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“This is a little weird,” said Yolanda to
Hunter as they both glanced about with wide eyes at all the novel
sights around them.

Hunter could not help but smirk, “when has
any of this ever made sense?”

“I suppose it never has,” agreed she with a
reminiscent grin, “where and when do you think we are?”

“I have no idea,” smiled he, “the only thing
I know about history is what I learned in High school and there was
nothing remotely like this!”

“I’d say it looks like something out of the
Arabian Nights,” mused she, “but the technology is all wrong.” He
could only nod his wondering agreement. They were invisible, and no
amount of trying on their part could change that, nor could anyone
apparently hear them, it was as if they watched a movie though were
actually surrounded by the characters and the action rather than
just staring at a screen, but still as unable to interact with any
of it. Continued she, not knowing from whence the words came, but
knowing them true, “it is as if we are peering back in time but are
unable to interact with this historical moment.”

“At least we can’t change the timeline,”
nodded he, adding with a smile, “but too bad we couldn’t do this
back in our school careers, what reports we could have written,
this is way better than google!”

They continued to walk through the bustling
marketplace, surrounded by crowds of people clad in long, flowing
robes of vibrant hues, but amidst this classical swirl of dress and
local color, there were very strange bits of technology or magic,
likely both, that stood out as starkly to their anachronistic
sensibilities as a machine gun would in Camelot. Glowing spheres
like wingless and bladeless drones zipped through the air but no
one paid them any particular heed, as if they were sparrows or
dandelions and were just part of the local scene. The merchants had
stacks of glowing cubes in various colors, along with what might be
a tablet or portable computer type device, though its screen, if
that’s what it was, didn’t display numbers or symbols but ever
varying waves of color in all hues and intensities. At least they
could recognize the pottery, food, textiles, and other
paraphernalia being sold or argued over, but some of it was as
baffling to them as an iPhone would be to the Caretaker.

A moment before, they had been sitting at a
card table in a turkey barn trying to discern the use or purpose of
a certain glowing cube of a bluish hue, much as the merchants had
stacked on their tables before them, when they found themselves
inexplicably here, wherever here was. “Currency?” inquired Hunter,
as they watched someone haggling with a merchant over a bottle of
perfume, and once an agreement had been reached, the buyer produced
a handful of cubes of varying size and color, the merchant took
them, tapped a bit on his colorful screen thingy, kept some of the
cubes and returned the others, now each a different color.

“I think you’re right,” nodded the girl,
smiling archly, “we’ve discovered spare change!”

“But from which culture and time period?”
inquired he.

Suddenly thunder rumbled and lightning
flashed, and everyone looked to the heavens in surprise and dismay,
some fell to their knees and began praying while others shook their
fists at the sky and began to rant while the rest either scurried
away in terror or just stared bleakly at the quickly darkening sky.
Said Hunter with a frown, “it’s as if they’ve never seen a
thunderstorm before?” As the rain began to fall in earnest,
strangely sparing the indifferent observers, a communal gasp and
wail went up from every throat, as a sudden crowd drew together and
stampeded towards the edge of town and out into the desert, where
stood what at first they thought was a most impressive house, but
as the desperate and terrified citizens began to beat and pound
vainly upon the sides of the massive structure, they exchanged a
wondering look before the smell of turkeys and the moist heat of a
summer afternoon was again all around them.

“As in the days of Noah!” breathed Hunter in
wonder.

“Some Noahic-era pocket change,” grinned
Yolanda, not a little overawed herself, writing a quick note on the
tag she attached to the glowing cube, adding with a laugh, “this
research thing is much more intriguing than I thought it would
be!”

Arik ambled over to their work station and
asked, “what have you discovered?” They told him of their
experience and he could not help but grin in wonder himself,
“extraordinary! It might take Nightstalker researchers until the
Day to figure that out, if they ever do.” Added he grimly, “and to
think they are so averse to our partnership in this matter!”

Raven joined them, intrigued by the
revelation, but saying to his friend, “they’d rather keep all the
power and prestige to themselves, even if it means never
discovering what it is they possess.”

“Or that they might destroy the world
thereby!” shivered Arik in dread, but picking up the cube he
grinned, “The original bitcoin!”

“I wonder how much of this junk is actually
useful or if it’s all equally curious but relatively benign?” mused
Yolanda.

“That’s what we’re here to find out,” smiled
Raven in anticipation, “you might as well start the ‘benign but
curious’ pile and get out your next specimen.”

“Certainly,” laughed Hunter, “especially if
it means getting away from the smell for any length of time!”

“But we don’t!” protested Yolanda, “To our
perception, yes, but in actual physical time, we are hardly gone a
moment.”

“You could just will yourself unable to
smell,” smiled Raven at their naivete, “if you can become invisible
and recover from death, it should be a pretty easy feat by
comparison.”

“The man’s brilliant!” rejoiced Yolanda, but
eyed him sternly, “But why set up shop here?” He only looked at her
expectantly, as she grinned ruefully and answered herself, “because
no one in their right mind would imagine that a turkey barn housed
such a trove of antiquities and ancient wonders.”

“Precisely,” nodded Raven, “and it isn’t even
that bad! Have you ever been in a fully stocked barn or even driven
by? It might be enough even to overcome a Lightwalker’s
constitution! We’ve merely penned a few birds along the edges to
make it appear to casual gawkers that there’s nothing remotely
interesting going on here, what with a hundred other barns, all
exactly the same, just in this county alone, to say nothing of the
entire state!”

“Back to work then,” said Hunter, taking up
the next object in the little stack beside their card table. The
vampire and the senior Lightwalker exchanged a wry smile and walked
off together for further conversation.

“This really is intriguing!” hissed the
Nightstalker in delight, “To actually see the history and use of an
artifact, to say nothing of the actual legends and myths that once
surrounded them!”

Changing the subject to something less
delightful, Raven asked quietly, “what of your people and your own
future?”

“What of it?” queried he, all wry grin, “Have
you all not sacrificed your own futures and interests for the
greater good? Why can I not do the same?”

“As long as it is for the Greatest Good,”
smiled Raven, “then all is as it should be.”

“You think I could spend this much time
around you people and not come away tainted by association?”
quipped Arik with glee.

“That’s exactly what happened to me,” grinned
Oliver Stone, just then walking by with a bin full of assorted
junk, as if he’d just won a box of oddments at an estate sale.

“And right glad am I that it did,” chuckled
Raven in greeting.

“I can’t say I’m indifferent to the incident
myself,” smiled Stone, asking eagerly, “any intriguing discoveries
yet?”

“Five minutes in?” asked Raven in surprise,
but the vampire’s knowing smirk gave him away.

“Amazing!” replied he after hearing of the
investigators’ brief adventure.

“We’ll all have plenty to do, though,”
continued Raven, eyeing the bin of junk amusedly.

“We will at that!” said Oliver with a shake
of his head, “I’m sure they have a box of rubbish with your name on
it.”

“Speaking of which,” sighed the Nightstalker,
“I’d best get back to helping the Lady Phyllis sort, she’ll never
forgive me if I don’t pull my own weight!”

Raven eyed Stone keenly as the vampire
trotted off, “our patrols and watchmen are in place?”

“Certainly,” nodded the former FIA agent,
“we’re all taking turns.”

“Back to work then,” grinned Raven, as if
facing his own hangman, but he could not hide the trace of intrigue
in his voice.

 


“We’ll find them sir,” said Agent Raphael of
the American Intelligence Service to his superior.

“You had better,” snarled the man from the
deepest shadows of his ill-lit office, “or you’ll envy Stone’s
fate.”

Raphael quivered in terror, but saluted
sharply before heading to the door, it wasn’t just an assignment,
it was a matter of pride, to say nothing of the excellent prospect
of enriching himself in the bargain. He gathered up his special
task force, all agents formerly assigned to the Paranormal
Activities Division, which had been combined with the remnants of
the FIA’s old Department of the Supernatural, most of the staff and
agents having mysteriously vanished after the snafu at that
pathetic little college last spring. He thought it was probably an
internal purge but it might just as well have been the rats jumping
ship the moment they caught wind of impending strife.

The whole Federal Investigative Agency had
been dissected, analyzed, and reorganized in the wake of those
events, making sure everyone involved was playing for the same team
and had the right mindset. The AIS had already undergone just such
scrutiny and now both agencies could work together on the most
pressing case in recent memory, perhaps ever. If the zealots who
fled with that supposed ancient technology trove weren’t stopped,
who knew what might come of the world, to say nothing of Raphael’s
own aspirations for power. Both the respective heads of the FIA and
AIS, to say nothing of their various minions and flunkies, had
aspirations of the same, as did countless others in varying levels
of government, powerful individuals and corporations worldwide,
foreign governments, crime lords, and just about anybody who had
even heard rumors of the trove. To say nothing of the non-human
folk and the myriad forces of evil who also had an interest
therein!

 


“Don’t worry, we’ll find him and the treasure
both, sir,” said the vampiress as she slipped a bolt into her
crossbow and slammed it into place, taking aim at the target on the
far side of the room, she loosed the bolt and hit it squarely in
the middle, “I’d rather take him alive for questioning but we’ll
deal with him as we must.”

“The treasure is the main thing,” insisted
her superior, “we can’t let it fall into the hands of men or
worse.”

“Yes sir,” agreed she, smiling predaciously
as another bolt hit the bullseye, “my team will leave at once.”

 


Jeremy Chalk sat his horse on the verge of
the field containing the three big poultry barns concealing their
little enterprise, watching carefully for anything weird going on.
To watching eyes, he was just a guy on a four wheeler fixing fence
along the perimeter of the property. Megan was also nearby, but she
was keeping an eye on the unseen things, although unseen herself,
save to those that could actually See. Jeremy didn’t like the idea
of advertising that even one Lightwalker was in the area, but such
was the delicacy and import of their work that they couldn’t risk
being unwittingly overheard or spied upon by minions of evil, so
they had to risk it. He wondered vaguely what Randalf and his
exiled agents were up to after their hasty flight from the FIA,
Raven seemed to know but wouldn’t say, though his mysterious smile
was at its best, or worst, however the case might be, which
probably boded well for their enterprise, whatever it was.

His thoughts and attention were immediately
drawn back to the present, for something rather weird was going on,
which in this occupation was actually normal, which brought an
eager smile to his face. “Can I help you?” asked he, unnecessarily
adjusting his ball cap, sporting a feed company logo, and
approaching the vehicle.

A seemingly awkward young lady in a late
model sedan had pulled into the yard and seemed to be lost, tapping
at her gps and frowning at the map by turns, but there was
something about her that intrigued the man, especially the shaggy
mutt that was going bonkers in the backseat. “I’m afraid I’m lost,”
said she, but he could hear the lie in her voice, one of his many
uncanny abilities as a servant of the Truth.

“Why don’t we just head over here away from
the barns,” suggested he, “I don’t want your dog upsetting my
birds, foolish flighty things as they are, it doesn’t take much to
give them a heart attack.”

She shrugged and tried to smile nonchalantly,
but he could see the venom in her eyes, she leapt from the car
faster than humanly possible and was at his throat before he even
knew she had moved. She stood up, licking her lips and smiling in
gloating triumph upon the corpse at her feet, she’d have to dispose
of the body later, but for now, her quarry was close, the Vermil
was nearly frantic with the sensation. She slipped a leash on the
beast before loosing it, and like a hound scenting coon, it bolted
off after its prey, nearly dragging the woman along behind.

She yanked sharply on the leash as she
stopped dead in her tracks, the stymied creature fretting and
whining in agitation at the interruption in the chase, but there
was no getting around this particular impediment. Megan had watched
Jeremy confront the woman, vanishing suddenly to fetch Raven and
Stone to help in settling the matter. She was sent back to resume
her rounds, tapping Tristan to take over until Jeremy was on his
feet again, which might have to wait until the intruder was dealt
with, if they didn’t have to pack up entirely. The stony eyed pair
stood with their arms crossed and their stern gazes fixed on the
impertinent trespasser and her bizarre pet, as impossible to bypass
as a wall directly in her way.

“Let me by!” snarled she, “Lest it be the
worse for you!”

“No,” said Raven, “you’ll need to come with
us and answer some questions.”

“I answer to no one but my superior,”
protested she, at which Raven could only smile grimly and take her
by the shoulder, like a mother with an irate toddler, she had no
choice but to comply, Stone taking the beast’s leash from her
protesting hand. “Who or what are you?”

“Lightstalkers,” smiled Raven, “if that means
anything to you?”

She shuddered in horror or disgust but said
nothing, as Stone inquired, “what is this dreadful beast?” Megan
had described its true visage as a reptilian houndish thing.

“A Vermil,” said Arik grimly, meeting them as
they came into the third barn with their prisoner, “a beast
specially bred and genetically modified by the Nightstalkers to
track down a particular person anywhere in the world. I am a threat
to you, my friends, she will not be the last!” The creature went
crazy as its quarry appeared, though Stone held the beast firm that
it pose no threat to anyone.

“Get rid of the car and see to Jeremy,”
ordered Raven as Gwen trotted up, eager to help, she nodded her
concurrence and ran off swift as could be. He eyed the silently
snarling woman keenly, “is there anyone else who knows where you
are?” She eyed him stonily, refusing to cooperate, but he let a
dangerous glimmer of light shine through his otherwise bland
visage, “refuse to cooperate and I am authorized to simply unmake
you.”

She mouthed the work ‘unmake’ in horror
before slumping in his grasp, forcing him to hold her up lest she
sprawl on the rather untidy floor. Repeated he, “are there any who
know where you are?”

“No,” sighed she, “I was the one with the
Vermil and left my team in Illinois awaiting further orders while I
went scouting ahead.”

“Are there any more of these particular
creatures?” asked Stone.

“There are three more in production but this
is the only functional creature,” growled she.

“I have a week, maybe two,” sighed Arik, “she
is but the first.”

“And your death shall be long and agonizing,”
hissed she, “traitor that you are! They will seize the treasure and
destroy all associated with it.”

Said Raven grimly, “I’ll send her to a secure
and distant when and where that she might think over her future,”
which he did with a glowing hand, before turning towards the Vermil
and destroying the creature likewise. He then faced the
Nightstalker gravely, “and I believe it is time you were dealt with
as well.” Arik took an anxious step back but knew he was dead no
matter what, so why not choose the least painful way to go about
it, for there were no more experienced torturers and executioners
than amongst the vampires, and with their peculiar healing
abilities, they could prolong the process indefinitely! He took a
step forward as the light from Raven’s hand washed over his body,
obliterating him completely.

“You killed him?!” squawked Stone, as if he
hadn’t just been murdered himself within the last week, at Raven’s
wryly arched brow, he could only awkwardly amend, “though it was
probably an easier end than my own, or rather beginning!” finished
he in keen delight.

“Much better,” grinned Raven, “we can’t have
my Lieutenant throwing fits every time I decide to murder
people.”

Lieutenant?!” protested the surprised
Lightwalker, “I didn’t think we had rank in this business?”

“We don’t,” grinned he all the more, “until
we do, so go do something official before I put you on KP.”

“Phyllis would kill you,” laughed Stone,
trotting off to do his master’s vile will.

“She does outrank me at that,” agreed Raven
gravely, ruining the effect with a broad grin, but there was no one
to hear him but the turkeys, “and I wouldn’t dare send her any
second rate kitchen help!” He had recovered himself by the time
Gwen returned with her report. Jeremy was back at his post, Tristan
was restored to his own, and the car had disappeared as quietly as
its driver and her quarry. “Thanks lass,” smiled he, “let’s go see
how Phyllis and her assorted sorters are doing.”

They took the covered walkway connecting each
barn to the next, that nobody driving by or flying over might
notice their movements or even their presence. They found Phyllis,
Ralph, and Lucy nearly buried in a literal pile of rubbish, slowly
sorting through all the stuff they had magicked out of the ancient
cellar and deposited here. “How’s it going?” queried Raven as he
surveyed their progress, much impressed.

“It’s all Phyllis’s doing,” grinned Ralph,
“we can help with a little of the more recent paraphernalia,
relatively speaking of course, but she is the true genius behind
the system as a whole.”

“Just like cleaning out a really old closet,”
smiled she, adding with a grimace, “a closet as old as the world
and kept by an old bachelor who never throws anything away!” She
spitted Raven with her keen eyes, “where’s that vampire got to?
He’s the only one who knows exactly what’s junk, what’s common
treasure, and what’s something that needs to be evaluated.”

“He had to rectify a slight, personal
security risk,” smiled Raven with his trademark grin of enigmatical
proportions. At Gwen’s puzzled frown, he amended, “I blew him up!
But he should be back…” He trailed off as the blinking Nightstalker
turned Lightwalker stood there staring at them as if unsure what
had just happened. Raven barked a laugh and motioned to Phyllis,
“he’s all yours and now he won’t be giving away our position merely
by existing.”

“But a Vermil can sense the unique
bioelectric, biochemical, infrared, auditory, olfactory, and a
hundred other unique biosignatures emitted by our physical bodies
every moment!” protested the Nightstalker. Raven unveiled his true
form momentarily, eliciting the same in his companions, save the
elves who just stood there grinning like ridiculous and wise
children, forcing Arik to amend, “but then I suppose all that died
with our mortal flesh? Gracious, I’m one of you!”

“Quite,” agreed Raven with a chuckle,
“welcome Home lad, but for now the Lady Phyllis will be your
commander and chief, I merely act the part while she actually runs
the place.”

“And don’t you forget it,” smiled she like a
true villain, eliciting a laugh from them all.

As the smiles returned to normal levels,
Raven, Gwen, and Arik approached the slowly shrinking mountain of
stuff they were slowly sorting into piles. “How’s it going?” asked
Raven of the vampire.

“Most of this stuff is just common household
rubbish,” grinned he, still marveling at the complete and utter
transformation he had just undergone yet feeling absolutely no
different, at least physically speaking, “and that we toss in the
trash heap as after 400 years, most of it is beyond use or desire!
The common treasures, as Phyllis calls them: gold, jewelry, old
coins, paintings, statuary, swords, that sort of thing, goes in
another pile to be disposed of to museums, universities, and other
historical or cultural venues where they might benefit mankind. The
final category is reserved for artifacts to which we can’t put a
name or use, that comes from a culture or place that is so foreign,
even to my extensive historical knowledge, that its use must be
discerned by our team of specialists.”

“You mean by trial and error,” smirked
Gwen.

“I was trying to be polite,” laughed
Arik.

“Vampires ever are,” agreed Ralph, tossing a
handful of soiled rags, that had once been a tapestry, onto the
trash heap.

“At least until they kill you,” smiled Jeremy
ruefully, joining the little discussion, nodding at Gwen, “it’s
your turn to stand watch.” She nodded and hastened off, looking
like a tardy farm kid chasing the school bus down a rather long
driveway, eliciting a merry laugh from her abandoned comrades.

“Hopefully this won’t,” grinned Phyllis,
handing him a large basket full of oddments, “but if it does, it
won’t be permanent!”

“Could I try it with him?” asked Arik
hopefully, as he could finally do everything his uncanny companions
could, including going back and forth in time with impunity.

“Someone needs to keep him out of trouble,”
agreed Raven, “but Phyllis has full authority to steal you back has
she the need.”

“It isn’t like it takes any time at all,”
grinned the vampire eagerly, as he and Jeremy sauntered off to an
empty table to get started.

“Back to work,” ordered Phyllis to her
minions, Raven vanishing in truth before she could find him
something useful to do.

 


“Raven!” said Randalf in delight as his old
friend suddenly appeared in the midst of his cluttered and
makeshift office.

Grinned the man, “this place doesn’t look
much better than my own work area!”

“I blame the moving company,” teased the elf,
“now what can I do for you?”

“Just curious how you’re settling in and if
there’s aught we can do for you?” replied the Lightwalker.

“Slowly but surely,” replied the elf,
motioning towards a couple camp chairs off to one side, Miss Brook
bringing in a tray with a couple mismatched coffee mugs on it, but
it was what they contained that mattered, not the vessel it came
in.

“Even in exile you don’t cut corners on your
coffee!” smiled Raven appreciatively.

“Have you found anything interesting so far?”
queried the elf, taking a contented sip.

“Some Noah-era coinage,” replied Raven, “and
a ton of historical artifacts of a more common sort, nothing worth
killing over, yet at least.”

“Everyone’s hunting you,” said he with a grim
shake of his head, “but you probably already know that by now.”

“We already had a vampiress show up with some
sort of superhound genetically modified specifically to find our
token vampire,” replied Raven, “I’ve sent her on to you to deal
with.”

“She’s not here yet,” said the elf, not
particularly concerned, when dealing with Lightwalkers time was
irrelevant, she’d show up when the time was right, but added with a
frown, “I’m afraid the poor creature will unwittingly betray you
and is doomed no matter where he tries to hide.”

“I’ve already taken care of that,” grinned
Raven amusedly.

“So your entire crew is now Lightwalkers?”
queried he.

“Besides your niece and nephew, yes,” agreed
he.

“I doubt anyone has enough cellular samples
from either to develop a Vermil with the ability to track them
down,” laughed Randalf, “Steve hasn’t reappeared, has he?”

“Not yet,” replied Raven, finishing his
elvish coffee, “but with the upset we’re causing in every layer of
power and politics, I have no doubt he will.”

“Keep me informed,” nodded the elf.

“How are your preparations coming?” queried
Raven.

“So far, so good,” replied he, “I’ve sent
messages and agents to every possible ally I can remember or
imagine and hopefully some of them will still be willing to work
with me.” He grimaced, “for the right price just about anyone
will.”

“Let me know what you need from a financial
perspective,” smiled Raven, “I have the boundless resources of
eternity to fall back upon.”

“And I have a large supply of elf coffee,”
grinned Randalf.

“It sounds like a deal!” smiled Raven in
farewell, “Let me know what happens with the vampire.”

“Whenever she gets here,” said the other with
a wry shake of his head, “if it is a hundred years hence, I’m
afraid you’re on your own.” Raven bowed cordially and vanished,
leaving Randalf to finish his coffee alone, musing upon the strange
direction his life had suddenly taken and what other, stranger
roads it had yet to pursue.

 


They stood in an ancient court of vast
wealth, richly dressed men with proud, fierce eyes lining the far
walls, watching as penitent after penitent knelt before the King in
genuflection enforced by the cruel guards that brought each bound
before the arrogant and avariciously smiling monarch. “What is his
crime?” intoned the herald beside the King.

“Debauchery and unruly disorder,” replied one
of the guards.

“Let’s have a look at him,” said the steward
from the King’s other side, as the man was prodded to his feet and
examined minutely by the crafty, keen eyed man. “He’ll do,” replied
the steward, well pleased, “another dozen and we’ll have a full
load for export, Sire.”

The King nodded, as he held a flattened ivory
disc aloft and chanted aloud, the prisoner collapsed, writhing on
the floor, as the King put away his disk and nodded to the steward,
who ordered the guards, “put him with the others and summon the
next case.”

The prisoner ceased to roll, but lay still,
panting and confused, his eyes wide in horror and disbelief, even
as one of the guards prodded him to his feet, all four of them, now
a quivering and frightened horse rather than a dejected and
terrified man. The next captive was brought in, a scout for a
foreign army. Anger glinted in the King’s steely eyes, as he
ordered, “he’ll make a fine specimen, but have him gelded before
shipment.” The guards nodded indifferently but the soldier quivered
in absolute dread, he had heard strange things about the King of
this land, which was renowned for its fine horses, but there were
darker rumors about where he acquired most of his stock. The disc
was again produced and the soldier lost all thought for anything
but the horrible pain ripping through every fiber of his being.
When he could again think, he was being forced to his feet and led
from the throne room, his dejected squeal enough to break any heart
with even a smidge of compassion, but no member of the court seemed
to care, save the King, who smiled in cruel delight thereat, before
turning to face the prostitute before him.

“I’ve seen enough,” shivered Arik in
disgust.

“I don’t think this particular artifact needs
to fall again into the hands of men!” seconded Jeremy in horror, as
they vanished back to their own proper time and place.

“Allow me,” said Arik, part eager, part
horrified. And as the thing dissolved in a burst of pure light, his
grin was all joy, “that’s kind of fun!”

“I’m glad you didn’t let this trove fall into
the hands of the AIS or your folk,” shuddered Jeremy.

“Not that they could have figured out what
most of it did,” grinned the vampire blithely, “they can’t exactly
go back in time to spy on someone actually using it. Most of it was
kept as a curiosity, and in hopes we could eventually figure out
what it was for, but as we haven’t in thousands of years, it isn’t
likely to happen in the next decade either.” With a grim smile,
Jeremy picked up the next thing in his pile and hoped it wasn’t
anything half so dreadful as their previous artifact.
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For the next three days, they sorted through
rubbish, but at last Raven called them together for a meeting in
the third barn to discuss their findings so far. Lieutenant Stone
stood up with his list and began to read off their discoveries thus
far:

“A smooth stone that looks like jade but is
as light as a feather, hence it floats, and when thrown into any
water, makes it instantly clean and potable. An alabaster statuette
that glows a brilliant blue when any spiritual entity is nearby,”
here he paused and looked at the very artifact standing, or rather
dancing, as it was an elfin type creature frozen in mid-pirouette,
in the middle of the table before them. It meant nobody had to go
about unveiled in order to See, the little elf maid could do it for
them, thus they wouldn’t betray themselves to any passing spiritual
entity as having any interest or business in the neighborhood, not
that they had much for traffic out in the wilds of rural Minnesota,
but with the desperate hunt afoot for the vampire hoard, it was
best not to take any chances.

He grimaced in disgust at several items that
had already been destroyed, artifacts meant only to torture, kill,
maim, transfigure, curse or otherwise hurt others. There were
several more of the ‘pocket change’ variety that were rather
useless, however curious they might be in and of themselves. There
were several other things with minor household uses like driving
away mice or pestiferous insects, one that brought every cat within
a mile running though why you would want to do that nobody could
imagine, there was a crystal that turned purple when it touched
anything that was pregnant, Gwen mused that Dr. Bob might
appreciate that as it would save his arthritic arm when it came
time to preg check cows. There was an endless block of salt that
replenished itself as well as a wine bottle that never went dry.
And there was a cup that always kept cold things cold or hot things
hot, no matter how long the contents sat therein.

“At least half of the objects so far only
prove how deplorable mankind is,” shivered Gwen in disgust.

“And how efficient and cruel he is in
inflicting pain on and taking advantage of his fellow men,” sighed
Rogue.

Ralph shook his head, “I am sorry to
contradict you, ladies, but any and all sentient beings are capable
of just that! It is the decisions we make, the thoughts that occupy
our minds, the attitude of our hearts, not our species that makes
us saints or the most despicable of sinners. Any and all who choose
to follow and obey Him can find themselves transformed into the
very creatures He created us initially to be. And I must remind you
that many of these objects, though perhaps used by men, were
actually crafted by another race.”

“Thank you Ralph, for that reminder of why we
do what we do,” said Raven, “now let’s get back to work, I’d like
to be done sorting through this junk before our enemies find us.”
They all voiced their fervent agreement and hastened back to their
posts, only the elves needing to break occasionally for rest and
meals, making them quite an efficient crew indeed.

 


“What do you mean you can’t find him?” hissed
the irate senior vampire to his quivering minion.

Repeated the cowering flunky, “our leader
thought she had a lead and took the Vermil with her, we’ve waited
nearly a week to hear from her but cannot trace her.”

“I do not want to hear from you again until
you are successful,” hissed the ancient creature, “else you shall
suffer the fate reserved for the traitor! Take the remaining
Vermil, they are finally mature, and find the wretch!” The minion
cowered most agreeably and slunk from the room, leaving the senior
Nightstalker to grin contentedly to himself, he loved his job!

 


“The Raven,” said the hooded and cloaked
figure inside the dusky glass orb Raven held in his hand, a strange
reflection of his own person as he was also hooded and cloaked,
just as the stranger held a dark glass sphere identical to his
own.

“Yes,” said Raven, but he knew suddenly the
vision couldn’t hear him, instead he nodded vigorously, but slow
and ominous, hoping the fellow could see and interpret the motion
yet also maintaining his trademark mysterious demeanor.

“You have many uncanny skills,” intoned the
figure, as Raven nodded again. “You can kill with a thought,”
another nod, “death itself cannot hinder you,” he nodded yet again.
“I seek true power, as you have found, what is the secret?” Raven
smiled in grim amusement as he held up a crucifix, which he had
just found in his pocket, before the orb. “Do not be ridiculous!”
snarled the vision, “but since you won’t be candid with me, rather
I shall seize power in my own way! As I have summoned you, so too
shall I command, go forth and assassinate the King!” Raven’s hidden
smiled deepened, but he shook his head in an adamant no, at which
the guy on the other line started to fret and fuss and cuss and
hiss and threaten most exuberantly, but Raven hung up on him and
annihilated the sphere with a burst of light, as there was no point
keeping the ancient version of video chat around, especially as it
might be used to contact worser things than himself!

Gwen happening by with her arms full of junk,
smiled keenly at him and asked teasingly, “rethinking your
prohibition against Renaissance Festivals? Though the Ren Fest is
still nearly two months away, it’s always good to be ready!”

“Lass,” grinned he, losing the robes with a
thought, “that is a brilliant idea!” Her eyes narrowed
speculatively but he only grinned in that way that said nothing
would ever get the truth out of him, save time revealing his
dastardly schemes for what they were, at which they both laughed
before continuing upon their interrupted errands.

 


Where were the fugitives hiding? Agent
Raphael had absolutely no leads, save the vanishment of one agent
somewhere in the Midwest, or so his spy in the foreign hit team
told him, but they had no further information themselves and he
could have guessed that from the original data. Satellite imagery,
hundreds of drones, an extensive network of spies and agents and
black market information, even data compiled from utility and data
companies and various municipalities could tell him nothing. Even
the more uncanny contacts utilized by the Paranormal Division and
the Supernatural Department couldn’t avail him. Where had they
vanished to and why couldn’t anybody find them?

These worries haunted his dreams and stalked
his days, filling him with a dread he could hardly comprehend, for
never had he failed so abysmally in any assignment and this one was
the most vital of his life, there could be no mistakes and failure
was not an option. He thought again about interrogating those left
behind at the College, but whoever they were, these people were
good, the best he had ever encountered or even heard rumors of,
vanishing without a trace and with all that baggage too! They
wouldn’t have left behind anyone who knew anything nor was there
aught to discover either at the old church or in the rubble filled
pit on which it had once stood. It was as if they had never
been!

A gaudily lit neon sign flashed past his
speeding vehicle in the dripping darkness, momentarily catching his
eye, a sudden, desperate idea likewise flared in his overwrought
mind, why not? At worst he’d waste fifty bucks on a charlatan, but
if he failed, all the money in the world would do him no good. He
quickly scanned the empty streets and made a hasty U-turn, pulling
up in front of the shabby storefront advertising ‘Madam Mib: Palm
Reading, Seances, and Spiritual Consultation.’ The only people he
knew that knew anything were dead, and now it was his only lead if
he didn’t want to end up in the same condition.

Turning up his coat collar to keep the worst
of the rain out, he emerged into the night and hastily pushed open
the grimy glass door, the scent of incense and unsettling music
immediately assaulting his senses. “Madam Mib?” demanded he of the
emo chick at the front counter, her feet propped insolently on the
desk and her eyes pasted to her phone, not bothering to looking up,
she pointed towards a shadowy doorway into the back. He scowled at
her complete lack of concern but strode boldly forth, the beaded
curtain rattling as he delved deeper into this seeming den of
mysticism, hoping he wasn’t wasting his time. A short, darkhaired
woman of indeterminate age and ethnicity with shockingly dark eyes
was sitting in the backroom, as if awaiting him, perhaps she
was.

He briefly outlined his problem and she shook
her head, “it does not work that way, sir, the spirits are fickle
at best, sometimes giving nothing at all, at others all they do is
tease and taunt. You cannot demand them to appear or ask pointed
questions, that is not how it is done!”

He pulled out his gun and asked darkly,
“don’t toy with me woman, I have no time or patience for your
little tricks and chicanery, can you do it or not?”

Her cunning eyes sparkled in grudging respect
as she said, “I see you are no fool to be taken in by a little
spooky ambiance and vagueness, very well, I will try, but I cannot
promise what will result, for I can only open the door, I cannot
say who or what, if anything, will be waiting on the far side. All
who draw aside the veil between this world and the next do so at
their own peril.”

He cocked the gun and snapped, “this should
be the only peril to concern you at the moment, get on with it!”
She snarled wordlessly at him but swiftly did as he bade her, and
so efficiently did it work and so marvelous were the results, that
ever after she considered herself a veritable master of the art and
quite doubled her prices.

If Madam Mib was surprised, Raphael was
astounded, for he hardly believed it was even possible, but instead
of a vague answer or the lights flickering or a series of knocks,
rather there stood the dead man himself, he would have preferred
one of the two at the center of the plot, but he’d take what he
could get. He sneered in triumphant glee, studying the apparition,
which looked exactly the way he had the day Raphael had gunned him
down. The rather surprised Agent Stone, who stood suddenly in the
stuffy back room of what looked to be a third rate tattoo parlor,
or a place of similar unsavory ambiance, blinked in wonder, but
could not help smiling in grim amusement to meet his killer in such
a place, which seemed far better suited to murder than the little
church where he had actually died.

“We need to talk,” growled Raphael
impatiently at the seeming ghost’s antics, grinning indeed!

“Certainly,” nodded Oliver, but adding with a
grimace of disgust, “but not here!”

“Agreed,” nodded Raphael, tossing a hundred
dollar bill to Madam Mib, still overawed at her own success, before
stalking out to his car, Stone in close pursuit, grinning all the
more at the very idea of riding in cars with ghosts, though his
host was in no humor for humor and only glowered the more at the
seeming spirit’s vast mirth. Snarled he at last, when the other’s
grinning silence grated so harshly upon his overwrought nerves that
he could bear it no longer, “what do you have to smile about,
perhaps a vacation from oblivion or Hell?”

“Certainly not,” grinned Stone the more, “the
former is obviously negated by my presence here and the latter has
no part in me or I in it, for my Master verily holds the Keys nor
shall its gates stand against His Kingdom!” Added he with a merry
chuckle, “and that is why I can smile!” Raphael could only mutter
under his breath, but Stone was not obliged to stay silent, as
perhaps Raven might be, willfully or not, as he cried aloud,
“stop!”

“What?!” cried Raphael in surprise and angst,
wondering what could so discomfit a ghost.

“Dairy Queen!” grinned that formerly
formidable Agent, as if a little boy out for a ride with his
grandpa.

“What?!” said Raphael again, this time in a
stymied whimper, but he dutifully pulled into the little parking
area and shut off the engine.

“Let’s go in and talk,” said Stone, jumping
out of the car and leading the way, forcing his overwrought
companion to follow, “I’m buying,” continued he, as they went in,
the only patrons on this cold, drippy summer night, Oliver scanning
the menu eagerly. “Do you want anything?” inquired he, as the
teenager behind the counter looked indifferently at the apparently
slow moving patrons, but as Raphael didn’t seem willing or able to
reply, Oliver cheerily ordered a cookie-dough Blizzard and then
proceeded to commandeer a booth after getting his ice cream.
Raphael sat down dazedly across from him as the other seemed to be
enjoying his frozen treat immensely, saying blithely between bites,
“I haven’t had one of these in years!”

“Ghosts eat ice cream?” asked the stymied
man.

Stone merely grinned at him, saying brightly,
“who’s a ghost?”

“But you’re dead,” protested Raphael, his
eyes narrowing suddenly, “or should be!”

The Lightwalker met Raphael’s accusing stare
sternly, “you shot me yourself, and I was dead within half an hour,
even if you didn’t stick around to see it.” He smiled joyously then
and added, “now I’m beyond death, I’ve found Life itself.”

“Don’t move,” came a deadly serious voice and
the click of a gun being cocked, Oliver vaguely wondering if
Raphael’s eyes could get any wider without risking damage to the
sockets, he had heard the slinking creatures enter through the back
and creep into place, but had rather been enjoying his dessert so
didn’t bother alerting them to his awareness thereof.

“I thought you were working for me!”
protested Raphael of his contact within the vampire hit squad.

The creature smiled and sneered, “I was
actually milking you for information as much as you thought I was
supplying it to you. Now where’s the treasure and the traitor and
our team leader?”

“That’s precisely what I’m trying to
determine,” snapped Raphael, “why else would I be in his
company?”

“That’s why we revealed ourselves just now,”
replied the Nightstalker viciously, “to determine just that. I
thought the creature had been reported dead but perhaps it’s just a
cover story so you can keep the trove a secret for your own
use!”

“He is dead,” shivered Raphael dismally as
Oliver indifferently spooned ice cream into his mouth, as if
watching a rather amusing movie as he did so.

“What are you?” hissed the Nightstalker,
transferring his aim from Raphael to Stone’s forehead, the rest of
his team covering both.

“Come, come, my friends,” said Stone
indifferently, save to look into the bottom of his empty cup, take
a final vain swipe with his spoon, and then push the tragic affair
aside, “if you want answers you’ll have to cooperate with one
another and with me.”

But before anyone could answer this
astonishing proposition, there came a thrill of grim murmuring
through the vampire squad and a broad grin of relief to Raphael’s
countenance, his own team had intervened at last, for a flurry of
little red dots were now dancing over the threatening personages
and his prisoner.

“Tell them all to stand down,” ordered Stone,
in his best annoyed FIA Internal Affairs Auditor voice, “all of you
or you will never hear aught of your precious treasure again!”

Both Raphael and the lead Nightstalker
shivered in dread at the firmness and command in that voice,
knowing the man spoke the very truth and that their lives were
forfeit should he do as he promised, both motioned immediately to
their followers to stand down. Stone nodded grimly and ordered,
“now dismiss them all, save yourselves.”

The pair actually exchanged a startled look
but dared not disobey, save as everybody else was slinking back
into the outer darkness, the most junior vampire came dashing in,
all excitement, crying, “sir, sir!” and dragging what appeared to
be a rather hirsute hound behind him.

“What is it lad?” queried Stone evenly, the
other two too overwrought to talk at the moment.

His superior nodded grimly that he should
answer, the young vampire looked at Stone skeptically, but then
said, “the Vermil sir, it’s finally caught a trace!”

“You’ve caught the traitor’s biosignature?”
demanded his chief.

“No,” said the young Nightstalker
tremulously, “the Commander’s.”

“Leave the beast, lad,” ordered Stone, “we’ll
need it to get to our meeting, but we’d best be on our way, I’m
sure Raphael will gladly give us a lift,” he eyed them both keenly,
those stony eyes sending a shudder of dread through all three,
“nobody follows, understood?” They nodded wanly but shuddered again
at the deadly seriousness in those eyes. “Excellent,” said he
cheerily, tossing his cup in the appropriate receptacle, “let’s be
off!” They exchanged another of those astonished glances before
following towards the door, the Nightstalker taking command of the
Vermil’s leash and ordering his junior to stand down, with a shrug,
the lesser vampire walked up to the counter and began perusing the
menu.

As they got in, Oliver smiled, “Raphael will
drive, while you give him directions based on your rather curious
GPS unit there.”

“Where are we going?” protested both together
as they took their places and the car pulled out onto the main
road.

Said Stone, “to hash out this treasure
business once and for all. Raphael can represent the interests of
mortal men and the US government, the Nightstalkers can represent
themselves, and our hosts will represent every other interested
body amongst sentient folk of a biological persuasion.”

“What did he just say?” asked Raphael wanly,
turning when told to do so as the Vermil’s interest and eagerness
in the hunt grew ever more apparent as they neared its target.

Smiled the Nightstalker grimly, “it seems
neither of us can just claim the trove for ourselves or our
respective superiors but rather we must negotiate on behalf of all
sentient beings wrought of flesh and bone.”

“I don’t understand,” protested the
driver.

“You work for the Paranormal Division of the
AIS,” said Oliver, much enjoying the conversation, “aren’t you
aware of other races of sentient people: elves, vampires,
fairies…?”

“In theory, yes,” replied Raphael slowly,
“but I’ve never knowingly seen any proof personally and why the
physical distinction?”

“Because there are powers of a purely
spiritual nature, both good and evil, as well,” replied Stone. “My
main duty is to keep the more dangerous items recovered from this
little hoard out of the hands of those spiritual entities of an
evil nature and their various minions.”

“What about the so-called good spiritual
entities?” demanded Raphael, “Why aren’t you claiming it all for
your ridiculous Master?”

Stone actually blinked in surprise, “what
could He want with any of it? He can speak worlds and realities
into being, what use has He for such trinkets? His servants have
all the resources of eternity to call upon, our only interest in
the stuff is to see that it is justly distributed for the benefit
of all and that it is not used by nefarious powers to upset the
natural order.”
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