
as he pulled up a chair and told everything they knew thus far. As
he finished, she nodded knowingly, “and you want me to enroll your
deceased comrades under a different name off the waitlist?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” nodded he.

“I’ll stay on top of it,” said she in
dismissal, but he didn’t budge. She eyed him askance and said, “you
have something else you wish to discuss?”

“Yes, milady,” said he with a slight frown,
“why are you, the very head of the Taskforce, posing as the office
secretary when any of your agents might do it just as well?”

“Because I am the most qualified to fill the
roll,” replied she stonily, adding with a wry grin, “I might ask
the same of the Head of the FIA?”

“You could,” chuckled he, “but the very
nature of my service makes that question moot, whereas your own
presence here means you are not somewhere else doing something
else, like running your International Taskforce.”

“Why can’t I run it from here as easily as
anywhere?” queried she, “Do you think this fledgling college has
enough work to keep me busy fulltime?”

“I suppose not,” nodded he in approbation,
adding with a grin, “and I suppose it is far better than playing
solitaire on the computer!”

“We can only hope, Agent Stone, we can only
hope,” smiled she wanly, as she waved him out, this time he took
the hint and actually took to his heels, a vastly amused grin on
his face. In charge indeed!

 


The next moment Oliver Stone was again back
in his office at FIA headquarters, the sudden shifts and changes to
himself, his circumstances, or the world around him no longer
fazing him in the least. A quick glance at the clock showed that he
had been gone exactly no time at all, too bad he didn’t have this
much time and stamina back in his auditing days, but then he hadn’t
been in charge of an entire federal agency back then either. With a
sigh he glanced at the pile of waiting paperwork and the
overflowing appointment book, smiling wryly to think Hunter
complained of a little Academy homework! Perhaps they should switch
places for a day? He settled down to work, vaguely wondering how
long until a viable replacement was found, suddenly beginning to
regret that he could indeed be in two or more places at once, if
that be the case, he might be stuck here for an eternity, at least
to his own perception. He shook himself and tried to focus on the
matter at hand, buzzing his secretary for some coffee, at least
here he could stock the good stuff!

As she brought in the steaming pot, she said
rather reluctantly, “I’m sorry sir, but this man said he must see
you immediately, that it was of the utmost importance and I dared
not defy him.”

Stone frowned slightly, for the woman was
about as easy to intimidate as Phyllis or Miss Brook, who was this
fellow that was more intimidating than her own caution concerning
her seemingly powerful boss? He wasn’t much to look at but he was
certainly unsettling, as he took a seat without so much as a
by-your-leave, replied Oliver grimly to the departing woman, “thank
you Ms. Pratt.” She nearly dashed from the room in relief, leaving
Stone alone with the strange looking fellow, who looked as if he’d
been imprisoned for a decade with only enough food to just keep him
alive. And the fact that he unsettled a usually unflappable
Lightwalker was certainly significant, no wonder the secretary was
freaked out about the fellow!

“What can I do for you, sir?” queried Stone
politely, thinking a good meal and bath would be first on the
list.

“Nay sir,” began the fellow in a lisping,
harsh voice, “rather it is what I can do for you.”

“I’m not for sale,” snapped Stone
impatiently.

“That’s the rumor,” said the fellow in
wonder, “but you’re sure?”

“Absolutely,” replied he in disgust, “now
scram before I call security!”

“I don’t think so,” smiled the gaunt fellow
darkly, “you have another appointment.”

Stone shot to his feet but instead fell
senseless across his desk, knocking over an impressive pile of
paperwork as he did so. The fellow grinned the more, that wicked
smile becoming even more terrible, as he took hold of the
unconscious man’s hand and they both dissolved into a dark mist,
leaving the untouched elf coffee to go cold, a tragedy indeed.

 


“Oliver!” said Gwen in delight, pulling out a
chair for him at the breakfast table in Aunt Phyllis’s little house
on the prairie, the woman was becoming quite a real estate mogul!
He smiled appreciatively and took the proffered seat, glancing
about quickly to make sure they were alone.

“Mom’s already left for work,” assured the
girl, exchanging an eager grin with the hitherto silent Tristan,
“do you have something official for us to do?”

“I believe I have just the thing,” laughed
he, telling them everything as he helped himself to coffee.

 


His next stop was a chat with Raven and
Randalf, as they gathered in the library of Phyllis’s not so little
house. Said he as they settled down to business, “I’ve been
captured by a very strange emissary indeed.” At their curious looks
he smile ruefully, “he sort of looks like that Gollum creature out
of Tolkien’s masterpiece, assuming he was the size of a full grown
man. He knocked me out without even touching me and I believe has
the ability to transport us both instantly from one place to
another.”

“But he’s no wraith?” queried Raven.

“No,” agreed Stone, “but he’s certainly
unsettling, even to me. My guess would be he’s related to that
business in Grand Forks.”

“Someone’s gotten wind of our meddling and is
trying to stop it,” said Randalf grimly.

“He initially tried to bribe me,” agreed
Oliver, “so I believe you are on the right track.”

“The upset in both agencies has shaken up the
corruption too,” mused Raven, an amused glint in his keen eyes,
“there’s something out there that was paying to be overlooked.” His
countenance grew grave and stern indeed, “we’ve been betrayed!”

“Yes,” agreed Stone grimly, “that’s why I
called this meeting.” He eyed Randalf with true regret, “have you
ever had any reason to doubt Miss Brook’s integrity?”

“No,” frowned he in consternation, “could it
not be someone on her staff? She’s always been an efficient,
dedicated employee.”

“She was already ensconced as secretary at
the school in Grand Forks when I went to make arrangements for
Claire’s new identity,” admitted he slowly, adding with a slightly
sheepish smile, “she took me to task for not keeping her fully
informed of everything pertaining to this case, real or
imagined.”

Randalf shook his head in dismay, “it cannot
be!”

Raven eyed his friend sadly, “things don’t
look good, but perhaps there is something we have missed?”

“Perhaps,” sighed Randalf, his voice growing
hard, “but if there is a traitor in our midst, it is our duty to
see that she is dealt with.”

“What do you suggest?” queried Raven of
Stone, “This is your case, how do you want it handled?”

“For now,” replied Stone, his smile
predaceous, “let’s just pretend everything is fine, save we won’t
give her any delicate or vital information.” He barked a laugh,
“not that I’ve done anything of the sort as of yet!”

“She’s certainly a move ahead of us,” said
Randalf glumly, but adding stonily, “I’ll see that my people don’t
inadvertently betray us to the Taskforce either.”

“I wonder how long until you get a visit from
these curious people?” queried Raven of the elf.

“We aren’t even supposed to exist,” smiled
Randalf in reply, “but that is only to the general public, I
imagine if they are aware of the Taskforce, we are in nowise hidden
from their knowledge either.”

“I’ll keep you posted on any discoveries on
my end,” replied Oliver grimly, as he suddenly vanished.

“He’s a good kid,” smiled Randalf a little
wistfully, having once thought the same of Miss Brook.

“And your boss,” grinned Raven teasingly.

“Only half,” quipped Randalf, brightening
slightly, whereat they both smiled.

 


Stone awoke to find himself stripped and
tautly bound to some sort of metal table, the first sound that met
his ears was the hideous laughter of some maniacal female
personage, spaketh she, “what think you now little Agent? Will you
listen to my proposition or will you die in agony?”

“I’m not for sale,” grated Stone, knowing he
could easily free himself of the predicament but also knowing that
wasn’t the part he was meant to play at the moment; she merely
laughed the more at his pathetic defiance. Whereat someone finally
came into view, the same gaunt freak that had whisked him off to
this startling retreat. He could see little beyond the immediate
area, everything beyond six feet was draped in impenetrable shadow,
even to his strange eyes. There was a stone floor, as if of a cave,
the slanted table on which he lay, and another table covered in
what looked to be surgical instruments.

The emaciated creature spent a few moments
picking out his preferred tools before turning to his patient,
intent on beginning, said the female voice again, “will you not
spare yourself the misery and me the work of replacing you with
someone who can be managed?”

“No,” hissed Stone, as the fellow made an
incision on his right thigh, but he shut off his pain receptors and
the prophesied agony became moot.

“Wait,” commanded she, the disappointed
lackey sighed but halted his operation, “he’s in earnest! He’ll die
wretchedly before he betrays anyone.” Her voice became eager and
predaceous, “but there are other ways to break him! Release him.”
The minion shuddered, but did as he was told, Oliver slid off the
table, glancing about hopefully for his clothes, which the scowling
henchman promptly handed him. Once he was dressed, the toady led
him away from the brightly lit table area off into the shadowy haze
that seemed to fill the vast cavern.

Stone’s skin prickled as they walked a short
distance and entered a smaller cave that was obviously supposed to
be a throne room, though he did not even bow to the hideous monarch
that sat in gruesome splendor before him though his guide had
prostrated himself on the ground. “You have pride,” smiled she in
anticipation, if it could be called that, her entire face being
little more than nearly translucent skin pulled taught over a wryly
grinning skull, no matter her actual expression, “you’ll need
it.”

“For what?” queried Stone, still a little
antsy in the presence of these bizarre and terrible creatures,
despite his uncanny nature, but not so creeped out as he had been
upon his first encounter therewith.

That smile became terrible indeed, “you shall
be my King!” Stone couldn’t help but shudder by way of reply,
eliciting another of those awful laughs.

 


The girls went to class the next day as if
nothing very interesting had happened the previous night, save
Claire was now guised as the first student on the waitlist. She
immediately identified Cassidy in the third row from the back and
informed her friends, each wondering what next was to be done about
the horrific professor and her dreadful secret in the basement.
“Why don’t they just arrest her?” demanded Yolanda quietly as they
arranged their stuff five minutes before class.

Skylar shook her head, “do you think we’d be
involved with a common serial killer or sociopath?”

“No,” mused the girl pensively, “I suppose
you’re going to play Raven and make me figure it out for myself?”
Her friend’s smile was in nowise comforting, but certainly a good
imitation of their enigmatical commander. Yolanda sighed but
continued, “she’s just the smallest branch on a great big horrible
tree?”

“Precisely,” agreed Claire, “and it’s our job
to find the trunk and cut the fell thing down.”

“How long has she been like this?” queried
Skylar curiously.

Claire shrugged and said, “she’s been mean
and selfish her whole life, but I have no idea how long she’s been
a sadistic killer.”

“What about your dad?” queried Yolanda.

“He mysteriously disappeared when I was
little,” said Claire sadly, “I don’t remember him at all.”

“Do you think?!” grimaced Skylar at the very
thought.

“That she had something to do with it,”
finished Claire, “probably, maybe he was the first one?”
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