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​1

“So the eagle has a chick, has he?” came the mocking voice, “How sweet!”

Raven drew his stony gaze away from the hospital bed and focused his keen eyes on the intruder instead, “what is that to you, Shadow?”

Laughed the other derisively, “absolutely nothing!  I’m not afraid of you or a dozen like you!”

“Certainly not,” replied the man gravely, returning his gaze to the boy in the bed, “that would be foolishness indeed, rather it is my Master you must dread above all else, even your own wretched lord.”

“We’ll see, wraith, we’ll see!” snapped he, “For my own part, I think it is all propaganda and wishful thinking!  If your dread master was so powerful, why hasn’t he done something already?  Why hasn’t he finished it?  Why didn’t he prevent it in the first place?”  He turned his scoffing gaze upon the pathetic figure in the bed and triumphed, “why does he let them suffer and die?”  He turned his burning and exultant gaze upon Raven for a moment before striding from the room as if he had just won the Olympic Gold by such a wide margin that there could be no dispute from any official or lesser athlete.  Raven ignored his theatrics and continued to watch the boy.

Suddenly a hundred lights started flashing and a cacophony of shrill beeps and alarms filled the air, Raven drew aside as a bevy of alarmed nurses and doctors flew upon the scene.  They tried valiantly, shocking him again and again, shouting orders and trying ever more desperate measures but nothing reversed the mournful tone of the monitor that showed his heart beat no more.  At last, the head physician shook his head gravely as a nurse drew a sheet over the unmoving form, he announced the time of death and everybody withdrew, to attend to those who might still benefit from their efforts.

As the last nurse exited the eerily silent room, she said quietly to Raven, who stood waiting in a forgotten corner, “I’m sorry, there was nothing we could do.”

“I understand,” said he, “and I appreciate all your efforts even so.”

She frowned slightly at him, “are you his father?”

“No,” said he solemnly, “but I’m the closest thing to family he has left.”

She nodded, “his mother and sister didn’t even make it this far; from what I hear it was a terrible crash.”  She glanced back at the still form, draped in its informal shroud, “perhaps in a small way it is a blessing?”

“All things work together for good,” quoted he.

She gave him a parting look, as if she thought him mad for thinking any good could come out of such tragedy, saying as she went, “you’re welcome to stay a little longer, but they’ll be up to do paperwork and move the body shortly.”  He nodded his understanding and she hastened off upon other errands, oblivious to the look of joyous anticipation that had replaced the continued gravity on that grizzled face.

He settled again in his chair, the room now quiet and dark, only the light and noise from the hall intruding into the tomblike ambiance, at least until the boy himself broke the stillness.  He gasped like a man suddenly pulled from beneath the waves and sat up in bed, but after that initial moment of shock and confusion, he lay back and seemed content with studying his situation and surroundings, an eager grin lighting up his countenance as his eyes fell upon his old friend.  “Raven?!” breathed he, “What has happened?  Where am I?  What is going on?”

“Not here,” whispered he, as several official looking people entered the room, some with a pile of paperwork and others seemingly come for the body.

All of them stopped, stared, shared a puzzled glance, rechecked their paperwork and the room number, and then stared again, before the person holding the biggest stack of paper accosted Raven, unable to take his eyes off the grinning lad in the bed, “this can’t be right?!  We’re here to...”

“It’s the correct room, all right,” grinned Raven as widely as the boy, “but I’m afraid the patient isn’t going to be all the cooperative, disagreeing entirely with the doctor’s pronouncement.”

The man stared at Raven as if he was speaking a foreign language, asking after a long and awkward pause, “we’re here to remove a body and fill out the attendant paperwork, but you are telling me he isn’t dead?”

“Quite,” agreed Raven cheerily, “but that’s just my opinion of course, perhaps you should consult a professional?”  The boy laughed in delight while the hospital staff exchanged a stymied look and a shrug, dashing off as quickly as protocol allowed.

Suddenly the room was alive again with doctors and nurses and a herd of others that had no reasonable excuse to be there except curiosity to gawk at this seeming miracle.  Raven again drew aside and let the professionals have their say while the nurses tried to herd out any extraneous people and restore order.  Raven watched it all from his corner, his eyes dancing with utmost amusement and joy.

Finally only the head physician remained to question the witness, “what happened?”

Raven shrugged, “all your machines and gizmos and technology and medicine couldn’t save him and you declared the lad dead.  And then he wasn’t.”

“I don’t understand,” said the doctor with a grim shake of his head, “I’ve never seen the like!  Even if he had managed to survive with those injuries, he should have been a vegetable for the rest of his life, but aside from some superficial bruising I can’t find anything wrong with him, physically or mentally!”

“Can I take him home?” queried Raven.

“But...?!” stuttered the physician.

Raven barked a laugh, “you’ve said yourself there’s nothing much the matter with him, but haven’t you ever seen a miracle before?”  At the man’s flummoxed look, Raven continued in a less jolly, more solemn vein, “perhaps you’ve just never realized it when you have, putting it down to luck or medicine or technology or whatever.  Poor man, no wonder you are absolutely confounded!”  He smiled encouragingly, “but now you know what to look for, and even better, perhaps you can know Who to look for,” at the doctor’s wondering stare, the man finished, “the One who made this possible of course!”  Leaving the physician to his astonishment and hopefully some metaphysical musings, Raven addressed the boy in the bed, Tristan by name, “come along lad, there’s naught to do here but scads of paperwork, let’s go home before we are forced to write ourselves to death!”

“Certainly,” replied he, leaping from the bed as if he had not been placed therein with many a shattered bone and crushed organ only a few hours prior.  “Good night,” said he politely to the stymied physician as they passed, too confounded even to protest that perhaps they should keep the boy overnight for observation.  They passed many a gaping and gawking figure in the hallways, but Raven said nothing and didn’t make eye contact, the boy doing the same, thus did they escape out into the parking garage and into Raven’s vehicle without complication or delay.

As they drove off into the night, at last Tristan could contain himself no longer and burst out, “what was that?”

Raven too burst asunder, but with delighted laughter rather than any sort of coherent reply, but at last he contained himself and asked of the boy, “what do you remember?”

Tristan sat back in the passenger seat and mused aloud, “we were going to a concert, mom and Carrie and I, just enjoying the ride and the time together and then mom screamed and I thought I heard a truck’s horn and screeching tires and then everything was noise and pain and motion and then nothing...”  He looked at Raven in shock, “my mother, my sister?”

Raven shook his head, “they didn’t even make it to the hospital.”

“And me?!” gasped the boy.

“Died an hour later,” continued he in the same grave tone.

“And now?” asked Tristan quietly, solemn as the dark before the dawn, but with a hushed eagerness, as if in anticipation of the imminent sunrise.

Raven’s smile lit up his whole face, “that’s what I’m here to tell you.”

“We’re moving in with Aunt Phyllis?!” repeated Gwen in astonishment as her mother apprised her of their future plans.

“It isn’t my first or even fiftieth choice,” said she, “but what else can we do?”

“I’m just supposed to move to Podunk, North Dakota and do what?” protested Gwen bitterly, “What about college and friends and any sort of a life?”

“I think they at least have indoor plumbing,” smiled her mother archly at her daughter’s drama, “and maybe even TV, though it is probably black and white.”

“All right, all right!” protested the girl ruefully, raising her hands as if to ward off any more of her mother’s humorous attacks, “I suppose there’s nothing else to be done and what are my paltry little concerns compared to the dire straits we find ourselves in?”  She fell into her mother’s arms and wept, “sorry to be selfish, mom!  I know you’ve tried so hard, I just wish dad...”

“I know, honey, I know,” cried she into her daughter’s hair, “but it can’t be helped and it isn’t our fault and we’ll just have to make the best of it, but at least we have each other.”  They sobbed together for a few moments, before their sense of the ridiculous got the better of them and they were suddenly apart and wiping their eyes and smiling sheepishly at one another before bursting into a relieved laugh at their mutual awkwardness.

“I’d better start packing,” grinned the girl, mostly at herself, but underneath it all, so happy to have such a home and family to fall back on when the world fell apart.  Her mother watched her go with a proud sparkle in her eye, knowing come what may, the girl would be all right.

The move was accomplished, mom was installed as the assistant cook at the school, not an elementary school or a high school but just the school, for the town wasn’t big enough to have separate institutions for each strata of education, but at least they had color TV.  Gwen found herself a job at the local vet clinic, she assumed as kennel help, but soon discovered she would be doing everything from answering phones to assisting with surgery, as with the school, the place wasn’t big enough to employ someone who wasn’t a jack-of-all-trades.  She was rather astonished to see even the old vet himself mopped floors on occasion!

Aunt Phyllis was actually Great Aunt Phyllis to Gwen, but as it made her feel old, it was just plain Aunt to them both.  She was the receptionist at the school and had been able to help secure the coveted title of ‘lunch lady’ for her niece in distressed circumstances and gladly did she provide a home for the otherwise abandoned pair, especially as she felt the years pressing ever harder and more sorely upon her, both physically and emotionally, though mentally she was just as sharp as ever.  She was a widow whose grown daughters lived too far away to see their mother more than once a year and she was delighted with the prospect of company, to say nothing of the relief it would be to actually have someone able to vacuum the upstairs hall on occasion, as she had almost decided to sell the little two story house in despair because she could no longer maintain it with her deteriorating physical capabilities.

They arrived in Podunk a week before school started, their few worldly possessions packed into the back of a thirty year old station wagon that Molly’s father had bought new, and since her husband’s sudden vanishment or desertion six months prior, was the only transportation left to them.  They left the busy and bustling suburb that had been Gwen’s home her entire life, drove for a day or two across endless fields of corn, broken only by an occasional patch of what her mother declared to be soybeans, and at last arrived in the quiet little town that Gwen idly wondered if it weren’t rather more comatose than merely sleepy.  But whatever be the case, it was now home.

And there was Aunt Phyllis to meet them as they pulled into the drive, the long summer evening pleasantly cool as autumn drew nigh.  Hugs were exchanged all around and excited welcomes and best wishes espoused by the delighted aunt, before she ushered the weary travelers, with their perishable treasures, namely a bedraggled philodendron and an even more wretched cat, who protested such a move even more vehemently than his mistress, into the quaint little house.  Gwen happy to see it wasn’t the cookie cutter beige entity of suburban familiarity but a unique domicile with personality and hominess oozing from the lamplit windows, one that had been lived in and loved for generations.  While it was small and had its quirks, it certainly beat the cramped little apartment they had been forced to inhabit after dad...but no more of that, she would not dwell on such wretched thoughts when there was such a delightful and delighted creature as an Aunt Phyllis to attend to, like some genial fairy godmother out of the fairy tales!  Happily did they go in to a late supper and a much needed rest, especially the horrified cat.

Mom settled into her new career like a duck onto a pond; Aunt Phyllis’s house and welcome were such that it felt, after only a week, that her place had always been Home.  By the time school started, everybody had found employment and budding relationships in the community and even a semblance of a schedule as the first rosy buds of their new life seemed like to burst into a promising and radiant Spring, hardly believable after the harsh and turbulent Winter they had just endured.

Gwen’s musings were cut short as Aunt Phyllis bustled out of her room, radiant in a scarlet paisley shirt, fake pearls, and too much cheap perfume, clutching her giant-economy sized purse and rather massive Bible in her gnarled hands.  She took in her guests, apparently lazing over breakfast when it was time to be out the door and on their way, said she in astonishment, “aren’t you ladies coming to church this morning?”

The younger women exchanged a startled look, they had completely forgotten about such a thing in all the recent upheaval.  Gwen was about to protest that perhaps they should be allowed a Sunday off, but remembered all her Aunt’s great kindness and would never dare insult her apparently strong feelings on the subject.  With a smile of mutual understanding, both the chastened ladies hastened upstairs to prepare for the morning’s adventure.  Ten minutes later they had all piled into the ancient lady’s equally venerable sedan and were off as swiftly as such chauffeurs ever drive, Gwen surprised the guy on the rusty bicycle they passed didn’t easily catch up!

“It’s adorable!” smiled the girl in approbation, as she got out of the car and made a study of the small, century old building, blinking in surprise as her Aunt failed to lock the vehicle but led the way proudly into the foyer.  They were introduced to the Pastor and his wife, a squat round couple in their middle years, he with glasses and vague but kind eyes, his wife a dumpy little figure with a sad, but welcoming, smile.  They were seated in the ‘family pew’ as Aunt Phyllis dubbed it, a cushioned but solid wood bench located somewhere in the back third of the church.  Gwen vaguely noticed the young man of rusty bicycle fame come in shortly after their party, taking a quiet seat in a far corner, but most of her attention was held by the building itself, a far cry from the churches she was used to attending, and the attendant thoughts this realization inspired.

The sparse crowd, filling less than half the spacious sanctuary, finished meandering in, a few last minute gabbers abashedly rushing to their seats as the piano began to play, the pastor’s wife at the keys.  In a sleepy but firm tone, the pastor welcomed them all, made a few announcements that meant nothing to the wondering Gwen, and then after reading a Psalm or two, he invited everyone to stand and join in the singing of a few obscure hymns, which he led in a shaky but confident voice as his wife accompanied on the piano.  They were seated, more Scripture was read and then he spoke for about half an hour.  There was another hymn and a closing prayer and then everyone met out in the foyer for coffee and conversation, Aunt Phyllis delighting to introduce her guests to all and sundry.

The overwrought Gwen drifted away from her mother and Aunt, both caught up in conversation with some old friend of the family, finding a quiet corner of the room to collect her thoughts.  Could this really be church?  These fifty disparate people with their ancient music and quavering voices and dull little sermon?  They didn’t even have a decent coffee bar!  Just straight black coffee with sugar and creamer packets and those ridiculous little straws!  Where was the professional concert style worship and the motivational, energetic speaker and the thousands of people that made you feel like you were really a part of something amazing?

“So what did you think?” came a voice rife with suppressed amusement.  She jerked in her seat and blushed furiously to see him of the bike standing there grinning at her, flushing all the more to realize he was rather cute besides, but somehow she managed to stammer out a vague and appropriate comment, only deepening that knowing smile.  He continued, “probably not what you’re used to though?”

“No,” smiled she ruefully, “but what else is new?”

“My name’s Tristan,” said he, holding out his hand.

She took it, cautiously at first, but his open, kind smile disarmed her awkwardness and she said, thrusting her hand boldly into his, “Gwen.”

Asked he teasingly, “is that short for Guinevere by any chance?”

Her blush returned as she studied her feet, but then she glared impishly at him and laughed, “yes, but you are one to talk, as if your name isn’t straight out of the Arthurian legends too!”

“Of course,” smiled he, “we legends must stick together!  I suppose your mother is as much a hopeless romantic as mine was?”

“She is at that,” smiled the girl, “and I’m afraid I’m not much better.”

“Me too,” agreed he.  

But he said no more as said mother and Aunt Phyllis meandered over, the former with wide, curious eyes and a strange, knowing smirk and the latter all matronly pride and exuberance, said the Aunt delightedly to them all, “I see you’ve met Tristan!”

They exchanged greetings all around, exchanged a few pleasant nothings, and then it was time to go home, as the congregation drifted apart to their separate vehicles, Aunt Phyllis commenting to nobody in particular all the way home on the prospects of her roast being overdone or not, leaving mother and daughter to each mull silently over their own private thoughts upon the day and everyone they had met.

The next morning found Gwen donning a pair of scrubs, scrounged from the local thrift store, that fit pretty well and weren’t too garish, nothing like Aunt Phyllis’s church blouse!  She set off afoot for the local vet clinic, as it was only a few blocks from the house, on the edge of town.  It was her first day of work and she was rather nervous, for while she aspired to one day venture into that intriguing profession, in truth she knew little to nothing about it, save what owning a cat had taught her.  And worse, Doctor Bob worked on everything from guinea pigs to draft horses, creatures far more exotic to her sensibilities than the elephants and lions she saw fairly regularly, at least as a child, at the municipal zoo!  But it was a lovely September morning and she was young and bright as the burgeoning day, as she set forth on this most intimidating of ventures.

As she walked along, there was Tristan beside her on his old rusty bike, grinning as blithely as the rising sun behind him.  “Off to work?” queried he.

“How’d you know?” said she in surprise.

“Small town,” grinned he, “and you thought social media was bad for gossip!”

She smiled wryly and replied, “just another thing I’ll have to get used to around here.  What is it you do for a living?”

He studied her with his keen, thoughtful eyes for a moment, before saying, “this and that, a little bit of everything.”

“Ah,” said she vaguely, but adding with a smile, “but I suppose it keeps you out of trouble?”

“We can only hope,” laughed he, riding off as he turned the corner, leaving her standing outside the vet clinic, a rather rundown but jauntily painted facility seemingly made entirely of aluminum.  She took a deep breath and ventured inside, wondering if cows ever ate people, as dragons were purported to do and why her knight had ridden off so suddenly, leaving her to their fell appetite?  She laughed at herself as Dr. Bob himself gave her the grand tour and introduced her to the one other employee of the little enterprise, the conversation swiftly forgotten as she immersed herself in her new duties.

“Happy Birthday!” shouted mom and Aunt Phyllis as Gwen came home that afternoon, she smiled brightly at them both, only a few tears in her eyes at the thought that her father wasn’t around to celebrate this time...but no more of that, she had a party to enjoy!  Here she was, nineteen, and living in the middle of nowhere with no set plans for the future and no friends or academic career or anything she had assumed would be part of her life just a year gone.  But there was Aunt Phyllis and mom and a homemade cake with those silly striped candles that were impossible to blow out, whatever her so-called expectations, life was still wonderful!  She smiled brightly and joined in the fun.

Tristan finished his errands for the morning and parked his bike outside the rundown little house he had once shared with his mother and sister, smiling wistfully at the memory, but whistling tunelessly, he went inside to find Raven sitting in the battered old recliner, glancing idly through a five year old magazine, new the day of the accident, but which the boy had never bothered to get rid of.  In fact nothing much had changed about the house in the intervening years, not out of nostalgia but just because it really wasn’t a priority any more.

“What are we up to today?” grinned the boy eagerly at his longtime friend and mentor.

“You’re coming along well with your training, lad,” said the man proudly, laying aside the periodical, “but that isn’t what I’m here to discuss.”  At the man’s solemn but strangely eager tone, the boy sat abruptly, his eyes focused intently on the older man, who smiled in grim anticipation, “are you ready to put your skills into action?”

“Already?!” exclaimed the boy in surprise but not disappointment or fear.

“Soon, lad, very soon,” replied Raven.

“What’s going on?” persisted the curiously eager boy.

Smiled the man knowingly, “there are some newcomers in town?”

“Yes,” said Tristan faintly, “what have they to do with any of this?  They can’t possibly be...?!”

“No,” laughed the man at the boy’s sudden anxiety, “but someone from their past certainly is and he won’t be long in following.”

“What interest could any of that sort, no matter their previous relationship, have in the newcomers?” queried the boy, perplexed.

“That I know not, lad,” said Raven grimly, “but we’ll have to figure it out and see what we can do about it.”  Added he with a smile, “now about this girl...”

That night after Aunt Phyllis had gone to bed, mother and daughter sat at the table, sipping at their boring black coffee but so caught up in their conversation that neither noticed the dearth of a more interesting brew.  “Now about that Tristan boy?” broached Molly with a curious smile.

“What’s that smirk for?” blushed Gwen, “He’s just a guy who happened to say hello at church.”

“Then what are you blushing for?” laughed her mother.

“I don’t know,” shrugged Gwen, exhaling uneasily in a long awkward sigh, “he seems nice enough and it’s not like we’ve done anything but exchange greetings a time or two,” adding with a wan, hopeful smile, “but he’s the closest thing to a friend my own age that I’ve yet encountered here.  Do you know anything about him?”

“Well,” said mom, settling back in her chair and clutching her cup with both hands, “I had a word with Aunt Phyllis this afternoon while you were still at work...”

She was interrupted as Gwen protested, “mom!”

Her mother laughed lightly and said, “don’t worry, that dear old lady won’t be spreading word of your impending engagement all over town quite yet!  I was discrete, asking after a dozen other people we’ve met recently too.”

“So what’ve you learned?” asked Gwen eagerly, leaning forward, elbows on her knees, a keen sparkle in her eyes.

“His father died when he was little, cancer I think, and his mother and younger sister were killed in a car accident about five years ago, when he was only seventeen,” replied Molly sadly, “he’s been on his own ever since, except for an old family friend, Phyllis says the man drives truck occasionally and is out of town as often as not.  Tristan’s a gregarious young man and you see him everywhere in town, she’s not sure how he makes ends meet but he seems to get by.”

“And I thought my life had been rough!” sighed Gwen in surprise, “That poor kid!  Can we invite him over for supper some time?”

Her mother could not help but smile, “now who is alerting your great-hearted Great Aunt to your brewing romance?”  The pair laughed long and hard, and after sharing a few more heartfelt words, it was time for bed.

“Hey Doc!” called Gwen to the passing vet as she hung up the phone, he stopped and looked at her expectantly, “Someone wants you to wash a cow.”

He looked at her blankly for a moment as she told him who had called and reviewed their brief conversation, whereupon he laughed heartily at her and said, “you really are a city girl Gwen!  Cleaning a cow has nothing to do with bathing the beast.”  As he explained the operation she couldn’t help but laugh at herself and looking a little disgusted at the very idea, smiling he went into the back to grab his things while she turned to address the customer who had just come in.  Blushing fiercely, she realized it was Tristan!

“Hi,” said he, as she envied his calmness.

“Hi,” replied she, a little more awkwardly than absolutely necessary, adding curiously, “what on earth are you doing here?”

The boy shrugged but smiled the more, “do I need a reason to pop in and say hello?”

“I suppose not,” agreed she, adding archly, “goodbye!”

He started but then laughed at his own surprise, “I suppose I came in to do a little more than say hi and bye,” smiled he.

“I have a scheme of my own,” retorted she, “but you may go first as the customer is always right, such as he is!”

“Well,” began he, “I don’t know, I always thought it was ladies first and you have already said goodbye so maybe I should be off?”

“Don’t you dare!” squawked she, half rising from her chair, as they both shared a laugh at her reaction.  Scowling in feigned ire, she retorted, “fine!  Be that way if you don’t want to have supper with Aunt Phyllis, but her cherry pie is renowned throughout the county.”

“I couldn’t say no to that,” grinned he, like a little boy that had already eaten half of said pie but was hungry for more, “I’d be happy to join you, and in exchange, why don’t you join me afterwards for some ninja lessons?”

“Ninja lessons?” queried she, as if it was as novel a subject as cleaning a cow.

“Well, taekwondo if you want to be specific,” smiled he, “but with your romantic streak I thought ninja lessons sounded way more cool.”

“Ninja lessons it is then,” nodded she, but adding a little uneasily, “at least if the cost isn’t too egregious, we don’t exactly have money to spare.”

“No problem,” nodded he, “neither do I!”

“Okay,” smiled she, “we’ll call it a date,” added she with a fierce blush at her blunder, “well not a date, but a...” she trailed off in dismay.

“An appointment,” nodded he, as emotionlessly as a teller at the bank giving her change for a twenty.

She smiled gratefully at him for his discretion, but added with an awkward laugh, “but who’s going to tell Aunt Phyllis it is no such thing as she’s certain it is?”

He smiled all the more, “that she’ll just have to find out for herself I’m afraid!”  He winked at her and dashed out the door, leaving Gwen to answer the ringing phone, grateful for the distraction.

––––––––
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​2

TRISTAN WAS EXACTLY on time for the evening meal and didn’t even bring flowers, at least not for Gwen, though he had a bright little bundle for Aunt Phyllis, whose eyes glittered with unshed tears, not having had flowers in the house since her husband’s funeral ten years prior.  She ushered him into the tidy little dining room where he greeted both ladies cordially, both of the elder women watching the youngest for any discernable signs of extreme sentimentality or overt fondness, but seeing nothing to alarm, at least they could settle down to an excellent meal, especially as the pair proposed an excursion of their own later that evening.

“Have a good time,” said Molly, waving on the kitchen step while Aunt Phyllis watched suspiciously over her shoulder.

After the door was closed and the ladies sat down to coffee, the table still cluttered with the remains of a splendid cherry pie, Aunt Phyllis said uneasily, “karate lessons?!  Whatever happened to taking a girl to the movies or even a nice walk in the park?”

The smiling niece shrugged, saying contentedly, “I’m sure each generation scandalizes all those preceding it with its novel schemes.  We old fogies forget how our own parents and grandparents were no doubt shocked in their turn, world without end!”

“I suppose you must be right,” sighed dear Aunt Phyllis grimly, “but it still makes one wonder what the world is coming to!”

“People have always wondered that, I’m afraid,” smiled that ridiculous niece all the more.

“Have you ever done anything like this?” asked Tristan as they walked side by side towards the community rec center.

Gwen shrugged, “I took six weeks of karate lessons at the Y when I was ten.  How long have you been interested in the martial arts?”

Tristan seemed to be gazing at something only he could see, far off either in space or time, said he dreamily, “I suppose since I was about the same age.  Raven, an old friend of the family and really my only family since the accident, thought it would be good for me, especially after my dad died.  He’s pretty much been a father to me ever since.”  He laughed as if at a joke she couldn’t share, “I used to hope he and mom would make a match of it, they never did, and now I know...”  He trailed off awkwardly, as if he had said too much.

But Gwen only smiled at him and changed the subject, though certain the curiosity would kill her, rather she said gently, “it must be really lonely for you?  My father just up and left six months ago, leaving us pretty much broke.  I managed to finish high school but now we have to live with Aunt Phyllis, but it’s better than some squalid little apartment in the city somewhere; I don’t know what would have come of us if not for that dear old lady!”

Mused the boy, “strangely I’ve never been lonely, even when Raven’s not around and I’m pretty much alone.”  He grinned at her, “but it’s still nice to make a new friend!”

“Quite,” laughed Gwen, “it isn’t easy being the only stranger in town, and possibly the only one my age!”

“It’s hard to be a twenty-something way out here,” agreed he, “most of the kids head off to college or the city after they graduate and are never seen again.  There are younger kids and older folks but there aren’t many young adults.”  Grinning impishly he asked, “so is your aunt circulating rumors about our upcoming nuptials yet?”

“Probably,” laughed Gwen easily, showing she was in nowise infatuated with him yet, “but I hope you aren’t getting any ideas of the sort?”

“Certainly not,” assured he most solemnly, “when I said friends, I meant it.  You won’t have to worry about ulterior motives on my end!”

“Oh,” said she, a little disappointed but happy to discover such openness and integrity in her new friend.

He shook his head, “you’re as bad as your scheming aunt it seems!”

“Certainly not!” said she, with a proud shake of her head, “That’s just my native romanticism mourning the fact that you are the only eligible guy in town!”

“That’s as it should be then,” smiled he, but the conversation ceased as they were now outside the rec center and there were other people straggling in.

“How often do they have classes?” asked Gwen, as she took off her street shoes.

“Almost every night of the week,” replied Tristan, doing likewise, “but it isn’t always taekwondo, sometimes it is another martial art or even a weapons class.”

“Weapons class?” asked she, her eyebrows nearly buried in her hairline, “Like throwing stars and num-chuks?”

“No,” laughed he, removing his other shoe, “fencing and that sort of thing.”

“Ah,” smiled she, “as long as I don’t have to break a block of concrete with my face or something?”

“That’s only for the advanced students, I’m afraid,” said a grizzled man in his middle years, a keen intelligence and vast mirth sparkling in his eyes, “I’m Raven, and you must be Gwen?”

She shook his hand and nodded, but shot a feigned scowl over her shoulder at the mischievously grinning Tristan.  Quipping as she went to take her place with the other students, “perhaps he can demonstrate just that?”

Raven barked a laugh, saying as he too found his accustomed spot, “not a bad idea, milady!”  Tristan could only sigh and roll his eyes in seeming exasperation, getting into line himself.  After a brief welcome and introduction for the new students, they broke into two groups, Raven taking the experienced class and a red-haired lady in her mid-thirties working with the beginners.

After setting the more experienced beginners to work on some previously learned forms, she took Gwen aside to work on the very basics.  Forty five minutes later, sweating but exhilarated, Gwen joined the entire class for some group exercises and lessons.  When the class finally broke up, Tristan trotted eagerly up to ask how she liked it.

“It was a lot of fun!” smiled she, “Maybe in a hundred years I’ll be a real ninja?  Though I was disappointed not to see your demonstration.”

“Maybe tomorrow,” laughed Raven, joining himself to their party, the other students already out the door and lost in the night.

“I’ll certainly watch my manners if that’s what I have to look forward to else,” smiled the boy fondly at his mentor, but adding cheekily, “any chance you’ll take us out for ice cream after our most excellent work tonight?”

“I suppose someone had better supervise you two,” mused he grimly, locking the door behind the laggardly students.

They walked companionably off to the local ice cream shop, acquired their hard won desserts, and commandeered a table, as Gwen asked eagerly of their host, “so you’ve known this poor boy most of his life?”

“Rather it should be me you are pitying,” corrected the man, sharing a scandalous smile with Tristan.

“Quite,” agreed Gwen, joining them in a hearty laugh, their mirth seemingly attracting more friends like moths to a street lamp, as Megan, the other instructor ambled over, cone in hand.

“Desperate for company?” smiled she at Gwen.

“I’m new in town,” agreed the girl happily, “and am either desperate or haven’t yet the sense to know who I should or shouldn’t hang around with.  Aunt Phyllis was rather scandalized that I was even coming tonight, let alone going out for ice cream thereafter!”

“I’ll see that they get up to no mischief,” laughed Megan, seating herself beside Gwen, “now what are you miscreants up to?” asked she, eyeing the gentlemen significantly with her laughing gaze.

“Ice cream,” grinned Tristan jovially.

“Mooching is more like it,” smiled Raven.

“Sounds about right,” sighed Megan in a long suffering sort of way, but asking genially of Gwen, “so what did you think about tonight?”

“It was a lot of fun,” smiled she, taking a big bite of fudgy-goodness, and swallowing before continuing, “and do you really let Tristan play with sharp, pointy objects?”

“Even spoons can be dangerous,” said Raven gravely, ruining the effect with a laugh, “but yes, and if you are interested, I’m sure you’ll be no less a threat to yourself than he was when he first started.”

“As it seems he is still possessed of all his limbs,” mused Gwen archly, “perhaps I too can survive a lesson or two.  It sounds like fun!”  Her eyes narrowed pensively, as she asked half embarrassed, half hopeful, “have you ever gone to a Renaissance Festival or a tournament or something and demonstrated your marvelous skills?”

Tristan smiled eagerly, eyeing his mentor hopefully, “that would certainly be fun, Raven!”

Raven shook his head, “I’m sure it would be lad, but that’s not the reason we’ve worked so hard on our skills nor is it to simply show off to others.”

“What is the reason?” inquired Megan, “If not to have fun?”

Tristan was silently thoughtful at Raven’s words, as the older man replied to Megan, “if you want to organize something for the other students, you certainly may, but I’m afraid we won’t be able to participate.”  Gwen frowned at this, feeling herself included in that particular we, was it only because she was such a beginner that she wouldn’t have time between now and then to learn enough to have aught to exhibit or was it something else?  Raven caught her thoughtful look and smiled, “I’m sure it would be great fun, milady, but would your Aunt approve?”

“Probably not,” smiled Gwen in spite of herself, finding it strangely gratifying to be called such a colloquial term as milady, drat her romantic streak!, “not that I have any skills as yet to exhibit!”

“Quite,” agreed Raven, with a nod, before the subject changed to rather benign and uninteresting topics, at least to those with no part in the conversation.  Afterwards, Megan offered to walk Gwen home, as she lived just down the street, while Tristan and Raven went home together after the parting formalities, such as they were.

“How are you liking Podunk?” asked Megan cheerily as they walked off.

“Far better than I initially thought possible,” said Gwen in wonder.

“It certainly isn’t as busy or lively as the urban areas you are used to,” grinned the older girl proudly, “but that’s not a bad thing, not in the least, or so it seems to me.”

“No,” agreed Gwen, saying with a laugh, “I nearly had a heart attack when Aunt Phyllis didn’t bother locking her car the other day and when she gave me an odd look when I asked about keys to the house!”

“Things are a bit different around here in that respect,” agreed Megan, “how are you finding the people?”

“Far more sociable and neighborly than my former acquaintance,” said Gwen happily, “everyone is so friendly and helpful.  When my father left, nobody really cared, they all said the right things but when we were in desperate straits nobody was there for us except Aunt Phyllis.”

“What did you think of the church service yesterday?” asked Megan, trying desperately to keep a neutral mien lest she betray her own feelings on the matter.

“At first I thought it just a poky little country church and was rather horrified,” admitted Gwen reluctantly, “I’m used to a concert and motivational speaker every Sunday, to say nothing of an actual coffee bar, but there was something there that was lacking in my previous experience, call it spirit or heart or fellowship or comradery or what you will, but it didn’t feel like hundreds of strangers just packed together for a little entertainment, I felt like I really mattered, stranger though I be, and that everybody cared for everybody else, even if the coffee was plain old black or the music a few thousand years out of date.”

Megan smiled like one of the stars gleaming above, a phenomenon Gwen was still nightly astonished by, having seen them only on an occasional family camping trip or a rare visit to see some distant and rural relation as a child.  Said she, “we certainly aren’t hip or trendy, or even professional and suave around here, be it church or our community, but we are real and I think that’s what makes all the difference.”

“It does,” mused Gwen, more to herself than to her companion, “my whole life up until now has just been an act.  Pretending to be the girl I thought my father wanted me to be, the person my friends thought I should be, the façade I built for myself online.  Who am I really?”  She smiled hopefully and laughed ruefully, “I guess this is my big chance to find out.”  Megan shared her hopeful smile, left her at the door, and waved goodnight as she walked home.

Both Aunt Phyllis and her mother were sitting at the table waiting for her, neither knowing how many cups of coffee later, but both were rather surprised to find her coming home with a slightly older woman rather than the young man she had left in company with.  Gasped that dear old lady in wonder, “there really isn’t anything romantical going on, is there?”

“No,” laughed Gwen, hugging her Aunt happily, “we’re just friends and like to be for the foreseeable future.”

“Did you have fun?” asked her grinning mother, though whether at her Aunt or her daughter, probably both, none knew.

“Certainly,” smiled Gwen, “and they’ve promised to let me play with swords and stuff too, if I’m interested.”

“I suppose,” said her mother, cautiously eyeing Aunt Phyllis, wondering what her take on the matter would be, but she surprised them both by saying delightedly, “I wonder if I’m too old to learn too?”

Gwen laughed aloud, “I’m sure they’d be more than happy to help you, you wonderful, dear aunt you!  I knew you must have a romantic streak in you somewhere.”

“Quite,” agreed Phyllis primly, “why else do you think I agreed to take in my favorite nieces in their distress if their hearts weren’t akin to mine?  There are only certain types of people one is willing to share their home with at my age, my dear, and happily you and your mother are exactly of that sort, though just between us, I’d rather sell it than be forced into irksome company continually in my own home!”

“I’m to start my fencing lessons tomorrow night,” replied Gwen, “and it will be nice not to be the only new student.”  They shared a round of happy smiles before hastening off to bed, but none of them got to sleep too easily that night in pondering the phenomenon of a Great Aunt taking sword lessons and who would be the most surprised: the instructor, the nieces, or the lady herself!

“How were your ninja lessons?” smiled Dr. Bob the next morning as Gwen came into work.

“A lot of fun,” said she, putting her things away and turning to face her boss, “how about your cow wash?”

“Smelly,” said he with a grimace, “but not the worst thing I’ve done, even this week!  What do you think of that Tristan boy?”

“Why are you asking?” asked she, sensing something serious beneath his teasing tone.

“He’s been hurt, a lot, but he’s a good kid and I don’t want to see him hurt even worse,” replied the concerned vet.

Her easy smile put him immediately at ease, “don’t worry, I’ll be the last one to toy with anyone’s heart, most particularly his.  He’s sweet but told me bluntly that anything more than friendship is out of the question, and strangely I agree with him.”  Added she with a laugh, her first attempt at small town gossip, “and did you know Aunt Phyllis wants to take fencing lessons?”

“Now that is news!” agreed he in wonder, adding with his own knowing smile, “How is she taking your romantic disappoint?”

“That’s probably why she’s taking sword lessons!” said Gwen in amusement, “To console her broken heart because mine isn’t.”

“It makes as much sense as anything,” replied he with a wry smile, glancing at the appointment book, he added grimly, “more so than this limping dog appointment for Mrs. Bradley, I can’t help the poor thing if she won’t put him on a diet and this will be the third time in as many weeks that I’ll have to tell her the same thing!”

“Maybe she and her dog should join Aunt Phyllis and I?” proposed the girl.

“That might not be a bad idea,” grinned he, “a little exercise would do them both a world of good!”

Aunt Phyllis was true to her word, Megan not a little surprised but vastly pleased when she stopped by that evening to pick up Gwen, only to find herself the third occupant of the old beige Buick for the short commute to the rec center.  “And to think we don’t even have to pay or fight for a parking spot!” quipped Gwen as she leapt from the vehicle.

“Thanks for the lift,” smiled Megan as they ventured inside, “I look forward to seeing you both in action!”

“Me too!” said Aunt Phyllis in wonder, as if not quite sure what she had embarked upon but eager to find out.  They all shared a laugh and joined the other students for the night’s adventure.  “Well that was fun!” remarked that venerable lady thereafter as she joined the previous evening’s company at the ice cream shop at what was becoming either a bad habit or a fun tradition.

Raven grinned broadly, “indeed, milady, I am not sure who enjoyed it more: we instructors or the students!”

She smiled at his anachronism but didn’t protest thereat, not that most romantical females would, “maybe this is just the thing to help with my arthritis, my doctor has been telling me for years I need to be more active.”  She laughed brightly, “I wonder what he’ll think of that!”  They all shared a laugh, especially after Gwen shared her conversation with Dr. Bob from that morning.

Raven shook his head grimly, “I’m not sure I’m up for teaching a dog the basics of swordplay, but I would certainly be delighted were Mrs. Bradley to try!”

“I thought Tai Chi was the martial art of choice for the elderly set?” frowned Megan curiously.

“I’m not quite that slow yet,” laughed that great-hearted Phyllis, “and maybe with these sword lessons it will be even longer in coming.”

Once the ladies were safely on their way home, Raven and Tristan made their own way thither, speaking quietly as they went, said the elder, “well lad?”

“Well what?” laughed the boy, “I never thought I’d see Aunt Phyllis there on sword night!”

“I was more interested in your take on her great niece,” replied Raven dryly.

“She’s a great little sport,” said Tristan happily, “is there anything specific you’d like to know?”

The older man smiled at this, saying, “you’ve even managed to convince her Aunt Phyllis that you two aren’t a thing, well done!”

The boy smiled ruefully and shrugged awkwardly, saying, “not that I really had anything to do with it one way or another.”

“Of course not,” grinned the man, but he said no more, save to grunt in pain and collapse in a bloody heap, but even as his friend fell, Tristan somehow had a sword in his hands and had set himself instinctively in a defensive stance, eyeing the villains keenly, little more than vague shadows half the height of a man, their ember-like eyes glowing in the darkness.

“What do you want?” growled he, the things merely laughed at him before withdrawing into the night, leaving the boy alone with the prone Raven.  The sword vanished as suddenly as it had come as he crouched beside his unmoving friend.  In theory he knew there was nothing to worry about but in practice he had never had experience therewith.  He tentatively reached towards Raven’s shoulder and flinched back in surprise and wonder as a brilliant light flashed between them.

Raven groaned again, but this time he sat up and glanced around, sharing a rueful smile with the boy as he gained his feet, asking curiously, “what was it?”

“Bogeys,” said the boy, glancing about and squinting into the darkness, as if he thought they might be hiding just beyond sight.

“Scouts?” frowned Raven, before both exchanged a grim glance and cried, “a distraction!”

The ladies got into Aunt Phyllis’s car for the short ride home, but they had gone no further than a couple blocks before the engine just died, no sputtering or weird noises, just eerie silence, but they were too caught up in what was happening outside the vehicle to notice.  Just as the sedan rolled sedately to a stop, a great black limo pulled up immediately alongside.  A suave but oily looking fellow in a sleek suit climbed out, pulling down his sunglasses, at night!, and glanced in the windows of the stalled car.

Gwen gasped aloud, “dad?!”

Megan hastily rolled down the window in which he was peering, and he said without preamble, “come along Guinevere, your little friends may toddle off home, but we must talk.”

“I wouldn’t go with him,” growled Aunt Phyllis, “not after what he’s put you through, dear!”

“Oh she’ll be coming, Auntie-kins,” smiled he darkly, proffering his gun for all to see, eliciting a mutual gasp, “come along sweetie, we don’t want to importune your friends any longer.”

He raised the weapon and aimed it at Phyllis, Gwen could only shudder and cry, “leave them alone, I’m coming, I’m coming!”

“That’s a good girl,” smiled he in a very uncomfortable manner, “now don’t bother calling the police or trying to follow us, it will only get you all killed!”  At their terrified nods he smiled all the more, a cold, cruel, horrifying expression.  He motioned with his weapon and Gwen exited the vehicle, trying to give her friends a brave smile but managing only to look terrified and sheepish.  She got into the back of the limo with her father and the vehicle drove away, leaving the survivors to exchange a horrified look, before the sedan roared back to life as if it had never died, allowing them to drive home, but what now?

“Now my dear,” began her father eagerly once they were speeding along through the darkened countryside upon what seemed an abandoned road, “I have an offer to make you!”

“I don’t want anything to do with your or whomever you have allied yourself with!” snapped she, trying to sit as deep in the far corner of the vehicle as she could.

He merely laughed at her, “come child, where is that romantic streak we both found so amusing?  I am not offering you something ridiculous like your life or money, but rather the chance to be part of a whole new set of legends, to be the very reason a new age of humanity dawns bright and clear!”  The girl shuddered in disgust but said nothing, though her scowling gaze was keen upon him in reluctant curiosity, eliciting an ironic laugh from her father, for indeed he knew her well.

Continued he eagerly, “what does the phrase, ‘in those days there were giants in the earth,’ mean to you?”

“A thousand strange novels, each with worse theology than the last,” sighed she.

“Indeed!” laughed he, “I had quite overlooked that aspect of the idea, but it only proves the interest humanity has taken in the subject since time immemorial.”

“You mean overlooking the most important things for a little scrap of antediluvian history that is impossible for us to understand,” said she in dismay.

“But do you not understand that it is where your ridiculous god got the idea in the first place?” laughed he at her astonishment and fury, “It was from the demonic forces in the Ancient World combining their power with mortal men that gave your silly little deity the very notion to send his own so-called salvation to men via a similar means.  ‘The virgin shall conceive and bear a son!  Immanuel, God with Us!’  Hah!  The gods were with us millennia before the so-called Christ showed up, but the scandal was washed away in the Flood along with the Ancient World, quite a convenient means to cover up something your god wasn’t strong enough to prevent in the first place!  But why not try it again?  Why not allow the gods to walk again among men?”

“What are you proposing?!” cried she, horrified to her very soul.

“To allow the gods to walk again amongst us, clad in flesh and bone as we are!” cried he in triumph, “As your so-called Christ once claimed to do!  You can be the mother of the true gods!”

“No!” cried she, clawing at the door and window in panic, trying to escape.

“You will,” snarled he, “else your dear little friends will suffer and die one by one until you agree!  Think of your mother, your poor old aunt!”

“No!” shouted he, “Never!”  He only laughed coldly at her as she sought desperately for some means of escape, as the limo drove relentlessly on.

Two motorcyclists zipped along the little country road in pursuit of the limousine at a speed far worse than reckless, but miraculously avoiding accident, one flanking either side of the speeding vehicle, one rider jumped atop the car while the other kept pace alongside.  With a little effort, the man atop the car managed to break the sunroof over the passenger compartment and jumped inside.  Gwen gaped in wonder for a moment but lost no time in allowing the invader to help her up and out of the still speeding vehicle, whoever he was or whatever he intended, it must be better than what her father proposed, even be it death!  He helped her up and was about to climb up after her, but her father hissed in ire, and grabbing his shoulder, pulled the fellow back inside the limo.

Gwen clung desperately to the roof of the insanely swift vehicle, shaking in terror and unable to move forward or back, her rescuer no longer behind her to urge her on, but there was Tristan on a motorcycle, no rusty bike this!, urging her to jump, actually jump from one roaring vehicle to the other.  The shock and irony of this surmise actually overcame her terror and allowed her to act, flinging herself into the air and wondering for a moment if she was going to make it, but with a squeal of joy, he caught her and sped off to safety, leaving Raven to deal with the villain.

Raven gave up his pursuit of the girl and turned to face the villain instead, his complete lack of fear not surprising the fiend in the least, for anyone mad enough to try such a stunt must be no common man.  “What are you about?” snapped the villain, “Why all this madness to rescue the wretched girl?”

“I could ask the same of you,” said Raven calmly.

“And I’ll be just as forthcoming!” growled the cad, taking the impromptu visitor by his collar and climbing out on the roof of the car himself, as if it was a usual means of exiting the vehicle, dragging Raven with him.  “Do you think you can save her?” snarled he, as he watched the pair vanish swiftly with distance in the opposite direction of the speeding car, “This is just a minor delay, nothing you can do will save her!”

Raven’s face was grim, knowing the fiend spoke only too truly, until a terrible thought entered his mind but he knew it was her only chance, and at his sudden, shocked, and triumphant smile, the villain demanded, “what are you smiling at, fool?!”  But that awful smile only deepened, mysterious and inscrutable, in a rage at such an answer, the man flung Raven to the pavement, where the body bounced and rolled several times and then lay blessedly still.  The man sneered in triumph himself before crawling back inside and ordering his driver to turn around.

Tristan sped off with Gwen, his face alight with triumphant delight when a pensive frown drove it full away, it could not be, but it was.  He glanced desperately at the wide-eyed and blinking Gwen, silent in shock, horror, and wonder, then glanced back at the limo, which he saw now in pursuit, and he knew what he must do.  Laying in his heels, he urged the wondrous horse to his greatest speed and turned his noble head towards the nearest power pole.  He heard Gwen scream and then all was pain and darkness.

The body of the motorcycle burned brightly in the otherwise dark night, the crushed and mangled forms of the two fugitives lay nearby, the villain shook his head grimly, smiling in cruel delight, thinking he had driven the fools to suicide to escape his grasp, but they were fools indeed to think this little accident would do aught but delay his brilliant schemes for more than a day or two.  If not this girl, there were plenty of others in the wide world, some who would be downright grateful for such an opportunity.  He got back in his car and sped off, his mind busy with his burgeoning plans.

Raven’s fiery horse stood idly by, unseen as the villainous man in the great car surveyed the carnage before retreating into the night.  Once he was alone in the darkness, the stallion trotted up to what had appeared to be a burning bit of wreckage to the villain but was actually the remains of another fabulous equine.  He nosed the mangled form and as a brilliant light passed between them, the second creature whickered eagerly and lunged to his feet.  The pair exchanged eager whinnies of greeting before trotting off to their respective masters, nosing gently at the prone forms with their velvet muzzles and rousing them from the sleep of death.

Tristan was on his feet in a moment, barely pausing to pat the creature’s shoulder in thanks, well pleased with himself as he was, dashing to Gwen’s side.  Raven found him kneeling beside the crushed and broken form a few minutes later, and put a firm hand on the boy’s shoulder, saying quietly, but hope strong beneath like imminent dawn, “you did what you had to lad, she’d have had no peace or escape else.”

The boy looked desperately up into the face of his mysteriously smiling mentor, tears in his eyes, “what do you know that I do not?”

Raven laughed outright, “come lad, she’s in no worse shape than you were after your first crash!”

“Truly?!” said the boy in wonder, but asking soberly, “Now what?”

“I suppose we had best get her home before her mother and aunt have time to worry themselves sick,” replied he, adding grimly, “and hopefully she can tell us who this fellow is and what he is up to!”

Tristan easily scooped up the shattered corpse of his friend, called his prancing horse over, and was soon aback the wondrous beast, the body draped before him as they rode off, Raven riding alongside, chatting as they went.  A few minutes later, Gwen groaned and tried to sit up, and with a few awkward maneuvers, she managed the feat, now sitting before Tristan in the saddle of a fantastic horse rather than behind him on a motorcycle.  She glanced from one gleefully grinning man to the other, saying in wonder, “please tell me this has been a dream or at least a nightmare?”

“Sorry, lass,” said Raven with a grim shake of his head, “this adventure is far more real than anything you’ve ever lived through up until this point!  We’ll explain everything, but first, who was that man and what did he want?”

She burst suddenly into tears, momentarily overwrought by everything, but finally she gained control of her emotions and told the strange tale as best she could remember it, the growing astonishment on each face making her both uneasy and strangely happy at having even slightly confounded these perplexing men even in her own ignorance.

Tristan eyed Raven keenly and asked, “can it truly be?!”

“I don’t know,” replied he in wonder, “mortal men know little of such matters for a reason, but nothing is too strange or vile for the Enemy and his minions to dabble in, but it was for just such rampant and unthinkable wickedness that the Ancient World was destroyed.” 

“What have I been caught up in?” demanded she, wanting answers to something tangible if all they had was supposition when it came to the greater enigmas of the night.  She frowned particularly at Tristan, “weren’t you riding a motorcycle?  Where did these horses come from?  And did you intentionally crash us into that pole?  And how is it either of us survived?”  The astonished boy was too overwrought to explain, his eyes begging Raven to do the grim business, at which the man could only laugh and try to explain, but the attempt would be futile considering their current circumstances, at least to the overwrought mind of poor Gwen.  There was only one possible solution and he couldn’t help but grin the more.
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“It’s a Denny’s,” said Gwen in wonder a moment later, at least to her perception.

“In suburban Denver,” agreed Raven, as blandly as he could muster while Tristan could only smile in mischievous delight like the rascal he was.

“How did you, we?!” gaped she.

Raven shrugged and smiled even more enigmatically, but said quite calmly, “how do you explain everything else on this strange night, lass?”

“Fine,” sighed she in exasperation at his lack of information, but she spitted the boy with a  stare and demanded, “but perhaps your lackey here is not made of such stern stuff?”

“Him?” laughed Raven aloud, “Come lass, I’ll tell you all, but you must be a little patient, leave the lad alone, he’s done splendidly this evening but is almost as clueless as you.”  He paused long enough to give the approaching waitress their order and then resumed, as otherwise they seemed to have the place to themselves.  Continued he, “now what do you think happened and what do you think is going on?”

She shook her head in wonder, “I think I’ve stumbled into some sort of crazy conspiracy!  Do you work for the CIA or something?  Is my father some sort of villainous spy that you’re after?  Or am I just going mad?”

Mused Raven aloud, “not a bad guess, milady, not at all, except none of us work for any government agency or independent spy ring.”

“Who do you work for?” queried she, more mystified than ever; Tristan just sat there and smiled, remembering his own consternation and perplexity and excitement at the first.

“We wrestle not against flesh and blood, lass,” replied Raven gravely, “does that mean aught to you?”

“But against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places,” quoted she, with a shiver of what might be fear or wonder, she added in a barely audible whisper, “my father wasn’t averse to quoting scripture either.”

Raven only smiled as the waitress returned with their milkshakes and coffee, the woman darting off after asking if they needed anything else.  Alone once more, he took a sip of his coffee and gazed upon the trembling girl with his too keen eyes, as he asked, “anyone can quote or misquote anything, lass, but it means nothing if you don’t truly live it.  Even the demons believe, and shudder, but still don’t live like it’s true.  Satan himself quoted the Psalms to the Son of Man during the temptation, the very Word made flesh!  Your father certainly isn’t a man who takes the scriptures at face value, but he’s happy to use them for his own fell schemes.  He can take the Truth and spin it into a thousand terrible lies and do it with such gravity and ardor that ignorant or skeptical folk will eagerly believe him.”  She felt the truth and fervency in his words, which when contrasted with her father’s gloating contempt, was like a cool breeze through a stuffy room.

She smiled brightly at him in relief and took a sip of her milkshake, sharing an eager smile with Tristan as he attacked his own, she turned her curious eyes upon Raven as he began anew, “can you come up with a reasonable explanation for anything you witnessed tonight?”

“Only a bunch of unreasonable ones,” agreed she, her romantic streak asserting itself in a huge and eager smile.

“Only to your hitherto mortal sensibilities,” smiled he just as eagerly, “you need to quit thinking like one bound by time and death, for this very night you have passed forever beyond them.”  Her eyebrows were nearly lost in her hairline as she took a quick sip to cover her shock.  Raven and Tristan both chuckled as the former continued, “yes, the boy ran you both straight into a power pole and he did it on purpose.  Terrible as it may seem, it was the only way to free you from the clutches of your father.”

“I didn’t know ghosts could sit at a restaurant and drink coffee,” smiled she archly.

“And just how do you come to the assumption that any of us are of that persuasion?” smiled he.

“Then what are we?” demanded she, unable to hide her curiosity and impatience any longer.

“Men,” smiled Raven all the more, “just not mortal men.”

“I think I’m getting a headache,” sighed she, whereat Tristan laughed, “it’s probably that milkshake and how fast you’re slurping it down.”  “If only,” smiled she most wanly, looking at Raven with a pleading expression, asking him silently to continue.  He laughed anew but took pity on the poor girl, at least a little bit.

Some hours later, on this seemingly longest night in history, Tristan and his wonderful horse dropped her off a few hundred yards from the strangely stalled Buick; with a grin and a wink he ghosted off into the night, leaving her to do what she must, even the impossible.  The limo was just pulling away when she rushed towards the sedan and jumped back in, much astonishing the two horrified occupants, but their vast, relieved, and wondering smiles were joy itself.  Suddenly the engine came back to life, and with a communal nod of approval, Aunt Phyllis continued the arduous journey home.

Gwen assured them both, especially her astonished mother and the persistent Megan, that there was little further threat from her father, that the matter had been rectified, if not to everyone’s satisfaction at least to a dissatisfied understanding.  Megan insisted both Molly and Phyllis go straight to bed, while she’d take Gwen to her place, just three houses down the quiet street, where they’d discuss it all over coffee.

“Why?” frowned Gwen’s mother pensively, “What can you possibly do about it?”

Megan smiled grimly, momentarily flashing her identification badge to the astonished trio, “I work for the Federal Investigation Agency, I’ve been undercover here for nearly four years; please let me handle this, I’m a professional!”  Added she wryly, “and this is the first break I’ve had in this rather vague and unexciting case!”

“And I thought Aunt Phyllis taking sword lessons was astounding!” laughed Molly, despite herself, “By all means, take the girl and interrogate her as you must, for is it not her civic duty?”

“And great fun besides!” grinned said girl brightly, at which her mother could only shake her head gravely, but ruined the effect with a smile, knowing it was she who had bequeathed the girl her exuberance in the first place.

Of one accord the elder ladies went to bed and the younger walked down the street for a midnight soiree, but just as they entered the house, the phone rang and Megan rushed to answer it, returning a few minutes later, her face pale and worried, but she got the coffee going and urged Gwen to take a chair, though Megan seemed unable to speak until the coffee was ready and steaming in the mugs before them; at last she gathered he wits and said, “that was my supervisor, they’ve just received word of a curious accident from one of their top informants; they’re sending reinforcements and demanding I act immediately to detain certain suspicious individuals who may have been involved therein.”

Gwen frowned, “just what is your assignment here?  What are you investigating?  Who are these suspicious people, my father?”

Megan smiled grimly, as if she had just discovered she’d be required to eat a large, live frog, “I work for a department that isn’t even supposed to exist,” began she, but having got the first part out, she plowed on determinedly, “it is called the Department of Supernatural Affairs and we’ve been investigating the man called Raven for some time, but we can’t ever seem to pin anything on him though strange things swirl around him like snow in a blizzard, it has for decades.  I was sent out here after Tristan’s accident, when the hospital reported his miraculous recovery and that he had been discharged in the care of that mysterious man; the Agency had lost track of him for a few years only for him to turn up here.”

Gwen was horrified, “so you really aren’t his friend or mine?  What about all your talk about the church service the other day, is that all a cover too?”

Megan smiled wanly, her eyes pleading for understanding, “I’m afraid it is all too real!  I was sent to infiltrate whatever was going on here, only to find myself actually falling in with it.  I should have recused myself when I first started to fall, but it is too late for that, except now I’m going to have a partner to keep me accountable and I don’t know what to do.”  She eyed Gwen keenly, “I need your help!”

“Me?!” squawked Gwen, touched to the heart by her friend’s plight but unsure what a mere girl of nineteen could do.

Said Megan quietly, “you, Tristan, and Raven were all reported dead in the accident, not the first time for either of the guys, but I believe you are now as deep in whatever this is as they are.”

Gwen could not help but grin wryly, “you’re right, but what it is, I haven’t a clue but I’ll do whatever I can to help!”

“Of course you would darling,” hissed her father, stepping into the conversation just then, “I must thank you for ferreting out this little mole!  I’m sure the Agency would be most grateful for my information, as I am one of their leading informants, but then when one has the power and influence to manipulate even the earthly powers-that-be, who needs gratitude?”  He raised his gun and pointed it at Megan, “let’s rather tie up this little loose end here and now!”

“No!” cried Gwen, but a terrible roar filled the kitchen, followed by an eerie, horrible silence, broken only by her father’s cruel laughter.

He eyed the murdered woman keenly, noting the hole in her forehead and the quickly spreading pool of blood beneath her, before nodding in farewell to the horrified girl, “take that as a warning my dear, get you gone before worse comes of it!”  He sauntered out of the kitchen as silently and quickly as he had come, leaving the stricken Gwen to kneel beside her murdered friend, tears streaming down her cheeks, what was she to do?

“What was that?” blinked Megan dazedly, sitting up and putting her hand to her head, before glancing wryly at the bloody pool in which she sat and the horrified look of wonder on her companion’s face, she barked a laugh and added, “It seems I have just gotten involved myself.”

Gwen helped her to her feet and into a chair, where they took up their mugs and just stared awkwardly at one another and the table alternatingly, before sharing eager smiles and giggling like a pair of giddy junior high girls.  Said Gwen at last, “do you think he’ll rat you out?”

“I doubt it,” mused Megan eagerly, “your appearance here didn’t seem to faze or surprise him, so he must have some idea what is going on, even if we don’t.  He isn’t going to want to get tangled up in the murder of an agent or to have to explain why I’m not still dead, no matter his pull with the Agency.”  She looked downright grim, “besides, they’re sending reinforcements which will undoubtedly be working for him or at least won’t turn a friendly eye toward us.”

“What about Raven?” asked Gwen.

“What about him?” asked Megan archly, “I’m sure this is no mystery to him, somehow I doubt any of us are long able to hide our true feelings or motives from such a man, but I’m willing to play dumb if you are?”

“It could be fun at that,” laughed Gwen, “though I have a feeling you’re right!”

“I suppose you had best get home to bed,” said she, “as we’ve both got work tomorrow and your family will never forgive me if you don’t get a little sleep!”  They parted after sharing a conspiratorial grin, each lying long abed but neither getting any rest puzzling over the wonder of it all.

Gwen went to work the next morning as if nothing had changed, though everything had.  She met a rather puzzled Doctor Bob at the front door, who caught her eye and motioned for her to follow around back where there was an overgrown grassy paddock with a rather disastrous fence that hadn’t been used in over a decade, but Gwen had eyes only for the astonishing creature standing beside a crazily slanting post.  The old vet saw a rangy grey horse with worn tack tied to the questionable post with a little tag hanging from his bridle reading, ‘for Gwen,’ while the girl saw perhaps the finest warmblood ever bred, with a coat so white it seemed brilliant as starlight while the shaggy hair hanging over his hooves, along with his mane and tail, radiated a bluish fire at the ends; the same indigo light glimmered in his bright eyes.

The man shook his head as if it was the darndest thing he had ever seen, but as the girl squealed in delight and leapt aback the peculiar creature, he smiled like a proud grandpa and watched the pair leap the fence and rush around the paddock as if she’d been born ahorseback, though she had never been on a horse in her life, except for her extraordinary experiences the previous evening.  At last she trotted over and beamed like the new risen sun, “this is wonderful!”

Said the vet, “do you have any idea where he came from?”

“A little bit,” smiled she, mysteriously as ever Raven could.

The old man sighed, laughed heartily, and then said, “let’s get back to work then, at least that we can both understand!”  She smiled brightly and followed swiftly after, eliciting only a questioning look from her boss as she apparently left the ragged creature to his own devices, but who was he to question such a horsewoman!  He smiled the more and followed her into the office.

As Gwen was getting ready to leave that afternoon, Megan popped in and said, “I was subbing at the school today and took the opportunity to speak with both your mom and your aunt, they said it was okay if we spent the afternoon together before going to your house for a quick supper and then off to the rec center for practice.”

“What are you proposing?” queried the intrigued Gwen, snatching her bag and dashing for the door.

“You’ll see,” grinned Megan brightly, as they walked back into town, eventually stopping outside the church.

“Prayer meeting?” teased Gwen.

“Not so much,” laughed Megan, pulling out a key and going inside, “I also spoke to the pastor’s wife who said we could use the basement.”

“Curiouser and curiouser,” quoth Gwen, following Megan downstairs.

“I thought it wouldn’t be a bad idea to work on your martial skills, seeing as the rest of us caught up in this little conspiracy have been at it for years,” said she, pulling a pair of practice swords out of her gym bag and tossing one to Gwen.

“Not a bad idea at all,” agreed Gwen eagerly, catching the blade and setting herself in a defensive stance, both pausing to stare at the reaction, for the girl acted as if she had been doing it for years instead of having had only one lesson.

“Intriguing!” smiled Megan in anticipation, leaping at her momentarily shocked opponent, foregoing the basics altogether.

Gwen froze for only a second, before her instincts apparently kicked in, barely managing to block the incoming thrust, but after that, it was a simple matter to defend and attack, as if she had done it all her life, though when she let her conscious mind interfere she would stumble in the rhythm and receive a painful whack for her inattention, smiling ruefully, she’d leap into the fray again and lose herself in the ancient dance.

After an hour of swordplay, Megan put away the fake weapons and decided to drill her student in the more rough and tumble aspects of hand to hand combat, especially as might be encountered during a fight with an informally trained foe, but those old karate lessons must have paid off, for Gwen met her attacker as an equal, at least when she didn’t over think it!  The girls at last stopped, neither sweating or breathing particularly hard, as they grinned joyously at one another before packing up their gear and retreating to Gwen’s house for one of Aunt Phyllis’s signature dinners and of course cherry pie.

As they walked home, they chatted blithely about the day.  Gwen mentioned the appearance of the fabulous horse while Megan commented delightedly upon Gwen’s astonishing acquisition of martial skills.  “I don’t understand any of it!” laughed Gwen in pure delight, “But I’m loving every moment and can’t wait to see what happens next.”

“It certainly is intriguing,” agreed Megan, her own countenance alight with pure joy.

They reached the house but were rather vague as to their activities, but the happily bustling Phyllis was too delighted at having a dinner guest to notice while Gwen’s mother was busy cleaning up the wreck of the philodendron that the cat had knocked off the windowsill.  After a lively dinner, the girls walked over to the rec center for practice, Phyllis didn’t join them as it wasn’t a fencing night and she’d had enough excitement to last her at least a month besides!

Said Megan lightly as they walked in with the rest of the gathering students, “when I first got here I was amazed that so many people were interested in fencing, only to realize they were talking about installing or repairing an actual fence!”  Gwen smiled appreciatively and told of her recent adventures in bovine hygiene, at which they both laughed.

“What’s so funny?” asked Tristan, joining himself to their little party, at their wise and enigmatic looks and ensuing silence, he mock-scowled at them and groused good-naturedly, “You two are as bad as Raven!”

“I do own a cat,” smiled Gwen all the more.

“What’s her excuse?” grinned Tristan.

“Do I need one?” retorted Megan with an infuriating grin all her own.  The boy sighed in exasperation as they all took their places and began warming up.

Afterwards, Raven joined the perplexing trio and asked, “just what are you lot up to?”  At which they all grinned as maddeningly as himself, laughed he outright, “all right, me thinks we had best pry it out of you over ice cream?”

“Only if you’re buying,” smiled Tristan, leading the way.  The laggards exchanged a knowing smile but weren’t long in following.

Once they had their treats and were settled in a booth at the back, well out of earshot of everyone, Raven went for the throat, “now just what are you ladies smiling so mysteriously about?”  But grinning silence was all that met him, eliciting a bright laugh as he continued, “you are very good at playing my game, but alas I must destroy your delightful secrets, which are no such thing, at least to me.”

Gwen sighed in feigned woe but exchanged an amused glance with her co-conspirator, Tristan just looking flummoxed and extremely curious, as she said, “see, I told you he’d figure it out!”

“What?” demanded the boy, wanting to be in on the secret himself.

“At least we confounded someone,” smiled Megan impishly.

“Easy lad,” smiled Raven, “Megan’s merely joined our little conspiracy.”  At which the boy smiled radiantly and offered his hand in congratulations, but as they quieted, he asked for the full story, but she crossed her arms and shook her head, leaning back and smiling defiantly, demanding to hear the full tale of the previous evening first.  He smiled the more and told the tale, as she then did in her own turn, Raven nodding maddeningly throughout, as if he already knew most of it!  But Tristan’s wondering gape well made up for it, for the most part anyway.

“The FIA?!” whistled the boy, “Wow!”  Eyeing his mentor curiously, he asked, “and you’ve known all along?”

“Certainly,” smiled he, “but as Megan has ever been a friend and ally, I saw no reason to bother with her actual profession, not that she or even the whole Agency is much of a threat to any of us.”  He eyed her keenly and asked, “what of this imminent partner of yours?  Are you going to quit the force or continue on undercover, just with a different Employer?”

Megan smiled eagerly, “I’ll remain at my post until forced out.”

Raven nodded but was interrupted by Tristan before he could continue, said the boy, “how do you know all this stuff?  Where do you go when everyone thinks you off driving truck somewhere?”

The man caught each bright eye and grinned eagerly, “I suppose it is time the lot of you learned to See!  No doubt we’ll need it in the days to come.”  Suddenly they were somewhere else entirely, the ladies gaping about in wonder at the night dark woods rather than the fluorescently lit ice cream parlor, though this was not Gwen’s first experience therewith, spoke she, “that’s some trick!”

“Quite,” agreed Raven, “and one you’ll learn eventually, but for now, we have something else to work on.”  He caught their eager eyes, the ladies gasping as they realized they could see rather well in the completely dark woods, the gentlemen smiling in amusement thereat, but continued Raven calmly, with only the hint of a smile, “Gwen you may have already noticed that certain things are quite different to your perception after the accident than previous to it?”

She smiled broadly, “your so-called motorcycles were actually a pair of fabulous horses?”

“Exactly,” nodded he, “in certain circumstances we can See things as they really are, but in others we are still as blind as a typical mortal man.  The reasons for that are many and varied, and some are probably so deep or wonderful that our heads could ill contain them, but one reason is that while we ourselves are veiling the truth, so too is much veiled from us.”

“Veiling the truth?” asked Megan with a perplexed frown, “You already knew all my secrets!”

Raven merely smiled at her for a moment before the next, his person was suddenly afire with what might be brilliant starlight, and the moment after that he disappeared entirely, said his voice from thin air, “that is what I mean by veiling the truth.  You have veiled your true form and occupation from prying eyes and therefore so too are many such secrets hidden from you, but when you reveal your true self, so too will you strip away the blinders hiding the otherwise invisible world from your uncanny eyes.”

Asked Gwen in wondering consternation, “but aren’t you again ‘veiling’ the truth by becoming invisible?”

“A good theory but flawed,” grinned Raven’s voice, “for I am only invisible to mortal men, to anyone who can see beyond the thin façade of mortality, I am quite a spectacle, but then so are they in their own right!”

“So you skulk about town alight but invisible and spy out all our secrets whilst everyone assumes you to be earning a respectable and honest living?” demanded Megan in full professional spy mode, though her slightly impish smile ruined it.

“Precisely,” agreed he, “and I’d like each of you to try it.”

Frowned Tristan slightly, “why was I only ever allowed to skulk about town in my usual, visible guise?”  They could all feel the pregnant, expectant silence, before the boy flushed and answered his own question, “there wasn’t much going on prior to yesterday and you could handle that on your own, while I had my own little duties to be about around town and needed to interact with ordinary people in order to accomplish them.”

Raven laughed brightly and said proudly, “it seems you have learned something in the last few years after all, lad!  Now get busy, the lot of you, just concentrate and it should be as easy as thought.”

The trio exchanged an uneasy and rather embarrassed glance, but did as they were told, for a long moment they just stared in wonder at one another and themselves before Raven ordered them into invisibility, though they weren’t quite so sure they had complied, as they could each see him quite well now as well as one another, even after he assured them that their friends and neighbors would be completely blind to their presence.  He shook his head in wonder at their own, smiled approvingly at each of them, and led the way out of the little wood, somewhere in rural Maine as he informed them later.  It wasn’t a very long walk into town, where they found some little summer festival in progress, and meandered around the crowded street fair with its vendors and performers, carnival games and food stands.  Their disembodied voices weren’t noticed amidst such a throng, and as they walked he pointed out the meaning of some of the many strange and wonderful things they could now See.  Content in their knowledge, they were suddenly back at the ice cream parlor, as if they had never left, for to anyone else’s perception, they hadn’t!

A few days later, a knock came on Megan’s door at a rather obscene hour of the morning, whereupon she opened it, knowing who her mystery visitor likely was, “Agent Hall?” queried he, inviting himself inside and shutting the door swiftly in his wake, before quickly scanning the room and the widely blinking woman, then briefly flashing his identification even as she proffered hers, continued he, “I am here to back you up, and as the senior agent in the area, I’m also taking command of the investigation, tell me everything!”  He boldly strode off towards the kitchen in search of coffee, leaving her to smile in grim amusement before following silently after, everything indeed!

She briefly outlined what little she seemingly knew of the situation, feeling rather like a fifth grader who hadn’t studied for her math test while the teacher sat there with her half completed homework in a pile before him, not that it was homework but rather her vague and barebones reports for the last several years, as she had had nothing of interest to report until now.  Neither did that faux teacher seem pleased with the results of his inquiry or the reports in front of him, said he grimly, “there is nothing here Agent Hall, nothing at all!  I’m half tempted to send you back East to fly a desk or answer phones for such sloppy and indifferent work, perhaps I will once I have things here under control!  Now how stand the suspects?”

“I haven’t seen the girl’s father...” began she, but he swiftly interrupted her, demanding, “come, come!  The man is an upstanding and influential citizen, Agent Hall, we will not be casting aspersion upon his good name, am I clear?”

Murmured she, “yes, sir,” he nodded tersely as his eyes ordered her to continue, said she solemnly, “the other three: the boy, the girl, and this so-called Raven are all going about their business in the community as if nothing has happened, I have not acted in such a way yet as to apprise them that things are other than they have always been.”

“At least in that you have been wise,” mused he, “I want to get in with this Raven fellow, he has a file two feet thick back at the Agency and he sounds an intriguing character.  I doubt these children have any idea what he is really up to but we’ll keep an eye on them as well.  And the accident scene?”

She shook her head, “there’s a power pole that was leaning at a ridiculous angle but not much else to show it ever happened; the utility company has already set the pole to rights so there’s absolutely nothing to see.”

“Strange, very strange, but then that is the nature of our work!” nodded he pensively.

“May I ask, sir,” said she, “how it is you got entangled in this non-existent department?”

“You may,” mused he with an annoyed frown, “and I may eventually tell you, but right now let’s stick to business and forget about personal details, a good agent doesn’t even have a real personality or life, he is only what his role demands and nothing else!”

“Yes, sir,” nodded she rather dismally, wondering how long she could put up with such a stern partner or he with her.

“Now,” continued he, “how do I get in with this Raven fellow?”

“He’s a canny one, sir,” said she, sitting up and looking interested in what was to come for the first time during the entire interview, “he’s a witty old fox and not easily fooled.”  The man’s predacious smile only deepened as he motioned for her to tell him more, her smile was all eager amusement in thinking of pitting Agent Sullivan against such an elusive foe as Raven was like to be.  The Agency’s best agents had been chasing him for years but could neither catch him nor contrive to pin anything on him, at best they had a stack of theories and maybes that took up a whole drawer, at least it would have back in the days before digital records.

“If you want to get close to him,” mused Megan aloud, “you’ll have to go to church or attend martial arts classes at the rec center, otherwise he’s hard to find.”

“What about at home?” queried Agent Sullivan in surprise.

“He’s hardly ever at home,” said she, “he’s lived with the boy since his family was killed in a car accident five years ago, but he seems to disappear for large hunks of the day, most think he’s a truck driver and out of town a lot, but he’s here every night to teach his martial arts class.”

“Interesting,” laughed he a little snidely, “I haven’t been to church since I was a little kid at grandma’s house, how quaint!  But I could perhaps use a refresher in my self-defense techniques.  Is he good?”

“The best I’ve ever seen,” agreed she.

“And you’ve inveigled your way into both his church and his classes?” persisted he.

“I’m the church secretary and assistant instructor and substitute teach on the side,” said she.

“At least you have an established cover,” said he pensively, “now what about my cover?  I’m not old enough to be your father but not too old to be a boyfriend perhaps?”

He laughed when she shuddered at the very idea, but she quickly doused that fire, “perhaps an estranged husband interested in patching things up but certainly not a live-in boyfriend, the church people don’t look too kindly on that sort of thing.”

“They are rather benighted out here!” laughed he aloud, “And I don’t want to destroy your cover in establishing my own, so husband it is.”

––––––––
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“I DON’T KNOW IF I LIKE this,” said Molly that evening as Gwen was getting ready to go to class, at the girl’s questioning look, she continued, “this encounter with your father and whatever he’s involved himself in or this FIA agent of yours!  Can’t we just live a nice quiet settled little life?”

Gwen shrugged, “perhaps we’re here precisely for ‘such a time as this!’”

“You are such a romantic!” laughed her mother despite her unease, kissing her daughter on the head, “Have fun, and don’t worry, we won’t be moving anytime soon, where would we go?”

“And you thought it would be boring here!” teased Gwen as she headed out the door, smiling a greeting as Tristan met her on the sidewalk, his horse and hers waiting impatiently to be off, though to everyone else, they were just a pair of rusty bicycles.  They rode off and Gwen’s mother let the muslin curtain fall back into place, wondering if those two would ever make a go of it, smiling to herself, she went back to the kitchen to help Phyllis with the dishes.

They left the horses outside and hastened in with everybody else, eager for another night of refining their latent ninja skills, Gwen discovering she had an innate but very basic level of skill which she was able to swiftly build upon, learning in weeks what would have taken years in her previous life.  There was a new student this evening, Gwen and Tristan both wide-eyed in astonishment as the man introduced himself as Sullivan Hall, Megan’s estranged but hopeful husband, but as they both realized that was only his cover story, they overcame their initial shock and managed to shake hands like sane and civilized persons.  Megan hastened to the front to begin warming everyone up, while the newbie fell into line with the other students, his eyes glancing keenly about, as if searching for something or someone.

Raven didn’t come in until the class divided by level, Sullivan eagerly claiming a spot with the advanced students, much surprising everyone but Raven and Megan, but as it seemed he had a little experience with this sort of thing, Raven said nothing and set him to sparring with Tristan while Megan returned to her own students, forcing them to concentrate likewise.  After class, as everybody was stretching, chatting with their friends, and gathering up their possessions, Megan remarked to Gwen, “pretty soon you’ll be ready to join the advanced class.”

Gwen smiled eagerly, but just then the faux husband sidled into their conversation and attached himself to their little group, saying lightly, “I hear you people like to go out for ice cream after practice, does anybody mind if I tag along?”

The three were silent for a moment, but Raven saved them from a long awkward pause by saying, “certainly, any friend of Megan’s is always welcome.”  He led the way out of the rec center and off towards their now regular haunt, each of the three younger conspirators wondering what the man’s presence would mean to their nightly gathering, but Raven not seeming to care in the least, eliciting an eager and impish glance amongst the three, which made Agent Sullivan frown in consternation, wondering what they were up to and just how much he could trust Agent Hall in all of this.

They got their ice cream and took their usual booth, leaving it to the senior men to lead the conversation, none of the others knowing quite what to say.  Raven went immediately for the throat, “so how long have you been married?”

Sullivan was no novice, at least as a field agent, so easily chatted about his backstory and his supposed life out East and how much he missed his wife and his hope of a reconciliation.  Persisted Raven, heroically maintaining a neutral countenance as he listened to the whole pile of lies, “maybe the church could help?  Megan has become very involved since she moved to town and I’m sure it would go a long way towards healing your marriage if you did the same?”

“Maybe you’re right,” smiled Sullivan dyspeptically, “tell me all about it, I haven’t been a church goer since my grandmother made me go as a kid!”

“Your wife,” said Raven, hiding his delight at the irony and speaking as blandly as he could, “goes to the Community Church, but there’s also a Lutheran and Catholic church in town if you are interested?”

“They’re all the same to me,” shrugged Sullivan indifferently, “where do you go?”

Raven grinned at him, but eventually replied, “most often to the Community Church but I make my rounds of the others as well.”

The rest of the evening passed in fiction on Sullivan’s part and bland and vague nothings on everybody else’s, but the intruder seemed pleased with himself as he escorted his ersatz wife home, or at least that’s what he claimed, rather he ordered Megan to go home while he waited outside the restaurant for the others to leave, hoping to tail them.  She could only smile grimly and walk in the appropriate direction, at least until she vanished from casual sight, and unveiling her true form, she allowed herself to See and be Seen.

She silently returned to spy upon the hopeful spy, a trio of bogeys huddled beside him, whispering dark and dangerous nothings to his benighted soul.  The shadowy things saw the radiant intruder, but as they were simply minding their own business she was no threat to them, thus did they roundly ignore her.  She studied the man himself, as he watched Raven and his companions through the smudgy parlor windows.  He looked like a character in an old black and white movie, having no color in himself, save the occasional flash or pulse of color that would wash across his being as his passions or emotions were stirred, the particular color representing what he was feeling and the intensity of the color saying how deeply it was felt.  Right now he was awash in the fluorescent yellow of eagerness and such was his anticipation that he looked almost as yellow as a canary.

She shuddered as another person initially passed them by, but with a start and a greasy smile, he turned and addressed the fellow crouching in the bushes and staring in the window, said Gwen’s father, “and who might you be?  Agent Sullivan?  Yes, don’t look too startled or concerned, I’m the man who brought you here and to whom you’ll be reporting.  You’ve made initial contact?  Excellent, just keep an eye on that little partner of yours, she’s playing for the other side!  I’ll be in touch.”  He then strode off as if he was Mayor and late for an important award’s ceremony whereat he was to be honored.  To the agent he looked like a powerful and confident man, but still a man for all of that.  Megan could see the inky blackness that filled his soul and showed him to be an utterly wicked and corrupted man, mortal no longer.  Happily his own mortal disguise left him completely blind to her presence, and such creatures could not vanish from casual sight, forcing them to risk revealing their true nature to anyone who happened to see them if they truly wanted to See.

Her eyes followed the agent’s as he again turned his attention to the occupants of the back booth, as she studied her own comrades, they too were blind to her presence, and though each was carefully veiled in mortality, she could easily discern the pulsing starlight at the core of their very being as they sat and talked over the dregs of their milkshakes and sundaes.  Leaving the agent to his spying, she trotted after the oblivious Shadow Man, eager to discover what he was up to.

Raven finally rose, stretched, and smiled at his remaining companions, saying, “you kids had best head home, I’ve a spy to lead on a merry chase, if not an intriguing interview with the fellow.”

They smiled their reluctant farewells but knew a suggestion from Raven was an order and there was no point in arguing or delaying.  Tristan offered to escort Gwen home and they left companionably together, Raven gave them a minute to be well on their way before he exited himself, politely pretending to be oblivious as the determined Sullivan tried to discreetly follow at a distance.

Tristan and Gwen went to his house rather than hers, she eyed him curiously, only slightly scandalized by what all and sundry might think, but trusting his instincts in this odd profession more than her own, she followed without question.  There wasn’t much to see or do but at least they were alone, it was just a dingy little house that hadn’t really been cleaned or kept up since the decease of the lady thereof, though Gwen was secretly horrified thereby, she kept her own counsel and thus the grinning lad continued ignorantly and blithely on, said he, “I think we should get married!”

“What?!” squawked she in surprise, though her first actual thought on the subject, arbitrary as it was, was that then at least the squalid domicile could get a thorough cleaning!  But recovering herself, she added wryly, “I thought affairs of the heart, as such, were behind us?”

“They are,” smiled Tristan the more, “in fact we are quite forbidden from entangling ourselves thus, at least when it isn’t a professional matter.”

Snorted Gwen in absurd disgust, “well that certainly takes all the romance out of it!  But as long as it is merely professional...”

Continued he, as if she hadn’t interrupted, “everyone in town will no doubt be expecting it at some point and it will get you out of your Aunt’s house and away from your mother.”

“Protecting them and making it all the easier to skulk about with our weird habits without eliciting questions,” nodded she, “and as we are both in the same proverbial boat, professionally speaking, it isn’t any different than any other role we might be asked to assume.”  She grimaced and added, “just like Megan’s so-called marriage!”  She laughed brightly and exchanged a mischievous glance with her boyish companion, “at least my man friend is far easier to get along with!”  They exchanged a startled look as there came a thumping and bumping at the back door, both vanishing from sight as an intruder invaded the house.

Megan followed the villain towards main street where he turned into what had been a boarded up and abandoned, but historically interesting, old hotel, though some claimed it was actually a brothel back in the day, over which the townsfolk had been fighting ever since, some wanting to tear it down and others wanting to restore it, but meanwhile, it slowly fell to pieces as time and neglect would inevitably decide the matter even if the townsfolk never did, but apparently someone had convinced somebody to actually do something about it!

Like a stalking cat, she followed her oblivious quarry into his lair, past the two Empty Suits posted at the door like bouncers or footmen.  She stopped midstride and staired at the pair, rather baffled by the sight, for they didn’t blink or move or breath or otherwise admit they were living individuals rather than mannequins or robots, even able to See, they were no more lively to her strange vision than any rock or post, even less alive than the grass or a tree, which at least throbbed with color and life and being, but the door guards were nothing whatsoever, no more lifelike than the doors they warded.  She frowned pensively but continued after Gwen’s father, not wishing to lose him in the warren of rooms and corridors that made up the interior of the curious building.

A couple bogeys hissed at her and scampered off like frightened cats as she entered, but otherwise there was nothing at all interesting to See, save the beginning stages of the renovations the new owner had instigated.  She followed him upstairs but had gone no further than the third step from the top when an overwhelming feeling of terror and darkness seemed to hulk before her, like a thunderstorm on the horizon or a cliff jutting out of the sea, she remembered a formless darkness, flaming eyes, and then she evaporated like water droplets hitting a hot burner.

Raven led his sneaking companion off towards the park, and certain they were alone upon the abandoned bike path, he said aloud and most genially, “how about a companionable moonlight stroll, my friend?  So much better than your skulking in shadows and me pretending I’m alone.”

He heard a snort of disgust and surprise, then hurrying footsteps, and there was Agent Sullivan beside him, saying gruffly, “you’re good old man, but not good enough to escape our nets entirely!”

Raven snorted a laugh, “enough of your tall tales lad, I prize the Truth above all else, so quit lurking in the shadows and painting your life full of lies.  I know who you are and who you work for so let’s quit pretending that I’m ignorant or you’re a hopeful lover.”

“She’s betrayed us?!” said he in wonder, thinking the girl ignorant and unskilled and disorganized but not yet having come to the conclusion she was a traitor, no matter what that suave man said.

“No,” smiled Raven, “but I’ve been around long enough, and dealt with enough people of the sort, that it wasn’t hard to guess from the very first what her initial intentions were.”

“Initial intentions?” said the flabbergasted agent.

Raven laughed heartily, “she has become in truth a good friend and a comrade I can trust implicitly.”

“Comrade?” hissed he, as if he had been kicked in the stomach, “She’s a double agent?!”

Raven shook his head, “certainly not, there’s naught of betrayal in her, it is against her very nature!”

“Any man can turn traitor,” warned the agent grimly.

“Any mortal man, yes,” agreed Raven, his eyes glinting stonily in the moonlight as old memories stirred, “but we are beyond such failings.”

“I’m here to get to the bottom of this,” retorted Sullivan, determined to keep the upper hand, “and I will use her however I must if you won’t cooperate!”

Raven actually laughed at him, “what do you think you can do lad?  I’ve been hassled and harried by far more proficient or ruthless agents than you!  And why do you think my case has been assigned to your theoretically non-existent department of the supernatural?”

“If you value her life or your own,” began he, but Raven interrupted him, smiling grimly, “it is appointed for man to die once, lad, and that I’ve already done, back in the trenches of the Great War when I was but a lad myself, since then, it is a mere inconvenience.  How do you think any of us survived that little debacle the other night?  As for Megan, did you not know your important contact or patron or puppet-master or whoever he is put a bullet in her head two nights ago?  What more can you do to her?  We do not fear those who can only kill the body, rather all should fear Him who can destroy both body and soul!  Ware for yourself lad, ere it is too late.”

“Your case should be assigned to the local police as a psychiatric problem, not wasting Agency resources!” scowled Agent Sullivan, “I’ll keep my eyes on you and her both!”  He stormed off into the night, Raven grinning wryly after, before he betook himself into invisibility to continue his nightly stroll but rather as a tiger warding its territory rather than a gentleman out for a pleasant constitutional.

Agent Sullivan stalked off in agitation down the street after the man’s disturbing and completely paranoid revelations, but suddenly stopped and smiled in grim delight, as a new idea suddenly occurred to him.  He trotted off to the dingy little house on the far side of town, seemingly abandoned at the moment, and decided to try his hand at housebreaking, not that any decent or sane criminal would try robbing the place, for there was obviously nothing of value within and the occupant might not be very welcoming of uninvited visitors, for this wasn’t the home of some little old lady with a dozen cats for company!  He tried the backdoor and found it unlocked, what was it with small towns!, and entered boldly, daring anyone to challenge his presence therein.  He pulled a small flashlight from his pocket and scanned the seemingly abandoned place, grimacing at the dust, dirty dishes, unwashed curtains, and the like speaking of years of neglect or disuse.

He strode into the living room and scanned the area, seeing nothing but common household clutter.  A brief trip upstairs revealed two small bedrooms, a little bathroom, and nothing of interest.  He returned to the living room and took a closer look at the flotsam and jetsam of clutter about the room, smiling eagerly as he plopped himself in the scruffy recliner to page through a magazine that had been recently abandoned, as it was the only article in the room not covered in dust.  He glanced through it briefly, pocketed it in triumph, and strode home in victory, certain he had bagged his fox.

Megan appeared with a brilliant flash upon her bed, shaking her head in wonder and blinking about in confusion, but finding no evil fog ready to ingest her soul, she relaxed and gained her feet, only to hear the front door open, meaning Sullivan must be home.  She groaned but hastened down to meet him, rather wishing to discuss her findings with Raven, but knowing that wasn’t possible at the moment.  Sullivan settled himself eagerly at the table, pulled a yellowing copy of a magazine from his pocket, ordered coffee without looking up, and began to scan the periodical dedicated to home decorating and style.  Megan’s eyebrows rose in surprise at his choice of literature but hied herself into the kitchen to do as she was bidden.

When she returned with his cup, he demanded paper and pencil, and having secured this, he went about filling sheet after sheet with letters.  Rearranging them, writing them in a different order, crumpling up page after page and grumbling to himself in irritation, thus did he work through the night, Megan watching him in vast amusement.  As the sun was finally rising, he sat back in his chair and finally addressed her, save to order more coffee or a sharp pencil or some such, “I can’t make heads or tails of this.”  At her curious look he informed her, “I was in that old fox’s house last night and found this magazine, which is obviously filled with some sort of code, but I can’t break it.  I’m going to have to run it by the code whizzes at the Agency but I was hoping to do it myself.”

At her grinning nod, he snapped, “and don’t play innocent or dumb with me, I know who you’re working for, and I’m going to get all of you!”

“Who am I working for?” queried she, mirth itself.

“That old fox of course,” spat he.

“And who is Raven working for?” smiled she the more.

“That I have yet to determine!” scowled he, “But as soon as I know, I’ll bag the lot of you!”

“All you need to do is ask,” laughed she, “we’d be happy to tell you all about it, but I dare say you won’t believe a word we say.  Though I am eager to know what your codebreakers discover.”

“If you know what’s good for you, you will cooperate from here on out,” said he sternly, “and perhaps you’ll gain leniency.”

“I’ll do what I must,” said she grimly, “which at the moment means I need to get to work.”  At his blank look she smiled, “Thursdays are my morning in the church office, Secretary, remember?”  He grumbled something non-verbal and waved her off, returning his glower to the magazine before him.  She laughed the more and skipped upstairs to get ready.

Megan looked up in anticipation as she heard the church door open and smiled like a daisy in the sun to see both Gwen and Tristan come into the office, though she couldn’t hide the curious inflection in her voice as she bade them welcome.  “Is the pastor in?” queried Tristan with a roguish grin, so scandalous both of the ladies were tempted to slap him.  Instead, Megan merely pointed to the door to his office and motioned that they might proceed at their leisure, but unable neither to miss playing the imp nor disappoint Megan’s vast curiosity, he said laughing, “we’re getting married!”  At Megan’s rather astonished look, Gwen merely smiled wryly and shrugged as if she didn’t understand it either, before following her imp of a fiancé into the pastor’s office, leaving Megan to her typing, knowing she would have to wait to hear more of the debacle another time, smiling like Tristan himself in remembering she had one of her own to discuss too!

Pastor Pots looked up as he heard someone talking to Megan, a friendly and curious light in his benign old eyes, not too brilliant of a man but kindly.  He welcomed the young couple into his office, motioned towards a corner containing several rather battered but comfortable chairs, and called out to Megan to bring the coffee, which she had already anticipated, for she entered that moment with the requested beverage and several cups in hand.  She gave them a knowing smile and a conspiratorial wink before returning to her more usual tasks.

Taking a sip of his coffee, the Pastor settled into his chair but nearly choked on the steaming beverage as Tristan made his proposal.  Sputtering and coughing, but at last regaining mastery of himself, the man sat forward in his chair and set down the cup, fixing the mischievously grinning boy with an aghast stare, “did I hear you correctly?  You are getting married after knowing this young lady a mere week?”

“Not even that long,” laughed Gwen, “but it was either you or run off to Vegas, and we thought this the less scandalous of the two.  Can you help us?”

“And what do your mother and Aunt say?” queried the Pastor, needlessly adjusting his spectacles, as if it might help him see this matter more clearly.

“We haven’t told them yet,” replied Gwen, abashedly glancing at the floor.

“I’m not sure it is truly better to ask forgiveness than permission,” retorted that reverend person dryly, “though I assure you repenting at leisure certainly has precedent.”

“I guess we can just go down to the courthouse,” suggested Tristan suddenly.

“If you are determined you are determined, then,” sighed the aging man heavily, as if the world’s responsibilities suddenly rested on his sloping shoulders, “but eloping or a civil service won’t do you any good, whereas at least coming to me might.  How ever I might feel personally about the suddenness of your plans, at least let me offer everything in my power to see that this union, if you must marry in haste, is as happy and stable as it can be.”  Tristan grinned his grin, the reverend took another sip of his coffee, Gwen smiled as madly as her companion, and then they got down to the serious business of committing matrimony, or at least planning to do so as swiftly as reasonably, or unreasonably, at least as it appeared in this case, possible.

As the pair exited the inner office, Megan waved them over to her desk and said quietly, but couldn’t hide her eager grin, “I have a debacle of my own to consult Raven on, when can we meet?”

“How about right now?” queried a voice from thin air, they exchanged a mad grin, before vanishing to some where and when else entirely.

They sat in their favorite Denny’s in suburban Denver, again in the middle watch of the night, as Raven grinningly asked after their adventures of late.  He merely smiled archly and didn’t even raise his eyebrows at Tristan’s proposal of conjugal bliss, though he did teasingly caution the lad that it was merely for show, at which the poor boy could only sigh exorbitantly and roll his eyes, his bride-elect laughing at them both while Megan could only smile wryly and shake her head, having faux marital problems of her own she couldn’t exactly comment thereupon to others.  Tristan recovered himself, asked them all to attend the ceremony on Friday, and then everyone looked expectantly to Megan for her curious report.

She outlined everything she had witnessed and experienced, Raven frowning pensively and nodding grimly but saying nothing until the tale was told in its entirety.  As Megan finished, all eyes were on Raven for his analysis, said he after a long thoughtful moment, “at least we know where the fellow is hiding himself and I think we can guess what he plans to do with his little property after his hideous offers to his own daughter!”  He smiled despite his grave mien at the curiosity burning bright in each set of eyes, as he continued, “and yes, I’ll explain what I can of the strange things Megan Saw.”  At their exuberant smiles, he could not help but join in himself.

“What was that horrid blackness?” asked Megan in eager dread, like a child that wants a closer look at a rather terrifying spider.

“Some sort of demonic entity, I’m sure,” shuddered he, “a thing far outside our weight class!  That sort of thing is left to the more powerful angels and even the Master Himself to deal with.  We’re mere mice when it comes to such fiends, but then they would hardly bother with us and if they try, the results are much like happened to Megan: she simply vanished from the scene before worse could come of it.”

“And the Empty Suits?” asked Tristan, obviously intrigued by the idea.

“That’s a very appropriate description indeed, lad,” nodded Raven, “they’re just mobile corpses, able to do simple things like drive to a certain destination or keep unwanted visitors from entering a door, but they can’t think or reason or even speak, simply obey commands to the letter until it is rescinded or changed or replaced by another.”

“What has my father become?” asked Gwen wretchedly, still feeling for the man no matter what he had done to her in the past, for at heart he was still her daddy.

“The evil variant of our own service,” replied Raven, gently as he could but there was no easy way to say it, “in everything save true death.  Only our Master has conquered death and can truly raise the dead, whereas we have entered True Life, your father has willingly become entrapped in a living death.  If he is mortally struck by one of us or our comrades, he’ll find himself a Bogey while his body will be just another Empty Suit.  He’s still counted a man, save not a mortal one.”

“What are Bogeys?” frowned Megan, “What are their habits, skills, strengths, and weaknesses?  You’ve merely shown us what they look like but have said little about them or any other villains we can use our martial skills against, though you insist we continually hone and practice them.”

“Quite true,” smiled he, “but there hasn’t been much around here to use said martial skills against, until just recently, so Tristan and I are the ones you should be pitying!  But of the potential foes you’ve thus far encountered, we can be dispatched against Bogeys, Empty Suits, Shadow Men like Gwen’s father, and sometimes even mortal men.”

“Sometimes?” frowned Gwen, then looking questioningly at Tristan, “I thought he intentionally killed me!”

“He did,” laughed Raven at the boy’s awkwardness and sheepish grin, “but it was only because he Knew he must, just like this marriage nonsense.  If he hadn’t been under orders he couldn’t have given you so much as a bloody nose.  There will be times we are authorized to capture, injure, or even kill mortal men, but if we aren’t we can’t do aught to importune them.”

“What if we get tired of all this?” asked Megan, suddenly overwrought at the strange new world she had entered and feeling rather like Gwen’s cat after his epic journey by car.

“We’re dead lass, at least as far as the mortal world’s thinking goes,” smiled Raven wistfully, “anytime you want, you can just lay down and die and vanish into eternity, but there’s no coming back until He Returns in truth.”  Added he with a wry smile, “and I’d prefer you didn’t abandon it all in the middle of an assignment.”  They all laughed at this and then exchanged intrigued smiles all around.  Continued he at last, “now let’s get back to our posts.  I’ll see you all at practice tonight and the wedding tomorrow!  You’ve enough to wrap your minds around at the moment, I’ll give you a little time to adapt before I overwhelm your sensibilities with our enemies’ strengths and weaknesses on another occasion.”  And then they were back where they had started but with far more to think over.

––––––––
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GWEN WENT INTO WORK after lunch, having had the morning off as Doctor Bob had a dentist appointment, and not unexpectedly, the first thing he said when she came in the door was, “what did I tell you about that boy?!”

She merely smiled whimsically at him and said, “it was he that did the asking and demanded haste, not me!  I had no plans or even dreams of the sort, but I could hardly refuse him.  Are you coming?”

“I wouldn’t miss it for all the cattle in Montana,” smiled he, truly delighted at the prospect though he had hardly known Gwen for a week, he was already rather fond of her, as if she were his own granddaughter, and Tristan he had known and liked since he was a very little boy, whatever he thought of their haste, he thought they’d make a happy couple indeed, adding archly, “though you should have asked for the day off first!”

“Only the morning,” assured she, “I hoped you wouldn’t mind.”

“Just like going to the dentist,” smiled he, flinching to remember what the dentist had said about a certain troublesome tooth and the treatment thereof, “not much of a honeymoon though.”

“I’m sure he’ll take me out for ice cream afterwards at least,” retorted she, all smile.  Changing the subject she asked, “what’s going on down town with that old hotel?”

“We were discussing just that over coffee at the café this morning,” said the old vet pensively, “some rich fellow from out east bought it and wants to renovate it and thinks it will put Podunk on the map as some sort of touristy historical getaway or something.”

“Who’s in charge of the renovations?” asked she.

“Timothy Melon and his crew,” replied the doctor, “at least they are employing locals on the project.”  Gwen could only nod in agreement while musing whether Tristan knew how to use a hammer or not, but then if she could suddenly use a sword, anything was possible in this bizarre profession!

That night at their usual ice cream rendezvous after practice, a huge relief after a rather awkward dinner with Tristan, her mother, and Aunt Phyllis with the conversation solely focusing on their ridiculous wedding and everyone’s astonishment thereat wherein Tristan would say nothing but only grin like the scamp he was, the little company reconvened, happily sans Megan’s own faux spouse.  Gwen regaled Raven and Megan with the dinner conversation or battle, whatever it was, both smiling broadly thereat, before delving into more interesting, though probably less amusing, matters.  Said she to her fiancé, “how do you feel about becoming a carpenter?”

“As least if I cut off my thumb it isn’t permanent,” quipped he, “why do you ask?”

She then outlined her idea while Raven nodded his approval of the plan, saying, “you are both getting the hang of this unpredictable business, well done!”

Gwen frowned slightly, “does he have a knack for carpentry or is it like my innate ninja skills?”

“Both,” grinned Tristan, “we have all sorts of skills, at least have we the need, and an increased propensity for learning as well, but I also have done enough odd jobs around town that I’m fairly proficient with a hammer and saw.”  He held up all ten fingers as if to prove it and grinned so scandalously that they all joined in.

Once their madness had quieted, Megan said eagerly, “my ersatz husband,” here she shot a teasing smile at Tristan, “has informed me of the strange code embedded in Raven’s pilfered magazine.  He has found the results very intriguing and plans to cross reference them extensively, though I did suggest one reference he might otherwise have overlooked.”  Here she held out her hand towards Raven and demanded, “he wants your Bible, otherwise he doesn’t like thinking about what he’ll be forced to do to either of us to ensure our cooperation.”

Raven could not help but grin in anticipation and delight even as the worn old book appeared suddenly in his hand and he handed it to Megan, saying in explanation, “I can’t wait to see what the fellow thinks of his astonishing discoveries when he cracks the code.  Why don’t we all go see?”  At their avid nods, again they vanished to the appropriate when and where.

It was midmorning on Friday, right about the time of the scandalous wedding, thus Megan was out and only Sullivan remained at home, busy on his computer and phone, trying to crack the code at last.  The coding whiz had unraveled the alphabet soup of highlighted letters in the magazine, coming up with four sentences that had puzzled them both, at least until he had thought to ask Megan what she could make of the revelation.

When she had come back Thursday afternoon after working all morning, he met her at the door and showed her the results.  Written in his shaky, hardly legible hand were the phrases: ‘seek and ye shall find,’ ‘I am the way, the truth, and the life,’ ‘I stand at the door and knock,’ and ‘thy word is a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path.’

“What do they mean?” demanded he.

She looked at him in wonder and asked, her eyebrows at their zenith, “you couldn’t just type them into an internet search engine and come up with the answer?  Or what about remembering a little of what your grandma tried to instill in your young brain?”  At his continued, wondering stare, she took pity on him, smiled sadly and said, “it’s scripture, straight out of the Bible, I think he’s trying to tell you something.”

“Exactly!” triumphed the man, but adding in disgust, “Why would I trust the internet with such sensitive information?  Especially when it is chronically and consistently wrong about so much.  Get me the man’s Bible, I’m sure it is the other half of this perplexing code!”  And so she did, presenting it to him that very evening, forcing him and the poor coding whiz to work all night but at last triumphant just shortly after Megan left for the wedding, except that a previous version of herself was there in an invisible form, watching the tale unravel, Raven hardly able to contain his countenance or stifle his laughter as they finally figured it out.

“There are several numbers,” said the tech on the phone excitedly, “it’s a list!  And instructions!”  His triumph turned to confusion as he read out what he had finally translated, “what do you make of it, sir?”

“It must be yet another code, it must!” protested the agent in dismay, adding hopefully, “Now we need his cookbook!”

Gwen spitted Raven with a horrified glare before they all vanished, saving the poor agent from hearing an inexplicable auditory outburst of pure hilarity.

“What happens if the Russians get hold of it!?” burst out Gwen as they all resumed their places at table in the ice cream parlor, so much startling them all that even the teenage girl behind the counter looked up in surprise from wiping down the serving area, rag frozen in her hand.

Raven remained silent, his smile enigmatic and delighted at the fallout from his little intrigue, Tristan and Megan just looking from one to the other in confusion, but Gwen at last settled back in her seat, her own lips twitching suspiciously, and as the girl up front went resignedly back to her wiping, the elder man at last burst out laughing, “they may well at that lass, but I wonder if they’ll be as mystified as Agent Sullivan.”

“What?!” demanded Tristan at last.

“Aunt Phyllis’s top secret recipe for tuna noodle hotdish,” smiled Gwen grimly, “it is a secret known to no one outside the family, she insisted on teaching me the day after we moved here, lest she die in her sleep and the recipe be forgotten, but there’s no danger of that now that the FIA has it in their fell clutches and no doubt the Russians or somebody will hack their system and spread the secret worldwide!”

“No fear of that, milady,” smiled Raven broadly as all the others joined in the joke, even the girl at the distant counter smiling tremulously in hopes thereof, “for I do not believe anyone outside the Midwest even knows what a hotdish is; did you not discover this phenomenon yourself only recently?”

“Quite,” grinned Gwen ruefully, at which they all laughed the more.

The morning of the wedding dawned bright and clear, a gentle breeze playing with the gauzy curtains while both Aunt Phyllis and her mother helped Gwen prepare for the big day, none had imagined it turning out quite like this, an old white prom dress suddenly filling the place of a usually more significant gown, but it was what it was and they were romantic enough to make the best of it, having said their piece at supper the previous night and now all determined to have a memorable and happy day.

“Are you sure you want to go to work afterwards?” asked Phyllis, not a little scandalized at the very idea.

Gwen shrugged, smiled, kissed that dear lady on the cheek, and laughed, “Doctor Bob only gave me the morning off, and besides, Tristan is starting work with Mr. Melon’s crew this afternoon, though I suppose it would give me the chance to begin cleaning that dingy old house.”

Aunt Phyllis and Molly both had their war faces on and Gwen knew she had suddenly enlisted allies, she’d need them after that poor house had endured half a decade of bachelorhood in duplicate!  They shared a laugh before setting off for the church in the faithful old Buick, Gwen’s hands full of flowers from her Aunt’s garden and strangely giddy about the whole ordeal, as if she was starring in a Hallmark movie rather than actually living it.

Doctor Bob walked her down the aisle, Megan was the bridesmaid while Raven stood by the ridiculously smiling groom.  Mrs. Pastor Pots played the piano while Gwen’s mother and aunt composed the entire congregation, doing full justice to all the requisite emotions of the day.  The reverend did his part well, though rather astonished at the scripture selections made by the peculiar couple, but he performed his civic and holy duties before pronouncing them man and wife.  The whole party withdrew to the fellowship hall in the basement for coffee and cookies, no one wanted to bother with the mess of a cake, and sat around one table exchanging pleasantries.

Said the roly-poly little ecclesiastic jauntily, no longer in an official capacity but merely a man, “I was rather surprised by your selection of scripture but I’ve had far worse.”  At their curious and eager glances, he smiled in remembrance as he continued, “it was my first wedding, the couple had wanted the love passages from the book of I John, instead their scripture reader read from the Gospel of John, the passage about the woman at the well and her having five husbands, the worst part was this was the groom’s fifth marriage!  But he read the entire story with a straight face and no more was said about it.  I was rather horrified at the time but ever since I can laugh at the irony and what I was certain was an epic disaster in the making!  Was that the case today?  I thought it a little depressing to read about that poor woman being the widow of seven sequential brothers!”

Raven answered for the smiling but rather stymied newlyweds, “they knew what they were about when they picked that particular passage Reverend, it has a personal meaning for them that can’t really be explained to anyone who doesn’t know the full tale.”

“And I suppose you aren’t about to enlighten us?” asked the pastor archly, they all chuckled as Raven’s deepening smile was answer enough.  They continued their party and conversation for another half hour but then everyone had to get back to work, so after a quick change and lunch at the café, compliments of Doctor Bob, everybody went back to their more usual exploits of the day.

“A nice little wedding,” smiled the vet drolly, “but now back to the grindstone my dear, those cows won’t clean themselves!”  They shared a laugh as they returned to the office, eager for whatever the day might bring, even that.

Tristan put on his tool belt as he trotted up the front walk to the old hotel, where Tim met him at the door.  The broad and broadly grinning man held out his hand, clapped the boy on the back as he shook it, laughed heartily in congratulations at both his recent nuptials and joining the crew, and then led him inside, the two stoic door wardens paying them no heed, even when Tim told them the boy was part of the renovation crew and should be allowed freely in and out.  Said he in a scandalized whisper as they headed upstairs to one of the back bedrooms where Tristan was to start his labors, “strange fellows, those!  But the pay is good and we can certainly help the community by renovating this old building, so we don’t complain about a few eccentricities on the part of the boss man.  Now let’s get to work!”  Tristan gave him a sloppy grin and did just that.

During his break, while the other guys were out on the sagging veranda smoking and talking women, Tristan decided to take a self-guided tour of the house, but found nothing not common to a neglected old building in the first stages of a complete renovation.  He smiled ruefully and returned to his post, the smoke break at its end.

After work, everybody, even Doctor Bob, showed up at Aunt Phyllis’s house to help the bride pack her scant belongings and enjoy a farewell supper fit for a visiting monarch.  They all accompanied the newlyweds to the faded yellow house with its peeling paint and missing shingles, the old vet laughingly commenting, especially in light of Tristan’s new career as a carpenter, “the cobbler’s wife seemingly has no shoes,’ lad!”  At which the boy could only blush fiercely, unable to explain that material comfort and prosperity really were of no practical point or purpose in his new profession, but they all agreed to spend the following day cleaning and repairing the sad little abode.

The weekend warriors all went off to practice, Doctor Bob went home, while Gwen’s folk stayed behind to begin the cleaning, asked Phyllis of her niece as they went in to do battle, buckets and rags in hand, “is Raven going to hang about here now that the boy is properly married?”

“I hope so,” laughed Molly, “for someone needs to keep that pair out of trouble!”  They exchanged a knowing grin as Phyllis threw wide the door and they stepped into a war zone.

“Can we finally talk about something interesting?” asked Megan hopefully over ice cream that night, though Tristan’s wry headshake seemed to imply her hopes would come to naught, but she pressed on anyway for were not miracles a routine part of this business?

And truly they were, for Raven caught each bright and curious eye, smiled as enigmatically as a cat with a secret, but finally spoke of a few age old mysteries to the over-eager neophytes, said he with a chuckle, “poor Tristan’s been waiting five years to learn some of this stuff, what is five days to the rest of you?”

“An eternity,” quipped Gwen, sharing a knowing smile with Megan but otherwise eager not to interrupt this moment of moments.

“A day is like a thousand years, hmm?” retorted he, “You’ve got centuries to learn this stuff, lass, if you so choose, but I was young and ignorant once too.”  At their rather astonished and disbelieving looks he laughed the more, but pressed on, lest they explode with impatience at his continued dithering, “so what shall we talk about first?”

“Obviously angels and demons,” replied Gwen, no nonsense about her at the moment, all serious business, “how do they come into all of this?  Have we anything to do with them?”

Raven nodded but his smile was arch, though his voice was grave and pensive, “a topic not to be lightly trodden, certainly, but also a mystery upon which I can shed little light, save that of brief experience and what Scripture itself teaches.  It is best to consider such forces, the light and the darkness both, as being in a separate branch of the service, as it were, from our curious occupation.  We are the navy and they the air force or whatever, we all fight for the same side but have different missions or even a different theater, say Europe versus the Pacific during the Second World War.  We are still technically a part of the mortal or physical reality that composes this creation, they are something from beyond it but that can interact with it in various ways, but they need permission, no matter their side.  God directs His angels as He will while the forces of Darkness must seemingly petition for permission to act overtly against the created physical reality, take the opening scenes of Job for instance, but even when such evil is allowed, we are never outside His will or protection or knowledge.”

“Boy do the paranormal romance writers have it wrong!” said Megan with wide-eyes and a grim shake of her head.

“That’s precisely why I was eager to have this conversation,” smiled Raven knowingly, “for pop culture and romantic fiction certainly have some curious ideas about such things.”

“So we don’t fight demons?” asked Tristan in disappointment.

Raven and Megan shared a grim look and a mutual shudder, as the former replied, “I know it sounds exciting in theory lad, but the reality is dreadful and happily that is not our battle to fight, but rather His.”

“So what is my father up to?” asked Gwen with a shiver of her own, mostly at the things he had suggested to her during their ill-fated limo ride.

“The powers of darkness are always trying to get a foothold in this creation,” replied Raven, “demonic possession, wherein a demon or more than one, takes up residence inside a mortal man is common enough in scripture and outside the modern west, but they really don’t seem to cause much widespread damage, mainly being a danger to the possessed individual and perhaps the surrounding community, and that not very efficient for it seems the demons spend most of their time fighting the will of the individual they’ve possessed rather than accomplishing much anything else.

Then there is another curious phenomenon when a man is totally depraved to the point of ‘selling his soul to the devil’ as the horror genre has it, he becomes a Shadow Man, a living man still but one no longer in command of his own will nor counted as a mortal, but completely under the will and control of the demonic powers.  Again, it is only one man, and he can only accomplish so much and is rather vulnerable to people like us.  Bogeys and Empty Suits are even less effective, the latter having no thoughts of their own and the former usually invisible unless one can See and unable to physically harm mortal men, being little more than slinking spies or able to whisper dark nothings into troubled hearts.

There are times when the Divine Will allows Evil to break into our physical reality in various forms in a more terrifying manner, but such affairs are none of ours, save to marvel thereat afterwards.  What our particular Shadow Man appears to be doing is trying to allow the Evil Powers a chance to again enter our physical reality, to take on flesh and blood themselves that they might truly interact with the mortal world as they are currently unable to do as a mere spiritual entity.  We don’t know much about the only recorded event of this sort, little more than a sentence in Genesis, but all sorts of wild theories and tales have been spun off that tag end of Scripture regarding the Nephilim, but it isn’t unlikely that part of the reason for the Flood was to rid the world of such terrible fiends.  I believe that is exactly what they are trying to do in renovating that old hotel.”

“How are we supposed to fight that?!” said Megan in horror, remembering the demonic thing she had encountered in her scouting foray therein.

“We can’t,” said Raven bluntly, “but that doesn’t mean we don’t have something to do regarding it, and that we must and will attend to, don’t worry, we’ll know how to act when the time comes, as ever we have.”

“Have you ever met or seen an angel?” queried Gwen, trying to lighten the mood and satisfy her curiosity at the same time.

Raven sat back in his seat, his eyes vacant as he glimpsed distant vistas of memory in time or space as his mind roved back over the years, said he at last, “many a time, we are soldiers fighting the same war after all.  And while they have their ranks amongst themselves, we all serve the same Master; we are brothers-in-arms, comrades, even fellow slaves and servants, so we need not, nay cannot, fall down in terror or adulation at their feet, no matter how powerful or glorious they might seem, but every courtesy and respect is certainly due them, as it is to every sentient, created being with whom we interact, even our greatest enemies.”

“Can they See us?” queried Tristan, his eyes alight with all the strangenesses and revelations of the day, delighted that Raven was finally loosing his tongue after five years of secrets and mysteries!

“I don’t know about the servants of God,” mused Raven, “but I know to the forces of evil, unless we have unveiled ourselves that we might See, to them we appear no different than any other mortal man.”

“And the horses?” asked Megan, having found just such a fantastic beast in her garage that morning.

Raven laughed heartily at this, knowing how much every little girl, no matter her age, wanted a pony for Christmas, “a gift from our Master, there’s a passage in Revelation about it but happily we don’t have to wait until the Day to get our own, as the creatures are very useful in our many and varied missions.  Mortal men and our enemies can’t see them, and when we are astride the beasts they appear as bicycles, motorbikes, or even common horses, depending on the situation.  The only exception is when we can See, so can our mounts likewise be Seen, if we’re astride them that is.”

“I’m glad we’re beyond death,” grinned Tristan, exchanging ecstatic smiles with his neophyte comrades, “else my head might explode or I’d go mad, and this is just the first taste of this bizarre and wonderful world we’ve entered!”

“That it is lad,” beamed Raven, slapping the boy encouragingly on the back, asking archly, “how is it you’ve survived this long in ignorance?”  He could only shrug and smile in rueful wonder, at which they all laughed.  They talked a little more of other things but felt at last that it was time to go home.  Raven vanished quite literally into the night whilst Megan smiled grimly in parting at the newlyweds, as she went home to see what her own fictitious hubby had accomplished that day, perhaps there’d even be a top secret casserole in the oven!

But there wasn’t nor was said hubby in even remotely a good mood, having had no sleep and no success in the past twenty four hours.  He spitted Agent Hall with a grim stare and demanded, “where have you been?  Fraternizing with your traitorous friends no doubt?  What have you to say about this?”  He showed her the results of their codebreaking efforts thus far, having secured the recipe and the only cookbook they could find in that derelict house, but making no further progress thereupon.

Smiled Megan blithely, “that’s all there is to it I’m afraid, but it was a top secret family recipe and it would be a travesty if it was leaked to the world, that’s something, right?”

“The old fox is playing games and I don’t like it,” snarled Sullivan, “he’s wasting Agency time and resources, I’m going to bring him in for questioning!”

“You’d be better off investigating that little enterprise taking shape downtown in the old hotel,” said Raven, suddenly present in the room with them.  Sullivan started but Megan merely blinked before smiling in welcome.

“Is that what you are up to?” growled Sullivan, grim as a man with toothache at having been taken by surprise, how did the fellow sneak in so quietly, he must be a fox in truth!  “Leave it alone if you know what’s good for you.  That little project is no concern of yours or anyone else but know it has the blessing and involvement of more federal agencies, departments, and subdivisions than you can name, half of which aren’t supposed to exist.”

“The government is supporting this endeavor?” said Megan aghast, but Raven’s grim smile said this was a tale as old as Babel and she shouldn’t be surprised thereat, she blushed prettily and dropped her abashed gaze to the floor.

Sullivan ignored her but scowled, “of course, and as an agent thereof yourself, Hall, you should be doing everything you can to do just that yourself!”

Megan quickly recovered herself, and crossing her arms, said firmly, “that I cannot do.”

“Then I have no choice but to send you back to the Agency,” snapped Sullivan, but at the grim set of her jaw, he knew she wouldn’t be taking any orders from him or anyone else, the old fox had corrupted her thoroughly.  Said he, slowly and very obviously drawing his gun and getting it ready to fire, giving them both a chance to reconsider, “I’m authorized to deal with this as I must.  I’ve tried to be patient and gain your cooperation, but you force my hand.”  He raised the weapon and pointed it at Megan, but neither of his companions so much as flinched, rather Raven just smiled wryly and Megan merely blinked in wonder at his temerity but in no fear of her life.

Chuckled Raven genially as the man’s aim slumped in surprised dejection, “did I not tell you your suave little handler has already killed the poor girl?  Do you think you can do it again with any lasting effects?  Our Master holds the keys of death and gives life indeed!”

“Who is your Master?” asked the man wanly, the gun thudding to the floor from his now lifeless hand as he slumped into the nearest chair, suddenly an invertebrate from shock.

––––––––
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THEY TRIED TO EXPLAIN things to him, but the poor man was so exhausted and overwrought, all they could do was encourage him to lie down on the sofa and rest.  The pair exchanged a sad smile as Raven vanished anew and Megan went to bed like the good little mortal she appeared.  The next morning found Sullivan blinking in confusion at the comfortable but cramped living room where he had awakened, his gun still lying where it had fallen last night, proclaiming it hadn’t been a wretched dream.

Megan came in from the kitchen with a steaming mug of coffee, saying brightly, “I’m off but you’re welcome to come with if you want to keep a closer eye on me and my strange friends?”

“What dastardly scheme are you about?” demanded he, but taking the coffee as if it was fresh water given to a man long adrift at sea.

“We’re setting a dumpy old house to rights,” smiled she, “destroying the work of five long years of bachelorhood!”

His eyebrows rose as he asked, “and how does that benefit your schemes?”

She shrugged and laughed like a sprite on holiday, “I have no idea but it is the right thing to do and do it we must!”  She skipped out of the house, hopped on her bike, at least to his perception, and was swiftly lost to sight, leaving agent Sullivan to sit on the couch and drink his coffee and ponder all the mysteries of life, the universe, and everything in and beyond it.

Megan parked the horse out front and jogged jubilantly up the steps and into the house, eager to have her part in restoring the derelict house, which had long groaned, like creation itself, for the final revelation of the sons of God, or in this case His daughters with mops.  Aunt and mother had made some serious inroads the previous evening and there was Doctor Bob with his toolbox bright and early.  Even Pastor Pots and some of the church people showed up to help later in the morning.  Aunt Phyllis was forced to give up cleaning and instead went home to start making food for all the volunteers, even her beloved tuna hotdish, little knowing the secret had been betrayed by one of the very people set to enjoy it!

Agent Sullivan showed up in the middle of the afternoon, his countenance grim and determined, eliciting a heavy sigh from Megan, as she glimpsed him coming up the drive.  Said Raven gently, “it’s his decision to make, lass, and oftentimes we proud mortals choose poorly indeed, but he’s not beyond hope, not while life lasts.”  She smiled sadly at him in thanks before trotting down to meet him, everyone stopping their work to curiously watch the newcomer and tragic romantic as they thought him.  The pair talked for a few minutes but he stormed off in a huff, whereat everyone was suddenly busy about their own seemingly uninterrupted tasks, Megan smiling grimly as she marched back to her own, knowing full well what the others had been about and what they must be thinking.  Raven merely shook his head and smiled in commiseration but said nothing as they both got busy once more.

By suppertime, the old house was as splendid and cheerful as it had been the day of the accident that had spelled the doom of the previous occupants, Tristan could not look around without a wistful tear in his eyes and joy in his voice as he thanked everyone for all their help and support, not only with the house but through all the intervening years.  Everybody went home after supper, except Gwen’s relations and their usual little quartet, who shared a happy half hour reviewing the fun and kindnesses of the day, before the elder ladies went home well content and the others hastened off to class and ice cream thereafter.

Agent Sullivan was ready and waiting at the rec center, arriving a full half hour before any of the other students and even the instructor, said he, not caring if Raven’s companions heard him or not but careful that no unwary passersby did, “I will get to the bottom of this, you old fox!  Have no doubt of that!  And I am fully authorized to deal with whomever, however I must!  We have ways of dealing with people of an uncanny nature, what else would you expect from our non-existent department?”

“I doubt it,” smiled Raven brightly, “but it is your time to waste and I do hope you get to the very bottom of our little conspiracy, for it was shocking in the days He walked the earth and has been talked about in scandalized tones ever since, making empires tremble and shaking all the powers-that-will-ever-be or ever have been.  May you find the way, the truth, and the life indeed!”

“So much codswallop,” growled Sullivan, “but come old man, let’s see how well you can fight!”

“A duel,” grinned Raven in anticipation, “why not?  Hand to hand, swords, what is your pleasure?”

Taken rather aback at his foe’s eager reception of his threat, the stymied agent stuttered, “hand to hand, I’m not skilled in archaic weapons.”

Raven nodded and led the way into the rec center while Megan caught his eye and nodded, she’d keep the other students out until the matter was resolved one way or another, Tristan and Gwen hurried in to watch.  The pair squared off, Raven obviously being gentle with his opponent but Agent Sullivan fighting with deadly intensity, and as he began to lose badly to his continuously grinning foe, he fought all the fiercer.  It was exhaustion that finally brought the determined agent to his knees and the fight to a close, only slightly bruised by the experience, whereas his foe should have been a bloody pulp on the floor, if he wasn’t so quick with his reflexes and able to block or avoid most of the agent’s attacks.

Megan hastened up, the closest thing the poor man had to a friend in the whole state, and helped him to his feet and off to a place where he could rest and recover his dignity, he didn’t resist but glared at both Raven and Megan the whole way.  The other students filed in and took their places and began working out as usual.  Growled Sullivan to Megan as she left to take over the instruction of the beginner’s class, “I’ll get that old fox yet!”

Megan shook her head gravely and cautioned, “can’t you understand we aren’t your enemies?  Nor is there a thing you can do to stop us!”

“I will,” snarled he, “if it is the last thing I do!”  Megan shook her head, her eyes grave, before dashing off to her place, but she didn’t leave Sullivan alone, for a suave voice and equally dapper man sidled up to him, saying as the girl ran off, “perhaps I could be of help to a man with such fervent and dire sentiments?”  Sullivan’s smile would have horrified his poor ersatz wife, but happily she was spared the sight but it delighted his villainous companion no end, recovering his breath, the agent and Shadow Man vanished companionably into the night.

“I’d better call into the Agency and see what’s going on,” said Megan as they attacked their ice cream that evening, “I may be officially a menace to or barred therefrom but then again I may still be in good standing.”

“A good idea,” agreed Raven, taking a bite of fudge-laden goodness, “especially as your current partner is now allying himself with our resident Shadow Man.”

“I thought I saw him come in the side door,” sighed Megan grimly, “but as he seemed to hold the whole enterprise, particularly the man behind it, in such high esteem, it is no surprise.”

“I thought the FIA and all such entities weren’t supposed to be in bed with external powers?” frowned Tristan in confusion.

“In theory, you’re right,” smiled Raven wryly at the boy’s naivete, “but in reality that’s not how things work.  Very few politicians or political or bureaucratic entities can long remain objective and maintain their integrity in the face of such temptation and overwhelming pressure without something stronger to fall back upon than their own corruptible will and meager strength.”

“The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak, eh?” nodded Tristan grimly before smiling ruefully at his own oversight, at which they all joined in most heartily.

“I’ll do it right now,” said Megan, once they had resumed some semblance of sanity, taking out her cell phone and going through all the procedures, channels, and checkpoints to make sure she was who she said she was.  “Yes, right, I understand, I see...” continued she for several minutes as the supervisor on the other end detailed what had been reported thus far.  At last she hung up and looked bleakly at her friends, “I’m supposed to report immediately to headquarters for debriefing and they are going to be sending a team to make sure whatever conspiracy you lot are hatching doesn’t interfere with the grand schemes of our resident renovator.”

“And what are you going to do?” asked Tristan in wonder, never having gotten over that he was friends with a real spy, quite overlooking the fact that that was probably the best mortal description of his own curious occupation, but instead of having lots of nifty devices and technology, rather his own person was well equipped to deal with almost any eventuality that might be required of him.

“I’m going to church,” said she with a solemn nod, unable to keep from deteriorating into laughter with all her friends, despite her best intentions to the contrary.

So it was the unhappy non-couple presented themselves in church the following morning, all eyes studiously not looking at them but all attention thereupon.  Sullivan had been tasked with keeping the Shadow Man, Mr. Cool as he styled himself, apprised of the movements and aspirations of the little conspiracy while Megan hoped desperately the poor man might at last see and embrace the truth of the matter, but his cold dispassionate reception of herself and all comers boded ill for her aspirations thereof.  He sat in their chosen pew, cold and aloof, while she excused herself for a moment, wanting to talk with some of the regulars, particularly her three friends, especially Raven, but not finding him about, at least in a visible manner, she vanished into the ladies’ room to vanish indeed.

Raven wasn’t lurking about unseen either, but it was a curious study and she indulged herself therein for a few moments before regaining visibility, exchanging greetings with all and sundry and then regaining her place beside her so-called spouse, musing upon what she had Seen.  Agent Sullivan was no longer just a grey, drab little man with splashes of colorful emotion occasional washing through his otherwise monchromatic person, rather there was an aura of darkness pulsing at his very heart, small as it was, it was an evil tumor that could quickly spread, metastasizing into the core of his very soul, utterly corrupting and thus eventually damning the wretched man.  Some of the churchgoers were equally drab and colorless as Sullivan had previously been, but most of them throbbed with an unearthly light, very much like the radiance that now composed her own being, in some it was just a dim flicker, but others blazed like the sun at noonday.  More eager than ever to talk to Raven about what it all meant, the piano summoned her to her place as the service began.

Raven wasn’t in church as was usually his wont of a Sunday morning, or at least not in the little Community Church of long habit, but rather he was at the Lutheran Church, not exactly sure why, but knowing it must be so.  This particular denomination at that particular time was having something of an identity crisis, trying to determine what it believed and didn’t, but located in a rather traditional and culturally conservative section of the country, this particular church was mainly just a distant spectator in the dispute, letting the denomination as a whole settle the matter before it would take it up as a congregation, but Raven was even less concerned over the matter than the indifferent congregants around him, knowing people had been disagreeing over everything, particularly the Truth, since the Fall of Eden.  And while particular ideologies and denominations, even cultures and countries rose and fell, changed or failed, it wasn’t of much concern to someone beyond time and its foibles.

The Truth never changed nor did its servants, at least those beyond the fickleness of mortality, struggle with the tenets thereof, one either accepted them in their entirety or one did not, thus accepting the resulting consequences thereof.  He wasn’t there to argue about music or carpet color or the politics of the day or the denominational kerfuffle then in progress, his job was to obey his Master and point the way into the Kingdom of God, to all people, whether they wanted him to or not.  He nodded gravely to several of the town elders and some of its most active and outgoing citizens as he took his seat, listening vaguely to the organ with half his mind while surveying the crowd intently, still not knowing why he was there.

The service progressed as it did every Sunday, but just before the benediction, the pastor stood smiling at the front and said eagerly, “we’ll dismiss in a moment for those of you who need to get home for the big game,” there was some polite laughter at this, as the man continued, “but if you can wait a few minutes, I’d be most delighted for you to hear a little announcement from the man who is renovating the old hotel and what he hopes to do for our community.”  There were many eager murmurs at this, but as the reverend began the benediction, silence enveloped the congregation.  A few scattered individuals excused themselves awkwardly but most everyone else sat up in their seats, looking eagerly towards the front and Mr. Cool as he confidently took his place with a smile out of the free bin at a rummage sale.

He made a few bland but appropriate opening remarks that passed as witty if one didn’t look past the thin veneer of suavity enveloping the man and his words, Raven wasn’t impressed but most of the well-intentioned church goers didn’t seem to mind.  Continued Mr. Cool after the vapid pleasantries, “I know more than one of you ladies has a roast in the oven and you men will be wanting to see how your favorite team is doing, so I won’t keep you long, but I just wanted to thank you so much for welcoming me and my little venture into your community.  And I wanted to tell you that in the coming days I’ll need your help as we make my dream a reality.  We’re going to put Podunk on the map!  This charming little town will no longer be ‘fly-over country’ but a destination!”  He made a few closing remarks and sauntered out as quickly as he had come in, leaving the eager parishioners to discuss what it might mean amongst themselves.  Raven finally knew why he was here!

The boisterous lady beside him, Mrs. Margaret Gwinn, a cheerful woman in her middle years, recently divorced as her husband had taken off for California with a girl half his age, said with intrigue alive in her voice, “what do you think he means?”

“I’m not sure I’m as excited about his dreams for this community as he is,” said Raven gravely, “how do we know what he’s really up to and if it is really in the best interests of the community?”  She was rather shocked at this, but after thinking it over for a moment, a concerned light in her eyes, as she turned to her other neighbor to discuss just that.  Raven stayed for over an hour speaking with whom he would, the whole church vigorously discussing both sides of the idea, nobody quite sure what to make of it.

He and Megan were invited to dinner at Phyllis’s house after church and of course the newlyweds were there.  Raven admitted to having gone to church elsewhere that morning, much antagonizing poor Phyllis, who couldn’t imagine what sort of theology he must entertain by visiting them!  He only smiled infuriatingly at her and resumed his enjoyment of her famous pie, which went far in salving her injured ego as she sauntered off to the kitchen to begin washing up with her niece, leaving the four alone, the ersatz Mr. Hall having gone over to the hotel right after church, leaving his non-wife to do as she pleased.

Megan mentioned her skulking about before church and asked Raven to explain all she had Seen, but he merely shook his head and smiled at her as he had done at Aunt Phyllis and took another bite of pie.  Tristan sighed in feigned dismay, “get used to that look, he’s never going to tell you because he is certain you have enough data and brains to figure it out for yourself.”  At which the neophytes all shared a knowing smile and finished their own pie.

Raven wiped the cherry residue from his mouth and grinned, but then sobering told of the reason for his ecumenical adventures, the others nodding their understanding but not surprised in the least, though certainly curious to know what Mr. Cool meant by asking for community support and involvement in the days to come.  Came a rather unexpected but not unwelcome voice, as Aunt Phyllis came in to clear the dessert plates, “it wouldn’t surprise me if he was going to reopen the brothel!  Maggie Goldson called as soon as she got home from church and said that wretched man made such a vague and eager announcement right after service today, even if she is a Lutheran, she is my best friend.”  She eyed Raven suspiciously but he heroically maintained an expression of benign neutrality, as the Phyllis continued, “no matter what the community propaganda says to the contrary, I used to work in the library, particularly with the old town records and newspapers, there’s no question what it was historically and what he wants to reopen it as, save with a veneer of coolness that I just don’t understand!”  She swept back into the kitchen with her dishes and theories before anyone could do anything but exchange an intrigued look.

There was no practice on Sunday nights, so they spent the afternoon playing cards and scrabble with Gwen’s family, were invited to stay for supper, and spent a most enjoyable evening talking about everything and nothing, but as the world outside the windows fell into darkness, everyone’s thoughts turned homeward.  After a long goodbye, as if they wouldn’t see one another again for a year, rather than a day or two, the four started to amble home, when Megan paused and said grimly, “I’m a little jealous!  You three get to go home to your fellowship and scheming but I have an acolyte of evil posing as my lovelorn husband awaiting me!”

“Who goes home?” queried Raven with a laugh, as he disappeared entirely for his nightly stalk around town.

Tristan laughed brightly, “you’re more than welcome to bunk with us, but isn’t there more to your situation than maintaining appearances?”

“Quite,” grinned Megan ruefully, “I believe I am supposed to be a good influence on the poor man, tossing him a rope as he descends willingly into the mire of evil, whether he decides to grab it or not, I must be there to see that he has that chance.”

“Why don’t we come visit you as often as we can?” added Gwen with a bright smile, “It isn’t as if we have all these fantastic conversations when you aren’t there, Raven’s hardly ever home, we mostly we just go to bed and eat breakfast.”

“And wash the dishes,” sighed Tristan heavily, as if it was an onerous task indeed, at which both girls laughed heartily.

“I like it,” grinned Megan, “you two will officially make a nuisance of yourselves at my place whenever it is most inconvenient to yourselves.”  With this mutually agreed upon scheme, they parted ways and meandered their way to their respective homes.

Megan found Agent Sullivan on his computer when she got home, at which he was staring so intently, and as she was currently invisible and stalked into the room as silently as a hunting cat, he didn’t even know she was there, that she supposed he must be playing some sort of game or staring at the modern variant of what used to haunt that horrid old hotel, and he lectured her for wasting Agency resources!  But as she stood behind him and actually looked at the screen, a grim smile graced her face.  Unveiling herself, though still invisible, she hastened outside in search of Raven, gleaming like a lighthouse on a distant shore, hopeful such a display would soon attract his attention.

She found him at the south entrance to the park, where two men were standing, apparently deep in conversation, which startled her exceedingly as the second person could most definitely see her and was in nowise human, though Raven stood there in quite a visible fashion chatting with the fellow as if they were old friends.  He could not see her however, but his friend’s wry smile and keen interest in the sight certainly alerted him to her presence.  Draping herself again in mortality and visibility, he smiled his irksome, seemingly all-knowing smile at her, while the other person, now a common sort of man, watched her approach with interest.

“What on earth has you so unsettled that you’d advertise your presence all over town, lass?” queried he, his grin at its worst.  She blinked in confusion at his friend, but he only shrugged and looked expectantly at her.  She quickly told of what she had witnessed and her surmises thereupon.  He smiled ruefully at himself but nodded in approbation, “good job!  That’s how I discovered Aunt Phyllis’s prized secret, though I believe your discovery will be far more useful, at least in our little predicament, can you get back on the website?”  At her nod he smiled contentedly and then said teasingly, his eyes twinkling like stars, “and I suppose you are curious as to my companion here?”

She nodded eagerly and both men smiled the more at her but remained vexingly silent, but at last Raven asked, bland as tepid water, “what do you think of him?”

“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” began she, their grins growing worse by the moment, “but if I’m not seeing things, I suppose he must be some sort of elvish person?”

He bowed grandly to her as if someone out of a fairytale, but then he was!, and she did her best to mimic the curtsies she remembered from all those period dramas she had loved in her previous life, awkward as it was, he seemed well pleased with her efforts.  She smiled brightly at him but then turned her keen and now predacious eyes upon Raven, “elves?!”

“Why not?” shrugged Raven, unabashedly enjoying her consternation, “The idea had to come from somewhere, why not the real thing?”

“I hope his name is at least pronounceable,” said she, unable to ward off an acute case of mirth, contagious as it was in their current company.

“Ralph, Megan, Megan, Ralph,” introduced Raven in lieu of a reply.  They bowed/curtsied again.

Megan’s jaw dropped mid-courtesy as she asked archly, “Ralph?!”

The elf shrugged, “in my own tongue it sounds far more elegant and fitting but one must blend in with the modern world if one is to have dealings with it.”

“Quite,” smiled Megan, “I know a little of such things, but never have I tried to infiltrate a different culture entirely!”  She frowned pensively and asked, “what is an elf doing in such a dull place as North Dakota?”

“What are you doing here, milady?” retorted he, “I believe we both have our reasons, some even we ourselves are unaware of.”

“At least I know where you picked up all that lass and milady jargon!” triumphed she to Raven.

But he shook his head as if an exasperated parent but replied patiently, with only the slightest hint of a knowing smile to vex her, “perhaps in part, but I would not be surprised to discover that my childhood in Scotland, before the Great War, had something to do with the affectation as well.”

“I’ll leave it to your biographer to discover the nuances then,” sighed she, looking expectantly towards the pair, as if in anticipation of them actually telling her something interesting.

Said Raven genially, “I suppose we ought to be civilized and invite you to join us somewhere for a long and enlightening conversation?”  He looked questioningly at both, the elf shrugged and the girl nodded emphatically, “very well,” continued he, “we’d best go to my house as it would not be entirely fair to leave the others out of this.”  They shared a conspiratorial smile and headed home, all eager to see what the newlyweds would think of the stranger’s unique heritage, at least amongst their previous acquaintance.

Gwen and Tristan were still awake, talking over the day’s revelations in the tiny living room, their eyes alight with interest to see not only Raven but Megan and a stranger accompanying him.  Introductions were made all around before Ralph vanished into the kitchen to make what Raven jokingly called ‘elf coffee,’ said he with a laugh, “and happily you are each now possessed of a constitution strong enough to stomach the stuff!”  

As their laughter quieted, Tristan blurted out, “elves are real?!”

Raven shook his head in wonder, “what have I failed to teach you these many years my boy?  There are many things that are real, some more real than any mortal man that prides himself a judge of such, that most people believe to be legend, a gorgeous lie, or just hearsay.  Many laugh at your faith likewise!  And what of our strange occupation?  The foolish things of the world, the things that are not!”

“Fine,” sighed Tristan, in nowise chastened, just a little rueful that he hadn’t anticipated such a possibility, whereat they all laughed, even the boy himself.

Ralph then returned with a tray full of steaming mugs, the neophytes looking at theirs with a combination of intrigue and concern filling their eyes, at which their elders laughed and boldly sipped from their own cups, watching keenly over the rim as the youngsters did likewise.  Having survived the first sip, each then drank at their leisure, finding the concoction tingled their very toes and had an earthy taste that was in nowise unpleasant.  Quipped Tristan, ever the rogue, “I’m not going to grow a foot overnight and find myself with curly hair am I?”

“Perhaps this was an inspiration for the so-called ‘ent-draught’ out of a certain modern fairytale,” mused Ralph, “but I do not think it will have any effect on your physical forms.”

Gwen smiled archly, “if death is a mere inconvenience, what is elvish coffee?”  They all mimicked her mad smile, but were too eager to hear more about elves and other possible fairy races to long indulge themselves therein, but first Raven apprised them of Megan’s discovery.  Business settled, it was time to indulge themselves in a real fairy tale.

Ralph began a history of his people and ended with a brief tale recounting his own adventures with Raven, much intriguing his listeners, eliciting more questions than he answered, reminding them again of how broad, mysterious, and wonderful was this world they were only beginning to discover, which was nothing compared to the wonders of eternity waiting beyond the created reality with which they were barely familiar!  No doubt their heads would explode if ever they tried to wrap their minds around so much at once, thus the necessity of this gradual revelation.

The Lord God created man at the beginning and put him in the Garden of Eden to keep and to tend it, but he failed in this simple task and was thus banished from paradise and the world cursed for his sake.  Apparently there were other races and peoples scattered across the face of the earth, but all had to deal with the consequences of man’s sin even if they themselves had never Fallen.  After the Flood, when the various other races had been spared each in their own peculiar way, when Man began to flourish and spread abroad over the face of the whole earth, the various fairy races were allowed to vanish entirely from man’s perception or were able to blend in therewith, the only traces of their existence being myths, legends, and fairytales passed on from of old, save to those that could truly See.

Raven had stumbled upon the elf one night at a tavern somewhere in Europe during the Great War, Ralph being something of a scout for his own folk, keeping an eye on the ever evolving conflict as it swept across the globe like a pandemic, engulfing more than just mankind in its madness.  They had struck up a friendship and the elf had accompanied the boy back to his unit, actually following them into action, posing as a war correspondent for some nonexistent periodical.  He was there when the youth fell in combat, amid the chaos, panic, and terror of the fight, Ralph felt he must remain with the remains of what had once been his friend, and even as the boy’s company and the enemy both withdrew as darkness gathered about them, the boy gasped back to waking life amid the eerily peaceful twilight, now a soldier in a far broader and older war.

Asked Gwen curiously, “can you die like moral men?  Wasn’t it dangerous to follow a mortal man into combat?”

Ralph shrugged, “we can be killed certainly, but never having Fallen as a race, though there are individuals who choose unwisely, we are technically immortal and do not die of disease or old age, but despite the risks, I knew what I must do and to that I was faithful.”  He shared a grin with his friend and added, “and it has been one intriguing adventure ever since.”

“How many sentient races are there?” asked Tristan in wonder, “And how do they fit into all of this?”

Raven shook his head again in feigned exasperation, saying blithely, “lad, how can you embarrass me so with your ignorance?!  There are far more races than even our dear elf here can count or name, let alone know the full history thereof.  Each is as unique in itself as an individual man can be, each with its own distinctive tale, personality, and future.”

“Things unseen indeed!” whistled Tristan in astonishment, but not unenthusiastically.

“What is your part in all this?” asked Megan, “Do you just follow Raven around the world and share his adventures?”

“My story is as strange and sometimes tedious as your own, my friends,” began he, “save far longer, at least thus far, but what is that in the eyes of eternity?  I go where He sends me and try to accomplish there what I must, happily I often find myself in the company of friends, sometimes old, often new.”  He smiled brightly upon them all, catching each intrigued gaze with his own keen eyes.

“But elves don’t really live in such a dull place as North Dakota?” protested Megan, unable to comprehend the very idea, hardly imagining she could accomplish such a feat herself, at least prior to doing just that.

The old friends exchanged a merry look and great laugh thereat, but replied the elf patiently, “needs must, my dear!  As you currently find yourself, so too do I!”  They all laughed quite thoroughly at themselves over their previous suppositions before Ralph continued, “besides, it is not myself that is the interesting one, but rather you lot, after all, an elf is rather an unexciting creature, but a man who is not mortal?  Curious and rare indeed!”

“I don’t see that we’re so very uncommon,” replied Tristan dryly, glancing around the room significantly, again betraying his utter lack of worldly experience.

“You must trust my far wider experience in this, my friend,” replied the elf gently, sparing Tristan yet another lecture from his wryly grinning mentor, “I have seen much of the world and have lived many years, but I have met only a dozen Lightwalkers, at least that I am aware of, including you four.”

The three youths exchanged a delighted and triumphant look to at last hear the name of their service, at least what it was called amongst the elves, at which Ralph eyed his friend in a most astonished manner, “you have not yet told them the name of their occupation?  No wonder the boy betrays such ignorance!”

Raven shrugged uneasily, but said with a chuckle, “I was getting there, but how does one maintain the mysterious mentor façade if he tells all his secrets at once, besides, they’ve been pestering me for details about everything but, none have even bothered to ask!”

“Quite?!” said Tristan in surprise, “Five years in this service and I never thought to ask,” he skewered said mentor with a scandalized look, “but then I figured he’d never tell me if I did so I didn’t bother!”

“I fear you have taken your mystical and mysterious role as mentor a tad too far, my friend,” laughed Ralph, the others joining merrily therein.

––––––––
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WHEN MEGAN FINALLY returned home, the sun was on the rise and Sullivan with it, grated he as she came in the front door, “where have you been?  I heard you’ve been ordered back to headquarters and here I hoped you were long gone!”

“I’m not going back,” said she grimly, “my quest is here and here I’ll stay.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said another voice from behind, as a man pushed Megan into the house, the man following closely, along with five other individuals, shutting the door firmly behind the last man.  Continued he, “I have orders to debrief you here if you won’t cooperate, and you won’t find that a pleasant experience, not in the least!”

She smiled grimly, a rebellious sparkle in her eyes, “what do you think you can do to me?”  She heard half a dozen guns pulled forth and cocked all at once but smiled all the more.

“You will standdown and cooperate or I will act as I must,” ordered the man who had pushed her into the house.

“No,” said she, but instead of making a run for it, she merely vanished from casual sight, the agents too shocked to fire, or maybe afraid of hitting someone they shouldn’t in such a tightly packed group.

The leader of the newcomers said in horror to Sullivan, “what just happened?!”

“Just remember what department you work for,” smiled he in grim amusement, “it won’t make a whole lot of sense but at least you won’t be surprised thereby.  Let’s get to work, forget her for the moment, she’s merely a nuisance and nothing more.”

“Won’t she betray us?” frowned the stymied agent.

Sullivan laughed grimly, “our boss already knows all about these annoying ghosts and little fears them, and neither should we.  Anything new from the Agency?”  The newcomers exchanged a wondering glance, but well used to the bizarre and peculiar in this line of work, immediately forgot Megan’s antics and settled down to business while Megan stood unseen in a corner to watch and listen, spying on the spies!

He glanced about curiously, noting every minor detail that most everyone else took for granted but so unobtrusively that no one who saw him could remember aught about him when questioned afterwards.  He sat on a bench reading a newspaper in the shade of a great tree on the edge of the park, across the street was an old building in the middle of a busy renovation project.  He noted who went in and came out and when they did so.  He watched all the material brought in and taken out.  He could tell you how many cigarettes a certain workman had smoked that day and of what particular brand.  But no one could tell you a thing about the man himself, save he wore a brown jacket, had brownish hair, and wore sunglasses of no particular brand, that and he had somehow spent a whole day reading the Podunk Chronicle, a weekly paper composed mostly of school sports and activities, recipes, a few lengthy obituaries, several strongly worded opinion pieces to the editor about minor community fiascos no one else had thought about in a decade, and a full page ad for the local liquor store, which was a curious feat indeed!

Raven stood at Tristan’s shoulder as he fired up the laptop computer Gwen had left for their use, the technician from the phone company had assured them they now had internet access and it was only a matter of hopping on and accessing the world wide web.  “I’m still not sure I like these newfangled inventions,” grated Raven impatiently, earning a quizzical look from Tristan, who had never known life without such things, and a bright laugh from Ralph who remembered life before indoor plumbing, at least amongst humankind.

But in a few minutes, the magic that was the internet was beamed into their shabby living room, awaiting their pleasure, like some magic carpet out of the old tales, ready to bear them anywhere their hearts might desire.  “Type in the address Megan gave us,” ordered Raven grimly, as if a commander of men he was ordering to their deaths on a hopeless but necessary expedition, eliciting a bright chuckle from the elf, who knew how uneasy this sort of thing made his friend and that that unease was the very thing making him grave as death at the moment.

“What is the matter Raven?” asked Tristan lightly, not knowing his friend from of old but knowing him long enough to know his current mood was not usual for the poor man.

Replied Ralph kindly, allowing Raven to bow out of the awkward conversation, “this just isn’t his thing.  He doesn’t mind walking through walls or thwarting time and death but faulty information available at the touch of a button makes him a little nervous.”

“I understand none of this,” laughed Tristan, “but I will take care of all the troubling little technological details if it will put you at ease, my friend?”  Adding wryly, “I suppose we should just be glad you were born after fire was invented!”

“Thanks, I think,” smiled Raven at last, grim and wan though it be, “you see what you can find whilst I go reconnoiter with Megan, she’s been gone awhile.”  With that he simply vanished but nobody found that the least bit interesting or weird, but in their line of work, it wasn’t, Megan’s website on the other hand, certainly was.

Raven walked easily through the wall of Megan’s house, not wanting to disturb the occupants by opening a door or crawling through a window, but as he was invisible, she couldn’t see him and with all those strangers in her living room, he had little doubt she was too.  Reluctantly unveiling himself, for who knew what or who was in that huddle of half a dozen men, he saw her immediately, though he was still invisible to her as she was still safely veiled and thus could not See.  None of the strangers looked up in astonishment at the phenomenon so he could only assume none of that lot could See either, with a grim smile, he reached out a glowing hand and touched the oblivious girl on the shoulder.  She vanished in an invisible flash before she could even cry out in surprise, Raven following swiftly after, wondering if Tristan had made any progress in his absence, which might not be quite fair as he was probably only gone for a few seconds!

Megan blinked to find herself in Tristan’s living room, but quickly regained visibility as Raven appeared suddenly beside her, grinning like a naughty little kid who just played some joke on his sister.  She smiled blandly at him then turned her attention to Tristan and his magical computing device, recognizing the website Sullivan had been so enamored with.  Said she to Raven, still watching over the boy’s shoulder as he scanned the site, “I’ve been officially ousted from the Agency and that horde of people in my living room is the team they sent out to see what is happening around here.”

“Hear anything interesting?” grinned he.

“No,” replied she, “otherwise I would have told you from the start.”

“A habit you definitely did not learn from Raven,” grinned Tristan at his most impish, but turning the computer towards them, he eagerly said, “but here is certainly something curious.”

The three drew close enough to read the smallest font on the screen, exchanging a grim and curious look amongst themselves as they pondered what it really meant.  Smiled Megan predaciously, “would you like me to apply?”  The others looked at her in surprise and concern, save Raven’s grin was an exact replica of her own.  “Only,” continued she in a suddenly troubled voice, “is there any way to keep everyone from recognizing me?”  As Raven’s smile deepened, so too did hers return with even more vim, Tristan and Ralph exchanged a wondering look, but not uneager in its own right.

During a lull in the morning appointments and surgeries, Doctor Bob plopped himself down in the desk chair as Gwen busied herself filing the patient records, said he, “have you heard the latest gossip concerning that hotel project?”

“I’ve heard a little speculation,” mused she, “but I can’t say I’ve heard anything that is more than mere hearsay.”

Dr. Bob laughed heartily at her polite response, knowing her aunt’s propensity for gossip all too well, but the subject sobered him immediately as he continued, “it’s all over town that this renovation project is actually an attempt to reestablish the legitimacy of the world’s oldest profession in Podunk.”

“I can’t imagine the town council or the mayor or anyone else would approve such a venture?” queried she.

“I don’t know that a majority would stand against it,” said he, grimly pensive, “at least if the proprietor is willing to make it worth their while, and from what I’ve gleaned about the man, he’s certainly willing to do just that.”

“Is there nothing the community can do?” persisted she.

“It’s a private enterprise and if the city, county, and police turn a blind eye,” sighed he, “what can stop it?”

“They’ll certainly put Podunk on the map,” said she, grim as her employer, adding hopefully, “what about the state?”  He could only shake his head in wonder at her naivete, for if the local authorities would do nothing, how much less the state or the feds, at least if Mr. Cool greased all the necessary palms.

After work, Gwen went home to find Megan had vanished entirely from existence but a strange girl had taken her place and was now an inmate of the little house, good thing none of them absolutely required sleep, save Ralph, or they’d have to put in bunkbeds!  “And what shall we call you?” queried Gwen of her disguised friend.

“Meaghan, of course,” grinned the unfamiliar face with its voluminous dark hair and limpid eyes.

Frowned Gwen, “I can understand the facelift with those agents hunting you, but why are you suddenly drop-dead gorgeous and fifteen years younger?”

“I’ve applied for a job at Podunk’s newest attraction,” said she, “wouldn’t you say those were just the characteristics most desirable for the position?” 

“Quite,” agreed Gwen absently, scanning the ad posted on the website, “hopeful modeling prospects?  No prior experience or training preferred; education, housing, travel expenses and everything else provided.”  She smiled grimly and shook her head in wonder, “not bad, except the bad deal those poor girls will walk blindly into, unless...?”  Suddenly she was half a foot taller and strikingly beautiful, just when Tristan walked through the door eager to tell his pseudo-bride that he had spent the day in two places at once, but it seemed she had discovered quite a unique trick of her own!

His jaw dropped as he took in the stunning pair, then laughed outright as he regaled them with both simultaneously attending to his new job and running the computer for Raven that day, at which they gaped themselves before sharing a broad grin all around.  Ralph came in from the kitchen, elvish coffee in hand, smiling knowingly at the antics of the three, as he set down his cup and picked up the computer and began typing as if he knew exactly what he was doing.  Just then Raven happened into the room, and nearly choked on the contents of his own cup, but not from the strength of the beverage, “what are you doing?!” gasped he at the elf, who looked blithely up but kept typing away, “emailing my sister.”

Raven sat down, hard, saying in wonder, “emailing your sister?!” as if he had said taking the bus to the moon.

All four laughed at the stymied man, as the elf replied, “you are the only luddite present my friend!”

“Even Aunt Phyllis emails!” smiled Gwen mischievously, “You can imagine what it does for her gossip-mongering, or rather the church prayer chain!”

“Quite,” sighed he in dismay, as if forced to face a terrible foe he was certain he could never master, “I suppose I must catch up with the times and use all the tools available to us, as is only right in time of war.”

“Now you are speaking sense,” nodded Ralph, clicking send, “and I am eager to know if my sister will help us in this terrible plan.”

“Isn’t this dangerous?” asked Megan, as if she wasn’t going to do just that herself, already taking her resilient nature for granted.

The elf cocked his head and smiled dryly, “was it not dangerous for you?”

“Yes,” mused she, suddenly remembering she had not always been so bulletproof.

“And why aren’t we allowed our chance to do our part as well?” retorted he.

“Point taken,” laughed Megan, “I look forward to meeting her.”

“Anything new at work today?” asked Raven of Tristan, as the others wound down.

“It will be a couple months before the place is habitable,” replied the boy, “Tim isn’t happy to hear the gossip about what people like Aunt Phyllis are saying the place is actually going to be; right now he’s treating it as hearsay but I’m afraid he’ll confront Mr. Cool sooner rather than later.”

“The whole community is starting to stir like a disturbed hill of ants,” added Gwen, “Doctor Bob was even talking about it today.”

“Your father is right about one thing, Gwen,” sighed Raven, “his little enterprise is certainly stirring things up in this sleepy little town!”

The next evening, as Tristan was walking home, he felt strange eyes upon himself, but glancing about, he saw nothing but a non-descript man, who might have been half the guys of his acquaintance, sitting on a bench reading his paper.  He shrugged uncomfortably but chastised himself for being ridiculous and continued on his way, but he had not gone more than a few steps when he again felt like a bug under a magnifying glass, but the gentleman just obliviously read his paper and the boy could only shake his head the more.  He took a few more steps and turned around mid-stride, but still those eyes were fixed on the news, such as it was.  With a frustrated sigh, the boy decided to head home no matter what strange sensations his mind was convinced it felt.

He felt the eerie sensation all the way home, but no matter how he stopped or double checked or spied, he could see nothing.  He went inside and told Raven and Ralph of his strange experience, the pair exchanged an intrigued look before Raven vanished from sight to investigate, while Ralph said cheerily, “my sister is on her way, she’s delighted with the idea and will be on the next bus into town.”

Tristan could not help but grin wryly at the idea of elves riding Greyhound but so it was!  As if reading his mind, Ralph continued with a laugh, “elves don’t have the advantage of horses that can appear to be bicycles, my friend!”

“Needs must,” nodded the boy in understanding, before they both were lost to all hope of sensible comment or conversation for some little time thereafter.

Raven stalked the darkening streets around the house, but saw no one or anything of even the remotest interest, but as he turned to return home, as they had practice that evening, he felt a hand on his shoulder, one with a strength and authority that reduced him to a mere kitten in its grasp.  He was physically turned around, as if a naughty toddler by his insistent mother, to face the owner of the intruding appendage.  He was nothing much to look at, just a bland man in a bland ensemble, save that he was frighteningly strong and could see a man who was invisible to mortal men.  Raven grinned ruefully and asked, “can I help you?”

“Perhaps,” said the fellow calmly, not releasing his grasp on his captive’s shoulder, “who or what are you people?”

“Who or what are you?” retorted Raven calmly.

“Someone with an interest in whatever is going on downtown,” replied the stranger.

“As are we,” agreed Raven, “perhaps we can be of help to one another?”

“It depends what your intentions are,” said the captor.

Raven could not help but bark an awkward laugh, “that we hardly know!  And what of you?”

“I am still in the planning stages,” said he dryly, “as it seems are you.  But I must be certain of your allegiance, this may well be fatal to certain folk, are you sure you won’t be more explicit with me?  I will do what I must to ascertain the truth!”  Raven nodded his understanding as a brilliant light shot from the stranger’s arm into Raven’s shoulder and flared through his entire person, momentarily unveiling his hidden form and allowing him to See his captor likewise, Raven’s knowing smile putting the stranger as much at ease as the revelation of his true form.

“Lightwalker,” said the angelic being in the blandest disguise imaginable, grinned he, releasing his captive, “you may call me Steve.”

“Raven,” said the man, holding out his hand in the fashion of greeting peculiar to certain humans at that place and time.

Steve shook the proffered appendage as formality demanded, then cocked his head, “you have quite a large household, is everyone therein of your persuasion?”

“All but one elf,” grinned Raven, “soon to be joined by his sister.”

“There’s a terrible fiend within,” warned he gravely.

“I know,” shuddered he, explaining all they had seen and done so far.

“And you’re going to have three of your people inside?” queried Steve pensively.

“At least if they can get the job,” said he, “they’ll do everything they can to protect any innocents drawn into the villain’s net.”

“This community is buzzing like a disturbed bee hive,” continued the disguised angel, “I think it will soon become far more exciting than any of the locals will appreciate!”

“Just let us know what to do,” smiled Raven grimly, “and when to do it.”

“I’ll deal with the fiend,” nodded Steve, “you will have to deal with everybody else!”

“You certainly freaked out the boy,” grinned Raven in reply.

“I’ve been keeping a careful watch on all associated with the fell project,” agreed he, “but most mortal folk are oblivious to my presence, the lad’s odd behavior drew me to you.”

“And glad I am of it,” nodded the Lightwalker, “for things are about to get very interesting.”

“They have not been this interesting in an age or two,” agreed Steve in anticipation, of what Raven did not know, but he was happy that smile wasn’t directed at himself!

Gwen and Megan got to practice their ‘being in two places at once’ skills later that week, as both had their usual daytime business to be about but they were also called in for an interview in the supposed city of their respective residence.  Gwen found herself at a posh café somewhere in the Twin Cities metro area while Megan found herself in a coffee shop, rather than a Denny’s, in suburban Denver, though they didn’t serve elvish coffee, a brew she was becoming quite fond of, the regular human selections paled dismally by comparison.

Mr. Cool sat across from his own daughter and knew her not, but he was delighted with her innocence, naivete, and youthful zeal to do something important with her life.  Assured he, after hearing her heartbreaking story of an absent father and a struggling mother and her stunted dreams, which was all quite true, “if you are looking for a family, my dear, then you have found one!  If you are looking for a home, even so!  And as for import, there is nothing more vital, more vibrant, more astonishing than what you will do for humanity through our little organization, and as for your future, it will be bright indeed.”  He held out his hand, “are we agreed?”  She shook it tremulously, wondering what exactly she had just promised to do.  He gave her an address and a date to report for duty, and with his usual insincere suavity, he exited the cafe.  Gwen smiled in a grim sort of anticipation before vanishing discreetly back to Podunk and the far less exciting environs of the local vet clinic!

Megan’s interview was almost exactly the same, save for her tale of disillusionment with her original career aspirations and her shock in discovering the world to be a more wretched place than she had been led to imagine.  Mr. Cool was delighted to offer her succor for her blighted dreams and a place to start over and a chance to so far exceed her previous aspirations that soon she would be forget them entirely.  She wanted to wash after shaking hands with the awful Shadow Man, but smiled her best attempt at an eager smile as he bade her adieu and left the coffee shop.  She smiled grimly and went to find some real coffee!

Ralph’s sister also joined them that week, but had gotten no further than a few steps from the bus stop when Agent Sullivan accosted her, welcoming her to town and offering her ever assistance with her stay.  Was she visiting friends or family?  Did she have a place to stay?  A schedule?  Was she looking for a job?  Quite overwhelmed at his pandering and attention, she said as calmly and gently as she could, not wishing to hurt his feelings as he was only trying to help, she said she was here to visit her brother and while she wasn’t averse to the idea of employment, she really hadn’t thought about it.  He nodded his understanding and gave her a phone number if she changed her mind.  She smiled wanly at him as he hastened off, which turned to a look of pure wonder as a youth suddenly pulled to a stop beside the curb on his motorbike.

“Do you need a ride, milady?” queried Tristan, his boyish grin much endearing the scamp to that noble lady’s heart, and with a laugh added, “I hope you don’t have much luggage!”  She laughed by way of reply and leapt up behind the rascal, little knowing it was a fantastic horse rather than a motorbike, but either way they safely reached their destination and there was Ralph on the veranda, all smile, to greet them.

They exchanged greetings after the manner of their folk, rather elegant and old fashioned to Tristan’s young eyes, but wonderful all the same.  Ralph then introduced the chauffer and ushered Lucy into the house for some real coffee, quite a relief after her long bus ride and having to subsist on the flimsy human attempt to mimic just that.  

Megan appeared with a brilliant flash, smiling in rather a conflicted manner, saying to the inquisitive glances all around, “I got the job, such as it is!”  Then she saw Lucy and hastily added her own greetings and introductions and all that could be offered by way of comfort and service.

The elf girl laughed and said, “you sound just like that man at the bus stop, except by your strange entrance, I know you at least to be sincere!”

“What man at the bus stop?” queried Tristan, “I only saw Agent Sullivan trotting off as I pulled up, what can he have to do with you?”

“He’s been spending a lot of time with the Shadow Man,” said Megan grimly, “and I Saw a seed of darkness already planted in his heart.”

“He’s likely recruiting for that wretched man’s business venture,” said Ralph with a worried glance at his sister, who only shook her head and smiled grimly, “isn’t this why I’ve come?”  At which Megan gave him such a significant look that he could not help but smile wryly and add, “but of course, my dear, we each have our part to do in this peculiar venture, no matter how protective we might feel of one another, we each must do as we ought.”

Asked Tristan of Megan, “if Sullivan is in league with the Shadow Man, what of the rest of the federal agents in town?”

“They’ll do as they’re told,” sniffed Megan in disgust, “for they’ll do what they must to protect such a valuable ‘asset,’ no matter the truth.”

“Tim Melon is going to meet with Mr. Cool tomorrow,” continued Tristan, “he’s had enough of hearsay and wants a straight answer, but he’s been gone all week,” here he glanced significantly at Megan and grinned impishly, “presumably traveling for business.”

“Business indeed,” smiled Raven grimly, suddenly joining them, bowing cordially to the elf maiden and not looking the least silly while doing so, though he was still far more awkward than her brother while learning the not so ancient or honorable art of email and navigating the web, something Ralph seemed to do with ease, but then elves always looked cool and sophisticated doing just about anything, and he began to wonder vaguely if the angels were likewise required to learn modern technology and why was a neophyte Lightwalker blessed with ninja skills but not tech-savvy?  He drew his wandering and wondering mind back from such philosophical ramblings to face the current situation, happily taking a cup of elf coffee and seating himself in the nearest scruffy chair to continue the conversation.

––––––––
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“YOU HAVE DONE WELL, Agent Sullivan,” said Mr. Cool smarmily, the man too proud to notice, “and I think it is time you were promoted?”

“Yes,” agreed the man eagerly, “I’m quite eager for it, sir!”

“Excellent,” nodded the Shadow Man, “but you do realize there is no going back?”

“But the power,” quivered the agent in dreadful anticipation, licking his lips as if he could almost taste it, “the power!”

“Then you are ready,” smiled the Shadow, joyous as a death’s head but Sullivan too eager to notice that either.

Later that evening, Sullivan returned to Megan’s house where his agents were waiting, eager to do something besides snoop around town and spy on the house where their targets had gathered.  They stepped back in fear at the aura of power and evil that now seemed to swathe the man like a cloak, but the fervent zeal smoldering in his eyes promised action, and soon!

Tristan vanished from sight and hastened after his retreating boss as Tim Melon went downstairs for his appointment with his own employer, eager to hear the truth of the matter.  The front office had been the priority for the renovation crew and it was already habitable, though not yet complete.  There Mr. Cool sat, as if a King on his throne, awaiting an audience with his meanest peasant, but such was his demeanor towards all mortal swine, at least those he had no need or wish to manipulate or use.  “What can I do for you Mr. Melon?” asked he impatiently.

“I need to know the truth sir,” said the head carpenter, his hat in his hands and anxiously playing therewith.

“What is truth man?” scoffed Cool, “I paid you for a job, what matters town gossip on the matter?  You are investing in the future of your town and enriching yourself thereby, what matters the fine print or my personal aspirations?  Your crew is lewd and crude enough in and of themselves, why are you then free to point fingers at me, even if the gossip be true?”  This silenced the man as nothing else could, his righteous indignation smothered under the taunting name of hypocrite.  He muttered an inaudible answer, smashed his cap back on his head, and stalked off with his proverbial tail between his legs, Mr. Cool smiling in malicious delight after his retreating form.

The whole party was invited over to Phyllis’s for dinner that night, including Ralph and his sister, quite filling the dining room and delighting their hostess thereby, who hadn’t filled the room with company since her husband’s death, as all such family gatherings had since taken place at the home of one or the other of her daughters.

“Did you hear what happened to Tim Melon?” asked Phyllis eagerly of all and sundry as she brought in the potatoes and set them on the table, continuing as she adjusted the spoon, “He couldn’t get a straight answer out of that snake of a Mr. Cool so it must be what we all dread and fear!”  Adding in proud defiance, unwittingly stirring the potatoes more vigorously than they might actually require, “and Margaret and Maggie and I are not going to take this lying down!  We’re going to do everything we can to see that the community does what it ought!”

“It will be an uphill battle,” said Raven gravely, “but that isn’t to say it shouldn’t be done!  Let us know what we can do to help, milady!”  She smiled gratefully at him, before realizing she was holding the potato spoon as if it was a club, and hastily retreated to the kitchen for the meat, hoping no one else had noticed such antics but vaguely wondering if she should resume her sword lessons, it might be helpful in the coming fight!

But first it was a fight with the pen in the local paper, the age-old, threadbare disputes vanishing under the deluge of concern about the looming crisis, either the town would fall victim to debauchery and vice, becoming a miniature version of Vegas or it would dry up and blow away like any other relic of the past that couldn’t evolve to be relevant to the modern world.  It nearly came to blows over darts at the local bar, split up several of the better bowling teams forcing an emergency reorganization thereof, it was discussed mournfully over coffee every morning at the local café, one couldn’t buy groceries or go to church or browse the thrift store without hearing of it, but all to no avail.  As riled as the townspeople were on both sides of the issue, the town council, the mayor, and even the police, both of them, came decisively down on the side of Mr. Cool and his right to do what he wanted with his property, and a little hearsay was simply that, and until they had hard proof, they couldn’t interfere therewith.

Timothy Melon was a conflicted man, Mr. Cool was paying him and his crew very well, and he wasn’t exactly a man who personally confined himself to the straight and narrow, at least as the old lady moralists and those freaks at the Community Church defined it.  And it wasn’t like he was a bad man, there were far worse, which he knew from personal experience.  A man had to make a living, and what of his crew?  They were depending on him too!  But at last his integrity decided him, for he was a man of his word, at least wherein he was professionally concerned, and when he began a job he finished it, and to heck with those old lady moralizers if they couldn’t appreciate it!

Agent Sullivan and his team of federal agents were now working directly for Mr. Cool, spying on the disquiet townsfolk, providing security for his project, and any little personal errands he needed done quietly and efficiently.  It was during that first tumultuous week that Lucy called Mr. Cool, telling him of her meeting with his man at the bus stop and asking after the prospective job.  She was ushered into the half-finished office the next day for her own interview, glancing about curiously, but not without a shudder of dread, feeling some disquiet evil lurking about the place, as if an invisible and unhappy fog.  The interview proceeded as suavely as his nature required, fully satisfied that he had found himself yet another promising prospect, eager to fill the eight upstairs bedrooms by the time the project was completed, he was nearly halfway there!  Lucy tried to look eager as he told her to come back in a month when all would be in readiness, but she could not hide her shudder of dread, which only deepened that slightly villainous smile as he ushered her out.

Gwen was on the phone when a young lady about her own age walked into the waiting area, where Mrs. Gump’s chihuahua barked prissily at her, but she ignored the micro-beast and walked boldly up to the reception desk, waiting patiently as Gwen wrote down the new appointment before directing her attention to the stranger, “can I help you?” asked she cheerily.

“I was wondering if the clinic was hiring?” replied she, “I’m new in town and looking for a job; I’ve always been intrigued by the veterinary profession and this might be my chance to see what it is really like.”

“I’m a stranger myself,” smiled Gwen, introducing herself but saying reluctantly, “there’s only me and Doctor Bob and Mrs. Smythe, who works part-time, but she’s been talking about retiring and moving to Kansas where her son lives, but only Doctor Bob can say yea or nay as far as replacing her.”

“I appreciate it,” said she, introducing herself as Skylar, “should I send in a resume or come back later?”

Gwen glanced at the appointment book and then said, “he’ll have a little time after the next appointment, if you can stick around?”

“Certainly,” said the girl, seating herself on the far side of the room as the old lady and her obnoxious little dog were called into the exam room by Doctor Bob even as his previous client reported to Gwen to settle her bill, cat squirming in one hand and checkbook and pen clutched shakily in the other.

Ten minutes later, drying his hands on a paper towel as he looked over the schedule, Gwen told him of his impending interview, at which he smiled in surprise but asked the young lady to join him in the breakroom, a nook barely big enough to contain an old card table with a couple battered folding chairs around it and a thirty year old coffee maker on the miniscule counter, which was also cluttered with dusty blood tubes, a couple moldering syringes, half a bottle of some liquid medication with no label, and a dozen mugs that hadn’t been washed since the coffee maker was new, no two the same.  Skylar smiled knowingly at the collection before introducing herself and her aspirations to the aging but kindly vet.

Said he after the brief interview, “I can only take you on part time, but as Mrs. Smythe is leaving us, it will be convenient for me!”

“It’s a deal,” agreed she brightly, eyeing the relics on the counter eagerly.

But he shook his head and gravely warned her, “don’t even think about ‘tidying up’ around here, Gwen is bad enough!  But the minute you womenfolk start cleaning, you never stop and I’ll never be able to find anything, so don’t even think about it!”  She shared a genial laugh with him and tried to fight down her innate sense of horror at the ordered chaos and severe wont of dusting of her surroundings, reminding herself that she had at least gotten her foot in the door.

As she left after her successful interview, having promised to start the next day, Gwen asked if she had found a place to live, stopping curiously, Skylar only replied vaguely about a hotel room, but Gwen pressed on and said, “I know my Great Aunt Phyllis would love to rent her spare bedroom, what do you think?”

“Indeed, have I truly found the ‘far land of Spare Oom,’ and does it yet host ‘the bright city of War Drobe?’” quipped Skylar in delight.

“Just don’t accidentally shut yourself inside,” replied Gwen, her eyes sparkling with ill-suppressed mirth at finding a fellow fairytale enthusiast

The three aging ladies sat in the shade of the great tree on the bench now claimed as their own, thoroughly routing that angelic observer but unwitting of their minor triumph, as they discussed amongst themselves how best to organize a protest.  “I’ve never protested before,” repined Maggie Goldson, as if it was a commonly taught course at a public high school.

“It can’t be too difficult if all those crazy kids can do it,” added Margaret Gwinn solemnly, continuing with an anticipatory grin, “besides it could be fun!”

“Anything is more fun than hanging out with your cat all the time,” said Phyllis wryly, “I’m glad you could join us, dear!”

“Do you think we’ll get to go to jail?” queried Margaret, as if that was the most exciting part.

“If not, we can all take fencing lessons,” laughed Phyllis, telling them of her own adventure therewith and her hope of continuing once other, more pressing matters, abated.

“Just like the three musketeers!” said Maggie in delight, but frowning added, “Though I really didn’t enjoy the books, the movies are much better, sad to say!”

“That is a grim commentary on any form of literature indeed,” agreed Phyllis solemnly, as any former librarian or bibliophile might.

“I can’t believe the city council and the mayor and the police are all for this dreadful enterprise,” bewailed Mrs. Gwinn, refusing to be called such a dreadful thing as Ms.!

“It’s the way of the world, I fear,” said Phyllis grimly.

“Then let’s seek help and guidance from Someone beyond it!” said the sprightly Margaret like a general rallying her troops, as all three began to pray.

“What are those old bags doing?” said Agent the First to Agent the Second, as both hid in the bushes and watched the three elderly protesters through their binoculars.

“I do believe they are praying!” laughed the Second, “They must be desperate or fools indeed, probably both!”

“We came all the way out here for this?” protested the First, “To watch some little old ladies sit on a park bench and beseech the gods for intervention?!”

“No,” grinned the Second in anticipation, “this is only the amateur act that opens for the professionals.  They wouldn’t dispatch a whole team out here for something a summer intern could handle!  Just wait, things are going to get far more interesting and sooner than you think.”  They shared an eager smile and resumed their watching in silence.

“You do know that kid on your renovation crew is one of them, don’t you?” asked Sullivan of Mr. Cool that afternoon.

“Of course, but what are such pathetic ghosts to me?” sneered he, “They are even less a nuisance than those greying hippies and their sit-in across the way!  If you feel you must deal with such pestiferous nothings, feel free, but leave me out of it!”

“I will at that,” smiled Sullivan most cruelly to himself, as if the lovelorn husband had succumbed to despair and his only solace was now revenge.  He sauntered off to round up his own crew for a little odd job of his own derivation.

“Burn the house and shoot anybody who comes out?” asked Agent the First of Sullivan in concern, “Is this sanctioned by the Agency?”  He received a fist in the face for answer, as Sullivan scanned the other tense and uneasy faces, none foolish enough to protest, most innately knowing that if it wasn’t officially sanctioned at the moment, either it would be in retrospect or it would never have officially happened, either way, they were in the clear, at least if they did as they were told and didn’t ask any stupid questions.  Agent the First held his gloved hand to his bleeding nose and wore a surely expression, but he didn’t ask any more dumb questions.  Satisfied, the Shadow Man ordered the charge.

It was the middle of the night and all the suspects had been accounted for, having been seen entering the house and no one having exited since their return from their nightly ice cream run, a ritual now involving the elves, who could honestly say, that unlike coffee, their people had never quite mastered that particular gastronomical phenomenon but they were more than happy to experiment with other cultures and experience their own peculiar triumphs, culinary or otherwise.

Raven sat listening in the darkened living room, his keen hearing easily picking up the intruders gathered around the little house, he didn’t even bother scouting about invisibly, rather the moment he smelled smoke, he dashed upstairs and sent off both of the elves in a brilliant flash, leaving only the Lightwalkers at home to either deal with or perish in the emergency, whichever was most conducive to their plans.

“I’m just getting established in the community,” smiled Gwen, “what’s the point in starting over from scratch or upsetting my relatives in the process?”

Tristan met Raven’s laughing gaze and interpreted, “we’ve been doing just that for nearly a decade, why waste it for this!”

Megan was the last to comment, “I really don’t have much holding me here per say but neither do I see a point in abandoning what little cover story I do possess.”

“So we aren’t any of us going to die either in the conflagration or allow ourselves to be shot as we flee in panic,” nodded Raven, “that only leaves the house, do we save it or not?”

“Where else would we base ourselves out of?” asked Gwen curiously, “Not that I’ll miss this quaint but cramped little dwelling, though they did fix it up rather nicely.”

“How about the apartment over the old theater?” queried Tristan, “It is vacant and for rent and right next door to the hotel, plus it must have at least as much square footage, if not more, and a few extra rooms to boot.”

“I like it,” smiled Raven, “gather whatever should be salvaged and I’ll meet you there in the morning.”  At their perplexed looks, he laughed and added, “this is a perfect time to practice your ‘appearing suddenly whenever and wherever one is needed’ skills.”

Gwen could only smile wryly and quip, “we need a nomenclature officer or someone to work on the technical names of our professional skills.”

“Sadly I’ve heard worse,” sighed Megan in true dread, for some of the acronyms and official titles found in and around her previous profession were atrocious indeed, whereat they all shared a laugh, before gathering up anything needful to their mission and vanishing therewith.  The agents waiting impatiently outside the little house for any refugees waited in vain, and when the fire department and police and ambulance showed up ten minutes later, they declared the house a total loss but happily no one had been within at the time, at which the agents could only exchange grim and confounded looks and slowly slink back into the shadows, lest they be suspected in the suspicious blaze.

Raven appeared on Tim Melon’s doorstep as the man was just coming out that morning, the tall, broad man jumped in surprise to see his visitor but asked curiously, “what can I do for you?”

“Are you still trying to rent the apartment over the theater?” queried he.

“It’s in good shape, just a little dusty is all,” replied Tim eagerly, “but the place is yours if you want it.  Finally getting tired of the newlyweds?”

“No,” smiled Raven keenly, “rather our little house burned to the ground last night.”

“I’m terribly sorry,” gasped Tim in surprise, “I was just heading off to work on the old hotel right next door, I’ll open the place up for you right away and you can wait to pay me until you get everything else settled, I suppose the wiring was wonky, as the old place is nearly eighty years old and has never been renovated?  Is everybody okay?  At least the apartment is furnished if you can’t salvage anything from the fire.”

“It was a complete loss but nobody was injured,” smiled Raven in seeming relief, “thanks for all your help!”

“No problem,” grinned Tim, striding off and whistling a merry tune, happy to do a good deed to prove himself a good man and hoping to allay his vague sense of moral uneasiness thereby.

He unlocked the place and turned over the keys, it was dusty as promised but otherwise furnished and in good repair, Raven thanked him cordially and awaited the appearance of his minions, not unsurprised to find Aunt Phyllis and Gwen’s mother among them, though they showed up at the door with brooms and dust rags in hand rather than suddenly in a glorious flash as everyone else did.

“Is everything okay honey?” demanded the mother of said daughter, the latter grinning her amusement at the whole wretched business, whereat both of the matrons exchanged a long suffering look and set to work tidying up a bit before they all had to be at their respective posts.

The elves hadn’t even woken up during the fiasco, rather surprised to find themselves in novel surroundings when they awoke in the morning, but well used to strangeness, they ventured forth to see if there was such a thing as real elvish coffee about the place or if they must subsist on the human dregs posing as such.

As Phyllis was neatly folding her dust rag, she said brightly to Gwen in parting, “come to supper tonight dear, your little friend of a boarder is new in town and all alone and could use some decent friends,” she glanced suspiciously around the still rather dusty apartment as if she wasn’t quite sure Gwen or her companions fit that description or not, but as it was the best she had, it was all she could offer.  Gwen laughed and assured their cooperation, at least if there was pie involved, which knowing Phyllis, was a certainty!  “You might as well ask Dr. Bob as well,” said she as an afterthought, “the more the merrier.”

“Your Aunt is certainly becoming quite a busy person,” mused Raven beside her once the well-meaning agents of cleanliness had vanished, “what with hosting family dinners, sword lessons, her regular job, organizing a protest, and taking in boarders, to say nothing of her itinerant cleaning sprees!”

“Better a busy person than a busybody,” agreed Gwen with an arch smile, before leaving about her own business.

Tristan quipped as he joined her on his now onerous commute, “it’s quite convenient being able to live right next door to your place of employment!”

She shook her head and rolled her eyes most dramatically, saying, “especially for someone who merely needs to wish themselves to some different when or where and they appear as suddenly as they can think it!”

“Quite,” laughed he all the more, leaving her to continue her own arduous trek alone, not that it was a much longer walk from this side of town than it was from the other, Podunk being the huge and intimidating metropolis that it was.  Actual urban areas laughed at Fargo and Bismarck in thinking themselves urbane, but only in comparison to such places as Podunk!

There was Doctor Bob and his concern for her wellbeing and his good-natured teasing about leaving the kettle on the boil overnight when he heard everyone was okay and that shelter had been procured for the refugees.  Skylar met them at the door, Doctor Bob grinning ruefully as he realized he still clutched the keys in his hand but had not as yet unlocked the clinic, both girls laughing heartily at him as he happily joined in.  At last they actually got into the building as Gwen took Skylar under her wing and began to show her the ropes, having been doing this sort of thing for almost two whole weeks herself, making her the resident expert.

As Dr. Bob puttered about gathering the equipment and supplies he’d need for his morning round of farm calls, Gwen told him about her aunt’s invitation and he happily agreed to come, prompting a laugh from Skylar, “it seems the whole town must be one big happy family!”

“It is something of the sort,” agreed Gwen in wonder herself, amazed at the difference between the reality of the place and her assumptions thereof before her own move thence.

As the vet hastened for the door, leaving the two girls alone, Skylar asked of her companion, “what was all that about as we were coming in?”

Gwen shrugged and said, “our little house burned to the ground last night, nobody was injured and we’ve already found another home, but I’m sure it is quite shocking to this sleepy little community, at least it will give them something to talk about besides the notorious renovation project.”

“I’d rather talk about that,” said Skylar with a twinkle in her eye, “indeed, I’ve moved here for just that, though I’m happy to put in my time here until the place is finished, especially if I don’t get the job.”

“You want to work there?!” said Gwen in wonder, “You have heard the scuttlebutt that it isn’t a modeling agency, right?”

“Certainly,” grinned Skylar unabashedly, “now what can you tell me about the place, the proprietor, and the community reaction thereto.”

“My great aunt, and your land lady, is running an active protest against the place and its aspirations,” smiled Gwen in spite of herself, but then she went on to outline what little she could that didn’t involve things like demons, Lightwalkers, FIA agents, and Shadow Men!

“Of course I could never do anything like that!” laughed Skylar in derision at the very idea, “but I feel a very keen interest in the place and would like to become more fully acquainted with what is really going on there.”

“It’s downright dangerous,” said Gwen with a grim shake of her head, “but I guess you’ll do what you think is right regardless, there’ll be a girl at supper tonight who has a job offer there, maybe you would like to talk to her?”

“Certainly,” grinned Skylar, “now why don’t we do something we can both agree on: our job!”  They shared a wry laugh at their distraction as both finally got down to their actual business.  As they worked, Skylar asked eagerly, “your Aunt said you regularly went to some sort of martial arts classes at the rec center?  Do you think I could join you?”

Gwen laughed, “even Aunt Phyllis is welcome, tonight at seven, you can go right over with everyone except Doctor Bob!”

Supper rolled around, Gwen accompanied Skylar home, and spent the evening with her new friend, her aunt, and her mother until the others showed up, including Doctor Bob.  They made a merry meal of it, as usual, while Gwen introduced Lucy to Skylar and left them to their peculiar conversation.  As the elf girl helped Gwen carry dishes into the kitchen, she remarked quietly to the Lightwalker, “your new friend is quite a charming girl, but I fear she is rather heedless in her determination to infiltrate this enterprise!”

Gwen could only laugh grimly, saying, “and did your brother not say the same of you and I of him?”

“I suppose,” smiled the elf maid ruefully, “but fear not, I’ll keep an eye on her.”

“As Megan and I will keep an eye on you both,” nodded Gwen succinctly, depositing her dishes in the sink before they all headed off to the rec center, Aunt Phyllis included, thinking a few sword lessons might not be a bad thing with the way sentiments were running in town these days.

Skylar proved herself to be a natural and experienced martial artist and was happily welcomed into the advanced class while Aunt Phyllis didn’t mortally wound anyone, particularly herself, so everyone went to ice cream content and happy with their night’s work, except Phyllis, who went to sit with her sign on the park bench, as it was her shift, the protesters taking turns in their constant and determined but ineffective vigil.

Skylar was more than happy to join them for ice cream, eager to see if she could delve more deeply into the enigma that was the little group.  “Who are you people?” demanded she good-naturedly, once they had seated themselves with their frozen dairy goodness.

“Who do you think we are?” grinned Raven around a mouthful of tastiness.

“Certainly a conspiracy,” mused she with a wan smile, adding with a determined fire in her eyes, “and one I will get to the bottom of, as I will that old hotel!”

“Easy lass,” cautioned he, “those are dangerous secrets!”

“Yours or the hotel?” challenged she.

“Both,” smiled he, meeting her challenge for challenge, “but you needn’t fear us personally.”

“Someone burned your house down,” persisted she, “yet no one was injured?”

“What is so sinister about old and likely faulty wiring?” parried he.

“Nothing particularly, but where was everybody in the middle of the night?” counterthrusted Skylar.

“What about your own secrets?” interposed Gwen, “What exactly is your interest in us or that hotel?”

“Wheels within wheels,” smiled Ralph, but otherwise simply delighting in the wonders of the frozen confection, at which they all laughed in hearty relief, of one accord simply agreeing to not delve too deeply into things no one felt like divulging at that particular time and place.

“I have an interview tomorrow,” said Skylar at last.

“I’d wish you luck,” smiled Gwen grimly, “if I believed in it or thought this was a good idea.”

“Perhaps you can just keep me in your prayers?” suggested Skylar, gathering her things as she left the table.

“Now that I can do,” nodded Gwen happily, “will you join us at church on Sunday?”

“Your aunt has already assumed my attendance,” smiled she in reply, “see you then!”  As Skylar vacated the ice cream parlor, the others exchanged news from the day and delved into more professional topics that couldn’t be discussed in the presence of strangers.

Saturday found Skylar at her interview and securing one of the coveted places within the ever more concrete venture.  Phyllis and her cronies were out in full force that afternoon, signs and permanents primly in place, but everybody already seemed to know which side of the conflict they were on and nobody paid them any particular heed, save the three ladies and their various, more timid associates thought themselves quite virtuous and civic minded in doing just that, happily content in and of themselves.  That great aunt not yet realizing her young guest and her niece’s friend were both future inmates of the place, and certainly having no clue that even said niece and her other friend were about to go likewise, save in strange guise.

But as the grand opening came ever closer, Mr. Cool wondered who his final four ladies would be, for his advertisements in various places had only amassed four inquiries thus far.  He thought of contacting actual modeling agencies but he didn’t want to deal with lawyers and agents and parents and paramours and world-wise women and what not, when he rather needed female persons with as little actual worldly experience and as few friends and relatives as possible: nameless, thoughtless creatures he could do with as he pleased and none would be the wiser or care in the least what came of them.  But at least the FIA would see to it that whatever happened, it wouldn’t concern himself or his enterprise in the least.

Agent Sullivan and his minions were dispatched into Podunk and throughout the small farming communities in the area, seeking out any vulnerable young female thing they could find, desperate for her big chance to escape obscurity and secure a brilliant future, at least that is what they were promised, and to tell the truth, obscene habit as it was, they would be making a huge impact upon the world, just not in a positive sense!

––––––––
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“WHAT DO YOU MEAN YOU can’t find anyone?” growled Mr. Cool to Agent Sullivan two weeks later as he made his report as to their efforts and lack of success therein.

“How about just connect with the right people and buy what you need?” queried the stymied agent.

“I need vulnerable, innocent, and freely chosen,” huffed the senior Shadow Man, “not cowering and terrified victims!  This won’t work unless it is their choice, now get busy or I’ll have another Empty Suit to ward the door, which is about all you are good for!”

Sullivan stalked off in a foul mood, he and his lackeys had worked their tails off trying to find initiates and this was the thanks he got?!  Could the grim fellow follow through with his threats?  Could he be beaten at his own game?  This made the neophyte Shadow Man smile, a miserable wretched thing, but the best he could muster.  The fool didn’t fear those strange people now living just next door, but could they truly be a threat?  He went to discover just that.

He found Raven at home, taking a step back in dread at the keenness and intelligence shining in those stony eyes, but he pressed onward, saying grimly, “we need to talk.”

Raven’s brows rose to an astounding apex but he nodded pensively, “come in lad and tell me what this is all about.”

“Is Megan around?” queried he, suddenly eager for a friendly face, even one he considered inconsequential and incompetent.  Raven smiled grimly, his hand suddenly alight, and there she was, blinking in surprise, for a moment ago she had been overseeing a fifth grade spelling test, but upon recognizing her companions, she simply pulled up a chair and looked expectantly at both of them, just as Raven was now doing of their guest.

“I have entered a new and intriguing profession...” began Sullivan, wondering how to explain something even he did not understand.

“Shadow Man,” interjected Raven, “now what do you want?”

“I want to oust Mr. Cool and take over as head of his project,” said he, “can you do it?”

“Easily,” said Raven indifferently, “at least if we must, but I don’t see that assassinating your boss so you can take his place is any concern of ours.”

“I’ll tell you everything,” panted Sullivan desperately, wondering what the fate of traitors was in this grim business, but then musing if they weren’t promoted, considering the vile nature of their service.  Gaining control of himself, he said neutrally, “can he reduce me to an Empty Suit?”

“Certainly,” replied Raven, “he can destroy you as easily as we can.”

“So why don’t you just get it over with?” frowned the flummoxed Shadow Man.

“Because the Enemy would just raise up another to take his or your place,” replied Raven pedantically, as if Sullivan was a very dull student indeed, “we need to interfere in such a way as to make the forces of evil abandon the scheme altogether rather than simply replacing a few key components and forging on.”

“Just like the Agency wanting to mop up the whole gang rather than just taking out a key kingpin here and there,” seconded Megan, earning herself an irate glare from her former partner who should in theory already know that!

Threatened he in desperation, “what if I promise to destroy all those you love or associate with else?”

“We’d merely deal with you,” said Raven nonchalantly, as if not the least intimidated, as if the man posed absolutely no threat to anyone.

The man shuddered but added eagerly as the thought suddenly occurred to him, “but I could do it myself, couldn’t I?”  Raven shrugged, little understanding how such things worked within the fell hierarchy of evil, and the fiend’s smile became cruel indeed, “you and Mr. Cool will both get what’s coming to you!”  With that, he strode out the door, as if assured of inheriting millions that very moment, leaving the pair to exchange a wondering glance before Raven put his companion conveniently back where he had found her, though she now had little thought for examinations of any sort, save of her own philosophical musings.

Mrs. Reverend Pots answered the door in eager delight, though her guests had not wrung the bell with any semblance of the same, being there quite against their will or desire or wishes, but there they were none the less.  “Aunt Pots,” smiled Francesca wanly in greetings as the shuffling old woman opened the door and ushered them cordially into the house, her twin sister Jasmine saying nothing at all as they followed her into the hall and deposited their various small bags and articles, their numerous pieces of far larger luggage still sitting on the porch where the cabbie had left it, waiting for someone to escort it to its more permanent abode.

“It’s so good to see you girls,” smiled Rebecca Pots from the very bottom of her great big heart, “my how you have grown!  It is so good of you to come visit at last!”

“We didn’t really have a choice,” sniffed Jasmine at last, unimpressed by her slatternly aunt and the stuffy parlor in which they found themselves standing, at least that was her impression of both, “mother and her new friend have gone off to Europe to get better acquainted and live a little bit, leaving us to fend for ourselves, and when they get back they’ll want to start their new life together without the bother of anyone else.”

“A new boyfriend?” said Aunt Pots in surprise that her sister was finally dating again after all these years, the divorce having been finalized when the girls were only ten and the woman having no love life of any sort, at least that her older, and certainly judgmental, sister was aware of. 

“Of course not!” sneered Jasmine, “She’s found her soulmate at long last in another woman, you really are behind the times out here!”

“I see,” was all the pastor’s wife could say, not knowing whether the girl’s attitude or her sister’s affair hurt her most at that particular moment, but remembering her duties as hostess, she smiled her sad, but welcoming smile, and asked if they were hungry or wanted some lemonade or if they’d rather go upstairs and settle in.  They ungraciously opted for the latter, and as she showed them their rooms, small, cluttered, and unfashionable as they were to their urbane sensibilities, Jasmine reminded her aunt of the luggage on the porch, and would she very much mind bringing it up when she got the chance?  With a pathetic little smile and mumbled farewell, the door was shut firmly in her face, the woman sighed heavily and went downstairs, wondering what to do about the luggage.

“You look rather wretched Rebecca!” said Aunt Phyllis half an hour later as they sat over tea on the back porch, “And what is all that luggage sitting forlornly by your front door, don’t tell me the Pastor is running away from home?”

Rebecca laughed in spite of herself at the poor attempt at a joke, but girded up her proverbial loins and said rather pathetically, “my nieces have come to stay, girls about the age of Gwen, my sister’s daughters, identical twins used to city living, a better income, and having their own way in everything.”

“And they can’t even haul in their own luggage?” said Aunt Phyllis grimly, “Where are the little minxes, I’ll show them how to treat their elders!”

Poor Mrs. Pots didn’t know what to do, but Phyllis was in earnest, and hastened into the house and up the stairs regardless that it wasn’t her own and despite her arthritis, no one treated the Pastor’s wife like that, no matter how bitterly she might complain herself if the napkins weren’t exactly the right pattern to go with the centerpieces at the Autumn Bazaar!  Too late to stop her guest, but rather curious as to the looming spectacle, the astonished little lady followed wonderingly up the stairs.

With only a pretense of a knock, the phenomenon known as Phyllis glided into the room with all the aplomb of a summer storm, catching both sets of astonished and horrified eyes with her own, saying gruffly, “you just march yourselves downstairs this minute and bring those bags up!  What’s the sense in leaving them outside for the whole neighborhood to stare at or in making your poor little aunt do it for you?”

The girls exchanged a wondering look but were too cowed and overawed to argue, with a squeak of surprise at actually obeying this force of nature guised as an aging matron, they hied themselves down the stairs and out the door before they could stop and think it over.  Phyllis nodded happily to herself and marched down the stairs, meeting the girls at the door, saying grimly, “forget about moving in, girls, you’ll be coming home with me!  It seems you are in dire need of an education in manners and respect and that your poor aunt can hardly be expected to give you, but have no fear, for I am well equipped to do just that!”  Without a word, she pointed to the beige Buick, whose trunk magically opened with the help of one of those key fob thingies, wasn’t technology marvelous!, and the horrified girls began lugging their suitcases in that direction.

“What has happened?” said Rebecca in true wonder, “I was so looking forward to their visit, never having had children of our own, they are the closest thing I have to family.”

“I know,” smiled Phyllis like a lion with a toothache, “I’ll trade boarders with you, Skylar is already trained and respectful but these poor things are raw as can be.”

Smiled Rebecca dryly, “my sister was rather horrified when I married a pastor instead of a rich and successful lawyer like she did.  I never did envy her the match, even with all his money, look where he left her and how their children turned out!”  She turned a truly grateful smile on her friend, tears in her eyes, “thank you, I only hope they’ll learn what you’re trying to teach them.”

“For their sakes, I quite agree,” said Phyllis, as if preparing to scrub a pot whose interior was all a horrid mess of burned on spaghetti.  As the girls went and fetched their final trinkets and accessories, they shared a last, desperate and wide-eyed glance with their actual aunt before being driven off in the aging sedan, still rather astonished at what was happening.  Mrs. Pots could not help but smile in wonder herself, before going out back to clean up the tea things and wondering what Miss Skylar would like for supper!

It wasn’t Skylar’s afternoon to work, so she was rather astonished to see Phyllis returning so soon from tea with the pastor’s wife with a pair of young ladies crammed into the back of her grandma car.  Said she without preamble as she got out of the vehicle, “I’m afraid you’re going to have to move dear, while you’ve been a delightful boarder, this is an emergency!”  She then explained her predicament as the young ladies in question tentatively crept out of the backseat and stared about as if they found themselves on Mars rather than just a few blocks from their previous abode. Skylar smiled her understanding and was about to help with the luggage, but Phyllis shook her head firmly and that was the end of the matter, thinking better of herself, rather she escaped upstairs to pack her own scant belongings.

“We have to share a room?!” said Francesca in horror, while Jasmine just stood halfway up the stairs with a look of utter dismay on her face.

“I suppose it doesn’t even have an ensuite?” stuttered the second sister.

At Phyllis’s confounded look, Skylar grinned brightly and assured, “there’s a nice little bathroom just down the hall.”

Phyllis recovered herself and said bluntly to her newest guests, or prisoners, however the case might be, “you two get your stuff upstairs while I drive Skylar over to your aunt’s house to get settled in.  There’s fresh sheets in the linen closet down the hall just to the left of your room.”

“Fresh sheets?” frowned Francesca as if she had never heard the terminology before.  Skylar and Phyllis exchanged a surprised but not unamused glance as they got into the car, leaving the stymied twins to figure it out for themselves.

“I’m in for it now,” repined Phyllis as she drove back to Rebecca’s house, “but I couldn’t leave those silly girls to their poor aunt’s care, they need a firm hand, and having raised two daughters, I think I can just manage them!  The poor children have never had anyone to teach them what is right, I just hope their hearts aren’t too old to learn!”

“Their hearts?” frowned Skylar pensively.

Phyllis laughed delightedly at her ignorance, saying brightly, “have you never wondered why it is said only children can inherit the Kingdom of God?  It isn’t how old your body is but rather your heart, mind, and soul!  You can be an hundred years old physically but still young and spry and teachable on the inside or you can be a mere babe in arms but so old and cantankerous at heart that you won’t ever learn a thing!”

“That makes a great deal of sense,” agreed Skylar, as the Buick drew to a stop, “and I think your niece and her friends, as well as myself, can be of great service to you and your young guests in the coming days.”

“I’m counting on it,” said Phyllis grimly, “else my own heart might grow elderly indeed!”  They shared a laugh before turning to greet Mrs. Pots as she came out to meet them, her eyes brightly curious to hear how everything had gone and Phyllis was no less eager to tell her.

All of Gwen’s roommates, along with Pastor and Mrs. Pots, and Skylar were all invited over for dinner that night, Aunt Phyllis more than delighted to have an excuse to put the extra leaves in the dining table, something that hadn’t happened to that antique table since her grandmother’s day!  Molly was rather surprised to find the changes wrought in the makeup of the house’s inmates, but things had changed so much and so often of late that she merely blinked, smiled wryly, and went upstairs to change into something that didn’t smell like French fries.

Francesca and Jasmine thought to take refuge in their room all evening, but soon discovered that they couldn’t tolerate one another for more than a few minutes at a time in a confined space with no other distraction save looking out the window or trying to have an actual conversation, a skill neither had ever acquired.  Thus did they grudgingly descend below stairs to meet all and sundry, wondering what they had done to so offends whatever gods there be to suffer such an indignity!  But they were a little encouraged to see several young ladies near their own age, and even better, a rather attractive young man!

They finally sat on opposite ends of the table from one another and allowed their astonishing companions to try and engage them in meaningful dialogue.  They answered mostly in monosyllables, deigning to dine with said bumpkins but refusing to speak therewith more than absolutely necessary, uncouth as they must be, but everyone ignored their ill-manners and flights of superiority and rather did justice to Phyllis’s excellent cooking, though Frankie and Jazz, as they preferred to be called, ate little and were rather astonished at the easy, fun, and relaxed interactions of their companions, as if they actually enjoyed spending time together and even liked one another, rather than it being a chore and a forced contrivance of a forgotten era foisted on each unwilling ensuing generation.

Gwen, who sat next to Frankie, saw the girl’s confusion and dismay, and asked gently and kindly, “I’m sure this is all rather overwhelming and upsetting, what with the sudden upset of your home life and moving to the middle of nowhere, away from everything and everyone you’ve ever known!”  She smiled ruefully, “I’m just such a refugee myself, but don’t worry, it won’t take you long to settle in.”

“I don’t want to settle in,” huffed the imperious girl in reply, “I will not be rusticated!  The only reason we agreed to this egregious affair was the chance to get our foot in the door of the modeling world.  We have it on the best of authority that the future of the industry is at this moment nearing its debut in this forsaken wilderness of a town!”

Gwen blinked at such a reply to her well-intentioned words, but said as neutrally as she could muster, “then you’d better talk to both Skylar and Lucy, they’re both in possession of a spot in the as yet to be launched facility.”

“Competitors!” growled the girl, eyeing the named tablemates professionally, she laughed snidely, “If they’ll take the likes of them, we are assured a slot!”  She then lapsed into snooty silence, staring remorselessly at her peas, leaving the aghast and discouraged Gwen to speak quietly with Raven on her other side.

But he wasn’t willing to let the girl stew in her own snobbery, but intruded bluntly into her silent sulks, “would you like to accompany us to practice tonight, milady?”

“Milady indeed!” laughed Francesca pretentiously, “And what century do you hail from, sir knight?!  If we are going to work out, it won’t be at the Podunk Community Gym, Tanning Salon, and Plumber’s Supply.”

“What else are you going to do this evening?” countered he, not intimidated in the least by her conceit or condescension.

“I suppose you have such a thing as internet in this backwater?” queried she anxiously.

Skylar barked a laugh, “and it isn’t even dial-up!”

“I’m surprised to find that fire isn’t a novel discovery around these here parts,” retorted Frankie with a rather terrible feigned drawl before resuming her study of the slowly wrinkling green balls of vegetative matter on her plate.

“If you aren’t going to practice,” began Aunt Phyllis menacingly, “then you might as well start on the dishes.”

“Dishes?!” squawked the girls together, as if they had been asked to actually make a bed.

“Certainly,” said Phyllis, “it’s sword night and I’m off to the rec center, but as you have nothing better to do, you can help Molly wash up.”

“Perhaps this little venture will prove amusing after all?” proposed Jazz, desperate for anything that would spare her the horror that washing dishes must be; what would all that grease and harsh soap do to her beautiful hands?

“It seems we will be joining you,” sighed Frankie with all the reluctance of a Queen abdicating her throne at the uttermost end of need.

“Then we had best be off,” grinned Raven, standing with everyone but Molly, who leaned back in her chair and smiled, “a nice quiet night at home?  What could be better!  Have fun kids!” finished she with a wink as everyone vacated the house in favor of the rec center.

“I’ve done some Tae Boe and Kickboxing before,” said Jazz to Megan as they went inside, “how difficult could it be?”

“Not all that terrible,” grinned Phyllis joining them, “if they let such an old relic as me give it a try!”  The girls actually exchanged an amused grin with such a horrid old thing as a Great Aunt, Jazz for a moment forgetting she was above her company and actually just enjoying life and all the weird and wonderful variety it daily threw at the pilgrims upon its path.  The next moment a horrified look of realization covered her countenance, but the others pretended not to see as they hastened to their places in line before Megan started warming them up a minute later.

The new girls might have enjoyed themselves or maybe they didn’t, for they would never admit as much, even to themselves, if they really had.  They refused to go out for ice cream later, as did Phyllis, who said she’d best get her guests home as it had been a very long day for everyone.  Skylar too thought she had best get home, but promised to see them all at church on the morrow, especially as she was now staying at the parsonage!  The others didn’t spend too long over their dessert before withdrawing themselves, all wondering at the strangers in their midst and what would come of it all.

The next morning Gwen was at church bright and early, eager to see what Jazz and Frankie would think of the whole ordeal, but was rather disappointed to see Aunt Phyllis and her mother coming in alone.  Said her aunt with a wry, knowing smile, “sorry dear, but they just wouldn’t budge on the issue and I didn’t feel like it was something I should strongarm them on, as they wouldn’t get anything out of it if I did.  I did give them a list of chores I hope they accomplish before I get home, but I’m not going to force them to come to church, even if their aunt is the Pastor’s wife.”

Mrs. Pots came in at that very moment and asked after her nieces, walking off with Aunt Phyllis as their discussion began in earnest, leaving Gwen to find someone else to interrogate or annoy.  By now she knew quite a few of the regulars so it was not difficult to find someone to exchange little bits of this and that with until the service began.  Aunt Phyllis found her afterwards and asked, “you’re coming over for dinner I hope?”  Gwen could only smile, her eyes asking ‘what else would we do?’ even if she said not a word.

They found the house about as they had left it the previous evening, save there was no sign of the new residents when they arrived en masse.  “That’s strange,” said Phyllis, shuffling up the drive in hasty concern, but Gwen rushed ahead to spare her the nuisance of the stairs.

Called she from her former bedroom, “all their things are gone too!”

“Where do you suppose they went?” said Phyllis in concern, “Those poor, wretched girls all alone!”

“I’d guess they made good on their hopes of getting into the modeling business,” replied Raven gravely, eyeing Tristan questioningly, the boy added, “the crew has just finished up two of the upstairs bedrooms, I’m sure if they were desperate they could certainly move someone in.”

“They were certainly desperate,” sighed Phyllis grimly, “but someone had best go make sure?”

Tristan volunteered, as the Empty Suits would let him pass, even if it wasn’t an official work day, unless someone had thought to order them not to.  He dashed off as the rest either sat around the table discussing the matter or went into the kitchen to help Phyllis get lunch on the table, discussing the same but in a more productive manner, at least physically speaking.  The boy didn’t want to be seen by any of the federal agents he knew might be lurking about, so he went unseen but not unveiled, not wishing to draw the eyes of the evil horror that infested the old building, worse than mold in the walls.

He trotted past the Empty Suits, whether they could see him or not little mattered, for they let him pass either way, and headed up the stairs and down to the end of the hall, where the first two bedrooms had been thoroughly updated, needing only a final coat of paint and a few finishing touches to make them completely chic, but despair made women do desperate things, and there they were, the twins each happily settling into her own particular chamber.  Tristan saw just enough to satisfy even Phyllis’s curiosity before suddenly vanishing in truth, back to the waiting company, to whom he broke the unsurprising news.

“How long until the rest of the building is ready for use?” asked Gwen of her ersatz spouse, as he chewed a piece of ham.

“A couple weeks,” replied he, adding with a frown, “then I suppose the rest of you can move in!”

“What?!” asked Phyllis in concern, “Who else of our acquaintance would be that silly?”

“Not silly aunt,” assured Gwen, no one saying yea or nay to her indignant question, “but rather hoping to get to the bottom of the matter and protect those who can’t protect themselves.”

“An excellent notion,” cautioned she, “but you should probably leave it to the professionals.”

“We tried,” sighed Megan, “but the Feds are on the side of the hotel and the town council!”

“That’s why I’m an official protester,” agreed Phyllis with just a smidge of civic pride, then glancing at her watch and her niece, she said in horror, “gracious!  I’m late for my shift, you don’t mind washing up again, do you Molly?”

“Of course not,” laughed Gwen’s mom, “have a good afternoon of exercising your civic duty!”

“I will at that!” grinned she, putting on her florid hat and rushing from the room, all sharing a joyous laugh as she went, Raven quipping to Gwen, “I just adore your aunt, my dear, truly I do!”  At which they all shared a mutual smile of appreciation thereof.

It was getting dark, and Phyllis was beginning to yawn, though she did her best to ward off the unladylike inclination, but soon her replacement would be there and then she could go home to a simple supper and then to bed.  She wondered idly what those poor girls were doing for supper and why they had made such a silly choice, but her musings were cut short as she glimpsed Megan’s estranged husband standing directly before her with a gun in his hands and a strangely manic look in his dead eyes.

“Auntie-kins!” taunted he, raising the gun and pointing it at the astonished matron, pulling the trigger before she could give him a well-deserved earful.  The bang echoed down the vacant street, his agents had made sure of that, before he sauntered off, whistling tunelessly, envisioning what those over-pious ghosts would think of this!  Maybe they would finally start taking him seriously.

“Phyllis?!” came the concerned voice again, as she felt herself shaken by a firm hand.  She bolted upright and blushed furiously, had she truly fallen asleep at her post?  Margaret grinned wryly at her but said nothing, as she seated herself on the bench as Phyllis abandoned it, both staring at the dark stains adorning Phyllis’s usually impeccable blouse and pants and pooling on the bench beneath her.  Laughed Marge lightly, “you must have spilled your coffee when you dozed off!  Go home and get some rest, leave the nightshift to me!”

“Yes,” said Phyllis grimly, but it wasn’t over the supposed coffee stain, for she hadn’t brought anything but a bottle of water with her, that and her ginormous purse.  Then she remembered the man with the gun.  At least it was dark and impossible to see if it was blood or coffee, the nearest streetlight on the corner nearly a block away.  Maybe she should go to the emergency room?  She certainly didn’t feel wounded, in fact she couldn’t ever remember feeling better, even in her nearly forgotten youth!  More puzzled than ever, she began to walk home, hoping Molly wasn’t up to ask uncomfortable questions to which she could give but poor answer.  Who could she talk to about this?  Should she?  At least it was an adventure!

––––––––
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AUNT PHYLLIS RETURNED home, the porch light was on but the living room light was off meaning Molly had gone to bed, only the night light in the hall was there to greet her, that and Gwen’s cat.  She was about to sneak off to her bedroom to change out of the bloody blouse but a strange noise near the back of the house froze her in her steps.  Not knowing from whence sprang her courage, she crept down the hall, sword in hand, not even freezing to stare at the strange weapon and its sudden appearance in her grasp, as if it was as natural a part of her as her purse.  She acted purely by instinct, leaping upon the intruder as if she had been tackling housebreakers from her youth.  He managed to hold her off for a few moments, but either her three sword classes had paid off exponentially or there was something really weird going on here.

It was that same villainous husband of Megan’s, she must have a word with that girl on her taste in men, that was somehow exchanging sword blows with his victim of earlier in the evening!  But at last she got the better of him and stabbed him through the heart, dropping the weapon in horror as both he and the sword fell to the ground with an ominous thud.  And there was Molly in her bathrobe blinking in wonder on the stairs, at her aunt having bested an intruder with a sword!  This was certainly a strange dream!  Phyllis could only grin wryly and wonder what to do next, perhaps all this protesting and sword lessons weren’t such a good thing after all?

But as she stood there pondering what to do, as much as her niece stood on the stairs doing just that about the whole baffling spectacle, Mr. Hall got shakily to his feet and walked out the backdoor of his own volition without a word or even a look at any of them, leaving the ladies to exchange first a puzzled glance and then a laugh at the pure preposterousness of it all.

“I suppose one of us had better go tell Megan her husband is a homicidal maniac?” mused Molly aloud.

“We can just call her,” said aunt Phyllis, practical as ever, “but how are we to get all this blood out of the carpet, to say nothing of this blouse?”

“Just what have you been doing tonight, auntie?” smiled that impetuous niece merrily.

“I wish I knew dear, truly I do!” sighed Aunt Phyllis in wonder but no little curiosity and delight in her tone.  They exchanged a mischievous smile and immediately set to work setting everything in order, the less their family and friends knew of the matter, the better.  They never even thought to involve the police, as the fellow was a housebreaker and had walked out of his own accord, and as nobody was grievously injured, save the poor blouse, but as Molly privately thought, it was truly a happy chance that put the ridiculous thing out of its misery.

As they moved a chintzy little chest of drawers to cover up whatever stains they couldn’t get out of the carpet, Aunt Phyllis said to everyone’s surprise, most particularly her own, “what do you think of Gwen’s idea of going undercover at that dreadful hotel to discover what is really going on?”

Molly could not help but laugh, “if you were fifty years younger, I would say go for it, but unless they need a cleaning lady, I’m afraid you just won’t do!”

“Perhaps,” said said Aunt grimly, “but I still feel like I ought to do something of the sort.  Thanks for the help, and not a word to anyone?  I’ll talk to Megan about her husband’s violent tendencies, but otherwise I’d like to keep this quiet.”

“Agreed,” nodded Molly, “but hadn’t we both best get to bed?”  

And like the sensible ladies they were, they immediately took their own advice, or at least Aunt Phyllis tried, she went to her room and shut the door, but just didn’t feel like sleeping, but she couldn’t get Molly’s teasing suggestion out of her head.  Fifty years younger?  Why not!  Feeling rather foolish, but enjoying every moment, as if she really was a little girl looking in a magic mirror, she wished herself fifty years younger, and there looking back at her was the girl she had been half a century prior!  She looked at herself, not just her reflection, just to make sure and smiled to see it truly was real and it wasn’t just a trick of the mirror.  That was a neat trick, what else could she do?

She converted her features back to dowdy old Aunt Phyllis and then wondered if it was really possible to become invisible, and with a thought, she did!  This was all really quite intriguing, certainly strange, but also a lot of fun, even if she couldn’t admit as much to anyone who knew her as the staid and matronly Aunt Phyllis.  She reappeared and switched back to the girl she once had been, a much more appropriate guise for such a thoroughly delightful venture, too bad she had to go to work tomorrow, in the stories she could simply be in two places at once, but why couldn’t she?  With this intriguing thought, she tried just that, much relishing her success!  Now she could be the Aunt everyone assumed her to be and also the ultimate secret agent!  Good thing she had a romantic streak and a sense of humor, else this whole intriguing night would have proved inevitably fatal to a more proper Aunt!

She went to work like the good little aunt she was, but as she sat typing at her desk, in between phone calls, she also vanished downtown, discovering it to be a little after ten as she strolled by the nearly renovated hotel, the very picture of the girl she was half a century prior, pausing to gaze curiously at the improvements so far.  At that moment Gwen’s father came striding up, returning from some errand or other, and stopped as their eyes met, rushing forward with his smarmy smile and introducing himself and ushering her into his office, where the interview proceeded to the satisfaction of both, the Shadow Man saying in farewell, “we’ll see you next week then, my dear, I look forward to it.”

“As do I,” agreed she sweetly, trying to keep the predacious smile off her face but he smiled the more at what he took for a hunger for power gleaming in her young and beautiful eyes.

Phyllis returned to her day job the moment she had left, trying valiantly to keep her mind focused on her work rather than on her more interesting adventures, her thoughts turning suddenly to Megan and how best to break the horrible news to the poor dear, but then she was a spy, no doubt she could handle this sort of thing!  She went back to her duties, trying to remember how a proper aunt and secretary should behave, succeeding only out of long habit and because no one else would ever believe her capable of being anything but.
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