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Professor Raven stood before the second
semester of the Introduction to Biology class and introduced
himself, “I’ll be your instructor for the second half of this
course, as your previous instructor has…”

He was interrupted in his monologue by a
vociferous young lady in the second row, who burst out eagerly,
“you mean he disappeared! No one knows what happened, he just
vanished, poof!”

“That is the rumor,” agreed Raven dryly, “but
we are not going to worry about that at the moment, rather our
focus shall be on the biological sciences, however less interesting
you may find the topic, it is the requisite subject of the course.
And to start out, I’d like to challenge your suppositions and
assumptions regarding just that. First off, what is science?” He
smiled archly as the stymied students exchanged panicked looks, not
knowing quite what to make of this fellow who was determined to
take them back to the very basics at the start of the second
semester, when they were halfway to being experts in the
subject.

Their dismay passed swiftly as curiosity
roused in their young minds, each wondering where this rabbit trail
would take them, happy for anything to get them out of cellular
metabolism, the topic of the day, at least according to the
syllabus. A variety of answers met his query, some spot on, others
making him wonder if these kids had actually attended the first
semester of the class! After a dozen answers, he gave his own
definition: “science is a tool to measure and describe the physical
reality around us. It is neither good nor evil, right nor wrong, it
cannot either prove or disprove anything, it can only give us
working guidelines, as it were, to describe natural phenomenon
around us. It can certainly be misapplied, misinterpreted, or
mistakes can be made that lead to faulty conclusions, but that is
another matter entirely, based upon the fallible humans conducting
the research or using the results.”

Asked he of the gathered students, “what can
science measure, what is its proper sphere?” Again he was met by an
eager chorus of answers right, wrong, or completely off the wall,
before he continued, “it measures and describes natural phenomena,
things that are currently happening or have left measurable
evidence of having had happened. It must not stray into the realm
of conjecture, morality, supposition, prophecy, might-have-beens,
or could-bes, that is the realm of philosophy, religion, and
metaphysics. We can merely observe and hypothesize on the meaning
of things, not use that data to propose what must have been or what
might be or what should be. We can merely propose a question and
seek data to either support or annul that proposition, we cannot
take selected data and use it to support a certain desired opinion
or idea, for that is not science but rather politics.”

The young lady who was so interested in his
predecessor’s vanishment suddenly spoke up with a troubled frown,
“but that isn’t how science is defined or used in the world at
large,” protested she.

Raven smiled grimly, “when you give someone a
tool, it is up to that person to use it correctly. Just because a
man cuts off his fingers because he was using a saw improperly does
not invalidate the usefulness or reality of saws in general, it
only proves the man was a fool for thinking he could use something
in a way it was never designed to be used. I want each of you to
take that idea to heart and if you learn nothing else in this
course, I will still have succeeded in my quest.”

“Does this mean we don’t have to do our
homework or study for tests?” grinned the young lady impishly, but
his own arch smile was not comforting in the least.

 


Phyllis sat in the kitchen, her head in a
cookbook, wondering what to feed her ravenous young boarders that
evening, the house happily quiet and peaceful while the young horde
was at class for the afternoon. It was a vast house, once having
housed a large family and the requisite servants, but in recent
years having been the habitation solely of a spritely old lady, who
upon deciding to fulfill a lifelong dream and enjoy the beach while
she could, had hied herself to a coastal villa, leaving her
husband’s sister, no spring chicken herself but certainly a tidy
housekeeper and of a more landlocked mentality, to make what she
could of the vast structure, located conveniently across the street
from a small liberal arts college, itself nestled in a small but
bustling community in southern Minnesota.

The aging matron opened wide her doors to the
students and employees of the college, immediately filling every
available room, all of whom strangely, or not so strangely, had
some connection with her previous adventure. There was a pastoral
couple that wanted to start a student ministry on campus, there
were several students, a man employed by campus security, and a new
professor now calling her house home. She already had the freezer
well stocked with ice cream, but was currently at a loss as to what
to serve the small army for regular meals; she grinned wryly to
herself, thinking that at least she couldn’t accidentally kill
anyone with food poisoning, well maybe the elves, but considering
the strength of their coffee, apparently the entire race must have
iron plated stomachs and would take some killing, at least from a
gastronomical perspective!

 


“How did it go?” asked Professor Sloane, a
far more senior professor with much coveted tenure at Swansbrook
College, adding in wistful remembrance, “The first class is always
a little nerve-wracking!”

“I think it went rather well,” grinned Raven
brightly, “I’m well used to wrangling precocious youngsters, even
if this was technically my first teaching assignment.”

“I heard your topic of the day was a little
unusual?” persisted the Head of the Biology Department, for which
the college was renowned, not liking to risk its reputation on an
untried neophyte but having little choice, “You aren’t some sort of
pariah or heretic are you?”

“Certainly not,” laughed Raven lightly,
putting his companion slightly at ease, “I just want these kids to
know what science is and isn’t, what it can do and what it can’t,
the way it is bandied about in the media and the culture and on the
internet is enough to make my skin crawl!”

“I understand your perspective,” agreed his
companion pensively, “but is it our job to teach these kids things
like discernment and reasoning, how to think, how to evaluate and
use information?”

“Who else will?” countered Raven, “It seems
to me most people are more interested in telling them what to think
rather than how.”

“Dangerous words,” said Sloane in dismay.

“An education, a good education,” amended
Raven, “is a very dangerous thing, at least to ignorance and
intolerance and myopia, but a bad education is the most dangerous
thing of all.”

“You’re here to teach them basic biology,”
growled Sloane, “and nothing more nor less, am I understood?”

“Perfectly,” grinned Raven, “but is not the
basic definition of science itself part of the basics of
biology?”

“I guess it is at that,” sighed the
department head reluctantly, but added tersely, “just make sure you
stick to the basics!”

“Certainly,” said Raven with that smile that
never reassured anyone in the least!

 


“What do you think?” asked the bland looking
fellow of Sloane, later that evening as he sat at a table in the
local pub reviewing his notes for the morrow. The newcomer seated
himself without asking leave, waved off the hovering waitress, and
continued, “is this new guy someone we can use?”

“I don’t know yet,” mused Sloane, “he’s
certainly an oddball and a free spirit, but whether that is a good
or bad thing, I have yet to determine.”

“I’ll keep an eye on the fellow, then,”
nodded the other, standing to leave, “he’s promising at least.” He
left as suddenly as he had come, leaving Sloane to shudder in
relief at his going and to frown at his reaction thereto.

 


“So what are you going to major in?” asked
Gwen of Jazz as they sat over Aunt Phyllis’s renowned lasagna,
certainly better than any cafeteria fare, though Frankie was
distressed there wasn’t a vegetarian option.

“You really do have a way of ruining a
perfectly good day,” sniffed Jasmine in disdain, “why worry about
the future when we are only just begun?”

Frankie laughed in derision, joining in her
sister’s contempt, “why don’t you science nerds just leave the
popular girls alone, freak?”

“What’s wrong with her question?” queried
Ralph, little understanding the social dynamics of young human
females, a discipline nobody really comprehended, most especially
those in said demographic!

“Nothing, per se,” said Jasmine, fluttering
her eyelashes in what she hoped was a becoming manner, having
something of a crush on the hunky boy, though really an elf old
enough to be her grandfather, great to the fiftieth power, though
unable to See just that, she took him for just another boy come to
Swansbrook to study, or party, however the case may be!

Added Frankie, certainly jealous of her
sister’s infatuation, especially as her own particular male
acquaintance from a certain peculiar evening was nowhere to be
found, “she’s just being nosy and we don’t appreciate it.”

“I was only trying to make conversation,”
corrected Gwen with an impish smile she shared with the equally
grinning elf.

“I thought you were married,” snapped Jazz,
her eyes flashing fiercely in resentment at the exchange.

“I am,” hesitated Gwen for a moment, having
forgotten that particular detail once again, at which Ralph could
only chuckle the more, increasing Jasmine’s ire therewith.

“So where is your little hubbie-kins?” smiled
Frankie maliciously, “I’m sure he wouldn’t like you making eyes at
other guys while he’s out!”

“He’s the TA for the new Biology Professor,”
shrugged Gwen, sharing another of those irksome, knowing smiles
with friend elf, “I’m not sure what he’s up to at the moment,
probably correcting papers or something equally as thrilling.”

“Science geeks one and all!” sighed Frankie,
“I can’t wait to get out of here and into one of the
sororities.”

“They don’t take freshmen,” sighed Jazz, as
if about to be burned at the stake, brightening as she added, “but
there’s always next year!”

“And you’d be a goose to even consider the
idea,” added Phyllis, setting a green salad on the table, eyeing
Francesca keenly, “here’s a little something for you dear, I hope
it will suffice?”

“This is iceberg lettuce,” said Frankie in
horror, “do you have any idea how little nutrition there is in this
stuff? Where are the mixed greens, the other veggies?”

“Don’t forget the dressing,” said Phyllis
with a menacing but kindly smile, offering the poor sufferer a full
fat bottle of ranch, “as for the other veggies, don’t worry, there
are sliced carrots in the Jell-o.”

“That’s certainly one ethnic food I have yet
to appreciate or understand!” laughed Skylar as Phyllis exited the
room.

“I’m not sure anyone outside the aging
demographic of the Midwest would, if anyone does,” agreed Ralph,
knowing as little about the peculiarities of midwestern cuisine as
he did about young female co-eds.

“At least on that we can agree,” said Jazz
with a slight smile, which deepened at her sister’s continuing
horror at this ever unfolding gastronomical travesty.

Said Gwen by way of making peace with
Frankie, “I’m sure you can run over to the grocery store and get a
few items for your own personal use.”

“Not a bad idea,” grimaced the girl, unable
to take her dismayed gaze from the hopeless bowl of greenery even
so, at which they all laughed, even the afflicted vegetarian.

“Where’s Megan this evening?” asked Lucy.

“Probably with the Potses getting ready for
their first big night,” replied Gwen, helping herself to the much
maligned salad, “How about Chalk?”

“He’s gotten a job as campus security,”
replied Ralph, taking a second helping of lasagna, at least this
example of midwestern cookery was well worthy of approbation, “and
that likely means the night shift as the new guy in town.”

“It seems like we are settling in rather
well,” grinned Gwen around a mouthful of garlic bread, groaning as
Phyllis brought in a fresh peach cobbler after everyone but Frankie
had heavily partaken of her already hearty fare.

Smiled Skylar at Frankie, “at least you’ll
have room for dessert!”

The girl grinned in spite of herself, “there
is that at least!” Everyone joined in the communal mirth, even if
Phyllis couldn’t exactly see what the joke was, her great heart
could not do otherwise.

 


Raven and Tristan sat in the ersatz
Professor’s office, going over his notes for the morrow, the boy
busy with his own special project. Both looked up suddenly, their
keen ears catching the slight sound of nearly silent footfalls in
the distant corridor, a full minute before their visitor revealed
himself. “Might I have a word, Professor?” asked the seemingly
colorless man of Raven.

“Certainly,” agreed he, standing and
motioning for Tristan to continue his project while he walked off
with the intriguing fellow, totally lacking in color in both
wardrobe, personality, and demeanor. “What can I do for you?”
queried he as they went outside to pace the campus walkways amidst
the splendors of another dying day.

“I’ve been talking to Sloane,” began the drab
voice, “he seems to think you some sort of maverick, but I must say
I’m intrigued by a man who can think outside the box.”

“Am I that sort of man?” retorted Raven.

“That is yet to be seen, but even the promise
of such is rare,” replied the other calmly, “there are a few of us
working on a little side project and perhaps you might be
interested?”

“I’d be delighted,” agreed Raven, proffering
his hand though the other declined to accept it, saying rather in
parting, “we’ll see what sort of man you are and then make a formal
offer.” He strode off into the twilight, leaving Raven to wonder
what the fellow was up to and if it had anything to do with their
mission here, smiling grimly to himself, he returned to his office
but his mind wouldn’t focus on the work before them, neither would
he indulge Tristan’s curious smile, forcing the boy to continue his
own work even if his mentor couldn’t attend to his own.

 


“The Campus Activity Fair is only in the
fall,” sighed Megan, as she sat with Albert and Rebecca Pots in the
college coffee shop, vaguely wishing for something even remotely
elvish, as they discussed their plans for a college ministry.

“And the Student Association doesn’t look
kindly on promoting any activity not sanctioned by itself,” added
Rebecca, “or run by outsiders.”

“I guess that means a couple of us ‘students’
will have to run the thing and keep the pair of you on as
advisors?” mused Megan, well used to the hurdles, dead ends, and
senseless rules common to any and all bureaucracies, student
associations included.

“That’s the brunt of it,” agreed Albert with
a nod, “but we’ll be right here to back you up all the way.”

“This will certainly be an ironic cover story
for an FIA agent,” laughed Megan, “but I’ll do what I must!”

 


Jeremy Chalk walked the campus sidewalks that
evening on his first patrol as part of Campus Security, smiling
broadly at the irony therein, a highly trained agent for the
Federal Investigation Agency as he was, but he had endured stranger
cover stories and it was rather convenient for their hopes of
discovering just what malicious doings were going on around campus,
so much so that the FIA was intent on investigating the matter. He
saw Raven and a rather drab stranger in the distance, he halted and
watched the pair for a moment, but they merely exchanged a few
words before parting company. Jeremy decided to follow the bland
stranger, wondering what business he had on campus, especially at
that odd hour, and vaguely wondering whether Phyllis would save him
any of her lasagna. He smiled at his distraction as he neared the
fellow, but not wanting to be seen, he crouched into the nearby
shrubs and vanished entirely from sight, stalking his prey as
soundlessly as a sunbeam.

The fellow looked neither right nor left, up
nor down, but strode away as if he was the President of the place
and had every right to be where he was and do as best it pleased
him. He was intrigued by the new Professor and was hopeful he
wasn’t just an overrated eccentric; there was a fire in the man he
could use, if only his thoughts aligned with those required by the
Project. He hissed in surprise, somehow sensing an unwanted
presence, before dissolving utterly into mist and evaporating from
the scene, leaving Chalk to gape, unseen himself. His smile grew
predatory as he anticipated discussing the matter later that night
with Raven over a cup of elf coffee and some of Phyllis’s famed
cobbler. He silently dashed to the other side of campus, appearing
suddenly amidst a clump of coniferous trees, before resuming his
patrol activities in a more usual manner.

 


Frankie and Jasmine were long abed, even
Ralph and Lucy had retired in dismay before the whole company could
assemble in the old fashioned front parlor and discuss their day,
Phyllis hurriedly heating up leftovers for the latecomers while
Megan happily brought out some real elvish coffee. “Ralph finally
had to go to bed,” grinned Gwen as Raven and Tristan took their
cups and their seats.

“Elves are still mortal folk,” grinned Raven,
happily eyeing his cup, “and still need sleep to function, whereas
college students and Lightwalkers do not.” At this he eyed his
comrades expectantly for their reports and ended with his own. He
smiled eagerly as Jeremy told of his encounter with the ghostly
man, or whatever it was. “A Wraith,” nodded Raven eagerly, “which
means we must be on the scent at least.” At his companions’ curious
looks, Tristan looking nearly desperate, he laughed but put them
out of their misery, at least in this one instance, saying
seriously, “they are akin to Shadow Men, in that they are mortal
men that exchange their mortality for power, but in doing so they
become hopeless slaves of their fell masters, unable to be injured
by mortal men but quite vulnerable to us. Shadow Men at least
maintain a physical body until they are reduced to Empty Suits and
Bogeys while Wraiths only have the appearance of such, being little
more than the ghostly image of a man, hence their colorless and
drab appearance and personas. I suspected as much but it is nice to
have confirmation.”

“What sort of people is he looking for?”
queried Gwen.

“Probably the curious or ambitious who don’t
have any moral qualms about dabbling in the supernatural,” replied
Raven pensively, adding with a laugh, “at least the right sort of
supernatural.” They all shared a good laugh at being corporately of
the wrong sort, before drifting off to bed, if only to maintain
appearances, for the sun was beginning to make her daily debut and
it wouldn’t do to be found out of bed, most especially Aunt
Phyllis!

 


Yolanda walked to her biology class that
morning in a fog, vaguely wondering what this new professor would
be like, as he was unlike any other professor she had ever
encountered in her vast collegial experience encompassing a whole
semester thus far. She had really hoped he would tell them more
about the vanishment of their previous instructor but rather he
opened up a whole different can of worms instead. Maybe today would
be different, maybe he’d just settle down to cell anatomy and
functioning like he was supposed to and leave all the more
philosophic stuff in its grave where it undoubtedly belonged. Who
needed to review, discuss, or understand the tenets of long dead
men in the age of the internet? Who needed wisdom or reason when
one had boundless information and a search engine?

But it wasn’t a total loss, the man was
rather cute, or at least intriguing, especially with that barest
hint of a Scottish accent in his voice when he was really
passionate about something. That was what drew her fancy more than
anything: the man actually cared about something, not just
information for information’s sake. Maybe this wouldn’t be such a
bad course after all!

She seated herself in her accustomed seat in
the second row, eyeing the two girls on either side of her, both
new students that semester, and neither taking a far safer and much
more coveted seat near the back, which meant they must be serious.
It was a few minutes before anyone else was likely to show up, and
as she had nothing much else to do, and was hopelessly curious and
gregarious by nature, she introduced herself and asked after
themselves. “You’re pre-vet too?” grinned she, “I’m glad I’m not
the only one! What do you think about the pre-reqs?”

Gwen grimaced, “I’m not looking forward to
the chemistry, personally.”

“Basic chem is fine,” smiled Skylar at her
friend’s consternation, as if she was really a student
contemplating her difficult academic future, “it’s the organic that
gives me nightmares!”

“We’ll get through it,” smiled Yolanda
eagerly, “and we’ll do it together!”

“Why don’t you come over to Aunt Phyllis’s
tonight for supper?” asked Gwen, “It’s just across the street and
she’s a world famous cook, at least in her little corner of the
state.”

“Anything is better than the cafeteria!”
agreed Yolanda cheerily, but asked askance, “Is she really your
aunt?”

“Worse,” laughed Gwen, “she’s my Great
Aunt!”

“And I thought my RA was bad,” smirked
Yolanda, but their chatter ceased as Raven walked into the room,
followed by Tristan lugging a box containing some mysterious
treasure, whispered she, “what do you think of our Prof?” The
girls’ amused smiles told more than words ever could, which was
just as well, for Raven had begun the day’s lecture and there
wasn’t time or attention left for aught else.

Said he, “I have a little assignment for
you,” at their communal groans, Raven added with a smile, “don’t
worry, it won’t tax your brains or your time too much, Tristan here
will pass out a little box to each of you, your job is to spend at
least five minutes every day shaking it, at the end of the
semester, we’ll open them up and see what’s inside.” They all
exchanged a flummoxed look but accepted their box before passing
the rest down the row.

“It sounds like Legos,” said Yolanda to her
companions, shaking the box and holding it close to her ear like a
kid with a Christmas present, and adding with a frown, “what on
earth is he up to?”

“It could well be anything,” sighed Gwen in a
longsuffering sort of way, but as the last boxes were distributed,
they again grew silent as Raven continued.

“Now for your other semester long
assignment,” grinned he, almost villainously, “you each will be
responsible for writing a term paper.” This time the groan was loud
enough that it rattled the white board at the front of the room,
but he ignored it, save to grin the more, adding, “I want each of
you to choose something, anything, be it a computer, a feather, a
creature, a molecule, a galaxy, a Buick, a souffle, a disease, a
painting, whatever entity or object you choose, and I’d like you to
study its origin and evolution, from its earliest beginnings to its
current incarnation, take your chosen object and describe every
minute step in its evolution from its humble beginnings to its
current form. Note as many of the complexities and details as you
can, cite as many sources as you like, especially outline each step
in the evolutionary process noting particularly the usefulness and
advantages each superior form has to the previous stages.” They
stared at him blankly, what was this?

Changing the subject entirely, he pressed on,
seemingly oblivious to their mass consternation, “what should we
do, as budding scientists, about things we can’t yet understand,
detect, or measure? If science can’t measure something, does that
mean it doesn’t exist?”

Yolanda raised her hand, “are you asking if
science can prove that unicorns or dragons don’t exist?”

“Something like that,” grinned he as ever his
TA might, “but not quite, did we not just determine yesterday that
science doesn’t ever prove or disprove anything, save a hypothesis?
Let’s look back into history for an answer, what did people make of
germ theory, gravity, a heliocentric solar system, atoms, the cell,
genetics, before any of it was described scientifically? What of
ultraviolet light, radiation, radio waves, electrons, things we
can’t see, feel, or touch but can now measure?”

“What are you asking?” demanded Yolanda in
dire curiosity.

“If science can’t currently measure or
describe it, does that mean it doesn’t or can’t exist?” queried he.
He plopped the huge textbook required for the class on the podium
and asked, “if it isn’t in that book does that mean it isn’t
real?”

Whispered Yolanda in dread, “what are you
saying?”

Raven shrugged, “simply that there is more to
our reality than we can yet understand or describe! What would an
ancient Greek think of the internet or Confucius of a plane?” What
would we think, could we jump ahead in time a hundred years or a
thousand, assuming humanity continues to progress in its
discoveries, about the technology and scientific claims of the
future?” He patted the book and said, “that is a lot of
information, but it is ridiculous to think it is even a thousandth
of a percent of what we have yet to learn.” He smiled eagerly at
them, “now go shake your boxes and start thinking about a topic for
your paper.” The class didn’t immediately flee, as was usually
their wont, but rather they sat exchanging stymied looks with their
neighbors, wondering what it was all about, none noticing the
rather drab looking student sitting by himself far to the back in a
shadowy recess.

Finally the other students filtered out,
abandoning the room to the next class that was already impatiently
waiting in the corridor for their own looming lecture, the
mysteriously drab personage was the last to leave, ghosting
silently after the exiting Professor and his ebulliently chattering
TA. As if sensing the strange presence, Raven stopped to look at
their trailing shadow, and recognizing it as his companion from the
previous evening, he sent Tristan off on some little errand and
waited for the Wraith to accost him. Without a word, they headed
for the courtyard off the science building, empty at this hour
while most students were in class if not still abed, to say nothing
of the season!

“You continue to intrigue me,” said that drab
personage to Raven as they paced the enclosed pathways amid the
snow-covered beds of native wildflowers and modern statuary, but
added he in a dangerous undertone, “yet your ideas might stem from
something truly dangerous?”

“Only ignorance is dangerous,” said Raven
gravely, “that and the presumption of wisdom when one has only a
vast amount of information but no idea how to apply it.”

“What are you after?” demanded the Wraith,
stopping abruptly and forcing his companion to do likewise.

“The Truth,” replied Raven just as
bluntly.

“What is Truth?” scoffed the other.

“What every man spends his life searching
for,” mused Raven wistfully, “at least if he’s honest with
himself.”

“And your little spiel today?” replied the
other.

“Just encouragement for the students to do
just that,” smiled Raven grimly, “they’ve spent their whole lives
inside a culturally defined box and I’m slowly starting to erase
the pencil lines composing the edges of that ridiculous
square.”

“This isn’t a jumping off point for deism,
creative design, or any of that sort of stuff, is it?” growled the
Wraith.

“Not at all,” replied Raven genially, “but
neither should we ignore the fact that the Gospel of Science is
hardly scientific. That’s all I am trying to accomplish: to
encourage these kids to think outside the stuffy little box in
which they’ve been raised. Not to preach any particular Gospel, be
it Biblical or Darwinian, but rather to get the students to
question, to wonder, to rethink what they’ve been told is the final
and absolute Truth in any given discipline or worldview.”

“Perhaps there is hope for you yet,” smiled
the thing wanly, its best approximation of the actual expression,
“for so too do we hope to instill in our participants and adherents
a healthy thirst for the uncanny, the supernatural, and the
seemingly impossible; to think outside the box of their current,
limited reality.” With a last, vague smile, he strode off into the
Science Building, leaving Raven to muse upon what exactly the thing
was hinting at, not liking the resulting ideas in the least, but
knowing anyone who got involved with the thing and the grim reality
of the Project, whatever it be, would like the experience even
less.
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“We’re having a cookout,” said Phyllis
brightly as the three girls came into the kitchen after their
classes for the day, eyeing the stranger hopefully, the aunt added,
“the more the merrier!”

“In the middle of a Minnesota winter?” said
Yolanda in wonder.

“A cookout in the kitchen,” smiled Phyllis by
way of reply, “I thought brats were always in season?”

“Maybe in Wisconsin,” replied Yolanda in
confusion, wondering if Great Aunt Phyllis ought to be resigned to
the old folks’ home with all the other relics of a past age.

“Close enough,” laughed she, turning her
attention back towards the stove, “I even bought some of those
veggie dog things for Francesca.”

“They look like something out of the
dissection lab,” grimaced Skylar at the plate of greenish greyish
brown vegetative cylinders, “why not just eat real veggies instead
of torturing plant material into an unearthly and inedible form
just so you can feel like you’re eating overly processed meat
byproducts?”

“That’s certainly a question for the ages,
dear,” grinned Phyllis, “but I’m afraid it’s not one I can answer,
maybe no one can.”

“At least I have a subject for my paper,”
grinned Gwen, “the Evolution of the Veggie Dog!”

“Sounds utterly fascinating,” grinned Skylar
wryly, “and I’d love a copy to read the next time I can’t sleep!”
The girls shared a laugh as they ambled out of the kitchen, Yolanda
eager for a tour of the old and gigantic house, much speculated
about on campus but hardly anything was truly known.

“So your aunt’s no millionaire?” said she
after the tour, obviously a little disappointed.

Gwen grinned, “and I’m no heiress!”

Said Skylar, “it’s simply an old house passed
down from previous generations with no fortune to go with it or
even to contribute to the upkeep.”

“Which is why your aunt is hosting boarders,”
nodded Yolanda sagely, adding with a grin, “is it at least
haunted?”

“Perhaps it is,” grinned Gwen as Raven had
taught her, thinking most of the occupants were in the postmortem
state, though none had the decency to remain so for very long.

“Whatever it is,” laughed Yolanda, “it sure
beats the dorms!” But turning the subject, as they plopped down in
one of the smaller parlors at the back of the house, she continued,
“what did you think of Biology today?”

“You don’t have a thing for the Professor, do
you?” smiled Gwen, at the girl’s slight blush she feared she might
have hit the nail on the head, but maybe it was just the Scottish
accent, that did weird things to a girlish heart, no matter her
age!

“Raven is quite an intriguing character,”
smiled Skylar, ignoring the antics of both her companions, “and he
loves nothing better than baffling people, or rather making them
think for themselves.”

“He certainly has a knack for it,” agreed
Yolanda vaguely, adding with a slight frown, “you know him well
enough to lose the title?”

Gwen shrugged, “he’s one of our housemates
and is still a person, no matter what he does for a living, I
wouldn’t want to live with formality all the time either, so what
is so odd about that?”

“Who else lives in this haunted house of
yours?” grinned she.

“We’re quite a collection of eccentrics,”
laughed Skylar, “and you are certainly welcome any time.”

“I’ve always wanted a home,” mused the girl
wistfully, before going on to tell of her long, lonely childhood as
the daughter of a well-to-do businessman who had little time for
anything outside his business pursuits and a mother who was so
heavily invested in social and fashionable circles that her
daughter was a veritable orphan. She had the best education, toys,
and nannies but absolutely nothing for parental attention and
affection, something for which she yearned for from the deepest
depths of her soul.

“I hope you’ve found one,” smiled Gwen from
the depths of her own.

“Thanks,” was all Yolanda could say, before
the tears started and nothing but Phyllis’s persistence could rout
them into the dining room for supper, the ancient matron patting
the distraught Yolanda on the back and saying comfortingly, “it’s
quite all right dear, whatever it is, it’s quite all right.” She
was rewarded by a massive hug from the afflicted girl and a
humungous smile, which the aunt could only return with a tear in
her own eyes.

 


“Veggie dogs,” said Frankie gloomily, as she
eyed the juicy brats and real hotdogs enjoyed by her
companions.

“No one ever said special diets were easy,”
gloated Jazz pitilessly, taking a bite of her sizzling specimen,
“but I’m sure it must be worth it.”

“Nothing is worth that,” shuddered Ralph, who
had encountered many strange and terrible things in his extensive
lifetime but nothing quite so horrible, at least the vegetative
matter hadn’t suffered in the production thereof, but the same
could not be said for those who thought to consume it!

“There’s still the Jell-o,” said Phyllis
hopefully.

“Vegetarians can’t eat Jell-o,” said Skylar,
taking a sip of her lemonade.

“Really?!” said Phyllis, rather shocked, but
after a long, thoughtful pause, she added, “But I guess it makes
sense when you think about it.”

“This is starting to gain some semblance to a
running gag,” grinned Gwen, but Frankie couldn’t see the humor in
it, though Jazz certainly enjoyed any seeming dig at her sister,
even if Gwen’s intentions were completely honorable.

“There’s my paper topic,” smiled Skylar
triumphantly, “the evolutionary origins of Jell-o salad.”

“This certainly sounds like a strange class?”
said Lucy in surprise, “And Raven is teaching it?”

“That I am,” grinned the man himself,
striding in with Tristan behind him, he sat down as Phyllis gave
both the new arrivals a plate, “now what has you so perplexed or
worried for my students’ welfare, milady?”

“You really have them writing papers about
the origins of bizarre foodstuffs?” asked Lucy in wonder.

He frowned slightly at the widely grinning
girls as they elucidated their paper topics, eliciting a wide smile
and a bark of laughter, “I’m not sure whom you should be pitying,
Lucy, the writers of said papers or the poor schmuck who’ll have to
read each and every one.”

“Since you brought it upon yourself,” laughed
Tristan, “I don’t think anyone will be pitying you!”

“You’re right lad,” nodded Raven with a
villainous though laughing smile, “I should assign the onerous task
to my TA.”

“I didn’t think you were that cruel, my
friend,” said Ralph in all seriousness.

“At least he’s better than a veggie dog,”
smiled Yolanda, adding her own two cents to the startling humor
that passed for conversation in this peculiar place.

 


After dinner, Raven retired to the girls’
chosen parlor to discuss certain matters with their new friend, an
informality that initially shocked her, but considering the meal
they just shared, perhaps it wasn’t so strange after all. Phyllis
brought in the coffee, elvish for her comrades, regular for their
guest, not wanting to upset the poor girl’s stomach and have it
blamed on her cooking! After the aunt had withdrawn and their
captive had taken a few bracing sips of her beverage, Raven began
his interrogation, Gwen and Skylar grinning rampantly on either
side of her, unable to do aught else, which made the poor girl
frown all the more.

“Who are you people?” demanded she at last,
eyeing one and then the other of her seemingly insane companions,
“I didn’t think this was a madhouse!”

“It’s not,” smiled Raven, eyeing his junior
colleagues with a patient smile, “they are just overexcited by
company or something, perhaps their choice in essay topics has
addled their minds?” His eyes narrowed, “I don’t think they had the
veggie option?”

“Certainly not,” grimaced Skylar, seconded
vehemently by Gwen.

“But that might be a disciplinary option to
consider in future,” smiled he like a wolf scenting sheep, but he
ignored their gapes and stares, instead he asked of their guest,
“have you actually seen or experienced madness in your own life,
our companions excepted of course?”

Yolanda shrugged uneasily, resorting to her
cup for momentary relief, “there were a few strange happenings last
semester,” began she, “but campus security and the local police
handled the incidents, so I don’t think there’s anything to worry
about.” She frowned the more, “but what about that vanished
professor and there were several students that also went missing,
everybody said they just dropped out or transferred, but I knew a
couple of them and they never mentioned such a thing, which seems
more than a little suspicious.” She spitted Raven with a wondering
stare, “are you some sort of spy?”

“I don’t work for the Feds,” replied Raven,
“if that is what you are asking, or for any government entity or
paramilitary organization or other such body.”

“You didn’t say no,” mused Yolanda.

Gwen burst asunder trying vainly to stifle
her laughter, “that’s what you get for trying to teach people to
think for themselves Raven!”

“Quite,” grinned he, and nodding approvingly
towards his perceptive young guest he added, “and it seems the
lesson is well learned.”

“What are you after?” queried she, more
curious than ever.

“We aren’t exactly sure,” replied he, “but
there were enough reports of strange incidents from last semester
that we’re certain something strange is going on but we are only
beginning to discover what exactly that might be.”

“Who’s we?” panted she, as if a thirsty dog
waiting for its water bowl to be filled.

“The inmates of this gigantic house,” replied
Phyllis, bringing in her coffee pots for refills, at the girl’s
wondering gape, she grinned the more, “even octogenarian great
aunts!”

“I want that,” sighed the girl as if the
desire physically ached.

“The coffee?” queried Phyllis in surprise,
adding ruefully, “You mean to be part of something bigger than
yourself, to finally belong somewhere!”

“Both!” laughed Yolanda in anticipation.

Phyllis exchanged a questioning glance with
Raven, who could only shrug and grin keenly, and as she poured a
cup of elvish coffee for the girl, she said, “take it slow with
this stuff, it’s potent! But if you are looking for purpose and
meaning and direction in this otherwise pointless existence we call
life, let me recommend something even stronger and even more
scandalous than your roguish companions here.” Yolanda’s eyes
gleamed in anticipation as Phyllis took a seat, her quickly cooling
coffee pots forgotten on the table, as she began the old, old
story, much intriguing her young listener, her own cup likewise
forgotten, clutched by nerveless hands on her lap.

Afterwards, the girl sighed longingly, never
wanting to wake up or leave this house haunted not by ghosts but by
pure, unfettered joy! “Why can’t she stay?” asked Gwen pensively of
her aunt, “Give her Jeremy’s room, as he’ll never need it, working
the graveyard shift as he is.”

“Yes!” cried Yolanda, leaping off the couch
and spilling her tepid coffee all over the hideous paisley carpet
and ochre colored sofa that wasn’t in much better taste.

“Don’t worry,” smiled Phyllis with the smile
of a long suffering martyr, “I’d better get used to such things if
I’m to be den mother to such a rambunctious crew! Now what about
your things?”

“We can run over tonight and grab my smaller
stuff,” smiled Yolanda, her accident already forgotten, “and the
other stuff we can get later. I suppose we had best tell my
roommate, RA, and the main office that I’m relocating too but that
can wait until tomorrow.”

“Why don’t you three go get her things while
I go check in with Albert, Rebecca, and Meghan,” nodded Raven,
adding in a whisper to Phyllis that she didn’t need to use a rag or
carpet cleaner to remove coffee stains, rather that phenomenal
light that composed their very beings did wonders with all sorts of
dirt and grime. Her eyes widened in anticipatory wonder, eliciting
a chuckle from the ersatz professor, as he left to check on more of
his underlings.

 


As the girls crossed the street and returned
to campus, Yolanda asked curiously, “I’m sure I’ve only met a few
of your varied companions, but there are a couple that don’t seem
to jive with the rest of you?”

“Jasmine and Francesca?” smiled Gwen,
“They’re more like refugees than roommates, their aunt, not
Phyllis, is also in residence and hopes we can have a positive
influence on them, but they’re determined not to see things
Rebecca’s way.”

“Too bad they aren’t sophomores and missed
the sorority recruitment last fall,” nodded Yolanda.

Skylar smiled grimly, “they are of like
opinion and can’t wait for next year for precisely that
reason!”

“Why choose me?” queried the suddenly
thoughtful girl.

“We didn’t choose anyone,” laughed Gwen, “in
this business things just seem to happen like that.”

“What business?” asked Yolanda eagerly.

“That I’m afraid you’ll have to pry out of
Raven,” smiled Skylar, sharing a knowing glance with Gwen.

“And here I thought your aunt’s veggie dogs
were a cruel and unenviable fate,” said Yolanda with a grim shake
of her head, “it seems you too have a malicious streak my
friends!”

“No,” sighed Gwen, “we’ve just had to put up
with his smiling silences for a little longer than you have.”

“If you can’t beat’em, join’em,” quipped
Yolanda blithely, “and so it seems I will!”

“You have no idea,” replied Gwen
ruefully.

“But I’m eager to find out,” agreed she
happily.

As they crossed the campus, sticking to the
plowed sidewalks as the grass was lost beneath a hefty blanket of
snow, they halted in their progress as someone seemed intent on
approaching them, no matter how nippy the wind or dark the night.
The two Lightwalkers recognized Jeremy Chalk immediately, their
strange eyes able to pierce the depths of deepest night, but the
wan light of a nearby street light at last illuminated the figure
for Yolanda’s edification as well.

“Good evening ladies,” said he, in a
pleasantly benign and even tone but there was curiosity and
eagerness alight in his keen eyes.

“You’ve been ousted,” smiled Gwen, all
mischief, “Yolanda here is taking over your room.”

“It won’t be the first time I’ve had to bunk
on the sofa,” mused he drily, before nodding courteously to
Yolanda, “welcome home.”

“You’re really going to give up your room for
me?!” squeaked she, having experienced very little of either
kindness or consideration in her privileged but lonely little
existence.

“So it seems,” smiled he without a trace of
spite or bitterness, “but I’d best be about my rounds if there’s
nothing else I can do for you?”

“Anything interesting going on?” demanded
Yolanda.

“Sadly, no,” smiled he, “this conversation is
the most exciting thing I’ve seen or done all evening.”

“Just ask Phyllis for a veggie dog when you
get home,” quipped Gwen, ever the imp, “that’ll be adventure enough
for three lifetimes.” He grimaced but smiled in farewell before
traipsing off on his appointed patrol.

“He seems like a nice guy,” said Yolanda as
they stopped outside her dorm, adding with a grimace of her own,
“I’m on the fourth floor and there’s no elevator.”

“Nothing like a little exercise before bed,”
laughed Skylar, “maybe they’re just trying to encourage physical
fitness in everyone, even students reluctant to avail themselves of
the gym?”

“I’m certain that is exactly the case,” said
Yolanda with a dramatic roll of her eyes, as they rounded the third
flight of stairs. She talked briefly with her RA and also to her
roomie before gathering up a few things she’d need for the next few
days and promising to return for the other stuff later. At the
roommate’s panicked look, Yolanda smiled brightly and said, “feel
free to keep the fridge, the sofa, the tv, and the stereo, I don’t
think I’ll need them and daddy can easily buy more if need be; I
only meant the rest of my clothes and personal effects.”

“Thanks!” said the girl in wonder at such
unlooked for generosity.

Yolanda laughed brightly, “just remember to
pass on the kindness, just as I did.”

“Now there’s a lesson worth more than most
four year degrees,” added Gwen thoughtfully as they headed for the
door.

“Quite,” smiled Yolanda the more, quite
thoroughly amazed at herself, once touched by human kindness she
was more than eager to pass it on to others! The girls shared a
heartfelt smile as they headed home through the chill night air,
their hearts and spirits far warmer than even a cheery blaze in one
of the great house’s many impressive hearths.

 


“Do you people ever sleep?” grinned Raven as
he joined the planners over their second all nighter.

“I just don’t see how we can do it,” said
Megan, glancing morosely at the stack of papers and handbooks and
guidelines before her, “if we were a sports team or an art club or
a sorority we wouldn’t have any trouble, but according to college
protocol, even with a student run organization, no one is allowed
to start anything even quasi-religious or political without written
permission from the President, the Dean, and the Student
Association.”

“You’d better start a sports club then,”
smiled Raven to his stymied friend, “it isn’t as if you don’t have
years of experience doing just that.”

“Doesn’t that make us redundant then?”
queried Albert in surprise.

“Certainly not,” laughed Raven, “you’ll just
have to go by a different title, sensei!”

“Or you could apply for College Chaplain,”
grinned his erstwhile wife cheekily, one of the few people on the
planet bold enough to tease an ordained reverend.

“I’m afraid I don’t know enough about modern
spiritual vagary to do it any justice,” smiled he in reply, “Sensei
it is!”

“But you know enough about the martial arts
to teach a class?” said Rebecca in surprise.

“Needs must, my dear,” assured he, “what is
needed will always be provided.”

“Save written permission from the Collegial
Trinity,” smiled Megan grimly, at which they all laughed heartily,
knowing that some miracles would just never be, even in their
peculiar line of work.

 


“I can start up my sword lessons again?”
grinned Phyllis as Raven returned later that night and reported on
his conversation with Megan and the Potses. He was about to say
something silly about how could she possibly keep up with all the
work the house and its occupants would require, when he smiled
ruefully, as she read his mind, quipping, “what is that to someone
who can be in two places at once?”

“Quite,” was all he could say, but happily a
distraction arrived, allowing him to bow out of the awkward
situation leaving Phyllis to grin in gloating triumph as she
finished sweeping the kitchen. The doorbell rang again, despite the
rather atrocious hour, and he trotted quickly to the front door to
see who the visitor at such a desperate time of night might be.
“Professor Sloane?!” said he, “Has something happened?”

“Let me in,” cried he, as panting for air he
pushed past Raven into the house, “shut the door!” Raven complied,
but showed no sign of surprise, having seen many strange things in
his curious career, this wasn’t enough even to raise his
eyebrows.

“What’s going on?” queried Raven again, as he
helped the desperate seeming man into the nearest chair, Phyllis
peeked in from the kitchen, caught Raven’s eye, and nodded
succinctly, knowing to bring the strongest coffee she could brew,
hopefully it didn’t eat a hole through the man’s stomach as it
seemed he had trouble enough for one evening.

She brought in the coffee but Raven still had
not gotten a word out of the peculiar fellow, at least until he
sipped the elvish blend and regained a little of his composure, if
not a perforating ulcer and curly hair to go with it, said he after
another emboldening sip, “what is this stuff?!”

“Something peculiar to a friend of mine,”
smiled Raven grimly, “I don’t have a clue what’s in it.”

“You probably don’t want to know,” agreed
Sloane, glancing around at the spacious parlor with its antiquated
furnishings and roaring blaze on the hearth, said he drily, “you
certainly know how to live!”

“I’m only renting a bedroom,” grinned Raven,
“do you think I could afford the whole place to myself on my
salary?”

“Certainly not,” huffed Sloane in
professional agitation, “adjunct faculty shouldn’t aspire to more
than the meanest roof and simplest food, no better than the
freshman they teach! One must earn tenure before one can reap the
benefits of his degree!”
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