From: Carrie Byrd <cbyrd@linfield.edu>

This is another installment in the Ellen Series, titled Leave of

Absence. Continuing the Due South Jonny Quest:TRA crossover. I know I

promised this to the JQ people last weekend, but I got sick, so I can't

really be blamed.  Now for the standard information:

Leave of Absence

Carrie E. Byrd

This fic is Rated PG-13 for the really squeamish, and PG for the rest of

us.

Contains mild violence and death (not so mild).

due South characters belong to Alliance, and Jonny Quest belongs to

Hanna-Barbera. All original characters and story concept belong to me.

Archivers, I've got no objections, so long as you let me know where they are archived at.

Leave of Absence

1.

Ellen smiled to herself as she rode up in the elevator to the squadroom.

Things were definitely going her way. Her first novel was on the best

seller list, and her second was on its way to the editor. She had plenty

of time to devote to whatever case Lt. Welsh had for her and her

partners this time. She danced her way out of the elevator and flashed a

smile to Huey as she passed him.

As she swung through the doors of the bullpen she glanced around,

looking for Ray, or even Fraser, if he wasn’t on duty at the consulate

then he was most likely around somewhere. She finally spotted them

talking to a thin, balding man leaning against Ray’s desk. Fraser looked

thrilled and Ray, he looked…upset, disturbed, and something…

She studied the third man for a moment. He was well dressed, and that

suit looked like Armani. He smiled, and she could tell it was his best

feature, cocky and confident, and just a little bit sweet. He looked

like someone it would be good to know. She began to walk toward them

when she was hit from behind by a small whirlwind screaming

“Ray! Omigod! Ray! Ray!”

2.

Francesca Vecchio flew across the room and threw her arms around the

thin man, as Ellen watched, confused. Ray? What on earth is going on,

she wondered? She crossed the room quickly, moving to stand behind her

partner.

“Hey Ray, what’s going on?” The thin blonde man jumped and whirled

around to see Ellen standing behind him. “What’s going on?” She asked

her question again, a hint of impatience darkening her normally clear

blue eyes.

“Well, um…Ellen this is…Ray.”

“So I gathered, but perhaps you would care to expand a little on the

subject.” Francesca turned toward her friend.

“He’s my brother. My brother Ray.” The thin man smiled.

“Hi. How you doin’?” He held his hand out to the slim woman. She stared

at it.

“You’re her brother Ray?” He nodded, dropping his hand, slowly. “Then

that makes you…?” She turned to the man she knew as Ray Vecchio.

“Stanley Kowalski,” Ray/Stanley looked at her in alarm.

“Would someone like to explain this to me? Obviously I missed a couple

chapters of this book.” Fraser stepped forward.

“Ray Vecchio and I met when I came to Chicago. The real Ray Vecchio.” He

gestured to the balding man. Then, a few years later, he went undercover

in the mob, and the new Ray Vecchio, really Stanley, took his place to

prevent the real Ray from being discovered.”

“And it was decided that I didn’t need to know this?” Ray looked at

Ellen in alarm. The color had drained from her face and her eyes stood

out in brilliant contrast to the pallor of her skin. “So basically,

everything I know about you is a lie? I put my trust in you totally, and

you couldn’t even tell me who you were?” Her voice had slipped into an

icy cool tone. “And you both knew this…everybody knew this.”

Ray stared at Ellen. Her eyes were wild, and he had grown to know her

well enough to know that her temper was riding the border when her voice

took on that quality. She walked calmly to Welsh’s office and rapped on

the door. Loudly.

The lieutenant answered with a grim face. He had been afraid of this.

There had been no real reason not to tell Ellen the truth, in fact, all

things considered it probably would have been best to tell her.

“Yes?” He looked at her warily. She pushed a strand of short blonde hair

out her face.

“Trust between partners is the most important component in any

relationship, but especially in a situation like the one I am in with

Ray-Stanley, and Fraser. I have suddenly found out that they are

apparently unable to trust me, and I am clearly unable to trust them.

Therefore, I am taking a leave of absence until further notice. I will

leave instructions with my assistant in case you need to get in touch

with a…trustworthy” the word came out as a sneer “ mutant. To help with

a case.” Welsh looked at her in surprise.

“You can’t just walk out.”

“Do you have any case for the 3 of us right now?” he shook his head.

“Then watch me.” Ellen spun on her heel and walked toward the swinging

doors she had entered what seemed like a lifetime ago.

“Wait!” Stanley laid his hand on her arm and stopped her. “When will you

come back?”

“That’s privileged information. Need to know only, and you don’t need to

know.” She shook his hand off her arm and pushed by a stunned Fraser and

Francesca and the thin man…Vecchio, she thought in disgust.

3.

Ray Vecchio, the real Ray Vecchio stared after the slim woman in shock.

He didn’t know what he had expected when Fraser had told him about his

and Stanley’s partner, but a blonde bombshell wasn’t it. And a bombshell

was exactly what she was. Although, he mused, time bomb might have been

more accurate.

Her hair had grown out into a mass of unruly curls, not quite chin

length. Her long legs were covered by a pair of indigo Wranglers,

leading into a slightly battered pair of grey Ropers. A grey T-shirt had

topped off the outfit, and despite the casual look she had managed to

convey a sense of being dressed for any situation. She could, he

realized have stood in front of the Queen of England in that outfit and

been as comfortable as if she was wearing silk and diamonds. And she was

angry, probably with everyone except him, and that was just because he

hadn’t been there.

4.

Fraser and Stanley stared at each other in dismay. This was not good.

“I knew she’d take it badly, or at least, not take it particularly well,

but…wow.” Stanley ran a hand through his spiky blonde hair. “I can’t

believe she left.” Fraser cleared his throat nervously.

“That was indeed a most unexpected turn of events. Now, though, I wonder

what our next course of action should be.”

“I would suggest you let her cool down.” Ray turned away from where the

blonde had made her exit and looked at the two men. “Speaking from

experience that I don’t care to share, I can safely say you probably

should leave her alone for a while, then apologize. A lot. And possibly

grovel. Yes. Groveling will definitely factor in somewhere.” Vecchio

smoothed down the jacket of his suit.

5.

Ellen flew through the door of her office and stopped short in front of

Pax’s desk, where the secretary was looking at her in trepidation.

“Is something wrong?”

“I’m going on a trip. I need a plane ticket to Rockport. No later than

tomorrow. Mercedes and McKinley won’t go with me so I’ll need that taken

into account. I’ve got to go get packed. I’ll explain in a little. Oh,

and I need a car. Ben knows I’m coming but I don’t want him to have to

pick me up. He wanted me to go help him out with a study and I didn’t

have time.” She smiled. “I was suddenly freed up.” Pax raised an

eyebrow. “I promise, I’ll tell you everything before I leave.”

Ellen sat down on the hard wooden floor of her living room and basked in

the sunlight that poured in through the apartment’s floor to ceiling

windows. She sighed and held her head between her hands, salty tears

slipping through her fingers and puddling on the honey colored oak

floor.

6.

Benton stood watching for Ellen from the lighthouse at Quest compound.

She had sounded so…angry. He sighed. Just when she was getting her life

together, getting her heart together, he thought, this had to happen.

Poor kid, she never seems to get a break.

A car rumbled down the private road and a red Miata shot into view,

stopping with perfectly timed control just as it reached the end of the

long lane. Fast cars and bad moods, what next? Dr. Quest sighed and

started down to meet Ellen.

Ellen got out of the little Miata and turned to see Benton walking

towards her. She smiled at him and tossed a small key through the air.

He caught it and looked at it in dismay.

“I guess I’m not ready to hold on to it just yet after all Ben.” Her

smile faltered for a moment and as Benton put his arms around her it

failed completely and her face crumpled. Sobs shook her and she cried

out her troubles to her best friend.

7.

“What do you mean she left?” Stanley Kowalski, formerly detective Ray

Vecchio looked at Pax in frustration. “She can’t be gone already. Where

did she go?”

“I’m sorry Detective KOWALSKI,” the emphasis on Stan’s last name was

syrupy sweet, “but I am not at liberty to divulge that information.”

“Which means?”

“Which means that if Ellen wanted you to know where she was she would

have told you herself. I believe you can show yourself out.” Pax turned

away and began typing on her computer. Stan looked at Fraser and Ray.

Ray grinned.

“She does inspire loyalty, doesn’t she?” The other two shot him a look

and walked out of the office. Ray turned to Pax.

“Don’t you think it might be better in the long run if they talked it

out?”

“Maybe, but what I think doesn’t matter, Ellen has to decide what to do

for herself. Besides, if they knew her as well as they seem to think

they’d know where she went. It’s not my problem they don’t.” Ray looked

at her for a moment.

“Was that a clue?” Pax stared straight ahead. “It was, it was a clue. I

love it. It doesn’t make any sense to me but I bet it will help them.

Oh…you’re sneaky. I like that.” Pax didn’t turn, but her lips twitched

ever so slightly.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, I would never give you or them

a clue.”  A blush crept up her cheeks.

“Uh-huh. Well, thanks for not helping.” Ray grinned over his shoulder as

he moved to catch up with Fraser and Stan, who were standing outside.

“Ray, let’s go.” Stan snapped at the taller man as he walked out of

Ellen’s office. “Welsh just called us in.”

“Great. Give me your keys.”

“What?” Stan looked at him in surprise. “Why?”

“My car-my baby, is at the bottom of Lake Michigan, and you want to know

why?” Ray shook his head. “ You really are dense. Now give me your

keys.” Stan looked at him for a moment, and tossed him the keys.

“It’s not my fault you busted a romantically involved performance

arsonist,” he muttered.

“What was that?”

“Nothing.” Stan knew better than to press his luck, gave him the keys

and climbed in. All things considered, Ray had taken the loss of his ’71

Buick Riviera fairly well.

“So what does Welsh want?”

“I guess we’re being called in on a case or something. In Virginia.”

“Virginia? Why? Me too?”

“Yes, I don’t know and yes. Even Fraser is supposed to go. We’re a sort

of trial set-up with Elle, and not everywhere has a team like ours.”

“Apparently, we are the closest team, as Ray-Stanley, says, and we are

therefore being requested. It would seem that this particular case is a

bit more of an emergency than some.” Ray looked at the Mountie.

“How’s that?”

“Leftenant Welsh did not give us any details.”

8.

“So what’s this all mysterious adventure of yours Ben?” Ellen, looking

more like herself and less like a water fall was sitting next to Benton

Quest on the Questor. Bandit was drooling blissfully on her Ropers and

Jonny, Jessie and Hadji were playing cards at the boat’s small cabin

table.

“Well, I’ve got a friend in Virginia, and there have been some strange

things happening, claims of apparitions, sea creatures and the like. He

said he didn’t recognize most of them, but a few looked like

mer-people.” Ellen’s neatly groomed eyebrows shot up. “I know it sounds

like nonsense, and normally I wouldn’t have given it much credence, but

I know John, he wouldn’t make this up. The reason I’m going down now is

that the mysterious beings seem to have turned viloent.”

“I see. Hang on a sec.” Ellen pulled her lap top out of the bag by her

feet and flipped it on. After it loaded she opened word and a new file.

“I want to take some notes, so give me what you’ve got.” Benton began to

give her all the details he could, and the time flew as she typed

rapidly, mentally cross-referencing the knowledge that she held, and

trying to figure out exactly what was causing the trouble.

9.

Ray, Stanley and Fraser stared bleakly out the windows of the police

cruiser that had picked them up at the airport.

“I don’t like it, Frase.” Stan had said when Welsh had given them their

assignment and their tickets. “I don’t like coming in from the outside,

and being expected to have answers. We’re all but flying blind, without

Ellen, we don’t know what we’re doing.” Now he sat filled with tension

and dread, staring at a sign that said “Welcome to Harland, population,

1000.”

“Relax Ra-Stan. I’m sure we have nothing to worry about. Leftenant Welsh

was confident he could find someone to fill in for Ellen if he couldn’t

contact her. I’m sure we won’t be entirely on our own.” He looked at his

other partner. “I’m sure you’ll find working with mutants quite

interesting, Ray. It’s a unique experience.”

“I bet.” He looked at the tiny Virgnia coast town in shock. “It’s so

small.” Stan groaned.

“The local cops will probably our being brought in.” The deputy, looked

over his shoulder at the thin blonde man.

“I doubt that sir, we really need the help, it was just harmless pranks,

but this new stuff, well it’s just dangerous.” The man spoke with a

soft, thick drawl. “I tell you what, it’s just eerie the things that go

on. Mr. Simon, John, he called up a buddy of his to check it out. Dr.

Benton Quest. The chief told him we were asking for help, but Mr. Simon,

he said that Dr. Quest would probably be better than anyone we could

call in.”

Stanley and Fraser exchanged a look, recalling what Ray had repeated to

them and Ellen’s relationship with the scientist. It was just possible

that things might be looking up. Fraser spoke first.

“We’ve consulted Dr. Quest on a case before, and he may be able to

provide us with assistance here as well. It will be a pleasure to see

him agai--” Stan cut him off.

“Do you know when he is expected in?”

“Well,” the deputy drawled, “Mr. Simon said they were gonna sail down

the coast, and if the got clean weather, probably before 3 o’clock this

afternoon. We’ve got a car for ya’ll at the station, I can give ya’ll

directions and you can go on down. He’s got a private cove, that’s where

Dr. Quest will most likely put in.”

“That would be very helpful,” Fraser said. “Thank you kindly.”

10.

“Quest Cruise lines will be docking in Mr. John Simon’s bay in

approximately…now. Thank you for choosing the Questor, and enjoy your

stay.” Race steered the Questor carefully to the small dock. He was

looking forward to getting work on this new “case” of the Doc’s,

especially now that Ellen was coming along with them. No matter what

happened, with her along for the ride it would never be dull.

Through the cabin window race could see a tall, distinguished man

walking down the rough wooden path toward the boat.

“John! It’s good to see you.” Benton took his friends hand and shook it

warmly. “How long has it been.”

“Too long old friend. I only wish we could have had this reunion under

better circumstances.” The look on his friend’s face did not escape

Benton Quest’s notice.

“What’s happened?” John Simon did not answer, he was staring over his

friend’s shoulder, to where Ellen, Race and the rest of the Quest team

stood, watching the reunion.

“Bring your friends up to the house when you’re ready, this is not a

good place to discuss the details.”

“John?” Dr. Quest laid a hand on his friend’s arm.

“Someone’s dead.”

11.

Stanley Raymond Kowalski saw the boat with Questor blazoned on its side

sailing into the small private bay from his seat in the small café. Ray

and Fraser were still placing their orders…or rather, Ray was still

placing his order and Fraser was patiently waiting for him to finish.

Stanley watched them together, the way they had fallen back into the

same easy friendship they had had before he came along, and wondered,

for the first time, where his place would be now. He’d gotten so used to

being Ray Vecchio that he wasn’t sure how to be Stanley Kowalski

anymore. He sighed, and looked back at the counter. Maybe if he told

them about the boat Ray would hurry up.

***

“They found the body this morning.” John Simon shuddered and ran a hand

through his thick silver hair. “Decapitation is almost too mild a term.

Whatever this thing was, it played with him first. Like…a cat with a

mouse.” Ellen raised one eyebrow in a delicate arch.

“Interesting simile. Why did you use that expression?” Simon looked at

woman blankly.

“I-I don’t know…it just seemed to fit. He wasn’t just dead, he

looked…Well, his face, what was left of it was contorted in…pain,

terror, something. It wasn’t just death, and it wasn’t a particularly

quick death…” Ellen raised her eyebrow again, but said nothing. “I…they

called me to act as coroner on this…I got copies of the pictures for

you.”

Benton watched his old friend carefully. John was normally one of the

most composed people he’d ever met, but his hands were actually shaking

as he laid the folder of photographs on the table. He glanced at Ellen,

who had been entering observations on her laptop computer, emblazoned

with the Quest symbol, a second Christmas present from Benton. Her

normally expressive face had become closed and unreadable.

‘He’s a doctor,’ Ellen thought. ‘Possibly an experienced coroner. That

explains why he was so familiar with death. It must take a lot to shake

a guy like that up…’ Ellen looked from the handsome mans pale face to

the folder of photos and said a silent thank you that she hadn’t eaten

much of her lunch after all. She whispered a prayer to keep the little

she had eaten down, and, drawing the folder to her; opened it. A small

gasp escaped her lips as she glanced at the first photo. She flipped

quickly through the rest, and then looked Simon.

“Can we see the body?”

“What?” Benton and John Simon asked the question simultaneously.

“Can we see the body?” Ellen repeated her question, this time with a

hint of impatience.

“I-yes, I guess so. It’s in cold storage at the hospital. But why…”

“You’re guess is almost correct. I’ve hunted and,” a half smile, “been

hunted enough to know what an animal attack looks like, and if an animal

were capable of this kind of injuries, that’s what I’d say it was. But

it isn’t. No animal I know of could do that kind of damage to a human.

And no animal would play the kind of tricks you’ve mentioned. I’ve got

an idea of what we’re looking at, but I want to pay a visit to the

dearly departed before I make any calls.” Ellen flipped the folder

closed and sat it back on the table. “Let’s get going. If I’m right, the

sooner we get this done with the better off everyone will be.”

12.

Ray Vecchio steered the battered jeep down the rough dirt road as

carefully as he could, but it wasn’t easy.

“What kind of person,” he muttered, “lives so off the road that even the

nuts who live in a town with a population that’s less than my block

think he’s isolated.” Ignoring the look Fraser gave him, he yelped and

turned the wheel violently as a large suburban whizzed past him,

apparently impervious to the ruts caused by icy rain and melting snow.

“Turn around!” Stan yelled from the back seat. “That was the Quests, we

gotta catch ‘em.” Ray sighed and turned as tightly as he could in the

ramshackle vehicle. It just didn’t handle like his baby did- no had. His

beautiful Buick was at the bottom of Lake Michigan, or as Fraser would

no doubt say, the lake they call Michigan. ‘It’s just not fair,’ he

thought. ‘I loved that car.’

He spotted the Suburban, which had left them in the dust as he struggled

to turn the Jeep, about ready to turn right at the sole stoplight in the

small town of Harland.

“Wonder where that road goes?” Ray mused.

“The hospital.” Stan and Ray looked at Fraser in surprise. “The police

station does not have the facilities to accommodate a dead body, so it

seemed natural that it should be stored elsewhere. I inquired, and upon

discovering its location, deemed it wise to get directions.” Ray and

Stanley exchanged a look in the rearview mirror.

“Benny, did I tell you how good it was to be working with you again?”

“No Ray, I don’t believe you did.”

“Good.”

13.

Dr. John Simon pulled his suburban into the small hospitals parking lot

and shut off the engine. He looked apprehensively at his passengers, and

then climbed out, just as a battered Jeep Wrangler pulled into the lot.

The roar of the Jeep’s engine faded, it sputtered once and died. Three

men piled out into the lot, and were greeted with a look of surprise

that turned to dismay by Ellen. Simon looked at them with interest. This

girl, who had faced the ugliness of a brutal murder, looked frightened

at the sight of these men.  One of them was tall, and thin, with close

cut hair that as slowly disappearing in what appeared to be a classic

case of male-pattern baldness. The second man wore the brilliant red

serge of a Mountie, and had deep blue eyes and dark hair. The third man,

only a little shorter than the others, had spiky blonde hair, which he

ran a nervous hand through, looking almost like he wanted to turn and

run.

“Hello. Ray, Fraser. Ra-Stanley.” Ellen broke the silence with an icy

greeting. Benton and John both glanced her way, and saw that the

fleeting look of horror had been replaced by ice.

“Hi Ellen.” Ray held his hand out to her, and hoped that this time she

would take it.

Ellen looked at the detective’s extended hand and sighed. It wasn’t his

fault, after all. She grasped it in a brief, firm semi-handshake.

Ray looked at Ellen’s hand in surprise. She looked so…delicate, but her

grip was surprisingly strong. And her hands weren’t the baby soft he had

expected, instead they were work hardened, and clearly not the hands of

someone who thought that all they had to do was be pretty.

“I’m beginning to think I underestimated her, temper or not,” he

muttered. Ellen smiled at him sweetly.

“So, what brings you to this neck of the woods?”

“We’re investigating a murder, the same thing, I think that you’re here

for. Which makes me wonder why are you and your friends investigating

what should be a police matter?”

“First, I’m not exactly a civilian and neither are my friends. Second, I

don’t think that the police are up to it.” Ray flushed.

“Really? And I suppose you know exactly who or what the killer is?”

“I have a pretty good idea. And it’s more than one killer. But I’ll let

you draw your own conclusions before I tell you mine.” She turned toward

Stanley. “We’re going to look at the body. Are you boys coming, or are

you just going to stand there?” She looked at him, gloating over the way

he turned a very faint green at the very thought, and smiled. Stan

swallowed, and sparked at the challenge in her eyes.

“Let’s go.”

14.

The body was everything that the pictures were, and worse. The glazed

horror in the eyes, frozen open in fear, reached beyond death to touch

the small group, sending a chill through them that had nothing to do

with the refrigerated room. Ellen steeled herself and pulled on a pair

of disposable rubber gloves, hating the way the powdered latex rubbed

against her skin. It felt like an invasion of her personal space in the

worst possible way. She gestured to the body.

“May I?” Simon nodded, and she pulled the sheet down further, exposing

the raw wound where the man’s head had been severed, and a broad expanse

of bare chest. In life, and she thought wryly, intact, he would have

been a handsome man, with green eyes full of life instead of fear, and a

strong body. She shook her head. It wouldn’t do to think of him as

anything but a body. Not as a human, but a subject. Fraser stepped up

beside her.

“What do you see?” she looked at the tall Mountie.

“Well,” he looked at the body, and pointed to the marks on the chest

with a hand, that, like her own, was covered by a latex glove, “Those

look like marks made by claws rather than hands, and the mauling is

certainly consistent to the marks of an animal attack, but I can’t

imagine an animal that could do that.” He pointed to head, which lay on

a second table. “An animal would have ripped the throat out, but no

animal could have ripped the head off.”

“And?” Ellen prompted him.

“The decapitation was deliberate. The line is almost clean. It wasn’t

torn off in fury, it was removed.” Ellen nodded.

“You’re almost correct.” She touched the claw marks lightly. “What kind

of animal would make these?”

“At first glance I’d saw wolf, but they don’t use their claws this much.

A bear maybe. That’s the only animal I can think of that would have the

strength.” Ellen shook her head.

“You know better than that. A bear would kill you, maul you a little

bit, and eat you. Look at him. He was alive for this. He was

deliberately kept alive for this. And a bear would mark you like this.

They make swipes; these are marks where claws were dragged down the

body. And further, none of the body is…missing. He hasn’t been eaten.

Chewed on a little, but not eaten.” Ray broke in impatiently.

“Well, Miss-Know-It-All, what do you think it is then, if Fraser’s so

wrong.” Ellen stared at him impassively. “Ha, I thought so, you don’t

know.” Ellen pulled the sheet up over the body and turned toward the

door, stripping off her gloves.

“If you want to know what it is, we need to go somewhere we can talk.

All of us, and in private.” She turned to her host. “John, I don’t mean

to exclude you, but, in this case the less you know, the better it might

be for you. I’ll let you decide.”  He looked at her.

“I’ve been a doctor and a coroner for over 30 years. I’ve seen a lot of

horrible things, but nothing has ever shaken me like this. I don’t want

to know more than I have to.” He fished his keys out of his pocket and

tossed them to her. “If they’ll give me their keys I’ll drive the police

loaner back to my place and ya’ll can talk in the car, and back at the

house, and I’ll just meet you there in a little.” She nodded and turned

to the rest of the guys.

“Let’s go.”

“Wait, you think you’re driving?” Ray held out his hand for the keys.

“Not likely.”

“I’m driving or you’re walking, you decide, give him the keys.” Ellen

turned and walked out, with Race, the two Bentons, Fraser and Stanley

following. Ray sighed and, tossing his keys to Simon, hurried after

them.

15.

“So, Ellen, what did you make of that?” Race looked at his friend with

curiosity. “Did that back up what you concluded from the pictures.”

“Too well, I’m afraid. Ben, call the kids and tell them to stay in the

house and keep the doors and windows shut.” She handed him her cell

phone. “They normally won’t come out til night, but it’s better safe

than sorry.” He looked at her, but did as he was told, as he hung up,

Stanley asked the question no one else had.

“You said ‘they’ won’t come out at night. What are ‘they’?”

“Lycanthropes. And apparently pretty bold ones to boot.”

“What the heck is a lycanthrope?”

“Shapeshifter.”

“Why not just call it a shapeshifter then?” Ray asked. Ellen sighed

explosively.

“Because, while all lycanthropes are shapeshifters, not all

shapeshifters are lycanthropes.”

“Huh?”

“Okay, take me for example. As some of you well know,” and she shot a

glance at Race, “I can change my form to look different than I do. But I

do it by using my mage gifts. That means, that for all amounts and

purposes, I could be called a shapeshifter. But that doesn’t mean I’m a

lycanthrope. They are born with an animal form. They start out looking

like humans, but they are always just a little bit more like animals.

Some shapeshifters can choose what they want to become, some, like me,

have certain shapes they can assume, some have an alternate shape, and

some become shapeshifters by using spells and the like.” She cast Ray a

glance in her rearview mirror. “Did Stanley and Fraser fill you in on my

details?” He nodded. “Saves time now then, I guess.”

“Okay then. Like I said, lycanthropes are born with an animal form, and

unlike most other shapeshifters, they are always a little closer to

their animalistic side than to their human side. Some of them can and do

walk among us like regular humans, but anyone familiar with lycanthropes

would be able to spot them. They are never quite in sync with the human

world.”

“I believe that what we are dealing with here are cat lycanthropes.” Ray

shook his head.

“Okay. I believe Fraser, and I believe Kowalski here, I guess, so I have

to believe what they told me about you. But you are asking me to believe

that there is a creature out there that can make itself into a big cat.”

“Or a half-human/half-cat, yes.”

“Okay. So let’s assume I believe that for a second. Why should it be a

lycanthrope and not a different kind of shapeshifter.”

“Good question.” Ellen smiled, pleased. He might be a skeptic, but at

least he wasn’t stupid, and just blindly following her lead.

“First off, the other shifters, like I said, are humans, or I guess you

would say, mutants, who can change their forms in a number of ways. But

they are all closer to human. This death suggests a more animalistic

predator.”

“This is all very interesting, but what’s your point? I’m assuming

you’ve got one.”

“Okay, fine. I’ll get down to the point. A mutant probably wouldn’t be

able to do this damage. At least not with this kind of animalistic

brutality. Not unless they were totally wacked beyond belief. A

lycanthrope though, they’re almost more animal than human. It would be

easy for them to put emotions aside, and kill like, well, animals.”

“So, what you’re saying is, in all probability, it’s some lycanthrope

thing, but it might just be some wacked out mutant.”

“But probably not. There’s other evidence too.”

“Like?”

“Like I’ve never heard of a shapeshifter that hunts in a pack, but there

was more than one animal-for lack of a better word, involved in the

attack. At least three, One full grown and two smaller.”

“Great Scott!” Ellen looked at Fraser in the rearview mirror and nodded

at his sudden pallor. “You think…it’s a…cubs?” She nodded again. “She’s

teaching them to hunt.”

“Unarmed Humans would be comparatively easy prey compared to most

animals, and a lycanthrope is just human enough to know an easy mark.

They’d have to be local, probably, since what’s going on is a new

phenomenon, they’re someone who’s only been here for a little while. But

they knew he wasn’t a local, someone who’d be readily missed, or someone

who could identify them. Lycanthropes rarely stray from their home

territory unless they have to, and if there was a male cub, they’d have

to, or the father would kill them.”

“So, we’re looking for what?” Stanley ran a hand through his hair.

“A town this small, you wouldn’t have to live here long to get to

everyone, but a secret like this, with little ones, it’d be hard to

keep. The incidents started when?”

“About 5 months ago,” Stanley pulled the case folder the deputy had

given them out.

“Okay, and it was small stuff, right?”

“Mischeif mainly. Small things disappearing.”

“Is there a pattern of escalation?”

“Huh?” Stan looked at here in confusion, and she twisted in the driver’s

seat, facing him.”

“They’d start small, practicing stealth, camouflage, things along those

lines, and then gradually get bigger. If we’re right that is.” Fraser

took the folder from Stan.

“You’re right,” he said, scanning the file quickly. “Small thefts, then

bigger ones, then pets started disappearing, never to be heard of

again.” Race looked sick, and spoke for the first time.

“And now?” Ellen’s lips were set tightly, and her eyes were a steely,

emotionless blue.

“And now they’re moving up to the final training exercise. Humans are

easy targets, but too easily missed. They’ll learn on them a bit more,

and then their mom will move them on to real game for their own

protection and then, they’ll move to their own nice little country town,

and it’ll start all over again.”

16.

The men in the truck were silent as they absorbed the meaning of Ellen’s

words. Benton finally broke the silence.

“So what…do we do? We can’t just…eliminate them. It’s a matter of

species survival.”

“Are you crazy?” Ray and Stan spoke at the same time.

“We can’t just let them kill people until they’re all grown up and ready

to train their own little cubs to kill.” Stan looked at the Dr. in

exasperation. “It’s not reasonable.”

“No, it’s not.” Ellen spoke suddenly. “The mother has to be taken out.

Adult lycanthropes have lived in society enough to know what they can’t

do, and this is among the limits. Not because they think it’s wrong, but

because, like any animal, not getting caught is part of the goal. She’s

gone rogue, and she has to be taken out. Her cubs can still be salvaged

though. There’s a place I can have them sent. In all likelihood, it’s

not too late for them.”

“Where-“ She cut Race off with a wave of her hand.

“I can’t tell you, so don’t ask.” She sighed as she spotted the Simon’s

driveway. “Finally.” She parked the vehicle deftly and looked at her

stunned passengers. “Let’s go, they probably won’t be able to go out

until nightfall, but we’ve got a lot of work to do.”

17.

Jonny, Jessie and Hadji met them at the door, questions on their lips.

“What’s going on Pop? I mean Doc Simon comes back and won’t talk, just

goes straight to his study. You tell us to get inside and stay inside,

and everybody’s acting all mysterious. If we’re in danger, we’ve got a

right to know.”

Benton looked at Ellen, who suddenly looked very tired.

“Tell them what you want.”

“Wait.” Stan stopped her.

“What kind…you never told us what kind of animal it- they’ll…” he

trailed off in confusion.

“If I’m right, and I think I am and, so do you, I think, they’ll be in

half human, half cat form. Big cat, like cougar.” Her shoulders sagged

for a moment. “I think…since I can, it might be best if I met them in

the same form… they probably know we’re here, but they don’t know what I

am, or what I can do…it’ll give us an edge.”  She turned and walked out

of the room, something very like defeat coloring her movements. Jonny

turned to his father.

“Dad?” Benton Quest looked at his son and his friends and began to

explain. Race looked at his partners, questions in his eyes.

“Would someone explain what she meant by meeting them in the same form?”

Ray, Race and Fraser split a look, and, taking the fourth man’s arm, led

him from the room.

“I think it’s time you get a crash course in Ellen,” Stan said.

18.

As dusk began falling over the woods outside John Simon’s house, the

final preparations were being made inside to face the monsters that

lurked in the shadows waiting for them.

Race had produced weapons from the Questor that even Benton hadn’t known

were stowed on board, and had even managed to convince Fraser that they

were legal, and with Ellen’s help, convinced him to carry some.

“What were the exact words she used?” he asked himself. “Something like

‘take a gun or take a seat cause you won’t be joining us.’” He chucked.

She did have a way with her that made it hard to argue. Soft footsteps

sounded behind him and he wheeled, drawing a knife as he turned.

“That should have been a gun.” Ellen’s words were slightly sibilant, as

if she was having a hard time enunciating. “If I’d been one of the

lycanthropes you’d already be dead. Fortunately, for you at least, I’m

out of practice with this form. It’s been a long time since I needed

it.” She stepped out of the half shadows and into the pool of light the

desk lamp shed over the rich red carpet.

Race’s breath caught in his throat as he truly saw her. She wore a dark

blue shift that spanned one shoulder, and was wrapped around her in a

mysterious manner he couldn’t quite determine. He could see flashes of

matching short shorts beneath the flowing skirt, and around her waist

was a loose sort of belt pack that he recognized very well. It was full

of tricks, and secrets, things that could be used as weapons, herbs to

be used as medicines, and goodness only knew how she managed to pack

everything into the pockets that she did, and she wouldn’t tell him, so

he guessed it was just one of her secrets.

Her outfit wasn’t what made Race catch his breath though, it was her

body, and her face. They were covered with short, thick pale tan fur

that had darker spots across it, and two tufted ears swiveled alertly on

top of her head. Her face was the face of a bobcat, fur tufts standing

out whitely, whiskers and pink nose twitching. Only her eyes remained

the same, and instead of being cat’s eyes, they were her own familiar

bright and changeable shades of blue. Her feet were bare, and a glance

at her slim hands revealed wicked looking retractable claws. Her short

tail, with its dark rings and fluffy white tuft lay around the curve of

her hip, intertwining with the cinch of the leather belt.

The doors to the study where they stood opened, and She jumped, relieved

to escape the scrutiny of Race’s intense blue eyes. Her relief was short

lived as she found three more sets of eyes staring at her in equal

amazement from the study door.

“H-hi guys.” Ellen smoothed the dark blue of her shift nervously with a

furry hand. Ray, Stanley and Fraser just stood in the door, mouths

gaping wide open. Finally, Ray spoke.

“Wow.” Ellen looked for all the world as if she were raising a furry

eyebrow.

“Is that good?”

“I never really liked cats, but I think you’ve changed my mind.” Ellen

laughed, and the tension that held the other two was broken. “Meow,

Detective Vecchio. Are we ready to go?”

“I believe that we are all properly prepared.” Fraser gestured to all

the equipment he and the others carried, which included light, Quest

made night vision goggles that bore no comparison to the ones they’d

seen before. Stan held out a light net, coiled and ready to throw, to

her, and she took from her delicately, fingers that weren’t quite

separated from each other brushing against his hand. A look of hurt

fluttered across her face when he flinched, but she quickly hid it by

busying herself with settling the net around her bare shoulder.

“Alright then, let’s get going. Race, Benton’s staying her to hold down

the fort, right?” He nodded. “Okay then. I’m gonna take the high road,

you’re in charge on the ground.” Ellen walked to the sliding doors, and

pushed them open. “I’m outta here. Ya’ll be careful.”

In two swift jumps she leapt onto the balcony railing and then into the

tall trees that sheltered the house and disappeared into the night.

19.

Ray and Fraser crept side by side through the thick underbrush, moving

as quietly as could be expected. The thin Italian seemed to snag his

clothes on every bush and twig he encountered, but Fraser moved with the

silent grace of a man accustomed to the woods.

Not a full one hundred yards away Race and Stanley were having slightly

better luck traversing the rough forest floor. Stanley was not much

better aquainted with the forest than Ray was, but he moved with a

dancer’s grace, light and smooth, and a great deal more quietly than

Ray. Race gestured to him, and Stanley moved up next to where the taller

man was crouching. A dark stocking cap covered Race’s bright white hair,

and he seemed to melt into the shadows as if he were part of them.

“What? Do you see them?” Race shook his head.

“Uh-uh, but I got a question for you.”

“Okay, shoot.”

“What did you do to tick Ellen off?” Even in the darkness a flush was

clear on Stan’s cheeks.

“She wasn’t really thrilled when she realized I’d never told her the

truth about who I was.” Race snorted softly, choking back a laugh.

“You lied, not only to your partner, which would be stupid anyway, but

to Ellen, which makes it about five times as stupid. G-d what head

injury did you suffer as a child?”

“Maybe we should just be quiet, we are trying to be stealthy, you know.”

A crash sounded to their left, and they could hear Ray cursing softly.

“We’re talking about creatures that have the hearing of wild cats, while

your friend over there is crashing about like a wild elephant. I don’t

think the element of surprise is really an issue. The best we can hope

for is to confuse them by coming from multiple directions. Now, let’s

get back to Ellen.”

“It’s not really any of your business,” Stan protested.

“She’s my friend and she’s hurting because of you. I’m making my

business.” He looked at Stan fiercely. “And don’t think I didn’t notice

that business where you flinched away from her before. What the hell was

that?”

“I-I don’t know. She just…looked so unlike herself.”

“Well it was still her inside, furry outsides or not. You owe her some

major groveling. And so does everyone who kept this secret from her. But

especially you and that Mountie. You’re her partners, and if you can’t

trust your partner’s then what’s the point?”

“I didn’t mean to hurt her, and we should have told her, I know. But

it’s not really my fault that I’m having some trouble coping with her

mutant, or mage, or whatever abilities. I mean, 4 months ago, I didn’t

know the stupid things existed, and then bam! She walks into my life and

I have to reevaluate everything I thought was true. It’s not like I’ve

ever encountered any thing like her before, I mean my contact with real

mutants was limited, and it’s not like I got to know a guy like Dr.

Quest, who was always into this weird stuff, you know?” Stanley ran a

hand through his spiky blond hair with an exasperated sigh.

“You can’t spring this stuff on a guy out of the blue and expect him to

be like, oh okay, that’s nice.” He glared at Race, challenging him to

argue.

“Okay, fine, I’ll give you that, but give her a break okay, it’s not

like it’s easy for her to deal with what she is either. She didn’t have

an instruction manual on how to deal.” Race opened his mouth to

continue, but a dark shape, followed by two smaller ones flashed by over

head, leaves rustling, clearly making no effort to conceal their

presence.

“Fur on a Catfish!” Another shadow flashed by. “If that wasn’t out

target, closely followed by my girl, I’ll eat my boots. Let’s move.” The

shadows were barely visible ahead of them, flashing through the

treetops, moving rapidly. To their right, Fraser and Ray broke free of

the brush and ran, giving up any effort to conceal themselves.

“You and me, we’ll move as quickly as possible, but let’s try not to

reveal ourselves just yet.” Race scuttled forward, moving rapidly

through the brush, while Stan tried to move as quickly and silently,

wishing he could break out and get to his friends.

20.

Stan and Race moved up into the small clearing where Ellen, Fraser and

Ray had managed to force the lycanthrope cats out into the open. The two

kits were mewling softly, trapped beneath the weighted net Ellen had

been carrying over her shoulder. Ray and Fraser stared at them, bleeding

badly, barely standing. Ellen, who had dropped into a neat fighting

stance, was watching the mother cat with wary eyes.

“How can you do this?” the woman-cat’s words were contorted, her voice

hoarse. “You’re betraying your own kind.” Ellen shook her head.

“Try a different tack lady, I’m not buying, I’m not one of you. Why

don’t you tell me what you were thinking? You crossed a line; one that

you knew shouldn’t be crossed. Did you really think no one would

notice?” Ellen circled slowly, eyes searching the foliage around the

clearing for Stan and Race. She caught a glimpse of something, a flash

of white skin and a familiar scent. She knew Race, at least, had tranqs.

It was only a matter of getting the she-cat into position. She circled

again, feinting left.

Race watched Ellen as her eyes darted around the clearing, and knew that

she’d spotted them. She danced around the other cat in the clearing,

almost as if…she was trying to drive her into the line of fire. He

looked at Stan, wondering if her had figured out what was happening, but

Stan was staring in amazement at the scene unfolding before his eyes.

Ellen was still neatly groomed, but her claws her extended, flashing in

the moonlight. The other cat though, she truly made him realize what the

difference between a shapeshifter like Ellen and a lycanthrope was…or

maybe it was less a difference between shifters and true lycanthropes as

between types of people. It was like looking at silk compared to burlap.

Ellen danced, clearly trying not to hurt the she-cat, but the other

‘woman’ lunged savagely, slicing wildly at Ellen, wanting, hoping and

trying to hurt. This second woman was rough, her fur matted in places,

clothes little more than tattered rags fluttering on her lithe body. Her

eyes held less humanity than her form, wild and yellow, and blinded by

rage. A she-cat defending her kits, he realized.

The second cat took another swat at Ellen, this time slicing her across

a poorly guarded stomach, slicing through the thin, dark cloth and

leaving a line of red blood seeping through beneath. Ellen hissed with

pain and leapt out of reach from the razor sharp claws.

“How,” hissed the cat, “how can you wear our form and no so little about

us? How could you not joy in the kill, the hot blood spurting beneath

your claws?”

“You explained it yourself. I wear this form. But your form wears you.

You killed a human, but you’ve walked among them. Could still have

walked among them, if you had not killed. You knew the rules, the first

rule of survival, don’t hunt out of your league, don’t kill to waste.

You brought this one yourself.” A snarl was Ellen’s only answer as the

she-cat launched herself in a furious arch across the clearing. Ellen

ducked and rolled, but not quickly enough. A claw slammed into her one

bare shoulder, flesh ripping like so much paper, and blood matting the

fawn colored fur.

Stan looked at Race, who held his tranquilizer gun in his hand, and

shook his head. Ray pulled out the gun Race had given him earlier and

fixed it clearly on the wild cat. He had no chance to fire, though, as

she shot back across the clearing at his partner. Ellen was staggering,

injured arm hanging uselessly at her side. Stan knew with a sudden

certainty that if she was hit another time she’d be lucky to be able to

stand, much less defend herself. He cast a look at Race, hoping that he

would understand the plan and darted into the clearing.

Ellen saw the she-cat coming at her again and prepared herself for the

blow she knew was coming. Through the pain-induced haze she saw Stan

dart into the clearing, then a clawed foot contacted with her leg, and a

hand flashed across her forehead and she staggered, rolling to avoid the

worst of the blows. She half collapsed, and heard Stan yelling. The blur

launched itself again, and through the blood and pain she braced herself

for what she felt sure would be the last blow, but it never came. The

brush of fur flew past her towards Stan, and then a gun fired, then a

second shot, and the she-cat lay collapsed in a limp heap. Stan was

bleeding and Race stood in the brush outside the clearing. Both held

tranq guns in their hands.

Ellen smiled weakly and saw them begin to come towards her as her knees

buckled and the world went black.

21.

Ellen opened her eyes to a bright room and a circle of worried faces

hovering over her.

“Hey,” she croaked, and her voice sounded strange even to her, “why the

long faces? Who died?”

“Well, if she’s cracking jokes I now she’ll be okay.” Race’s Texas drawl

was like music, and Ellen laughed, then hissed with pain.

“That really was a bad idea.” Race stood leaning protectively over her.

“Are you okay? Do you need anything?” Ellen shook her head, and winced

again.

“Okay, that was another really bad idea.” She pressed her hand to her

forehead, noting with relief that she had returned to her non-furred

form.

“How long did it take me to revert to normal?”

“Right after you lost consciousness, according to Race.” Benton Quest

sat down on the bed beside her. “Take these.” He handed her two small

white pills and a glass of water.

“They’ll help the pain.” She accepted them gratefully and looked around

at her friends, suddenly noticing a missing face.

“Ra-Stan. He was hurt.” She struggled to get out of bed, Race’s strong

hands holding her down.

“He’s fine, especially compared to you, sweetheart.”

“Compared to you, the dead guy is in good shape.” Stan’s rough voice

sounded from the doorway, and she looked up from the bed to see him

leaning against the doorjamb, one arm cradled in a sling.

“He has to be feeling better, that’s for sure. But you should probably

be in bed, shouldn’t you?”

“He certainly should.” Dr. Quest attempted to summon a stern look for

his second patient. “What are you doing up?”

“Asked the kids to come and get me when she woke up.” Jonny, Jessie and

Hadji appeared behind him, and looked sheepish.

“He asked really nicely,” Jessie volunteered.

“I’ll just bet he did.” Ellen smiled a slight smile, gauging how far she

could go before it hurt.

“Ummm,” Stan looked uncomfortable, “could I maybe have a moment alone

here for just a second?” Benton looked quizzically at Ellen, who nodded

almost imperceptibly.

“Fraser, you stay, right.” The Mountie nodded. The rest of the group

filed out, and Ellen’s two partners stood facing her.

“We’re really, really, really sorry we didn’t tell you what was going

on, and we would really like it if you would forgive us,” Ray blurted.

“It was truly wrong and foolhardy of us not to share this vital

information with you,” Fraser added. Ellen nodded again, almost

imperceptibly.

“I can say that I forgive you, but I don’t…it’s not that easy for me.”

She sighed and held up a hand to forstall interruptions. “And it might

be unfair, but Ra-Stan, I blame you more. After all, Fraser was party to

the deception, but no more than any of the others at the station. He

lied about your name, you lied about much more than that. You lied about

who you were, that’s a bit harder to forgive. Fraser, I—consider

yourself absolved, okay?” The Mountie nodded. “Okay, now can you leave

us alone?” He exited, relief written across his guileless face.

“Stan, I’m willing to forgive and forget, but it may take me a little

while to trust you like I did.”

“I understand. I just wish I could do something…” he trailed off.

“I’d like to get to know the real you, Stanley Kowalski. So why don’t we

start over. My name is Ellen Lewis.” She extended her hand, and he took

it in both of his own.

“Name's Stanley Kowalski, pleased to meet you.”

