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Oliver Stone tried to sit in Phyllis’s familiar parlor, but it seemed he was having some trouble with the basic laws of physics, namely the sofa absolutely refused to support his blindingly radiant form.  “Oliver?!” said Raven in surprise, coming into the room, obligate cup of coffee in hand.

The man smiled ruefully and replied, “sorry Raven, I seem to be having a little trouble with the very basics of our uncanny profession!”  He finally gave up trying to force the unobliging loveseat to entertain his egregious demands on its frame, but rather squatted so that it appeared that he was sitting but he supported and maintained his own desired posture rather than the furniture doing it for him, though strangely it wasn’t any less comfortable or demanding than standing, as if he didn’t have muscles or ligaments to grow tired or sore at all, not that that was of much concern to a Lightwalker anyway, but it seemed he was now completely indifferent to the matter entirely.

Raven tried to hand him the coffee cup, but Oliver might as well have been snatching at sunbeams, which was rather frustrating when he most particularly needed a strong dose of elf coffee to clear his mind, that he might figure out what was going on.  “You’d best start at the beginning, lad,” said Raven gravely, his eyebrows arched in surprise at the continuing strangeness of the situation.

Began Stone, “as you know, we’ve dealt with the physical bodies of six of the Seven of the High Inquisitors, and I just now found myself in the very presence of the Seventh, not his gigantesque avatar, but the man himself.  He was a wan, wasted thing, unable to rise from his couch.”  He glanced askance at the offending furniture, musing upon his own failure even to sit thereupon, before continuing, “he had a half dozen attendants to tend to his physical needs while his mind and attention were solely directed towards a glowing glass sphere, much like the crystal balls we like to associate with fortune tellers, and from this his concentration never wavered.  His minions and lackeys tried to stop me, but it was easy as thought to ghost right through them.  I picked up the sphere with a glowing hand and we both screamed, the Seventh and I.  The next thing I know is I’m here and can’t seem to hide my true form or even sit on the couch.”

“You’ve been disembodied,” replied Steve, appearing suddenly in their midst, “and can no longer touch the physical reality.  You managed to destroy one of the Seven Spheres, but only at the cost of your physical existence.”

“Is there a cure?” asked Raven in astonishment, “He can’t even vanish from sight?”

“No,” replied Steve with a grim shake of his head, “and he is therefore dangerous to any mortal man that even glimpses him.  There isn’t a cure save to Go, I am sorry my friend, but it seems your service is at an end, for I cannot allow you to put even one mortal creature at risk.”

“I understand,” sighed Oliver, adding with a rueful smile for his commander, “sorry Raven, this wasn’t how I planned on ending my career, but when has anything ever gone according to plan since we got tangled up in this business!  I’ll miss you something awful!”

“No you won’t,” smiled Steve in anticipation, as if it was his birthday and a party of special magnificence lurked on the horizon, “to your perception, Everyone will already be gathered together.”

“I will at least miss the adventures then,” smiled Oliver, suddenly wistful.

“No,” came another voice, as all eyes turned to look curiously upon Jasmine as she entered the room, “I had wanted to speak with you privately Raven, but it seems I might be able to do one last good deed before I vanish into eternity.”  She smiled wistfully and said, tears in her voice and eyes, “I have decided to Go, but can Oliver and I switch circumstances before I do so?”

“You want to bequeath me your physical nature and take my insubstantiality upon yourself?!” said Stone in no little wonder.

She laughed at him, “why wouldn’t I do it if I could?” asked she, eyeing Steve questioningly.  The angel only shrugged and smiled broadly, offering one hand to each, Oliver actually smiling in wonder as he finally felt something substantial in his hand, apparently the angel’s strange nature was immune to his own indisposition.  There came a brilliant flash and an even broader smile from Stone, who was immediately just a boring guy once more.  Jasmine smiled sadly in farewell but with joy alight in her eyes, as she vanished beyond the veil of time, leaving the others to exchange a wistful sigh, before focusing on the matter at hand.

“Welcome back!” cried Raven, flinging himself at his friend in joyous greeting, as if after a long and grievous parting.

“How about some coffee?” smiled Oliver like the happiest kid in the universe, just as Phyllis, with her usual impeccable timing, brought in just that.

Asked Raven of Steve as they settled down to discuss recent revelations, “is it that simple?  We just find six more volunteers who are willing or ready to Go, destroy their Spheres, and leave the rest to mortal authorities?”

“Is it ever that simple?” asked he, out-Ravening Raven himself, as he stirred a little sugar into his coffee.

“No,” smiled he ruefully, “else we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

Suggested Oliver, setting down his empty cup, “maybe I should check the Hall of Knowledge again?”

“That would be a far better idea than sitting here guessing,” chuckled Raven, pouring himself another cup, “off with you lad!”  Oliver gave him a wide grin and vanished and reappeared in what seemed to be the same flash.  “Well?” queried his valiant commander.

“I believe things are about to get very complicated,” replied Stone grimly, taking up his cup and helping himself to another bracing dose of coffee, before telling them of his recent discoveries.

Tristan and Gwen remained behind in Podunk after their initial adventures with the Inquisitors, just to make sure everything settled back into its dull and usual routine.  They easily broke into Phyllis’s little house, wistful tears springing into Gwen’s eyes as they crossed the yellow police tape and her mother wasn’t there to greet them.  Tristan put an encouraging hand on her back and said quietly, “we’ll see them again,” his own eyes misty in remembering his own departed family, “but we’ve got our friends and comrades and Him to keep us company and most importantly, out of trouble!”

“They will at that,” smiled she impishly through her nostalgia, “I don’t think we’ll bother with any housekeeping at the moment, Phyllis can see to that if she wants to, as it is her house!”  She eyed her faux spouse amusedly, “now I understand why your place was such a dump and here I’m complicit in an equally criminal amount of untidiness!”

“I’ll go round up Tim and his friends,” smiled he in reminiscent mirth, “why don’t you go hunt down the Priest and tell him he can come back?”

“Sounds good to me,” smiled Gwen, but added as she summoned Father Paul, “perhaps a fellow Priest might not be such a bad thing to bring along, even if he is a heretic.”

“We heretics must stick together,” grinned he, as they explained their errand, “I wonder what he will think of it all?”

“Let’s go find out,” smiled Gwen in anticipation, but search as they would, they couldn’t find anybody for whom they sought, which was almost an impossibility wherein their strange nature was considered!

“Where are they?” frowned Tristan grimly.

“They’re either dead or something funny is going on,” agreed Gwen, whereat all three vanished back to Phyllis’s other house to make their report and discuss their findings.  They found the other three still in the parlor going over the new revelations Oliver had discovered, only beginning their third cup of coffee, thus they hadn’t missed much.

Raven heard their brief report and summoned the Detective in a brilliant flash as Phyllis brought in extra cups and more muffins, exchanging a grimace with her niece upon hearing the state of her old abode, but for the moment, she had enough to do in her current one, so it must fend for itself for a little while, as painful as that thought was, it was also her duty and she could do nothing but.  “We each have a cross to bear,” smiled Gwen teasingly, almost losing her cookie privileges for a month, but that great hearted aunt could in nowise be that cruel.

“Magical artifacts and sorcerers,” mused Raven, when everyone had settled down for further discussion, “this will certainly be a curious affair.”

“Raven!” cried Phyllis from the direction of the TV lounge, “You’d best come see this!”

“Something worthwhile on the news?!” smiled Stone in wonder, as the whole company traipsed towards the startled voice.

“They are certainly bold,” smiled Raven grimly, as they watched a delegation of Inquisitors being interviewed by the intrigued reporter.

“And far more newsworthy than us,” quipped Gwen, as they watched the entire interview, rather than a heavily edited soundbite with a ton of commentary, as had been the case in their own turn, “as it seems they are only too eager to extend their influence to anyone or anywhere willing to accept it and they’ll welcome all comers into their ranks.”

“Which these power hungry citizens are all too willing to do with no questions asked,” sighed the Priest gravely.

Asked the Detective curiously of the Priest, “I know there is an historical relationship between the Catholic Church and the Inquisitors, but do they stem therefrom or is it more a case of the Church either hiring the fellows occasionally, as in our own case, or being hijacked for a time by their ideology?”

Replied Oliver, “according to my incontrovertible source in the Hall of Knowledge, a place you must certainly visit my friend!, their origins are Of Old, and usually they are a secret society, manipulating from the shadows, but on occasion they break out into the public eye, often through some other established government, organization, or other influential entity, the Inquisition being the foremost example of such, though they seem to be anticipating a far more broad and widespread eruption of their influence than ever before.”

“And the nations, general public, and media will welcome them like old friends,” growled Raven, “thinking they can gain power and prestige thereby!”

“But I thought we had taken care of all the High Inquisitors or whatever they style themselves?” frowned Gwen in consternation.

Stone shook his head, “only one of the Seven is permanently accounted for, the other Six have merely been inconvenienced by the loss of their avatar, the physical body controlled by another person entirely from a distance via their Spheres.  They’ll be back soon, just in a different guise, and we have done nothing to interfere with the lower ranks, who can easily replace any of the Six as long as their accursed Spheres endure.”

“So let’s destroy the rest of the Spheres!” proposed Tristan, a huge fan of the obvious, and explosions, he especially loved explosions!

“If it was that simple, we would in a trice,” agreed Raven, “even if it would require six of us quitting the mortal sphere, but just as you can’t find certain persons, so too is it now impossible for us to locate any of the Six Spheres simply by appearing when and where we must.”

“Part of their dark sorcery or unique artifacts, no doubt,” smiled Oliver grimly, adding with an eager smile, “but we can still do this the old fashioned way!”  At Tristan’s quizzical frown, he laughed merrily, “working our way up from the bottom.”

“Back to school,” sighed the boy in feigned longsuffering, his broad grin quite ruining the effect.

“Just the assignment for you giddy lads,” agreed Raven, but at Gwen’s frown he added, “I’m afraid they don’t take young ladies, my dear, but I’m sure we’ll find something else for you to do and it won’t be cleaning Phyllis’s rental property!”  They returned to the parlor and summoned the necessary individuals, Stone marveling at the ease with which such meetings could be accomplished in this uncanny business, always a difficult and tricky maneuver in mortal covert ops!

“I get to finish the Academy?” queried Hunter eagerly.

“Not quite,” smiled Jeremy grimly, “this won’t be near as much fun.”

“You consider all that book work fun?!” asked Tucker in wonder.

Agent Chalk snorted, “nay lad, rather compared to the brutal and cruel tactics undoubtedly employed by the Inquisitor’s teachers, even being an accountant, even one who hates math, must be pleasant by comparison!”

“Ugh!” shuddered Tristan at the very thought even as Gwen smiled in relief, the whole company laughing merrily at the reactions of both.

Asked Raven of Doctor Bob, “any news from the FIA?”

“They’ll be delighted to have Tucker on the inside of this fiasco,” agreed he, “both for keeping an eye on you lot and to know more about these Inquisitor fellows, who are apparently making overtures of goodwill to just about any power or principality you can name.”

“They’ll undoubtedly have agents of their own in place,” nodded Stone, eyeing their own recruits significantly, “and it will be up to you lads to protect them even as they are technically working against you!”

Laughed Tristan, “at least it never gets dull!”  Asked he more seriously, “what about the rest of us?”

“Some will undoubtedly continue assisting any and all those who need our assistance via our international organization, though one without name or address,” grinned Raven wryly, “and I believe a few will have an even less enviable task than your own.”

At the boy’s puzzled frown, Stone enlightened him, “prisoners and residents of their dungeons, where I believe we’ll find your missing Podunkians.”

“Bring on the homework!” whistled the boy in surprise.

“You have your assignments,” nodded Raven, dismissing the lot of them with a wave of his hand.

Tristan, Hunter, Jeremy, Tucker, Jeff, and Timothy all found themselves standing in a long line of eager young men waiting their turn to register to join the Inquisitor’s Academy.  “It will be interesting to be a student again,” quipped Timothy, as he parted from his companions to register with a grim looking fellow on the far end of the long table, where half a dozen young men, who seemed to have been born with a congenital lack of humor, were registering the new recruits.  They took down his information, made him sign a hundred forms in triplicate, and then handed him a little pamphlet trumpeting the glories to come, but also warning of the bitter price of failure, as he wandered off to the side where a crowd of new initiates waited for the next bus to take them wherever their training would commence.

“These people are serious,” grimaced Tristan, as he joined his comrades, all save Tucker in strange guise, as their original identities had already been leaked to the world.

“And you’ll be the first to succumb to their definition of failure,” replied Jeremy grimly, “as your whole personality is mirth and mischief itself and they have no tolerance for any sort of shenanigans.”

“Lovely,” sighed the boy, no trace of his usual impishness shining through, but their conversation could not continue, for the bus pulled up and they were herded inside, and there were too many strange ears listening to risk anything but the exchange of bland and vague nothings.

They flung Father Paul into a cell, wherein he immediately recognized a fellow ecclesiastic of his own erstwhile order, namely the Priest from Podunk.  He was clad as a Priest, but his face was not the one to which he had been born, but Father Nick didn’t care or notice, so excited was he to have a roommate of his own occupation with whom to discuss everything and share his own terrible experiences therewith.

“Where are we?” asked Father Paul cheerily, after their brief introductions and greetings.

“I have no idea,” shrugged the other, “what do you think they mean to do with us?”

The Lightwalker shuddered, “they call themselves the Inquisitors and pride themselves on the role their organization played in the actual Inquisition!”

“They wouldn’t?!” gasped the horrified Priest.

“They most certainly would,” said Paul with a grim shake of his head, “they know neither mercy nor justice, only an unquenchable thirst for cruelty and power.”

“So you’re saying we’re dead no matter what?!” snapped Tim Melon from the corner of the cell, where he was hardly noticeable as he slouched spiritlessly against the wall.

“Yes,” replied Father Paul grimly, “so you had best make your peace with God!”

“If there’s a God why didn’t he keep me from falling into this mess in the first place or at least rescue me from this pit?” snapped Melon dispiritedly.

“Even His Saints are subjected to terrible and often irredeemable situations,” replied Father Nick quietly, “He did not ever promise comfort or safety in this life, but rather to be faithful through everything to those who call upon His Name and trust in His salvation, that our immortal souls might find eternal triumph and blessing in Him, rather than in material and physical comfort in this current age.”

“Then I want nothing to do with him,” snarled Tim, turning his face to the wall and cursing the pedantic ecclesiastics under his breath.

Said Nick Sadly, “he’s ever been an agnostic and something of a rogue his whole life, and has seemingly abandoned all hope and faith now that the shadows of twilight drape his future.”

“What’s your tale?” queried Paul, seating himself on the rotting wooden bench at the back of the cell, the only furniture therein.

The aging Priest shrugged, “I was assigned to the Church in Podunk, ND, and have been there many years, when these absolutely gigantic men, minding me of Goliath and his ilk perhaps?, bodily drove me from the church and absconded with the keys.  I fled for my life, but I did not make it far, as some thugs, happily of normal height and girth, but ruffians all the same, fell upon me and the next thing I knew I was here.  I believe there are several of Tim’s companions in carousal imprisoned here as well, though I do not understand any of this in the least!”  Paul smiled grimly and recounted what he could of the situation, leaving the Priest and the sulky but morbidly curious Tim, who listened despite his ire, grimacing in horror and disgust.

“What now?” breathed the old Priest in disquiet dread.

“You three will be coming with me,” snarled a new voice, one of the guards by his uniform, accompanied by five more of his fellows.  Each man found himself held by the shoulders by two of the guards as they were ushered down a maze of long and winding corridors, soon joined by another company of like makeup, all proceeding in grim and terrible silence, until at last they came to a wide foyer with several smaller rooms or cells branching off therefrom.  Each pair took their prisoner into a separate cell and locked the door behind themselves.

“Strip,” ordered Father Paul’s guards, he obeyed immediately, knowing if he didn’t comply they would assist him in the process and be far from gentle in their ministrations.  He nodded grimly and complied, and as he finished, they picked up his discarded garments and hastily exited the cell, locking the door again, leaving the prisoner alone in the cell.  The Lightwalker frowned slightly, wondering what this was all about, but he was not made to puzzle over the enigma long, as a slot in the bottom of the door was opened and a slightly luminous stone, of a greyish green color, was slid into the room.  Curious, he approached and knelt to pick it up, but cried aloud as his flesh touched the stone, for suddenly his whole being felt afire, neither could he discard the accursed thing, no matter how he tried to fling it from him.  He collapsed, writhing in agony, the darkness descended upon him, and he knew no more.

Some time later, how long was impossible to determine, the Priest awoke and shakily sat up, glancing at his changed form in wry wonder, though his now gigantically proportioned form ached in every limb and feature, it was nothing compared to what had already passed.  He heard the door unlocked and saw a full dozen guards standing there in readiness as it was thrown open, “no trouble now!” cried a stern voice, the giant Priest could only grin archly, a terrible expression in that unnatural countenance, and get to his feet.  They kept their distance, but each sported a strange spear with a bluely luminous tip, minding him of the weapons wielded by the Warders before the entrance into the Hall of Knowledge, and he had no wish to tangle therewith.

They wended their way through another maze of corridors until they came at last to an unremarkable door, which was thrown open and he was herded within, none of the guards daring to venture in themselves.  No sooner had they locked the door behind him than the whole room seemed to tingle like the aftermath of a near lightning strike.  The Priest glanced about curiously, seeing a number of blue stones, minding him of those odd spears held by the guards, set in the ceiling and upper walls of the cell; in the middle was one great stone that glowed like a tropical sea.  The next moment, the room was filled with light or electricity or magic or something, whatever it was, froze the Lightwalker in his steps and seemed intent on pushing his spirit from his body, if that was possible.

But feeling no urge to fight the sensation, as he could undoubtedly do with his strange nature, he let it overcome him, as if he was just another mortal man.  And found himself standing outside his former self, invisible of course, but no longer affected by the strange field surrounding his gigantesque body, which still breathed and occasionally blinked even without his spirit in residence.  The blue radiance faded and the body still stood, it then looked about, blinked, and smiled in hideous approval, bellowing for the doors to be thrown wide, as the trembling guards did just that, bowing deeply to the monstrosity that emerged therefrom.  The Priest following curiously to see what would come of the matter, though it seemed to him that at least one of the remaining Six was again abroad in the world in a stolen and hideous guise.

He followed the avatar down what seemed endless miles of unbroken corridors, until at last they came to a heavy mahogany door, intricately carved with hideous and mocking faces that were in nowise human.  It might have been the door into an unholy chapel, but he wasn’t allowed to continue, as a milky stone set in the wall above the door suddenly glowed red, as if in warning.  “Who, what?!” demanded the awful brute of the seeming air.

The little priest grinned wryly and allowed himself to again become visible to the waking world, so that the monster might see his shadow, “Father Paul,” said he cheerily, offering a slight bow to his own former habiliment, if mutant and grotesque.

“Lightwalker!” smiled the thing in utter contempt, “Trying to pry out our secrets?  We are well warded against your antics and our plans are so insidious and brilliant you won’t be able to detect them until they are accomplished!  Slink back into the shadows where you belong and leave us be!”

“Have we not already destroyed one of your precious Spheres?” countered he, “Can we not do the same to the rest?”

“You have done nothing but accomplish what our own dark prophecy has foretold,” scorned he, “that and lessened the competition amongst ourselves!  Now only Five remain between me and absolute power!  You only make the survivors stronger thereby little pest, but pray continue to meddle if you must, for it only benefits me the more!”  He strode into the dark chapel, leaving the Priest to stand in the corridor and mull over what he had just heard.  He would have followed the monstrosity within save he felt something terrible lurked inside and he was no match for such a horror.  With a sigh, he vanished back to the old house to make his report, wondering what was to come of it all.

Pastor Albert appeared the same moment as the Priest in the comfy old parlor, and there were Raven and Steve, seemingly awaiting their report of their unseemly experience.  “Well at least we now know how they procure their avatars,” shivered Raven in disgust, “and that all six are likely clad in flesh once more.”

“And that there is a fiendish component as well,” said Steve.

Raven eyed him wryly, “isn’t your continued presence here proof enough of that?”

The angel merely shrugged and helped himself to another cookie, as if he might stick around solely for Phyllis’s cooking instead.  Raven could only shake his head in wonder, thank his minions, and order them all to be about their business, whereat they exchanged amused grins and vanished deeper into the house in search of just that.

The bus dropped them at the airport, where they were met by another humorless human being and ushered easily through security and onto a waiting private jet, which transported them across an ocean and deposited them at a miniscule private airport whereat they boarded another bus.  “What a perfectly spooky old castle,” grinned Tristan as they were escorted towards the hulking edifice through the gloom of encroaching night.

“Right out of a gothic novel,” agreed Timothy.

“I thought your studies took a more scientific turn?” queried Jeremy with a slight frown.

“We all had Gen Eds we had to take,” smiled he in reminiscence, “and it was mostly to impress the girls, almost as good as learning French or reading Jane Austen, except a little more interesting to a masculine mind, me thinks.”

“I feel like I’m in a bad spy movie,” laughed Jeremy.

“I don’t want to be in either a gothic novel or a cheap spy flick,” protested Jeff.

“Then you’re in luck,” said Hunter grimly, “as this is like to be a horror movie instead, or maybe something like ‘Frankenstein,’ the book, not the dreadful movie and pop culture spinoffs!”

“Someone else has had a classic education,” smiled Timothy impishly.

“My parents thought it would be good for me to read some of the classics,” admitted he with a rueful grin.

“Hush up, you lot!” scowled a grim voice, as they entered the outer gates and stood aimlessly in the inner courtyard, “You sound like a bunch of old lady tourists!”  They fell silent as the grim looking man continued, “here you’ll begin your initial training in hopes of joining the illustrious Inquisitors, but only the best are allowed to join our ancient and prestigious order, while the washouts and failures will supply their more successful classmates with practical experience and cease to trouble the world with their ineptitude thereby.  Now go to bed and tomorrow we’ll start your initiation!”  They were broken into groups of half a dozen individuals, each following what appeared to be older and more experienced students, who would serve as their guides, supervisors, and disciplinarians through their initial training until they were experienced and trusted enough to do likewise for the next batch of new recruits.

The Lightwalkers found themselves divided from their friends and comrades, an intentional maneuver by their hosts, as they must rise or fall by their own strength and cunning, rather than through cooperation or alliances, to say nothing of spreading their protective presence as wide as possible amongst the mostly oblivious and vulnerable mortal students.

Tucker’s company found themselves in a room just big enough to contain four double bunks, composed of little more than rough boards nailed together, wherein their guide doled out their uniforms and assigned each a bed.  He then gave them a brief introductory lecture, “half of you will not survive the coming days, but those that do will be given ever more power and influence and status within the organization and soon, the world!  There is no room for mercy, kindness, friendship, mirth, joy, or anything that distracts from your duties and pursuit of greatness.  Am I understood?”  They nodded grimly, more than one heart sinking as they realized this wasn’t just a lark or a trip to summer camp but tragically real, deadly serious in fact.  With these uneasy thoughts, they were dismissed to bed.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​2



[image: ]




Oliver Stone found himself in a place utterly dark, even to his strange eyes, but it was only the darkness of no natural or artificial light, not the presence of something evil or the work of dark witchery.  He saw a door knob and eagerly turned it, grinning wryly as he emerged from a janitor’s closet somewhere in the extensive office building occupied by the FIA.  He checked his wardrobe and smiled the more to see he would blend in perfectly as just another guy in the requisite suit and tie, save for his uncanny entrance, he might be just another Agent about his business.  He strode off, not knowing exactly where he was supposed to be or whom to importune but knowing it would be revealed in time, he only had to walk off in the direction he felt impelled to go.

Nobody really looked at him, busy about their own errands and thoughts as they were, otherwise they might have recognized one of the most notorious men of recent history.  He walked as if he owned the place and had every right to be there, venturing towards his own erstwhile office as if it was still his own.  He walked right past the secretary and opened the door into the Director’s Office, the startled assistant looking up from her typing in surprise, instinctively summoning security at this egregious breach of protocol, but he only grinned impishly at her and entered the room, knowing he had only a few minutes before they interrupted him, guns a-blazing.

“Oliver Stone?!” said Ms. Davis, the new Director in surprise, apparently the most qualified person in the applicant pool was the interviewer herself!

“You’d best call off your incoming security team,” smiled he, “at least if you don’t want this interview to be interrupted or witnessed by too many extraneous individuals.”

“Not that they could do much to importune you,” said she dryly, buzzing her secretary to call off the dogs, as it were, “now what can I do for you?”

“How much do you know about these Inquisitors?” queried he, seating himself without permission, she smiled grimly at his boldness but made no comment thereupon.

“Only that they have made overtures of friendship which your peculiar comrades have utterly failed to do,” replied she, “of course the media, the public, and every department, institution, and organization in the country is going bonkers in delight over their offer.”

“We are ever at your service,” replied he solemnly, “though perhaps not in a way acceptable to your overly cultured sensibilities or political opinions, but we are here to deal with things beyond mortal comprehension or experience.”

“But you refuse to deal with such circumstances in the ways we want them dealt with,” growled she, “whereas these Inquisitors offer to work alongside us to the benefit of all.”

“We must see justice done for all,” replied Stone firmly, “not solely for the benefit of one party or the other.”

“That’s your problem, Stone!” taunted she, “You’re old fashioned and outdated, an antique!  And you’ll be left alone with your anachronistic sentimentalities while the world moves on to greater things without you!”

“Time will prove what it will,” replied he calmly, “but I must advise extreme caution with these Inquisitors.  They are involved with terrible evils and are workers of dark sorcery, they are expert torturers, assassins, and spies.”

“So are you, Stone,” smiled she grimly, “it seems to me a case of the fox warning the chicken about the weasel!”

“Nay lady,” replied he, betraying his anachronistic vocabulary, if not said sentimentalities of the same variety, “we serve completely different masters and our power stems from opposing forces!”

“I beg to differ on the definition of evil,” snapped she, “is not the ultimate evil judging others and declaring their dearest held beliefs to be wrong?  Isn’t your pathetic little god guilty of just that, threatening to smite anyone who doesn’t agree with him?”

“If it is one man judging another by his own standards,” replied he quietly, “then yes, it would be a terrible thing indeed, but when the very Maker of the universe declares something anathema, who are we to say that it is good or okay?  You don’t put sugar water in your car when the manufacturer designed it to run on gasoline, how much less should your life be run contrary to what He has declared as best for each individual and our interactions with one another?”

“That’s your problem Stone,” smiled she in amused contempt, “you think there is more to life than our allotted years!  That there’s meaning or purpose or design in all this!  Well there isn’t and thus I need fear no irate creator someday.”

“But how do the dead live again?” queried he.

“I’m sure it is some trick or unknown technology or something,” replied she indifferently, “what does it matter?  These Inquisitors speak our language and seem to share compatible goals and opinions so obviously we will seriously consider their offer, cautiously of course, we aren’t fools after all.  Is there anything else or can I get back to work?”

“Your Agents are in grave peril,” protested he, “as is the sovereignty of every world power complicit in their schemes!”

“We want the power and influence they seem to wield, and as you won’t reveal your secrets we’ll turn to someone who will, good day Stone, you know your way out,” snapped she, returning her attention to the task he had interrupted, leaving him to stand there being ignored or to show himself out, but before he left, she called out to him by way of a parting taunt, “by the way, they are extremely interested in laying hands on you in particular, I’d be very careful, as anybody who wants to make a good impression on our new allies will be looking to take advantage of just that.”  He nodded grimly and shut the door behind him.

He merely blinked at the completely different place he found outside the door, well used to such sudden shifts, eyeing his own garb with amusement, his business attire having been replaced with a certain archaic ensemble with an obsidian knife girt to his belt.  “This way,” hissed a dreadful voice, as he turned to face his guide, a stony-eyed fellow who had never laughed at a joke in his life, at least if one could judge such things by his expression.  Stone said nothing, merely bowing his head in acquiescence as the man led him deeper into the subterranean labyrinth in which he found himself, wondering if there was worse than a minotaur at the far end.

“Ah, Stone, right on time,” scorned an absolutely gigantic individual swathed dramatically in black, as he was led into a small chamber that appeared to be some sort of workshop, adding with a sneer, “not that that is surprising with your wretched allegiance.”  The minion bowed deeply and excused himself, leaving the pair seemingly alone.  Continued the fiend, “now I’ll give you a chance to escape the mortal world forever, otherwise you’ll soon be wishing you had done just that!”

“What are you proposing?” queried Oliver, curious but unintimidated by the monster’s threats.

“Vengeance,” smiled that hideous face in like manner, “you’ve gotten in the way, destroyed any number of ingenious plots, and think you can do so again and again with impunity, but you are utterly wrong.”  He proffered what looked to be a rather ordinary paring knife, “do you know what this is?”  At Stone’s curious look, he continued proudly, “it’s an artifact out of ancient days, one that can strip you of your immortality as easily as it might cut up an apple.”

“Mortality, shame, and torture are nothing new to me,” replied he stonily, “what do you hope to gain thereby?”

“To involve you in some of our most gruesome rites,” chuckled the fiend in cruel anticipation.

“Also something that is far from novel,” replied Stone grimly.

“I never claimed evil was creative,” scowled the monster, hefting his knife as Oliver set himself in a defensive stance, however pointless, as he knew he must stand his ground and endure whatever was to come.  The villain seemed to know it too, as he stepped forward and struck, even as Stone fell into darkness.

He awoke to find himself the center of attention to a hundred curious pairs of eyes, some keen, some disgusted, but none daring to look away.  Seeing that his subject was awake, the instructor immediately began lecturing on the basics of anatomy and physiology, at least as they applied to the so-called arts of torture and execution, as he talked, he also demonstrated on his unenthused subject, who protested such ungentle treatment as might be expected, but at last his mortal frame could endure no more and he happily slipped into the arms of death, though the pedantic man lectured on for another couple hours until what was left could hardly be identified as the remnants of a man.  Finished he, “and such will be the fate of each and every one of you that doesn’t live up to our standards!”  A shudder of horror ran through the crowd and elicited a mass groan, much amusing the grim instructor, who abandoned the floor to his minions that they might set everything to rights.

“Agent Right?” asked a young man about Tucker’s own age, one he vaguely remembered from the Academy, as they broke into their assigned cohorts for lunch after the morning’s hideous lecture and demonstration.

“Call me Tucker,” smiled the boy grimly, “but you’ll have to remind me of your name?”

“Brian Stall,” replied he, “I assume we’re here on similar business?”

“Quite,” agreed he with a wan smile, “what think you so far?”

“A wretched business certainly,” shivered the man, “but I’m only here to watch and observe, not to judge, it’s up to our superiors to determine what to make of our findings.”

“You could honestly observe something like that and not be morally outraged, if not physically disgusted?” gaped Tucker in horror.

“Of course I am disgusted,” blanched he at the very idea, “but who are we to judge?”

“I think we are well qualified to judge such a display,” retorted the boy, “how could we do anything but call it an abomination!”

“But if the ends justify the means,” protested Brian, “what then?”

Sickened, Tucker replied, “what justifiable end did today’s display accomplish?”

“I don’t know, but it must be to some useful end or why go to such extremes?” countered he.

“Quiet!” snapped their overseer at the other end of the table, “Or you can give voice all you like as we put into practice on your person what we just learned!”  The guilty pair exchanged a grim look and lapsed into a grim and pensive silence.  “But just so you know, one of you will end exactly like that at the end of the week for the edification of the rest, whoever performs the worst or particularly earns my antipathy will be the unhappy volunteer, capiche?”  They nodded their understanding but nobody could then finish their food, not that they had much appetite to begin with after the morning’s exercise.

They spent the afternoon working on various physical disciplines, Tucker watching each of his companions carefully, hoping they possessed some innate skill or previous training lest they suffer Oliver’s fate come the end of the week.  He really wanted to talk with each and every one about the Most Important Thing but their stern overseer allowed no time for idle chatter, especially about what could only be heresy of the worst sort.

Their mornings were spent watching various demonstrations of cruelty and evil, but always presented in an educational way that they might replicate the feat themselves one day.  Their afternoons were spent learning various martial arts and training their bodies to become deadly weapons.  The evenings were spent reading and studying the tenets of the Inquisitors, which were almost as ghastly as the morning demonstrations in their own right.  Tucker knew himself to be safe from being selected for Friday’s demonstration, at least on the martial and academic front, but he had certainly earned their overseer’s scorn with his complete lack of native cruelty and boundless hope in the midst of overwhelming despair and evil, but it was Brian who was chosen as the weakest member of the cohort and doomed to die miserably at the hands of his companions, for though a trained Agent, his career had mainly been spent at a desk and he had barely passed the physical requirements of the Academy, which were nothing compared to those demanded by their current hosts.

“Wait!” protested Tucker, as their cohort withdrew to a private workroom to begin the morning’s exercise.

“You want to take his place?” scorned their overseer in utter contempt, “I have no patience for pity or mercy or self-sacrifice, but I would be happy to be well rid of such a pathetic specimen as yourself.”

“Yes,” sighed Tucker, exchanging a sad smile with the horrified Brian, who had to reconsider if the ends truly did justify the means when it meant his own person was about to be used to demonstrate just that.  He could hardly believe it when they cut the ropes binding his hands and he was released even as Tucker allowed himself to be bound thus.  Could one man truly die for another?  And such a death?!  His mind protested vehemently at this, but there was no time to think at the moment, lest he find himself again in like circumstances, as none dared defy their overseer, who was urging them to begin their assigned task, and with a bitter and sorrowful heart, he picked up his knife.

“That was unpleasant!” cried Oliver, as he suddenly appeared on a great and empty plain amid an eternal twilight, his being alight, as if in protest to the indignities recently heaped upon it.

Asked the Detective curiously, “what do you make of this strange place?”

Stone smiled wryly at the man’s continued intrigue with their odd profession, not even pausing to hear a completely unrelated tale in his quest to discover everything he could thereabout.  Oliver briefly explained their surroundings, beginning to walk and telling his own tale as they set off, and at the appropriate moment, there stood the Warders beside their Stones, the Detective unveiling his unearthly form when bidden to do so, in nowise so silly as Doctor Bob or Tucker in trying to pass in an unauthorized manner.

“What is your own quest?” asked Oliver, as they found the needed information ready and awaiting their perusal, but the Detective was too busy staring off into the boundless wastes of the stacks to answer, mused he aloud, “what do you think we can find out there?”

“Ultimate knowledge,” grinned Oliver keenly, “but it is empty and vacant as the plain we just abandoned without something needful to use it for.”

“To think one could get lost in a sea of knowledge!” replied he in wonder, but frowning slightly he added, “But then again, our modern society is awash in information and nobody quite knows what anybody else is talking about!”  He turned his attention back to the matter at hand, smiling in delight as he did so, “but it seems that is not like to be our fate,” as he began scanning the book before them, “curious,” remarked he, “but nothing definitive.”

“I have often wondered if Raven had any part in the writing of any of these books,” grinned Oliver widely, “but at least it is a start!”

“And we must find and destroy all six Spheres if we are to reduce these fiends to mere men with whom the more proper authorities can deal?” queried the famed Detective in wonder.

“If they will,” agreed Stone grimly, thinking of his recent interview with the FIA Director and the tauntings of the Inquisitor who hoped they’d do just that.  Said he with sudden inspiration, “I wonder if they have any information on a knife that can render us mortal?”

“A peculiar artifact indeed,” smiled the Detective grimly, glad he hadn’t yet shown any propensity to share in his companion’s strange and terrible quests, he opened the book once more, though it was written on a completely different subject, neither was surprised to find it now contained the information they sought.

“That at least limits its usefulness,” smiled Oliver grimly, “but I wouldn’t mind adding it to the Spheres already on our list of artifacts to be destroyed!”

“As in all things,” chuckled the Detective, “time will reveal what it will,” they exchanged a wry grin and then vanished back to their more usual surroundings, hoping that Phyllis had coffee ready, but that was ridiculous, as she always did!

“So much for our illustrious careers as Inquisitors,” sighed Tristan dramatically, appearing with his companions in Phyllis’s parlor along with the Detective and Oliver.

“At least you could shut off the pain,” smiled Oliver grimly, telling them of his experience with the Inquisitor’s strange knife.

“Can they just importune us all then?” asked Jeremy with a concerned frown.

“It only works on one individual at a time,” replied the Detective, “and until death frees him or her from the resulting mortality, the blade is no more useful than any other knife ever forged.”

“There’s that at least,” nodded Timothy, eyeing Oliver askance, “why do you keep getting into such terrible debacles, my friend?”

“I have no idea,” grinned Stone ruefully, “but I’ll endure what I must to see that others are spared such suffering and perhaps even have a chance to discover the Most Important Thing!  But I’m not alone in that, as each of you has just proved.”

“I still think we need to get back to the Inquisitor’s moldy old castle and see if we can’t get back into the program,” said Tucker, “maybe take the place of an actual, but now unwilling, student?”
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