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Editor's Note :

We Had Several Children Submit Art and though this is not A children's Volume of stories, we felt they fit the theme. Please understand that these individuals were brave in even trying. We wanted to encourage this, as well as fill the pages with the whimsy of Childhood that comes naturally with Faery tales, even the more adult themed ones. 
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Friday Vash:

To my partner in crime and imaginative artist, Cassandra Elliott. Thank you for watching princess movies with me.

 

Serena Mossgraves:

To those Stuck in the darkness, May you find that which leads you to your light.

 

Patricia Harris: 

Find your voice and use it in the best way you know how

 

Dante Elliott:

to To Mrs. Inman and Mrs. Jarrell. Thank you for helping me see that I can do anything.

 

Cassandra Elliott:

To Alex Wood and Cookie Run Kingdom. Thank you for rekindling my love of art.
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Agent Red

By Ronald W. Gillespie Jr.

 

                “Agent Red, take the shot.”

 

                The voice in her earwig was that of her handler, a man known simply by the name Ferrari. Agent Red didn’t know his real name, nor had she ever since the time she was recruited into the Hoods as a Ruby cadet. He had been her inner voice guiding her through her years of training with the Hoods.

 

                “Negative,” replied Red. “Target is terminally wounded. Death is imminent.”

 

                “No mercy,” came back the voice. “Agent Red, take the shot.”

 

                Under her namesake hood, Red heaved a weary sigh. She knew the hood masked her face to her opponent. He could not read her intentions. She held up her pistol and shrugged. “Sorry about this,” she said to the boy who lay on the ground in front of her. He was dressed in camouflage shades of brown with a lapel pin icon in the form of an angular wolf head.

 

The boy had a look of sheer terror on his face knowing his own demise stared at him directly in the face in the form of Red’s pistol barrel.  “No!” he shouted as he tried to cover his face. But it didn’t help.

 

Red shot him in the head.

 

The boy had meant to say, “Not again” but had barely gotten past the N-O when the splatter pellet did its job, spraying his face in a shade of crimson. The wolf icon on his lapel began flashing to signify the hit and the end of the training exercise.

 

“Crap,” the boy said instead.

 

Red pulled back her hood and grinned at the boy. She holstered her pistol and held out her hand. The boy took it, and Red pulled him up. “No hard feelings, Rusty,” she said. “Maybe next time.”

 

“Yeah, yeah,” the boy called Rusty said dusting himself off. “Keep this up and you’ll make the Crimson Elite in no time.

 

“Only one more year before I’m eligible to join,” said Red with a smile on her face. “I’m sure you’ll get there some day. You’re a good agent.”

“Not as good as you,” Rusty said. 

“I’ve just been at it longer,” Red replied.

 

It was true. Rusty was a new Blood. And in the Hoods, Blood meant family. But today, Rusty was playing the enemy, the Wolf Pack, hence the brown camouflage and wolf head icon. Red remembered her days nearly five years ago when she was in Rusty’s shoes and another Blood had knocked her on her ass. At some point, all Hoods went through it.

 

“Come on, let’s get cleaned up for Mess,” she said slapping her training partner on his back. 

 

A little less than an hour later, after Red had showered and changed out of her training uniform and into her more comfortable sweats, she heard that oh-so-sometimes annoying voice in her ear. “Red, see me in my office, please.” Red rolled her eyes. “And don’t roll your eyes at me,” the voice broke in.

 

Red made a point to look up at the corner of the hallway she was walking through to find the nearest security camera and very blatantly rolled her eyes at it. She stuck out her tongue for good measure. Nevertheless, she veered off in her direction to the mess hall toward Ferrari’s office.

 

Ferrari’s door was open when she arrived. She waited outside the threshold until he signaled for her to come in.

 

“Agent Red,” he said.

 

Ferrari was a tall, very toned athletic man. Red had no idea how old he was as his perfectly trimmed black hair and beard revealed nothing. The sad thing is, Red found him quite attractive, but an insufferable twat in his personality and no-nonsense always do everything by the book attitude. Despite the fact he was an asshole, Red respected the guy. He had proven himself to be a top-notch fighter, a good strategist, and a halfway decent leader in battle. But despite all this, Red still gave him shit, because she knew deep down inside, he respected her skills just as much.

 

Red said nothing, waiting for the taller man to speak.

 

“Agent Red,” Ferrari started, “explain to me the tier levels in our organization.”

 

Red was taken aback by the question. “Excuse me?” she responded. “What?”

 

“The levels. What are they?”

 

Red had no idea where this was going, but she answered the question, nonetheless. “There are the Rubies. These are the kids between the ages of six and twelve, newly recruited into the organization. Then the Scarlets, ages twelve to sixteen. The Bloods, ages sixteen to twenty, and finally, the Crimsons, ages twenty-one to twenty-five.”

 

“Correct. And do you know why there is a larger age gap for the Rubies than the rest of the tiers?”

“Because not all kids are recruited at the same age. They need to prove their mental maturity before they’re allowed to move up to the next level.”

 

“Also correct,” Ferrari said. “Now with that in mind, why do you consistently act like a Ruby? You were appointed to Agent Red status for a reason. You are supposed to set the example, what we want the other recruits to strive for. But your constant flippant attitude and rebellious actions make me question that decision”.

 

Red’s mouth dropped agape, and she could not help but hold back a scoff. “Excuse me?” she said again.

 

“Agent Red, why do you consistently question my orders?”

 

“Is this a rhetorical question?” Red asked, her voice only slightly dripping with sarcasm.

 

Ferrari sighed. He pinched the bridge of his nose to relieve the tension headache he felt coming on; the same tension headache he felt every time he had to deal with Red. Rather than responding, he shooed the question away.

 

“I’m sure you know by now why we exist as an organization. I shouldn’t have to explain it to you. The Hoods exist as a peacekeeping organization throughout the land, not entirely law enforcement, but we do support the local law enforcement agencies. We exist to combat corruption and tyranny, and make sure justice and equality are preserved. The Hoods are a privateer military organization funded by a consortium of anonymous benefactors. There is a system of checks and balances in place so that no one person gains too much control over the organization, and in this manner, we can operate under our own cognizance. 

 

“The Wolf Pack, on the other hand, while a similar organization to our own, is led by one man, Mr. Wolff, as you know. Mr. Wolff is more concerned about amassing wealth and power, and believes that money can buy everything, including loyalty. His soldiers are paid extremely well, but they also have a considerably shorter life span. More corruption and espionage exist even within Mr. Wolff’s own ranks. But Wolff believes people are an expendable commodity, and he can just buy more. And usually, he is correct. The inherent greed within people is staggering when you think about it.

 

“Because we exist on different sides of the morality scale, it is up to us to display the principles by which we are governed. And lately, you have not been doing that. Your sarcasm and rebellious streak are seen counter to what the Hoods stand for. It’s reckless and, quite frankly, not deserving of your Agent Red status.

 

“As you know, we find our future agents and recruit them at young ages. Most of them come from orphanages and foster homes, such as yourself. I know you don’t remember but that’s how you came to us, and you showed great promise. We give our recruits a home, a place to feel like they belong, and many of them come back later and say they appreciate it despite the rigorous training we put them through. Therefore, I can’t understand why, when you’re so close to graduating you’ve developed this sarcastic and rebellious streak.  We try very hard to instill the principles by which we are guided by all of our recruits, and I don’t question your loyalty, but the attitude has got to change.

 

“I know you only have a year and some change before you’re out of my hair for good and you can move up to the Crimsons, but please, try to be a good example for the lesser Hoods. The shit I let you get away with isn’t gonna fly if you ever want to stand a chance getting into the Crimson Elites. You need to reign it in a bit. Understand?”

 

Red thought about that. The Crimson Elite were a specialized group of the Crimsons. They were the best of the best. They received more in-depth and privatized training than any of the other tiers within the Hoods. Red had wanted to be a Crimson Elite ever since she had learned about them as a Ruby recruit.

 

How or why, she had been chosen to become a Hood, she had no idea. She was much too young to understand how she came to be there at the training facility. All new Hoods are recruited at a young age, usually around five or six. They were all given code names upon initiation into the organization. They only knew their fellow recruits by their code name, and most of the time they never learned what their given name was. 

 

Agent Red was a different case, however. Agent Red was not technically a name, but a title given to a designated leader that spanned the four tiers at the training facility. Red’s original code name had been Rose, and while most of her teammates and upper classmen and organization leaders knew it, most people still referred to her as Agent Red, or just Red. There had been many other Agent Reds before her. But Red doubted any of them had been as rebellious and problem-causing to their superiors as she was. She considered it a point of pride. 

 

“Red, are you listening to me?” Ferrari’s voice broke through her reverie.

 

“Huh? What?” said Red. “Sorry you must have bored me so much I dozed off.” She flashed a quick smile.

 

Ferrari sighed heavily and rubbed his temples. “Apparently, some lessons must be learned the hard way,” he said. “Just for that, I’m assigning you to take the Rubies into the Dark Wood for their training lesson.”

 

Red threw her head back in disgust and grimaced. “Ugh! Not the Rubies! Anything but the Rubies!” she complained. “C’mon, Ferrari, let me take the Scarlets. They at least listen to me. The Rubies are like herding cats!”

 

“Maybe next time you won’t question me when I give an order,” Ferrari shrugged.

 

“Ugh!” Red groaned again. She knew there was no way out of the assignment. If she tried to resist, as she would ordinarily do, she knew Ferrari could make it even worse for her. She had heard tales. One of them involved the desert sands of Burning Lake. Red shivered at that thought. She’d take the Dark Wood any day over Burning Lake.

 

“Fine,” she relented. “When?”

“Right after mess,” Ferrari grinned. “Run nighttime maneuvers for the pre-Scarlets, and forestry lessons for the youngers.”

Red dropped her head. “I hate you so much right now,” she said.

“Good!” Ferrari’s grin grew. “I’m glad we came to this understanding.” He gave her a little wave dismissing her. “See you in the morning!”

 

The look on his face was truly vexing to Red. But knowing that saying anything else might triple the punishment, she squared her shoulders and heel-toe turned to leave the office.

 

Mess was over way too quickly with Red sitting there alone at her table stewing over Ferrari’s punishment. Reluctantly, she finished her meal and made her way back to her quarters to pack her overnight trail bag. Going into Dark Wood alone was no problem. She had done it many times on training exercises with the other Bloods. If all she had to do was spend the night by herself, she could have handled that easily, and probably have gotten a great night’s sleep, but if the latest batch of Ruby recruits were as bad as she had been when she was a Ruby, there was nothing about this trip she was looking forward to. She was well versed in tracking, hunting, archery, and living off what the land provided. But now she had to teach those same skills to a bunch of six- to twelve-year-old's with fleeting attention spans, and a general lack of common sense. Red felt the only difference between these Rubies and her when she was a Ruby is, at least, she had had common sense. But kids these days!

 

With a final heavy sigh, Red slung her pack over her shoulders and closed the door to her quarters to head to the wing which housed the Rubies. 

 

It seemed an interminable amount of time later, when the Rubies had finally gathered outside the training center in the main lawn. The sun was already setting, and much to Red’s dismay, there was also no moon tonight, which meant the path into the Dark Wood would be especially dark. They would have to rely on night vision and not much else.

 

It seemed to take hours for all the kids to have their bathroom breaks, double check their packs, go grab what they had forgotten, and then regroup in the lawn, all the while Red’s patience slowly dwindling. Red began to understand the tension headaches Ferrari always seemed to have whenever she was around him. She pinched the bridge of her nose.

 

The tension did not go away, but Red ignored it and took a head count mentally. This cadre was eight. The numbers usually changed depending on how many kids were recruited at a time. Some years were more, some less. Eight seemed manageable.

 

“Listen up Rubes!” she began. While Rube was an abbreviation of Ruby, everyone at the training facility also understood it to be a derogatory term that older recruits would use on the younger ones, meaning uneducated, and oftentimes easily fooled, or gullible. Some of the older Rubies had already learned this the hard way, but fortunately, some of the younger Rubies still had no idea. They’d learn. But they also knew enough not to say anything when an elder used the term against them. 

 

The Rubes stood loosely in a malformed line with the aid of the tallest boy in the group, who seemed to be their unspoken agreed upon leader. Red took note of this tidbit of information. Once they lined up, they gave their attention to Red.

 

“We’re going to be camping tonight in the Dark Wood. How many of you have not been to the Dark Wood before, raise your hand.” Red waited. Not surprisingly, six of them raised their hands. The two who didn’t were clearly the oldest in the group. One of them was the tall boy Red had pinpointed as their leader.

 

“You two,” said Red, motioning the two who had not raised their hands, “how old?”

 

The taller one standing at the end of the line spoke for them. “We’re both twelve,” the boy said. “Pre-Scarlet,” he added.

 

“Good,” said Red. “You’re my team leads. I need you to do your best to keep the younger ones in line. We all know Dark Wood can be dangerous enough during the day, but doubly so at night. What’s your names?”

 

“He’s Gules,” said the taller boy, “And I’m Cardinal.”

“And the rest of you,” said Red, “roll call. Tell me your name and age.”

The girl standing next to Gules had mousey brown hair with a cute elven face. “I’m Robin,” she said. “I’m ten.”

 

Next to her was a slightly taller girl, on the thin side with blonde hair just past shoulder length pulled back and braided into a ponytail. “Carmine,” she said, “also ten.”

 

Next to Carmine was a shorter boy, but what he lacked in height he made up for in width. His hair was disheveled, as if he had just woken up from a deep sleep and consciousness still evaded him. The somewhat lackadaisical look on his face did nothing to change this impression. He had the misfortune appearance of someone who looked like they had no idea what was going on. But, to Red’s surprise, he spoke up “Brick,” he said. “I’m nine.” Despite his facial expression, fortunately Brick’s physical appearance was looming and could be considered intimidating to some. Red thought this juxtaposition of passive facial expression and physical presence could make Brick a very deceiving opponent. Red made another mental note.

 

Then another boy next to him, taller and rather athletically fit for his young age. “I’m Phoenix. I’m eight.” 

 

The girl with dark hair next to Phoenix said, “I’m Burgundy. Also, eight.”

Finally, the smallest girl who looked almost too shy to speak said in a quiet voice, “I’m Claret. I’m six years old.”

 

“Claret,” said Red, “you think you’ll be able to handle this? You know it could be dangerous. If you’re not ready I can let Ferrari know you stayed behind.”

 

The look on Claret’s face flashed fear. She already knew what would happen if a recruit did not participate in a training exercise. Children were recruited for a reason. One of those reasons was bravery, the ability to step up and face harsh situations. Regardless of the fear of the task, the fear of Ferrari’s wrath for not taking part was infinitely worse.

 

“She’ll be fine,” said Burgundy. “I’ll watch out for her.”

 

“Good enough,” said Red. With that, she began pacing up and down the line, to address the entire group.

“All right, Cardinal, get your troop in line, and on my six. Follow me. Once we get just inside the wood, we’ll do a quick briefing. Understood?”

“Roger that,” said Cardinal.

Red didn’t wait for Cardinal to apply the orders. She simply did the heel-toe turn and began to head off in the direction of Dark Wood. She didn’t look back to see Cardinal motioning the kids into formation to follow her.

 

The hike to the edge of the wood was a quick one. It was a clear summer night, and there was no wind or humidity, so the weather was comfortable and cooperative. Red didn’t need any aid to navigate the path to the wood; she had traversed it many times on her own and knew it by heart.

 

The group traveled quietly, which was a surprise to Red, expecting the youngers to be chatty.  But Gules led the cadre, directly behind Red, and Cardinal slightly off to the side of the group to handle the fidgeters.  Red could see already Cardinal had leadership potential as the younger kids seemed to follow him instinctively.  Or it could also be the general fear of the activity quieting the kids as many tales of the Dark Wood had spread throughout the ranks from other recruits’ previous experiences. Red suspected a little bit of both, but probably more so the fear.

 

Regardless, they made it to the edge of the Dark Wood without incident. Standing just outside the tree line, Red turned to address the group. “All right, listen up. From here, we go in stealth mode. No talking, no chatter, as quiet as you’ve been trained to be. When we get a little further in, we’ll brief the mission and set up camp. Everyone got it?”

 

Red waited and each member of the cadre gave a halfhearted salute.

 

“Good,” she acknowledged. “Now, hoods up.” With that, she pulled her own hood over her head, making her face nearly invisible in the moonless night. The other recruits did the same. Red turned again and began down the path that would lead them deeper into the Dark Wood.

 

Red knew the phrase “Hoods up” was not just an order to don the namesake of their organization, but it was also a call to action, a warning. It was an unspoken rule that meant from that point, everything was serious and to be on the alert. She knew she didn’t have to tell the Rubies this; it was universally understood throughout the Hood organization. Those who failed to learn it quickly often did not live long enough to see the next sunrise.

 

Now with hoods donned, they moved silently and as one functioning unit down the path that would lead them deeper into the wood. The sounds of the night boomed around them, with insects chirp-chirping and buzz-buzzing, nightlife critters rustling through the foliage, twigs snapping, and branches in the trees above them swish-swishing from whatever wildlife lived among them. Red’s eyes played back and forth, imperceptibly. She took it all in as she walked, her own feet barely making any sound at all, as she had been taught to move. The younger Rubies, unfortunately, were not quite as adept at the movement as she was, as she could hear their feet still swiffing the dirt beneath them. Glancing behind her, she noticed Cardinal along stride Claret and Brick, trying to show them the proper technique of how to place their feet to walk in stealth. This made Red smile a bit, remembering her own lessons. But to their credit, the kids were genuinely trying under his tutelage. Red had to turn around and walk backwards, though, because she did not hear Gules’ footfall at all. Only to find the boy directly behind her, hood pulled low over his face, affecting a very intimidating look here in the shadows. Red almost did a double take, not expecting the boy to be following so closely. She caught herself, however, not wanting to show any sign of weakness in front of the kids. She merely gave him a thumbs up in appreciation, also taken as a sign of “Everything okay?” The boy returned the gesture.

 

They continued to move, at least in partial silence for another twenty minutes before reaching a clearing. It was a spot other recruits had used many times before for training exercises and overnight camping maneuvers. Fallen trees had been cut and formed into a perimeter of the clearing to create a makeshift campsite with a fire pit in the middle, currently covered with dead leaves and twigs. They would not be using the fire pit tonight as it was warm enough, they would not need a fire, and the purpose of the exercise was stealth. Fire would only draw attention from unwanted nighttime visitors. Red truly did want the Rubies to survive the night, and she doubted they were ready for a fight at this early in their training. 

 

She motioned for them all to gather round. They all huddled close to her. Without removing her hood, she spoke softly. “Ferrari has given us a task to prove we spent the entire night.” Red scanned the group and found the girl called Burgundy.

“Burgundy, do you know what a cherry head mushroom looks like?”

“I do,” the girl replied.

“Good. I want you to take Brick, Phoenix, and Claret with you and gather as many of the cherry head mushrooms as you can find. That’s your task. Think you can handle that?”

“I can,” Burgundy replied.

“Whatever you do, don’t eat them,” said Red, “they’re poisonous as hell, and they will make you sick, if not kill you outright.”

Burgundy gasped. Apparently, she had not heard that bit of news before. “You’ll be fine,” said Red reassuringly. “If you get sick, I have an antidote in my pack. I will teach you how to make it in a later lesson. But for now, just get the mushrooms.”

Burgundy saluted to show she understood. Red returned the salute.

 

“For you other four, Cardinal, Gules, Robin, and Carmine, you’re with me. We have a separate task. Are you familiar with the blood fang snake?”

Again, there was an audible gasp from the group. Apparently, they had heard of the blood fang snake. Cardinal spoke up, “I’m familiar with it.”

 

“Our task is to capture as many as we can but not kill them. Ferrari wants to use their venom for potions and serums. The venom is great for coating arrow tips and dagger blades. Catch them and sack them. I have vials of tranquilizer. Once you get the snake in the bag, douse it with a few drops, and the tranquilizer will put it to sleep for several hours. And whatever you do, try not to get bit.”

 

“And I’m assuming you have an antivenom on you in case one of us does get bit?” Cardinal asked.

Red did not answer right away. She halfheartedly shrugged. This caused concern in Cardinal’s face that even Red could see in the low light. “You have antivenom, right?” he asked again.

 

Red hesitated, choosing her words, “Well, it wouldn’t be considered survivalist training if I gave you all the answers now, would it? If you get bit, we will make do with what we have around us, just as you would in any real world outside situation.”

 

“Right,” said Cardinal. “So, don’t get bit. Got it.” He didn’t look happy but said nothing more.

The truth was, Red did, in fact, have the antivenom, had made it herself, but it was better to let them sweat it out, knowing how serious this training was. Obviously, she wouldn’t go into a training mission unprepared. But she didn’t need to tell them that; at least, not right away.

 

“Hey,” spoke Red, “it’s my job to make sure you all survive the night and make it back to the training center in one piece. And that’s what I intend to do. You have my word.” She looked around the group waiting for them to show they all understood. Once she was satisfied, she continued, “Now, one more thing. Try to stay as close to the path as you can. Don’t let it out of your sight. It’s very easy to get disoriented here, especially with no moonlight to guide you. If you do stray too far from the path, trust me, everything in this wood will kill you. And I don’t want to have to explain your death to Ferrari, for your own stupidity. Understood?”

 

The Rubies saluted, again very halfheartedly, but Red decided to let it slide. 

 

Red paused, letting the weight of the tasks sink into her charges. When she spoke again, her voice was slightly lighter. “Tell you what, if you do a good job, I’ll reward you. I’ll take you to Grandmother’s house for milk and cookies!” This seemed to have the desired effect as their faces instantly brightened with the possibility of getting to meet the famed Grandmother.

 

Red knew Grandmother was just another code name, a title such as her own, though she had no idea what Grandmother’s original code name had been before she acquired the maternal title. Grandmother had been another Ruby recruit just like Red, who had worked her way up through the ranks, to ultimately become one of the Primary Colors in the Hood organization Color Guard Council. The Red Hoods weren’t the only Hood agents out there. They spanned the globe with different regions hosting different colors. There were Yellow Hoods and Blue Hoods as well, though Red had never met any of them. She had only ever known her Red Hood family. Though Grandmother had long since retired from the Hood organization, she always welcomed the new recruits to tell stories of the past. Tales of her homemade cookies were legendary. But before the reward must come the task. Snapping back to the present, Red looked around at her group.

 

“Okay, then, gear up, do what you need to do, we break in five.”

 

With that, the recruits went about their own tasks, whether it was taking swigs from their canteens, a quick nourishing snack, praying, or prepping their own weapons. But they were all ready within five minutes. 

 

Once they were reconvened, Red spoke again. “All right, only hand communications from this point on. Keep the talking to a minimum. Whistle the signal if you get in trouble, and we will come running. Try to stay where I can see you. While we have two different tasks, we’re all heading to the same place. The Black River runs through the heart of the Dark Wood. It’s about a click distance.  The mushrooms grow around the trees that line the banks. The snakes make their homes in the rocks in that area. With it being dark and no moonlight, they’re going to be hard to spot, so tread lightly. Stay safe and hoods up.” Red already had her hood up as she had never removed it, but some of the youngers had removed theirs during the break while they had gone about their tasks. Now, all with their hoods up, Red motioned the signal to move out.

 

Once again, they moved in silence. Red was delighted to find that Brick and Claret were improving with their stealth stepping. This time she was also more aware of Gules following closely behind her.

 

The kilometer trek to the Black River was unnerving as Red constantly anticipated danger at every leaf rustle and twig snap. But they stayed on the well-worn path that she knew well from many years of traveling down it. In the darkness and the quiet, she became acutely aware of all the sounds
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