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My second mind.
This may seem odd to most readers but I feel compelled to recognize and show appreciation to that other part of me. My imagination is more than just the additional unrecognized flavor in my sauce. My imagination has its own mind. Its own personality. Since I was old enough to speak, people have been telling me to make something out of my imagination. In my youth I made my own toys. My imagination had the vocation of entertaining the public me. For decades I believed my imagination was responsible for my achievements across my varied professional careers. But one night my imagination showed me its true self and how wrong I was about my other self. I was given a dream. That dream was repeated over the next two years. A second dream followed, and was repeated. I puzzled what to do with those two dreams.
 
I give you the beginning of the story which spans those two dreams. 
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“Angels, created by God from light, are an entirely different creation to humans. Unlike humans they are devoid of free will. Angels do the bidding of their Lord.”



Prologue
 
Gabriel stood in shadow just inside the temple’s outer walls. Two guards lay limp near the north gate. He had dragged the heavy guards as far as this body could. The seven day walk from the coast had left the fisherman’s body weak and tired. Thinking, Gabriel couldn’t recall stopping for food on the long walk. The water skin had run dry on the sixth day. Gabriel would need to take better care of future vessels. But this body’s purpose was nearly at an end. There were no instructions to worry for the physical well being of a vessel for visits this short. Checking, this selfless version of Gabriel had no instruction for a long term mission. He queried again and made a note to follow up once back in Heaven.
From the distance the Archangel heard a tone. His awareness counted twelve muted beats. Each a deep throng. Long pauses between tones. The midnight service would begin soon. The automaton Gabriel checked the condition of his physical form to ensure he wouldn’t cause unnecessary fright from the priest. He would fail his mission if this vessel’s form was missing a finger, toe, eye, or had an open wound Gabriel wasn’t aware. If he would be allowed on Earth with his full consciousness he would laugh at that last thought. But that thought was quickly suppressed under layers of control, conditioning, and elaborate programming.
Gabriel moved from beneath the shadows and quickly passed under the four torches placed outside the entrance of the Sanctuary. Coming into the antechamber the Holy automaton representation of God’s Sword paused. An instruction processed and a small prayer said aloud, albeit quietly. Words never heard by a human ear. Removing his sandals, Gabriel stepped toward the massive doors that separated the anteroom and the Sanctuary proper. The doors were black and banded by crude iron straps for strength. Large iron and bronze nails dotted the straps and cross beams.
Gabriel stopped again and listened for any sign he would be interrupted. At first there was no sound whatsoever. The night was silent. Then he could hear Zechariah begin his prayers. His voice almost in a song. Worshippers would come to seek God’s blessing soon. These midnight services were meant more as a celestial milestone more than a requirement for sacrament. Even so, some would come.
A guard stepped through the right hand door and startled the vessel and Gabriel. The Archangel’s wings, in their pure Angelic energy form, burst from his vessel’s physical form. The visual effect was one of light overlaid and then cresting the fisherman’s back. This caused the guard’s mouth and eyes to open to their fullest and a short gurgle passed the guard’s throat. In the next moment, the guard’s flesh was turned to ash in an instantaneous wave passing from feet to head. Since Gabriel’s feet, rather the feet of his vessel Gabriel possessed, were touching ground, it was easier to spread the pestilent through physical contact. The ash figure stood for a few moments before the leather and bronze armor pulled the form apart and thudded to the ground. Gabriel caught the helmet and paced it quietly on a bench.
Gabriel waited at the door, listening again. He heard nothing. His programming began searching for correct response and action if he had been seen or heard reducing the guard. But, the priest began speaking again, continuing the invocation. Quietly, Gabriel opened the left door and stepped around the spilled ashes and bits of boiled leather armor. Zechariah stood before a large alter, candles lit on either side. A large metal bowl was centered on the alter. Smoke poured from incense in the bowl. Gabriel noted the earthy smell. A hint of spice mixed with the open air inside the temple. Tapestries covered the sand colored walls to the left and right but the wall directly behind the alter was bare of cloth. Instead the crude symbol of divine majesty - a polished bronze lamp with a single flame was centered on a stone shelf. In regular intervals sconce lamps lined the circular interior walls. At this time of night the ceiling wasn’t visible above the candle light. The effect was as if the ceiling went on forever. The darkness above complete. Almost a solid. However, the sounds of crickets could be heard above him. There were openings to the air above him, he realized.
Gabriel moved the vessel’s form inside the sanctuary. The large door quietly thunked behind him. Carefully, he looked into every shadow of the room, ensuring he and the priest were alone. Quietly he approached the priest. His bare feet padded over clean sand. Five paces behind Zechariah he stopped and reached out with his senses. Pulses of passive energy spread out above and around Gabriel. Three swallows and a martin nested in the rafters above. A small band of golden jackal was making its way into the city seeking stray house pets, let out for the night. Gabriel could sense dozens of domesticated house pets near. Some towns folk were coming up the hill to receive the priest’s blessing. But no humans were within extended ear shot. 
The Archangel made the vessel clear its throat. The priest made a startled shudder tilting his head slightly to one side in an effort to catch the sound again.
“Zechariah, priest, “ Gabriel said through the voice of the captured fisherman.
Zechariah placed a crude tome upon the alter and turned to meet the voice.
“You interrupt my service to God in the temple of our lord!” Zechariah said. His anger was bluster Gabriel knew.
Gabriel stepped closer. “Leave or I’ll call the guard.”
“Be silent,” the fisherman said without control. He stepped closer.
“Who are you?” the priest asked.
Fear, Gabriel felt fear from the priest. ‘Good,’ thought Gabriel. He stepped closer again. Gabriel and the priest were in arms reach of each other now. He knew the priest could see his dirty sun burnt face. And his eyes.
And the priest did. Gabriel marveled in the change of expression of the priest.
“Your eyes! They are as the night sky but swimming in a river of blue. Who are you?” the priest asked again.
“God commands you to leave this temple. Go to your wife. Be kind to her. Be with her. She will bare a son. John will be his name.”
“My wife and I are too far along in our lives to have children. Our children have grand children. Who are you to speak such words?”
Gabriel stepped half the distance and placed a hand on Zechariah’s shoulder.
“John will usher in the physical form of God on Earth,” Gabriel said.
He watched as the priest’s expression changed again. And again.
“If you speak for God, rain fire down from the heavens. Quiet the night. Let us step outside while you blot out the stars,” Zechariah demanded.
Gabriel could see the courage rise within the old man despite the words from God. He affixed a look of anger upon his physical form and stood in silence, granting Zechariah a moment to reconsider.
“Guard!” Zechariah shouted. “Guard!” The priest step aside Gabriel to make his way to the door.
Gabriel reached out and held Zechariah fast and let slip his proof upon Zechariah. Massive blue-white wings grew from the man Gabriel had possessed and opened, illuminating the temple with blinding perfection.
“I am the sword of God. The only divine messenger to Earth. I am vengeance, judgment, eyes of our Lord, and through me I take your voice. You shall remain mute until the deeds I have given you are met.”
Zechariah stood motionless in Gabriel’s grip. His eyes had opened and dilated against Gabriel’s brilliance.
Gabriel released Zechariah and made his way to the darkened doors. He drew in his angelic energy and his vessel passed through the anteroom and into the courtyard. Zechariah followed Gabriel. The priest could not remove the look of frightened wonder from his face.
As was normal for this ceremony, after Zechariah had given his observance to God he would come to the courtyard and bless the faithful who would brave the night. Gabriel passed between the few people kneeling in the courtyard, appearing as just another monthly pilgrim. Zechariah stopped when he saw the small gathering and raised his hand to offer his blessing. But no words came from the priest. He took in a deeper breath but could not form sound. In frustration he bent and lifted a rock, throwing it in the direction of the gate. Gabriel, and the fisherman he possessed, were no longer there.
Gabriel walked until he could no longer hear the sounds of the sleeping city. Coyote calls floated with the fog. This body was exhausted. Together they found a low rock upon a ridge and sat. Gabriel found and read the holy code for removing himself from the fisherman. Deep inside the automaton a small voice asked for the procedure to wait. Gabriel paused. Curious.
“Give this soul until dawn,” the voice said. “You have taken him from his wife, his children.” This voice was comforting to Gabriel, in this controlled state, if he could recognize comfort. It was his voice. Part of him could not acknowledge but obeyed. Just this time.
They faced the east and waited. In time the darkness yielded to metal gray, which yielded quickly to a marriage of pinks. Then orange. When the yellow wave of sunrise washed across the horizon Gabriel allowed the inner voice to speak to the fisherman. The programming didn’t allow this behavior. But there was no stopping his other voice.
“Thank you for your service to God. There are wonders you have witnessed as we have shared this body. Knowledge you cannot understand. I’ve heard your questions, your comments. I’ve watched your thoughts. I am sorry.”
The fisherman began to cry. His face warmed by the rising sun. Blots of light assaulting his vision.
“We will speak again,” the smaller voice said.
Gabriel’s energy form stood but the fisherman remained seated. He stepped away from the fisherman and looked at the sky. The sun was chasing the stars away. A deep blue took over and softened the sun’s crash through darkness. Gabriel clinched his fists and his form was shot into the sky as light. A thin line racing to Heaven.
The fisherman closed his eyes. His body shuddered. His mind was his alone again. What had happened? And as his mind attempted to structure and comprehend, it crashed. A headache cascaded over him. Blood vessels dissolved. There was nothing the fisherman could manage but to scream. When the coyote’s reply was over the fisherman’s body was cooling. It’s soul no longer there to keep him warm.
 



Watching
 
Two thousand years later; Gabriel stood, his eyes closed, right hand outstretched onto the transpanel. In his mind he watched Banthid children playing on a river bank. Each child attempted to toss a stone upsetting another child's stone formation. Gabriel witnessed a warm day, on a tranquil planet, the children seemingly making up the game as they went, throwing stones in relation to another stone. Now and again the children would laugh, as children do. They spoke to each other in a limited language but complete enough to convey action and sentient thoughts. One of the girls was half interested in the activity of her playmates. She looked often into the distance as if waiting for something to come over the horizon. The others would shrug into her and prod her when it was her turn to move a stone. But her attention always returned to the sky or the horizon. The other children began to make rude sounds to redirect her attention. But the other children only increased her agitation. Gabriel made a mental note of witnessing yet another child on yet another distant planet within yet another universe able to detect an Archangel's observation. Would he lead his report with this news or finish it with this footnote? Gabriel could decide this later. The likelihood this protocol would be rewritten was slim to none. Besides, he enjoyed watching the children play.
The transpanel conveyed more than visual and audio data. The images and sounds were clear within Gabriel's mind, and live. This day was happening in real time in the universe, Gamma. From his transmitted vantage point, Gabriel also felt the coolness from the heavy cover of trees and the occasional breeze. When the breeze parted the trees above, he could embrace their Sun's warmth upon his face, shoulders, and arms. 
Gabriel liked Submergence Room Twelve not because it was currently and probably permanently connected to the Gamma universe; he liked coming to this room because the room smelled of his colleague, Urial. The memory of her filled his senses. The way the Archangel looked at him. The thrill the presence gave Gabriel. Distracted, his viewing nearly filtered into gray and he had to force himself on the task: evaluating Azrael's messenger work upon these beings. Gabriel enjoyed watching the Banthid people. The Banthid were just beginning to act in an organized and civil manner, building small settlements. They grew, cultivated, and shared crops and live stock. The education of the children was shared among village elders. The Banthid were struggling with the written language, and were finding it difficult to record and interpret their growing list of village laws. 
Gabriel focused his attention onto the voices of the children, listening for any reference from Azrael's last visit. Gabriel knew the first words of God, and with each sentence spoken Gabriel compared them against Heaven's encoded encyclopedia. But during this morning’s review there was no reference. Nothing. No mention. Gabriel forced the transpanel to point six on the Banthid world — the town center of the second largest population area. Although the indigenous people named themselves, they have yet to collectively decide upon a name for their planet.
A tone sounded within Gabriel's mind signifying his viewing time was at an end.  Slowly the images of native terrestrial beings, simple buildings, plants, animals, and the untold number of other life forms began to fade from Gabriel's mind.  Gabriel remembered a time, eons ago, when he used to try to hold onto the images.  An uncountable number of viewings later, Gabriel knew when he heard the sound it was for a purpose and he needed to move on.  Usually, someone was waiting to use the room.  But time limits were set to keep Archangels from becoming attached to their subjects. Delivering the word to dwellers and planting seeds of the positive consciousness were attributes Archangels searched out.
An Angel came into the submergence room to prepare it for the next Archangel, and looked apologetically up at Gabriel in surprise.  This Angel was here to inspect the room for anything out of the ordinary and to reset the transpanel. He could not understand why someone would be tasked with such work. But no two Archangels were alike, and Archangels were set apart from other Angels. Did others not reset the panel themselves? Gabriel made it a habit to leave the room as he found it: sparkling clean, with the transpanel reset as to not offer residual data for the next observer. Gabriel returned the look with a smile and acceptance, putting the Angel at ease.  Angels, common Angels, were significantly smaller than Archangels due to their task and nature of their work. The difference in size, about eighty percent to an Archangel, communicated volumes on stature, area of expertise, and roles, without words being exchanged.  The smaller Angels were never called upon to fight. Well, not “never”.  And now Angels simply did everything within the confines of universe prime: Heaven.  Gabriel guessed he had lingered too long and that his thoughts of others had allowed his presence to build.  With a nod of further compliance, Gabriel released his mental hold on Submergence Room Twelve and left through the open archway.  Thankfully, there were few institutional doors in Heaven.
Gabriel collected and compartmentalized the report in his mind as he walked, adding a note of how neutral—boring, really—today's report would be.  But not all viewings were exciting events and breakthroughs of civil awareness.  Moments later Gabriel arrived at his flat and with his right hand palmed his door and walked inside.  His heart warmed immediately, as always when entering his apartment.  Gabriel looked around and smiled.  His apartment was spacious as all Archangels’ apartments were, but his had no extra amenities.  His apartment was decorated with deep rich colors from Earth: dark brown wooden floors, deep blue and red cotton chairs, pale green walls, and live plants always made Gabriel glow—especially when returning from the stark whites and beiges of Heaven's institutional buildings.  As he always did, Gabriel touched the granite surface of the entry table as he walked into his larger main living space. The granite was cool, solid. The surface always comforting, and reassuring.
There were only seven apartments of this configuration in Heaven, but none were a terrestrial “home”.  Gabriel smiled again, thinking of Urial's expression when she first came to his flat.  This was the only place Gabriel felt he belonged to a physical space.  This was home, even though everything within these walls was an energized simulation. It was still home. Gabriel wondered again how the other Archangels could make their dwellings into view ports stolen from far away. Michael’s dwelling was a constant view of the same region of space, looking back at Heaven. If you turned around from the scene the floating chairs, communication panel, and entry arch ruined the scene. Gabriel thought the whole environment was rather interesting but wore off quickly. You could only stare at a scene, painting, landscape, ocean for so long. As Gabriel looked around his apartment again, he banished those thoughts. He relaxed. This was home with a roof, walls, and rooms that held individual purpose. Home.
Gabriel faced the flat, off-white comm panel, the only part of the wall he wasn’t allowed to paint. He placed his right palm against the glossy, identification area and began to file his daily report.  Relaxing his shoulders further and with a long exhale Gabriel recalled the Gamma designation, his first viewing location, and played through his observations.  Next location, designation, observations.  Next location, designation, observations.  And the next.  And next.  And next, until he had replayed the children playing with the stones.  He smiled slightly, seeing the children in his mind again.  The raw joy of friends, their Sun's warmth, laughter.  He observed their playful physical contact with one another; Gabriel could feel the unexpressed love each felt for the other. And he focused on their thoughts.  Gabriel replayed the innocent scheming, immature sharpness, and the pure exactness of their thoughts. That emotion would come through over the report and he would, again, catch "Hell" for it.
At the closing of his report, Gabriel sensed a small dataset indicating he was about to receive a communication.  That was rare, even for Archangels, even for him.  He furrowed his brow as the panel went dark and all communication ended.  An awkward silence broke open the mental clutter of Gabriel's mind and his surroundings. The morning’s report and observations were swept away. In their place was an emptiness Gabriel experienced from so long ago. He was nearly afraid of the nothingness. Two knocks sounded from Gabriel's main door. As he turned toward the sound, Gabriel spoke his first words of the millennium, "Oh, no.”
 Gabriel approached the door and tried to relax before opening it.  "Only during times of great need or high purpose are Archangels called directly upon,” Gabriel thought. Gabriel could feel the swell of anxiety from whatever entity stood on other side of the door, and he struggled against his natural tendencies to absorb those feelings.  He stepped forward before the feelings could permeate him and opened the door.  
A small angel took two quick steps through the doorway and placed her left palm upon Gabriel's right chest muscle.  Her motion happened so fast, that to Gabriel, it seemed his opening the door had sucked her into his apartment.  When angels from different classes needed to communicate they could speak aloud, of course, but speaking conveyed far less than mental passage of thought. Touch conveyed in high fidelity. The closer one touched another near the heart the better the transfer; more emotion, more expression, more color, more sound, more depth of image. Male Angels touched with their right hands, females their left. That relic of gender distinction was more a social norm than a technical requirement. Most standard Angels appeared nearly gender neutral given the blanched garb that passed for clothing and total passionless expression of hair style. The smaller Angel nodded her head up to Gabriel and opened her eyes.  She was blind, her eyes were solid white orbs. This struck Gabriel as odd and unnecessary. Gabriel knew to question design was frowned upon, but what was the purpose of a blind Angel? Gabriel was drawn to her eyes, milk white against the brilliant natural colors of his apartment.  He noticed her hand trembled as she fought to complete her task. From the small gasp she made, Gabriel knew she was terrified.  And there were many things to be terrified of, in Heaven. 
She continued to look up at Gabriel through those blinded eyes. Waiting, Gabriel witnessed only silence from the angel's mind. Are my thoughts blocking hers, Gabriel worried to himself.  "Why are you here?" Gabriel thought towards the frightened Angel.  She shuddered violently and was brought into the present.  "I am Sophrael—“ Before she could continue, Gabriel placed his hand over hers on his chest, as gently as a human child would hold a kitten.  She flinched as to break away and run, but did not. Though her thoughts of terror—that Gabriel was going to break off her arm—were alarming, Gabriel mentally spoke "Be at peace.” "Be at peace,” he repeated aloud.  
Sophrael shivered at hearing another's voice. After another moment, she gained her composure and leveled her head to think directly into and through Gabriel's chest: "Master Gabriel, you are summoned before the Principles.  You will be under the Dome of the Principles within the afternoon."  She paused then raised her head towards his and returning the gift of audible voice said, "Metatron will be there!" Lowering her head and removing her hand from beneath Gabriel's, Sophrael turned, walked out of Gabriel's apartment and was silently gone.



Called Away
 
Gabriel couldn't move.  A few moments ago he was on another planet with a warm Sun watching children play, and now a summons from the Principles. This could only mean he was going to be transplaced to another universe. Metatron was proof. Metatron often used lesser Angels of the Dominion to transplace Archangels when there were many messages going out, but Metatron himself meant more. Something important. He was going to be sent out again. "How long would I be away?" Gabriel thought. "Which message would I be taking?" He stared into the hall without seeing.  A few moments passed and Gabriel saw that he'd not let go of the door since he opened it.  He carefully closed the door and walked back to the comm panel. 
Placing his right hand again on the glossed area, Gabriel thought of Michael. Other than Urial, Archangel Michael was the only other friend he enjoyed within his own Angel class. Michael and Gabriel had many experiences in common, Michael knew humankind — having been to Earth himself. The two Archangels had many long conversations, in the past, and Gabriel welcomed the thought of having one now. Having no family, Michael was the closest bond Gabriel knew. "I need to see you,” Gabriel thought into the panel, adding a visual of where he wished to meet. The panel replied with a familiar tone of recording success. 
Gabriel disconnected. He turned and took in his apartment like a thirsty Angel takes in light. If he was being sent out, he could be gone years, maybe decades. Gabriel tasted the anguish in his mouth. He would be without his own consciousness the entire assignment. His mind would be his own for one moment, and then decades could pass without his knowledge. Then he would wake up back in Heaven. His actions during his assignment would be unknown to him until he interacted with a comm panel. Then, the rain of images would overwhelm him, just as they overwhelmed every Archangel. There would be a long period of recovery while another Archangel began a review. It would be even longer for him to recover emotionally. And after that he would welcome his surroundings once again. Methodically, Gabriel sat in his favorite chair, a heavy cotton arm chair so dark red it was nearly black. The chair was overstuffed yet firm. it seemed to melt around and support him. 
Now and again, when work was slow, Archangels were allowed to revisit their visited worlds, mostly to review and confirm reports from oversight. Archangels were also mandated to review evolving civilizations, to become familiar with technology, and to record the rise and fall of nations. Decades ago, he had looked in on a living relative of Muhammad, twenty three generations removed. The woman, unaware of her lineage, had settled in Cyprus after the death of her father. She was struggling to bring something called, 'interior design' to that region of the world. Gabriel had observed her over the course of several days, noting her thoughts and actions, weighing them against her religious upbringing. What had caught Gabriel's attention was her obsession with ordering a chair. She knew that even within her own apartment, she would be judged against her creative style. Over the course of many days she had settled on this chair. After delivery, the descendent of Muhammad had moved the chair to many locations before deciding its true place. The day after she had moved it last, Gabriel had reached into her, found her emotional satisfaction, attachment, joy, and love for this chair. Love for a chair. Rubbing both his hands over the chair arms, he allowed the sensation of the fabric to command his tactile senses. Gabriel recalled her emotional memory and knew he had made this memory his own. The melody of distant memories was sweet. He allowed himself to swim inside these emotions. Her pride, his pride, her joy, now his joy revisited swelled within Gabriel. There was no sensation quite like this in Heaven. Gabriel had witnessed the creation of gun powder, control of the sea, the advent of flight, nuclear weapons, mass communications, and through currency debt — the enslavement of mankind. Few enough memories were sweet. 
He stood and scanned his living quarters. Gabriel recalled where he had first seen these terrestrial items. He created most of them from memories of his past visits to Earth. Because Gabriel could not recall first person memories from his visits — all of his paintings were from a third person perspective recalled from panel reports. Each was a scene Gabriel found striking while reviewing his own actions. It was difficult, at times to remove himself from the image. Two were of Mary: one from the moment she had accepted and embraced her fate; the other of the moment her and her child had first shared eye contact. Gabriel had included more surrounding into the image of Mary and child. It seemed impersonal now. Gabriel realized he had failed to appreciate his belongings often enough. He touched a corner of the painting's frame, shifting the perspective and zooming closer to their faces. Gabriel moved the reference point, in three dimensions, before settling on a pleasing vantage. The faces of Mary and her future were now the main objects in the frame. There was a small fire nearby to keep them warm. The flames reflected in Mary’s tears. Gabriel allowed himself to feel her love. From his living quarters a universe away, Gabriel's eyes teared too. There were few emotions as powerful as this. The joy here was almost too much even for an Archangel.
Gabriel allowed himself equal measure of interest of each display and item. The journey of emotion was a gift Gabriel didn't mind. The Principles could wait a few minutes more. Next Gabriel walked into the bedroom and within his chest of drawers pulled out his favorite article of clothing, a worn, blue cotton, long—sleeved pullover. He lay the pullover onto the bed and removed his starched white tunic. Noting the worn seams and collection of minor holes, he pulled his blue friend over his head and onto his body. As always, the faded blue cotton lent its warmth and self confidence to Gabriel. He smiled, flattening the fabric against his torso. Walking back to the main door of the apartment, Gabriel turned and looked over the apartment one last time. On the adjacent wall was another small area of glossy white. Without looking, Gabriel covered it with his right hand and closed his eyes. When Gabriel opened his eyes, the apartment was bare, white washed, floor to ceiling, wall to wall. Everything was gone, and along with it Gabriel's joy. He left his apartment and headed for the park to meet Michael.
As Gabriel walked along the wide stone paths, he began to open his mind, broadcasting mental calls for Michael. He waited for his dear colleague to reply. Each classification of Angel had their own connectionless method of communication. Within each class, Angels could convey basic communication over distance, mind to mind. The fewer the Angels in a class, the easier it was to segregate, and communicate over greater distances. This communication was based on the same principle of prayer.
"Got your message,” Michael's words came into Gabriel's mind.
"I'll be there shortly, my friend,” Michael added.
"Thank you, my friend,” Gabriel replied. 
'Friend'. Gabriel pulled that word from his mind and held it like a familiar flower. In Heaven, friends were rare and beautiful.
Gabriel found an empty bench and sat down. Michael's voice was becoming more clear as he neared Gabriel's location.
"I'm on the usual bench,” Gabriel sent to Michael.
"I know it well,” Michael responded seconds later. He added, "You're a creature of habit.”
Gathering his thoughts and putting away his fears, Gabriel felt he was close enough to Michael to begin a more detailed dialogue.
"The Principles have summoned me,” Gabriel began.
"I was hoping this was you telling me you'd set your kitchen on fire again trying to cook human food,” Michael said.
Gabriel could feel Michael’s smirk.
"No, not this time.” Gabriel added, "Although..that was an interesting story.”
After a short pause, Gabriel continued, "They're sending me back.”
In an oasis, Gabriel had possessed a boy in which to observe Muhammad for the first time. It was an important assignment and great care and patience had to be used to ensure success. Watching Muhammad, Gabriel had appreciated the esthetics of the trees — the shade making the sunlight dance like a thousand knives. Using the boy, Gabriel had watched Muhammad come and go and became comfortable with that tree. Here, on his park bench in Heaven, Gabriel recalled some of that same comfort. The trees, although different species, offered a similar arrangement and flow of foot traffic under its shade.
"Worrying and recalling a past journey in the same instant,” Michael's voice bounced around Gabriel's mind. Michael added aloud, "You're a complicated Angel, Gabriel.”
He was standing in front of Gabriel now. Michael sat down arm's distance away and on Gabriel's left and put his outstretched hand on Gabriel's shoulder.
“Tell me what has happened,” Michael thought into Gabriel's mind.
“I was summoned this morning,” Gabriel began again. "And I have to appear this afternoon.”
“At least you won't have to wait long to know why they've called you,” Michael said.
“They’re sending me somewhere, I can feel it.”
“Have an idea where, this time?”
"The Banthid have but one message, but I'm a judge there,” Gabriel said. "I delivered three messages to the Spark, where Urial is judge. And has been no indication it is time to go back. The humans have but one last message, and I have had no indication there either. Have you delivered a final message?"
"No one has,” Michael responded. "I've checked.”
Their mental correspondence fell into a comfortable rhythm. 
"Do you think this is a new universe? A new race?" Michael asked.
“We haven't seen the signs, and it's just too soon for any new race to send a messenger,” Gabriel noted.
They sat silent for a moment watching worker Angels walk about the park. Occasionally they would catch a sideways glance. Common benches were not made for Archangels. 
Gabriel broke the silence, “Michael, how much do you remember of your journeys to other worlds?"
"As energy?" Michael asked. “Little.”
Gabriel was about to open up to Michael in a way no other Archangel had, to his knowledge, and this gave him pause.
"I've done terrible things out there. Terrible things.”
"We all have,” Michael thought as he looked down onto the dirt.
"Especially those we possess." 
Michael paused as he contemplated his next words.
"Gabriel, while we are energy, we are the unmitigated instrument of God. You know this." Michael thought with earnest. "We have no control over our actions and this is by design. Our missions are too structured, important, and precise for us to blunder around with our emotions and empathy raging."
Michael turned and looked at Gabriel for the first time. "We are weapons of epic proportions, you more than I. Gabriel, one day, and it may be today, you will be called upon to end a world, releasing every soul therein. You, alone, have this added ability. You. The Archangel Gabriel."
Gabriel was already looking at Michael. “God doesn't give a task for which we are unprepared, and I'm not prepared to eradicate a world, omnipotent with or without my own will.”
Each looked out into the park for pleasant views to relieve the awful thoughts of deeds performed and yet to be performed. The silence went on for minutes. 
"Metatron is going to be there,” Gabriel said. "Don't see him a coming to adjudicate a birthday party."
"Metatron?" Michael thought with raised eyebrows. "Really? How did you come to —“ 
Gabriel cut him off. "A terrified Angel, Sophrael, when delivering the summons.”
It was Michael's turn to be short and direct. "Do not repeat that to anyone else. It would be her end."
Retreating into his own mind, Gabriel imagined Michael knew more about the inner sanctums of Angel hierarchy. He deleted the entry, removing it from his external memories.
"If Metatron is there to transplace you this must be important within or without our realm,” Michael commented after another long pause. “I’m aware of both Spark and the Banthid. The Spark are cognitive and ego neutral — they are on a path of co-mergence. The Banthid, of the three sentient species, are the most cognitive aware. Their last message is still being judged, clearly too soon for more instruction." 
"Then the humans again?" Gabriel asked aloud.
"We both know the humans — a lost, diverse, consuming mix of individuals whom rarely come together. The consensus is two of the seven past messages have been completely lost among them.”
“Agreed,” Gabriel added. "Time is drawing short, I must comply soon.”
"Do you want me to be there?" Michael asked.
Gabriel could feel the familiar warmth pour from Michael, but he would not allow another Archangel to witness his transplacement. Gabriel had no idea how he would appear at the moment of change. He didn't need another detail to worry over, but he was grateful for Michael.
"No, Michael, thank you. This time with you is fortitude enough. You have given me reason when I had none.”
Michael nodded and put his left hand upon Gabriel’s right giving added meaning to his thoughtfulness.
"Gabriel, are you in order within this realm?” Michael asked.
"Yes, before I came to meet you, I put my belongings in order.”
Michael sat back across the long bench. "You blanked your apartment? I was hoping to borrow it in your fashion. You're such a decorator.”
They laughed. 
"Archangel Gabriel the Decorator. Don’t you dare repeat that,” Gabriel mused. 
"I don't have to,” Michael chuckled.
Their exchange was at an end, and each stood to leave. Michael turned toward Gabriel and placed his hands on Gabriel's shoulders. Gabriel recognized the formal pose and mirrored Michael's physical gesture. As they looked into each other's eyes, they began to emit light.
"Gabriel, I'll pray on your transplacement and transformation."
Passing Angels stopped to watch the two mammoth figures embrace as Michael thought aloud. "Have a safe and successful mission.”
Each offered a private prayer ending the embrace.  Gabriel was refreshed with Michael's friendship and warmth.  Now there was work to do.  Gabriel cleared his mind, surgically removing all other distractions.  The tasks ahead were clear to him. Gabriel reoriented himself and began his walk to the summons.  Once he eyed an appropriately deep doorway alcove, Gabriel removed his blue cotton friend and donned the typical gold-trimmed white tunic of the Archangel order.  He disposed of his dear old friend, the long-sleeved pullover, and the shoulder bag in a nearby particle resync bin.
“Apologies, my friend,” Gabriel thought to his disposed pullover as he continued walking. “There will be others.”



Metatron
 
Gabriel cleared his mind for what was about to happen. His focus had to be pointed, centrally clear.  Gabriel had to demonstrate a singular willingness of genuine ardor to accept his charge.  If any of the Principles picked up a trace of doubt, more questions would be raised than could possibly be answered in a millennium.  There used to be more Archangels, but Gabriel couldn't afford to cloud his mind with painful history.
Gabriel knew all Archangel summons are held under the Dome of the Principles. An open aired dome of pristine white stone three hundred sixty paces across and supported by inner and outer columns, ornately decorated in black and gold symbols, and thirty paces high.  The dual row of columns gave a three dimensional effect of depth and quality, typical in Heaven's architecture.  He recalled that in the center of the roof was a circular cutout six paces across. The city of Heaven is located on the exact equator of the planet Olympus. And the Dome of the Principles was located in the city's center. As Olympus' Sun reached noon above the city the dome's central opening gives an impressive cast of light under the cover of such a large shadow. So much of Heaven was for effect, Gabriel understood. He never complained. No one complained. And why would they?
Each summons was witnessed by two lower members of the Principles and one high ranking Praetor.  The Praetor would deliver his charge, a given time, and a reason of the gathering. The other two would witness.  Gabriel would be asked if he understood and would confirm the transfer of knowledge to his person.  All parties would leave. A short delay is given, usually an hour or two, and then the trans-placement would take place on the Field of Dominion. Gabriel's brain would boil, teeth explode, along with his every fabric of physical self. For an instant — Gabriel would wish he were dead.  Transformation to energy was always one hundred percent unpleasant.
From under the first row of radial columns Gabriel saw that Sophrael, the terrified blind messenger, stood in silent witness with the representatives of Principles. Her participation was extraordinary. Gabriel watched Sophrael as he walked along the outer row of columns. More composed than before, she sensed Gabriel's approach and adjusted her stance to face Gabriel, as did the others.  Gabriel removed his tunic and dropped it unapologetically to the marble floor.  The Praetor nodded his head higher in approval and approached with the others to transfer the orders.
Each stopped and stood in a tight parameter around Gabriel.  He towered over them.  Each had to look up to Gabriel.  No one approached. The four were waiting for another to join — Metatron. Gabriel looked up to see the dome's center light cast and spread and consumed all shadow from under the dome. Metatron had arrived. Hovering in the center of the dome's cutout, his form was that of a small sun. It was brutally painful to look upon Metatron, and foolish. Gabriel refocused his attention on the four others. The Praetor looked into Gabriel's eyes. Gabriel tightened his jaw slightly and nodded for the Praetor to begin.  From where they stood Metatron's sun-like warmth could be felt. Even from this distance, Gabriel’s flesh began to feel uncomfortable.
As one, the Principles placed their right hands on Gabriel's upper body: the Praetor on Gabriel's heart, the other two placed their right hand on each of Gabriel's shoulders. Sophrael placed her left hand on Gabriel's right pectoral, all in a single practiced movement. Gabriel felt the four channels of thought engage his mind – three lesser and one major presence.  The Praetor’s thoughts arrived with authority.
“Gabriel, Herald of God, you will leave from this place to the Field of Dominion.  There you will receive instruction and be transplaced to Earth to deliver God's eighth message.  You shall be the last Archangel to Earth.  You are charged to take with you a soul of another.” The Praetor did not finish the summons with a question of acceptance.  These were orders.
“The Herald of God obeys,” Gabriel replied.  He could feel each of the Principles recite a prayer, but he could not see their prayer’s content.  Gabriel felt an unusual emotional reaction from one of the Principles. He looked down at the small messenger Angel to see her weeping tears from her colorless orbs and smiling.  Joy poured from her in a gush. Gabriel allowed her love to wash over and through him.  He welcomed her love. Her love was complete, uncompromising, raw, unashamed — female. Gabriel wanted to dance within her emotion. Checking his own emotion, he acknowledged her love and accepted it, too.  He would not deny her openness. Each of the Principles felt Sophrael's expression of love. The four removed their hands from Gabriel, smiled toward Sophrael, and dispersed in different directions. The summons was over.  Gabriel had to report immediately to the field. He looked up to see Metatron wink out without preamble. His light simply imploded and was gone. Out of all the beings in Heaven, Gabriel feared Metatron. One of Metatron's duties was to fell Angels — even Archangels.



Transplacement
 
“Balls in buttermilk” Gabriel thought as he watched the others go.
Gabriel left his tunic where it had fallen.  He would not need it now.  Gabriel needed nothing from or of this realm.  He was about to be burned from the surface of Heaven in the white hot furnace of the Dominion.  He pushed the more painful memories of transplacement from his mind and looked towards Himinbjorg, Heaven's Mountain.  "I'll have the time it takes to crest the summit before I go, I have that."
Gabriel walked in the direction of Himinbjorg with purpose.  The others were waiting there for him.  Gabriel would not accept others waiting on him, especially from the Principles or Dominion.
Knowing once he arrived on Himinbjorg he would have to refocus his thoughts, Gabriel reviewed his past experiences of his and other Archangel visitations to Beta 4, the universe housing Earth, Gracka, and Partesh. Earth, inhabited by humans, had been given previous copious instruction from God through a myriad of prophets, including himself, with mixed results. Most messages had spun off different religions, each creating versions of itself wherein a few became more militant and divisive. No human entity able to combine the messages into a singular work of God, and the consequences were being measured annually in Heaven.
Walking under the arch, marking the northern most city boundary, Gabriel continued to review, in limited detail, the past influences on Earth.
Himinbjorg was the highest point of a range of hills bordering the northern edge of the city. A single trail transversed the range face to the precipice of Himinbjorg. At the peak of the mountain lay an un-named solitary boulder used for prayer and reflection by Angels and Archangels. On the other side of the summit, the trail wound around the opposite side from the city. Dozens of paces below the peak, lie a flat circle, five hundred paces across and covered in the same smooth white stone used for construction in Heaven's only physical city, was carved into the mountain. This flat circle of stone was the Field of Dominion.
When Gabriel was near the crest of Himinbjorg, he noted the deafening silence in the air and in the mental ether surrounding him. The silence made him slow, like a sahara cat approaching prey. At the crest Gabriel was shocked to find the entire mountain top covered in white. Angels were everywhere. At first, as Gabriel glanced around, his thoughts were of him interrupting another event, then questioning if he were in the right place at the correct time. He backed away not wanting to be embarrassed. But when he looked down upon he Field, he knew all of this was for him.
At the field's center, Gabriel saw all members of the Principle, dressed in traditional transplacement sleeveless tunics of light diaphanous white. Together, they formed a semicircle Gabriel would enter once he walked onto the center of the field. Sophrael, dressed in a nontraditional overly ornate robe, was standing alone. Gabriel noted her stance and imagined her suffering, but after recalling her waterfall of love and joy, he felt no pity for her. Sophrael didn't need Gabriel's pity when she had the equivalent love of a populous.
"There is only the now,” Gabriel thought.
Regrets, second thoughts, and imagined fears, meant nothing in this now. Gabriel repeated an ancient mantra he had used during times of doubt and uncertainty before: "Be here now. In this now there is only Love. In this now and with this love, I am God".
Gabriel walked to the lone boulder and knelt, cupping hands to ears, invoking his thoughts, "Father, hear me.” Pausing, he continued, "I am your grace, your instrument, your Herald. Hear me.” Bowing his head and clasping his hands together Gabriel felt enabled and humbled to begin his request: "Father, I accept this journey and thank you for selecting me to represent your message. Father, grant me wisdom, purpose, and excellence of character to perform your will. Father, grant me your judgment that I may execute your design. Father, after I have delivered thy charge, I beg of thee, let this vessel live.” Closing Gabriel said aloud, "All is your purpose, Amen.”
Still shirtless, Gabriel rose from the boulder and walked onto the Field of Dominion.
"Be here now,” Gabriel mentally repeated his mantra, "In this now there is only Love.”
Gabriel passed the first of the Dominion Angels, nearly as tall of Gabriel's Archangel class, and massively wide shouldered and thickly muscled head to toe. Their uncovered arms of layered muscle for seemingly no function.
Not much was know of the Dominion Angels. Word of their deeds seldom reached even the Archangel class. The circle of Dominions closed around Gabriel and he began to make out the background static of their minds. He put their thoughts aside, too. Gabriel had learned on other trans-placements there was no use focusing his attention elsewhere. "In this now and with this love, I am God,” Gabriel worked the mantra within his mind, allowing the words to form meaning.
As Gabriel turned to face north, he saw her. Urial. She had come to see him off. Gabriel took in her appearance: she was willowy, her long brown-blonde hair danced in the breezes upon the mountain. She wore a smile of acceptance, joy, and love. So much love, Gabriel thought to himself. He turned from her, "Be here now,” the mantra continued.
Gabriel's concentration ripped to a stop when he realized little more than half the Dominion Angels were present. Taking stock of his immediate surroundings, Gabriel also noted the Dominion Angels should have placed their hands collectively on him by now. But they had not. Something was different.
As a group, the few Dominion Angels turned to face the crest of Himinbjorg. Gabriel followed their gaze. Two perfect columns of Angels were walking down the slope toward the Field of Dominion. Next in each column were an equal number of the Principles, their gold and black trimmed tunics setting them apart from the common Angels. Behind the Principles came the remaining Dominion Angels. Gabriel's eyes widened as he saw the Dominion Araqiel, Guardian of Earth, crest the mountain, walking between the columns.
Araqiel stood apart from the physical aspects of the Dominion Angels. His features were unmistakable: long, flowing brown hair, raised cheeks, and not nearly as widened mass as the other Dominions. Floating above Araqiel's leveled left palm was a small, pale blue light — a soul. And for this occasion, Gabriel knew it could only be a human soul.
As the columns of Angels arrived on the edge of the circular field, they peeled off left and right and walked along the circumference of the field. When the Dominion Angels arrived at the field's edge, they continued into the circle toward Gabriel. As Araqiel entered the circle, a brilliant light came to life behind him. Within a moment, the lesser Angels had to shield their eyes.
The light grew to twelve feet in diameter and appeared as a miniature Sun. Metatron. By now the Dominion Angels had made their way to the field's center with Gabriel. The Dominion turned and placed their right palms upon Gabriel's naked upper torso and shoulders. Gabriel could sense God's final message flowing from the host of Dominion. Stream after stream of data poured into Gabriel. Sampling each stream, as was allowed, Gabriel could feel the intent of each passage but could not begin to decipher the meaning.
Gabriel had to squint his eyes from Metatron’s brilliance. He was fighting to hold focus. Between the agonizing streams of data and the burning aura of Metatron, Gabriel felt he was being held together by the powerful Dominion. As Araqiel approached, he turned his left palm from the facing up, to out in front of him as he straightened his arm. The sparkling blue soul remained in position, inches from his palm. Araqiel placed his palm onto Gabriel's right chest, but there was resistance. The soul became trapped between Araqiel's palm and Gabriel's chest.
Gabriel did not move. Could not move. The soul expanded slightly as it entered into Gabriel's flesh. It was as if a cold stone had been wedged between his heart and lung. The assault on his mind was becoming too much, even for Gabriel. Though he had closed his eyes, Gabriel could sense Metatron’s heat coming closer. His light burning through Gabriel’s eyelids.
A gleaming right arm sprang out of the blazing Metatron. The hand's fingers extended. Without removing their hands and not breaking the data stream into Gabriel, the Dominion parted, allowing Metatron access to Gabriel's sternum. A booming voice filled the last few feet between Gabriel and the awesome being of Metatron. The voice completely crushed what was left of Gabriel's hold on reality. "GO FORTH. DELIVER GOD'S MESSAGE AND SON.” Metatron's middle finger touched Gabriel's exposed chest. Then, Gabriel was gone.



The Dream of Sand
 
Griffin felt cool, wet sand beneath his feet. It was a grounding satisfying feeling. Thoughts of a long ago vacation came to mind. He looked down to confirm he was standing on a beach. To his left, he saw a small wave race back to the comfort of the sea. The day was bright, sunny, with a few clouds dotting the horizon. A constant breeze tossed his hair across his forehead. Seagulls floated effortlessly on that outgoing wind. He had to squint against the bright sun. The beach stretched on for miles. Thinking of a long walk on such a day gave Griffin a relaxed smile.
He noticed the first odd attribute to the scene. The sand was a little too orange and the dune to his right was piled high and had a sheer face, perhaps ten feet in height. The sand was literally a wall. Tall grasses grew on top of the manicured dune wall as far as Griffin could see. Next he noticed the almost absolute silence, and that he was alone. Griffin couldn’t recall a moment of dead silence in this age of overlapping signals and eight billion people. He focused and listened. Then, he heard a slight, low pitched noise. Griffin turned his head slowly left and right, seeking to gain some hearing advantage. After a minute of concentration he was convinced the sound was more of a hum. But where was the sound coming from? Turning around, he could see hotels far off in the distance, but he could make out no other signs of life or activity. Griffin tumbled over his realization he didn’t know how he had arrived on this beach or where he had been the moment before.
Griffin turned and began to walk south. There was a vacuum surrounding his ears, now. A pressure he couldn’t define. The wind blew his hair, the air tasted of salt, and the sun winked off the small waves far off the shore. Everything about this dream seemed normal. Dream? Dream!
“Whoa,” Griffin said. 
He was startled to hear his voice match his intended tone, volume, and pitch. But he was positive, absolutely position, this is a dream.
“This is crazy.”
Griffin looked around nonchalantly. The scene was his plaything. The sky, beach, and ocean seemed out of a travel postcard. Frankly, Griffin couldn’t recall a vacation day as pleasant as what was before him. Then he noticed the figure seated atop a dune to his right. If the man were standing he would be tall. He had long dark hair, a full long beard, dark skin, and matching dark eyes. The stranger was dressed in what resembled reams of white sheets. The man was the only other person on the beach, Griffin checked. Being unable to resist the need to walk towards the figure Griffin did so. There was no caution in his steps, no fear.
Slowly, and from the elbow, the man raised his right arm; he opened his hand, with his palm facing Griffin. He repeated this motion with his left; palm up. Even though there was nothing intimidating or striking about the encounter, Griffin became afraid. Not of the unknown man, but of the unknown. His chest felt constricted. He followed the path of the robed man's outstretched arm which came to his own feet. There was something there, in the sand. Griffin saw an object partially buried a few feet in front of him. Griffin squatted and dug into the moist sand. The object came free easily enough. It was a brass ring twelve inches in diameter with a thickness of a quarter of an inch.  Equally spaced around the ring were eight simply carved wooden characters, each an identical carving resembling an ancient Buddha.  Each Buddha was attached to the main brass ring by a small ring.
The scene, the robed man, and the ring of Buddhas made no sense to Griffin. He looked up from the artifact and saw the man had tears on his cheeks, although his expression was somber. Without warning, the air pressure suddenly increased. Griffin winced against the pressure. It was quickly uncomfortable. Like, diving too deep under water. Then a wall of air crashed upon him. Sound wove with the gale of wind that pushed at his back with such force that he doubled over at the waist.  Griffin's left foot planted to catch him from falling forward. The wind only lasted a moment before it was followed by an erie pause in both air movement and sound. Griffin realized the wind was caused by a pressure vacuum nearby. He waited a moment, testing the calm then took advantage of it raising his head to look toward the biblical figure. He was gone. Vanished.



The Equation
 
Space: The embodiment of mathematical expression. Within this everything known and unknown is born, exists, and is extinguished. Space is the least common denominator. All else is contained within and about its pull of darkness. Every great mind looked toward space and imagined endless equations. Some look toward the stars and find peace, or wonder, or more questions than they can answer, or form into words. Multidimensional realities, celestial bodies of solids and gases, the definition of light, black holes, dark matter, quarks, time, the God particle are all residents of this most magnificent domain. Space contains the explanation and the secrets of the core fabric of reality and is the multi-layer symphony of math and matter, pulsing to an incomprehensible rhythm. This is the equation. The equation is God. God is the equation.
And today, mere moments from now – the master equation of the cosmos will pause and produce a simple zero. This will not be the end of all things. Zero has been reached before. The equation will start up again with the same fierce bombardment of crushing values. The equation is God. God is the equation.
Within the Virgo cluster, the Messier 87 galaxy wobbles inside her elliptical body with the roar of inevitable extinction. At her heart is a galactic nucleus — a gigantic super massive black hole, with a cosmic jet ejecting particles four to five times the speed of light out to a distance of five thousand light years. Surrounding this destructive engine at the galaxies center are rings of radiation and debris formed by the pulse of the jet’s exhaust. The black hole’s event horizon is the front door to the next dimension, and the jet is the door into this reality. Inside the jet flume the laws of physics and reality itself break down and are bent beyond mathematical boundary. Beyond, only mankind.
A cataclysmic variable star plods along in a decaying orbit near the center of Messier 87. Consisting of a primary white dwarf, “Alpha,” and a secondary donor star “Beta,”. Both have orbited the black hole for billions of years. Beta gives its hydrogen fuel to Alpha. In doing so Beta appears leased to Alpha. When Beta’s orbit to Alpha comes very close the white Alpha flares brilliant in the night sky churning the extra hydrogen. This celestial ballet of orbits within orbits continues with measured and determined precision as it has always, until…now.
The universe gongs silently, a minor background single vibration, and a finger of God pushes slightly in the constant inky black of night. Beta, flying clockwise outside the orbit of Alpha around Messier 87’s center, stops forward progress and is pulled towards the white dwarf. Alpha — hurtling along in its own clockwise orbit — she stutters. Beta eased into a reverse orbit while pulling the dwarf out of its orbit, giving way to the gravity of the crushing black hole. The two begin a new binary orbit upon each other. Their orbit around Messier 87, collapsed.
Beta is now being pulled toward Alpha. Hydrogen pours from Beta to Alpha as the two become closer. Alpha flared white against the darkness and vibrated wildly. The hydrogen gas burning against Alpha’s core. Both suns fall toward the black hole faster and faster as hot gas begins to fling off of Alpha from the gravitational whip the two create. Suddenly, their flat orbit was thrown rotating end over end. Then the orbits flop over completely. Their two gas swirls begin to join. Beta flared but nothing like Alpha. Her mass consumed all she could from Beta. What she couldn't hold onto shot out into a small galactic swirl.
Beta, unable to resist the larger Alpha, was sucked into Alpha's core in a brilliant white explosion. The combined mass crossed the black hole's threshold. The boundary of the black hole rippled and swelled momentarily. Then the black hole’s tail exploded white plasma. It’s length increased eight fold. The enormous blowtorch raged, vibrating against the cosmos. Gabriel was ejected from the blast, a painful scream still upon his lips. Pure angelic energy dispersed through space. His energy spread out across a vast distance while the black hole's tail roared with deliciousness on its celestial feast. With a rush, Gabriel's energy began to coalesce. At first his shape was undefined but the confusion only lasted until the program was recalled. Soon, Gabriel's form was that of an archangel, but not of bone or flesh. When any living entity, including Archangels, crossed from one universal dimension to another, the transfer — or transplacement — was always flesh to energy. Humans call this ‘death’. Flesh to energy. Earth to Heaven.
Gabriel, the slayer of worlds, most lethal of weapons, the Herald of God, straightened and held himself motionless relative to the massive exhaust. The wash of radiation, energy, and light were beyond measure; however, Gabriel was unaffected. Transplaced from Heaven, and in his current form, all other matter and energy passed through Gabriel. The density of angelic energy compressed and re-compressed as Gabriel took on more and more of his familiar Archangel mold. His mind knew no other form. More energy compressed and became brighter and nearly distinguishable against the tremendous river of fire of the black hole's exhaust. Without will or emotion, Gabriel's mind began to awaken from the transplacement event. Not empty, just blank, emotionless, uncaring. Once the energy density of Gabriel's new form reached its maximum, the stream of codes given him by the Dominion angels began to decipher from within. Gabriel was basically, rebooting. Sewn into the fabric of Gabriel's energy, stream upon stream of data begin to dance. His form remained motionless. The cosmic destruction continued on without Gabriel's attention. Silent. Emotionless. Devoid. Uncaring. Unaware. The first data blocks completed and began to unfold into awareness. The “who” of Gabriel was answered. The “why” of this reality was answered. The reason behind “who” and “why” are presented. The “where” is answered. Gabriel boomed into motion and assumed the form of a ball of white light. His launch created a vertical puddle in Messier 87's tail. Gabriel's mind was consumed with the deciphering, unraveling, and encoding of information.
The name “Griffin DeLuca" appeared in Gabriel's consciousness and his speed accelerated past that of light. Concentrating upon the name, Gabriel sensed the formation of images. Murky shapes and varied hues of darkness swam inside his mind's eye coalescing slowly. Gabriel's speed was now beyond three times the speed of light. As the vision took shape, Gabriel's need to arrive emerged. Understanding directly equated heightened speed. The image formed the likeness of a human male. Four times the speed of light, the image sharpened, clarified, and became known. With a voice deeper than the oceans, Gabriel whispered, "Griffin DeLuca.”



Arrival
 
Griffin was blasted backwards off his feet. The trumpet blast shook Griffin's vision. Sand blasted his body. His clothes pulled at their seams. Griffin could feel the blood vessels in his nose and eyes pop against the wall of sound. His body was tossed bonelessly against the beach with a thud. The wind was whooshed out of his lungs and lost in the blast of noise. In his dream blackness took him. 
Griffin sat up so fast his face nearly crashed into his knees. He released a moan as he fell over onto his side. His arms flopping lifelessly in front of him. He was exhausted. His body spasmed. He opened his eyes and looked around his familiar bedroom. Early sunshine washed the room evenly. Griffin was comforted with its yellow glow. But there was a difference here. His normally straight and clean bedroom was a tossed salad of personal belongings. Griffin craned his neck to take in his surroundings. The cell phone was not on the bedside table, clothes were everywhere, ejected from the now opened closet door. His watch lay by the closed bedroom door. The door was cracked from bottom to top right down the middle.
An hour later, Griffin noted with displeasure that he was running twelve minutes behind the established normal schedule. Further displeasure crossed his mind when he realized he had no other route into Pittsburgh except the west parkway. Griffin punched his radio up and down, scanning for news channels that may have information on a local quake event that happened last night. And, adding to his annoyance, he noticed, he was paying little attention to the traffic in the Ft. Pitt Tunnel. There were no news of the quake.
"There had to be an earthquake." Griffin rarely spoke to himself in the car, rarely spoke to himself at all, but this had been a serious event. His home damaged.
Griffin switched off the radio, thought of a play list on his iPhone, and then dismissed that too. Relaxing his shoulders, he yielded to the emerging beautiful day, and exhaled a long slow breath.
"Stop fighting the universe,” Griffin said as he repositioned his weight in the car. Conceding to the relative quiet of the hum of the road and wind Griffin thought of last night's dream. It was odd that he could so easily recall the dream. The older he got the faster dreams vanished. He often joked, to himself, that when he reached fifty years old he would have forgotten going to bed by morning. Last night's dream, though, was amazing. The sand, vacuum of sound, the robed figure, the ring of statued Buddhas, what the hell did it mean?
Griffin wasn't a person who gave in easily to superstition. Having been raised Catholic by his mother, "hocus pocus" wasn't in Griffin's vocabulary. He couldn't claim this last thought with certainty. Mother had only kept him under the Catholic umbrella of learning until fourth grade. After their return to Pittsburgh, mother had switched their faiths to Episcopal. Diet Catholic. Soon after, mother had guilt-forced him to volunteer as an acolyte, assisting the priest with Sunday services. After many years he had become the head acolyte and was slowly exposed to the 'under meaning', of the church. A business disguised as a religion. During an earlier separation of his parents, Griffin’s grandmother had dragged him to the local Baptist church. And just like that, Griffin was Baptist. A couple of years of hell and brimstone followed. Looking back, Griffin considered this a darker time. During his adult years he became agnostic, and eventually atheist. Sifting through his religious past had no foundation with this dream. Griffin couldn’t correlate his past to the dream. 
After parking his car, and grabbing his coat, gloves, and keys, Griffin exited the parking structure and made his way down to the automated pay machines. As he was thumbing with his debit card to insert into the machine, a fellow commuter walked over to the machine on Griffin's right and began the same pay process.
“I’m going to miss summer,” the stranger said.
Griffin glanced over. Many people this far north truly dreaded Fall, only because Fall was the harbinger of Winter. 
“Winter wasn't so bad last year,” Griffin said. “And that quake last night, wow!" 
Griffin made a hand gesture to match his raised eyebrows.
The stranger was reaching out to select a button but stopped at Griffin's remark.
"Quake?" he said in a soft bark. "What quake?"
The man’s face turned into a sour concern as if someone had just informed him his dog was on fire.
"You didn't feel the quake last night?" Griffin asked. 
The stranger deepened his furrowed brow and shook his head ever so slightly. Griffin returned the furrowed expression and decided to ignore the guy.
Out in the street Griffin turned left and headed down Penn Avenue even more befuddled about what had happened last night. He forced thoughts of work and today's crowded schedule into his mind. These weren’t pleasant thoughts. Griffin wasn’t fond of his job. Worries about an early meeting — who was that with? — afternoon status reports, touch points with subordinates, lunch meeting, and more ran through his head like a kaleidoscope of ugly. Griffin never took medication for his A.D.D. Since his young teens, he felt this disorder gave him advantages in most situations and never wanted to feel out of control, never for a moment. But mornings like these, Griffin's A.D.D. only created anxiety on top of more anxiety. “Fuck,” Griffin murmured.



Whispers
 
Walking up to Liberty Avenue, Griffin noticed a confused elderly black woman looking in both directions. The woman’s expression held genuine fear of the length of Liberty Avenue. She was dressed in a long warm overcoat, fantastically colored and ornate, but faded from time. She carried a purse large enough to hide a goat. The head scarf tied tight around her silver hair gave the impression of squeezing out her face like toothpaste. Each time she attempted to step out, to cross the street, she would recoil and step back. The woman’s lips trembled. Her eyes darted in despair. Motorists took advantage of her disorientation and made the most of left and right turns around her corner. She wilted like a flower in the dark.
Griffin arrived at her side, the cross walk’s orange flashing palms had become solid. The woman continued to look left and right as if her personal driver was going to appear from nowhere and save her.
Griffin asked, "Ma'am, can I help you?"
She turned her attention away from the traffic and looked up at Griffin.
"Yes, please,” she said. "These drivers, all the cars, I'm afraid to step off the sidewalk.”
"You can come with me. I'll get you across,” Griffin said.
The signals changed and Griffin stepped out onto the street with the older woman on his arm. Her grip was steadfast and she was truly frightened to cross the main intersection at Liberty Avenue and 9th. At a moderate pace they crossed the street together and Griffin delivered her to the opposite corner.
 
Far off in space, the automaton Gabriel focused attention on Griffin. The Harold and Warrior of God narrowed its thoughts and it’s speed slowed instantly to sub-light.
"Within thee I shall be delivered and the word brought forth,” Gabriel spoke inside of Griffin's mind.
Gabriel had made the first connections inside of Griffin's mind, taking over a few neural connections for the briefest of moments. This was the way Archangels had prepared vessels while making the journey to any planet. Softening the blow before physical contact.
 
“Huh, what was that?” Griffin said in the direction of the elderly woman.
"Thank you,” she said as she turned toward Griffin and looked him the in eyes. "I was afraid there were no Angels left in the world.”
Her words puzzled Griffin. The paralyzed him. The woman turned and walked away into the crowds of commuters as Griffin made a stumbling effort to walk. Replaying the old woman's words in his mind, Griffin's thoughts became more clouded. Had there been two voices? Sound muffled. Griffin's head felt light, his entire body felt light, as if a strong wind would send him careening off the building walls like a discarded bit of trash. The overwhelming sensation of lifting off overtook all other senses. Griffin leaned against a facade of brick and pressed his face against the cool scratchy surface. He reached down and gripped the wall between bricks in an effort to glue him down.
Faintly Griffin could hear the sound of someone talking. It was like a voice coming down a long hall, or out of a cave, deep and distant.
He caught, "the word brought forth.” The next moment the sensation and voice were gone.
Griffin took in a long breath and opened his eyes. Letting go of the wall and standing up, Griffin took inventory of his personal effects, and questioned his mind. A few of Pittsburgh's working class had stopped to witness whatever freak show was about to take place, but Griffin just walked away with a stoic face as if he ate crazy for breakfast every day.
He arrived at work as he did thousands of days before, familiar and disinterested. The throngs of coworkers mashed into elevators silently. Griffin noted and graded the looks and availability of the women in the elevator with him. He allowed his mind a brief recess.
"What am I thinking?" Griffin scolded himself. "I'm not ready for a relationship ... or a tussle.”
Pushing out the wave of negative personal thoughts that followed. Griffin plopped down in his cube, logged onto to the corporate computer and opened Safari. Google produced nothing on earthquakes in, around, or near by Pittsburgh since the 5.8 in Virginia that happened in 2011. Griffin next checked the USGS website. No quakes of significance in the continental US within the last twenty-four hours. Not even in California. How did those people manage? Griffin asked himself.
"What the hell happened last night?"
He recalled the dream again. So vivid was the smell of sea salt, distant sound of gulls, and then the vacuum of sound. What had happened on the sidewalk this morning? Griffin reminded himself to have his blood sugar checked at the urgent care. Griffin wasn't the kind of person to constantly fret over his health. Maybe he should. Plus he would need to replace his bedroom door. He made a mental note to take a picture of one of his other interior doors to take with him to Home Depot. Measurements, too, Griffin added. Best not to have multiple trips.



Inner Strength
 
Itishree woke to sound of the front door banging closed. Muted excited voices chattering from below, a product of having her bedroom above the living room. Itishree could distinguish her Aunt Deepa and her mother in stern debate. It was going to be one of those days. Itishree flopped onto her back and let out a rushed exhale forming into a growl. Her last full day in India was going to be one of rapid fire concern over her status, her journey, and her future.
"Please Vishnu, shoot me now,” Itishree thought, covering her head with a pillow. She fought the urge to stay in bed.
The debate continued downstairs. Her aunt's voice gradually became louder as her mother remained unmoved by her sister's urgency. Itishree knew the discussion — nay argument — was about her and her adventure to America alone. And for that and the love of all her relatives, she needed to save her mother and defend herself. She was twenty-four, after all, and about to take a huge step into the control of her life and future.
"This would never happen if father were still here,” Itishree found herself saying. No, not at all.
Tossing back the pillow and sliding from the covers, Itishree found her slippers without opening her eyes. Itishree caught herself making a frown as she left the warmth of the bed and stood. 
Sticking out her chin, Itishree thought, “I’m a woman, able to make my decisions, able to fight my own fights.”
She walked across her room to her dresser. Grabbing for her favorite brush, as she'd done for forever, she began the battle of stripping out the night's tangles without pulling out her head of hair.
Stroking the brush Itishree continued the conversation within her head, "I can do this. What am I doing? I can do this! Why America? I am doing this."
The clash of voices within her caught the tempo of voices from the living room.
"I deserve it and I want it. Father,” she thought with a measure of grief.
Itishree stopped brushing her hair and sat on her bed cupping the pearled brush in her hands. Itishree looked down at her hands and brush and ran her thumb over the bristles.
“Father,” she said, this time out loud. The deep cramp in her chest came rushing back just as she had experienced in the grief years before. How she missed her father. How she wished, how she needed his blessing now. Itishree openly sobbed once and cradled the brush to her chest. The brush her father had given her for her seventeenth birthday.
“No,” Itishree said, standing. She placed the brush upon her dresser. She looked into her small mirror, wiped away the tear and forced her shoulders back. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of movement down on the street from her bedroom window. She walked to the window and opened the sheers that ran the length of the window to the floor. Itishree's looked straight down the center of the street. Their house sat on the outside of a ninety-degree turn of their narrow street. Following an imaginary line down the street, Itishree could feel every object in the street. She knew every fence, every bush, tree, pet, block of sidewalk, and every neighbor. All her friends. Itishree took in light, frozen, eyes fixed upon nothing as she dwelled in her past and became afraid. Afraid for the first time.
“Father,” she called aloud to the past.
Minutes later Itishree bobbled downstairs and addressed her family. She was armed only with her wits, pajamas, and house coat. Her mother, Mala, slowly turned and faced down into the kitchen sink. Her hands made busy work, as if a wild animal needed to be subdued. Her aunt only stood there with her arms crossed, a defiant look dried upon her face. Her sister snickered and bolted from the room like it was on fire. Brother, that family conflict coward, was nowhere in sight.
"Good morning, Auntie Deepa, why are you here?" Itishree mused faking confrontation. She blitzed the refrigerator. "That wasn't a grown up opening,” Itishree thought. "Be adult and be in this moment."
"I am here..." Auntie Deepa said. She pointed at the floor. It was a stabbing motion with a long fingernail of doom. "...to talk some sense into you and your mother.”
Itishree slowly peered above the refrigerator door. She looked first at her aunt then to her mother, where she caught a glance of rolling eyes.
Aunt Deepa was fixed and menacing as a farm scarecrow. Itishree backed out of the appliance shutting the door with her right hand, mango juice in her left. The battle had begun. This was going to get real, she thought.
"Be in this moment. Seek common ground while moving beyond your own position,” she recalled her father's words.
Aunt Deepa put her bulldozer into gear. "Never before has one of our women left her parent's home unmarried,” she said. "Not to live across the street, across the city, beyond the river, or anywhere else in India.” She jabbed the fingernail of doom into the air, her voice growing louder.
Her words more pronounced, for effect. "And you,” Itishree could feel herself shrink, as the fingernail of doom sent invisible rays of guilt her way. “You are leaving for America, unwed, alone. It’s crazy! What will become of you?"
Itishree let her aunt go on and get the frustration out. She knew her auntie had no firm ground to continue this tirade. Itishree stole another glance at mother.
Aunt Deepa said, “Why can you not stay, find the right husband, and then go on with your need for independence?”
"Now!", Itishree said. "Auntie, this is not about my independence. This is about what I want to do.” She set the juice on the counter as if it were a weapon to display.
"I don't want a husband, at least not now. I want to work, make my own money, have a career! And I refuse to be owned by any man.” Itishree said.
Aunt Deepa put both wrists on her hips, unbelieving. "So, you're better than your maataa and your mausii? You think we lived our lives as unloved slaves?"
Itishree's eyes rolled back and hit the stops with a 'thud'.
"Your father must be standing up in his grave,” Deepa pressed with emotion.
Itishree’s mother, Mala, who had been washing the metal off the pot while Itishree and her aunt sparred, turned slightly to look into Deepa's eyes and said, “Don’t.” Deepa had been the recognized matriarch since naanii had passed, Mala had always been the wiser, more controlled woman; even through the death of her husband.
Itishree stood transfixed. Her eyes darted from Aunt Deepa to her mother.
“Your own daughter lives in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, on this day. Unmarried” Mother picked a carrot up from the counter, using the carrot as a ‘weapon of truth’ towards her sister. “Aruni started this migration of unmarried women. Let’s be clear.” The carrot moved left to right as if mother erased lies from the air.
Auntie Deepa shrank somewhat but still protested. “Aruni has a loyal suitor. He’s a nice young man.”
After a painfully long silence, Mala continued, "It is her father who raised her to be strong and a singular thinker. Itishree is his daughter.” She turned back to the sink and gazed out the window, the mechanical motion of her arms returning to wash anguish from the pot.
Itishree approached her aunt. "Mausii, my mind cannot be changed. I am going to America tomorrow morning. We are having my party today. There is a need inside of me I cannot deny. I must go.”
Her aunt's arms fell off her hips.
"I will miss my family and I love you all. Please support me here.” Itishree said.
Aunt Deepa blew out a defeated sigh and embraced Itishree.
"I will carry you in my heart where ever I go." Itishree continued, looking from her aunt to her mother.
Deepa pushed her out to arms length. "You had better call often or we're coming after you.” She said. “And Aruni!”
Mala smirked and shook her head.
During the next few hours, Itishree helped when she could, although her Aunt and mother had often pushed her aside declaring the party and day were in her honor. With little to do, Itishree found herself with her own thoughts. Looking around her house and watching her family that had been and would be her entire world until tomorrow, Itishree took stock of everything she felt she would miss: the smell of her mother's kitchen, pestering her siblings, the warmth of her room, the view from her room, and... father. "Oh father,” rang in her head.
Pushing past the sting of missing her father, Itishree thought of the exciting aspects of moving to America: Pittsburgh, “an old steel city with a proud history,” she'd read on the internet, hundreds of bridges, three rivers converging at the city’s heart, and culturally diverse foods. And there was the work! Thinking of working in a city in the United States made Itishree's spine straighten. Work. Accomplishment. Responsibility. My own money! My own life! Itishree could not help but allow her imagination to run screaming, clicking off one achievement after another as if they were already in her past.
A broad smile washed across her face which caught her mother's attention. Mala gave her a side-ways glance and a warning of, "What was it your father said about your pride?"
Mother knew how to beat down a moment with alarmingly accurate mentions of father.



Second Contact
 
Gabriel's super heated trail vaporized an asteroid 728 meters across in a brilliant white flash. He had reached the outer edge of the asteroid sphere of debris just within the edge of Earth's solar system. During the journey from Messier 87, Gabriel’s encrypted data was nearing ninety percent decrypted and filed. Soon his database would be complete. He struck another asteroid. This time a glancing blow shearing off some metal and pushing the remaining its original course.
It was time to make another contact with the vessel, Griffin DeLuca. To help prepare the vessel and allow time for them to accept angelic directive, each contact’s intensity was increased. In the first contact the vessel was asleep, allowing the communication to be easier and simpler to maintain. In past visits, the vessel would awaken and vividly recall the dream and take it as an omen. If the vessel had been awake, it would be called a “vision,” and taken as divine intervention.
This contact protocol called for Gabriel to slow to less than light speed in order to achieve more focused concentration and to confirm his exact location. Gabriel's robot like energy apparition had given him navigational instructions and had decrypted those instructions hours before. The Archangel was unaware his flight wake was detonating asteroids. Behind him, a trail of white flashes and molten debris. Below light speed his form entered a large asteroid as easy as a ghost entering heavy fog. The asteroid had only a moment to quake before vaporizing, chased apart by a white spherical flash of raw energy. The destruction didn’t happen from impact but from an internal catalytic event of Gabriel's endless energy. Nothing could contain the raw radiant heat and power. The crack and explosions had no atmosphere in which to sound. When Gabriel passed through these cold giants, muffled "whomps" were quickly suppressed from what little frozen water, oxygen, and hydrogen they possessed. Behind Gabriel was a clear cylindrical path through hundreds of thousands of kilometers of asteroid field. What wasn't destroyed was easily displaced from unencumbered shockwaves. 
Slowing further, Gabriel's travel extruded a long white-blue tail, similar to an ice comet. The effect wasn't from Gabriel losing energy. The smear effect was created as his energy came into contact with small particular matter at slower speeds. Space wasn’t empty. Solar particles, dusts, and pebbles filled space from its original creation. Only the space of inner solar systems would be free of this debris.
Gabriel reached out with his thoughts. At fifty million kilometers, Gabriel's celestial form was relatively “close” to Earth. This would be the last contact before penetrating Earth's atmosphere. Because vessels had no experience, or facility, to engage in thought-speak, Gabriel had to instigate communication. This one-way method of opening communications would continue until possession was successful. “Griffin,” Gabriel sent out into the vacuum of space. “Griffin.”



The Dream of Children
 
Griffin looked at his D'Anjou pear, examining every square centimeter for irregularity. The pear had ripened on Griffin’s desk for almost a week. From what he had read on the internet, it was at its peak. Slowly Griffin carved away the pear's thin peel with a sharp kitchen knife he'd brought from home. The skin came away easily. Each peel bleed droplets of juice. The pear was delicious, slightly grainy in texture and flavorful. Griffin imagined that the pear tasted like a southern white pear mixed with red wine. Each slice erased the memory of the chicken salad sandwich he had gnawed on just a few minutes ago. Griffin noted a tinge of displeasure as he sliced down the thinning core of the pear which produced a sliver of the white fruit. 
“Griffin.” Someone had called out his name. The voice was foreign but somehow familiar. Griffin turned to look left and right with an uneasy expectation he was about to converse with someone he hadn't seen in years. He stood and looked down the sidewalk, in each direction. But, everywhere he looked along Ninth Avenue, no one stopped to collect is reply. No one was looking at him, no one was speaking to him, no one was there. “Well,” Griffin reasoned, "This is what happens when you eat lunch on the street.” Griffin sat and began to assemble his trash back into the brown paper sack.
“Griffin,” the voice repeated. The voice deep now. Hearing his name closer, louder, startled Griffin and made him sit up straight. Griffin looked to his immediate right, where he thought someone had sat next to him and was speaking directly into his ear. No one was there. And then, neither was Griffin.
From under the cool shade of the edge of a forest, Griffin looked across a small river at four children playing on the opposite bank. At first, everything around him was familiar, expected, known, and cherished. Those feelings seemed borrowed and quickly faded. He looked at the children again and saw they were not humans. They had two arms, two legs, fingers and toes; however their limbs were more insect like in design. No, not with an exoskeleton, but longer limbs, more pronounced bones and joints. Muscles not in clumped adjacency like humans, but more sinuous, longer. On closer observation Griffin noted their skulls had twin slightly raised ridges under the skin. The ridges began several centimeters above each temple and crossed the circumference of the skull, ending before the neck. They were beautiful beings. Despite the sunlight that bathed the opposite river bank, the children's skin was pink, supple. They each had similar sandy brown hair and matching eyebrows. Their noses were flatter and wider than humans, but only by a small amount. And from where Griffin observed, their mouths were quite human and expressive.
And as they played with small white stones, Griffin understood why they seemed like children. The laughter, antics, and play — yes, they were playing a game, tossing the small stones in an order to each placed stone. Griffin couldn't make out the meaning, but he knew these were playing children.
Griffin became aware that he was spying on the children. He was ten meters deep under a deep green canopy, standing half-hidden behind the trunk of a tree. A tree?
“What variety of tree is this?” Griffin asked as he observed and felt the trunk. He had never seen it’s like before.
The ground cover didn’t complete with the trees. The ground was covered with dark leafy vegetation, made darker under the shade. Sprites of light danced on top, having escaped through the canopy. Looking around Griffin realized he couldn't recognize any of the vegetation. Even though Griffin was an urbanite, he held some knowledge of plant life from his youth and vacations.
"Nope, no poison ivy here,” Griffin determined. Somehow this made Griffin more relaxed, nearing comfortable. He had been highly allergic to poison ivy and was glad to discover he wasn't standing ass-deep in it now.
As Griffin took in more of his surroundings, when the big question clanged in his head: "Where am I?" Griffin felt the humidity keeping his sweat close to his body. He heard unfamiliar birds and insects within the canopy. He saw the shade keeping away bright sunlight, which was much like Earth's Sun but gave off a more yellow light. He could hear the river and the children. He could smell a slight damp vegetable decay, common to any forrest on a warm summer day. Finding no answers he focused again on their play. Leaning his weight against the tree with his chest, Griffin half embraced the trunk with his right arm. Finding perfect comfort in placing his head against the tree, Griffin simply watched. In so doing he found and embraced what felt like an eternal peace. It was if Griffin were taking a nap, in the same hammock, on the same warm afternoon, in his own backyard, as he had done so for years. His mind emptied. Griffin simply was a part of this moment, watching the children play, observing in peace. Here. Now.
Griffin realized another feeling, drawing upon it like it were from short term memory: he had come here to observe the children with another. The realization didn't surprise or startle Griffin; he embraced it as he was embracing the tree. Turning to his left he looked upon the other observer.
He said with the comfort of addressing a close family member, "They are beautiful. I feel I could watch them forever.”
“Yes,” the other responded in a whisper, "I feel I already have.”
Before Griffin stood a mature specimen of the humanoid children he had been watching. The skull ridges were less pronounced. He was tall and his arms were mantis-like in appearance. Griffin drew upon the insect qualities in his mind. The eyes were blue, glowing blue, ridiculously blue. The being wore a thickly woven shirt of heavy white linen embroidered with what looked like pure gold strands. 
"Who are you?" Griffin asked.
"You already know,” the other said.
"You are Gabriel, the Herald of God, the Archangel of Doom,” Griffin said, trance-like.
"And you are the vessel of wisdom, Griffin,” Gabriel replied matter-of-factly. "Through you I seek the messenger of God.”
Griffin came back to Ninth Avenue in a thunder crack of sound and sensation. 
He found himself seated, palms cooling on the granite bench. Griffin's mouth, like his mind, was dry and cottony. He stood and turned left and looked across Penn Avenue, right and looked south to Liberty Avenue.
“What?” bounced around in Griffin's head. So did, “I’m losing my mind.” “What?” “Why?” “Alone?” “What is happening?"
Turning back towards the bench, Griffin saw the pear core on the sidewalk in front of where he had been seated.
“I was here,” Griffin said to the bench. The bench didn't reply. However, Griffin thought if it did, bench conversation would not have frightened him now.
“I was here,” thought Griffin. "Was I there?"
Griffin sat back down upon the bench.
“I can't do this. I can't fall apart like this,” Griffin tried to reason. He put his elbows on his knees and his face in his hands and did his very best to hold onto this reality. Gathering up the paper sack and pear core, torn between reality and somewhere else, Griffin carried his numbness to his office tower. After gathering his personal belongings from his desk, Griffin took the stairs down to the fifteenth floor, so he wouldn’t run into any of his peers. The request for PTO nearly broke Griffin. The short ten minutes made him feel less than worthless. He felt broken. Griffin imagined the strange looks he got were normal from the counselor in Human Resources. But for Griffin, the looks only darkened his spirit.
Two weeks alone to get his shit together.
As Griffin took the elevator down to the garage floors, he tried to hold himself together until he could get home. He held himself back from crying out for help. Did he have a chemical imbalance? Was he exposed to a harmful chemical? Griffin searched his limited memory of his family's mental history. He couldn’t recall any comments about or meetings with of relatives who were complete whackos. He walked up to his car and clicked the remote to unlock his driver’s door. Fear rushed over Griffin's scalp. Could he drive home? What if he hallucinated again? He leaned against his car and blew out a ragged breath.
“Hold it together for a little longer, buddy.” Griffin said.
Moments later Griffin turned left onto Penn Avenue.



Broken Hearts
 
Mala heard the front door buzzer and wondered why no one else in her family ever answered the door. Despite the noise, food, guests, and general distractions on a typical Indian house party, Mala expected at least someone in her family to realize someone else was at the door. Making her way to the door Mala scanned the room for her children, especially the honoree, Itishree. Mala made a mental note to hunt for her eldest once the door was tended. She could use a hand with the last of the food trays in the kitchen.
Opening the door, Mala was surprised to find Suresh, the boy she and her husband had chosen for Itishree. Mala could easily recall how Suresh, then an early teen, had appeared: afraid and bewildered. In the years since the families met, Suresh had grown into a handsome young man. However, also throughout those nine years Itishree shunned Suresh each time the parents arranged visits.
And as sure as Shiva was the Destroyer, here Suresh stood, handsome as ever. "Good evening, Mrs. Aledar, How are you this evening?" 
“Well, I am well, Suresh,” Mala replied with a slight squeeze of surprise. “How may I help you Suresh?”
"I have an invitation to Itishree's party from Deepa Ekhande,” Suresh replied a little sheepishly.
He showed the invitation to Mala. Yes, it was Deepa's script. She would have words with Deepa later, the snake of a sister.
"Please join us, Suresh, Itishree will be surprised to see you,” Mala said. Will she ever.
At least now she didn't have to search for Itishree. Mala merely needed to follow Suresh.
"Thank you, Mrs. Aledar,” Suresh replied.
He gleamed through a smile so wide Mala thought it must have hurt. Mala extended the door's opening, and Suresh bounded through. She followed on his heels and with an eye out for Deepa, the Scourge of Pune.’
Mala saw it didn't take long for Suresh to find Itishree. A look of anguish, mixed with surprise and a pinch of resentment, was there to greet Suresh. Once Mala saw that Itishree was more interested in her feet than the small talk Suresh was trying to attempt, she moved in like a skilled jaguar.
”Before you and Suresh get reacquainted, I need help with the last of the party food.” Mala said.
Itishree, nodding to the point her head nearly popped off, followed her mother to the kitchen without a word.
"Who invited Suresh, Mother? We spoke about this.” Itishree demanded once securely behind the kitchen doors.
"Look to your Auntie,” Mala shot back, pointing in no particular direction.
Itishree growled and began peeling the remaining fruit. 
An awkward silence froze the space between them. Neither had to voice the words they both felt. Mala came to Deepa's defense first.
“Deepa obviously sent out the invitation before we last spoke,” Mala protested, knowing Itishree was furious.
“But Suresh! He is the last person I wanted to see here! My last day!" Itishree said. Her eyes sparkled threatening tears.
“Calm down, don't cut your thumbs off,” Mala said softly to Itishree. She took the knife from her daughter’s hand. “You’re going to have to tell him again.”
Itishree wiped her nose on her sleeve and picked at the food. She didn't like the idea of having to tell Suresh she'd put her career ahead of marriage, again. Watching Suresh wilt was not the measure of guilt Itishree wanted to taste before getting on a plane for America.
Just then Deepa banged through the closed door and rolled over it with her hips. She had an empty tray in her hand and a celery stalk locked in her teeth. Itishree stopped and shot Deepa her worst daggered glare.
Mala launched into “Suresh! You sent Suresh an invite! He was off the list.”
Deepa's eyebrows banged against her hairline as she switched her empty tray for a full one and sprang for the door.
"We are going to talk, sister!" Mala barked as Deepa disappeared into the living room with its sounds of talking, music, and laughter.



Hard Data
 
Larry Green was giddy. He used to believe he had one of the coolest jobs on the planet. The sheen had worn off a year ago when the fresh students arrived. No, tonight Larry was giddy because the latest Iron Man comic had arrived. He placed his dinner into the microwave and headed off to his locker for his pack and the beloved Iron Man Vol.1, issue #227, still in the plastic mailer. After searching all online media outlets and dead-end correspondence, the issue was finally his. The months of searching and waiting were over. Now, in the silence of his grave-yard shift at the Institute of Astronomy on the University of Hawaii grounds, with his leftover pasta and bottled water, Larry would savor every page, every frame of primary colored joy. Sure, the digital versions were available now, and yes the various tablet computers made them convenient and highly portable; however, nothing, nothing was like holding the comic in your hands.
Collecting the gray plastic mailer, Larry headed back to the break room. He heard the “ding” of the microwave. Larry turned and made for his desk. He would not risk carrying the comic and his dinner together. Dropping the comic package on his desk, he sat at his workstation and keyed up the latest batch of images. Each night the array would take thousands of images from a pre-programmed section of space. It was Larry’s job to process those images from the Pan-STARRS array. Confirming the connection with password entries, Larry began the feed and review process. Briskly retrieving his dinner and water, Larry settled at his desk and carefully opened his long awaited package.
Sharing his attention between the triple computer monitors and the unveiling of his latest arrival, Larry pulled the standard comic book sleeve from inside the padded overnight mail envelope. The issue seemed as the lister had described, "excellent condition”. This meant many things to most people, but to a comic collector, it was a specific reference to the exact quality of the issue. No fractures, no bends or creases could be tolerated. No fading of ink. No stains. Larry glanced back at his left screen, then the center, and then right, panning his attention. Images cascaded from one screen to the next. Each new image would appear on the left monitor, then on the center with ten times magnification of the center field, and then on the right screen at one hundred times magnification from the array’s generic magnification.
Larry noted nothing out of the ordinary and gave his attention back to the comic in his hands. Flipping the comic book protector sleeve over, he inspected the white cardboard insert to ensure it had no bent corners, indicating the package had been dropped. All corners were intact. A sense of gleeful satisfaction rolled across Larry’s mind. It was like a hundred little internal endorphin fireworks exploding together. He opened his pasta container and stirred the contents. Shifting his weight back in his chair and carefully stabbing another mouthful, Larry noticed the image that appeared on the left monitor. It showed what looked like white spheres inside the asteroid belt. As the image was passed onto the center screen, Larry set his dinner down on his desk. The white plumes looked like concussion waves. Then the image landed on the right monitor and Larry reached for the phone, noting the time: 1:28 a.m. PST. He paused to process what he was seeing. It was a visible chain of detonations with a small white comet trail. Larry quickly banged the space bar to freeze the progression of images and send the feed to the hard-disk array. Staring at the right monitor, Larry realized he had dialed the phone when he heard, “Kevin Szymanski, Duty Officer, Catalina Sky Survey.”
Over the next couple of hours the images and data were confirmed. Next Larry sent the images to the Minor Planet Center within the Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory, then to NEO Project Office in Johnson Propulsion Laboratory. The Smithsonian gave the comet the designation “Green X2018d.” It was named after the discovering person, “X” as in unknown origin, the year discovered, and the letter “D” indicating the fourth comet discovered in that given year. Once Larry found a few minutes to spare he walked to the far wall’s chalk board and erased the ‘III’ drawn in chalk at the board’s upper right corner. In its place Larry drew ‘IV’. He stepped back and smiled having discovered his fourth celestial body of record. 
Larry’s phone rang and he bounded after it. He was informed by the NEO night officer that after trajectory verification and further analysis, the NEO Program Executive would be briefed. Larry should expect further calls. He didn’t have to wait long. Twenty short minutes later his phone rang again.
“Is this Larry Green?” asked the voice on the phone.
“Yes,” Larry said tentatively.
“I am Dr. Matt Fountain. NASA Space Telescope Science Institute.”
The conversation was short and direct. After hanging up Larry felt the call had been to gauge his competency more than a verification of data. Larry dismissed his fears. He had his own questions. Why wasn't Green X2018d destroyed with those first belt collisions? Why hadn't Green X2018d changed course from so many collisions with much larger bodies? And, where did Green X2018d originate? Dr. Fountain had pointed out there were no sightings of a comet within that range of space until this morning. The Dr. commented a comet that seemed to come from nowhere had made a significant impact to the surrounding asteroid field.
During the next few hours, Larry’s email blew up, becoming a riot of activity. He was being copied on each conversation thread. One scientist postulated Green X2018d was made of an unknown, super dense material, possibly star matter, which struck the field beyond light speed. However, that idea didn't gain traction and was left on its own to fade. There were many emails, like this one, based on speculation.
By 2:00 p.m. PDT many eyes were trying to find and track Green X2018d, i.e. Gabriel. Unfortunately, most land-based digital eyes, under the control of NEO, were blinded by the Sun during daytime observation, and most orbiting arrays were tied to more important and specific terrestrial and astrological projects, mostly spying on other countries.
At 0:27 a.m GMT, 8:27 p.m. EST, a report came from Mount Brukkaros, Namibia, that observers had located Green X2018d but indicated a course change. The SAO and the outside bodies of IAU requested more information and verification. The new information wasn't good.
 
Director Frank Lovas was multitasking behind his ancient metal desk. The White House Office of Science and Technology Policy's director preferred metal desks over wood. The White House was full of historic wooden desks from America’s past. But Frank felt metal was more practical. His desk was never at a pivotal battle during the American Civil War, nor was it exposed to gas from a Nobel Winning Scientist. But Frank knew for his own investigation, the desk was constructed, by real Americans, from a manufacturer in Youngstown, Ohio back in 1974. Frank was annoyed when his phone rang. He was having a usual day: more work than time.
”Director Lovas,” Frank said after punching the speaker button.
“Dr. Matt, again, Frank,” said Dr. Matt Fountain of NASA’s Space Telescope Science Institute.
“Yes, Matt, what do you have for me?” Frank asked throwing his full attention to the phone.
“I have more specific data Frank.” Dr. Matt Fountain continued, "We are looking at land fall in western Pennsylvania".
There was no immediate response. Frank Lovas' mind blurred with what was about to happen.
"Dr. the comet will strike the United States?" Frank asked in a hushed voice.
"Frank, we sent the new numbers down the NEO JPL guys, they're very good at what they do. Right now, there's little doubt otherwise. But ‘strike’ is not a correct term.”
The was another uneasy pause. "Everyone cleared for this threat level here has run the numbers. We have many facts in our favor Frank. That part of the country is rural; country and farms mostly between Pittsburgh and Erie. The NEO is small and will probably burn completely in the atmosphere.”
Matt was trying to be reassuring, but from Frank's lack of chatter, he guessed the Director was concerned.
“Given angle of ascent and size the comet, it may bounce and only give us a pretty show,” Matt said.
“Do you have a precise event time now?” Frank asked.
“2:00 a.m. EST Wednesday morning,” Dr. Matt said matter-of-factly. “In 24 hours I can give you an impact location down to the quarter mile,” Dr. Matt added.
“Doctor, will you call me tomorrow at this same time with exact coordinates. Promise me you won't give that data to anyone else. Then give me 15 minutes before further disclosure?" Another uneasy pause.
Dr. Matt said firmly, “Director, that is all I can give you. NASA must go public after that.”
“What kinda of damage are you expecting, Doctor?” Frank asked. And he realized he was blurting out questions like a robot.
"If it hits land, and we do not think it will, it's going to be interesting. Something kids will be studying for decades,” Doctor Matt replied, proudly Frank noticed.
“With this data, I do not expect a crater.” Matt said.
Frank stiffened at the word “crater’’. “And what if it does penetrate the atmosphere?” Frank asked, startled to hear those words come from his own mouth. But what Matt said next startled him more.
"50 meters wide, 20 meters deep. Some debris in the air for a couple of kilometers. Going to be felt for a thousand miles."
Frank grasped the good doctor was beginning to churn out imaginings and cut him of.
“I understand Doctor. We’ll talk more tomorrow. Thank you for your discretion,” Frank said.
“Good day, Frank,” Matt said.
Frank set the phone down and noticed he was standing. He never stood at his battleship of a desk.



Farewells
 
Itishree looked around the kitchen and found nothing else to chop or peel. Washing her hands she paused at the sink gazing into the darkness beyond the kitchen window. Itishree saw her mother’s reflection studying her. She slumped. Even as a reflection Itishree understood that look. She had left an important something undone. Her and her mother both knew it. Itishree came to the harsh reality she had to face Suresh on her own. Itishree looked at her mother like a defeated animal. But when her mother straightened and put her hands on her hips, Itishree understood. She left the kitchen.
She wove her way through the party collecting well wishes, blessings, hugs, and the occasional tear. In no time at all, Itishree found herself face to face with Suresh. She took his hand and led him back out onto the back patio. After setting him down on the bench farthest from the house, Itishree removed her hand and looked off into nowhere. She could almost hear her father’s words.
“Itishree, one of the most important lessons you will learn is where you are in the stream of time.”
Her father had began this talk on a similar bench but in a park not far from the house.
“You and I are here now, but we will be in a new tomorrow somewhere, do you understand?”
“No Pappi,” Itishree said as that little girl.
“That’s all right baby.” Her father said, stroking her hair and cheek in one motion. “Do you remember yesterday?”
“Yes, we had those orange sweets after supper,” Itishree said.
Her father laughed.
“Yes, you liked those orange balls?” he asked.
“Oh yes,” the younger Itishree shot back.
“Today is yesterday's tomorrow,” he said. ”Understand?”
“Yes,” she said. “One day compared to the next.”
Itishree remembered her father giving her a huge smile then. The smile was warm and gentle. He pressed on, “Every day has a tomorrow, and as you imagine many tomorrows, you are in the future. Next week is the future, and when you start school again, that too is the future.”
The miniature Itishree nodded.
“What we don't know about the future is who or what will be in our futures or where we shall be when we arrive,” her father finished.
Itishree's little brow furrowed as if her father had listed the first postulate of trigonometry.
Her father smiled at her. “That’s not the important part of this lesson, daughter,” he said. “The important part to remember is be kind to those in your life today, this moment.”
She had known her father was aware she wasn’t getting the lesson and Itishree attempted to pacify her father by nodding. The nods didn’t work. 
“You don't know if they will be in your tomorrow, and you don't wish any person, animal, or thing to be vengeful, angry, jealous, or unkind to you in any of your tomorrow's, do you?” he asked.
Itishree looked toward Suresh in silence. Her gut wanted her to ask why he was there. Putting herself aside, Itishree thought carefully on her words. She knew that emotions, her's or Suresh’s, were beside the point now.
“Suresh, thank you for coming tonight even though my best efforts were for you and I not to have this conversation,” Itishree said. Suresh inhaled but Itishree held up a finger to stop him. Suresh was in Itishree’s world now, and in her world, Itishree made the rules.
“I am going to Pittsburgh,” She said. “For years I have been drawn to leaving my home, this place, my family and friends.” Again Itishree paused to think. She saw the look of desire wash across Suresh’s face. 
“I am going to Pittsburgh, and nothing will change my decision.” Instead of yearning, a fixed determination appeared on Itishree’s face. She felt the bittersweet joy seep through her. “I’ve felt, for this past year, the world has fallen into place to let me go,” she continued. “Every part of me wants this, Suresh.”
She watched as Suresh deflated. His gaze crashed toward the lawn.
Itishree reached out, touched his shoulder, and smiled. “This isn't about you or me. I’m leaving to do what the universe needs me to do, to a place and time I was meant to be,” she said. “Can you understand and be happy for me?” Itishree held her smile even as it became heavy on her soul.
“I can,” Suresh replied quietly. With that Itishree let go of Suresh's shoulder and loneliness came to them both. One embraced the independence, the other shunned the emotional darkness.
Itishree sat on the bench taking in the back yard without noticing it at all, staring into the mystery of her future. Suresh joined her. Itishree acknowledged the voices and music coming from the house. It was Suresh who spoke next.
“I will miss you,” he said.
Itishree's smile came back. “Thank you Suresh”. When the sound of those words mixed with her swirl of feelings Itishree realized she liked the sound of his name. She liked saying his name. Doubt came again.
“Our parents have tried very hard to put us together,” she continued.
“They’re good at that,” Suresh replied.
After a short awkward pause, Itishree said, ”Let's go back inside, they'll think we finally ran off together.”
“That would be fine by me,” Suresh unselfishly replied.
“Stop that,” she said with another disarming smile as she stood and hoisted Suresh to his feet.
“After I'm gone the girls will fall from the sky for you, you'll see.” She held onto his arm as they made their way back inside.
“I’ll still miss you,” Suresh pined.
“You’ll be fine,” Itishree reassured, with more petting. Doubt gone.
As they came back into the folds of the party and Itishree let go of Suresh, she was glad he came. Itishree knew he was the one soul she needed to appease before she could put all of this behind her. For a moment, she felt guilt for hurting Suresh. But it had to be done. She wrapped herself within her conviction and pressed on into the celebration.



Facing Reality
 
Gabriel continued to chase the small blue dot ahead. His robotic version searched for the error. The instructions that brought out the scene of the river bank, and the children, from another universe could not have been possible. The instructions clearly indicated another contact with the vessel Griffin DeLuca to reinforce the connection between the himself and the vessel. He read the instructions over and over but found no code for containing the vessel within his mind, and allowing it to dwell within his duties on Banth. Within... HIS... mind. Gabriel's machine self began to look for “self.” Nothing. Nothing. Nothing. But the children, the riverbank, play, laughter, these memories had feeling to them. His feelings. HIS. There was a warmth there, a familiarity Gabriel could embrace. Inside the pure-energy coded mind, Gabriel reached for the bond. Nothing. The “self,” the container of awareness, wasn't available to hold any emotion whatsoever.
For a while there was only travel. Gabriel's form raced through the solar system, thoughtless. No sound, no thought, only light from a single source. Gabriel let go of the sensation he could not know in this state - frustration. Immediately the code took over and reminded him of a priority task — make contact with the vessel, Griffin DeLuca, once more.
 
It was late evening when the phone rang.
“Doctor Lovas,” Frank said without effort.
“Frank, Matt Fountain.” Frank stiffened. It was the special liaison to the White House, NASA Space Telescope Institute. And he was late calling in today. Matt’s update should have been in the morning. Frank felt his face flush.
“Matt, you've left me with my thumb in my ass all afternoon. Why haven't you called me back until now?” Frank barked. He wasn't used to being angry at work.
“I have military and Presidential advisors swimming around my desk like starving piranha.”
“Sorry Frank, there has been in interesting development and I had to have this new data confirmed…”, Dr. Matt Fountain said, appearing to be apologetic. But Frank imagined Matt had an important update.
“And just what is so fucking interesting, Matt?” Frank said.
“Well, Frank there is good news, and interesting news. Which do you want shoveled first?” Matt shot back.
“Give me the good news, after all I've waited all fucking day,” Frank said. He could feel himself giving in.
Matt nearly walked on top of Frank's last with, "It's too small to survive the atmosphere. The JPL boys have had time to make precise measurements and whatever is inside the core of that comet is less than 10 meters across. Honestly, I don't see how it's made the journey this far without exhausting itself. It is theorized to be made out of metal or diamond.”
Frank thought how interesting life would get if Pittsburgh had a fall rain of pure diamonds. There would be murders by the hundreds.
“And the interesting news?” Frank asked.
“It wobbles and changes speed,” Matt blurted out.
Frank found himself standing again. "It fucking does what?" Frank heard Matt clear his throat.
"We believe it has an irregular core shape which is causing it to wobble, change course slightly now and then, in no perceived pattern,” Matt continued. "The change in speed, actually slowing down, we can't seem to explain to my satisfaction. Some of my colleagues believe it is because of the irregular shape. I'm not sold.”
Frank pinched the bridge of his nose and asked, “Matt, what the fuck does that mean, exactly?”
On the other end of the line, Matt paused. “Well, it could be from an irregular shape trapping solar wind, or small particle debris causing course and speed anomalies, the universe's smallest alien spacecraft, or I don't know. My money is on C for now, Frank,” Matt said with a teaspoon of sarcasm.
“Okay, Matt... I must tell the stiffer collars around here the news, so what’s your official blurb du jour?”
“Give them this, Frank,” Matt said. Frank heard him clear his throat a second time. “Very small asteroid with a solid core that will not survive the atmosphere. Should make a pretty light show over Kentucky and West Virginia, and a nice sonic boom over western Pennsylvania border, if it makes it that far. I would inform the Generals to avoid high altitude air sorties over the northern mid Atlantic unless they want pilots coming back with their suits skid marked.”
Frank nodded and looked at the notes on his desk pad. “Matt, what are you telling the public?” He needed to relay this to the Presidential advisers too.
“I’m going to let the FAA know to delay traffic to Cleveland, Pittsburgh, maybe Harrisburg in a specific time window. Have the commercial flights carry more fuel and do a couple of laps. That sort of thing. Flights between Chicago and New York will fly over the Great Lakes. Those going to St. Louis will get a good look at Tennessee,” Matt said with practiced ease, Frank noticed. "I'll make sure the news is leaked through our usual busybodies so the national TV news folks have something interesting to tell."
Frank knew Matt liked being important on the national news. Matt would probably ensure he would be interviewed on at least two of the major networks. That NASA fathead, Frank mused. He needed to end this call and do the communication walk before he could leave for the night. “Matt, thanks for the call. Glad I don't have to tell the President a crater story.”
“Get some sleep, Frank.” Matt had been around long enough to take the hint.
Both hung up. Frank tightened his tie and left his office, dismissing the assistant on the way out. It was late. Frank ran through what he wrote down, now committed to memory. He rehearsed what he was going to report to the White House as he found a staircase. He wondered if he could make it home before dinner got cold.
 
Earth filled Gabriel's view. God's messenger and weapon had been mindfully following a specific course. All had been given him on Heaven. Without conscious thought Gabriel merely had to fly in a straight line now, and the Earth would bring his target to him. Once near ground Gabriel would make contact with his vessel for a final location, dispel his energy, reform as a corporeal shape, and take a body for his work.
Local Eastern Standard Time was 1:13 am.
The Pan-STARRS array, Panoramic Survey Telescope and Rapid Response System, had been tasked to look for the small rogue comet, Green X2018d, at midnight EDT. Extra duty officers had stayed awake just as precaution. They were to report up the management chain incase Green X2018d was more than just another “non-event”. Showing the world America had everything under control.
Gabriel had been at sub-light speed since inside Saturn's orbit and would be easy to track optically just above the stratosphere. As predicted an east coast array picked up Green X2018d, Gabriel, and began digitally tracking him. Computers slaved to telescopes reported information directly to NASA JPL, which was simultaneously shared to DARPA and a select few college campuses. This information was filtered, then leaked to local news outlets, and passed onto their master affiliate networks. By 1:31 am EST, networks began showing the video footage to over-caffeinated Americans.



Three Minds in One
 
At first, Itishree found flying exciting. This was going to be a new experience. She had traveled many times on trains in India but this was to be her first flight. Itishree found it impossible to break the smile from her face. The fuss in preparation before boarding lead up to an anxiety she had never felt before. At the security checkpoint, with her mother and brother looking on, Itishree had trouble finding her boarding pass. It was embarrassing. She had focused so much on having her identification readily available that she had forgotten where she had stored the boarding pass. Her smile fell away. She saw mother wanting to come to her aide, but Itishree held up a hand. She could do this. The fear of doing something, anything wrong was overwhelming. Itishree found the boarding pass and handed it to security official. After a sharp exhale, her smile returned.
She found her way to the correct gate only having to ask for directions once. The uniformed gentlemen was kind and gave her excellent instruction. Itishree had regretted not being able to linger and ask the man about his uniform and how long had he worked at this airport. She wanted to ask, “What is flying like?” But she imagined how childish she would appear and walked away. Arriving with forty minutes to spare brought out a rewarding feeling. Itishree plopped herself down in a chair and relaxed, thinking on the last few hours.
“So much crying,” Itishree said. Her mother, aunt, and sister had been human flood waters before leaving the house. To Itishree there was no unhappiness, only excitement. No, there was real joy! Part of her felt free for the first time since father died. Father. Father would be proud. After settling into the airport terminal Itishree was again overwhelmed not from the new experience, but from the varied rush of emotions. They had caught up to her at last. She looked around afraid some other traveler heard her sob. Her lower lip quivered once and she wiped her eyes.
When the plane pulled up to the gate, Itishree felt the rush of excitement return. She was able to fixate on the comings and goings of the busy technicians servicing the plane, loading luggage, and refueling. She imagined their conversations as though they were speaking the American English of Pittsburgh. “Hi Ted, how are the kids?” “Fine, Bob, how's the wife?” “Do you think the river will flood this fall?” “Oops,” thought Itishree, maybe American rivers didn't flood regularly? Her imaginings carried her away for a time. Then, Itishree found herself thinking about herself as an experienced world traveler even though she had yet to step inside the aircraft she was smiling down on through the terminal window. 
Now, after flying non-stop for twelve hours to Heathrow and nearly missing her connecting flight to Pittsburgh, Itishree just wanted to put her feet on solid ground and walk for a week. Her legs were cramping from sitting. Her stomach seemed up-side-down from the rapidly changing food the flight was serving. The further from Pune Itishree was, the stranger the food and the less she ate.
Thankfully, everyone she met had been kind. Genuinely kind. The staff of Jet Airways and British Airways were beyond accommodating, making efforts to ensure she and other passengers were as comfortable as flying around the world in a can could be.
However, now aboard USAir flight 729, Itishree felt like a foreign sack of grain on a ship sailing for nowhere. When itishree started out on this journey, which seemed like a week ago, she felt she was a native in a native land. Now, looking around the cabin, she felt strange, small, afraid. 
To make everything worse the crew of the American plane didn’t seem to share Itishree’s need to get to Pittsburgh. Instead of fending off offers of more pillows, blankets, food, drink, and idle conversation as on the India flight, Itishree felt she had to interrupt staff from important meetings going on out of sight. Itishree could not determine from where the crew was making busy time. They would appear on a set schedule to offer refreshments and then seemed to leave the plane.
At least she had a window seat. The first window seat over her new country. When leaving London, the window was everything. Itishree was engrossed by the world zooming by below her. She imagined conversations of the people she saw from the distance. Casual salutations over a park, to conversations between loved ones filled her head. As the altitude grew her mind expanded away from the individuals. Itishree imagined meetings within buildings, to city planners hundreds of years ago, to farmers comforting herds, and the land fell away. And there was only water. Hours and hours of blue-green emptiness. Never had she taken in so much in such a short time. And all had come through this tiny window. Her tiny window.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, this is your Captain,” began the announcement. “We are twenty minutes out from Philadelphia International Airport and will begin our descent.” Itishree was trying to think of which god to thank. “I ask that you return to your seats and fasten your seat belts. Thank you for flying with USAir.”
“We could have walked around casually?” Itishree thought as she elevated herself in her seat, feeling the bite of the restraints. She glowered at the nearest steward. 
Itishree was happy to be in the terminal. Her entire body ached from the hours sitting and sleeping. She saw from her ticket she had a ninety minute layover before the flight to Pittsburgh. Itishree checked her papers and made sure she had the documents required to pass through customs and get back to her next gate. Customs turned out to be a minor obstacle given the late hour local time. Only two agents had been on duty sharing a single line that had formed by the few passengers changing flights.
Itishree was greeted and welcomed to America by a Mr. Phelps. He was a charming older man with wild eyebrows and an animated smile. Their chat was brief and then Itishree found herself within the terminal plaza. “America,” Itishree mused. From what she could see from the customs exit, all the shops were closed. Looking around she saw a clock indicating 12:37. From the last few hours of flight she knew it was early morning, just past midnight. The darkened windows in the distance helped her ground herself. How many days had she been flying? What day was this? Itishree realized she was lost in time within the present. She was in a strange land in the middle of the night. The traveling would be over soon, Itishree thought. What was it they say in Texas? “Cowgirl up?”
Within the mind-fog, beneath the tired soreness, under the boredom, was Itishree's raging sense of adventure. She pulled herself down from her mental cloud, threw back her shoulders, and looked around the terminal. The huge expanse was filled with quiet, unmoving air. Between the whispers of her fellow passengers Itishree could make out nothing. No sound coming from anywhere. Again, she looked to remember the surroundings and her way back to customs. With unchecked curiosity and a pang of loneliness, Itishree followed the small crowd of freed flyers. Within a few meters Itishree took in delightful smells. “Food, real food,” a small voice inside her was singing and dancing. After rounding a corner there was an open coffee shop selling, breakfast pastries, giant pretzels, and small pies. A queue already formed. Itishree let out a squeal, and joined the others.
Thirty minutes later, Itishree’s coffee was cold and her belly sufficiently full. A relaxed warmth washed over her. She was on her way back to feeling human again. While eating her pastry and drinking her coffee, Itishree had realized she was now in America, and within the province, er, state, that she would call home for the next two years — longer if she could get her visa extended. That thought had brought on a warm smile and a single tear. A happy tear. A fierce feeling of accomplishment overtook her. She had almost arrived. One more short flight and she could sleep for at least a day and rest in her new home town.
She let all that slide, pushing aside her pride. For the next twenty minutes Itishree was transfixed with her surroundings. Trying not to be noticed by others, she closely examined the coffee and pastry shop. Itishree watched the locals, making mental notes of language particulars. She switched her attention back and forth to the TV screens that hung around the eating area and the people around her. Despite her long travels, Itishree was awake and alert, absorbing everything like a sponge. The coffee must have been magical, she thought. Itishree felt renewed and alive. A news alert caught her attention. The other travelers looked up at the headline, “Comet Over Eastern US.”
Itishree rose from the high table and bar stool, turned and began collecting her trash. She wanted time to watch this broadcast before heading back to her plane. She turned looking for a trash container. Itishree saw a largish rectangular cupboard with a drawing of a hand clutching rubbish. “Ah,” Itishree said and took a step in the direction of the garbage bin. She felt good about her quick assimilation to western culture. A smidgen of pride gave way to a small smile.
She found herself under the shade of trees. Many trees. The airport terminal and its bright artificial lighting were gone. Itishree looked down. The garbage in her hands was gone. A heavy white cotton robe replaced the clothes she’d worn for the last thirty eight hours. The sleeves and collar were adorned with shapes and designs of gold embroidery. Even though the robe was heavy, it wasn't oppressive. Itishree glanced up at her surroundings. Fifteen meters from where she was standing a small section of a river was under direct sunlight. Its bank reflected brilliantly from light brown sand. Beyond the bank, tall grasses waved in a constant breeze.
“Am I in danger?” Itishree embraced her dire change of environment. She stood under a lush stand of trees. The trees were foreign in design and not native to her memories of India. And then Itishree looked up and saw she wasn't alone. A man standing eight meters in front of her was also dressed in a embroidered white robe. Itishree noted he was tall, over two meters, olive skinned, and had plain rugged features. Itishree guessed he was in his late twenties, but she had always been poor at estimating the age of men. What stood out were his eyes. Mixed with the hints from the foliage, this man's eyes were a medium green that sparkled from the distant reflections of the river. Where Itishree had lived, people had brown eyes in various shades of dark. This man's eyes were lit from within, green as the grass beyond the river, warm and alive. Itishree had peered too long into his eyes, and she suffered a small shudder when she realized, again, she wasn't alone.
 
He had fallen asleep in his favorite chair. Having arrived home in a panic, Griffin bounced around his home making busy with small chores and a couple of tasks he had put off for the last couple of weeks. Anything to keep his mind busy and not thinking of what had expired earlier. The “Suzy Busy Bee” act had worked, maybe too well.
Griffin caught himself feeling guilty and wondered if he'd been rash by taking the personal time off. But after a few moments of reflection Griffin embraced his decision. After all, very strange things had happened, and he couldn’t explain any of it. It was obvious, again, he needed a break. After finishing what he could for the night, Griffin debated a chance drinking a PBR from his fridge. Instead, he opted for a tall rum and coke over ice. Griffin relaxed into his chair and pretended to be an average America, watching TV. Time passed as Griffin channel surfed with complete dissatisfaction. “How can people watch this shit?” Griffin thought. After thirty-five minutes of mind-numbing crowd manipulation, Griffin's mind relaxed. The rum helped.
Noticing his drink was nothing more than a few melting ice cubes, Griffin entertained the thought of getting another snack and refreshing his glass versus going to bed and calling it a day. Glancing at his watch, Griffin winced at the hour, 1:25 am. Part of Griffin wasn't ready for bed, and with a small amount of guilt he reached for the remote and began flipping channels desperately. Since the beach-Jesus dream, Griffin wasn't keen on sleeping in his bed. Add all the other weird shit that has happened since then, Griffin wanted to embrace a long period of mind-numbing “normal.”
An image of a comet against a black sky caught Griffin's eye. It was filmed from an unimaginable long distance by a camera fighting to keep the comet in frame. Griffin looked at the ticker at the bottom of the screen and realized this was happening now because he was watching RT, Russia TV America. Instinctively, Griffin found the volume control buttons and raised the level, neighbors be damned. The news broadcaster was speaking with an expert from NASA. Their conversation bounced between admiration of the quality of the satellite image, how the comet should breakup between the stratosphere and ionosphere, and historical similarity of other comets. Griffin rose and grabbed his glass and turned for the kitchen.
And then he was under the heavy forest canopy from his earlier hallucination. Like before he was cast is deep shadows, and he could see shards of dancing light coming through the canopy between him and the riverbank. Instinctively, Griffin looked across the river and out onto the tall grass field beyond. However, this time, no children were on the riverbank. No laughter. No play. Griffin felt a pang of grief over not seeing the children. Griffin closed his eyes tearing away from the exposed riverbank. He took in the surroundings with his other senses. The chorus of sound, balanced between the river and the forest behind Griffin, was deeply moving. His closed eyes allowed the natural sounds to wash over him. Bird calls and insect buzzes mixed with the gurgle of running water. Every few seconds a breeze pushed the canopy with haunting low wails. The rush of winds combined with sounds from taller trees with the lower canopy overhead. It was like hearing two chords from two distinctively different musical instruments. Combined the auditory experience brought a peace Griffin had never felt. He wanted to swim in these sounds. He wanted to take off his shoes and wade into that river.
Playing with the thought, Griffin opened his eyes, looked down at his feet and found he was dressed in an ornate heavy robe and wearing primitive sandals made from natural fibers. Griffin marveled at the robe's fabric. The feeling it gave on his forearms was familiar, warm in an inviting comfortable way, as if he had it for years. But it was clean, brilliantly white, with gold and black embroidery. And then Griffin remembered. He remembered the other here, in this place, who wore this same robe. Griffin looked right and saw the tree he had leaned on before. The light smooth bark and dark foliage were two paces away.
Recalling the stranger who had appeared behind him, Griffin turned left. But half way round he saw a beautiful young woman of darker skin than his own. She was wearing similar clothes to what he was wearing, a white robe of heavy material. Her robe was such a brilliant white that it seemed lit from within. And she was beautiful indeed. Her skin was a shade darker than olive. Her eyes were large and dark, and her head was partially hooded from the robe. Griffin saw the woman had not seen him or wasn’t looking toward him now. Her gaze was transfixed on nothing. Looking closely he saw she wasn’t moving.
At first Griffin had been transfixed by the appearance of this female apparition. But as he watched her go through the astonishment of being ripped from wherever to here, he knew two things. First, he wasn't hallucinating. He didn't know what else was happening, but all of this around him wasn't inside his mind. This out-of-body experience was outside his body and real. The woman was still taking in their shared “what the fuck” moment. Second, Griffin wasn’t going insane. Tumbling over the thought allowed Griffin to relax. His shoulders fell slightly. Three things Griffin realized, correcting himself. Third, from what he was witnessing of this woman in front of him, she was in the same boat as he. Griffin made a mental note to not appear aggressive, and he froze in place. Knowing how strange and scary this must be for her, Griffin relaxed his arms down to his sides and stood calmly straight. After all, these visions were almost commonplace to Griffin now. Either more than just him were bat-shit crazy, or something amazing was taking place. Last thing he wanted to do was scare her. Besides, to Griffin this place was tranquil, almost holy, somehow. Damn, she was regal.
Griffin acknowledged neither had moved from where they came into this state of conscienceless. Griffin was fixated on her. She was frozen in place, Griffin knew her mind had been blown inside out. As Griffin continued to watch her her eyes shifted. She looked over the ground cover and out over the riverbank. Then, her eyes scanned over to Griffin. Griffin made an effort to smile. She was staring now. 
“Have I died?” the Indian young woman said. Fear shot across her face. Tears welled in her eyes. Griffin was crushed with the empathy he felt for her. He wanted to approach her, to embrace her, to put her at ease somehow. But his apprehensiveness had him frozen in place. Griffin didn’t know what to say, or what to do for the woman. He made a clumsy step toward her, faltered, then took another step. 
“Is this heaven?” she asked as she looked around. Griffin imagined she was looking for a “Welcome to Heaven” sign. “Tell me!” she demanded of Griffin. She backed away from Griffin's advance. Feeling her fear and confusion, Griffin stopped and brought his hands back to his sides, realizing that not saying anything to the woman was probably doing her more harm than good.
There was a sudden and quick change in air pressure and a flash of white light coming from Griffin's left. Turning, Griffin saw it was the observer from his last hallucination. Griffin heard a slight squeal from the Indian woman. She was going to pop from fear.
“It’s all right. Don’t be afraid,” Griffin said. He kept his eyes on the observer. The observer appeared as before, human like but with features resembling the children Griffin had watched.
“Gabriel, Herald of God?” Griffin asked. Gabriel nodded. 
“What?” Griffin heard the woman ask. 
“This has never happened before. This isn't by design,” Gabriel said as if not recognizing the other two.
“What did he say?” the woman asked.
“What hasn't happened before?” Griffin asked facing Gabriel.
“Wait!” the woman shouted, “If he is the Archangel Gabriel, who are you?” She pointed at Griffin.
“I’m Griffin DeLuca.”
“The vessel of wisdom,” Gabriel added. He gestured toward the woman. “You are Itishree, the prophet, messenger of God”
“Itishree,” Griffin said to himself, an exercise in remembering. He liked her name. Hell, he liked everything about her, he realized.
"Me? What?" Itishree yelped.
“Never before have I held the vessel and the prophet in my mind,” Gabriel said, again as if noting an attribute of an anthill. 
“We’re in his mind?” Itishree asked. She looked at Griffin for confirmation.
“Yes. I believe we are,” Griffin said. And he was back in his living room still holding his near empty glass.
 
Itishree completed her last step towards the trash can. She stumbled a little as her mind caught up to her body. She managed not to crumple to the floor in her effort to drop in her trash. Itishree’s eyes were still wide from the off-world experience. She walked quickly to the terminal and crossed back through customs without saying a word. Itishree made her way to the plane and crashed into her seat. A feeling of weightlessness came over her and she wanted to cry, but she refused to cry.
Another thirty minutes later, Itishree was curled in her seat, full of food and under the drowsy influence of vibrations and hums of systems she imagined were normal. She opened her eyes and peeked above the small airline blanket as the pilot gave his latest report.
“We’re going to be delayed forty minutes while we wait for more information of a weather system west of Pittsburgh.” Groans came from the few passengers still awake. Itishree imagined the cabin lights had been turned down to assist in riot control.
“We apologize for any inconvenience this may cause, and thank you again for flying Delta Airlines.” The intercom fell silent. 
Itishree wanted nothing more than to get off this flight in Pittsburgh, meet up with her cousin, laugh, talk about her ordeal, family, etc. and forget what happened in the terminal. She looked around, guilty of even thinking about the loss of control. “I came all this way, half way around the world, chasing my dreams — yet freak out kilometers before I reached my destination,” Itishree scolded herself. She folded under the thin blanket and drew as much comfort out of the small pillow as she could. Itishree laid her head inside the window alcove and closed her eyes, hoping when she woke Pittsburgh would be under these wheels.



Darkness and Dawn
 
What seemed like moments after Frank had closed his eyes, his government issued Blackberry vibrated on the night stand. Frank rolled gracefully out of bed, and slid into the hall, and closed the bedroom door gently behind him before thumbing the answer button.
“Director Lovas,” he answered without a trace of sleep in his voice.
“Frank, it's Matt Fountain, NASA Space Tele-“
“I know who you are, Matt,” Frank cut in. “And I know you don't call someone like me without a serious reason.” Frank headed down the hall thinking of coffee. After an awkward pause Frank added, “So let's have it.”
“So, as normal procedure dictates, once a NEO gets within a certain distance of Earth, we scan it with radar and other instruments to gain more information like-“
“Uh huh,” Frank growled.
Matt made an uncomfortable nasal sound. “We bathed this thing with radar-“
“Are we still talking about Green X20something?” Frank cut in.
“Yes, Green X2018d,” Matt answered.
“So, you bathed it with radar….and?” Frank asked. He was growing tired of Matt’s circling conversation. 
“Frank, this would go much faster if you would let me tell you why I called.”
“All right, Matt, I'll shut up. And forgive me — I’m not a middle-of-the-night person,” Frank said.
“Frank, everyone in NASA is awake right now. Everyone!” Matt shouted. “Radar was negative.”
That got Frank’s attention.
“What does that mean, Matt?" Frank asked.
“Well, it means it isn't made of solid matter.”
“Or it's stealth,” Frank blurted.
“No, Frank, we weren't convinced it was an alien craft driven by intelligence, at that point,” Matt said.
Frank said nothing. But, his eyebrows ratcheted up a notch.
“After it slowed and executed minor course adjustments, we became concerned,” Matt continued.
Frank jumped off his kitchen stool, “Wait, Matt, are you reporting to me this is an alien stealth craft?”
“No, Frank, you're not going to hear those words come from me,” Matt said. "What we believe is that the object is an unusual ball of plasma under the influence of gravitational and atmospheric pressure.”
“Sounds like something I'm not going to be able to repeat without laughing, Matt,” Frank said. “What does your gut tell you?”
“We don't know what it is because NASA has yet to witness or theorize such matter and behavior,” Matt said after a long pause. 
Frank didn't know what to think about that comment. “Do I need to ask for a military response?” Frank asked pointedly.
“Too late for that, Frank, the Air Force got involved minutes after JPL woke up,” Matt said.
Frank made a note of the skipped protocols. "I'll contact the Air Force myself to cover policy,” he said, trampling Matt's small effort at self determination. “What are the details?”
“Two PA Air National Guard F16s will converge on the object if it makes it into our lower atmosphere. Four Air Force F22's are on stand by out of Wright-Patterson if they're needed.” After a pause Matt admitted, “Or so I overheard.”
Frank let out a sigh. “I’d better call the Air Force now before we're dropping bombs on New Jersey,” Frank said. “Matt, thanks for the heads-up, it will be an interesting day.”
“Have fun with that, Director.” Matt hung up. Frank marched off to his home office, coffee in hand, thinking of where to begin the parade of communications.
 
The officer on watch at this late hour was Lt. Col. Justin Braden. Braden was used to odd shifts at Wright-Patterson and was not at all slowed by the hour, but not usually one hundred percent. For the exercise of intercepting an interstellar object, Braden was wide awake. After being alerted at his duty station, Braden and his direct reports were briefed by NASA and Air Force Command and given access to data and equipment Braden hadn’t known the Air Force had until this moment. The entire operation was spooky, Braden thought. 
The Air Force had five special mobile command facilities within the continental United States, someone had told him in the recent past. His duty station was the closest that had such a mobile command unit. Or, so he had learned tonight. Braden looked over the equipment of the modified tractor trailer. It was impressive. The many workstations were wheeled and covered with electronics, communication gear, speakers, computers, and many monitors. The walls of the trailers were hinged along the length of the trailer and laid down to expand the operational footprint of the mobile unit. The command platform had been driven into an unused hanger and opened up like a gigantic erector set.
Braden watched the technicians. They had been flown in from God knew where and had arrived at various intervals throughout the night. The techs were coordinating data between Air Mobility Command, Catalina Sky Survey, and the PA Air National Guard. On many of the monitors the technicians reviewed, sorted, and slaved over image data straight from cameras and telescopes locked onto the strange object, X2018d. He had four F22 Raptors on his deck, two fueled, armed and sitting on the end of the runway 4 East, and two in similar kit waiting outside their temporary hanger.
By Lt. Col. Braden’s side was Flight Officer Major Dean Sutton. Sutton had been Braden’s Executive Office for two years now and had become Braden’s most competent flight officer. The two men, surrounded by technicians and equipment neither knew, caught the two glancing at each other with ‘Pinch me, where the fuck am I?’ faces. There were two communications channels open. One was a conference call to a NASA senior technician from California. The other was a coded direct line from the Pentagon. That line was being used by a reporting Director to the White House, Frank Lovas. Braden couldn’t give a pinch of monkey shit about the NASA technician but the Director made Braden’s cheeks pucker.
After a long silence, Lt. Col. Braden heard a voice come over the conference call. “Object is entering lower atmosphere over West Virginia,” said a member of NASA, whose name Braden already forgot.
“Are the F16's up?,” asked Director Frank Lovas over the intercom.
“Yes above Morgantown, West Virginia at 53,000 feet and holding, heading due south,” Flight Officer Sutton replied.
“Matt, current speed of object?” Frank’s question passed over the speaker phone.
“Just below 2,000 nauts, Frank,” the NASA geek's response came after a few second’s delay. Lt. Col. Braden caught the NASA senior tech’s name and made an effort to remember it was “Matt.” 
“Lieutenant Colonel Braden, I suggest you turn those birds north. The object will pass over West Virginia in nine minutes,” Director Lovas spoke again over the table-top speakerphone.
“I agree, sir,” Braden said under his breath. He nodded to his flight officer.
“Swallows Two, Swallows Two,” Sutton said into his headset.
“Swallows Two,” came the reply from the overhead speakers.
“Swallows Two, change heading to zero zero general and increase speed to six-hundred.” Braden nodded his approval of Sutton's call.
“Heading zero zero, speed to six-hundred,” crackled over the speakers.
“Banking left,” the flight leader’s voice said. The sound seemed like a speaker within a speaker.
“Aye - left,” said the wingman whose voice was repeated through the leader’s cockpit.
“Give me that trajectory on the scale,” ordered Lt. Col. Braden.
“On the large, sir,” One of the techs said pointing at the largest monitor on the command unit.
Braden and Sutton both eyed the orange icon on the screen as it was passing, left to right, across a graph of green lines layered over an elevational cross section of West Virginia. Mountains peaked across the bottom of the scale indicating the varying elevations which were directly under the object's flight path. Far to the right of the graph were two purple icons denoting the pair of PA Air National Guard F16's.
Over the next few minutes Braden and Sutton conveyed orders lining up the pair of F16s with the incoming X2018d.
“This won't take long,” Sutton said to Braden.
“Lieutenant Colonel, what was that?” Frank asked.
Braden squared his shoulders to the phone.
“Object will catch the birds in a few minutes, Director,” he said in his best military tone. “We should have visual soon.” Braden checked the clock, 3:38 p.m. EST. 
Three minutes had passed in silence when Braden looked over at Sutton.
“The object should be within visual range,” Braden said. He glanced back at the monitor. The graph had the object's lead indicator well out in front of the F16 icons now.
"Check your six Swallows Two,” Sutton said into his headset. “The object should be overtaking you now.”
"We have visual on a blue ball,” the lead pilot said.
“Confirmed,” echoed his wingman.
Sutton barked rapid orders, “Swallows Two, split your formation. Allow the object to come between you. I want detail observation. Attempt to shadow object, best speed and course.”
“Object is down to five hundred slowly falling below your elevation,” Matt said from the speakerphone. 
“Radar,” Lt. Col. Braden demanded.
There was a long pause as his technicians made busy, banging out commands on keyboards and throwing switches.
“No radar signature, sir.”
Braden approached the pod of technicians and looked at the monitors. “Are these systems on?”
“Yes sir,” a quartet of defensive affirmations rang out.
A low chuckle rumbled from the speakerphone. “No radar, Lieutenant Colonel, never have been able to paint it with radar since we discovered it in space,” Lovas said.
Braden was alarmed by this new information. He snapped his head around to Sutton and made a circular horizontal spin with his right hand and index finger. 
Sutton switched headset channels on his belt. “Launch Raptor One and Two,” he said into the headset.
An immediate whine blended seamlessly into a whoosh of air. The sound's volume grew immediately louder. In two seconds a roar came from outside the hanger as the two F22s screamed down the runway and away from the command hanger. Braden saw the other two F22 pilots stand from their chairs and walk toward their aircraft.
“Put a tanker up out of Pittsburgh, have it circle northwest,” Braden said pointing at Sutton.
“Sir!”Sutton acknowledged.
“Command, this is Swallows Two,” cracked over the speakers.
Sutton switched back to the primary channel.
“This is command,” Sutton replied.
"We are astride the object, speed four-twenty, heading eight degrees true,” the pilot said. But from within his cockpit a long “Hoooooly shit” came over the speakers, too, from the wingman.
Sutton barked, “Swallows Two, report!”
"Sir, we see a large humanoid shape, flying prone, approximately fifteen meters in length, made of sparkling blue light, his face forward. From the waist down it looks like a gigantic blue propane torch. It’s the god-damnedest thing I've ever seen.”
Braden watched as the technicians traded smirking glances. He could feel Sutton’s eyes on him. The speakerphone was silent. “I understand that a pee test will be required after this mission,” the speaker cracked. “But I stand by what I said.”
Sound still crackled over the open mic. “It’s looking at you, Cue Ball,” the pilot said, giving his wingman’s call sign.
“I see that, Chuckers. Creepy,” the wingman replied.
A ragged crunch came over the line, and the pilot began screaming.”
“Cue Ball's Falcon just broke in half, I'm breaking off for an offensive — run — I —” Over the speakers came sounds of focused breathing mixed with muttered curses. Occasional engine roars drowned out all other sounds.
Emergency personnel on the mobile command unit began screaming orders into their headsets. Braden watched each to ensure the proper procedures were being followed. Inside, he ached. Braden had shared beers with these two pilots two weeks ago. 
“Swallow Two?”
“Evading….evading….Oh god!”
Screams of torn metal and a crush of wind came over the speakers before they went silent.
Lt. Col. Braden, sweat bleeding out onto his face, nodded calmly to Commander Sutton. “Launch the second pair of Raptors.”
Sutton called for the Swallows over and over. There came no reply.



Clean Before Death
 
Griffin stalked around his house. He felt helpless but not afraid. As he stomped through his house he flexed his hands back and forth making fists. Occasionally, a knuckle popped. He was over the self guilt of hallucination now. Seeing the woman, he knew none of the hallucinations were in his mind. Griffin could not prove his visions were real, of course. But, somehow he knew he wasn’t crazy. He also realized that woman was in the same boat. The looks on her face and the questions the woman asked, and the way she behaved clearly demonstrated her mind sat on the edge of questioning too. Just like Griffin had been days ago.
After the adrenaline ran its course, Griffin sat motionless in his favorite old chair, an arm chair purchased from Ethan Allen with a matching ottoman. It was a tight plaid of muted earth tones. From a distance it looked beige. Griffin used to enjoy it back when he watched TV, the arms at a perfect height to allow him to slouch down in zombie viewer position. Now he enjoyed it for the practicality of being in his living room and not costing him a cent. 
Griffin spent the next twenty minutes pondering his recent past, trying to recall any odd occurrence. A bizarre sentence whispered by a passerby. Any trigger that Griffin could associate from any given “then” to “now.” There was that sensation after he helped the old woman cross 9th Street on Penn Avenue. But that experience had been overshadowed by the “encounters” with the stranger. He tried to recall the words the woman said in thanks, but couldn't. Griffin moved onto any significant news he had heard tying him to these extraordinary events. Even if everyone else around him was going on with life as normal, his world was changing in most peculiar ways.
Griffin rose and began shutting the house down for the night. It was very late. 3:02 a.m. late. He made busy in the kitchen, methodically working through the dirty dishes. Unloading and reloading the dishwasher. Setting the cycle for a long and intense cleaning. Next, Griffin cleaned off the counter tops and read the piled up mail. He went after the broom with earnest, sweeping then mopping his floor.
Finally, Griffin caught on to his own behavior. “Why in Cheesus am I cleaning my kitchen?!” he said aloud. He added in his mind, “I’m on personal leave. This is supposed to be when my kitchen gets dirty.” Quickly walking around the house and killing the lights, locking doors, ensuring appliances were off, Griffin strode to his bedroom and prepared for bed. 3:34 a.m. Griffin noted on the alarm clock. His lights were off. The world was quiet. He heard and felt nothing. He was exhausted. This is when Griffin found peace. Emptiness. Harmony. He sat on the end of his bed and allowed his mind to work. He smiled. His mind's eye was back on the beach. The complete and utter quiet, a vacuum of sound. The perfect blue sky. The breeze. He was holding the hoop of figurines in his hands again, still not understanding their meaning. But that was fine. All was good. He saw the woman from the strange place, and in his memory, they both smiled. Griffin liked her smile. He wanted to comfort her. Guard against the world for her. He smiled again and gave into the mystery of it all.
Griffin blew out a slow breath, allowing calm to penetrate his core. It felt good. For the first time in weeks, Griffin began to feel whole. Secure. He felt the blue cotton roughness of the bed spread. His feet and toes swam in the deep pile rug. After his whirlwind of chores, the rug was clean and inviting. For some unknown reason, Griffin recalled bringing this rug home. He allowed himself this tangent of thought. He recalled moving the furniture and carefully placing the large burgundy rectangle. The magic of that recall came back to him. Griffin felt he could reach out and acquaint himself with any moment in his past. He found he could recall any memory and relive it in high quality. The series of encounters had tapped into Griffin. Something had been released. Unlocked. Charged a new. His mind could now swim through time.
He drifted back when he was a child. Walking to school one morning he had taken a path through an undeveloped area instead of using the street’s sidewalk. The woods there were not a mature forest. High undergrowth and small trees made up three blocks separating his neighborhood and the school. Halfway through the first block Griffin heard his name called out in a whisper. He had stopped and looked in all directions for a full minute. No one was there. The whisper had come from nowhere and everywhere. The voice wasn’t female or male, young or old. Recalling the memory gave Griffin chills.
His mind moved further back into the past. Griffin was ten years old and had witnessed a argument between his parents. That night he had had a memorable nightmare. In his memory, Griffin was standing in the living room of his parent’s home. His father was speaking in loud direct tones from the hallway. Father strode quickly into the living room straight toward Griffin. Griffin flinched, knowing he was in trouble. From behind him came two large hands. These hands were too large to be from a normal human. The hands wrapped around Griffin’s torso and pulled him through a veil. It was if the air itself opened up and pulled Griffin into nothingness. As he passed through the veil color ended and everything was in black and white. Griffin saw his father’s face. He was astonished. His son had vanished before his eyes. 
He stopped his mind from going further. These memories were disturbing and frightening. He didn’t want to relive his painful childhood.
Then, Griffin had a strange feeling. He wasn’t alone in his room.



The View
 
Charles “Chuckers” Akers was so curious he almost couldn’t control himself. He and his wingman, William "Cue Ball" Ruger, had been positioning their F16’s via command for thirty minutes. Not given a target or a reason for the high-altitude tour of southern West Virginia was annoying; however, Captain Akers knew the Air Guard didn’t waist good jet fuel. There was a reason for being up here. “Chuckers, word?” Cue Ball asked over plane to plane comms.
“No, Cue Ball, I’ve got nothing, and don’t ask me again,” Captain Akers retorted. “You’re like my kids.”
After a long pause, “Are we there yet?” crackled over the local comms. Chuckers couldn’t help but laugh and look over to Cue Ball in what he imagined was both hands up in an exaggerated shrug. Unfortunately, the darkness of 3:20 a.m. was complete and all that he could seen were a few running lights on the edges of the even darker matte blackness that made up his wingman’s F16.
Captain Akers was glad to have refueled at their current altitude of 53,000 feet. The high altitude offered little resistance. Fuel would last much longer here, and the thought of another night refueling made Chuckers re-adjust his posture in his cramped cocoon of instruments. There was nothing, nothing fun about that twenty minutes of nerve-racking precision flying.
“Swallows Two, Swallows Two,” broke over comms, startling Captain Akers. 
“Swallows Two,” Akers said. 
“Swallows Two, change heading to zero zero general and increase speed to six-hundred.”
It was a commander Akers had never worked with before tonight. He thought he knew the radio voice of every commander in their wing. After a second thought Akers knew who he was wasn’t important. The briefing was clear: do as he and his wingman were told. No questions. No attitude. No chatter. This kind of mission was the reason Captain Akers joined the Air Guard after two stints with the Air Force. He hadn’t found an occupation or hobby that could match this moment. The rush was beyond intoxicating. But the reason for being up here hadn’t unfolded, and there were no clues so far. 
“Heading zero zero, speed to six-hundred,” Captain Akers repeated. "Banking left.” Chuckers and Cue Ball executed a slow turn.
“Aye - left,” replied Cue Ball in his pirate voice.
The pair increased speed as ordered. The radio crackled again. Akers was expecting command, but it was Cue Ball instead.
“Did we pass whatever we are chasing, and were going back to intercept?” he asked.
“Unclear,” Akers replied, choosing a word from the military dictionary of short, sarcastic words.
A full minute of silence dragged by.
“Swallows Two.” It was command again.
“Swallows Two,” Captain Akers replied, eager like a benched quarterback given another chance during a homecoming nail-biter.
“Begin elevation change, minus twelve,” command ordered.
“Down minus twelve,” Akers repeated in a razor-focused tone.
“Fascinating,” Cue Ball added in his best Science Officer Spock voice.
“Lower speed to four-fifty,” command said.
“Four-fifty,” Akers replied. They were obviously being lead and curiosity was about to make his head explode.
“The Klingons may be cloaked. I recommend we proceed with caution, Captain,” Cue Ball added. Akers shook his head and let out a warm chuckle like sunshine and golden retrievers. This laugh was the source of his call sign back in flight school. Akers knew it would make his wingman happy as shit to hear him laugh over comms.
“Check your six, Swallows Two,” Akers heard over command from the second officer. He instinctively looked over his left shoulder behind his wingman. The recent humor gone now.
“This is fucked up,” Cue Ball said, finally returning to his own voice. Pilots don’t like objects coming up their tail pipe. Akers craned further around in his cockpit, scanning the stars for anything distinctive, anything out of place.
“Uh,” Cue Ball squawked, “What the fuck is that?” And then Akers saw it too. A bright blue ball had just fallen below the horizon of stars. It was unmoving against the thickening atmosphere. Akers could make out some color flickering coming from behind the object giving it a more three-dimensional shape.
"We have visual on a blue ball,” Akers trailed off his words into the radio. His mouth fell open and he felt his eyebrows hit their stops. He barely heard his wingman.
“Confirmed,” Cue Ball said.
Next, Akers heard the second command officer say in a more serious tone, “Swallows Two, break apart to allow the object to come between you. I want detail observation. Attempt to shadow object best speed and course.”
Neither pilot interrupted, and each slowly arched away from the other to allow anything as large as an aircraft carrier to pass between them. Akers glanced between the clearance lights of his wingman and the oncoming light blue object. He knew Cue Ball was doing the same. Operational safety was something Captain Akers would not violate and made damn sure his wingman understood through the years. Dying in a training accident wasn’t something he wanted his loved ones to face.
From years of flying, Captain Akers could tell the object was slowing and losing altitude but would catch them in moments. “Cue Ball, adjust to stay behind and port.”
“Aye,” Cue Ball said over plane-to-plane comms. “Oh shit, are you seeing this?,” Akers could hear the excitement in his voice.
The object came up from behind the pair of F16’s. Akers and Cue Ball kept it centered between them. It was much smaller than anything Akers had encountered in flight. Both pilots banked towards the center. Akers drew the object closer on his left. He was near to the object and could make out more details. Aker’s mouth fell open again. Made up entirely of the same light blue background, the “thing” was filled with white points of light that seemed to move around inside the figure. It was like looking onto a compressed section of space with a sun buried deep inside. Akers looked back onto his wingman’s F16 and saw that the object was casting light out against the matte finish, illuminating the night. He quickly scanned his instruments and saw they were passing back over the Pennsylvania border. His F16 was coming along side the unidentified flying object. The front half was flying in the shape of a prone humanoid. The latter half appeared to be in flux. Akers surmised it was the thing’s source of propulsion. From the waist down it looked like a giant jet flare. Except from the waist, the inner sparks trailed down to the tip of the effect. Sparks accelerating from the waist wicking off in the object’s wake. It was huge for a humanoid shape. At least five meters, Akers guessed.
“Now that — that is fucked up,” Cue Ball cracked over plane-to-plane.
“I agree,” Akers keyed back. 
“Am I high?” Cue Ball asked. Akers knew the feeling.
“Command, this is Swallows Two,” Captain Akers keyed his command channel. 
“This is command.”
Akers did another quick check of his instruments, noting they were nearing the southern suburbs of Pittsburgh. 
“We are astride the object, speed four-twenty, heading eight degrees true,” Captain Akers said. He paused, trying to form the words in his mind to accurately describe what was flying formation with them now.
“Hoooooly shit,” Cue Ball said over private comms.
“Swallows Two, report!” command shouted
“Sir, we see a large humanoid shape, flying prone, approximately fifteen meters in length, made of sparkling blue light, its face forward. From the waist down it looks like a gigantic blue propane torch,” Captain Akers reported, just like he was trained and had drilled over hundreds of hours of flight time. He continued, voice softening, “It’s the god-damnedest thing I’ve ever seen.”
Akers paused. Realizing what he had just said was beyond fantastic. “I understand that a pee test will be required after this mission,” he said. “But I stand by what I said.”
Captain Akers studied the apparition, flying dude, SparkleMan, whatever. He took in as much detail as possible because he knew after what just came out of his mouth to command, he would face a fuck storm of questions. And then the UFO animated, turning its head to the left and slightly behind. The realization it was “alive” made Akers quaver on his flight stick.
“It’s looking at you, Cue Ball,” Captain Akers said.
“I see that, Chuckers. Creepy,” Cue Ball said.
Out of his periphery, Akers could see Pittsburgh, just ahead, the lights from a dozen bridges forming a distinctive outline of downtown. The dark paths of three rivers became more visible with each second. Akers knew the air traffic had been cleared over western Pennsylvania and most of West Virginia, but at this speed, Canada would be minutes away.
Akers skewed the fighter closer to the anomaly, crab-walking his craft carefully as it continued to eye Cue Ball. After a few anxious moments Akers could make out physical impressions: shoulders, arms, a neck, and ears. The thing was humanoid in shape all right; there was no mistaking that now. The being was bald and devoid of any clothing. The outline of its form was unbroken from the waist up. 
The being was forty feet off his port and slightly ahead. Beyond the being’s port was Cue Ball mimicking Akers’ closer inspection. The thing was a giant, a flying man filled with stars, lit from within, fucking flying giant. Akers saw the being turn its right hand and make a fist. His wingman’s F16 was snapped in half like a twig. The entire nose forward of the cockpit was ripped down and broken off. The canopy self-ejected from the force of the break. Behind the cockpit, the F16 crumpled from an invisible giant hand and batted from the sky downward. The ejection seat, with Cue Ball in it, hurled forward into naked sky, flipping bottom up into a slow falling somersault.
Captain Akers wasn’t aware he was screaming. His scream cut off once all remnants of his wingman, his friend, had fallen from view. The “Captain” within Akers took over. Remembering he had left his command comms open, Akers began his running report: “Cue Ball just broke in half. I’m breaking off for an offensive... run... I —“ Thinking quickly of an aerial position that would grant him the most advantage, Captain Akers jammed his throttle forward and then back, flipping the F16 upside down, still in a line with the hostile being. A quick “On-Off” of his air brake created enough drag to put him at a safe weapon distance. Akers muttered to himself, “Fucker.” He switched the master safety off and extended his index finger for a satisfying pulse of hot lead up this things ass. The being darted down and to the left. Akers, knowing he was still upside down, knew the hostile went up and to the right. Akers rolled his F16 violently to his left in order to see where the hostile had gone. He saw the trail of blue-white sparks jet behind him. 
“Swallow Two?” his command channel barked.
“Evading,” Was all Akers could think to say, fear crushing his senses.
He pulled nose up, inflicting a high-G turn. Above him he glanced the blue-white light dance below.
Akers righted his craft and frantically glanced around and decided his next maneuver. And suddenly there it was, standing in mid air, the propulsive lower half gone, replaced with perfect humanoid legs. It turned slightly and threw back its right arm as if about to chop wood with its giant hand. 
A quiet “Oh, God” escaped Akers’ throat.
A giant, glinting, blue-white hand bashed into the forward edge of his F16s right wing and ripped it off like a wooden bat through a water-soaked piñata. Beyond the hand blurring across his vision, Captain Akers looked into the eyes of the giant and understood. He had danced with something beyond him, horrific, an original nightmare returned to Earth. It spun around to its left, and with the other hand swatted the nose of his dying plane. Captain Akers was thrown forward into his canopy, which had violently angled down into the path of his ejection seat, unattached to the remains of his F16.



Remorse
 
Gabriel continued on, diving for a preordained spot somewhere in the north hills of Pittsburgh. Inside, tucked far underneath the rigid instructions, smothered by layer upon layer of the will of the Dominion, the real Gabriel screamed. He was trapped inside a nightmare construct. He could not push beyond the confines of this angelic-energy cocoon. There was nothing he could do as he saw the two pilots killed, shredded against the wind and structures below. Was their destruction necessary? Was this violence part of the God’s plan?
Throughout millennia, Gabriel’s consciousness had never survived the transformation to this universe. He had never been forced to witness his actions, a vessel within a vessel. The will of the Dominion had been complete. Once returned to Heaven, and rejoined with his physical self Gabriel would upload his journey and only then remember every day within the other realm. It was like being in a non-debilitative coma and waking, recalling every visit from a relative, every action around you.
Something had gone wrong here. Gabriel was not to be witness to this terrible monster, bent by will, unable to accept any option but success, and killing anything in its path. Gabriel had known the human race for fifty-thousand years. He had visited many times, assumed many forms, and delivered every word of God to this point. And yet he had never witnessed or remembered himself do such harm without being part of God’s plan. Had he done as this before and those memories been erased? Had he killed humans for no reason before? The grief was heavy for a moment, but Gabriel put it aside. He would not weep for harms of which he had no knowledge. And back on Heaven, Gabriel had witnessed himself slaughter a few humans during an upload. He had grieved but, in time, accepted his duty and responsibility.
Gabriel knew that each set of God’s messages was more important and timely than the last. Was this journey so important that his corporal self would smash its way through and trample humanity to do so? Locked away inside this construct Gabriel had no access to God’s current plan for his terrestrial form.
Gabriel felt his energy form slow and turn slightly left as it passed between tall buildings located in a large cluster where two rivers joined to form one. Lights covered the surfaces and the ground. Humanity had moved well beyond his last visit. Gabriel had reviewed the reports and knew the history. The wars, advancements in technology, mankind leaving the surface of this planet, the struggle with slavery, oppression, and the rise of a new entity, the corporation — the evolution to the global enterprise which enslaved many to the ignorance of others. It wasn’t Gabriel’s place to weigh the grace of God, or to understand the meaning behind all of this. Many civilizations had come and gone upon this planet before these humans. All were failures. All collapsed. The earth had washed them away. Space provided the dust to slowly cover each under a carpet of time. The planet itself would provide the engine to mix and change its surface as needed to keep the current civilization from discovering the last, or the first. Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust. A habitable world held the power to erase its population completely, and many had done so. Self cleaning was built into God’s equation. The background formula was, in itself sentient. Sensitive humans, through time, would imagine such and give the planet a name or claim it had a soul of its own. But none knew the depth of the mechanism that made up a living planet. Any species could harm a planet to the point of poisoning their own environment. But, after a few hundred years, a blink to the lifecycle of a planet, all would be set right. The air would be scrubbed, the oceans, lakes, and rivers filtered, the ground cleansed with rain and turnover. 
The inner Gabriel stopped his roaming thoughts and began to pay attention to the outer Gabriel. His form was slowing again. He came to a stop now above a cluster of homes. Gabriel’s last visit had found his vessel far away from any civilized area. Taking that vessel had been, well, easy. But here, among so many humans, so close together? The conscious inner Gabriel saw the instructions as they were read by the machine-like Gabriel. Deliquesce and coalesce once the vessel is found. This should be interesting, Gabriel thought. He got a sense of falling as his energy form poured out from his feet, its feet, into millions of points of light. His formed caved in upon itself and was poured out. He was everywhere and nowhere. Each point of light went out and searched for the vessel. Touching dozens of minds, and negating each. Some were awake and the sight of the roving lights confused many and frightened some. There were a few people in the streets. They had woken by the sound of falling flying machines, planes. The angelic energy ran across the ground, passing through solid matter, through homes, walls, vehicles, pets, and people. Moments passed and both Gabriel’s took in countless amounts of information of each individual their combined energy touched and what was gleamed from the electronic devices left running through the night. Inner Gabriel passed his attention back and forth from all streams of data relearning the languages, completing his near recent history, and understanding more of the technology employed everywhere.
But wait. There it was. Alone and silent, the person, the vessel he sought. Griffin DeLuca. The energy sprites that made the whole of Gabriel’s corporeal form began to arrange in radial lines using Griffin as the center. Then they reformed back into the figure of Gabriel.
 
Griffin opened one eye, and for several moments he looked around his room. From his room’s exterior walls small balls of light rolled through and were coming together in a single point. Right through the walls! Opening the other eye, he almost laughed. All that has happened, and now this....this apparition in his bedroom. Griffin rubbed his eyes. Maybe these lights were sparks within his eyes. An effect of being too tired and awake far too late. But the lights didn't go away. They were real. Not in his mind. Griffin repeated that to himself, ‘Not in his mind.’ And as he watched, Griffin grew fearful, alarmed even. In front of him a pillar of lights took shape. At first the swirling mass appeared like dozens of large fireflies caught up in a dust cyclone. Each source of light cast a bright sphere onto the interior of Griffin's bedroom. Then they were hundreds, and the swirling slowed and stopped as each light source was clicking into an invisible notch. The pillar expanded, growing shoulders and a distinctive head.
Griffin knew he had either completed his madness or needed to run for his life, or both. Then, he witnessed the impossible. He felt and heard a vacuum of sound come over him. As in the dream, there was a pressure in the air. Not overwhelming, but distinct. As the pressure kicked in and the sound went away, Griffin saw lose items lifted around the room in reaction. He felt his bed covers rise slightly. Behind the apparition, on Griffin's chest of drawers, a silver ring lifted and resettled. Dust was mixing freely with the lights. Sound was muffled to the point Griffin could hear and feel his blood swim in his ears. 
The apparition was collected sparks of light that came from the floor, from beyond the walls. The convergence accelerated, light swimming and fixing to this person, thing, ghost, horror. Then it changed. A light blue illumination filled in between the lights and gave the apparition the three dimensional effect. The final lights clicked into place, and the apparition took a step forward and lifted its left lower arm and hand, palm up. Griffin experienced a strange sensation; he felt cool water was rushing into the gap between his scalp and brain. It would have reminded him of a cold shower, but this feeling was beneath his hair. And now it was running beneath his skin down his back and... and... and... his thoughts were no longer his. Other thoughts flooded in, images, tasks, need, control, and Griffin panicked.
He inhaled through his nose and mouth, filling his lungs. If this was how death came, Griffin was going to go with a fight. According to the small amount of his own brain he still controlled, Griffin knew he was screaming in defiance. His body shook with rage, and for two seconds the vacuum of sound held. He broke through the vacuum, and "OOOOOOOOOOOOOO" roared from his mouth, lips peeled back exposing his teeth, spit flying. The word began as a “No.” Griffin mentally ripped the sensation from his spine and head. He forced the creature back. It turned its head ever so slightly to the left in mild disgust.
Again the horror came at Griffin, and this time he heard his name vibrate through his skull. The effect cracked Griffin's sense of self. He felt he was turning into smoke and was too close to a slamming door. His essence wavered, and he was made transparent. Was he dead? Was he now a ghost? Defying the threat before him, Griffin turned, expecting to see his body wilted on the floor or upon his bed. But checking his hands and thighs, saw he was whole. The apparition had made another attempt to take him, but this time it tried to displace his soul from his body. That too had failed.
His legs weren't as defiant as Griffin wanted them to be, but he made it to his feet. As he did, his fear subsided and his confidence grew. “Fuck you!” Griffin screamed at the giant form in his room. The apparition hunched over and blossomed to fill the room. Its head grew to a meter tall and looked down at Griffin. Its giant hands opened on either side of him. Griffin was squeezed from all around. His feet slowly left the floor and he felt the creature suspending his body in mid-air. He heard and felt the creature say, “Vessel, obey,” like he was inside a giant bell. The sound crushed him, and he vibrated with terror. Griffin again imagined he had died and was being dragged to hell. He almost began to reflect on his misgivings as a bad teenager, but realized he was still in front of the now-gigantic thing, and it was out-of-this-world pissed off.
Griffin felt the force of its radiant hands attempting to liquify into his mouth and nose. His eyelids felt like they would peel back under the force of tainted water. He felt a blood vessel give way in his nose. A warm sensation began to leave his left nostril. The blood defied gravity and ran across his cheek into his ear. Griffin couldn't withstand this for long. The pressure smothered and crushed him at the same time. He started shaking, going into shock.
Griffin gave in and let go. “If I'm going to die and leave this plane, it will be on my terms, and I will choose my final resting place,” Griffin thought, connecting with the mind of the horror. He closed his eyes and allowed the air to be crushed from his lungs. From within, Griffin welcomed the cosmos. He imagined himself as a lone tree, his roots curled down beneath a field of tall grass. He looked up and saw the sky swim below the stars, his face awash in warm winds. His leaves waved a thousand goodbyes and hellos.
Griffin fell limp to the floor. He was still shaking. He let out a broken sob and began to cry. His body ached. It was too painful to move. “I’m not a tree?” Griffin cried aloud. “I’m not a tree,” he answered himself back. “Not a tree,” he repeated again, this time with disappointment. Blackness took him.



Investigation
 
The klaxon ring raged from the cell phone. Arthur Graves woke groggily, the klaxon tone dragging him along into awareness. Palming the device he saw the text marked “Alpha - Urgent.” “Crud,” Arthur said. He put on his robe and stumbled into the kitchen. The coffee set and brewing, Arthur dashed around the corner and found his small notebook next to his keys, sunglasses, cell bluetooth ear piece, pocket change, a few bills of assorted currency. Grabbing the ear piece and notebook, Arthur circled back around to the kitchen and thumbed through the small pages. Moments later he had the ear piece in, the notepad to the correct page, and the phone dialing. He listened with his eyes closed trying to remember this high security process. There was a single tone. 
“Graves, alpha alpha sierra two two one four,” Arthur said. 
“Authorized,” came the automated reply.
Arthur knew his entrance would be announced to the other members of the call, by a previous recording he himself had made.
“Arthur Graves,” Arthur heard his voice say in his ear.
“This is Secretary of Homeland Security Mark Stanos, and with me is Director Frank Lovas, White House Office of Science. Director Lovas, joining us is my western PA regional head, Director Arthur Graves.” 
Quick pleasantries were unacceptable in these types of situations. Arthur was sure he was about to be a part of a “situation” momentarily. It was, according to his den's clock, 4:18 a.m.
“Arthur, you will give Director Lovas your full attention. There is a situation in Pittsburgh to be addressed,” the secretary advised.
“There was that situation word,” Arthur thought. The hairs on his arms stood even taller.
“Thank you, Mr. Secretary,” came an unfamiliar voice. “Director Graves, I took the liberty to contact the Secretary directly, circumventing a small amount of protocol —“
“You did the right thing,” his boss cut off the Director.
Arthur gave some thought to which of these two was the higher ranked. He quickly reeled in his ADHD.
The unfamiliar voice, Director Lovas, continued, “Minutes ago, Director Graves, two PA Air National Guard F-16's were brought down over western PA, specifically, in downtown Pittsburgh, by an unknown object.”
The Director paused for effect.
“The official story tomorrow will be an unfortunate training accident; however, the real story is much more exceptional.”
Another pause.
“This object, detected fifty-two hours ago, came from space, origin unknown.” The Director was speaking clearly for effect, Arthur noticed.
“At this point, that is all I can say, Mr. Secretary.” The Director gave the conversation back over to his boss.
“Arthur, this is not a drill. This is not an exercise dreamed up by NASA or part of a annual review. This is real and a mess.” Now, his boss was scaring him. “Arthur, we need you to go downtown and supervise the recovery of those bodies and the debris before the public is up and filling their home pages with pics of dead airmen and air craft parts. Then, I want every asset you have, and I'll send you my best as well, if you need them, completely under your supervision. That thing that brought down those pilots flew over Pittsburgh and dissolved just northwest of downtown.”
“Do you have data you can send me?” Arthur asked. He needed details.
"Yes, Director Lovas will send you specifics from NASA.”
“What am I looking for?” Arthur asked awkwardly. “What exactly is this thing?”
“We don't know at this time,” Director Lovas answered. “I’ll have people from JPL upload all the data they have.”
“I need your best people on this,” the Secretary cut in.
“Sir, you'll have my best.” Now it was time to ensure the higher ups, Arthur thought as he squared his shoulders. “While I'm supervising the cleanup, I'll have agents going over demographic metrics of the area this thing, uh, dissolved, and black and whites driving the area looking for anything suspicious or out-of-the-ordinary.” He knew he sounded self-confident. “Mr. Secretary, do I have clearance to pull meta data of the residence in a square kilometer of point of where we lost the object?” Arthur asked, while he still had the floor.
The Secretary didn't hesitate. “Yes, of course.”
“There may be information there of unusual behavior or observations,” Arthur added to cement the request.
“Oh shit,” Arthur heard his boss say.
“Mr. Secretary?” asked Director Lovas.
“Arthur, you don't have to look far.” Arthur could hear his boss murmuring to himself, as though he was reading a report.
“The damn thing is standing in a park north of downtown,” the Secretary said excitedly. “It’s on Twitter.”
“Sirs,” Arthur said, taking ownership. “I look forward to your emails. I'll be in the field.” Arthur waited for a moment and heard the tones as others hung up, and he ended the call. As he bolted to the shower his phone sounded the tone for encrypted email. It was a quick message from the Secretary. “Frank Curto Park, along Bigalow Blvd” was all it read.



Salvation
 
The perfunctory Gabriel stood sentinel to its own failure. Never before had an Archangel failed to deliver God's message, much less to possess a host. Inside the brilliance of angelic energy, the encapsulated Gabriel was glad this version of himself was away from the vessel, Griffin. The internal Gabriel could not bear to witness the onslaught of force directed at a human being. Gabriel was in awe of the vessel, Griffin. Never before had a human been able to repel a messenger of God. Usually a vessel was overwhelmed by what was taking place and the information shared. They were helpless to resist. But Gabriel knew he wasn't innocent of harm to humankind. And these thoughts brought out a dark taint in Gabriel. He didn't like the aftermath of any vessel used by an Archangel. Throughout history not a single human had been able to survive the exposed knowledge of an Archangel once the possession ended. The guilt of witnessing a host go mad and die was too much. These beings were someone you had shared mental space with, sometimes for years. After returning and having reviewed their horrors, Archangels would often lock themselves away for long periods. Some Archangels had decided to leave their hosts and not look back.
Gabriel focused his attention on his corporeal shell. After the failure to secure the vessel Griffin, Gabriel's energy form had shot outside of the dwelling, passing through solid matter, and crossing river to stop in a small park overlooking more dwellings. Gabriel looked around his surroundings. The city around him was beautiful. Lights stretched on for miles into the darkness. Except for the distant mechanical wails of sound, all was peaceful. Humankind had advanced so much since his last visit. Seeing that humankind was still here and thriving gave Gabriel a sense of distant pride. 
“Now how do I improve this current situation?” Gabriel asked himself. 
Gabriel checked the status of his outer corporeal self. The shell was motionless. Action-less. There was no command or commands after such a failure.
“Swell,” Gabriel thought, and “I could be standing here for eons.” Gabriel wondered how long an Archangel could retain its energy. He imagined, to his amusement, what the humans would do with him before he winked out? Would they build a shrine? Try to tap his energy? Provoke the corporeal form into destroying everything nearby? How would this affect God's past message, or shape religion in the years to come?
The last question made Gabriel realize he had to act. He extended his thoughts outward. His mind reached across the city. Gabriel began to touch minds and take in thoughts of those awake at such an hour. He could sense images from dreams from many forms of life. He muted all of it out with regret and allowed his mind to venture further. This city was vast, but Gabriel worked his mind beyond it. His mind witnessed farms and small expanses of forest. He allowed his mind to pause and soak in the natural elements. It was like planting mental bare feet in cool clean grass. Gabriel enjoyed the sensation. Now that his mind was far beyond the city, Gabriel relaxed and prepared his thoughts. What he was about to do was unprecedented and vital. 
Gabriel called out, “Allahu Akbar,” as all sentient beings were taught to offer proper communication to God's fabric. “Allahu Akbar,” Gabriel recited for a second time. He cast his vision up towards the stars and for a third time said, “Allahu Akbar.” He could feel the corporeal form around him shiver for a moment. “Father,” Gabriel began with a mental whisper, “Hear me. I am your grace, your instrument, your Herald.” Gabriel waited, for what he didn't know.
“Father, I have come to this place a duality, one trapped within the other. Your will is everything, infinite, and beyond my ability to reason. Grant me your favor that I may move beyond this moment and into the next carrying your message.”
Gabriel paused and cast his gaze to the ground.
“Amen.”
Gabriel did not look up. He waited.
Minutes passed. Gabriel listened to the voices of humans and the engines of machines mix with the wind and leaves of nearby trees, but he did not look up. An Archangel's faith is knowledge. 
More minutes passed and Gabriel felt the presence of humans, three humans, approaching. He did not look up, nor did he expand his awareness toward the three. Gabriel waited.
From the small space inside the corporal form, Gabriel began to feel his essence grow. Not only was he expanding in size, absorbing the energy from his corporeal self, he was also absorbing the data held within the energy. More and more of its energy and data was moving by the moment. Gabriel flexed his being as the last of what had been his cage was now in his control. He was free of the containment. Gabriel was free to take in all of his surroundings now. He was appearing in this roadside park in the guise his previous form traveled: thirty feet tall, transilluminate, and a form that could quickly change into a more propulsive state. At this height Gabriel's head was within the branches of a nearby tree. Checking to ensure his current form was not going to catch the tree on fire or melt the grass under his feet, Gabriel crouched under branches when he heard his name from a low familiar voice. A bright light winked above one of the limbs near his head. Within the light source was a white dove of immaculate offering. Gabriel heard his name in his head again, and it was his whole name, his angelic descriptor name, and from the melodic tones he heard behind the voice, Gabriel knew he was in the presence of the source. He fell to one knee and placed his palms upon the ground.
In the background Gabriel heard the few witnesses expressed concern. His movement was causing more cars to stop on Bigalow Boulevard. 
“We are at a unique crossroads,” the voice said. “The information you now are aware of is paramount to the survival of this race. With it they will come together for their evolution or their self-destruction. Delivery is exigent.”
Gabriel remained silent. There was no reason to acknowledge source when it was right there in front of you.
“You are my grace, my instrument, my creation, and my personal Herald. However, you must be more. Gabriel, I have given you free will upon Earth. You know this.” The dove looked around taking in its audience.
“You asked for my wisdom. But will you carry out my wrath? Are you prepared to do what I ask?”
Gabriel searched through the commands given to the automaton, and stopped. He reread the grim actions and paused. Gabriel could not cry out. The ability to deny his creator was beyond his will. Even his free will. Gabriel accepted these commands. He could feel his and God’s acknowledgement of his responsibility.
“Go back to your vessel. Talk with him and speak the truth. He will understand,” God spoke as if to his own child. “Let nothing stop you.”
Gabriel winced at that last command. His head still bowed, he saw his shadow fade into the artificial light on the grass around him. His father was gone. Gabriel looked to his left and was instantly back in Griffin's home.
The onlookers gasped and cried out at the display of his massive form shooting like a laser out of the park and across the river gorge. Everyone but one. Homeland Security agent Joe Diclaro stopped the video recording on his PDU, then dialed his boss, Director Arthur Graves.



Arrival
 
Itishree collected her bags from the carousel, happy each had arrived intact. She had heard luggage horror stories from relatives and friends and worried during this last leg that her bags would arrive shredded or worse. But now she was pleased. After a few frantic moments of stacking and balancing, Itishree found an acceptable method to corral her luggage to the nearest exit. She dug into her should bag and found the cell phone her cousin had sent her, and turned it on. It came to life and found service right away. Itishree placed the phone in her sweater pocket and wrangled her luggage to a corner just inside the exit. Plopping down on the largest bag, Itishree called her cousin, not at all embarrassed at the hour.
“Hello?” her cousin answered tentatively after a few rings.
“Aruni, this is Itishree. and I'm at the airport!” Itishree replied. 
Over the phone came a loud squeal of joy. “Cousin, I forgot to write down this number before I sent the phone! I didn’t know who was calling.” They both laughed.
“You have your bags and everything? Ready to go?” Aruni asked.
“Yes, please come and get me. I want to sleep in a proper bed,” Itishree replied. She was tired. They both laughed again. Itishree looked around wearily though. Few people were around the airport at this hour.
“I’ll be right there, cousin. Fifteen minutes. Keep your skirt on,” Aruni said and hung up.
Itishree took the phone from her ear, and stared at it in disbelief. She was a little out of color with her cousin's remark. Itishree wondered how long it would be before she got used to hearing such talk. 
As she sat she watched a few ragged travelers make their way out into the early morning. She was glum to be stuck in the terminal. But then Itishree recalled why she was here. Her new life would start later that morning! She smiled broadly and leaned back onto her battered luggage. Her mood crossed over into bewilderment and concern when she recalled the spell she took in the airport concourse. She made a note to ask her cousin about American food allergies.



Fourth Confrontation
 
Griffin woke at the foot of his bed. His first sensation was the crack of dried blood within his nose. Next, he noted the puddle of saliva that had developed under his face during the night. As Griffin raised his head, the dried blood pinched off a few nasal hairs. Muscle stiffness, and soreness permeated his every nerve. 
“Ow-wah,” Griffin moaned. He pushed himself up on his hands and left hip. Opening his eyes, Griffin found them caked with sleep. He recalled the previous night. To the protest of what seemed like every fiber of his being, Griffin looked around for any sign of the intruder or confirmation of his insanity. He crawled on his hands and knees to look around his bed and down the hallway. He stayed in this position for a while — it still hurt to move. Griffin didn’t hear or see anything out of the usual. He slowly eased himself back down on his side. He was safe for now. Next Griffin did a sanity check. No, no, he knew he wasn't insane. There was a certainty to the events of the last few days, a realism Griffin couldn't define. And, based on the pattern of events, there was purpose. Undeniable purpose. Griffin could feel it more than explain its visceral properties.
Seeing no one in his bedroom, Griffin used his bed's footboard to pull himself to his feet and stretch out his back. He groaned again from his sore ribs. He was hungry and needed coffee. And, maybe an exorcist. Are their real ghost busters? “One thing at a time,” Griffin said, as he walked into his bathroom. He washed the sleep from his eyes, and then scrubbed the blood from his face and nose. This took longer than Griffin could have imagined, and with a small amount of horror he also removed a few rug fibers matted to his left cheek. Thinking of how his favorite rug may be ruined, Griffin looked back into his bedroom and saw a palm-sized blood stain he would have to see to. For now, coffee on his mind, Griffin made a beeline for the kitchen. Maybe a bowl of cereal too, he thought.
Griffin set the coffee pot and leaned against the counter top. He thought about last night. ‘Supernatural’ was the word that played in his mind, over and over. There was also no way in hell he could seek counsel with anyone having a brain. Griffin refused to fret about last night. He decided instead, to give himself an exercise: He would write down all of the strange things that happened in the last week and try to get to the bottom of whatever this is. He turned to look for a pen. 
“I can answer your questions,” Griffin heard a familiar voice say from inside his home. Griffin turned a full three-sixty in his kitchen. There was no one there.
“I’m seated in your living room,” the voice said. Griffin realized why the voice was strange. It wasn't the voice itself, but that it gave no audible direction. It came from everywhere at the same time. He began a slow cautious walk to his living room.
“It’s because I'm thinking, not speaking, and I can explain that too.”
Griffin froze. Fear took him. The thing from last night was back, but now it was taunting him from his living room. He turned and looked to the back door. Could he make it to the door, unlock it, and pass through it before it would take him?
“There is no desire, no reason to hurt you,” the voice said. Griffin realized its replies were from his thoughts.
“Yes, you understand.”
Griffin made an effort not to think in action terms again. It wasn't easy. Most of him wanted to get the fuck out of Dodge. The other part was curious beyond measure. Stop thinking, Griffin thought.
He rounded the corner and saw, in his favorite chair, a leg. A translucent leg. Then a translucent arm and shoulder. 
Seated before Griffin was a man, or what appeared to be a man. Not overwhelmingly large like the thing that attacked him last night. Man-size. Around six feet, Griffin guessed. His features were almost plain. The man in the chair had no marks or blemishes of any kind upon his face. His nose was medium and straight. His hair brown and just shorter than Griffin's. Well kept. He was handsome, Griffin thought. But you couldn't point out any single feature that made him so. And the stranger's face matched the rest of his build — rugged, to the point Griffin believed this guy could win many a bar fight. 
“Thank you,” came the voice. But his mouth didn't move, and his eyes, unblinking, were fixed on Griffin.
“You’re welcome,” Griffin thought. The stranger nodded back to him in a weird sort of way. Quiet and eerie as if measuring, waiting.
The stranger wore a white tunic, split half way down the chest, with gold inlay along the seams. Then Griffin noticed his eyes. Those outrageously blue eyes. They were just like the creature from the hallucination of the other —.
“You understand more,” the stranger actually said this time, with his mouth, and his words had direction.
Griffin's head cocked. Before his common sense filter could engage, he asked the stranger, “Who are you?”
What Griffin failed to take in until now was this thing, not a guy, was transparent. Not opaque. Like smoke but lit from within. But, unlike how smoke mutes color, this apparition was detailed in vivid color as if real. Griffin could just make out his favorite chair looking through the guy-thing. Everything about the stranger was translucent but his eyes. They were a magnificent blue. Brilliant and illuminating. Griffin squelched his rising fear and compared the eyes to the overall appearance of the terrible monster from last night. Blue seemingly lit from within, with flashes of separate sparks swimming around his pupils. What Griffin should have asked is —.
“What am I?” the stranger said, again, aloud.
Griffin realized he had been thinking absent-mindedly again.
“Please, Griffin, sit with me,” it said, gesturing to his couch.
Griffin slowly pulled his hands out of his pockets and stared back at the man-thing in his chair.
“I need your help,” it said. It sounded sincere.
Griffin, not wanting another violent confrontation, carefully walked over to his couch. He couldn't recall really sitting on it. He always sat in his chair, which was now occupied by the thing across the room. He sat. Griffin and the stranger never broke eye contact.
They both sat in an awkward silence for the span of three breaths while Griffin carefully policed his thoughts, and Gabriel soberly, almost entertainingly watched.
Finally, Griffin sat forward and asked, “What are you?”
The thing’s eyes wavered for a moment and fixed, again on Griffin. “Forgive me, Griffin. I am appreciating this moment. In all of my visits to Earth and elsewhere, I have not been allowed to be in an active state of awareness. While in a transplaced form, an Archangel is purely the will of source, God, Allah, the universal purpose. There was never self consciousness, no sentience, no ability to deny, change course and certainly not, second guess. There has never been a me. I have never had the opportunity to sit and talk to my vessel.”
Griffin was becoming anxious.
“I am an Archangel, and instrument of God. Specifically, the Herald of God,” Gabriel said.
“Who are you?” Griffin asked.
“Gabriel”, the apparition said flatly. “And I imagine you want verification? You want me to prove to you who am I?”
“I see no wings, no horn, Mr. Gabriel, how am I to know you are what you —“
“Make no mistake, Griffin, and please don't be alarmed when I say that I am not on this planet to answer to you or to any human. I can manifest this energy into any visual form I may need. And, please, just call me Gabriel.”
There was another awkward silence as Griffin tried to makes sense of what was happening.
“Why are you in my living room?” Griffin asked, bringing the tension to focus.
“Throughout time I have visited this realm of existence, what you and other humans of learning call a universe, seven times. Each time bringing an installation of God's meaning.” Gabriel continued. “Each time I am transplaced to this universe, I come as energy. All Archangels are transplaced as energy.” This time Gabriel did pause, sensing the oncoming question.
“Why as energy?” Griffin asked.
“No being can transplace a universe as flesh. Not a human, angel, or Archangel,” the Archangel said.
“Humans can... move between universes?" Griffin asked, not quite understanding Gabriel's explanation.
“Of course, when your body dies, as all Terran beings do, you are conditionally bound to pass through to Heaven as energy,” Gabriel said.
“My soul?” Griffin asked as if he was becoming aware of terms he had never knew existed.
“Yes, your soul. That is the human term.” Gabriel said.
“Why are you here?” Griffin slipped and asked in his thoughts.
“Archangels cannot speak to your race as a whole. We need vessels to communicate through.”
“Why is that?”
“Vibration, harmony, tuning,” Gabriel said. “If I could speak to all of humankind, I would be of a higher form than what you see. That is not my place. When I come, there is one person who is tuned to me.”
Griffin knew it as truth just as it came from Gabriel's lips, mouth, form. “And that’s me?” Griffin looked down at his living room floor.
“Yes,” Gabriel said. “I need you. You and I are in harmony. You are my vessel. Without you there is no eighth message to humankind. No prophet. No miracles. Humankind will continue to feed upon itself until there is no more. Until this planet reclaims your race."
“I wondered how long it would take you to get to the gloom and doom,” Griffin said.
“I know, so I recited it for you,” Gabriel said, managing a brief smile.
“Okay, more questions,” Griffin held up both of his index fingers for effect. “What do you mean, exactly, when you say ‘vessel’? And, you mentioned a prophet. Am I this prophet?”
“This may be upsetting,” Gabriel warned. "I must occupy you to speak to another human. Since I may not communicate with another but you —“
“You must possess me,” Griffin said quietly as if welcoming his own death. His thoughts recalled the horrific encounter from the night before.
“Through you, I speak to the prophet. Through you, God's messages are passed.”
Griffin could feel Gabriel watching him. Even though Griffin’s eyes had slid to the floor, he could sense the Archangel’s eyes, or more, on him.
“Stop groping around in my head!” Griffin barked. “I’m not liking what you're telling me. There! I said it out loud!"
“Griffin, I am here in your living room, in this form, because you can create a bulwark against me. You kept me from you last night,” Gabriel said, more flatly than before.
“That was you, from last night?” Griffin said, irritated.
“A form of me, yes. But me? No. Griffin, when an angel transplaces a realm, there can be no deviation from their purpose. An angel, especially an Archangel, must accomplish their tasks exactly as given. Which means we are not allowed to transplace with our sentience. Angels in any other realm but Heaven are pure instruments of God, without free will. And we have no awareness of what has taken place in another realm until we return to Heaven. What you faced last night was my manifestation void of my free will, or personality.”
“Is that how angels work?” Griffin was aware he was beginning to get out of hand. “Crashing into people and trying to take them over? You nearly crushed me to death!” Griffin was standing, his hands formed to fists.
Gabriel never stopped looking at Griffin. After a moment Griffin felt the silence weigh him down.
“Griffin, sit down,” Gabriel said complacently. 
“Fuck you!”
They stared at each other. A trickle of blood slid out of Griffin's left nostril. Gabriel looked away. And in doing so Griffin saw, almost felt, Gabriel's guilt and grief in what had happened the night before. Griffin walked into the kitchen. He returned a minute later with paper towel neatly folded and pressed against his nose. He sat and made a quick jabbing point with his index finger at his nose.
“It is through you that I pass on God's message to next prophet,” Gabriel said.
“Who is this next prophet and where do we meet him?” 
“You’ve already met her, in a way,” Gabriel said, raising his eyebrows. The second sign of human-like expression, Griffin noticed.
“Her?” Griffin asked, screwing up his face. “Aren’t all prophets men?”
“God’s will,” Gabriel said with a smile.
“And what do you mean, 'I've met her already, in a way’?” Griffin tried not to furrow his brows with suspicion but failed.
Gabriel looked back woodenly for a few moments. “I can't explain it.”
Griffin was holding his head back, attempting to stop his nose bleed. Then, he caught onto what was falling into place. “Her?” Griffin asked in a whisper. 
Gabriel made a small single nod. “I’ve never held my vessel and prophet in my mind at once.” Next Gabriel made a small accusatory gesture that Griffin had something to do with it. Griffin shot up his eyebrows in disbelief.
“Wait, all of the hallucinations I've had in the last week have been your doing?” Griffin asked.
“Again, my automaton version, not as I appear before you now. These aberrations are useful to prime a vessel to angelic possession.” Gabriel winched as those last words left his mouth.
“So, this is a possession?” Griffin asked.
“Griffin, the scope of knowledge an Archangel possesses, coupled with the amount of information in the message, is nearly without measure. There is no better method,” Gabriel said. 
“How long is this going to take?” Griffin asked. “To say these words to this female prophet, in all total?”
“Years,” Gabriel said.
That stunned Griffin. He had taken two weeks personal time from work to sort out his mind, maybe his life, and this angel comes along and needs him for years.
“Five years continuously, plus fifteen years sporadically,” Gabriel said.
Griffin was getting that sensation again. Gabriel was sifting through is mind.
“I dislike when you do that,” Griffin said.
“Harmony,” Gabriel shrugged. “The span of time is actually your doing. If the automaton version has succeeded, working with the prophet would have been shorter. Now, everything has changed.” Gabriel paused, looking like he was pondering on long forgotten facts. “Or has it?”
Griffin was surprised to see Gabriel ask himself a question.
Griffin sat back and looked up at nothing, dabbing at his nose, not confident the blood had stopped. “What am I supposed to do for all those years?” he asked.
“Your nearly invisible existence is at its terminus,” Gabriel said, rather coldly. “With me, you will no longer dwell within this false concoction of reality, Griffin. I will provide for you. You will no longer be aware of needs.”
“What do you mean, 'no longer be aware of needs’?” Griffin asked.
"Your struggle, like all other humans, especially those in this region of the world, the struggle debt, will end. You will have the ability to do as we wish.” Gabriel said.
Griffin nodded. “No longer have to work, got it. I think I can live with that,” he said. He paused for a minute. “What about the debts I have now — car, house, those debts?"
“You will no longer need them. You will no longer want those objects.” Gabriel smiled.
“No possessions? Should I call you John Lennon?” Griffin smiled back. 
Gabriel ignored the question.
“When will I see her?” Griffin asked.
“When do you want to begin?” Gabriel asked.
“What will the experience be like?” Griffin asked. He wanted to see her. But the thought of seeing her did not balance with the years of commitment Griffin had to make. He closed his eyes realizing he had already made the decision.
“We will converse in thought without others hearing. You will be exposed to a great deal of knowledge you never imagined. It may be painful at first. A headache and disorientation as your mind physically changes to accept the increased capacity and ability,” Gabriel answered, sounding re-assuredly scientific. “You will be aware of an energy, an angelic energy. This is my form. You will not be able to weld it or control it. This energy is under my domain while in this plane. I imagine, given the circumstances, cooperation will be difficult at first. But once you are aware of…”
Gabriel paused. Griffin looked at him and knew Gabriel was filtering his thoughts.
“…aware of everything within me you will understand the immediacy of our goals,” Gabriel continued.
“Summarize down for me. What exactly will we be doing together?,” Griffin asked, trying to cut through the robotic explanations.
“God’s will,” Gabriel simply said.



Clean Up
 
Director Graves knew this could have been worse, but it was still a delicate mess. One pilot, along with his ejection seat, had landed in the water where the Allegheny and Monongahela rivers met. If not for the seat dragging the body to the bottom and giving off a traceable magnetic field, finding his body would have been difficult. Or, heaven forbid, if his body had washed up on the river's shore somewhere downstream, that would caused a shit storm. And also fortunately, his plane had come apart over the river convergence with only a few parts landing on the downtown side of Mt. Washington.
The Captain's plane was a another story. His plane had come apart over the southern edge of downtown, scattering debris into the Monongahela and into the city’s center. His ejection seat and body gouged out chunks of Smallman Avenue before crashing onto the steps of St. Stanislaus Church.
Standing on Smallman Avenue, DHS Western PA Director Arthur Graves was coordinating the disposal and clean up from various city and country organizations. Most of the pre-dawn hours were used to close down the city while it dealt with a PA National Air Guard training accident, or so the story would spin. The credit for the believable concoction went to the mayor, and Graves had no doubt she would call in the favor soon. After all, the mayor and the Air Force would share the fury of hundreds of companies without workers for a day or two. That would be their headaches, not his. That gave him small comfort. Graves had enough to deal with for a few days and wasn't paid to deal directly with the public or media.
His mind wondered to the true origin of the event that had taken place the night before, an alien and unknown object downing two military jets, but stopped himself. Those responsibilities and thoughts were not his to ponder. Above his pay grade and such. Best to focus on his tasks. There was an entire F16 sprinkled from the Monongahela to 21st Street.
His radio handset made a small crackle, “Sir, we have the police and contractor helicopter units patched,” the tech's thin voice said.
“Good, good. Let me know when they are up and working. Have them search the south and west sides of every building from the Monongahela north to Herron Avenue. And who is the officer in charge of the air search?” Graves asked, wanting the air search to begin immediately.
“Sergeant Crawford, sir,” his radio squawked.
“Sergeant Crawford, excellent,” Graves said, scribbling the officer's name in his notes while he clipped the radio back onto his belt. 
Most of the lighter debris landed in the parking lots north of the city and did little damage. But Graves knew the heavier bits, engine, landing gear, and ordinance would have fallen shorter and may have destroyed buildings. The government was going to have a helluva bill.
 
Itishree woke just after one o'clock in the afternoon. Despite her long sleep she woke groggily, and for a moment had no idea where she was. Fighting back the panic, Itishree's memory filled in the blanks. Her cousin had picked her up from the airport. They had driven through the dark streets, lit only by streetlights. Her cousin talking the entire ride.
When Itishree tried to rise from bed, she found she ached all over. Her muscles were tired and she questioned if she should lay back down and gain more sleep but decided against it. Her interview was tomorrow morning. Was it tomorrow? Was it Wednesday or Thursday? She rolled out of bed and placed her feet on the floor. It was like lifting a train. How in the world had other relatives traveled back and forth from America to India year after year, Itishree would never understand. Maybe it was some animalistic force a kin to seasonal migrations? 
Itishree found her bags and dressed in comfortable house clothes. She made her first appearance to their shared kitchen.
“Whoa, you look like ass,” Aruni said. She wore house clothes, Itishree found that odd.
“Don’t you have work today?” Itishree asked with a deep, cracked voice.
“No, I took it off for you.” With wide clear eyes, Aruni smiled above a large cup.
“What is that in your cup?” Itishree croaked. Her face lit with envy.
“Coffee,” Aruni said, laughing. “It’s awful but you had better get used to it now.”
Itishree harrumphed with a frown and crashed down upon one of the kitchen chairs. Aruni got up and walked the few steps into the kitchen. A few moments later she returned with a similar mug. Wanting to be fully awake Itishree drank and didn't complain. 
Aruni sat across from Itishree and beamed with a look like she had found a new puppy. Her smile was contagious and Itishree found herself with a stupid grin, too.
“You made it,” Aruni congratulated her cousin. “You did it.” She made a gesture of saluting Itishree with her cup of coffee.
Itishree's smile grew even more and she clanked her cup to Aruni's. Itishree's soul was consumed with a happiness she had not felt in years. She had made a major accomplishment.
“What day is it?” Itishree said. Her smile vanished, sitting her cup on the table.
“Wednesday,” Aruni answered. “Don’t you have an interview tomorrow?”
And just as easy as the glee came, it was replaced by an excited worry.
“Come,” Aruni said, rising from the table. She reached out with her hand and Itishree took it, herself rising. “Let’s put your clothes away and pick out your outfit for tomorrow.”
Itishree exhaled and welcomed the start of her new life in America, Pittsburgh. Wherever she was.



Jobo Way
 
Joe Diclaro combed through the resident list for the third time. Out of the two hundred and five homes located in the Spring Hill City View area, one of these contained someone who knew about last night's giant visitor. He stood at the corner of Jobo Way and Admiral Street having parked his car nearby. With the resident list in hand, Joe walked north on Jobo Way, glancing at each house on both sides of the street as he went.
It had been a long, exciting night. Joe could see the figure plainly in his mind. How it stood there for minutes after he had arrived and then bent to one knee, as if acknowledging a higher power. Moments later the being seemed to throb, it’s light pattern changing for a moment. The nonmoving dots rearranged, coming unhinged and moving to new locations before the figure stood, turned left, and zipped across the Allegheny river valley to a location opposite the city. Having the brightest techs in DHS wakened and flown into Pittsburgh during the remaining hours before sunrise, was turning out to be the smartest decision Joe had made in his eight year career. Within two hours his small team of technical recruits had discovered and hacked every camera from the South Hills, to inside the downtown area and on both sides of the Allegheny river. From those video feeds and embedded timelines, Joe was down to a few streets of interest.
What Joe didn’t know before this morning's work was the alien flashlight had touched down somewhere in this neighborhood after chewing two F16s before appearing in Frank Curto Park.
Joe continued to walk down Jobo Way. The street was really an alley. On the right were backyards of the homes facing Bader Street. On the left, Rockledge Street. Most were usual backyards: swing sets, patios, barbecue pits. Some had garages, for those few families who could afford the luxury in this working class area. Truthfully Joe did not know what he was looking to find. Scorch marks maybe? There had been no findings of unusual radiation. No out-of-place heat sources. No unusual spectral whateverness. Neither visit by Captain Flashlight — the name one of is techs had coined for the being — had not left a detectable mark.
On his left was Spring Hill elementary school. Facing the alley were higher fences denoting recess areas, exercise and playgrounds. Joe wondered how the residents on the opposite side of the street tolerated the noise. Did the school increase or decrease property values? Walking to a corner, Joe looked down Damas Street in both directions. Again, Joe realized he did not know what the blazes he was looking for. He crossed over Damas and continued heading up Jobo Way. On his left the two-story house needed work. It had been years since it had seen a decent coat of paint and looked in a steady state of rot. Across the alley on his left was a small home with a narrow but somewhat deep backyard. Two hedge rows lined either side, like two green arms extending an invitation from the homeowners. Its back fence looked over twenty years old and in need of replacement. Next on the left was a small house with little more than a smoking stoop and an area wide enough to jam two cars. On the right, another small narrow backyard sharing the hedge. Its low fence had a car gate propped closed by half a cinder block. Ah, America.
He made a mental note of the list of residence he carried on the clip board. Joe had multiple sheets of paper. Each titled with the street name. Two columns of family names were arranged from the top, away from the river descending the list to the river. As Joe walked north he checked off the names from the bottom to the top. There were a few Czech families, a sprinkle of Polish, and an Italian here and there. Joe imagined these homes had been in their families for a few generations. Working class folks falling close to their thin tree, held up with shallow roots.
Next were two garages on either side of Jobo Way. The owner of the house on the left had managed to squeeze a rather nice three-car garage with brilliant red doors with a fresh roof into the width of the lot. Opposite was an older less grand cinder-block two-car garage with an apartment built over it. Joe imagined a grown child who had not learned to make their own way and was sucking the last dollars out of their parents. Hoping their parents died, leaving it all to them. Or that family was completely gone and the current resident was using the apartment to supplement the high taxes. Joe looked at owner names of the opposite properties and checked off the possibility in his mind. One was owned by a holding company. The other a family name. Joe imagined them of little character.
The next few houses on both sides of the street appeared to be in an escalating backyard dress-up war. Each had terraced landings with planters, statuary, bird feeders, and a fountain here and there. Both appeared in the process of another costly addition to the warring small nations. The effect was broken by a garage or two but held for several lots down Jobo Way. A female homeowner, dressed in a house gown and fuzzy slippers, opened her back door and stepped out for a smoke. Joe wasn’t spared the enormous curls pinned into her hair. He imagined she didn't give a care what her neighbor’s, or Joe thoughts. Joe averted his gaze from the beast of burden and back down to his clip board. Her eyes never left Joe. “Goddamn tax appraiser,” Joe heard. The woman didn’t bother to lower her voice. Joe quickened his pace not wanting a confrontation. She was one of those he would taze first, ask questions later. Thankful the next cinder-block garage broke up the heat coming from her gaze, Joe marched on.
Glancing left and right Joe caught himself going through the paces to check off this entire task. He had to stop this behavior immediately. Something was here. Somewhere there was a clue. If he wasn't paying expert attention, he would walk right by it. Joe turned around and walked back to where he imagined his observations shirked but not far enough the evil woman could see him again. Then, Joe reversed himself and began walking north again, examining each home and yard with renewed focus. He made a point to read the name, address, and what little tidbits of detail his techs had time to put together on each residence. Checking his watch, Joe noted it was still before 10:00 a.m. He had all the time in the world to turn this neighborhood upside down, if he must. Besides, he had not flexed any real power and called in local police yet. That was his next option. He would use the Air Guard training accident as an excuse to question each resident. He made a note to have his tech team create a questionnaire with a few touching questions to go with the more direct to delude the obvious, in case any of these sheep, combined, could muster an intelligence. 
On his left was an almost empty yard. The back side of the house was a simple but smart red brick. The only items in the back yard were a trifecta of laundry line poles and an evergreen tree in the far back corner near the alley. The boundary to the alley was a low hedge with a small green gate a normal man could step over. Had past residents been that short? Joe refocused. Here was the yard and home of a person, not a family. There was no care whatsoever in what the neighbors thought. No backyard war here. This backyard was Sweden. This property displayed complete uncaring neutrality. This was the oddity of the alley. The clothesline poles had no line running between them. They probably hadn’t been used in a decade. The grass was mowed to a respectable level. On the right side of the yard there was no fence. This resident and its neighbor didn't care for boundaries, which meant a cooperative existence over time. Peace. Or, non-confrontation. Here, Joe decided, was a home of a lone person. He must have inherited the home from his deceased parents and focused on work, not on his outside property. Joe imagined if he stepped inside, the furniture would not have been moved in decades. This resident held a mind set within its life. No distractions allowed. Joe wrote the word “interest” next to the entry of Griffin DeLuca, and marched onward up Jobo Way.



The Beginning
 
“Can you elaborate on 'God's will?” Griffin asked, scooting out to the edge of the couch.
“The instructions are given to me as needed. The content of everything I'm to do is within me, in a manner of speaking, but instructions don't devolve until events take place. Then, the next step or steps are shown and made clear.”
“But what does that mean exactly?” Griffin's patience was wearing thin, but he tried to temper himself with who was sitting across from him. For fuck's sake he needed to be careful.
“As an example,” Gabriel said. “I know where we will meet the prophet tomorrow. I know where we must go in order to begin announcement of God's intentions. And I know it will be dangerous.”
“Dangerous?” Griffin wasn't liking this either. Danger had not been in this conversation, and Griffin certainly didn't want danger.
“Yes, somewhat dangerous,” Gabriel said, back to his matter-of-factness. “Even now, there is an agent searching the neighborhood, looking for clues to my location.”
Griffin bounded off his couch with a small shrieking noise.
“That is a big deal in our current police state Mr. Archangel,” Griffin checked the windows, moving from the living room to the kitchen. From the kitchen window above the sink he caught a glimpse of a man with a clipboard, walking north on Jobo Way, the alley behind his house. The man was wearing a what looked like a city services outfit, with gray slacks, white shirt, and an orange reflective vest. Griffin noticed as he disappeared behind his neighbor's cluster of trees. He could have been a water meter reader or a pet enforcement officer.
Griffin returned to the living room, his eyebrows dancing the Macarena. 
“What the hell have you done?” Griffin shouted.
“My automaton version made a fantastic entrance, killing two pilots,” Gabriel said, looking away for the first time.
Again Griffin could feel shame radiating from the Archangel.
“This is happening already,” Gabriel said. “I can feel what you’re feeling.” Griffin stood dumbfounded in front of Gabriel. “You killed two pilots?” He asked the Archangel. Gabriel said nothing as he continued looking away from Griffin. Griffin could feel a sorrow from Gabriel. He made his way back to the couch and sat on the edge. “What happened with the pilots?”
Gabriel told him in horrific detail but with an emotional void. Now and again Griffin could feel the sorrow darken from within Gabriel. It was like the pain Griffin felt when his parents had died. A deep suffocating pain. When Gabriel mentioned a pilot, and then again the next pilot, Griffin learned there were two. Along with the pang of emotion, came a dire memory, and then a visual of a dying object. He could see these in his mind’s eye. The first pilot was a dying flower. When Gabriel talked of the second pilot, Griffin felt the Archangel’s regret, a past memory of grief, and the image of a blind woman. 
Gabriel fell silent.
“I’m sorry,” Griffin said. “What does my government know from last night?”
“Your government knows only what they saw,” Gabriel said. “They know nothing of me, my intention, or origin.”
“I’m not going to pick up tomorrow's paper and read ‘Angels Seen Over Pittsburgh?’” Griffin made a hand motion in the air, indicating the lighting of a marquee.
Gabriel sat silent for a moment. “There are few of your neighbors who saw me enter your housing area last night. Fewer still have thought of the religious. None will piece the data together until we have arrived in New York…”
“Wait! We're going to New York?” Griffin couldn't take any more of this. He didn't know if he was going to have a stroke or wet his PJs next.
“Yes… and…” Griffin cut the Archangel off.
“No, please stop. Don't tell me any more, Mr. Angel.” Griffin put up a hand in protest. “I don't want to know what happens. It’s clear I can't stay here. If I do, I'll be imprisoned offshore somewhere secret and never be heard from again. That’s what this government does.”
They both looked at one another.
“You are ready to begin?” Gabriel asked.
Griffin never liked being forced into anything. It happened often enough at work. Choosing from one ineffective health plan over another. Being given a project he knew couldn't be delivered just in time to have it ruin his annual review. Or, refusing to meet one-on-one with a female co-worker known for accusing other male colleagues of improper behavior. Then Griffin would be labeled for not following through with his work responsibilities. No matter how Griffin explained the circumstance from his point of view, it was always overruled from the standpoint of “gain” from the company. Once you reached the top of your pay scale, it was either take a higher role of responsibility or be toppled.
Griffin wanted to live a life of choice, of adventure. Well, shit. He was talking himself into this preposterous act. Looking up, Griffin saw on Gabriel’s face what could only be described as an angel version of a shit eating grin.
“I’m not happy about this, Mr. Gabriel. You’ve ruined my life by just being here.” Griffin wasn't really unhappy. He was already letting go of his life and embracing the danger, the adventure. Besides, he wanted to see the woman again.
“Uh huh,” Gabriel said, still grinning.
“Is this going to hurt?” Griffin was grasping at straws and he knew it.
“No, the opposite. You'll feel great, empowered, healthy.” Gabriel sounded like a new car salesman and his whole life was going to turn around in sixty easy payments.
Gabriel stood, which startled Griffin. Gabriel had sat in his chair this entire conversation. Standing, Gabriel reminded Griffin of the translucent quality of the Archangel. Light passed through the Archangel when Gabriel stood between Griffin and his front windows, making him almost invisible.
“Let’s begin,” was all Gabriel said.
Griffin stood with a degree of willingness. It was all Gabriel needed to successfully enter his consciousness. The Archangel took the single step between them and to Griffin and was gone. Gabriel decanted directly into Griffin's form. He became aware of their conversation moving from external to internal. It was like having ear buds deep inside his ear, almost touching his brain. The voice was just there. Volume, pitch, tone, were no concern. Griffin heard soothing tones from Gabriel reassuring him to not be afraid. Asking him to embrace Gabriel’s thoughts. Griffin cut out the verbal messages and concentrated purely on the sensation. He was infused with energy that sent his skin and brain into sensory overload. It was like mixing electricity with post-exercise endorphins, mixed with nitrous oxide from the dentist. Like warm sunshine on a cool day. The sensation of Gabriel blew away the cold, the darkness, and the fear. Gone. Every ache Griffin had from the night before faded away. He heard several joints pop throughout his body. His spine cracked in several places as his bad posture went away. Griffin extended to his full height. His nose bleed was no longer a concern. He felt great. 
The sensation began to wane. Or was he becoming used to it that quickly? Griffin couldn't tell. Gabriel was becoming a part of him and fast. And then, Griffin had memories of things he never experienced. His memory went back millennia, eons, back into a darkness...
“Easy Griffin,” Gabriel whispered. And the memories were gone.
The whisper continued. “Griffin, you will find there are structures of my cognizance you may access: my memories, awareness, knowledge, and content, are yours to explore; however, to just dive into each or all will render you mad. Because of your ability to repel me, I give you a marginal chance of living after our work is done. But if you rip through all that I am, you will not survive.”
Griffin wanted to respond with an avalanche of questions but didn't know how or where to begin.
“Just think as you would speak,” Gabriel suggested.
“Can you hear me?” Griffin offered.
“Yes, very good Griffin.” Gabriel was mentally petting Griffin and he didn't like it.
“Just the facts, Mr. Gabriel.” Griffin thought to Gabriel.
“Understood.” Griffin felt like he was learning to ride a bicycle all over again. He could feel Gabriel holding back, trying not to overwhelm him. Was Gabriel keeping the communication as simple as possible until he became used to the practice?
Griffin was standing in his living room like a statue. It would have been comical to anyone watching.
“Shit, there are many questions I have now that I should have asked before,” Griffin thought.
“Go on…” Gabriel replied as patient as third-grade teacher.
“But let's get down to business first. No, wait!” Colliding questions fogged Griffin’s mind.
“Yes,” Gabriel interrupted, “you can control your own body. If I find it necessary because we're in danger, I will take over. I can take over, but it would be far easier if you went along and we didn't fight over your synaptic circuitry. Yes, you can think dirty thoughts. I've assisted humans for millennia, so there isn't anything I have not already seen. I appreciate the female form, too, and I'm not a donkey.”
Griffin took advantage of the next pause to absorb what he just learned. “No, none of the stupid stuff you think will be held against you in the court of Heaven.” Gabriel chuckled. Griffin appreciated the jovial sensation, even though it was at his expense.
“Hey, don't make fun of me, Mr. Gabriel. It's not every day an Archangel climbs in my head,” Griffin said.
“Griffin, every vessel has the same questions, and we have plenty of time to become a working unit, but for now we need to get out of this house and be seen as normal as possible,” Gabriel thought.
“What do you suggest?” asked Griffin.
“Mercy Griffin” Gabriel thought.
Griffin frowned and made the first tentative step across his living room towards his bedroom.
“Well, let's get us showered, clothed, and out and about.” It was Griffin’s turn for suggestions.
“Good. Try not to think of me here, with you, all the time. It will be easier for you to function on a more personal level if you put me aside and aren't constantly toying with my presence.”
“Gotcha, Captain GabrielAngelVoicePants,” Griffin mocked.
“Huh?”
“Never mind,” Griffin shot back as he stripped and headed for the shower.



A Call from Work
 
Itishree was busy digging up as much information as possible on Keystone Energy through her cousin's laptop. She wanted to be prepared for her tomorrow’s interview. Itishree dug into Keystone’s policies, current projects, and went as far as to learn which charities Keystone supported. It was important she knew enough to answer any question she may face and to ask intriguing questions of her own.
A phone rang in the apartment. Itishree glanced over at hers. It was an inanimate hunk. It was Aruni’s cell phone. Part of her wanted it to be her phone that rang because she’d never had a working cell phone before yesterday. They were just too expensive in India. Her cousin had been watching TV until her call. Itishree spied a glance at Aruni as she walked into the kitchen. It must be her pseudo boyfriend, Itishree deduced.
After Itishree woke her and Aruni shared hours of conversation. The two had been close in Pune’ and Itishree was glad to have her cousin near again. Itishree imagined Aruni was thinking she was having a private conversation but in reality Itishree was fighting not to hear the struggles the two were having. Aruni had already briefed her on the difficulties Indian women have in relationships in America. Trying to balance the wishes of a free woman with the confined culture of old-world India many of the men brought with them, was sandpaper on any Indian-to-Indian relationship. Aruni wanted to have fun and to love as she pleased. Itishree wanted neither. She wanted to work and build a career, to make something of herself beyond the traditional Indian female role. She wanted more. 
A ringing noise near Itishree shocked her back to the present. She could hear Aruni talking in the kitchen and knew she shouldn’t hear Aruni’s phone ring.
Itishree laughed. It was her new cell phone. No one had called her on it yet. She answered without knowing the number. The newness was a little intoxicating.
“Eye Tigh Shree?” came an unsure female voice.
“It Ish Ree Ale Dar,” Itishree enunciated, trying not to allow her own accent to fog the vowels. Itishree learned that Americans were easily overwhelmed by the habit of Indians speaking too fast and pouncing bird-like, on vowels and syllables. 
“Oh, thank you, Itishree Aledar,” the woman said, carefully enunciating in return. "This is Brenda Ancosky, Keystone Energy.”
Itishree shot up, toppling everything on the coffee table. “Yes, hello, Ms. Ancosky, how are you today?” Itishree felt that greeting wasn't quite right.
“I am fine, thank you. Listen, we've had a military air accident over the city, and Keystone has sent everyone home,” Ms. Ancosky said.
To Itishree, it was a hammer blow.
“Oh, okay,” Itishree said, not knowing what else to say or where this was going. She realized she could not hear her cousin in the kitchen. Turning, Itishree saw her cousin quietly walking from the kitchen, a hopeful smile on her face. Itishree saw her cousin was more interested in her call. Apparently the half assed boyfriend could wait.
“I’m sorry, but I have to postpone our interview until I know more. It shouldn’t be but another day or two. Are you set for accommodations? You have a place to stay for a few days?”
“Yes, I have a cousin in town, and I'm here with her,” Itishree said as her smile returned.
“Excellent, Itishree. I’ll call you back when I know more,” Brenda said.
The call ended and Itishree saw Aruni coming unhinged from curiosity.
“Was that your interview?”” Aruni asked with excitement.
“Yes, it has been postponed due to a military accident?” Itishree said, but it came out as a question. She looked to her cousin for more information.
“Oh, for how long?” Aruni asked.
“Until she notifies me,” Itishree said.
A feeling a dread came over Itishree. She had counted on this interview and two backup interviews to secure her a job. Without the job and a sponsor, her ability to stay in America was in jeopardy. Her dream began to crash down around her.
“Itishree, wipe that look off your face. This means you have a couple of days before you interview. You have more time to sharpen your interview skills.” Aruni paused and a smile like gamma radiation broke out on her face. “And, we have time to shop!” It was like Aruni had won a prize. 
“I feel a sick day coming on!” Aruni continued to radiate.
“No, I can't get sick from you this close to my interview!” Itishree said, horrified.
“It’s an expression, silly. My work knows I took today off. I'll extend it by taking a sick day. Oh crap! My work is downtown too.” Aruni began dialing her work.



Analysis
 
Within the closed room he and his techs had set up as an operations room, Joe took the liberty to remove his shoes. Sitting at the long briefing table, Joe flexed his toes while the technicians gave their oral reports. Joe had separated the techs into areas of interest he thought most important: Criminal history, Financial Responsibility, Communication Quality, Work Status, and Family Status.
Criminal history would be the most obvious attribute. Once a criminal always a criminal. Joe and most professionals in law enforcement and DHS felt this way, and there was no need to apologize. Financial responsibility was a trending attribute that was a good indicator if a person was desperate enough to commit a crime in order to achieve some nobel goal, i.e. paying off a large debt. Communication quality was a misnomer. What it really meant was were you on the internet sowing the seeds of discontent. Making noise over the oppressive government, flaming the wrong topics in a blog or someone else's wall. Work status was an indicator if one was employed, under employed, falsely employed, or unemployed. Employment status was an indicator that help explain a persona when coupled with one or more other attributes. Family status was key and could be a trigger indicator. Did a parent just die, spawning undesired behavior? Was there suspicion around a recent death in one's family? Loners? Jealous siblings? 
Putting these data points together, in such a small geographic area, would quickly lead to a person of interest. What Joe was attempting to assemble was difficult - there having been no crime. However, this exercise always demonstrated results or at least interesting data. Joe arrived at the operations room in the evening. The techs had at least seven hours to research. And one hour of setup allowance, Joe judged. There should be some results by now.
Joe had made the mistake of letting the two techs who were given criminal history free rein over presenting their report. The two fumbled over each other until one must have decided the other wasn't worth a pinch of monkey shit and just began rambling.
Joe held up a hand, and the bright young doofus stopped talking. 
“If you were not aware, every community in these United States of America is chockablock full of criminals. It isn't difficult to stand on any Main Street and throw a rock and not hit a convicted shoplifter, drug user, child pornographer, or some degree of assault. We are a nation of criminals, gentlemen, and lady. What I am interested in is if these residence cross reference a crime with another attribute I requested.” Joe looked back at the two young men. “Just give me the totals of each crime you found, and keep that list handy once we begin to narrow our interest.” The better presenter of the two looked over at Mr. PinchOfMonkeyShit and handed him the tablet computer. Surprisingly, Mr. MonkeyShit was happy to oblige. 
Next, Bryce, a kid Joe actually liked, presented his findings on financial responsibility. Taking cues from the dork twins before him, Bryce was clear, upfront, and precise. And to no one's surprise, a healthy minority of folks were neck-deep in debt and not making any headway. A small percentage had their heads out of their financial asses. While Bryce was finishing, Joe leaned across the table with his hands out for the criminal and financial data hard copies. The Turd Twins and Bryce slid their papers across to Joe. Bryce finished his oral report and all waited for Joe to continue. Joe was looking for two specific names he had become suspicious of while walking the streets of Spring Hill: Albert Schreiber and Griffin DeLuca. Albert had a minor controlled substance infraction, and a DUI six years in the past. The heavy penalty of the DUI seemed to have righted Mr. Schreiber, although Albert had generated a healthy amount of debt because of it and had made no headway against the small mountain since. The system doing it's job of keeping losers down. Joe found Griffin DeLuca's name on the financial report as being one of those few who had their house in order. Mr. DeLuca didn't appear on the criminal report. Interesting. Joe made a mental note. 
The communication quality presentation was done by the only woman in the group. Melissa presented her report with the precision of a surgeon. Joe was surprised at the depth of her report. Many of the Spring Hill residents were boisterous in their complaints about America's wars, their relatives, the companies where they worked, and their state of general health. Of the area, Melissa had chosen eight individuals from six households of interest to further study and track. Melissa was also keen enough to slide her hard copy across to Joe for his scrutiny. When she did so, the other techs looked around the table at each other. Joe saw they were catching onto his method of reasoning.
Mr. Schreiber had a passing interest in free pornography and non-cash video poker. Mr. DeLuca routinely checked his email, surfed for restaurant recommendations, the occasional geographical driving directions, and weather reports. Mr. DeLuca didn't voice his opinion anywhere on the internet.
A throat cleared at the table. Joe looked up to see Mark painted with an apologetic look.
“Yes?” Joe asked, pressing Mark to ask his question.
“Are you looking for something specific, Agent Diclaro?” Mark asked, visibly squirming. Clearly these techs had no experience working directly with a field agent, much less a supervisory field agent. They were cute. Joe would try to keep them after this worked was wrapped up.
“This morning I walked the streets of this neighborhood and noticed a couple of interesting peculiarities. Yard content, care and maintenance, those sort of things,” Joe replied, feeling more like an instructor than a supervisor. “When a person fills their yard with objects to maintain, it is a sign they are fulfilled by their own kingdom. We have no interest in those people. When a person fills their kingdom with junk and doesn't maintain their yard, home exterior, vehicles, then the person is consumed with sensation and doesn't care for their personal presentation. And, those I only have interest in if they have a past criminal record above a certain bar.” Joe made a gesture indicating height above an invisible starting point. “However, when a person's yard is devoid of anything; trees, shrubs, statuary, no sign of pets, and the exterior of the home is clean and non-ornamental —“
“That appears as a safe house?” Jason, one of the techs who had yet to report, broke in.
Joe smiled at the influence of watching too much television. 
“Rather cloak and dagger of you, um isn’t it Jason?” Joe pointed at the clearly written ID tag with a dry smugness. “This denotes a person who has supreme interest outside his life. Someone possibly caught up in a work promotion, or someone who truly loves their work. God bless them. Or, a person who works out of town.”
The techs were silent. Joe pointed at another member of the group, Perry, who began his oral report on work and family status. Perry wasn't solely responsible for his work. There was another tech who sat behind and to Perry's left. And, had the ubiquitous name, “Bob.” Bob, appeared senior of all the techs in the room, possibly very late twenties to thirty years of age. There was something more interesting about Bob but Joe dropped it to concentrate on the report. Perry gave employment statistics on the neighborhood. He specifically denoted any persons with recent changes in employment. There were a few with new positions, and a couple who had the recent misfortune of being laid off. When the other techs heard the figures Perry gave, there were mutterings of discontent around the table. Comments of the region and the long lost steel industry. 
“No, kids,” Joe said between Perry's sentences. "The true unemployment rate for the nation is eighteen percent. This area is somewhat better than the norm.” Joe’s remark gave legitimacy to Perry's figure of sixteen percent. “What the general public doesn’t know is that the United States had a much higher unemployment rate than the media outlets disclosed.”
“I’ve broken down the family status into a spreadsheet,” Perry said, sliding another hard copy across the table. Perry had chosen to submit the copy to Joe instead of reading the figures. Smart, Joe thought.
And there it was, on the work status report. Griffin DeLuca had, without prior concern, taken a two-week personal leave without explanation. Very interesting. The remaining family data showed Mr. DeLuca lived alone.
Joe sat in silence for a few minutes reviewing each of the reports. He took out his pen and circled names from the list he used during his morning walk-through. He removed the list from his clipboard. Placing the list on top of all the tech's reports, Joe laid the stack in the center of the table and looked around, making eye contact with each of the techs.
“Concentrate your efforts on these names,” Joe announced, rising from the table. “Dig deeper on each and begin tracking. I want warrant requests in the morning.” 
He started to leave the room, but paused by the door. “And get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a long long day.”
He was beat and needed sleep himself. Another fifteen minutes and he would have been fighting yawns. Joe made up his mind to go home and sleep. He would run his techs ragged in the morning. Joe smiled. The feeling waned as he left the building. Something felt wrong, foreboding. Joe ran through the day in his mind. He could find nothing he had missed, nor could he think of further instruction he could have given his techs. Joe tried to put everything out of his mind as he fished his keys from his Dickies slacks. But a feeling was gnawing at the back of his neck. Joe looked up as if to see a giant hammer about to fall on his head. There was none. Before getting into his car, he looked in every direction. There were no eyes on him. From his parking spot southeast of Liberty Avenue, Joe could see city workers still scouring for any parts, plane or human, left from the crashes. He looked again in all directions. Nothing. No one was looking his way. Joe opened the door and plugged in the hotel address into the GPS. His mind let go of the day.



Watching the Watchers
 
Griffin stepped back around the corner of the building two blocks away. He was now wearing a plain, medium blue, short-sleeve shirt, dark blue slacks, and black sports shoes. From a distance he would look like any city employee working inside the temporarily restricted city. It was lucky for Griffin that the DHS had set up shop just beyond the strip district in lesser-used buildings.
“This is a cool trick,” Griffin thought to Gabriel. “How does it work?”
Gabriel replied with mental shrug. “You have access to me, and to a degree, you tell me how it works.”
“Uh, you’re asking me to step onto an alien space ship and take over the controls without any instruction. I can't do that,” Gabriel thought, using the first metaphor that came to mind.
“You can if you are a part of the pilot's mind,” Gabriel answered. Griffin felt an invitation to ride the Archangel’s senses. 
“All right, challenge accepted, Mr. Archangel,” Griffin thought. He slipped back into his own mind and found Gabriel. Griffin slowed his breathing and cut everything else out, concentrating purely on the sound of his own breath. He became aware of the air filling and exiting his lungs. He felt his shoulders rock back and forth with each cycle of air. And then he could feel where everyone else around was looking. He wasn’t exactly seeing through their eyes, but had gained awareness of what held each one’s attention. With further concentration Griffin found this information wasn't just coming from their sight, but from their minds. And suddenly it was filtered in simple colors. Each person within several blocks now appeared in their combined thoughts. When distracted by a sight, thought, conversation, or action that didn't include Griffin, they appeared blue-green. When a city worker, police officer, or FEMA worker would look in Griffin’s direction, Gabriel sent an impulse to the worker averting their attention away. Griffin saw sometimes it meant intervening another person to distract the individual whose attention was falling near him. It was subtle, too, not a glaring action. Griffin marveled at how easy it was for Gabriel to do.
“With this much access to human thought, why do you need me to talk to this prophet?” Griffin asked in thought.
“If I removed myself from you, I would just be another source of energy. And a visible source at that. Without you I'm cut off from the transmission. Imagine me as a radio signal, and each human is a radio, and you are my transceiver.”
“Ah. Makes sense,” Griffin thought. “Is there anything else to see here?” He had been nervous when they entered the city, but now he was bordering on paranoid.
“No, we've seen what we need to see. That man is leading a team of people looking for you. He has singled you out with a five others. They will begin to take great interest in you very soon. We need to approach to prophet soon. This evening.”
“Tonight?” Griffin thought about see the woman again, and a range of emotions popped up before he could control them or notice Gabriel's reaction.
"We are here to convey the messages of God, not ask her out for a date. You will need to control your fear of seeing her.” Gabriel thought sternly in Griffin's mind.
If Griffin could mentally wince he would have. He was embarrassed by his mix of emotion. Part of Griffin thought the woman was attractive. Part was unsure about the entire adventure. Being rejected by a common man-woman approach was crushing enough, but Griffin’s role as vessel unsettled him more than he had ever imagined. It was important to be accepted by the prophet in more than one dimension.
“Dress to impress her, then,” Gabriel remarked. He sounded like a father getting his son ready for a first date. “Do you have flowers?”
Griffin laughed in his mind. “I hate you.”
Gabriel navigated them through a crowd, making sure that no one noticed. Griffin rode Gabriel's actions ensuring he could move in the direction that would take him away from an onlooker's attention. The symbiotic action made the process simpler and more natural.
“Wait,” Griffin said. “You know where she will be in an hour?”
“Yes,” Gabriel said. “Going back to our conversation in your living room. Information comes to me when it is useful. Does that make sense to you?”
“Only when sharing head space, it does,” Griffin replied. “I’m going to need to get out of these clothes. Do we have enough time? Will she be there long enough for me to run home and change clothes?”
“We will be seen entering your home and leaving. Police are watching your neighborhood. Reporting on specific humans,” Gabriel said.
“How do you know that?” Griffin was shocked to learn that Gabriel could be aware of such activity and that he was under surveillance.
“They communicate via radio. Radio is an energy signal offered openly through the air.” Gabriel was being flat again in his responses.
“Okay, okay, enough. I'm just going to stop asking,” Griffin thought.
“It would be easier,” Gabriel thought back.
“Why do I feel like I'm in a mind meld with a Vulcan?”
“Come again?”
“Bingo.”



Third Contact
 
Itishree and Aruni were on their third hour of shopping. Having taken several laps around the local suburban mall, they had stopped at a chain burger joint. Itishree didn't react well to the food and asked for a slower approach or even going home. Aruni wasn't giving in so easily and decided to take Itishree to one of her favorite stores, IKEA. Aruni guaranteed Itishree there were more restrooms per floor in IKEA than any other store in the United States.
“And,” Aruni continued the sales pitch, “IKEA is an unique experience. You get to walk through these little rooms decorated and furnished perfectly. It is amazing!"
Itishree capitulated and later was glad she did. Once she topped the main entry’s stairway the little kid in Itishree came out, “I’m looking into a dozen beautiful rooms at the same time!” she squealed. They both squealed. Bounding from one room to another, Itishree and Aruni bounced from chair to couch, imagining living within each space.
Aruni admitted to Itishree when she was lonely or down she would often drive out to IKEA and walk the store at least once. Or, as many times as it would take to lift her spirit.
“One of these rooms always removed my suffering. I just had to find that room and sit in it for a few moments. Then, I felt better and could leave with a smile,” Aruni held onto her cousin’s arm. They sat in one of the large living room exhibits looking at the cardboard HDTV as if their favorite program was coming back from commercial.
“I like this IKEA,” Itishree blurted, and smiled. So many smiles today. So much to see and do. Itishree thought of the work she had put into being here and of her father who pushed her to do more, to be more. She stared beyond the furniture, beyond these walls. She was looking beyond the here or the now. A single tear rolled down Itishree's face. The saltiness reminded her of all those tears she shed after her father had passed. But she managed a smile, too.
“Uncle would be so very proud of you,” Aruni whispered. They leaned toward each other and shared the moment.
It was Aruni who broke the silence. She stood. “Now I need to pee. I'm going to cut over to the cafe and use the restroom.”
Itishree stood and started down the path, where lit arrows guided customers deeper into the store.
“I’ll be in the area,” Itishree assured Aruni. She made a circling motion with her index finger.
Aruni darted towards the stairwell. Itishree watched her go then turned to see what wonders lay before her. Itishree could see there were only four living room displays left before the children's area. She had no interest in seeing the children's area. Education, career, husband, family — those were her choices and the correct order in which they should arrive. Itishree comforted herself with those rules her father had given her. She walked up to the next display, a spartan white furnished room. She found it neat but imagined it for a young person who wanted more than a dorm room during college. It wasn't for a young professional like herself. Itishree took in the smaller items but really couldn't warm up to the display. She backed away and crossed the hall toward the large display on the left.
The exhibition was a warmer, darker setup with two large brown leather pieces, a contemporary couch and matching love seat. The room was just modern enough with the right amount of warmth for Itishree's taste. And as IKEA carefully crafted through their own special voodoo, Itishree imagined herself within this living space. She sat and liked the feel of the love seat. The height of the arm. The angle of the back. To her they were perfect.
 
Griffin saw her stride across the aisle, from the display adjacent to the one where he stood. She was beautiful. Five foot four, more or less. Darker skin, jet black hair. Indian. Thin. Graceful. Sleek. 
“She isn't a puma, Griffin,” Gabriel thought.
Griffin's skin was electric with anticipation.
“What do I say?” Griffin felt like a teenager. He had been waiting for this for hours. Hell, for days since seeing her in the late-night hallucination. But here in the real world she was magnificent.
Being able to read Griffin's thoughts, Gabriel almost whistled with alarm.
“You’d better leave this to me. In your current state she's going to think you're a stalker waiting to pounce on her,” Gabriel was becoming more concerned the closer Itishree became.
“Wait, 'stalker'? Where did you hear about stalker?” Griffin thought-muttered.
“Griffin, allow me to take control momentarily. I'm worried this first meeting isn't going to go as planned.”
“All right, all right. You drive.” Griffin gave in and felt Gabriel taking over his body. Gabriel turned Griffin to the right and took him another step deeper into the display. Griffin felt like a series of involuntary nerve firings were running through his body. At first the motion was a little jerky and robotic, but as Griffin was turned back around to face the aisle, the motion became more natural. Smoother. Griffin stood in the middle of the display, waiting.
“Do I do anything at all?”
“No”
“What are you going to say?”
“What must be said.”
“What if she walks on by?”
“She won’t.”
Gabriel could feel Griffin mentally inhale, ready for another question.
“Be still,” the Archangel thought firmly.
Griffin let the question go and struggled to find peace within the situation. He watched Itishree. She was taking the time to admire every item in the display. She touched the window treatments, looked at the light fixtures, sconces, coffee and end tables. He saw Itishree blow out a breath and watched her relax. Her emotional connection to this display was over. She made her way out of the small maze of furniture and diagonally crossed the isle. She wore a colorful silk scarf loosely tied around her neck and one shoulder. She had on a red cotton pullover and jeans that had faded to grey. Her hair was as Griffin remembered — jet black. Her eyes were a brown of earth, of leather, of making. Beautiful was too simple a word. She then looked over her shoulder. Griffin had no idea why. He could see no one behind her. She turned her head forward and walked up to the display. She saw him and said nothing. Their eyes met. Itishree’s mouth opened. He was emotionally lost in front of her. He could see she was trying to form a sound but couldn't. They were transfixed. And then everything changed.
They were back in the heavy forest standing next to the small river. Small darts of light passed around as the breeze moved the trees above them. Griffin felt his body move forward and his right hand extend. Glancing at his arm he could see the return of the exquisite inlaid robe. The clothes she was wearing in the store were replaced by the same robe as before. She was looking around with less fear on her features, than before.
“Be at peace. You are blessed before God. Stand and accept his grace and love,” Griffin felt himself say. She took his hand and smiled. Griffin melted. He became lost in her smile, her eyes, the feel of her hand, the sound of her voice. She was talking. Griffin focused and heard her say with heavily accented English, “Who are you?”
“Gabriel, Herald of God,” Griffin heard his voice say.
Her eyes widened, and Griffin could feel her pull back a little from their clasp.
“Don’t be afraid. God welcomes you to his graces,” Griffin said.
Again she smiled. Their eyes held each other for moments until she looked away searching around them.
“Where is the strange one?” she asked, her English becoming more familiar.
“I am giving you this moment,” Gabriel thought within Griffin's mind.
“Thank you,” Griffin whispered in his mind. Griffin broke free of Gabriel's control and looked around too. His eyes fell on her again, soaking her up as shadow and light danced around them. She caught him looking at her and lowered her eyes. Griffin's smiled broadened by degrees. He placed his left hand over hers.
“The man with the long arms and large eyes?” Griffin asked her.
“Yes, is he here?” she asked.
Griffin felt he couldn't stop himself from saying, “He is within me. We are one.”
“How?”
Griffin saw she wanted to ask many questions but stopped herself.
“My name is Itishree. What is yours?” Itishree asked instead.
She seemed to know there was a difference. Griffin let slip a questioning look. He wondered how she knew. “My name is Griffin,” he said. They were still holding hands. “Gabriel is here with me.” When he saw Itishree accept what he said he continued.
“You are a part of something important. Something wonderful,” Griffin said.
Itishree looked around again, “What is this place?”
Griffin didn't answer right away. He was playing her question over and over in his mind, enjoying her accent.
“This is a place Gabriel knows and enjoys. This is my third time here.” Griffin said. He let her hands go and facing the river. “The first time I arrived, there were children playing on the opposite bank.” Griffin gestured toward the small river. "I watched them play. Listened to their laughter. Enjoyed their smiles.”
Itishree stood next to him, facing the river. 
“Your time is over.” Gabriel crashed through his mind and took control of Griffin. He turned to face Itishree and said, “You are mankind's last salvation and God's messenger.” 
Griffin was momentarily blinded by a blue light that seemed to be between him and Itishree. He saw Itishree squint against the brilliance, too. The blue light cast moving shadows upon their faces as it moved from Griffin to Itishree. 
“Itishree!” Griffin heard another female voice shout nearby.
“What just happened, Gabriel?” Griffin offered the question out loud. Then, he turned only to thought. “I felt something move from us to Itishree. I can feel the total of you, of us, diminished.”
“She has been given a soul, a child, to gestate,” Gabriel thought. Griffin could feel him smile with accomplishment.
“You knocked her up?” Griffin said. Horror swirled with his thoughts.
 
Itishree turned to see her cousin striding to her, a concerned look across her face. She was back amongst the furniture. Itishree turned back to the display. The man, Griffin still stood there. Worry upon his face.
Aruni looked back and forth between her cousin and this strange person, this man. 
“Itishree, are you okay?” she asked in their native Hindi.
“Yes, I am fine. Don't be rude, speak English,” Itishree returned in Hindi before switching back to English. “This is my Griffin,” Itishree said to Aruni. She made a small, awkward gesture toward Griffin. “Griffin, this is my cousin, Aruni.”
Aruni mouthed the words “My Griffin” to Itishree. Her eyebrows crumpled then bounced upward. 
Griffin and Aruni exchanged equally awkward greetings and nods. Griffin couldn’t recall a more silent moment that followed.
“Itish, we are late and need to go,” Aruni said.
“Yes,” Itishree agreed and wanted away from the abnormality of what had just happened. She was warm, and at peace within the same breath. She looked into Griffin's eyes again. She could almost see the aura around him, could feel the warmth in him from across the display. Part of her didn't want to leave. Now that she was paying attention to herself, for a moment, her common sense told her to run. She felt strange, more alive, more complete than she ever felt before.
“It was nice meeting you, Griffin,” Itishree said. She reached out and took Griffin’s hand. She didn’t shake his hand. She held it for a moment. “I’m sorry we must go.”
Griffin didn't reply. He looked like a zombie seeing his first UFO.
The girls turned to go, Aruni lending a hand on Itishree's upper arm. Once out of earshot, Aruni looked back to ensure Griffin wasn't following them and that no other shoppers were going to drop from nowhere and introduce themselves. 
“Who was Gabriel?” Aruni sounded confused. “That Griffin man said the name Gabriel when I walked up.”
“It was nothing,” Itishree said, with a shrug. But it had been something. A huge piece of the puzzle she had been putting off since her flight from the day before had just fallen into place. Was this really happening, Itishree thought. And holy cow was she hungry now.
“Are we leaving now?” Itishree asked her cousin.
“Yes, we are getting out of here,” Aruni said, looking back over her shoulder a fourth time. “How is it I can't find a decent man in the eighteen months I have been in this country, and a good looking man introduces himself to you in forty eight hours?”
Itishree was glad her cousin had dropped her fear. She giggled and looked over to her cousin. “Don’t tell mom or Auntie Deepa, or I'll beat you like a criminal,” Itishree said to her cousin half-heartedly. They both knew if males were involved this early and the elder family females found out both mothers would be onshore and in their faces within seventy two hours. Neither wanted that.
“I would never do that to you or to me,” Aruni reassured her cousin. They both began to laugh as they exited the building's public entrance. 
But Itishree's laugh was subdued. Her mind swam in a torrent of emotion. She was very much afraid of these visions she was having. She was sharing a strange experience with this man, Griffin. Her fear went only as far as her own willingness to question her sanity. Itishree trusted Griffin. But she didn’t know why. Something was very wrong here. Itishree wasn't prepared for her mind wandering about on other planets. As Aruni and Itishree walked silently to her cousin's car, Itishree found herself ticking off the people she could speak with to gain insight on losing one's mind. After exhausting every name, a new panic kicked in. She was alone. She had traveled all this way to find a new life. A life she believed she had always wanted. And after crossing the border of America she had become bipolar? She had schizophrenia? Dementia? 
In the car, Itishree ran through several mental exercises: remembering her ancestors as far back as she could, square roots, the birthday dates of everyone she knew, the names of her best friends in high school and college. Everything was there. Her memory was sound. Her mind had discovered a new flaw of transporting her to other places, with the same cute man there to greet her. Itishree sat straighter. “Was I dreaming?” she asked herself. Itishree didn't know. 
Relaxing a little, Itishree looked around to take in more of her new home's surroundings. Aruni was driving like a conservative old lady, but had the music turned up so loud her side window vibrated. The cars in America were large, and the roads were amazingly organized. People actually followed the rules and obeyed each other's space. Itishree felt safe in a car here. Back home, traffic accidents were becoming a major concern. Itishree’s mind was rattling around like a rock in a barrel.
He was cute. And, more so in person. Itishree made a deliberate effort to look out the passenger window so not to reveal her smile.
“What are you thinking about?” her cousin asked. 
They both looked at each other briefly. Each having their own intentions.
“Nothing,” Itishree gave the obvious white lie.
“Tell your cousin,” Aruni demanded.
Itishree looked out through the car window and saw nothing. Her mind’s eye was blinding her. Itishree reined in her imagination and tried to sound focused. “What did you think of Griffin?” Itishree asked. She'd wished she could have pulled those words back from the air.



The Trail
 
It was early for a region director, Joe thought. He checked his watch for a second time. 8:04 a.m. local time. Joe sat in an small waiting area outside his regional head's office. The space was sparse, Joe noted. The alcove was created from the building's outer wall and the front wall of his manager's office. Two metal-framed armchairs were all that stood in the alcove. Joe wondered when Americans became so cheap. He recalled watching television programs as a younger man where waiting areas were lush and inhabited with overly made-up secretaries. A Butler's table rested against one wall, ornamented with contemporary decanters of exotic liquors. Joe imagined the liquor was for serious earth shaking conversations.
Arthur was beginning to run late on their meeting and Joe had a tight schedule today. He wanted his techs hopping by 9:00 a.m. Arthur's office door popped open. Arthur stuck his head out and waved for Joe to come in. Joe leaped from the horrible chair and walked briskly into the office.
“Very busy these days, Joe. Many hands to hold. Many ears to content. Please forgive the delay. Would you like some coffee? Breakfast pastry, perhaps?” Arthur gestured toward a side table that had a stainless steel carafe and half a dozen hand made pastries. No exotic liquors here. Examining the pastries, Joe noted they weren't from a box. Pittsburgh had many excellent local bakeries.
“No thank you, Arthur. I was up early and had a proper breakfast for once. No need to apologize. I'm sure your days are busy with our special visitor from the night before last.” Joe had a good deal of respect for Arthur, built over the years they’d worked together. Well, he worked for Arthur, Joe reminded himself. He had been a truly fair boss. Arthur always had his back when Joe went off on a hunch. But then, Joe's hunches were always correct. He allowed himself the mental back pat.
Arthur sat with authority and Joe did the same, picking the right hand guest chair across the desk from Arthur. 
“What have you found so far, Joe?” Arthur asked without further small talk.
“Sir, not much,” Joe said. “Captain Flashlight has left no detectable energy trace. No heat, radiation, spectral trail, nothing.”
“Captain Flashlight?” Arthur asked.
“A name one of my technicians came up yesterday. It’s catchy.” Joe replied offered a rare smile.
Arthur's reply was a blank look. Joe moved on to the report.
“We’ve canvassed the affected area and came up with two persons of interest, a Griffin DeLuca, and an Albert Schreiber,” Joe said.
“And of those two?” Arthur countered. 
“Griffin DeLuca seems likely involved or at least hiding something.” Joe said. “Albert seems shifty, but my gut tells me he's harmless.” They've been through this small waltz many times over the years Joe worked for DHS. There was no need to go into the detail of justification of his tactics. Joe was ending a preliminary phase and would become even more focused and serious once a target was singled out. But Joe saw Arthur was pleased. They both knew after 48 hours, Arthur’s expectations of Joe would be higher than a normal field agent.
“What are your next steps, Joe?” Arthur asked.
“Open surveillance, closer and extensive review of personal data, quiet interviews of co-workers and supervisors, the usual.”
Joe was winding up for permission.
“Have your requests on my desk today. I'll sign them,” Arthur said, skipping past the need to ask. “But Joe,” Arthur interjected the silence of Joe's sudden victory and held up a hand indicating a serious pause. From experience, Joe knew to hold his silence and give his full attention. “I want you to consider what you may have on your hands. You will have higher resources if you can reasonably justify the risk. From what you have seen and documented, we have a serious off-world threat, and you need to think outside the box on this one.” 
Arthur made that small nod to emphasize the gravity of the statement. Joe knew that nod. It meant, “Do as I say.”
“This is not just a manhunt,” Arthur continued. “This is a hostile entity that has killed two American pilots.”
“Thank you, sir,” Joe replied.
“On what expectations are you basing your investigation?” Arthur asked, allowing his chair to spin slightly.
“What do you mean, sir?”
“Is it your understanding the alien is hiding? Or, is the alien aware of something that we aren't? Maybe an abandoned mine shaft in the area? Is the alien causing sickness in the population?” Arthur was rambling off questions faster than Joe could respond.
“Sir, I have people monitoring the local hospitals and clinics. We've looked at ground surveys and there are no anomalies. I've had police triple their patrols with no results. I believe this entity is in one of these homes, or even within the local infrastructure itself. He seemed to be made of a concentrated energy.”
“You’re saying it could be in the power lines?” Arthur asked sitting up.
“I’m saying I don't know, but I'm using every tool I have at this moment. We're looking for an anomaly. Anything that seems to be slightly out of the norm.” Joe said.
“How did the clean up turn out?” Joe asked in deflection.
Arthur tilted his head forward a smidgen and squinted his left eye. Joe read this as Arthur was annoyed at his deflection.
“Everything is cleaned up. We recovered both bodies. The story held and people should be going back into downtown in the morning,” Arthur replied. “Three buildings were damaged by debris, but that couldn't be helped. Each owner has ample insurance. Should be no skin off our teeth.” 
Joe glanced down at his watch. 8:31 am. If he left soon he could make it to his techs before 9:00.
“Go, get after it!” Arthur chuckled, 
“Thanks, boss.” Joe shot up and made the door in two strides. “I’ll keep you posted of any developments.” Joe closed the door respectfully and was down the hall before another thought entered his mind.
 
Arthur feared Joe was making this case business as usual. It was far from usual. Worry crept into Arthur’s mind. What additional support could Arthur supply that could possibly counter a truly unknown alien presence? Arthur sat for several minutes mentally reviewing the arsenal of departments, weapons, internal secret services that he could request to assist Joe. Arthur looked up contacts for heads or leads of departments within Homeland's massive internal intranet. He then compiled a short list to give to his assistant. On the list were two internal and official armed reaction squads local to Western Pennsylvania. A local Army commander was on the list but this was not public information due to the violation of the constitution. Arthur included the local S.W.A.T. commander for lighter engagements, of course. After he thought in larger terms, Arthur added to the list the nearby Air Force squadron leaders. Arthur had reservation with allowing a field agent access to the Air Force. Arthur crossed the Air Force from the list. That request, Arthur decided, would need to go through him. More items made the list but were taken off as soon as written. Arthur knew Joe had knowledge of these lower response groups and agency resources.
Satisfied with the list, Arthur marched it out to his assistant and had her source the information and send it along to Joe Diclaro's internal email.
Returning to his office Arthur pulled up his calendar and skimmed his appointments. He had important phone calls to make due to Captain Flashlight. 



Unexpected
 
It was nice to have some time alone, Itishree thought. She had not had a moment alone since coming to America and landing in her cousin's apartment. After dropping her off, her cousin Aruni and her “man” had ventured downtown for amusement with friends. Now that the emergency was over, downtown businesses promoted special engagements, events, or parties to drag the surrounding masses. People of Pittsburgh were treating downtown like a long lost beloved relative freshly remembered and adored. Even the swank hotels were having nightly specials, Aruni had informed her. With a wink and a laugh Aruni had instructed Itishree how to get a taxi ride home in case she decided to stay. Riding in a taxi in America was safe compared to the asphalt jungles of Pune's streets. Aruni's time away from India had softened her memories of how harsh getting around Pune had become.
Cafe Delhi was nearly empty. Itishree asked Aruni for the best Indian restaurant in their area and she had quickly recommended this establishment. But after a few questions, Itishree had discovered Aruni had only been here once just after arriving in America. Sheepishly Aruni had admitted to diving into the local culture. Itishree noticed it was beginning to show on her cousin's hips and thighs. Refocusing her attention back to the menu, Itishree found herself half knowing the food. She could tell from the pictures the main dishes were only a little removed from the traditional lineage; however, the English descriptions were rather obtuse. Not helping her ability to focus was the young waitress fluttering around like a butterfly to Itishree's flower. The young girl had to be a daughter of the restaurant's owner. Itishree was beginning to feel guilty asking for more time, yet again. 
 
Griffin sat in his car in a parking lot across the corner from Cafe Delhi. It was just beginning to darken outside beyond dusk. The street lights and parking lot lights twinkled on together. The parking lot centered between several plazas just off a minor highway. Few cars were in the lot.
“Amazing what the locals will do with churches, huh?” Griffin asked Gabriel.
“I will not comment on the particular sanctity of personal property, Griffin,” Gabriel returned in a deeper whisper.
“That’s not exactly what I was asking.”
“Yes it was,” Gabriel said. “There are many questions you have about my kind or the origins of my kind. You're too afraid to ask or feel it would be uncomfortable of me to answer.”
“Well, Gabriel, Your Archangelness, I don't want to be damned to hell or have my body turned to a pillar of salt.”
“First, there is no hell,” Gabriel said. “Second, I wasn't the Archangel who turned Edith into a pillar of salt.”
“Wait, there's no hell?” Griffin asked. “Who was Edith?”
“Lot’s wife, Edith,” Gabriel answered. “And no, there is no hell. Hell is a creation of mankind. When a soul has done negative deeds, those deeds are weighed against their positive deeds. Then in turn the divine equation creates a period of time where that soul will wait in purgatory.” Gabriel couldn't help but be direct on the facts of Heaven. Being on Earth, conscious, and cognizant, Gabriel could now recall all of the vessels he had led and needed to be aware that Griffin wasn't one of them. He was just new to being a vessel. 
“Which is worse? Mankind's invention of Hell or Purgatory?” Griffin asked.
“Purgatory,” Gabriel answered without thinking. “Imagine that sleeplessness you feel lying in bed struggling to control your mind. Hour after hour passes with your mind racing around keeping you from sleep.”
“Yeah, I know those nights very well,” Griffin said.
“Now imagine one hundred and fifty years in that state. No outside stimulus. No sleep. Only darkness and only your own mind to torment you,” Gabriel said. “You should get moving.”
Gabriel transferred information to Griffin indicating Itishree's state. The information, a combination of visual, emotional, statistical, and instructional data, was far more intuitive and helpful than any other form of data Griffin had come across. He thought briefly on how to take advantage of this for some future gain.
“If there is a future,” Gabriel said.
Griffin slid out of his car and walked through the parking lot to the restaurant. Struggling to concentrate on his task, new insight into Purgatory, and the gravity of his responsibility, Griffin focused as he walked. He had hoped for a structure with actual windows instead of glass-block crosses. He couldn’t see into the building from outside. Griffin would have no idea where Itishree would be sitting. Searching for her inside with few patrons would give her a moment to spot him first and react. 
“Just go slow and be thorough,” Griffin told himself. 
“Turn right around this corner before crossing this street,” Gabriel interjected his thoughts.
“Uhm, okay. Why?”
“I have something to do while you speak to the Prophet Itishree,” Gabriel said. The Archangel’s confidence was as solid as Griffin's was insubstantial.
Griffin rounded the corner and kept walking down
“You’re leaving me to talk to Itishree alone?” Griffin asked. His security began to unravel.
“Be yourself, and make her comfortable. You're all she needs right now.”
“How long will you be gone?” Griffin asked.
“Not long.” Griffin felt the energy shift from around him. Pale blue points of white danced away from Griffin. The street was filled with energy. Gabriel's mass zipped straight up into the sky without forming into a coherent shape. He was gone instantly. Griffin brought his eyes back down to street level and refocused on his task. This was important, he reminded himself. Griffin was outside the restaurant now. He turned back towards the parking lot and realized there had been no reply to any of his current thoughts. His mind was his again. Alone in its own fish bowl. Strangely this allowed Griffin to recover a small level of confidence. He entered the restaurant, where the smells of curry and distant culture welcomed him.
Griffin stopped just inside the door and scanned left to right. He took his time to comprehend what he was seeing. He didn't want to overlook Itishree right away if she were in sight. Griffin didn’t want to be seen as a stalker. Griffin blushed with guilt and with trepidation stepped forward into the restaurant. 
He stepped into a small lounge at the front of the restaurant. Two decorative partitions separated the lounge from the seating areas. A hostess podium stood in front of the left partition. The podium was empty. Griffin noticed the walls of the waiting area ended at the standard eight feet but the space above continued on, giving away that this had once been a church. However, the interior design did not allow light above the new interior walls. The ceiling was simply lost in darkness, giving the illusion it wasn't there. 
Griffin walked into the seating area and saw Itishree seated alone at a table to his left. Few tables separated her from him. He was thankful she was looking at the menu and not on the door. “Be bold.” Griffin thought to himself.
 
Thomas Palocsik had been called on to surveil a single male suspect and file a report, each night, into Homeland’s database. It was the big break he had been waiting for his whole life. The years of college, incurred mountain of educational debt, referrals, strings his father had pulled at the precinct had paid off. He had called his father and told him he was getting his first assignment and the two had met up in Sharp Edge for a celebratory beer. He was on his way. His dad had clapped him on his back and told him how much he loved him. He also told a few strangers, at the bar, how proud he was of his boy. Tom remembered blushing over and over.
He had followed the suspect for several miles after a hushed bulletin had been put out for the suspect’s car. A series of passes in patrol cars had found the suspect and given DHS enough information for Tom to intercept the sedan. He had lost the suspect once but after a bout of panicked acceleration had nearly passed the suspect on I376 before falling back inline four cars behind and to the left. It had been simple to lazily tail the suspect from there. Tom thought this job wasn’t so difficult. And he imagined how long before he would be investigating crimes for DHS. Tom smiled at the thought of going after terrorist threats to God and country. His dad would be proud, indeed.
He watched the suspect, one Griffin DeLuca, enter a plaza parking lot. Tom backed around a far brick building and waited. He thought it odd that the suspect didn’t get out of the car right away and Tom made a note of this on his scratch pad. DHS hadn’t issued him a tablet yet and he would have to make due with old fashioned paper and pen. Several minutes passed and Mr. DeLuca got out of his car and walked diagonally across the center lot. Tom pulled his car, lights out, around the building and into the street on the eastern edge of the lot. To his immediate right was a similar brick wall. He imagined a small plaza of shops that faced the adjacent street. There was no traffic on these side streets so Tom decided to loiter in the street and pulled his car against the curb on his right.
The suspect disappeared as he turned right around the corner of the long brick building. Odd, Tom thought. Mr. DeLuca must have taken a picture with a smart phone because Tom swore he saw a camera flash reflect off the restaurant directly ahead of him. And then, the suspect stepped into his sight again and entered the restaurant. Tom looked down again at his pad and wrote, ‘Entered restaurant…’ and checked his watch. Writing down the time, Tom waited.
 
Griffin slid into the chair opposite Itishree. His chair's wooden legs scraped quietly against the ancient wooden floor. Griffin saw his motion caught Itishree's attention. She gazed above the menu like a child peers over a fence. His smile didn't catch her off guard. She smiled back. But, narrowed her eyes cocking her head slightly to her left. Then she dropped the menu.
She was more magnificent than ever. Her long black hair was pulled back and piled on top with a barrel claw clip. She wore a light green dress. The dress was adorned with fine embroidery of leaves and vines. Her skin was the color of honey at dusk. Her smile was electric, warm, and inviting. Griffin could feel the hair on his arms and head stand on end. 
“How did you know I was here?” Itishree asked with expanding warmth.
“Our mutual friend,” Griffin replied. His own smile faded a little. Those three words had brought the mood back to somber. “Gabriel.”
“The Gabriel, Archangel Gabriel?” Itishree asked. Itishree let go of the menu and discarded it on the table.
Griffin said nothing. For a moment his words were gone, crushed by her loveliness. He swam in her eyes. He imagined his fingers running through her hair and around the back of her head. His eyes darted down to her lips and back up to her eyes. Her neck was sleek. Her skin flawless.
Itishree smiled. Griffin blushed for a moment. He knew she’d caught him drinking her in.
He looked down at the table and back up at Itishree, refocusing his mind. 
“Itishree.” He cleared his throat. “May I call you Itishree?”
“It’s all you know of me, Griffin, so yes.” She smiled and nodded.
“Itishree,” He said again. The waitress appeared out of nowhere and stood next to their table. Griffin stopped and looked slightly up at the young woman.
 
A brilliant flash of light filled the alley. An enormous thunder crack followed. Tom’s ears rang. The bolt rocked Tom’s unmarked patrol car. Now, Tom sensing the presence of another in the seat next to him, turned to see a glowing pale blue shape. The figure placed a hand upon Tom's right shoulder and looked at him with wide sad eyes. Tom saw compassion in those eyes, and eternity. He lost control of his muscles. Tom could not stop the alien form. He could not breathe. Darkness collapsed his vision. His body slumped to his left. There was another light. Above, ahead, Tom couldn't tell. Then it was around him, surrounding him.
 
From just outside a boom sounded. Griffin imagined it was from a freak lightning strike. Glass jingled in the restaurant. The other patrons made sounds of alarm. The waitress looked around for a moment. Her mother came out of the kitchen and checked the dining room. After being satisfied no harm had come to the guests she went back into the kitchen. The waitress turned as if nothing had happened.
“Sir, may I bring you something to drink?” the waitress asked. She was also Indian and appeared too young to hold a job at all. Obviously the establishment was family owned. This pleased Griffin.
“Iced tea, please,” Griffin said, looking at the young lady and expecting her to dissolve as fast as she had appeared.
The girl spun away from them and headed for the kitchen.
“Itishree, this has been an extraordinary week for me. I’m damned if I know even how to begin to explain what has happened.” Griffin looked at Itishree. He filtered and re-filtered his thoughts trying to put voice to his mind. Itishree saved him.
“Start at the beginning, Griffin,” she said. “We have the evening.” That brought out a broad smile from Griffin.
Griffin spent the next twenty minutes explaining what had happened over the last six days, with as much detail as he could recall. He left out sharing his mind with Gabriel though. He didn't feel this was knowledge he could give up for now. What Gabriel could do with or without Griffin could frighten Itishree, and he didn’t want that. When Gabriel was with him, he could feel the need to make this work. It was an obsession. It was what Archangels do, and it was becoming as much a part of Griffin as Gabriel.
Their food arrived and they spent the next five minutes in silence eating. Griffin paused and looked at Itishree. She put down her fork, and pushed her plate aside.
“I was in an airport terminal in Philadelphia,” Itishree said. Philadelphia came out as Filly-del-fee-ah, carefully accentuating each syllable. Griffin cracked another smile. He was glad to stop talking and listen. Her accent was mesmerizing. She smiled back in a sneer sort of way. Itishree recalled her waking dreams, as she called them. Griffin knitted the shared experiences together for her. When she paused, it was clear they had shared the last two encounters.
Griffin leaned back in the chair and thought. He had instantaneous anxiety of a bank robber about to slip on a dark mask and recheck his weapon. There was an ominous dark presence to where they were in time. He was afraid. Griffin knew he couldn't escape his immediate destiny. He knew Itishree felt exactly the same.
“When we saw Gabriel in IKEA…it was threw you” Itishree paused, unable to finish the question. The question seemed too mundane. "When we shared that hallucination, waking dream, out-of-body experience, whatever that was.” She looked at Griffin intently. Her eyes were huge. “Gabriel said to me, you said to me, at least I understood it as Gabriel. The voice was different somehow. He said to me, ‘You are mankind's last salvation and God's messenger.’ What does this mean? Who am I to the Archangel Gabriel? Who am I to you?"
And there it was. Direct and to the point. Griffin could think of no way around it. No way to change the subject. No way to avoid this conversation. The air was heavy now. Time slowed. Griffin remembered something his mother had said to him since he was a little boy, “Griffin, it's never as bad as it seems.” The only positive conclusion Griffin could conjure was better to tell her through his mind and not Gabriel's. He stole a shallow breath.
"You are Muhammad. You are Jesus. You are Moses,” Griffin said.
Itishree began to shudder. A little at first, but it only took moments to overcome her. She looked down at her lap and began to cry silently. Griffin imagined this is how strong women cry. Quietly. To themselves. Alone. But Itishree wasn't alone. She wasn't going to be alone. 
“God has determined mankind is ready for the last instruction,” Griffin said quietly. He looked left and right to ensure no one else was near. Watching her cry was like ripping off his fingernails. “You will deliver this message to all of us.” He tried to soften the blows as best he could. He was failing. Itishree sobbed. Griffin wanted to run away. His feet began to dance under the table. He was embarrassed, angry, and morose. Griffin got up from his chair and settled into one adjacent to Itishree. 
He leaned forward and spoke quietly. “Itishree, this is all I know. I know this is important. I know this is real. What I've seen, and what I've experienced these last few days has been terrifying and venerable. I know so much. I've seen behind the veil of religious dogma. I've witnessed the majesty of interaction on a scale of which I was never aware.”
She looked up at him for a moment. The sobbing had stopped. Griffin pulled more napkins out of the table dispenser. Looking across the table he saw an older woman and the younger waitress standing together. Both gave Griffin the same un-approving, scornful frown. He handed Itishree the napkins.
“I’m afraid, Itishree. If you don't carry this message, I'm afraid of what Gabriel will do. I'm afraid for us all.” He was close enough to Itishree to smell her hair. “Gabriel is very powerful, on a cosmic scale.” He added. “He is the Archangel Gabriel.”
Griffin stopped there. He didn't know what else to say. He was never good at breaking up with girls. He was a mess at his parents’ funerals. He didn't have the experience to deliver such news.
Dabbing and blowing, Itishree composed herself as best she could. She folded napkin after napkin in her lap. Itishree’s eyes darted between her lap and Griffin. Her look froze on him and she blinked a few times. “I’ve only just arrived in this country. Two days I have been in Pittsburgh.” Griffin noted her accent with sweetness. “This day I have looked to for many years. My father, my mother, my family have been through so much to get me here. I promised my father…” She trailed off, concentrating on the pain of her father's memory.
“What did you promise your father?” Griffin asked in a whisper.
She looked up at him again. They were so close Griffin could smell her salty tears. 
“I promised my father I would become something special. That I would slough off the societal pressure of my ancestors and be more than I imagined.” She dared a small smile after that. Griffin didn't know if the smile came from memories of her father or realizing she was fulfilling her promise.
“I’ll be there with you every day.” Griffin kissed her softly, twice. Then he withdrew. Itishree stole another kiss from Griffin making sure what just happened was real. She tasted her lips not wanting the moment to end.
“How long will this take?” Itishree asked.
“How long will what take?”
“Delivering the word of…” She stopped realizing the gravity of her role. Her lips crumpled inward and another tear formed. “My life as I planned it is over?” It came out as a question.
Griffin could only answer with what he knew. And everything he knew was grave. 
“Itishree, if we don't take up these roles, the world as we know it will end. I've seen it. When Gabriel came to me, we spoke for a long time. Mankind cannot continue like it is today. We are enslaved by debt. A few are close to owning and running the entire planet. Corporations are causing wars. Water has become a commodity. There is no privacy. We have turned inward when we must look outside of our environment. We cannot stay on this planet.” Griffin knew he was rambling.
“How will this work?” Itishree asked. 
The young waitress came and removed their plates.
“We don't have to get into that now,” Griffin replied. He had said too much for Itishree to comprehend, he feared. 
They exchanged cell numbers. Griffin got up to leave and asked if he could walk Itishree to her car.
“I’ll call a taxi. My cousin dropped me off here on her way downtown,” Itishree said, looking up at Griffin.
“I’ll take you home.” Griffin extended his hand. 
She took it and stood.
Griffin paid the bill directly at the waitress station and included a modest gratuity. She smiled and thanked him with a toothy grin.
Itishree and Griffin were halfway across the parking lot headed toward his parked car when Griffin stopped. Itishree stopped next to him with an inquisitive look. 
“Don’t freak out,” Griffin said. He could feel Gabriel’s presence nearby, waiting to rejoin his host. 
Thousands of small blue stars begin to form all around them. Quickly the stars began to collapse towards her and Griffin. She grabbed his arm with both hands and drew near Griffin.
“Gabriel?” she asked.
“Yes, he is rejoining me,” Griffin replied. “He’ll have something to say once he arrives.”
The sphere of small points of light fell upon him with a rush. Itishree looked at Griffin. Her mouth gaped. For a moment Griffin's hair stood on his head and he was back lit with pale blue light. It faded as quickly as it had arrived. Gabriel was back inside him. Rejoined.
He could feel Itishree's grasp let go. He turned and caught her. 
Minutes later she awoke in Griffin's car. The windows were down and Itishree noticed the forgotten taste of Indian food in her mouth. The effect made her immediately nauseous. Grabbing a full inhale of the evening's air from the window, she tried to cap the oncoming sick within her. She was going to fail and she knew it. Itishree clawed and found the car door latch and had time to wretch on the street and not in Griffin's car. She wretched again. And again. The fourth time all she could do was dry heave into air. She was spent. And, realizing where she was, deeply embarrassed.
She looked up and over to her left to see Griffin smiling a guilty grin. He popped open the glove box and handed her a few paper napkins and she took them while sitting up and closing the car door. The taste in her mouth now was as bad as she could ever remember. Griffin slammed the glove box closed.
Itishree blew out a sigh, away from Griffin of course, feeling better now that her dinner was on the asphalt. “I’ve blubbered like a little girl, lost my dinner onto the street, and I’m not half way through my first date,” she smiled and she wiped her mouth again. 
“I’m completely smitten,” Griffin said with his best stupid grin. He was quick with a stick of gum which Itishree took with expressed glee.
“I’m very sorry about that,” Itishree said motioning towards the door. Griffin's reply was to start the car and put it into gear to move away from the scene. 
“Where to, my lady,” he said looking back on Itishree who was chewing the gum with earnest. They both laughed. She gave him a general area where she was sharing an apartment with her cousin.
"No, really. I'm sorry. I don't know what came over me?" Itishree said making it a half question.
Just as quickly as she had exploded with emotion, Itishree stopped, and fell silent. Griffin allowed the silence to roll into minutes, and then miles. He knew Itishree was thinking heavily. Probably sulking.
Inside Griffin's mind he could feel Gabriel's indifference to the mental suffering of Itishree. And Gabriel could feel his smothering guilt. Tears began to form in Griffin's eyes too. He drove on asking for directions within the painful silence. Gabriel was silent as well, not replying to Griffin's internal scorn.
Eventually, through Itishree's silence she said, “Turn right at the next corner then it's the second building on the right,” adding a careful hand gesture.



Our Decision
 
Griffin pulled to the curb and shut off his car. More moments passed. Itishree was in no hurry to leave the car and Griffin, no hurry to have her leave. Metallic clicks and clanks denoted the car cooling. Despite the mountainous tension between them, they held onto one another's presence. Gabriel, inside Griffin, stopped observing and began to reach out for their emotions. Fear, love, kindness, anxiety, apprehension, and uncertainty were mixed together within them both. It was time for Gabriel to intervene. 
“Itishree,” Gabriel began. “God needs your help.”
Itishree looked at Griffin. Her face was moist and red from grief.
“Are you Griffin or Gabriel?” she asked. Her words croaked from her throat.
“Gabriel.”
“I’m afraid,” Itishree replied. “I have no experience.”
"Neither did Mary," Gabriel said with Griffin's voice. "Remember your mother's love and be who God has chosen."
Itishree said nothing. But she thought, ‘Why did he say “Mary”?’ Her gaze returned to the car's floor and into oblivion. Griffin reached out and took Itishree's hand in his. She turned to look at him.
“Griffin now,” he said placing his other hand on his chest in a gesture if Itishree had forgotten his name.
She nodded.
“We have both been chosen because of who we are,” Griffin said. “From my bond with Gabriel, I was chosen because of my openness to religion. You because you're kind and know only love. Your parents and family loved you unconditionally and you return your love unconditionally. And, you are also open to…” Griffin stumbled to continue.
“To this.” Itishree completed Griffin's thought with a gesture towards him.
“Yeah,” Gabriel answered.
“How will we survive? How will I know what to say? What to do? Where will we live? How will we live?” Itishree asked.
Griffin was comfortable resigning these questions of the future to Gabriel. He wanted to hear the answers himself. Since their adventure had begun, many conversations he had had with Gabriel were based on the present, what they were doing at the moment. Not since he had found Gabriel in his living room did Griffin have time to ask questions to secure himself in the future.
“Our financial situation is secure. Funds have been set aside. You and Griffin will live and travel all over this planet, writing, teaching, and learning,” Gabriel said.
Griffin noticed Itishree held his hand through the exchange with Gabriel but had lessened her grip. Her thumb no longer stroked the back of his hand. Griffin liked the caress. He also remembered Gabriel was aware of his every thought, and that the Archangel was not commenting on his growing emotional bond with Itishree. He was thankful for Gabriel's discretion. 
“And who will be my partner in all of this adventure?” Griffin heard Itishree say.
There it was. Itishree was direct and Griffin liked that about her. He could sense Gabriel's reluctance to correct Itishree with a surreal and possibly metaphysical answer. Both he and Griffin knew the importance of the child she was carrying. Griffin realized that Itishree knew and had accepted this too.
“I will be.” Griffin heard himself say. Then he reviewed what he heard and, with surprise, knew that he had said it. Had meant it. His shoulders relaxed and he blew out a warm sigh. Itishree was gripping his hand tight now. Sweat beginning to form between their flesh.
Itishree smiled at last. “Thank you,” she said to Griffin. To Gabriel she said, “All right Mr. Angel, I accept my fate.”
“We leave in forty eight hours,” Gabriel said with Griffin's voice, shocking Griffin and Itishree.
“Should I tell her about the gift you gave her back in IKEA?” Griffin thought to Gabriel.
“No!” was all Gabriel replied.
 
Joe Diclaro ran his hand over the roof of Tom Palocsik's patrol car. There, right of center, the paint had bubbled. In the darkness of the poorly lit street, Joe couldn't make out detail of the small bubbles. The paint didn't feel right. Paint bubbles should not feel so dense, so sturdy. Joe tried to force down the bubbled surface with a thumb, but found he couldn't. After closer inspection Joe guessed the roof's mix of steel had bubbled, not the paint. Similar to a rust bubble but without the potato-chip feel beneath. But Joe knew the agency didn't allow rust to live in open sight. The car would be called in and body work done right away. Joe bent down and examined the ceiling fabric panel. It was unscathed. Strange Joe thought. Very strange.
Joe spun slowly and took in the surrounding area. The street where Tom’s car was parked, opened up on a semi-dark parking lot. Few vehicles. Closed shops. He saw his now dead agent being placed into the coroner's van. “Fuck,” Joe murmured. He hadn’t know Tom Palocsik. But, he had been one of DHS’s agents. Albeit, a new agent.
“What is it that I don't know?” Joe asked himself. “What am I missing?” he said aloud. Taking a flashlight from his car he began a slow and careful inspection of the parking lot. Then, starting with a circle around the fallen agent's car, he worked outward. With his other hand he pulled out his cell phone and called back to their operations room.
“Bryce,” answered the voice on the other end. Joe had made Bryce one of the two duty officers. A slightly elevated position over the other techs.
“Bryce, Joe, I need all of the camera footage between Broad Street and Mary Street north of Main in Carnegie. Makes sure you get coverage of both main parking lots.” Bryce repeated Joe's request to ensure his notes were correct.
“Did you find Tom?” Bryce asked. 
“Yeah, dead,” came Joe's bland response. He looked around and walked away from the scene and out into the middle of the closest parking lot and away from non-authorized ears.
“Something entered his vehicle from above,” Joe added. “I want everyone sourcing camera footage from earlier tonight. Start before dusk and search forward from there. Hell, wake everyone up, whatever it takes.”
Sharp “Yes sir’s” were shooting from Bryce as fast as Joe gave orders.
“And you tell the kids this death steps everything up ten notches.” An uncomfortable pause followed. Joe thought over what to call Tom's death. But decided not to add the term, ‘murder’. 
“Make sure our group goes out in pairs from now on,” Joe added. He turned back toward the unmarked car and the other local officers. “I can't afford one of you ending up like Tom. And Bryce, have one of the kids find out when Tom was supposed to report in during the night. That may give us a clue.”
“No sir, yes sir,” came over Joe's cell before he ended the call. 
Joe did notice a possible clue from the parking lot. There were a few dry parking slots in the lot. This may indicate where cars were parked the evening before or during the night that had left. Joe hurriedly withdrew a notepad from his car and began making scribbles, making a rough outline of the parking lots. Next he indicated which parking spots were dry. Joe made a mental note to inquire on the dew point from the evening. Tom's killer had used one of these dry parking spots tonight.
“Bastard,” Joe muttered.
Then he remembered someone else he had to call. His supervisor, Director Graves was going to shit a Buddha over the death of an agent in an active investigation. His investigation. “Piss,” Joe said.
His cell read ten thirty eight pm. Best get it over with, Joe thought. Before the old man is sound asleep.
“Yes?” Arthur answered.
“Boss, this is Joe,” Joe replied. He was already regretting this call.
“Shit Joe, what happened?” He and Arthur had a close working relationship and the experience to know each other's actions.
“A shop owner found our newest agent dead in his DHD car. Tom Palocsik.” Joe said quietly. "No sign of trauma. No Blood. No sign of a fight.”
“Captain Flashlight?” Director Graves asked, hoping Joe would prove his hunch wrong.
“Most likely sir,” Director Graves cringed when Joe said, “Seems an unusual something penetrated the roof of the car. No sign of burns, catalyst, or strain on the ceiling.”
“Joe, recall our conversation earlier? Where I gave you permission to call in other assets?” Arthur Graves asked in a supervisory tone.
“Yes sir” Joe said.
“Decide which reaction to employ and do so. I don't want anymore of our people killed. And Joe, I expect a report on my desk when I arrive in the morning.”
“Of course Art.”
“Everyone else okay?” Arthur asked.
“Yes, sir. My techies are safe,” Joe said, almost sheepishly. He disliked losing people on the job. Joe would feel responsible for weeks.
“Good night Joe.” Arthur ended the call.
Joe winced and went back to his search pattern. Before his eyes hit the ground Joe entered his passcode back into his smart phone. Satisfying the additional passcode for agency interoffice email, Joe found the message from his supervisor and made a decision to add more security to his investigation. There would be no questioning him. Arthur all but said it.



The Countdown
 
There was a strangeness to waking up each morning and finding his mind and thoughts to himself. Griffin would enjoy a small window of his past life before Gabriel would return to share his body and his mind. Since Gabriel and he had made this adventure agreement, Gabriel would slip away, while Griffin slept, to do or go where ever, what ever Archangels do. Often, Griffin could recall a dream would shift from strict structure to the more familiar bizarreness of his usual dreams. When he woke, trying to trace the dream and the shift down, was often futile as each slipped away as dreams do. In his heart though, Griffin knew they were related.
Gabriel was kind enough to wait until breakfast before remerging with him. At least all of the more personal routines were his alone. Griffin would be mortified if he had to carry on a conversation with a divine being while washing his junk. 
Griffin, dressed for the day in jeans, a comfortable Tee shirt and sneakers, sat down for his simple breakfast - coffee, three boiled egg whites, and blackberries. He enjoyed his breakfast with singular conversation inside his mind. Today's plan was simple. Gain funds from some source, Gabriel felt overly confident, buy train tickets (to where Griffin did not know), buy clothes, and a few supplies. He touched the list written in a notepad next to him on the table. Should be a simple day. Griffin shrugged thinking of Itishree. There were no plans to see her today but he would contrive to fit it in. Gabriel would allow him some measure of happy time. At least he got her phone number from last night's dinner.
“Did you sleep well?” came Gabriel's familiar deep tuneful voice.
Griffin glanced up to see Gabriel is ghost-like semi transparent form, sitting across the table. His face devoid of expression.
How long had he been there? Griffin asked in his mind. Again Griffin remembered Gabriel could read and communicate with his mind, within a uncertain proximity.
Griffin chose to speak aloud. “Well, thank you Gabriel. And you?”
“I don't sleep.” Gabriel thought to both of them. Griffin noticed harmonized notes under the surface of Gabriel's thought speech. Had those always been there?
“I was given many attributes as an Archangel. As are all angels. These attributes would be considered beautiful by terrestrial standards. Human or not.” Gabriel said unprompted. 
“I’ve been expecting an exalted display of wings with a melody of cherubs trumpeting in the background. Are those displays real or folklore?” Griffin asked. 
There was a pause.
Griffin added, “With respect - the form you appear in front of me now is by your design? A higher design? I know you can also appear in blue light sparkles.” He made a gesture toward Gabriel's ghostly presence. “And there is this spectral form. Are the reference paintings of angels, wings and all, real? I mean - do you use that form? Do other angels? Or is it…” Griffin wanted to use the word 'bullshit', but caught it before he said it.
“Shit,” Griffin thought in his mind. Thinking a word is as good as saying the word to Gabriel. Griffin would never get used to this form of communication.
Gabriel saved Griffin from further self humiliation. “The Angelic form humans associate is a true form we use across all universes. However, it is used to awe, to strike fear, and sometimes intimidate. Mostly to gain attention.” Gabriel was thinking in that omni-directional sound his ears were unable to discern direction. Was Gabriel trying to find a better sound presentation or adapting to something Griffin could not sense?
“That would gather a lot of attention in modern times,” Griffin said looking back at his task list, “Wait! Universes, plural?”
“Best to concentrate on today's tasks. They are important and our time is scheduled and short.” Gabriel toned again.
Griffin didn't know if he would get used to the multitude of combinations of sound generation and lack of or non-use of mouth movement, and-or thought-speak. He rose and placed his dishes in the dishwasher. He paused returning to the table, looking at his list. Gabriel continued to sit shimmering and translucent opposite Griffin.
“Is there a priority or order to these tasks, Gabriel?” Griffin asked.
“Money, transportation tickets, supplies for the trip. In that order.” Gabriel spoke omni-directionally.
Griffin double checked his tasks in his mind. He was ready to leave.
“Let’s go, Captain Sparkle Pants,” Griffin thought to Gabriel.
Gabriel blinked out and Griffin felt re-energized. Omnipotence rang through him like a welcomed current.
“Griffin, the need to physically cloak our work has passed.” 
“That doesn't sound good. What does that mean?”
“Here forward, you life is about to become interesting,” Gabriel said. The mix of under tonal chimes was clear this time.
“Is it time for me to say goodbye to all of this?” Griffin’s small gesture to his home was muted by his oncoming fear.
“Don’t be afraid, Griffin,” Gabriel said. “Nothing will happen to you or Itishree. I am with you, and God is with us.”
Griffin didn't reply as he made his way to the garage. His thoughts were on Itishree.
“Wait! Universes?”



The Coroner
 
Joe brought Bob and Melissa with him to the coroner's office. Together they consumed all of the spare seating in the small room. Since exchanging morning pleasantries, none had said a word during the wait for the coroner. Bob and Melissa had arrived in a separate agency vehicle. Joe had brought his own car. They were here together because of Joe's new policy of sticking together. Bob and Melissa were with Joe due only to his new awareness safety policy. Joe would also use the policy to observe each of his eight technicians in pairs. Joe wasn't about to be caught off guard again. Especially with the lives of those assets working under him.
Melissa was one of Joe's favorites. Not because she was an attractive female. Melissa had green eyes that were always thinking. Joe could see beyond the perfect posture, white teeth, and minimal makeup. Melissa had a sharp mind and the ability to focus her thought. Her pale complexion and marginally managed shoulder length brown hair gave Joe the impression she was in life for the long haul. No overexposure to sunlight, hair products, or harsh makeup. Melissa thought three-sixty, thinking on all aspects and contacts of life. Joe approved.
Bob, though, wasn't as deep. His dress was less than thought threw. The slacks, shirt, and jacket all matched of course. But there was no tie and his shoes lent themselves to the possibility of running instead of detective work. Maybe Joe was thinking too harshly of Bob in the presence of Melissa? Bob's frame was larger than his and Bob carried more muscle. Bob could be more prone to action than thinking?
“Bob, where are the rest of the technicians today and what are their assignments?” Joe asked. The question seemed like thunder in the absolute quiet of the office. Joe looked at Melissa to gauge her response. Upon Joe's gaze she straightened even more, popping her eyebrows up a notch and turning her head toward Bob.
“Chris and Louis,” Bob began. Joe making the mental note of 'Turd Twins’. “Are in the operations room coordinating the visual surveillance of the subject of interest. Mark is parked on all of the subject's financial activities waiting for transactions. Jason is searching all agency databases for more information on the subject. Perry is in the field accompanying the tale and reporting back to Chris and Louis,” Turd Twins rang in Joe's mind again. “And we are here waiting for the coroner to give us a report on what killed agent Thomas Palocsik.”
“Thank you Bob, I needed the mental reinforcement,” Joe said. He looked at Melissa again. She seemed ready for her test. Joe would have to think of something with more bite and consequence. 
Joe gave Bob's reply high marks. Maybe Bob would make a good agent after all. His wit coupled with his rugged good looks may serve him in the future. Joe's thought train was derailed when the door suddenly opened and a man with a stained lab coat entered. He made out the word 'County Coroner' below his name badge. Joe made introductions all around before the coroner had time to position himself behind his desk. Still standing Joe tore into the meat of the day.
“What killed our man, Coroner?” Joe asked rather pointedly.
The coroner peered above his glasses as he sat, flinging his lab coat tales from underneath him.
“Heart Failure,” replied the coroner. “Simple heart failure.”
“How does that happen to a twenty six year old male?” Joe asked still standing.
“It doesn’t,” said the coroner. Joe had forgotten his name already. 
“Tom’s car had signs of residual scarring on the roof, akin to a lightning strike,” Joe began but the coroner's head shaking brought Joe's sentence to a halt.
“The victim had no signs of electrical trauma. Lightning strikes have a distinctive effect on the human body. Very clear indicators. The victim's heart just stopped. His organ's and brain showed signs of oxygen loss, similar to a drowning victim. However, it seemed his organs, heart, and brain stopped at the same time. The victim didn't want his body any longer.” The coroner stated.
That last bit creeped everyone out, even Joe Diclaro. Melissa made a face like she bit into a sour orange. Bob's rugged features crumpled in on themselves. 
“What will be on the official report, doc?” Joe asked. He stepping aside from his unoccupied chair.
“Massive simultaneous organ failure of unknown origin,” the coroner recited evenly.
“Thank you, doc,” Joe said. He turned, opening the door. 
Bob and Melissa gave the coroner respectful nods as they left the office. Following Joe to the parking lot, neither spoke. The somber mood was universal. As they reached their parked cars, Joe's cell rang a sharp klaxon tone. It was the operations room. Everyone stopped. Bob and Melissa two paces away from Joe. Bob removed hands from his pockets.
“Yes?” Joe asked producing his keys with the other hand.
“We have a very strange financial transaction from our P.O.I.,” replied Bryce referring to DeLuca as the Person Of Interest. 
“How strange?”
“Very. As in withdrawal from an account within the Vatican, and without an end point,” replied Bryce.
“You’re telling me you can't pinpoint an account the transaction was sent?” Joe asked a little bewildered.
“No boss,” Bryce explained, “I can't. And there is more.”
Joe looked at Bob and Melissa and barked, “We’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Can you pull any camera data from the P.O.I.'s end?”
“We’ll have it for you when you arrive,” Bryce said.
“Is the tale in place?”
“Yes, Perry has been checking in every thirty minutes as ordered,” Bryce chirped back.
“Good.” Joe ended the call.
“Back to the nest kids,” Joe said.



Electronic Voice
 
At the corner of ninth and Liberty Avenue, Griffin stood in front of Citizen Bank’s sidewalk ATM machine. The sidewalks and streets were busy for having been beyond the nine am work milestone. He'd had to wait for two others to conclude their transactions and a seemingly homeless person have a long conversation with the machine. As he waited, Griffin looked down both directions of Liberty Avenue and around the corner of ninth street. He first noticed the dark green sedan as it passed the first time. It had re-appeared just before it parked east of where he waited for the ATM. Now Griffin found himself face to face with the machine wondering what to do next. The green sedan remained against the shoulder oblivious to traffic. Two men were visible through the windshield. The two stared unwaveringly at Griffin.
Gabriel's voice sprang to life in his mind, "Use your debit card."
"We're not going to get very far on my checking account," Griffin thought to him and Gabriel.
"Balances will not matter," replied Gabriel. A few harmonics played beneath his thoughts.
Griffin had his debit card out and swiped it into the machine. When the machine asked for a P.I.N. code Griffin began to plunk in his normal code. Gabriel stopped him.
In Griffin's mind's eye he saw a long sequence of digits and began punching them in. The machine seemed to consider the code. A few moments later another blank field opened and Gabriel gave Griffin another set of numbers. Again the machine chewed on the data. Another moment and the machine prompted for a withdrawal amount. Griffin balked at the number Gabriel gave him but did as instructed. Two breaths later the machine began spitting out bills in varying denominations of twenties, fifties, and hundred dollar notes. Each time the machine stuck out a half inch stack of notes, Griffin could hear the machine counting more. Soon, Griffin had to begin stuffing cash in another pocket of his jeans. Then, another pocket.
"You could have told me to bring a paper sack," Griffin complained.
Gabriel said nothing in reply. And then the machine gave Griffin it's last stack.
"Eight thousand dollars? We're going to need eight thousand dollars?" Griffin asked looking around to see who was going to mug them first.
"Train station is next," Gabriel thought.
For a moment Griffin couldn't recall where the train station was located. Then it came to him as if he'd been there many times. Griffin guessed Gabriel had placed or exposed the location and images for Griffin to access. He spun and began walking in the direction of the underground station.
As soon as he seemed to be crossing ninth street the green sedan leapt from the curb and drove past. Griffin gawked like a tourist and saw the man in the passenger seat was young. Late twenties. The driver kept his eye on Griffin the entire pass while the younger man avoided eye contact.
"Federal agents from your nation's local office," Gabriel thought to them both. His tone unconcerned.
"We're being followed?" Griffin asked Gabriel.
"Again, yes," Gabriel mentally replied.
He turned to see the green sedan was far down Liberty having a difficult time trying to execute a U turn. The sedan had slowed considerably without being encumbered by traffic light or traffic.
Griffin picked up his pace heading east down Liberty Avenue. He needed to get off the street for ten minutes while the sedan circled the block trying to find him. It didn't take long for the opportunity to present itself. On his side of the street City Cafe was open and not crowded. Griffin stepped inside and ordered a almond milk latte. Griffin's favorite morning splurge.
With coffee mug in hand Griffin found a table just outside the effect of sunlight trying to bleed off the narrow street through the cafe windows. You would have to be standing on the street and look directly at Griffin to pick him out of the shadow. Driving by, it would be impossible.
When Griffin saw the green car drive by Gabriel extended his will and attached himself to the driver's mind. Griffin could witness Gabriel confuse the driver into thinking he was two blocks north of the street he had last saw Griffin. He walked to the cafe windows as the car passed by and saw it turn south and speed away.
"Continue to the train station," Gabriel commanded.
“How else can you influence the human mind?” He asked the Archangel. “That trick was slick.”
“You will understand through experience, not through lecture,” Gabriel said.
Griffin took three quick slurps of his delicious latte, dreading to throw so much of it away. Instead Griffin asked for a 'to go' cup and transferred the drink. They were out the door before Gabriel had a chance to complain. Griffin imaged Gabriel was enjoying the latte too. 
Two blocks later Griffin crossed Liberty at Grant and walked up the pedestrian walk across the station parking lot. Like most AmTrak major stations, the Pittsburgh terminal was not grand. A large ornamental sand colored building set a top the ugly chipped concrete columns and plain walls. The station appeared to be out of the 1980’s and was out of place among the more modern glass and steel towers. There was a small queue of people purchasing train tickets. Griffin fell into line. His pants pockets bulging from hard currency.
"So, where are we going and why the train?" He asked within his mind. 
Gabriel seemed to make a musical chuckle sound in his head. 
"I've never been on a train," Gabriel replied.
"You're kidding? We’re going on a train because you want us to?” Griffin asked.
“No. Regardless this is our path. Purchase two tickets for New York City, Penn Station.” Gabriel thought to Griffin.
“I’ve never been to New York,” Griffin said matter-of-factly.
The Archangel didn't reply but Griffin could sense a level of excitement. Like a child but to a lessened degree. Still the excitement was there.
Trying not to dwell on Gabriel's giddiness Griffin did a few slow spins acting like he was expecting another person to join him in line. He scrutinized the general public within the station. His paranoia working overtime. 
“No one in this building is looking for us, Griffin.” Gabriel chimed into his mind. “And, I'm not giddy.”
Griffin smiled. So did Gabriel. 
“Giddy like a ten year old boy on Christmas morning,” Griffin thought, clearly making light of Gabriel's barely reigned in excitement.
The line cleared. Griffin had never purchased train tickets before today and the process took a few awkward questions to the clerk. Gabriel mirrored the answers inside his mind adding to the short term confusion.
Two tickets on the 30 Capitol Limited in their own Superliner Roomette, Four hundred eighteen dollars.
Griffin was careful not to land a pile of cash on the clerk's counter. He counted out bills from the cuff of his jean pocket before giving the bills to the clerk.
“Identification please,” the clerk asked taking the cash. A smallish older woman now presenting the look of 'You're an Idiot' on her face.
Griffin hesitated reaching for his drivers license in his wallet. He gave the clerk a confused look stalling for time.
“Do I give her my drivers license?” Griffin asked Gabriel in his mind.
“Yes,” was all Gabriel replied.
The delay prompted the clerk to ask for identification again, although louder in volume in case Griffin was hard of hearing or more stupid than she already imagined.
Griffin apologized, presenting his drivers license from his wallet.
She took the license with a quick, “Thank you,” and began typing his information into her computer terminal. Griffin slumped from feeling he was doing something fundamentally wrong in the 'trying to avoid the man' category. He took a small draw of his latte.
Griffin began to scan the station again for dark suites and even darker glasses. Since the station was small and well lit, the gesture was little more than a look over his shoulder.
“Here you are,” the clerk said handing Griffin his license and laying the tickets on the counter. She began to review the information on the tickets to confirm Griffin knew what he just purchased. Obviously, this gentlemen was slow, Griffin imaged she thought.
Gabriel made a sound in their heads. Somewhere between a grunt and a sigh.
“Two tickets on the Thirty Capitol Limited. One Superliner Roomette. Train leaves five twenty am Thursday morning, day after tomorrow, and arrives Penn Station at one ten in the afternoon,” she rambled expertly. “Do you have any questions Mr. Clark?” she asked.
“Mr. Clark?” Griffin thought to himself, almost saying it out loud.
“No darling,” Griffin smiled his reply, “you’ve met all my needs.”



Convinced
 
Joe looked at the screen as Bryce explained. 
“When the P.O.I.'s debit card was scanned in the ATM it triggered an alert we setup with the cooperation of the local banks. The bank's technicians were able to give me the end point's six octave IP address of the card's initial request and a trace route of the IP traffic from the bank datacenter to the end point,” Bryce noted.
“And?” Joe asked certain there was more.
“That’s where this all got strange,” Bryce pointed at the screen. “The ATM machine didn't pass the request through the datacenter. The transaction went straight from the ATM machine to the end point. The bank's technicians were able to get a trace route from the machine but it closed almost immediately.”
“Closed?” Joe continued not understanding.
Bryce continued explaining, “Their technicians could not repeat the trace completely. The end point fell off the trace. Like it shut down. Again their technicians repeated the trace route and the subsequent new end point IP address fell off. The entire route was self deteriorating. It's brilliant.”
Joe looked up at Bryce starting to understand.
“But how do you know the ATM machine was answered by an account in Rome?” Joe asked, trying to get to the bottom.
“I was live on the phone with the bank when this was taking place, just before the ATM transaction ended,” Bryce was working himself up describing the chain of events. “Their tech gave me the endpoint IP and I could ping it from here for a second and I ran my own trace route. But, it collapsed before I could reach the end point. The last IP hop address I got was in Rome, Italy. Specifically, the Vatican.”
“Did you pull the camera data from the ATM?” Joe asked. He was hoping to confirm it was this Griffin DeLuca his team had profiled.
“Yes, we have it loaded,” Bryce said looking over to Mark. Mark tapped out a short command and the black and white video came up with sound. They all watched Griffin DeLuca from the waist up. He was wearing a T shirt and jeans though what color they had little idea. The back ground noise included people talking and the occasional vehicle but all heard Griffin tap out three sets of numbers.
“Any chance we can get video of the keypad?” Joe asked.
“Illegal since the NSA reform act of two thousand sixteen,” Bryce reminded Joe. “We can't collect a person's ATM codes.”
Joe only grunted as he made a hand gesture for Mark to restart the video.
A few moments passed as the video played through again.
“I counted thirty two digits,” Joe said looking at Bryce.
“Same as I counted,” Bryce added.
“And we don't know if he was entering in his address? Renting a movie? Hacking the Pentagon?” Joe asked.
“The ATM gave him eight thousand dollars,” Bryce said to Joe directly.
Joe just gawked at Bryce.
“Eight thousand dollars,” Bryce repeated. “Defeating every monetary protocol and law written since ATM machines were first introduced.”
“Do we know where Mr. DeLuca is now?” Joe asked looking around the operations room looking for the Turd Twins.
It was Louis who said, “Perry reported twenty minutes ago they lost him on the street. They've been unable to find him since."
It was Bryce who broke in, “Sir, we have more.”
Bryce pointed at Chris and said, “Show him.” Turning back to Joe, Bryce said, “We searched all of the video feeds from around the area where Tom Palocsik was killed. The duty roster indicated Palocsik was to tale DeLuca.”
A video came up on a large monitor on an opposite table. The feed was from a security camera mounted high observing the parking lot southwest of the scene. A sedan pulled up into a parking spot within the lot.
Bryce walked over to the monitor and pointed to a spot along the top of the video with a pen.
“Watch here,” Bryce said, as he pulled the pen away from the monitor.
Tom Palocsik's blue agency sedan pulled up and parked next to a building just shy of the parking lot the camera overlooked.
Joe walked closer to the monitor.
Griffin stepped out of the first car and walked left toward something unseen.
Tom was clearly visible watching Griffin DeLuca stroll across the lot.
Bryce pointed at the screen again with his pen and said, “DeLuca.”
Bryce made a twirling motion with his pen at Chris and the video began to fast forward. In the monitor dusk fell away to darkness. Cars came and went. Street lights came on. The video stopped its fast forward pace and played at the normal speed. A white hot line appeared on the video rendering the feed blanched white for three seconds before the lens adjusted and the bolt burn cleared from the camera.
In the seat next to Tom appear a large pale blue light. As the residual burn of the bolt melted away the pale blue light focused into a human form. Although Tom's sedan was seventy plus yards from the camera, on the opposite corner of the parking lot, the figure was recognizable to Joe.
Tom's body slumped over against the driver's glass.
“Piss and vinegar,” Joe said aloud. “I want Mr. DeLuca brought in for questioning.” Joe thought for a moment then changed his mind. “Wait. Activate his cell phone beacon. I want him found and when we find him I want to talk to him on the street.”
Joe got up and walked across the operations room for his office. Moments later he came back with a sheet of paper.
“He’s the court order Bryce. See that it's done,” Joe said.
Bryce took the order and read it carefully. It was legit. Bryce eyed Chris and slid the paper over to him. Chris took it and spun around to his computer. 
Joe gave each member of his team a serious glance. then headed back to his office saying, “Let me know when you've located Mr. DeLuca.”



Rails
 
Griffin left the train station and headed back into downtown, walking west. He had a strong desire to call Itishree. Strong. In his mind he felt Gabriel agree and vague questions began to form. Both were curious how Itishree was taking this dramatic change in her life. Has she truly resigned herself to going? Would being pregnate change her life? Griffin couldn't tell who had thought of which question. Him or Gabriel. By now, at certain moments, Griffin was finding the separation difficult. He wanted to call Itishree. But, he needed to get off the street with his pockets ridiculously stuffed with currency.
When he had managed the car out of the parking garage and had exited onto sixth street, he inserted his headset and called Itishree. She answered on the third ring.
“Hello, this is Itishree,” she answered. Her accent pleasing him to no end. It was like bird song. Each sentence a new melody.
“Hi, it's me, Griffin,” he said unable to stop the smile that came over him.
“Hey Griffin,” Itishree sang, as women sing salutations. However, Griffin could hear the smile in her voice too.
“How are you holding up?” Griffin asked.
“I’m okay,” Itishree said.
“No you're not. You've flown halfway around the world to have your life floored by an Archangel, and told you're the next prophet of God. This is an aberration. You have my permission to wig out,” Griffin said.
“I have imagined the last few days have been a dream. I'm going to wake up any moment, and get dressed for my new job,” Itishree said soberly. “And then I recall how my life has come to this moment, this day, this reality, and I embrace my fate.”
And awkward pause came between them. Griffin didn't know how to answer such courage. Itishree was taking all of this far better than he.
“My father would be proud of me,” she said. “But I haven't called my mother. She is going to kill me.”
Griffin mentally asked Gabriel in his mind if there is anything he could do to lessen the worry of Itishree's relatives in India.
Gabriel's reply was a short, “Yes.” And then Griffin could feel Gabriel mute himself. Then he realized the conversation he was having with Itishree was more important than him simply missing her. It was part of the journey.
“Yes,” Gabriel whispered in his head. But this time there was no melody.
“I am proud of you too. You're amazing,” Griffin said. His emotion welling inside of him.
Gabriel made note of Griffin's powerful response.
“Can we spend the day together?” Griffin asked.
“I would like that very much,” Itishree replied. Again the smile could be heard in her inflection.
“Let’s go shopping!” Griffin said a little too excitedly.
“I enjoy shopping. What is the occasion?” Itishree asked.
“Our journey begins Thursday morning. We'll need supplies. Traveling clothes. I'll need luggage,” Griffin rambled.
“Thursday,” was all Itishree could muster.
“I’ll be at your place in twenty minutes,” Griffin announced.
“I’ll need twice that time you evil man.”
Griffin laughed. Itishree laughed.
“I’ll see you soon,” Griffin said.
"Go with God," Itishree said and ended the call.
The way she said 'Go with God' gave him chills. He could feel a confirmation from Gabriel. And then a calm came over Griffin. Gabriel suffused a certainty. Together they had reached a milestone. Itishree and Griffin believed.
Goosebumps rolled across his skin.
“Thank you,” Gabriel said in their mind. His mental voice rich with comforting tones. “In the days to come there is much to teach you and Itishree before she gives the first words of our Lord.”
Griffin didn't reply. Gabriel could deliver such comments, at any time, that would shake him. He subdued his fear and drove. Remembering Itishree needed more time, he exited and topped off the gas tank taking his time. 
Pulling from the station Griffin asked, “Will we be in danger in New York?”
“Yes, there will be much danger from here until this world changes forever,” Gabriel toned in his mind.
Griffin's thoughts were of Itishree.
“I will be with you and Itishree. God is with us and we dwell within God,” Gabriel added.
Griffin didn't know what to make of the last statement, '..dwell within God'. It puzzled him. He could feel Gabriel giving the puzzlement some consideration but wasn't speaking up.
Driving, Griffin's mind chased at several thoughts at once. He tried to prioritize his thoughts into what he wanted to know and what he needed to know. And, then by order. Within a few breaths he was losing the order of his thoughts. The frustration was beginning to sour him. They both noticed.
“Be at peace Griffin. You and Itishree will be protected. As I dwell within you, together we dwell within God,” Gabriel said in his mind.
He gave some thought to Gabriel's edited statement. “Is there meaning here? Are you explaining the previous statement?” Griffin asked to them both.
“Griffin, be with Itishree today,” Gabriel added. “To love is to be in the moment with another. Focus there. Learn to live within the shared moments between you and Itishree. She is more important than we. She is the foundation of what time remains for humanity. You are the vessel. She is the voice.”
They drove for several minutes without a shared thought or word. Griffin churning over Gabriel's words. Gabriel monitoring the acceptance of those words.
He pulled the car up to the curb in front of the apartment and waited. Itishree came out of the apartment with a smile. The kind of smile that blanks out suns. He was instantly transported to a happier place. From within a warmth flowed over him. Griffin felt he would melt. He knew part of this sensation was from him and partly from Gabriel. 
“How long will I have with Itishree?” Griffin asked watching Itishree cross the lawn.
Gabriel said in his mind, “You will be with them both until the end.”
“Both?” Griffin asked.
He had to ward against shaking his teeth out from that statement. Itishree was at the car and he was running around to open the door for her.
“There are a few of us left,” Griffin said to Itishree as she waited. Her smile threatened to blind Griffin.
“I like it,” Itishree said getting into Griffin's rental.
He had taken to renting cars once he knew he, or they, were being followed. 
“Shopping?” Griffin asked.
“A girl always loves to shop,” Itishree replied.
Griffin dropped the car into gear and sped away.



Identities
 
Joe was furious and even more convinced Mr. DeLuca was his prime suspect. Suspect of what Joe couldn't decide. Did DHS have a category for assisting alien life? Would this life form be considered an alien? Foreign to United States sovereignty? He would have to give his department head, Arthur Graves, a call and ask for his assistance. One does not run into these circumstances everyday. Best to be cautious and thorough.
It was now afternoon and Mr. DeLuca had not been located. Seems his listed cell phone had not been used for several days. The car, registered to Mr. DeLuca, had sat in the suspect’s driveway for as many days. Which could only mean Mr. DeLuca was on to them. He was somehow aware he was being watched. Or, was under the instructions to hide his involvement and therefore, movements since the arrival of “Captain Flashlight.”
Both were grave conclusions. Mr. DeLuca, and “Captain Flashlight” were up to no good. Meaning, they were a threat to national security. Joe made another mental note, then a physical note, to notify his department head of latest during their morning briefing. Arthur would be just as excited as he and would give Joe that missing item he usually over looked. For these reasons Joe enjoyed his working relationship with his boss. They complemented each other. Joe the eyes and ears. Arthur the ever thinking mind.
Bryce came to the office door and rapped quietly on the frame. The door was open. Joe never closed his door. It was his real 'open door' policy. What he said to one he could say to all of his team, or it wasn't worth saying.
“Boss, we have something,” Bryce said bringing a notepad to a reading position.
“Seems Mr. DeLuca picked up another phone the day he stopped using his normal cell. We had track from that day forward and check the video feeds of every phone provider outlet for ten miles in every direction,” Bryce said.
“Curious is that we watched the feed and the phone registered at the moment of activation was in the name of a George Flickman.” Bryce looked at Joe for a moment. A look of concern crumpled his face.
“Using the same process, and from the parking lot footage we know he is using car rentals. We caught him at Avis down on Stanwick Street. But, again, the activated rental time coded to the video feed was for a …” Bryce was saying and Joe cut in.
“George Flickman?” Joe asked.
“No,” Bryce answered. “A Theodore Brenston.”
“So,” Joe exhaled, “Mr. DeLuca has obtained multiple identities?”
“But the funny thing is,” Bryce said looking up from his notepad, “Every ID he's used comes up valid. In this day and age, a spoofed ID will raise many flags. You just can't make up people. Every person is real, seemingly.”
“Seemingly?” Joe asked.
“Seemingly,” Bryce replied. “Each raises no flags and each has multiple duplications.”
“Meaning?” Joe asked.
“Meaning, there are six George Flickman's. Four alive. Two recently deceased. Nine Theodore Brenston's. All alive. All with established histories and activities, both Theodore and George,” Bryce said.
“Mr. DeLuca is, apparently, a master identification thief in a time of that being a near impossibility,” Joe said, adding, “Have you beacon'd his new cell?”
“Chris is doing that now. We should have his location in,” Bryce checked his watch, “ten - fifteen minutes.”
“I want a team of four, in suites,” Joe said as he stood and reached for his jacket. “I want to confront this fucker where ever we find him.”
Bryce gave a sharp, “Yes sir, I'll call in the request,” and left Joe's door way.
Joe pushed out behind him and went for the door.
 
Griffin and Itishree shopped with a seriousness each never imagined. After Griffin explained that it would be best if they didn't go back to their residences before leaving, Itishree became fierce in her need to replace the few comforts she brought from India. His mind wandered in Itishree's presence. Gabriel would prod Griffin now and again, but Griffin put the solemnity aside and tried to enjoy the day. When he would see Itishree purchase an item he needed to cover the same purpose, Griffin become more involved in his own purchases. Itishree would giggle. He would smile.
Griffin didn't press their growing relationship. He had little experience with Indian women. Well, okay, no experience. He also realized he had little experience with women or relationships. He resigned to caution. And, when that failed, he just relaxed and became himself. After all they were preordained to occupy each other's time for years to come. Could he get fired from such a role? Would Itishree grow tired of him? Could they become closer? Again, Griffin had to talk himself into relaxing. Gabriel didn't answer his lesser questions throughout the day. And, for that, Griffin was grateful. He knew the thoughts racing threw their minds were driven from ego and bordered childish. But, his feelings for Itishree were strong. And Itishree seemed to genuinely enjoy his company.
They shopped for two solid hours in and around a mall outside the far reaches of western Pittsburgh. After what Griffin had witnessed the day before, he was staying clear of downtown.
They walked back to the car and deposited a few more bags into the car's trunk. Griffin opened the door for Itishree again which earned a short laugh from Itishree.
“If you would let me open and close my own door, we may be able to contain this shopping experience to a single day,” she said.
Griffin smiled and asked, “Are you sure? I enjoy it.”
“Yes, please Griffin. I can open my own door,” Itishree said and leaned over towards him.
Griffin leaned to meet her. They kissed. A small sweet exchange. 
Itishree opened her eyes and said, “I already know all you're trying to convey.”
She withdrew and squared herself back into her seat.
“Oh you do?” Griffin more stated than asked.
“Yes,” she said looking at him. Her eyes narrowed and she presented a look of mischief.
Griffin had enough experience to know what that look meant. He drank in her sultry expression and began to allow himself a reaction when Gabriel made a disproving tone in their minds.
“We’ll talk about this later,” Griffin thought to their minds.
Gabriel made no response.
They drove to the sprawling retail complex on the opposite side of the highway. Griffin mentioned there was a sporting goods store where they could pick up comfortable and durable shoes. Parking the car, Griffin asked Itishree if she was hungry and checked his watch and saw the it was nearly lunch time.
“No, I'm too excited and involved to be hungry yet,” she purred in a heavy accent letting her purposeful English slip away.
“I love your accent,” Griffin said getting out of the car.
She stood smiling and said, “I love your eyes.”
They entered the sporting goods mega store and headed to the back where Griffin knew they displayed the shoes. They walked through display after display of synthetic clothing with outrageous colors. Tall brand banners covered the walls on either side, proclaiming their superiority over the other brands. Itishree walked closer to Griffin and took his hand. They bisected the remaining isles holding onto each other. Neither spoke. Griffin felt he would melt. Itishree seemed at peace. They glided through the store without acknowledging the connection between them. They were within each other. Floating in each other's aura.
Once they hit the shoes they formulated a plan. Bring back their collection to a single bench and try on the shoes. 
“See you soon,” Itishree said smiling.
“This bench,” Griffin pointed with his chin as he turned toward the men's shoe section.
Itishree headed in the opposite direction. 
Griffin preferred cross trainers and low purpose hiking shoes. Within a few minutes he had two styles of each piled on the bench. Itishree had dropped two boxes, he saw. One looked like a cross between a sneaker and sandals. The other pair was a medium purpose shoe, similar to a cross trainer. Did women have cross trainers? Griffin wondered.
Griffin saw Itishree round an end cap in the women's running shoe isle and they exchanged glances and smiles. She slide down the nearer isle. Griffin turned to his left thinking of searching a modified sandal for himself. As his gaze passed over the main isle of the store, he saw a man he recognized. He had dark features, dark sunglasses, and was wearing a suit. It was his head shape and suit that Griffin recalled. He stood frozen between shoe displays trying to remember where he had first seen this character.
The suited man was searching intently for something in the store. His actions were not that of a shopper looking for the hottest driver or camouflage gear. This guy was out of place. Hell, he would be out of place almost anywhere. Griffin swore.
He darted down the nearest isle toward the back wall, and then left into the women's section of the shoe department. Two rows over he found Itishree looking into boxes.
“Help me find a size eight?” she asked.
“Stay back here until I return,” Griffin ordered Itishree. “We have company in the store. I think someone is looking for me.”
“Really?”
“Yes really,” He walked by Itishree towards the front of the store.
Itishree followed Griffin to the end of the isle and strained to look over the displays and the store floor.
Griffin stopped at the displays beyond the row and scanned the clothing racks for the suited man. From his far left, he emerged from the Golf equipment kiosk. He continued to wear a hunter expression.
Griffin walked away from Itishree and headed down an isle that would bisect the man's route. He didn't take his eyes off the man. They both headed toward an intersection point, Griffin headed back to front of the sporting mega store, and the suited man heading right to left. 
The suited man saw Griffin and fixed his head position. Griffin continued toward the store front, never taking his eyes off the stranger. The man mouthed a couple of words and before Griffin's walk crossed into the women's sports bar displays, four more suited men with sunglasses and bulging torso's entered the sporting store. They were trapped.
Griffin stopped his approach and looked from the original man to the four. They advanced on him. Griffin began to take a step backwards when the first suited man waved to the others. They halted their advance but never took their gaze off of Griffin. The original man came within two clothing racks and stopped. For two breaths no one moved.
“Griffin DeLuca,” the man said, “I am field supervisor Joseph Diclaro of Homeland Security. I have a few questions for you.”
Gabriel thought to Griffin, “I am with you. Be not afraid.”
“I am not afraid,” Griffin thought to their minds, “I am pissed off.”
“Mr. DeLuca, why have you purchased a new cell phone with created identification?” the field agent said.
Griffin said nothing. He continued to look from Joe to the other four agents. Those four were beginning to spread out, left and right. Griffin's nerves were about to lift off.
“Mr. Deluca, you've been renting cars. Each time using a different created identity,” agent Joe said.
Joe began to take small steps toward Griffin now. His expression becoming more serious. More grim.
Griffin could feel Gabriel beginning to take over his body. His flesh began to goose step and his hair prickled from the front of his head to the back. Joe, the agent, was now on the other side of a circular rack, over stuffed with women's work out tops. It was a riot of color. 
“Mr. DeLuca, are you aware a Homeland Security agent was killed in close proximity to you two evenings ago?” Joe asked.
“Oh?” Griffin thought over to Gabriel.
Gabriel didn't respond to Griffin. Griffin looked into Joe's eyes. It was easy, being four feet away. Then, Gabriel took over Griffin with a rush. The words came out as a growling whisper. 
“I am not here to answer your questions, Mr. Diclaro. It is only through the mercy of my host you will awaken,” Gabriel said through Griffin.
Griffin didn't recognize his own voice at first. He fought to turn his head to see who was speaking and realized he couldn't and it was him doing the threatening.
“Excuse me?” Joe asked squinting his eyes against Griffin's hostile defiance.
There was a blinding crackle of light followed by the bitter smell of ozone. Griffin blinked his eyes several times but the micro-bolts remained etched into his vision. More blinks and a couple steps backward revealed Griffin had control of his body. He looked down at his own body to see where he’d been injured. What had the agent used on him. Griffin looked back up at the agent to find Joseph Diclaro frozen in place. Looking from Joe Diclaro to the other four agents, Griffin saw they were in a similar state - frozen in place. Each had their eyes closed, presumably flinching against the oncoming micro-bolts. And then it dawned on Griffin what must have taken place. Gabriel.
“How long before they recover?” Griffin asked.
“Minutes to less than an hour,” Gabriel responded, giving no indication to the vagueness.
“They will recover?” Griffin asked.
“Yes,” was all Gabriel added.
Griffin turned for Itishree and found her a few paces away holding five shoe boxes and both their traveling bags slung over her shoulders. She was dwarfed by her burden.
“What were you about to do?” asked Griffin.
“Buying these shoes. I like these and I assumed you liked yours,” Itishree said grinning.
Griffin looked back at the unmoving Joe Diclaro and government thugs and back at Itishree.
“Okay, let's buy them. But, be quick,” Griffin said taking most of the boxes from Itishree.
Griffin noticed there were no other affected people in the store and most customers had yet to notice the five frozen humans. Itishree and Griffin hurried through the checkout and after Griffin checked the parking lot, made their escape.
Itishree asked in the car, “Who were those men?”
“Homeland Security agents.”
“Did Mr. Angelpants kill them?” Itishree asked.
“No. No, Gabriel must have been reading my thoughts before he took over and zapped them. I was thinking of how I could get out of that jam without answering his questions and not killing them,” Griffin said.
He was checking his mirrors often to see if they were being followed. They weren't. Or, at least as well as Griffin knew. He didn't have training for such work.
Griffin continued, “And then, there was a magnificent spark. Did you see it?”
“Yes, how could I miss it?” Itishree asked. “It lit up the entire women's active wear department.”
“I need to turn in this car and rent another,” Griffin said to no one. “Then we'll duck into someplace for a bite. I'm starving.”
Itishree nodded and grinned sliding on a new pair of sneakers. Cross trainers.
“Oh those are nice,” Griffin peened.
 
Forty two minutes later, Joe Diclaro and his four better dressed escorts pulled their weapons in unison. Unfortunately, Joe's weapon was drawn square in the face of his supervisor, Director Arthur Graves. Only years of repetitive training kept Joe from discharging his weapon in Arthur's face.
The other agents weren't as composed. All four of their handguns were drawn and cocked before anyone could blink. Joe could hear the agents twirl about looking for Mr. DeLuca and judge their immediate situation. No rounds were fired. Thank God. One moment he was about to threaten one Griffin DeLuca, and the next his boss was standing in front of him.
“Wait, there was a flash. A strange flash,” Joe said in the direction of his guard unit.
They nodded, wiping away the flash burns from their vision. Then, Joe noticed it too, and blinked his eyes rapidly and rubbing them after putting away his firearm. 
“Tell me what happened,” Arthur said finally. 
Joe spun around taking in the environment. The store was empty. All of the overhead lights had been shut off. He could see uniformed officers outside the entrance. Joe leaned against the nearest clothing rack and dropped his head to his hands.
“How long have I been standing here?” Joe asked to the floor.



Grace and Mercy
 
Griffin hurried to replace his cell with yet another from the third carrier in as many days. He chuckled as the kiosk clerk repeated his name as 'Sherman McDoogle'. Obviously Gabriel was growing a sense of humor. However, his passenger said nothing. He removed the battery and drove to another carrier's retail store and dropped the phone in trash receptacle nearby. Hoping to throw off Homeland for a few moments longer. Itishree did the same exercise and Gabriel did his voodoo on her ID too. She was 'Abigail Swanson' for the duration of her cell contract.
Turning on the new phone Griffin located the nearest rental car companies, then called a cab.
“This is going to be tricky,” said Griffin. “I need to dump this car and rent another.”
“Why is it going to be tricky?” Itishree asked.
“If I were Joe G-Man Diclaro, I would have someone watching every rental agency in fifty miles,” Griffin replied.
Griffin parked the car in a retail lot he know would be near capacity and waited.
A few minutes later a yellow cab began circling the lot. Griffin jumped out and got the driver's attention, waving him over. The cab parked in the row behind Griffin, trunk to trunk with the rental.
The movement of shopping bags took a few more minutes. Griffin was amazed at how much stuff they had purchased in a few hours. He went back to the rental for the last time and put the keys under the driver's side visor and shut the door, ensuring the car was unlocked. 
Thirty minutes later found Itishree and Griffin in the latest rental driving to another retail location closer to the city. Griffin wanted to keep them moving and in a wide area. He didn't have current intel on the strength and number of agents looking for him. And, Gabriel wasn't actively helping. Well, not that he knew.
“Tonight we should stay together in a hotel. I don't want us separated,” Griffin blurted out suddenly. He didn't know of another way of bringing up the subject.
“You mean together, as in sleep in the same bed?” Itishree asked.
“No. We can have separate beds,” Griffin replied.
Itishree only looked at him, blankly.
“Where would you like to stay?” Griffin added.
“Some place nice, Griffin,” she said, with a smile.
“All right, some place nice. Yes ma’am,” Griffin said. He really loved her accent.
“Griffin, I will need to instruct you and Itishree on many things tonight, before we leave in the morning,” Gabriel thought into Griffin's mind.
“How much time will you need?” Griffin asked silently.
“An hour. You must both be consecrated before me,” Gabriel thought to Griffin.
“Gabriel says our instruction begins tonight,” he said to Itishree.
“Did he mention what kind of instruction?” Itishree asked.
“Many things, he said,” Griffin replied. Hoping the prodding would force the Archangel to reveal more, Griffin was left empty handed. Gabriel said nothing further on the subject. Griffin scowled under the scrutiny of the divine presence. 
 
Joe sat at his desk. The embarrassment waned somewhat but stung just the same. How had DeLuca been able to paralyze him and his men? His boss, Arthur Graves, had told him he was motionless with his eyes closed. He had had paramedics check the vitals of him and his men while they stood there like statute. Their pulse and breathing was steady and strong. Not deep and long as in sleep. One paramedic had commented it were like they were meditating on their feet. 
Joe felt no passage of time or recalled any auditory, visual or other sensory stimulus beyond the freak flash of light. He had closed his eyes against the blinding lightning and went to draw his weapon. Opening his eyes, Joe found his boss looking down the barrel of his service automatic. That act may impact his Christmas bonus. Joe had a moment's relief from the shame and embarrassment. One brief moment.
Joe finished the administrative side of his field report and filed it into Homeland's system. The report would go to his supervisor to approve. Without further comment, Arthur would send it onto Washington. Joe imagined the hundreds of eyes waiting to see this report. He exhaled deeply and made a mental note to slug off the funk and take each day above ground with a smile. 
For a moment Joe entertained what else DeLuca could have done to him. What was it he said to him before the spark? “I am not here to answer your questions, Mr. Diclaro. It is only through the mercy of my host you will awaken.” This was the first time Joe recalled those words.
A shiver ran over Joe's skin. 
“That fucker could have killed me,” Joe exclaimed aloud. 
“…mercy of my host,” DeLuca had said. Was DeLuca the host?
Joe shot up from his desk just as Bryce stuck his head inside his office door.
“Sir, we have them again,” Bryce said, smiling. He was proud of the team's effort.
Joe lost his train of thought. Bryce's discovery had wrecked his thoughts like a plumbers wrench thrown into a box of lightbulbs.
“Don’t give me the details of how you found them. Just give me your level of certainty its them. And, well done,” Joe said offering a hand which Bryce took.
“I’m ninety five percent certain it is them,” Bryce said. “We have them renting another vehicle and have a full plate video on the car.”
“Them?” Joe asked, puzzled.
“Yes, he is traveling with a female. Presumably a Indian national,” Bryce said.
Joe just stared at Bryce just a few feet outside of his office.
“I have the team checking the video feeds we've already looked over implicating Griffin DeLuca. We will see if the female shows up in those previous clips,” Bryce said.
He restarted their walk towards the video data. Joe followed. But Bryce could tell Joe was seriously considering variables he wasn't aware. No matter. Bryce approached one of the two media data mining tables setup in their operations center. The table was covered in monitors, suspended with pipe cradles. Wires and flashing lights covered the back side of the tables. With the blinking lights and sounds of soft hums one could imagine the table alive.
Joe saw on two of the smaller monitors video feeds were running backwards in real time. The two monitors, one above the other, were held in place by the same pipe cradles. He recognized them both: the top monitor displayed the parking lot video where Tom was killed. And the lower monitor, displayed four video feeds, all from the sporting goods store, and all going in reverse.
Bryce made a motion to the large monitor directly in front of Chris Adams, the terminal operator at the time. Chris had proven to be an excellent media analyst. 
The screen displayed a frozen image of a car parking lot. It was from high above, presumably on a pole over looking the lot. Joe could see the logos of a national rental chain on what little of the building caught in the frame.
“Run it,” Bryce said to Chris.
Chris tapped the space bar on his keyboard and the video sprang to life. Immediately a Yellow Cab pulled up to the front of the store. The trunk sprang open just before the cab driver emerged. Second out of the car, opposite the camera, was Mr. DeLuca. Mr. DeLuca went to the back of the cab and began hefting shopping bags and other items from the cab's trunk. There were many bags. Someone had been shopping.
Joe could see another figure inside the back of the cab. It was a woman. And, she was gathering up items from the floor board of the back passenger compartment. She emerged from the near camera side of the cab and looked skyward almost directly into the camera. She had two backpacks in her grasp. She too headed for the rear of the cab. As the woman rounded the rear of the taxi, the driver shut the trunk. An employee of the rental company came outside and introductions were made. On camera, the employee made a pointing gesture with what appeared to be a set of car keys. 
Chris hit the space bar twice and the video launched into triple normal speed. Bags were taken inside. A car backed up to the store front, it's front pointing in the opposite direction the taxi had come in. The trunk popped open and the employee got out rounding the rental with artificial speed.
Chris smack his space bar again. The video resumed a normal, real time pace. Mr. DeLuca and the unknown female carried bags back and forth to the opened trunk. After three trips, they managed all of the shopping bags and back packs into the car. Joe watched as DeLuca shut the trunk and drove away. The rear license plate clearly visible.
“Bingo,” Chris remarked. Obviously pleased with his own work.
Joe pointed at the twin smaller monitors to the left of Chris and said, “Have you found the female in the previous DeLuca vids?”
“No, not yet sir. It shouldn't be long,” Chris said to Joe.
Joe stood more straight turning back to his office.
“Bryce, let me know if and when you spot her,” Joe said to Bryce, behind him now.
Joe stopped and turned to face the team. They were all in the room, busy doing dozens of tasks.
Almost rhetorically Joe asked, “Do we know where they are going? Anything beyond the latest rental footage?”
“No sir,” Bryce replied. “We should pinpoint them in a couple more hours. The team is very good at their jobs, sir.”
Joe turned and went back to his office. He burned to catch DeLuca now. Burned inside and out. Joe would vent this burning sensation. He had to let this emotion go. Whatever this thing was inside of DeLuca, capitulation or not, it was time to shoot first and ask for forgiveness second.
 
Aruni clutched her cell, more afraid than she had known in her life. Homeland Security had just left. They had asked questions for over an hour and had torn her and Itishree's apartment to shreds. Everything was overturned. 
She looked over the living room from behind the kitchen bar. Her couch was standing on end in the corner. The bottom lining had been cut away with a large combat knife one of the masked S.W.A.T. had produced from a thigh sheath. The over-sized arm chair was upside down. It's bottom lining also cut away. All of the furniture cushions had been cut open. There was stuffing in balls and clumps scattered here and there. Aruni was too afraid to look into any other other rooms. She had not moved since they left. The knife had frightened her when the officer had pulled it from the sheath. She remembered crying out loud at the sight of it. She cried out now then held her own mouth.
She looked at her cell phone again. Her hands shook. She set the phone down and leaned her weight into the counter. Doing the math in her head she knew she would be waking her mother. But this was an emergency, Aruni thought. Itishree was in danger. Her mother had to tell Aunt Mala that her daughter was in trouble. Someone had to talk Itishree out of what she was doing.
Oh god, Aruni thought, they were going to be deported. Maybe jailed. Aruni dropped to her elbows onto the hard counter top and held the back of her head. 
She straightened and took in a sharp breath, looking at the cell phone. “I’m sorry Itishree,” Aruni said aloud, and dialed her mother's home number in Pune. It only rang twice.
“Hello,” her mother said. Thank the Gods her mother had answered the phone. Aruni didn't feel she could hold herself together trying to explain this situation to her father without mother defending her and holding dad in check.
“Mother!” Aruni said as she began sobbing. “Mother,” she gasped out again.
“Aruni?” her mother said, distant sounding in the speaker. “What has happened?” her mother demanded.
Aruni could not speak through the shuddering gasps and quakes her body was making as she tried to gain control of herself. She slid down the cabinet doors until she contacted the floor. 
“Aruni?” her mother asked over and over.
“Yes mother,” Aruni finally responded.
“What has happened to Itishree? Are you okay?” her mother nearly shouted. Aruni could hear her father now, in the background, telling her siblings to go back to their rooms. She had awakened her entire family.
Aruni took two deep breaths and then told her mother what had happened in the last hour. She told her what the police had said. That Itishree was mixed up with a fugitive named Griffin DeLuca, and then had been caught on film using false identities. Aruni blurted and mixed the story up in a mass confused tornado of statements only her mother could put together. 
Her mother's voice became steel after Aruni's mention of the mysterious death of an agent. The family had a lawyer in New York she was to call as soon as she took a bath and straightened the apartment.
After her father had spoken to her and goodbye's were exchange, Aruni fell asleep on the kitchen floor.



Prayer and Knowledge
 
Griffin had decided it would be best if they only had one room. Two rooms presented too much of a logistical problem if the police came for them in the night. He didn't want to leave Itishree alone in a room, nonetheless. Itishree had put up a small argument, mostly from a standpoint of shyness, he knew. Itishree wouldn't admit it and the conversation died on it's own. 
They had eaten at a nearby restaurant within walking distance and Griffin had examined the hotel closely, walking around it from the surrounding plazas. The coast was clear.
As a precaution and also because the train left so early in the morning, Griffin had Itishree lay out the clothes she wanted to wear the next day and to pack everything back into her suitcase. He did the same. Sadly, there was no time to launder their clothes. They would have to travel to New York City with fold lines and odd creases. He didn't mind. Itishree's choices had come on hangers. At least she wouldn't look like a retail fugitive on the run. Griffin knew he would look like a human delivered, cross country, from an amazon.com box.
Itishree sat on the edge of one of the queen beds. It was obvious she was nervous. Griffin did his best to give her as much space as possible in the small hotel room. He sat in the office-like chair at the desk that passed for a work space. They looked at each other unknowing what to do with themselves next. They had each showered and packed away their accessories purchased from the day's shopping. Awkward could not describe the uneasy tension between them.
Gabriel had been long silent during the day. Griffin was waiting for him to intercede and take command to demonstrate whatever it was they were to learn. Or, rather Itishree was to learn and Griffin was to mediate? Transpond? Griffin couldn't find a word to describe his situation. Or, this situation. He was at a loss. 
“We should begin,” Gabriel's voice gonged in his head. He was becoming used to feeling the extra set of emotions within this mind without Gabriel's words. The voice in his mind had startled him.
“Gabriel says we should start,” Griffin said to Itishree. She welcomed the news and her attention focused on him.
“He says we need two clean towels.” He rose and walked into the bathroom collecting the last of the towels, the two of them had not used, and returned to his chair.
“What is next?” Itishree asked.
Griffin shrugged and then seemed to stair off into space.
“Gabriel is going to teach us how to pray,” Griffin said. “This is going to go much easier if I allow Gabriel to just take over on autopilot for a while. I don't want to stop this process and honestly I have no idea what or how this is to happen.”
“You can do that?” Itishree asked.
Griffin tilted his head a little, a gesture of wanting a more specific question.
“You can allow Gabriel to take over and then regain control from him?” Itishree wondered aloud.
“Yes, to a degree. Gabriel is a gracious intruder,” Griffin said smiling.
Itishree watched Griffin relax, and she knew the next sentence was going to be Gabriel's and not from Griffin. She wasn't wrong.
“Child,” Gabriel began. “There are many holy places and artifacts on Earth. It would be acceptable to pray in the direction of any of them. Some pray facing Mecca. Some to those erected shrines or altars.”
Itishree stood and moved to the closest corner of the bed, nearest Griffin.
Gabriel continued, “With my presence, I am the most holy. During this, your first sanctified prayer to God, you will become the most holy.”
Itishree smiled. Did she smile from pride or fear? Griffin could only watch and wonder.
“Are you ready, our Mother?” Gabriel asked.
Itishree's eyes began to water. She was stricken with that expression. 
Swallowing hard she said, “Yea-yes.”
Gabriel took time to introduce what humans consider the islamic method of prayer. Except, Gabriel didn't bother with the multiple repetitions, there was no need for either of them to show humbleness before God. Once they were settled and facing each other on their knees, Gabriel began his open prayer.
“Father, receive your loyal servant. I request of you, hear my prayer. Before me is your prophet, Itishree. She is ready to begin her journey, my father. Please welcome her into your family and bless her with your majesty.” Gabriel said with closed eyes. Griffin's closed eyes.
Itishree watched Griffin-Gabriel with fierce intent. 
The Archangel continued, “Father we seek your blessing. The path ahead is dangerous. Bless our feet so they may step upon sacred ground. The path ahead will be uncertain. Bless our eyes so that we may know thy wisdom. The path ahead is beyond paramount importance. Bless our responsibilities so we can carry your burden.”
Griffin's eyes opened and while Itishree gazed at them their color changed from green to sapphire blue. Above Griffin's head a radiant circle began to glow. The circle was about sixteen inches across and the light flowed into it from the top and circled around the hoop. If a tiny black hole could exist as a ring, this is what it would look like. The expression on Itishree's face was beyond description. Her wide eyes were unblinking.
Gabriel nodded to Itishree. It was her turn to pray. Griffin watched Itishree thinking about what to say. What to ask? She became instantly overwhelmed. Her eyes filled with tears and they began to flow down her cheeks. Gabriel smiled with Griffin's face.
“Child, you will not be judged here,” Gabriel said. His even tone was a welcome place among the stress of the situation.
Itishree closed her eyes and more tears sprang and ran. She cupped her hands together and blow out a long breath. She had told Griffin her parents had not been very religious people themselves but they respected others and their beliefs.
“My Lord, please forgive me. My heart has always been filled with love of those around me. I haven't known want nor have I asked for anything I could not achieve myself. But hear me Lord, I accept the responsibility you have given me, and I am afraid. Please bless me and Griffin in the days ahead. We will need your help and your love. Thank you Lord for the blessing of Gabriel. He has convinced me of your charge and I accept his presence. Please do not take him from us until we have completed your will.”
Through Gabriel, Griffin could sense some of her emotions. Itishree felt she didn't deserve such importance. She wept again. All these tasks were hers but she didn't feel important. She felt blessed.
Itishree asked, “Lord, please grant us your blessing.”
She opened her eyes and looked at him, them. There was a warmth about her he adored.
Gabriel said, “Amen,” and gave a blessing of peace upon him and Itishree.
“Amen,” Itishree said and repeated Gabriel's blessing.
They rose together.
“I’ll have Griffin purchase proper prayer rugs for both of you,” Gabriel said when he came back from putting the towels away. Itishree sat in the office chair now making those snickered gasping sounds children make when they've cried for a long time. Gabriel sat across from her and looked at her for several moments. Itishree fought to take charge of her breathing and soon she was settled.
“This is the eighth message from God I have brought to a prophet for mankind,” Gabriel began. “Unfortunately, each time a message has been delivered and given to mankind it has spawned a new and different religion. Few people alive know of all eight. None realize they are to be combined. This is the first part of the message you will teach mankind. There are three separate messages you must teach.”
Itishree nodded then asked, “Should I be writing this down?”
“No, not yet,” Gabriel replied. “There will be time for writing on the journey tomorrow, and we will have scribes for you in the near future.”
Griffin was pleased to know Itishree would not have to administrate dictation for the next couple of decades.
Gabriel continued, “For now know this; Judaism was created around the message creation and God's priority over all other humans, as presented by Abraham. Early Christianity and Judaism formed around the message of God's wrath and God's priority over possessions as foretold by Moses. Jesus presented God's love for all of mankind. Buddha taught harmony with all of God's nature. Muhammad brought the message of law, how tribes should work together, and how families should be formed.” Gabriel stopped to ensure Itishree was understanding his point.
“Please go on,” she said.
“We must demonstrate all of these are the combined laws of God,” Gabriel said using a deeper version of Griffin's voice. “Mankind must become unified moving forward. There is no room for religious separation. The differences must be put aside or mankind fails.”
“What do you mean, mankind fails?” Itishree asked.
“Extinction from the destruction of this world,” Gabriel said. “The simple truth child, is this planet can no longer support your race and hasn't been able to do so for a score of years.”
“And this is the first message?” Itishree asked.
“Yes”
“What is the second?” Itishree asked.
“No one has the right to judge the happiness of another,” Gabriel said. A new smile broke over Griffin's face. 
Griffin was puzzled by this statement. This is the way he had always felt of others. His will was not to be subjected upon others. As he thought the statement over his mind began to expand on the concept. Religions all over the planet were subjecting their will upon governments and their people.
Itishree formed an expression of debate and took in a sharp breath. Gabriel stopped her with a hand gesture and shook Griffin's head slightly.
“Let us stop here. Think on what I have taught you. We will continue tomorrow on the train,” Gabriel said.
“All right,” Disappointment in her tone. 
“Griffin wishes to spend time with you and I must leave him to do so,” Gabriel said with a soft voice.
“Why? I don't understand,” Itishree objected.
“It is one of God's rules over Angel kind. A very old law separating man and Angels,” Gabriel interjected and added, “Shield your eyes, child.”
Itishree looked away and covered her eyes with her left hand.
Griffin sat up straight and there was a terrific blast of light. Like a camera flash had gone off.
Itishree turned back to Griffin and the smile on his face was magnificent. She returned the smile.
“Did you catch all of what Gabriel said?” Griffin asked.
“Yes, but give me a chance the think upon what he said. Are you aware of what he is saying in there?” Itishree asked as she touched her index finger to Griffin's forehead. 
Griffin took her hand in his and looked at their hands together. He returned his look to Itishree and blushed.
She gave him a much warmer smile in return.
“Gabriel is gone?” Itishree asked.
“Yes, and we should be readying ourselves for bed. We must be up very early in the morning,” Griffin said. He stood and took his bed clothes from the opposite bed and headed for the bathroom. Itishree remained silent.
When Griffin came out dressed in old fashioned wrist to ankle pajama's, Itishree giggled and slid into the bathroom behind him and shut the door. She had picked her pajamas herself.
Griffin walked around their room and shut off all of the lights but the bedside wall unit between the queen beds. He had to click the unit many times for it to end with both bulbs lit. Moments later he was in bed.
The door to the bathroom clicked open and Itishree emerged in a long colorful T shirt and stripped leggings. She walked over to her luggage and carefully placed her discarded clothes inside and zipped up the bag tight.
Griffin watched her every move. She turned and walked between the beds and expertly clicked off the light.
“Shift over,” Itishree whispered.
“Shift over?” Griffin asked.
“Scoot over,” she corrected herself.
“Oh!,” Griffin said and did so.
Itishree slid in under his bed covers and snuggled with Griffin.
“Good night my love,” Itishree purred. She gave Griffin a gentle kiss and rolled over with her back against him.
Through all of the terror he had experienced in the last few days, there was no other place he'd rather be.



A Mother's Love
 
“Will you be alright?” Deepa asked her sister.
They stood half embraced at the door of Mala's home. Both had been crying. It was just before dawn and darkness still covered the neighborhood of modest homes, outside of Pune'. Deepa had come over after hearing from her daughter, Aruni. Her niece, Itishree, Mala's daughter was practically a fugitive.
“I’ll be fine, Deepa. Although I have no idea what I am to do,” Mala replied, gripping her sister tighter.
They had spoken for hours and both were exhausted from talking and crying from desperation. They both looked like old hell. Each had little sleep and it was likely it would longer before they slept again.
“We’ll think of something,” Deepa said giving her sister once last hug before turning to go.
“We always do,” came Mala's reply.
She stood and watched her sister go. Her husband had waited in the vehicle parked in front. Mala waited until the engine started and saw her sister open the car door to wave. Mala gave a small wave back and closed the door.
Still dressed in her house coat, night clothes, and grass slippers she headed for the kitchen to make one last cup of tea. It was difficult to concentrate on any one thought. Her daughter, Itishree occupied all of her mind. Would she need to go to seek out Itishree? She would have to borrow the money to go to America. How had this happened? The questions and negative thoughts crashed down around her like an avalanche.
The kettle cried out, startling Mala. She poured water over tea leaves and waited. Her mind tormenting her over and over. She hefted the cup to her face and allowed the steam to bathe her senses. She felt so weak, Mala thought.
Woodenly, she walked out the living room door and into the back yard. In the distance she could hear the city beginning to wake. Rumbling of trucks, an occasional car exhaust, and far off the morning call to prayer. Those few Muslims would be gathering soon. Mala sat on the bench her daughter loved to visit. The sounds of crickets were stifled by her proximity. The birds began to sing overhead as the sun turned the sky a metal blue with pink. There were yellow hues cresting to the east.
Mala tried to ease her mind into peace. There was nothing she could do from here after all. Itishree's phone, Aruni had given her, had been disconnected. There was no reaching her daughter. Mala had to rely on the lessons her and her husband had taught Itishree. The memories of her husband came rushing back just then. Why had she thought of him? Mala grasped her mouth and quieted the small cry. New tears came easily to her eyes.
"Why couldn't you be here with me now?" Mala asked her long passed husband. "We need you now." she said to no one. He would know what to say, what to do.
Letting out a long breath, Mala gave into the reality of the present. She reached for her cup and brought it to her face again, this time to see if the temperature allowed a sip. Sampling the tea her eyes were brought up to the sky. The colorful hues of dawn were racing across the paleness now. There was a line of light suddenly drawn against the sky. She watched it trace along from behind her towards the Sun rising to the East. It ran along in a steady pace, much faster than any aircraft she had witnessed. And then the thread of light stopped. The thin lance of light seemed thousands of feet above her. Mala couldn't know how high up it was. She had never flown in a plane and seldom had ventured to heights. She didn't like high places.
The taste of tea brought her thoughts back to Earth. The tea was good she noticed, as she lowered her gaze, putting the unknown phenomenon behind her thoughts of family and woe. She had no capacity to guess upon the stars today.
And, then, she saw the bead of light in her lawn. The small circle of light began to grown to the size of a coin, then to an orange. The light began to trace a path down from the sky. It was about four meters from her bench and steadily growing. Now the beam of light was visible in front of her falling from the sky. It grew steadily in width, now a decameter. Then two decameters. 
There was no sound. No sound at all. The birds had stopped singing. Mala couldn't hear the distance business of humanity. There was only silence. The beam of white light was now the width of a meter and growing. Inside the beam Mala could see particles falling onto the ground within the beam. Thousands of spites crashed into her lawn as the beam continued to grow. The entire event was only seconds in the making but Mala was transfixed by it. She set her tea cup down on the bench beside her. The white beam began to quaver. Then vibrate. And a figure stepped from the beam. It was a tall male shape, his gigantic wings spread out majestically for a brief second and then began to fold behind him as he stepped from the light. Simultaneously as he stepped forward and the wings disappeared, the beam thinned down and winked out. It was gone. Before her stood and impossibly tall male figure, possible three meters in height. He wore a white robe from shoulders to his feet. Ornate gold glyphs decorated the collar, sleeves, and hem of what looked to be a thickly woven stark white robe. It seemed to glow from within. 
The Angel's face was unmarked and plain. Painfully handsome. His raven black hair rested on his shoulders. Angel. An Angel.
"No!" Mala cried out and threw herself onto the grass. She prostrated herself onto her knees and elbows, her face was down, in the lawn. She clasped her hands together.
"Don't tell me my daughter is dead! Take me instead! Let my children live! Let my Itishree live! She can’t be dead! She can’t be dead!” Mala screamed.
Between her sobs Mala heard the Angel stepping to her. 
"No!" Mala waled, "No, she can't be dead, no!"
Gabriel's form began to diminish as he came near Mala. He lost a full meter of his height before he reached her. He made his form kinetic as he reached for Mala. Kneeling, Gabriel lifted her by the shoulder and took her right hand into his left. The Archangel held Mala against his chest. She was sobbing openly.
Gabriel turned her palm and oriented it against his chest. Mala's eyes opened as her mind-eye began to receive images. Her daughter, Itishree, smiling. Itishree looking out a window, distant images flowing by her. Itishree holding a child. A child! Her grandchild. A son. Itishree was smiling and cooing toward the baby in her arms. There was a man too. Handsome. Caring, and loving. Mala saw the three of them together, happy, in love.
From the Angel, Mala could sense the openness of love. The sensation was coupled with the warmth one gets when surrounded by family. She smiled at the images and sensations. These were future images. Itishree was alive. She would have a husband and a child. They would be happy and fall deeper into love as time passed.
Mala's fears washed away under the weight of renewed happiness. More images came. She saw Itishree in front of crowds both outside and from under enclosures. She was teaching. Lecturing. People all around Itishree respected her, loved her, believed in her words. Their faces fixed upon Itishree. She saw more images of Itishree standing before throngs of people, speaking, educating, inspiring those who gathered around her.
Mala looked up at Gabriel's face and asked, “My Itishree is alive and happy?”
Gabriel nodded twice and smiled. His eyes were as blue and deep as time, she noticed.
She closed her eyes and new tears of joy came.
“Wait,” Mala said. “You will keep her safe?”
She looked up at Gabriel again. He brushed back her hair and holding the back of her head, nodded again. This time the Archangel’s face was solemn, serious. 
Gabriel stood and brought Mala to her feet at the same time. Once she was under her own balance, Gabriel took a step backwards and grew the displaced meter back to his full height. He turned and was gone. His body making an arc of light shooting into the brightening sky. Mala watched as the line of white light drew itself back towards the west, racing away from the new day.
She collapsed unto the grass and whispered, “thank you.”
Crickets began to chirp their last songs before the heat of the day sent them underground. Birds hopped back onto tree limbs and looked around sending out calls. Mala caught the faint sounds of civilization again. She found her cup, broken where it had fallen from the bench onto the step stones beneath. She picked up the few pieces and smiled. She looked back into the sky. The darkness was nearly gone now. Only a thin trace of the white line remained. Then, disappeared.



Change Begins
 
Gabriel road his stream of light west. He took several minutes to cross back into the Western Hemisphere. He flew high in the atmosphere instead of using a more commercial altitude. He relived encountering the military aircraft. The collateral damage had been high and repeating that stunt was to be avoided, if possible. Witnessing his automaton-self kill for no reason caused pain inside of the Archangel. But Gabriel knew there would be more pain. Others would have to die. But some deserved to die and worse. He swept away the brief misery and concentrated of his tasks. Traveling around to do his mission wasn't putting the vessel or his prophet in danger and therefore, he could destroy where destruction was called upon.
His beam materialized within a courtyard of a large white building near Orlando, Florida. The sky was full of folding reds and yellows. Darkness was an hour away. Gabriel stood a moment weighing his responsibilities. In his mind the near future was a fixed set of events. In this moment he neither regretted nor relished what he was about to begin. These were just the tasks set out for him. But Gabriel admitted to himself tonight's task he may enjoy.
He shrank and solidified his form and used an unlocked rear door. This so-called church was a sprawling complex of buildings added onto as the funds and responsibilities allowed. He walked down a long hall way. On Gabriel's right and left the rooms were multifunctional. He stopped at an open doorway and peered in. The room was a classroom. Possibly one used to teach the lies of hate this ministry had employed in Africa, or in the Americas.
He turned and looked down the empty hall. Ahead he could see the double doors of the sanctum. There were halls ahead to the left and right. Gabriel continued to explore, walking quietly down the hall. There was no hurry. Except for his task, he knew he was alone in the building. He stopped by a large cork board covered in written material. Class schedules, event reminders, and sheets regaling God's work. Pictures of the senior pastor, Mark White, were surrounded with messages loaned from our father. A burning inside Gabriel began to grow. This man had orchestrated sins spanning continents. As he turned and quickened his pace, a sword sprang and grew from his right hand. The sword was long, over six feet. It was said to have been forged whole from God's own hand, the sword was solid metal. It's appearance was monogamous. There were no jewels in the hilt, and no leather wrapped it's three hand's breath length. Gabriel walked with the sword point down near the floor.
“Enough,” Gabriel said.
His form shifted from solid to light. Gabriel moved as lightning within the walls of the massive church, burning through every wall between him and this pastor. There was a booming whip crack of thunder that trailed directly behind the Archangel. The concussion blast blew Mark White's desk free of paper. The room shook from Gabriel's presence. The human jumped from the sudden entrance. Pictures and plagues fell from the office walls.
Gabriel stood before a large pecan desk. Three human forms could have laid across its length together. The desk was also ornate. Each corner was carved resembling ancient columns covered in vines. The surface was at least three inches thick and held several cutouts to pass electronic cables. But now the human's computing accessories lay behind him on the floor.
Gabriel took a moment to admire and record the desk. There may come a time to replicate such a marvel.
But that may be the future. This was the present.
Mark White was understandably mortified. He began spouting the most ridiculous of questions. “Who are you? Who let you in? What do you want?” And, then began making demands, “Get out!” the human shouted. Ridiculous puny human.
Gabriel extended his wings. The room was large but the walls fought to contain the gray-white wings. There was an effect Gabriel had seen before. Mark White's mouth stopped emitting sound. The color drained from his face and his eyes widened to twice their normal opening.
As Gabriel lifted the sword it cut through the massive desk like a molten cheese wire cuts through warm tofu. The blade not only cut, it also burned the desk as it traveled. Whiffs of acrid smoke rolled from the blade. The right side of the desk flipped over backwards as the left crashed inward with a quaking thud.
Gabriel brought the sword tip up to Mark White and laid the last two inches of the blade upon his sternum. Mark's shirt crackled and a line burned through his shirt before Gabriel squelched the blade's heat.
Mark made a gibbering sound as his mouth open and closed in quick succession. Gabriel remained expressionless.
Through the physical contact with the blade Gabriel began transmitting images to Mark White. Images of black men and women hanging, African children crying as their loved ones were dragged away, and of lovers being torn from each other and executed. The images marched beyond each other. Over and over the pictures of the dead clipped by. There were thousands.
Gabriel watched Mark White's eyes fix and his mind's eye was captured by the streaming images. The pastor's breathing began to race.
“What am I seeing?” he asked.
“Those that have died from your influence,” Gabriel replied through the sword.
The images continued.
“Africa?” it asked.
“Yes”
“But these are queers!” it squealed.
“You lead the influence to have thousands of humans put to death over their personal individuality.” Gabriel said through gritted teeth.
“These aren't God's children. They were perverts, deviants, homosexuals,” it said.
Gabriel pushed the blade through it's skin until it touched his breast bone. It screamed.
“We were doing God's work!” it shouted.
Gabriel watched it begin to shake. Tears ran from it's eyes. But before the inevitable pleading began, the Archangel said, “Here is God's response. No one has the right to judge another's happiness.” The blade pushed through the back of the office chair. The spray of blood from it's chest foamed and made a pink steam mist. It bucked, struggled to escape from Gabriel's blade, but only made the hole more lethal.
“Now watch as I end your wicked dynasty.”
Gabriel removed the blade and drew it into his arm. It vanished. The Archangel drew in a breath and an explosion emanated from Gabriel's body, but it left the pastor where he sat, dying. The energy passed over the desk, pastor, and his bloody chair. But it folded then disintegrated the wall behind him. The shockwave of energy passed across the grounds leveling the church. Many neighboring buildings were damaged too. Small fires erupted from exposed gas lines and flames licked skyward under pressure.
Now, at the center of what was a sprawling complex of connecting buildings, Gabriel stood on naked dirt and cracked concrete. The Archangel watched as one of humanities pariah took its last breath. Gabriel knew everything this man had built would unravel and fall apart now. One less murderer. The ground swell of hate that polarized three African nations would be reversed.
“I do God’s work,” the Archangel said to himself.
He folded his wings and returned to a more empyreal form. Looking around at the destruction he caused and again down on the man who was once Mark White, Gabriel allowed a fierce satisfaction washed over him. He threw up his left arm skyward and flung a beam of light straight into the night. In a moment his form had dissolved into the beam and he was gone. The fires he had left behind grew and began to devour what remained of the church.



The Press
 
It took much longer than Joe liked. Glancing at his watch for the fourth time in the last five minutes didn't help his anxiety. The S.W.A.T. command vehicle was just pulling up. The squad van had been here for forty minutes. It was four fifteen in the morning and Joe was on his last nerve. Thankfully, Bryce was with him, and Chris was running a skeleton crew back in operations.
The team had found Mr. DeLuca and Ms. Aledar, an Indian national, staying the night in a Resident's Inn off Settler's Cabin Road. The pair had doubled back to this side of Pittsburgh, after being seen on the north, shopping. They were doing a great deal of shopping, Joe imagined. Were they leaving the area? Were they soon to elope?
Both were registered under assumed names again. Tom and Sara Briggs. It was nearly comical. Mr. DeLuca seemed to have no end to these false identities. It was his team who tracked the pair down again. After this was over Joe promised his team high praise and personally written letters of recommendation. Each, even the Turd Twins, had earned his respect. Any future department would do well to have any of his team.
Joe rounded the S.W.A.T. command van. He found Sgt. Timmons running his team through a weapons check. Joe counted nine men including the sergeant. 
“Sergeant, when will your team be ready?” Joe asked the sergeant as he checked then holstered a Sig P229. The sergeant pulled a Remington 870 shotgun from an unlocked cabinet off to the right of the business end of the van.
The sergeant looked Joe over for a moment then said, “Ten minutes, tops,” as he looked at what must have been his second in command. The other S.W.A.T. member nodded agreement, and the sergeant nodded again toward Joe.
“Ten minutes, good,” Joe said. 
Joe Diclaro turned and walked back over to Bryce who was looking threw a pair of matte black binoculars at the motel.
“Anything new?” Joe asked Bryce.
“Nothing Chief,” Bryce replied. “All is quiet.”
Joe pulled a heavy radio from his raincoat pocket and keyed the mic button. His team had requested and received a private channel for tonight's operation.
“Team, S.W.A.T. will be ready in ten minutes. Go time will be oh four twenty five. We will wait for the road barricades to be in place before we send in the guns. Is everyone in place?”
Joe listened as all of his regular police officers checked in. Joe had to use several teams to block the roads going in and out of the area. The overpass had to be blocked at each end. The feeder road and two sets of on-ramps also had to be barricaded while Mr. DeLuca was brought down. 
“No one moves until I give a 'Go' call over this channel at my oh four twenty five,” Joe said into the radio. He pocketed it and looked back over toward the hotel. His team had assembled in a retail parking lot over looking the east facade of the Resident's Inn. The building was a simple six story box, hotel chains like to throw up in a month. It wasn't ornate. It's only feature was a large awning covering the main door. The hotel manager had confirmed with Joe that the back door would be locked from the outside. Foot traffic could only exit the building from the main entrance and the back exit.
Bryce and Joe now looked down upon the hotel from a distance of two hundred and fifty yards. There were no room lights coming from any of the hotel's windows. All guests were asleep. The plan was to have S.W.A.T. roll into the hotel quietly and have the manager open the room door with a pass key. Surround the fugitives and have them cuffed and shackled before they could wipe the sleep from their eyes. Morning breath and all.
Joe turned and looked back toward the S.W.A.T. command van. The sergeant saw him and gave Joe a thumbs up. His team was lined up receiving orders. Any minute now, Joe thought. This will be all over soon. 
“Sir!” snapped Bryce.
Joe instinctively spun and looked down at the hotel. The rental car his team had identified was gunning out of the parking lot. Rounding the corner onto the feeder road the car tires squealed before they made traction. The night had begun to sprinkle and a light rain was forecast for the upcoming day. 
“God Damn it!” Joe screamed.
Ripping the radio from his coat pocket, Joe keyed the mic, “Officers, everyone into their cars, leave the barricades and pursue that light blue ford sedan. The target has left the motel parking lot heading north on the feeder.”
Joe watched as DeLuca’s vehicle turned left onto over pass. Police cars pulled out from cover and were already within one hundred yards as DeLuca sped by them.
“Now heading west on the overpass. They are going to make for three seventy six,” Joe barked into the radio.
Bryce broke away and headed toward their unmarked agency ride. Joe spun to yell at the S.W.A.T. sergeant, “Sergeant, mount your people up and follow us. The fugitives have left the hotel.”
Bryce was already seated when Joe yanked open the driver's door and jumped inside. With one swift set of motions the engine roared into life, the driver's door shut, and the car was dropped into gear. Unfortunately, the logistics of the retail parking lot was eighty feet above the feeder road and everyone in the staging area had to drive completely across the parking lot and down a swerving entry road before coming to a traffic light at the bottom of the hill. Joe's sedan made outrageous noise as it was thrown down any flat surface he could navigate. They were flying. 
Behind them came the police commander's patrol car, a local precinct supervisor vehicle, and the two S.W.A.T. vans. One loaded with special operations police, the other, the command van was loaded with equipment and weapons. Joe could see as he gunned across the overpass there were six patrol cars already in pursuit. Their lights making a parade of flashes against the nearby hillsides. Sirens yelled into the night. Joe was thankful traffic was almost nonexistent. However, he threw his magnetic flashing light onto the roof when he could take advantage of lower speed while turning left to go down the entry ramp. Joe didn't want that one half-asleep early riser to T-bone him on his way to downtown.
“Suspects have turned off three seventy six and onto the north bound lanes of seventy nine. We will be on them within seconds. What are our orders?” an officer chattered from the radio.
Joe fished the unit out of his pocket. Keying the mic he said, “Do not engage. Hang back fifty yards. Do not engage.” Joe dropped the radio onto the center console between him and Bryce. Without being told Bryce secured the radio so it would not fly out a window or get lost in the floorboards. Moments later their car ripped down the exit ramp with four vehicles closely behind.
The six squad cars fell back the ordered distance and matched Griffin's speed. Three of the cars in each lane. Their emergency lights created an epileptic event down the I-seventy nine corridor. Communicating between themselves, they agreed to kill their sirens. This area of suburban Pittsburgh was home to many tax paying citizens. It would not do well to have hundreds of complaint calls awaiting them once they each returned to their precincts. They were now a quiet high speed disco entertaining no one but the heads of deer chewing grass on the side of the highway.
Within minutes Joe and their train of five vehicles had caught up to the other six patrol cars. The S.W.A.T. van motors made an awful screaming noise straining to keep up. The patrol cars, modified for high speed, were barely straining. The train of cars merged with highway seventy nine with two seventy nine, heading north away from the city. Joe was relieved to see they would not have to coordinate ad-hoc road blocks into downtown on a work morning. The press would eat them alive and the paper work would have gone into the following year. Joe and Bryce looked at each other, obviously each was having the same welcome thought.
 
Itishree looked back over her shoulder and saw a riot of flashing lights. The sirens could be clearly heard through the rolled up windows of their rental sedan. She said nothing but looked over at Griffin.
When they had left the hotel parking lot she and Griffin had discussed Griffin speeding, but not to speed too much. Neither wanted to lose their lives, taking a chance of crashing, and ruining their mission. Griffin looked in his rearview mirror almost as much as he look forward. They were doing eighty miles an hour. It wasn't long before the police cars were nearly on top of them.
Griffin took the exit ramp to catch the east bound lanes of highway three seventy six. There would be even less cars on this connector section between major inlets of traffic. He knew traffic would begin to clog these roads in another hour.
“This is going to get ugly,” he said.
Itishree wondered on his expression. She turned looking behind them. The patrol cars were closing. Maybe two hundred meters and quickly catching. One hundred fifty meters. Then fifty meters. The light from the combined headlights was blinding. She couldn't make out any detail. Chasing them was a screaming wall of bright lights.
But now the police vehicles stopped advancing. The stayed back, three abreast, with their high beams lit.
“They have stopped getting closer,” she said.
Griffin checked his mirrors several more times before agreeing with her. “They are either waiting for something or something is waiting for us just ahead.”
Itishree's attention went back to the road ahead.
 
Then Joe realized where they had to be going. Highway seventy nine didn't connect with two seventy nine southbound. The path they were taking was headed for the Pennsylvania turnpike.
“Bryce, if you were a fugitive and had just purchased enough clothes and equipment for weeks of travel, what would your travel options be from here?” Joe asked.
“Sir, the airport was the opposite direction two highways ago. The train station is downtown. If you wanted to drive yourself, the PA turnpike is just ahead, maybe five miles.” Bryce said.
“Must be the turnpike,” Joe said. He made a head nod towards the radio in Bryce's hand. “See if there is time to have cars block the exit to the turnpike.”
Bryce made busy with the handheld while Joe pondered his next options. They were in a rolling chase, not at terribly high speed, suspects were almost contained.
“Two cars will pass the suspects and continue on to the turnpike exit at high speed,” Bryce said.
“Good,” Joe said stealing a glance at Bryce.
Two patrol cars peeled off and launched down the left lane. They shot past DeLuca and were ahead in moments. Then, DeLuca took the next exit at high speed.
Joe and Bryce fumbled for the radio. Joe gave up as Bryce's thumb found the mic key. Far ahead twin sets of break lights danced and swerved. The patrol cars slowed searching for an avenue to cross the median. Joe followed the patrol cars still chasing DeLuca. The rental had made a reckless left and was cross the overpass. They were now a conga line of lights. Joe made the left. He was five cars behind DeLuca.
“There’s nothing down here,” Bryce said. “Endless subdivisions and shopping plazas.”
As if on cue DeLuca made a side-ways left making for the exit ramp south bound to two seventy nine.
“Shit, they're heading back into the city?” Joe asked Bryce, or no one.
“Or back to the airport?” Bryce asked.
At the bottom of the ramp everyone pickup up the pace, back to eighty miles per hour. The parade continued just as before.
“Can anyone see activity in the suspect vehicle?” Bryce asked into the radio.
“Nothing. No sign of activity,” the radio replied.
“Why the U-turn?” Joe asked Bryce.



True Panic
 
“Should we pull over and let me drive?” Itishree asked with a smile.
“All right, all right. I was a little lost. I don't come this way often,” Griffin said. He was also blushing. He could laugh at the absurdity. He knew if a helicopter was overhead they would make the local police blotter vids for the evening news.
He checked his mirrors again and saw the patrol cars were keeping their distance as before. The two cars that had passed them had rejoined the pack. What made Griffin curious were the two dark delivery trucks behind the cars. News crew? Camera vehicles? It was difficult to make out details of the large vans from the darkness and the flashing LEDs of the cop cars.
And then it hit Griffin. S.W.A.T trucks he realized. That suited jackass had called the cop military. With the thought Gabriel came to life within his mind. 
“I will intervene,” the Archangel said.
Griffin didn't like those words. The last thing he wanted was a spectacle. But after checking his mirrors for the bah-jillionth time, he had a spectacle. He was the spectacle. It was taking all of his effort to concentrate on driving, checking on Itishree, and imagining how they were going to get to the train station with eight or nine vehicles in tow. All bent on stopping him or worse.
Griffin was hurtling down I279 now at over eighty five miles an hour. They just blew past the Camp Horn Road exit. Two cars were coming up the entry ramp. Each made sharp decelerations seeing the blue, red, and yellow lights dancing in circles around the valley. A single siren waled, warning other traffic of the comet of metal coming down the freeway. The siren continued to scream.
 Griffin knew downtown was only moments away. The police and Agent Joe were going to have to do something, and soon, if they wanted to stop Griffin. He found himself looking behind the rental car more than forward. Griffin piloted the car past the high occupancy lane entrance. His attention swung forward now as the freeway began a sweeping downhill left. Griffin could feel the car under him struggle for traction. Tires squealed behind him.
With an explosive glow of blue-white light Gabriel ripped himself from Griffin's body flying backwards over the back seats and out the rear glass. The action made Griffin gasp. Part of his control of the car was Gabriel's and suddenly he found himself one hundred percent at the wheel. The rental swerved to miss a slower car. Their car chase was meeting morning traffic.
Itishree spun as Gabriel had shot from the car. Griffin saw her mouth was wide open but couldn't make sense of the sound coming from her. He couldn't afford to check his mirrors. Traffic was coming too fast now and he had to recall the exit closest to the train station.
Behind them Gabriel created a heavy gravity wave beneath his form. Spreading his wings, the field grew wide covering half of the lanes to either side. Gabriel flew low as the first patrol car was under his wings in a flash of swift motion. The force and speed of Gabriel and the trailing gravity wave crushed the patrol car like a giant rolling pin. The headlights and grill blew out with a shower of glass and metal. The hood wrapped around the engine ripping all mechanical extensions from the motor block. The alternator bounced off the pavement and shot into the air. The force met the passenger compartment and crushed the roof around the headrests of the seats. The officers inside were pulverized from the waist up. Their blood, and worse, exploded left and right before the roof was friction welded to the doors. The tires made concussive reports. When the bare metals of the wheels and underside of the car hit the asphalt an arc of sparks shot across the freeway.
Gabriel never slowed. He crushed the next police cruiser, and the next. The crushed patrol cars crunched into the concrete jersey barrier as highly compressed slabs of mixed metals.
The remaining police cars impacted the pavement in the same way. The drivers had a few seconds to react but their forward speed was too high and the gravity wave too wide. Pancaked metal crashed into concrete barrier on either side of the the freeway. Two flipped over. Heaps of steel were dancing across all southbound lanes.
Gabriel jinked to his left when he crossed over Joe's plane marked car. Bryce was smashed. His upper body liquified. The seat upright smashed into the rear floorboard. Joe's left arm and head were hammered by the roof and trapped in what used to be his driver side window. The glass vaporized when Joe was thrown at his door. The S.W.A.T. heavy van, loaded with assault forces, crashed into Joe's car. The veer Gabriel took punched into the first of the S.W.A.T. vans tossing it over onto its side. It pirouetted like a massive grinder chewing into the highway. The second S.W.A.T. van, loaded down with weapons, tools, and gear drove into the underbelly of the first van. The two spun together and each imploded as they hit the side barrier. The last crashing sounds were of the toolbox lacerating the length of the equipment van and crashing into the hillside thirty meters away.
“May God have mercy,” Itishree said. She had remained turned in her seat, witnessing most of the destruction. 
Griffin never slowed. The rental crossed the river and disappeared under the canopy of tall office buildings.



Escape
 
Griffin stuffed the rental car down Strawberry Way, an alley two blocks from the Amtrak station. The alley was dark and lifeless. Perfect. He got out of the car, pulling the trunk latch, and walked around to the rear of the car. Carefully he checked Grant Street for any sign of... Griffin sighed. He had no idea what he was guarding against or why he was afraid. Regardless, there was little movement.
He faced the trunk which held their two large duffle bags and two backpacks. Going through the motion of emptying the compartment, Griffin noticed Itishree was still seated in the car. Neither he nor Itishree had spoken since the chasing police had disappeared in a metal tsunami of sparks and wrenching sounds.
As gently as Griffin could manage he opened her car door and squatted down. Small tremors took her for a moment. Some form of shock, Griffin guessed. 
She turned her head, recognizing him, and her thousand yard stare vanished. He stroked her hair and down across her cheek. Seeing Itishree like this pained Griffin. A helpless feeling entangled his spine. The morning's events had shaken him too but Itishree was a mess.
“Gabriel hurt those people,” She said. Another tremor racked her body.
“I know,” Griffin said. “But we can't help them now. We have to catch the train.”
Griffin lightly pulled Itishree from the car and propped her on unsteady legs.
“Okay” was all she said. Griffin left the keys in the rental, still parked in the alley. In ten minutes they had made the station. Minutes later Itishree and Griffin processed through and were sitting outside under a covered bench. The silence between and around them was as thick as the morning humidity.
Griffin had sat first looking north. Itishree sat next to him but on the other side of the bench and facing south. Pinpricks of light began to appear and dance around them. Itishree saw them first. She stood abruptly and let slip a slight sound between a whimper and a squeal. This brought Griffin to his feet and out of his funk. In a second Griffin knew the lights were yet another dramatic entrance of the Archangel. 
The lights grew in number and began to move away from them both. Twenty yards away the blimps of light began to swirl and form. Gabriel stepped from and consumed the lights with the same motion. There was a blur as Gabriel rejoined Griffin. Itishree took a step backward and brought her hands up in a defensive posture.
Griffin turned and examined Itishree. She took another step. To the Archangel she looked like she would break and run.
“I’m deeply sorry, Itishree,” Gabriel said through Griffin. 
That was the tipping point. Itishree squealed and covered her mouth. Tears sprang and she looked away. Griffin allowed Gabriel to take him over completely. He was way out of his element here. From the vibes he was getting from Gabriel he knew the Archangel's intentions were spot on.
“Itishree, it is regrettable you saw me dispatch those people. You should not have had to witness such violence.”
“Did you hurt all of those people? Did you kill them?” Itishree asked. She was still looking away.
“Once I knew their intention, I acted,” Gabriel said.
“And you had to smash them like that?” She had turned to face Griffin and Gabriel.
“Yes. You must speak before the United Nations general assembly tomorrow.”
“WHAT?” Itishree spat.
“What the hell?” Griffin protested.
Gabriel removed himself from Griffin and coalesced to face Itishree where she stood. He held out a hand and Itishree tentatively took the translucent gesture. Griffin was left to deal with the sudden lack of balance.
Through his touch Gabriel said, “There are and will be times that I must act to protect you and Griffin. Those men were going to do more than detain us. They meant to harm you two. Their thoughts were sinister and beyond. Exposure to my cataclysmic self isn't what I wanted you to see. Either of you. But I must ensure your safety.”
Itishree had been looking down at Gabriel's feet since his apparition left Griffin's body. She continued to look down, Gabriel saw. He held both Itishree's shoulders and squatted down, attempting to look Itishree in the eyes.
“There is nothing more important than yours and Griffin's safety and the message you must deliver. I'm sorry Itishree, but there will be more danger. Human's have become polarized around religious and political icons. The world has become blind and turned away from what was meant for humanity,” Gabriel said through his touch.
Finally, Itishree looked up and into Gabriel's eyes. He saw she was gathering strength, at last.
“Right now, Mr. Angel, I'm afraid of you more than men with guns,” she said.
Griffin stood up straighter with those words.
“I understand,” Gabriel said. And then he passed thoughts, images, and emotions the police officers and S.W.A.T. members were thinking when in pursuit.
Itishree's eyes widened and her body froze. Itishree witnessed an officer invoke God to be able to shoot one or both of them. She felt the rush of excitement and the coldness of the weapon at his side as the officer stroked the metal and plastic handle of his side arm. She heard the thoughts of the S.W.A.T. Commander as he tallied the kills for the month, hoping to break the team record and cash in the pay bonus. Another officer hoped he would be citied for one of the kills in order to earn the mandatory week off with pay. She felt the animalistic urge of an officer who wanted to touch her inappropriately as he detained her. She saw from his mind his imaginings of how parts of her body would feel in his hands, and against his body. That officer touched himself as he drove, fighting to split his attention on the road. Then, the images, the taint, the emotions accelerated and assaulted Itishree's mind. It was a wave of perverse darkness.
In a small quiet voice, she said, “Enough.”
Gabriel stopped. Itishree gasped in a breath and covered her face with her hands.
In an instant Griffin was between the Archangel and Itishree.
“What have you done?” Griffin said showing his teeth.
Gabriel melded back into him. The passenger loading area became ten shades less illuminated without Gabriel in the open.
“What I had to. Itishree needed to experience what would have happened to you both if I had allowed those men to catch you.”
“I’m sorry,” Griffin said to Itishree as he tried to move closer to her. She blocked his arms with a downward motion of her own.
“You’re sorry! He's sorry! Everyone is sorry! How many of those men died back there?” Now, Griffin saw, Itishree was angry.
“All” Gabriel said to Griffin
Griffin seemed to deflate and stagger under those words. The weight was just too heavy. He physically crumpled.
“You killed them all!” Itishree said, knowing she was right. She turned and walked down the concourse. 
Griffin could hear crying as she walked away.
“You had to kill them all?” Griffin asked Gabriel.
Gabriel did not answer.
“How am I going to turn this around?” Griffin asked no one. Well he'd hoped Gabriel would chime in with an answer.
Fortunately, far to the northeast Griffin heard the train. Within a moment he could see the train's powerful beam. In another moment the train's whistle broke the morning's silence. Bird's startled around him. They flew in many directions at once.
Griffin walked hurriedly to Itishree. She had plopped down on another bench and took on the stare again. Not a good sign. Griffin sank even more as he reached her.
“Darling, let's sort this out on the train,” Griffin said. He was squatting down next to her.
She broke her stare and looked at Griffin like he'd lost his mind.
“All right Griffin. You and I will make sense of what has happened but keep that monster inside of you.”
“That’s fair,” he said even though this entire situation was way above him and he didn't know if he could keep Gabriel in check or not.
Just then, Gabriel bloomed from Griffin and stood next to them both. Itishree and Griffin looked up to Gabriel. The Archangel shot into the sky, piercing the darkness with a shaft of light that seemed to go onto infinity.



Blood and Regret
 
Two hours later Arthur Graves stood amongst carnage he could have never imagined. Around him were a half dozen police cruisers smashed flat with their officers inside. Two S.W.A.T. vans were both smashed and ripped apart. Assault weapons were strewn about like the toys of an ungrateful child. The 279 corridor to downtown Pittsburgh was closed and would remain closed into tomorrow. Arthur didn't know where to begin. He allowed himself a few minutes of unabashed grief. Or was it the impact of sheer horror. He stood next to Joe Diclaro's unmarked car. He had watched as the fire-rescue team had cut the roof off the sedan with giant pneumatic scissors. As if Joe's twisted and broken body had not been enough of an assault on Arthur's reality, next to Joe was a pulverized body that remained unidentified until the morgue had their turn at the evidence. Arthur was certain it was one of the young analysts Joe had on his team. What was once the front passenger compartment of the sedan was now awash in darkening blood and worse. The rescue team was removing the analysts legs, which were the only identifiable human remains in the sedan after Joe's body had been removed.
Arthur broke himself away and looked for the Fire Captain who would be supervising such a catastrophic event. Less than a minute later he found the Supervisor’s S.U.V. and then the supervisor himself. Fortunately, the Chief was standing next to the supervisor.
“Chief?” Arthur asked, extending his hand in a painfully regrettable fashion. The Chief took the gesture and both exchanged sorrowful glances.
“Arthur Graves, Homeland Security, Regional Director,” Arthur said, introducing himself to both the supervisor and the Chief. The two men nodded at Arthur and then looked at each other.
“What caused this...this, mess?” Arthur asked. He was unable to control his distaste for everything around him. This was far worse than the fighter pilot cleanup, Arthur thought.
“Too early to tell, Mr. Graves. It will take hours before the state troopers process this site,” the Chief said.
Looking out over the freeway, the supervisor said, “Most likely we'll know something by dusk. This is the ugliest thing I've every seen.”
Both men had looks on their faces as if expecting Arthur to say more, while sharing expressions of pity for him.
“How many bodies are here?” Arthur asked. He had made a gesture with a pen he had pulled out of his jacket pocket.
“Twenty two,” the Chief said coldly. “We had to pull in emergency vehicles from across the county.”
“Two of them are mine,” Arthur said.
“I’m sorry sir,” the Chief said.
The supervisor's sickened look drooped further.
“Have you removed any camera data from these cruisers?” Arthur asked.
“Yes sir. We…” the Chief made a gesture to the supervisor, “we removed those boxes while our crews looked for survivors. Those boxes were taken to P.D.P. over an hour ago.”
“Thank you Chief. I'll focus my investigation there after I've had a closer look around.”
The three men exchanged grim handshakes and Arthur Graves turned and pulled out his personal device and opened a note taking application. He walked to the passenger side of Joe's doomed sedan. A smear of blood ran off to his left for over forty yards. Arthur paced it off and made a note on his device. Next, he looked closely at the sedan reduced front end. There was some damage here. From his first assumption, Arthur guessed the sedan had collided with at least one other vehicle just before or after it was crushed. He was disappointed seeing the roof had been over turned as it was discarded by the emergency personal after being cut free.
Continuing his circling the wreck, Arthur scrutinized every inch of the vehicle's periphery. He could see the influence the emergency responders had made on the scene. Multiple boot prints were in the blood, ash, and burnt concrete. Glove prints had removed silt and ash from the exterior of the vehicle. Arthur froze mid step. Between boot tracks were a set of standing bare feet prints. Without thinking, he squatted down and placed his suit knees onto the highway surface. Inside the foot prints the concrete was perfectly clean. The prints were free of scorch marks, blood, and debris. They appeared washed through a template, except the edges were irregularly transitioned. If not for that one clue, Arthur would swear the foot prints were fake.
Further off to his left he saw another foot print: a left foot impression. Clean as the first pair. Arthur began to crawl parallel to the path the three impressions had made. He found a partial right foot print three quarters of a stride away. This print had been marred by emergency personnel. Burned debris had been dragged across the center of the impression. He found another left-right combination spread across a larger stride distance. Clearly, whoever had made these prints shortened their stride as they approached the smashed sedan.
What Arthur found next confused and startled him further. A partial left print at where the third stride should have started. The print wasn't molested from the arriving emergency crews, nor from the investigative teams now milling about the wreckage. The print was only half there. The heel section of the foot was missing. It was as if the foot had stepped down from out of the sky, Arthur thought. Ice ran down his spine. Arthur hadn't even noticed when he'd stood. But now his eyes darted all around him. He looked to the trees. Arthur spun in circles, checking the surrounding hillsides made from when the highway was carved. He checked distant roof tops. Nothing. 
The alien. The alien had walked up to Joe's dead or dying body. Arthur straightened, reigned in his fright and walked quickly to his car. His keys were out of his pocket and in his hand halfway there. Arthur couldn't control his racing thoughts. Actions he needed to take collided with fears he was exposed, out in the open, on this highway. His eyes darted about again. Sweat blossomed over his face. Before he knew it, Arthur was sitting in his agency car fumbling to press the ignition key home. The engine hit and roared. The sedan jolted as Arthur sped away.
Arthur wasn't aware of the time that had lapsed after his phone rang. He had been running through those same scenarios and actions he needed to take once he was back in his office. Once he was safe, in his office. His phone rang. The bleating coming over his sedan's speakers. He steadied himself and pressed the answer button on his steering wheel.
“Sir?” came the voice over his speakers.
“This regional director Arthur Graves. Who is this? Identify yourself,” Arthur demanded.
There was a pause. Even while driving, over the noise of the road, Arthur could hear the sounds of the caller moving around. He thought he heard the caller let out a quiet grown.
“Sir, this is field technician Melissa MacLeod,” the female voice said. “We haven't heard from our direct supervisor, Special Agent Joe Diclaro, nor our technical lead, Bryce McCormick. They are overdue to check in by five hours. Given the sensor feeds we are receiving from I-279, sir I must ask, who is in command of our task operation?”
“Ms. MacLeod, you are now Senior Field Technician and task operation technical lead. I will be supervising your team from now. Be at my desk in twenty minutes. I'll need a report and all data intercepts from the last thirty six hours.”
“Yes sir. Mr. Diclaro and Bryce?” she asked.
Arthur disconnected the call, pulling into the parking garage off of Grant street. Nervously, he left his vehicle, rode the semi-private elevator up to the upper lobby and made his way through security. Moments later he ignored his assistant and slammed the door to his office. Arthur sat at his desk and blew out a volumetric breath. In that moment he had made his decision to proceed. Logging into his computer, Arthur found the application that managed his physical desk and entered the six digit code followed by the characters 'L' & 'R'. He heard the 'click' of the lower right hand drawer unlocking, and the drawer sliding outward on its bearings.
Arthur stumbled for a moment recalling the name of the folder he had placed the plain card. A folder with “Small Emergency Response” written across the ribbon insert caught his eye. There it was. The business card was white, plain, the word “Pittsburgh”, followed by the email group name “Viable”, then a code number, was on one side. A phone number on the other.
Arthur opened his agency email application and created a new email. He entered the group name into the address header and pressed the enter key. The group resolved and its remaining fully qualified name was added, “ViableRegionalEmergencyOption”. In the subject line Arthur typed “Active”. In the email body he wrote out the code and checked it against the card. Another breath. Send.
He picked up the receiver of his desk phone and dialed the number. It only rang twice.
“Where?” the voice was perfectly between the sound of sand paper and gravel.
“Market Square, blue tie,” Arthur said and hung up. He placed the card back into the folder, wondering when he would ever use it again. Locked his computer and his desk and walked out. Marcy was at her desk, back straight as ever. Arthur knew that she knew when shit was on the wind.
“Escort and a car, if you please, Marcy?” Arthur said, pleasantly. It was the most control he was able to enact since seeing the carnage on I279.
She nearly ripped the phone to her face.



The Hammer
 
Arthur left the anteroom and strode down the hall. He let go of his mind and simply walked. The process he put in place would work, unabated, automatically. When he stepped from the garage elevator door two large and crisply suited men acknowledge Director Graves. The three turned toward a waiting car without exchanging words.
The body guards, Arthur Graves, and the driver sat in silence as the unmarked Lincoln SUV made the short drive to Market Square. The SUV circled the open square once and stopped. Arthur got out and sat at an open table. The early lunch crowd was beginning to form. People walked about, crossing the square or stopping to gain a lunch consensus within their group.
Minutes passed. Arthur sat, his gaze fixed on one of the circling eateries. He hoped he didn't have to stare down and acknowledge whomever was to meet him. His guards had exited the car and took up positions to either side and twenty meters from Arthur. The pair stood as single centennials uncaring who questioned their sudden or continued appearance.
A man entered the square from the south. He stood on the corner of Forbes Avenue and surveyed the square. Arthur saw him and fixed his stare. The man appeared to be in his early forties. His hair was perfectly kept, almost a military cut. Two meters in height. He wore a suit but no tie. From where Arthur sat, he could see the blazing shine from his shoes. 
Arthur watched him as the new comer took his time observing his surroundings. Arthur also saw his own body guards were fixed on the stranger too. The man nodded to the guards and held out his hands next to his waist in a universal gesture of compliance. The nearer guard lowered his hands to a ready position at his hips as the further guard unbuttoned then opened his suit jacket. The stranger undid his jacket and swept his hand across his waist. 'No weapons' the man was communicating. The guards accepted the gesture and as one they each stepped one step more away from Arthur and stopped. Arthur looked around briefly to ensure no one else was watching the odd performance. Then he checked the sky and near roof tops, keeping the alien in mind. The new comer strode across the square and sat in the chair opposite Arthur.
“Homeland?” the man asked.
Arthur gave him one nod in affirmation.
“What do I call you?” Arthur asked.
 “Mira Kessler.” He sat motionless, and uncaring..
Arthur produced a micro-thumb drive and set it upon the table. The drive sat in the middle of the table as neither man spoke or moved.
“Two traveling together, one male, one female and they are extremely dangerous. Both are linked to the manslaughter of twenty local police and three of my agents,” Arthur said flatly.
Mira Kessler took the micro-drive and pocketed it without examination.
“And you know where they are now?”
“No,” Arthur said flatly. “We will know more shortly. I will drop their location into a file share. The location, connection, and authentication of that share is on the micro-drive.”
Each man looked into the other's eyes for a long moment.
“Do you need anything else?” Arthur asked.
Mira Kessler shook his head slightly.
Arthur rose from the outdoor metal chair and turned his back on the assassin, heading for the car. As he reached the car, he wondered if turning his back to an accomplished hired killer was a good idea. He recalled only having to use such a resource once before. Then as now, he needed the situation to go away without being linked to the solution. Having a built-in drop for hired assistance was one of the beauties of the war on terror. When the coalition to fight terror was established, few knew each of the participating nations agreed to create a pool of their finest to be used by other sovereign countries. No local national could be hired in their host country. It was a perk of his level of responsibility. But, if anyone in the public sector had access to this knowledge and could prove the existence of the service, there would be heads rolling at many levels. Any government employee caught using the service in that investigation would be held in high example and likely imprisoned.
Arthur stood, car door open, watching Mire Kessler. The man had not taken his eyes off of Arthur, he saw. Holding his stare, Arthur slowly lowered himself into his car.



A Train of Thought
 
Griffin sat across from Itishree through the first two stops, Greensburg and Latrobe. His worry for her was mounting. Itishree had witnessed, albeit from a distance and in near darkness, Gabriel’s carnage on the streets of Pittsburgh. She had passed from sobbing to quiet denial in phases since they had boarded the train. She had sat mostly motionless for a hour. All Griffin could do was seek napkins and hand them over to Itishree in regular intervals. 
The feeling of helplessness was the most emasculating emotion a fit man could experience. Especially witnessing emotional pain control someone you loved. Noticeably missing was Gabriel. He could feel the Archangel share his mind, watching Griffin’s empty attempt to comfort Itishree, and saying nothing. Griffin simmered from empathy to anger recognizing Gabriel’s lack of intervention. In fact, he became pissed.
“Captain Worthless Angel Pants. You want to help out?” Griffin thought to himself and Gabriel. There came a few angelic tones but no thoughts from Gabriel. Griffin took that as a ‘meh’.
“Itishree,” Griffin began softly. He leaned forward and placed his hands on her knees and looked down. “Do you want to talk about it?”
Itishree looked up and sniffed. “No. I don’t want to run what I saw through my mind again. I’m not ready for that.”
They both looked at each other. He was afraid she was about to wig the fuck out and have a mental break down. He looked around to gauge the other riders on the train car. There were few. Griffin resigned himself that if Itishree freaked he could do nothing but watch and hope Gabriel could teleport them or some other crazy stunt to keep Itishree safe while not drawing attention to themselves. Something must have given his thought away because Itishree melted a small amount holding his gaze.
“Look, darling, I believe in you. You’ve been through a lot of crazy stuff since you’ve met me.”
That brought out a small smile from Itishree. Griffin returned with a larger smile.
“Are you going to see this through to the end, Griffin? Can I truly count on you? I’ve heard stories abut you American men, you know.”
“From who, you’re cousin?” Griffin felt challenged.
Itishree crossed her arms and looked toward the window.
“We haven’t really talked about this, Itishree. I’ve walked away from my job, my home, all of my belongings. I can’t go back. I won’t go back.”
Itishree refocused her attention on Griffin and softened her expression. But, said nothing.
“She isn’t convinced,” Gabriel thought.
“Oh now you speak up!” Griffin thought.
“Shree, Gabriel can’t go forward without me. And, without you there is no reason for me or Gabriel being here. There are no substitutes, no bench to call on. We are it.”
“I’m committed Griffin, as crazy as all of this is, I’m committed.”
“Are you sure, babe?”
“Yes, yes, I am certain,” Itishree said. “Can you function with Mr. Angel inside your head, year after year?”
She leaned forward and took both of Griffin’s hands in hers. He was relieved to see Itishree animate and acting more normal by the second. She was quiet for a moment and looked at him with the most serious stare he had witnessed.
“Griffin, I like you. On top of all we’ve been through and what is coming next, I like you.”
Griffin not only saw the seriousness in her eyes, he heard it in her voice and could feel the world take on a sharpness. And then soft switch fell into place within him. He liked what was happening. Hell, he welcomed what Itishree was saying. He wanted this connection to Itishree to grow. He needed it. Somehow, he knew, this was what he wanted. Griffin felt his entire essence warm. His grip on Itishree’s hands firmed.
“I don’t want to lose you to Gabriel’s will. I don’t want to see you killed, too,” Itishree said. She looked down at their joined hands. “Will the Archangel’s ruthlessness bleed over to you? Will you become a monster within the monster?”
Griffin could felt her body betray a small quake as she worked to contain her emotions.
And there it was. Itishree’s reaction to what she saw on the highway was her imagining the same fate for Griffin or that Griffin would become a berserker too. It wasn’t the carnage. It was the fear of losing him that had shut her down. Losing him by thought or through the actions of Gabriel. With a rush Griffin could feel Gabriel take control of nearly all of his functions. He could feel his eyes swim from green to the freakish blue Itishree had described.
“Child. I have witnessed the violence of mankind and have taken measure of the advances in man’s ability to harm each other. There is nothing on this world that can threaten you or Griffin. The closer we move to your first sermon the more I see of the near future. There will be challenges both physical and mental. You and Griffin will struggle but I must ask you for that most elusive of human traits - faith.”
Griffin saw that Itishree had known it was Gabriel speaking through him now. She had released his hands, sat back, and recrossed her arms.
“Mr. Angel,” Itishree said. She had affixed an almost hateful glare. “If Griffin is harmed today, this year, this decade, or ever! I will stop what you have asked of me. Do you understand?”
Here she was, Itishree, in all of her one hundred eight pounds of fearsome glory, threatening the Archangel Gabriel. If Gabriel hadn’t held control of his physical form he would have hugged and kissed her. She was magnificent. He was so proud of her.
“No harm will come to you or Griffin,” Gabriel said. “Although, there will situations you may not believe my words.”
Itishree response was to narrow her fierce eyes suspiciously at him.
Gabriel made two mental requests from Griffin and he slipped control back to Griffin.
“Are you ready to learn what you’re going to say to the world?” Griffin asked. He was excited too.
“Bring on the Angel,” Itishree said. Her smile wasn’t full. However, the expression lifted Griffin. For the first time that miserable eventful day, joy filled his heart.
“Okay,” Griffin whispered. Straightening, he said, “Are you ready?”
Itishree unzipped an outer pocket of her backpack. She slid a new half-size spiral notebook onto her lap. A pen already jammed through the spirals.
“Yes,” she said with simple confidence.
 
Mira Kessler stood in the Johnstown Amtrak parking lot. A small heavy bag in his left hand. The unmarked sedan pulled away from the small lot and into the a town Mira could only think of as hick and dirty. The station was near a river, he saw that from the twin turbo prop before landing. Johnstown looked like any dirty river town. Even the airport was dirty. Mira imagined he could feel the slime penetrating his dark blue travel suit. The fabric unable to fend off the filth. Giving into his emotional weakness, Mira turned and walked into Amtrak terminal, purchased a ticket for Harrisburg and walked out to the platform. An ancient overhead led panel flashed the Pennsylvanian was on time and would arrive in eight minutes.
Mira retrieved his cell from his jacket breast pocket and reviewed the information again. The text app had a single conversation from an eight-eight-eight area code. There were no words in the text message. Six pictures, three of an American male, and three of an Indian woman. He studied the images again, one at a time. The man was tall, over six feet with plain no distinct features. The Indian woman small, attractive. In one picture she was smiling at the man. She cared for him. For a moment he felt a pang of regret. This woman was someone’s daughter. She had the pretty face anyone and everyone who met her would remember. Her smile was perfect, innocent, natural.
Killing beautiful people was always grievous to Mira. He immediately threw up a mental shield and rechecked his consciousness. Mira trained himself to capture emotional stabs, hold them in his mind and analyze their effect. The grief was observed and tossed away. He cleaned away his emotions, and unfocused his eyes. Moments passed to him. The train entering the station brought him back to the present. He straightened and placed his cell back into his jacket pocket, trading it for his ticket. 
 
Itishree’s hand cramped. She had sixteen scribbled pages of what Gabriel had described as the most important text in the history of mankind. From the Angel’s declaration of the gravity of what she was undertaking her entire body had tensed. She had crossed another milestone ratcheting the tension. Her writing hand had gone down hill from there.
“You have what you need for your first sermon,” Gabriel spoke through Griffin. “You must study what you’ve written and rewrite it with your own words.”
Itishree looked out the train window as a distraction and to relieve her neck from the position it had held. They had come along a river and were pulling into another station. The platform placard read, ‘Johnstown’. She looked back at Griffin and saw his eyes switch blue for green. She smiled. Itishree felt better given something to do. She had always accepted what others had seen as ‘too much responsibility’ since she was a little girl. But Itishree had never felt overwhelmed. Now, she was forced to accept a role she didn’t fully understand much less own. She told herself this was just another task she could manage. Her process of returning to normalcy reinforced from will and desperation.
“Hi babe,” Griffin said returning her smile.
“Hey darling,” she said. Her smile increasing in intensity. “How was your Angel nap?”
Griffin chuckled. “I don’t get to sleep while Gabriel takes control. I’m a passenger. I hear, see, feel my thoughts, his thoughts. Come to think of it I feel many thoughts in and around me. If it not for Gabriel I know I would go insane trying to compartmentalize it all.” He made a screwed up face and looked down the aisle. Itishree leaned and turned following Griffin’s stare. A dark suited man, sans tie, had entered their train car. He nodded to them both and sat in the row of seats just inside the car’s furthest doors.
“We’ll need to keep down our voices,” Griffin said. They had moved to this car after boarding the train in Pittsburgh, hoping for privacy. Now, they would need to keep to themselves.
“Move to another seat. Give Itishree an hour alone. She needs to digest all she has written,” Gabriel thought to Griffin.
“I’m going to give you some room to study,” Griffin said. “Do you need anything?”
“Yes, a bottle of water and the privy would be nice.”
“I’ll find the food car, you can find the John yourself,”
They both rose, walked down the aisle towards the suited man. Itishree passed the last row of seats and opened the compartment door, but sensed Griffin had stopped. She stood in the door and saw Griffin pausing at last row. He turned and faced the suited man. Griffin’s face was fixed and stoic. Itishree saw the suited man flench and jerk his head toward Griffin.
Griffin said, “Excuse, I thought I recognized you.”
Itishree reached out and took Griffin’s arm, leading him through the compartment doors and into the next car. She turned her eyebrows opposite themselves. “What was that about? Is he here to harm us?”
“No, but I don’t like him,” Griffin said.
“What does Captain AngelPants say?”
“He isn’t saying anything.”
“You were being rude?” Itishree asked.
“Over reacting, maybe?” Griffin shrugged in self defense.
They headed off on their respective errands. Itishree badly needing to pee and Griffin to purchase two bottles of water. It was Itishree who made it back to their car and her seat first. She saw Griffin open the compartment car, at the opposite end, and step into their car. He gave the suited man a long look while allowing his hand to linger, closing the door. He walked down the aisle, a water bottle in each hand, a look of accomplishment plastered on his face. Itishree smiled and sat up ready to receive one of the bottles of water.
But Griffin stopped short of their seat row. His usual gimpy smile had vanished, replaced by a look of concern. Griffin’s eyes were looking straight ahead. At first Itishree thought Gabriel had taken control of Griffin but she saw his eyes were still green, Griffin’s green.
“Don’t move,” came a non-familiar whisper.
Then she saw a hand reach from behind Griffin and check his left pants pocket, then disappear. A moment later a hand checked Griffin’s right pants pocket. Then Itishree caught a glimpse of the suited man behind Griffin.
“Take off your backpack,” The stranger’s voice said. The voice had a gravel quality to it. The sound made Itishree’s hair stand on end.
Griffin did so, setting the backpack in a seat two rows from Itishree. As he did so, Griffin leaned to his right just enough for Itishree to see the suited man completely, from the waist up. He had a gun pointed at Griffin’s head. The barrel seemed long somehow, extended beyond what was normal in movies, or television.
“Sit down next to your girlfriend,” the gravelly voice said.
Griffin raised his hands at the elbows and walked the two rows. Itishree scooted over to the window seat and Griffin sat next to the aisle. Once he was seated he lowered his hands to his lap. The man remained standing in the aisle.
“Normally,” the suited man began speaking. Itishree heard an accent mixed in with the rough tone. She couldn’t place the accent. “I would kill you both and leave.”
The man walked closer to them both and leaned against the opposite seat, nonchalantly. To Itishree it was the stance of a shopper picking out the best loaf of bread. The man was uncaring.
“But, I have been given an agenda,” he said, looking around the car as if searching to construct his next sentence. “I was hired to ensure I would be here to deliver a message. I have been hired occasionally to give this speech but in all of those instances the circumstances have proven false.”
“What do you want?” Griffin asked.
“To get paid,” the man said. “But what I want is unimportant. First the formalities. I am …”
“Mira Kessler” Griffin said. From the slow and deliberate enunciation, Itishree knew it was really Gabriel who spoke.
The man, Mira, nodded his head slowly and leaned into observe Griffin more closely.
“Maybe we are at this moment, after all. Do you know who sent me?” Mira asked Griffin.
“No,” Gabriel said.
“Interesting, indeed,” Mira said. He straightened, enjoying the irony that escaped Itishree. “A substantial bonus awaits me if this pans out.” Mira smiled but the gun in his hand never wavered from pointing at Griffin. The gunman leaned slightly closer to Griffin and said, “Cartaphilus. I was hired by your Department of Homeland Security but in reality Cartaphilus owns most of the guild’s contracts and filters us into government contracts in order to monitor if certain persons return.”
Griffin looked at Itishree with an inquisitive glare. Without Mira and his weapon Itishree would have laughed at Griffin because it was Gabriel who was dumbfounded. As she thought more on Gabriel, Itishree recalled the horror she had seen the Archangel perform this very day. She relaxed. And, Gabriel smiled back at her.
Mira watched the exchange and said nothing. Slight waves of the gun was the only objection Mira could muster. Itishree almost felt sorry for the man.
Mira continued, “Cartaphilus has watched for your return. You were out of reach during your time with Buddha. And Cartaphilus’ efforts were limited the three years you instructed Muhammad. But since the industrial revolution he has built the means to monitor and respond.”
Itishree glanced over to Griffin and saw his innocent confusion slip into a frown. The frown crashed into an expression of rage. She began to fear for her life then. Not from Mira but from Gabriel’s wrath. Griffin’s hand reached out and comforted Itishree with a small gesture. Itishree still wished she was in another state, far away from what was about to happen.
“Cartaphilus gives you this message. You shall not bring about an end to mankind, Archangel. I will remove your messenger and delay the plans of God for another millennia.”
“Holy shit,” Itishree said. She closed her eyes and winced.
Itishree didn’t see what happened over the next few seconds. Mira, the assassin flicked his gun toward Itishree’s head. But before he could discharge the weapon, the gun had turned into metal dust, losing the ability for the metal to bond. Next, Griffin had shot up and struck the assassin in the throat with his opened right hand. The follow through of Griffin’s body sent Mira into the roof of the train car blasting the wind from the assassin’s lungs.
Itishree squealed and fell into the aisle, curling herself to a ball. Griffin blurred and caught Mira as he fell from the ceiling and threw him the length of the train car. The assassin crunched bonelessly against the train compartment’s bulkhead. Griffin bounded into the air and folded back to strike with a hammer blow. But there was no strike. There was no need to strike the assassin again. Griffin stood over the unconscious Mira Kessler.
It was only after a second of silence did Itishree uncover her head and face to peer down the aisle of the train car. Griffin walked the length of the compartment, dragging the limp body behind him. Holding he assassin behind him with his right arm, he bent and lifted Itishree from the floor. A small whimper escaped her throat. Griffin gently sat her down in her previous seat and tossed Mira into the seats across the aisle. With practiced ambition, Griffin sat facing Itishree and inspected her for damage.
“You are unharmed?” Gabriel asked.
Itishree looked about her torso, patting herself down in a physical cliche’. “I’m unharmed.”
Gabriel’s blue eyes changed hue to green.
“Oooooouch,” Griffin said hugging his own arms. Then he slumped over against the train window. “Gabriel popped every joint in my body.”
“Who is that?” Itishree asked pointing at the body across the aisle.
“A thug hired by a bitter immortal,” Griffin said.
“Immortal?”
“Cartaphilus was a shop keeper on the street Christ walked on the way to crucifixion. Christ fell before Cartaphilus’ shop and paused to gather strength. The cross heavy upon his back. Blood streaming down the length of his body. ‘Move along, move along!’ Cartaphilus cried out, stepping out from his shop to throw scraps at Christ. ‘Move along, why do you loiter?’ Cartaphilus continued.”
Itishree caught on that this was Gabriel telling the story and not Griffin. Griffin’s eyes had closed and his face was a in a forced grimace.
“Christ said, ‘I shall rest, but you will go on till the last day’. And, with that, I placed a curse upon Cartaphilus to walk until the end. Encountering such a figure was not in my original instructions. I’m sorry if you have been further startled.”
“I’m going to be fine. What about Griffin?” Itishree asked.
“Griffin has suffered some physical damaged. I apologize,” the Archangel said. “He will need to rest before we reach our destination. He will recover in a few hours.”
Griffin’s eyes opened and looked at Itishree. She had been holding Griffin’s arms and looking intently at him. She could see one of his collar bones looked out of place.
“You should take this time to study your sermon.”
“What about that?” Itishree pointed again at Mira Kessler’s crumpled body across the aisle.
“He faired much worse and will not awaken until long after we have left this vehicle. He cannot harm you. Now, study while Griffin sleeps.” Griffin’s body relaxed and the grimaced was removed as his face fell into a neutral pose. Griffin’s breathing steadied out and deepened.
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Itishree woke to light brushes through her hair. The train continued its steady rocking. She opened her eyes to see Griffin smiling down on her. She must have fallen asleep during her studies and Griffin awakened. She sat up next to Griffin. Looking over the aisle she saw Mira Kessler had not moved from the pile he had been tossed.
“Are you okay?” Itishree asked Griffin.
“I’m sore,” he said smiling. “How are you?”
“Rested. But my head is full of wonder and questions.”
“How so?” Griffin asked.
“From what Gabriel taught me. I’m worried and fascinated. How can we accomplish any of this?” Itishree made a sweeping gesture.
“We?” Griffin asked.
“Humankind. I would love to see mankind come together but I am deeply skeptical.”
A shadow feel across the train. They had entered a tunnel and the train had slowed considerably.
“You’ll know soon. We are about tens miles outside of New York,” Griffin said. His smile was unmovable.
“Oh crap,” Itishree said looking down at her hands in her lap. Crushing anxiety gripped her. The proximity to New York City had brought the realism of her divine task crashing around her.
“Babe, you are going to be awesome. I have faith in you.” Griffin lifted her chin and gave her a warm confident kiss.
Itishree couldn’t remove the look of worry from her face. She nodded and extended her mouth into a line.
“I can do this,” she said. “What do we do with Mira Kessler?”
“Leave him. He moaned a few times while you slept. From his ragged breathing I would guess he has several broken ribs. Maybe a concussion.” Griffin shrugged. “People have come in and out of this car, but no one back this far. Nobody cares.”
Griffin straightened and Itishree saw his eye color change. But even though she was certain Gabriel had taken control once again there was the slightest wince. Griffin was in considerable pain.
“An Archangel sits before you. Sent by the Heavens to Earth. Your species must rise above themselves or be vanquished. God calls for the righteous. The fruit of humanity. Will you answer for all your kind?”
“I shall. I am. It will be me,” Itishree swore.
“Do not fear. I will be your shield and your sword,” Gabriel said.
The look of Griffin’s face was fierce. Primal. Confident. The resolve gave strength to Itishree. Her back straightened too. She squared her shoulders and blew out a long breath.
Griffin reached out and kissed the back of Itishree’s hand. Minutes later they arrived at Penn Station. The station was busy, ancient, and boxy. Both Itishree and Griffin gawked at the internal contemporary splendor for a moment crossing the main hall. The seeming acres of criss-crossing people was distracting to them both. But the pair managed to find their luggage and make their exit onto West Thirty Third Street.
The early afternoon heat crashed over them as they walked onto the sidewalk. Itishree shrugged it off but Griffin made a gruff sound of disapproval. People rushing back to work, from lunch, filled the streets. This effect bothered Griffin too but not Itishree. She was used to the public hordes of India. But, it took considerable effort for Itishree to fall into rhythm and walk without bumping into or being bumped by the waves of Americans. She noted they had a style all their own. Her native culture was used to closer quarters and tighter movement. Americans were mobile aggressors.
With Gabriel’s guidance they circled the block and found the Affinity Manhattan Hotel. After handing over their identification the hotel clerk had declared them Lark and Melissa Gibson. Itishree and Griffin smiled over this again. They would never get used to Gabriel’s wit. Once they had deposited their luggage into the room, Itishree and Griffin selected as little baggage as possible for their two mile walk. Griffin took nothing but his wallet and hotel card key. He left his new cell phone in the hotel. If they suffered an unimaginable fate, the cell phone wouldn’t help. Itishree took her small purse. Gabriel had requested she wear a scarf loosely over her hair. She complied.
The was an awkward moment when they both realized they had nothing more to do than leave and carry out their mission. They stood in their room’s entry staring at each other. Itishree knew what Griffin was thinking.
“Are you ready?” she asked Griffin.
“Am I ready? Today is yours Itishree. Are you ready?” Griffin asked. A small amount of concern dented his brow.
“Yes. I answer God’s call. It will be me,” She said. And she believed her confidence.
“You sound like an old school baptist preacher.”
“What’s that?” she asked.
“Never mind” Griffin replied.
By now the sidewalks were missing the lunchtime crunch of workers. Griffin was thankful the sidewalks here were wide. The city seemed ten degrees cooler without the masses crowding around him.
“Is it this way?” Itishree asked pointing down West Thirty Third Street.
“Yes, we have a mile and a half before we turn left down First Avenue,” he said. Or, at least, that is what Gabriel had told him.
Together they set off at a brisk pace. Itishree had started out in a hurry. A part of her wanted to just get there, no matter where there was or what would happen. She just wanted to face her new reality, and wrestle it to the ground. Griffin was lagging behind, she noticed. After they had crossed the next block Itishree decided to slow her pace and enjoy the afternoon. Why not? She asked herself. She checked Griffin with a glance and saw he was carrying a wrinkled brow and was beginning to sweat.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
Griffin seemed distracted but looked down at Itishree. “Yes, Gabriel is going through an incredible amount of information. It is overwhelming. I can almost hear thousands of people think, talk, interact.”
Griffin was beginning to appear like a person suffering from a migraine headache.
“Darling, can you suppress yourself and let Gabriel take over. I don’t know how to explain it. Hang back inside and not expose yourself to Archangelness?”
“That isn’t such a bad idea. Gabriel agrees,” Griffin said.
They had been walking and talking and when Itishree chanced another glance, Griffin’s face had relaxed and the blue eyes of the Archangel had taken Griffin’s emerald green.
West Thirty Third Street was a one way - three lane street with additional space for parking against each curb. They were walking against the traffic on the southern sidewalk. Vehicle traffic was moderate and, of course, exceeding the posted speed limit.
“Itishree?” Gabriel said.
“Yes, Mr. Archangel.”
“You will be the mother of a new humanity,” Gabriel added.
“I will? And, how am I to do that, Mr. Archangel?”
Foot traffic around them stopped both walking with them and against. Itishree didn’t stop moving forward, and at first, didn’t notice the pedestrians come to a halt in unison. Then, a woman turned and looked upon Itishree. Her face looked as though she was seeing a great work of art and realized the greatness for the first time. Mystery, reverence, almost awe cast over the stranger. Itishree walked past her lingering her own gaze until it craned her neck to do so.
“You will speak to the masses, in every nation large and small. You will comfort and educate the planet,” Gabriel said.
She turned to look up at him.
“Gabriel!” she shouted.
“Gabriel?” a man leaning up against a brick wall asked. Itishree turned to look at where the question had come and saw a middle aged man looking around, acting with confusion.
“Gabriel, I can see you!” Itishree squealed. She made pawing motions as if to dispel vapors.
Other pedestrians were stopping and gawking at Itishree and Griffin. A few began to reluctantly reach out for Itishree. But, they pulled back as if scolded by an invisible parent.
Itishree looked up at Griffin again. Waifs of blue-white light were breaking through the boundary of Griffin’s body. He was literally leaking Gabriel. Itishree stutter stepped to look at Griffin’s back and saw the outline of wings casting away the afternoon sun. As taller buildings cast shade onto Gabriel the effect was magnified. Gabriel was losing containment within Griffin’s body. And they were drawing a following. Itishree could hear gasps now from onlookers.
“Itishree, do not be afraid,” Gabriel said.
“I’m not afraid. But, you aren’t making this stroll easy.”
“Step into the street,” Gabriel said. Griffin had stopped and was pointing into the street.
Itishree turned not understanding the request and not seeing Griffin next to her.
“You want me to walk into the street?” She looked again into the street and saw the traffic had not slowed or lessened by any measure.
“Yes,” Gabriel said as he took Griffin between two parked cars.
“No!” Itishree shouted. “You said we would be safe!”
“How can God trust you to deliver his words when you have no faith in one of his servants?” Gabriel demanded.
“..I” Itishree looked from Griffin, now outlined completely by Gabriel. Itishree looked to the street, moving traffic, and then back at Griffin. She could see Gabriel’s eyes against Griffin’s forehead.
“Itishree, on this day we three will stand and you shall speak. By the end of the day the world will have listened,” Gabriel roared.
Itishree was witnessing Gabriel go bat shit crazy and taking Griffin along for the ride. She ran out into West Thirty Third Street and into traffic, to shield Griffin’s body. Tires squealed. Itishree squealed. People cried out. Griffin’s arms raised to shoulder height and Gabriel blossomed out in a flash of blue-white light. His nine feet and proportional mass eclipsing Griffin’s six feet silhouette, in which Gabriel encompassed Griffin. For the moment, Itishree lost awareness of her own danger and was totally enthralled by Gabriel’s exposure. It was the most majestic sight she had ever witnessed. And she had seen quite a few interesting events these last few days.
Gabriel walked over to Itishree and looked down on her. Inside the brilliance of his form she could see Griffin, mimicking Gabriel’s movement. The Archangel outstretched his left arm in a gesture for Itishree to continue walking, but now down the middle of the street. She looked up at Gabriel’s face and saw the Archangel manage a smile before dropping the invitation to continue towards their destination. She smiled back and turned east.
“Crazy Mr. Archangel, crazy,” she mouthed under her breath.
Every car within Itishree’s sight had stopped. Around them there was silence. She could hear car horns participating in a chorus of complaints, from what must have been blocks away. But, near her, drivers and passengers alike were out of their cars, standing with open mouths. Engines, people, even their dogs were silent. 
Itishree resumed her walk. What else could she do? Gabriel followed. The energy entombed form of Griffin came with the Archangel. Together they walked among the strewn cars and onlookers. The sidewalks had filled with people and more were pouring out of the surrounding buildings. Store fronts stood open. Cell phones were held aloft by the few disenchanted. Some whispered to themselves. Others talked quietly. Strangers coming together in interesting times.
From Itishree’s left a large German Shepherd trotted up and sat, wagging it’s tail. She reached for it and stroked the dog’s head and jaw but didn’t break her stride. The dog made a gleeful whine and struggled to remain seated.
“Good dog,” Itishree said.
The German Shepherd stood and began to cantor in place from excitement. Its movements were almost a staggered series of jumps. Griffin’s arm shot out from Gabriel’s storming figure and patted the dog too.
“Hi Barnabas, good boy!” Griffin said.
Itishree was taken aback at hearing Griffin’s inflection coming from within Gabriel’s mass. She shook her head slightly and continued down the center of the street.
What happened next took Itishree completely by surprise. From the gathering masses a nun walked out into the street. She wore a black summer habit. In her hand she held a rosary of white beads. Her face was masked in a stern expression. The nun walked in an arc threading her way between stalled cars and the smattering of passengers. Itishree slowed her pace unsure of what to do or what would happen next. She fell to her knees five meters ahead of Itishree, just off to the left of their path. Itishree walked up to her and stopped, looking down at the nun. At first the nun’s head was bowed. The, the nun raised her head to look up at Itishree. The nun began to weep. Itishree began to cry, cupping the nun’s cheek with a hand.
“Your courage is noted and appreciated sister. Thank you,” Itishree said.
The nun gathered herself and said, “Bless me for you walk with an angel of God.”
Itishree placed her hand on the nun head. The act seemed natural to Itishree but she didn’t know why. “Blessings from God, his servant Gabriel, and his prophet, Itishree.”
The nun smiled. A tear slid down her cheek.
“The Prophet of God!” Gabriel boomed with Griffin’s voice.
The sound made Itishree jump. She felt the pavement shake beneath her. The parked cars, lining both sides of the street, gave warning alarm chirps. Glass crashed from several nearby windows. And, everyone fell to their knees.
Itishree gave the nun one last smile and then left her there, kneeling. She had thought the street was quiet before but now, Itishree thought she could hear whispered prayers coming from the multitudes kneeling. Never before was she able to hear bird songs while on the streets of Pune’. She turned around to check on Griffin. Gabriel followed her. The Archangel gave almost a menacing stare as he walked. His head rhythmically checked left to right. “Great,” she thought. “Mr. Angel is scaring the people”. She checked their stares and indeed most were looking at Gabriel and not her. Fear upon most. Reverence on a few.
She stopped and turned again to Gabriel. Itishree affixed her most serious face. She looked up and straightened her arms by her sides.
“Gabriel,” she whispered. “You’re scaring people. Stop acting like you’re on patrol.”
The Archangel’s energy form straightened as he gave another look around the crowds. Gabriel adopted a more neutral posture and nodded at Itishree. She turned and yet again began to walk down the center of the street.
In fifteen minutes they had reached First Avenue. And with her was Gabriel, Griffin, and a few hundred random New Yorkers who had been caught up in the moment. Itishree could hear car horns in the distance. No doubt protesting the few hundred cars left stranded in her wake.
Together, Gabriel and Itishree walked straight out into First Avenue’s afternoon traffic. Again, tires squealed against pavement. A new chorus of car horns protested from angry drivers. But when they caught sight of the Griffin/Gabriel enigma, their horns fell silent, car doors opened, and more people gawked. Itishree and Gabriel stood for several long moments in stopped traffic. Itishree realized, finally, Gabriel wanted as much attention as possible before moving on. They both struck poses more as superhero’s than religious icons. Once First Avenue fell as silent as West Thirty Third, Itishree continued north, heading for the United Nations Headquarter’s Building.
On First Avenue they were walking with traffic. The throngs of people falling Itishree and Gabriel clogged the street from curb to curb. They stayed back fifty feet behind Gabriel, obviously worried as the intention of the Angelic humanoid hybrid. Itishree walked two paces ahead of Gabriel. Ahead of Itishree, First Avenue emptied of traffic. Its river-like sources of cars cut off behind them. The monolith of the UN Building loomed ahead and to the right. Itishree noted they were also near the water and a cooler breeze was being drawn to the water.
In front of the UN south gate a police car was permanently parked in cases of emergencies or the occasional disobedient New Yorker or pissed-off tourist. Itishree saw the officer notice the lack of traffic and check both his mirrors. The police cruiser’s driver door opened and the officer pulled up his belt and trousers, weighing the crowd walking toward him, the UN locked front gate, and guard shack. She saw him reach for his shoulder radio mic and key in an urgent call. Momentarily, he ducked back into the cruiser. Itishree saw the car’s roof lights come to life. And the officer exited the car again, and slammed the door.
“Don’t kill him, Gabriel,” Itishree said. “Please don’t kill him.”
Gabriel made no sign he acknowledged her request.
Three things happened at once. The officer unsnapped the restraint from his weapon holster. Itishree took in a breath. And the officer’s car was smashed flat with an explosive detonation. Glass, metal, and rubber was blown into the street in all directions. The officer jerked his head toward his car and saw Gabriel’s mid section. His energy form towering over him. The officer’s gaze ran up Gabriel’s chest and onto the Archangel’s face. Gabriel reached out to the drawn weapon and the breeze carried the gun away within a cloud of black dust. Without taking his stare from Gabriel, the officer turned and just walked up the street. Gabriel looked back at Itishree and smiled.
Itishree felt a hand fall onto her shoulder. She wasn’t startled. She turned to see Griffin smiling at her. Itishree turned back to face the guard shack and held out her hand to her side. Griffin took it. They walked up to the thick glass, hand in hand, facing the guards inside. The guards were half hunkered down trying to use the shack wall as cover. They were visibly afraid of Gabriel but Itishree could see they didn’t know how to react to the omnipotent Archangel. Sirens wailed in the distance, Itishree heard. More interference would be here shortly.
“Excuse me, love,” Itishree said to Griffin as she dropped his hand and headed to the squashed patrol cruiser. The crowd that had followed them was forming a semi circle around the UN gate complex. Itishree knew she only had one chance at addressing the crowd before going in, or having more police arrive. She walked to and then stepped up onto the cruiser. The crowd of faithful saw her standing head and shoulders above them. In unison they stopped and quieted.
Itishree looked over them for long moments. She saw the nun many rows deep in the crowd. Her tears were gone, replaced by a warm smile. See nodded towards a business man dressed in an expensive suit. He too wore a friendly inviting smile. Itishree imagined the reason they were here and the emotion swimming through their hearts was that this was the only truly meaningful event these people had faced in years.
Itishree scanned the crowd and found the German Shepherd that had come up to her many blocks back. When she made eye contact with the dog, it gave her a single bark. Itishree felt the dog understood too. The crowd was made up of people from all walks: rich, poor, all races, young workers, and aged folk who had been driving around for, up until now, reasons that seemed important. Itishree saw nurses, three firemen, and other city workers. Only a few people held up their smart devices, taking photos or video. The common factor amongst them all was that they wanted to be here in this moment with her, and they waited for her to speak.
“People,” she said and cleared her throat. “Friends, I must be brief.” she started over increasing the volume of her voice.
Gabriel walked up next to the smashed cruiser and looked out over the crowd. Even with Itishree standing on the crushed roof, he was two feet taller still.
“You have wondered for your entire lives, why are we here? What is the meaning to this?” She made a gesture to the city behind them with both her arms. “You’ve asked your religious leaders, why? You’ve questioned your life and your place, here.” Itishree pointed to her feet. Now she grasped her hands in front of her and took another moment reviewing the crowd. They remained transfixed on her. Obediently silent. But, the sirens grew louder.
“Due to the greed of our leaders, and the misleading writings or long dead theologians, we have been lead into this state of uncertain misery, we call life.” Itishree said with a grim expression.
“I have been given the task to replace your misery with truth. I am here to answer those questions and more. In short, we must relearn to trust one another. To work together.” Itishree paused letting her words sink into the crowd. “The next few years will be awful. Our leaders will inflict harm upon us resisting this change. Many of you will suffer. I am sorry. Mankind has drifted far from the design of God and our place in this universe. We are being given one last attempt to right our human nature.” Itishree made a simple motion towards Gabriel. “Or, we will find our end.” Gabriel held out his left arm to the sky and small bouts of lightning made crackles from his opened hand. A large ornate horn appeared, and Gabriel took it from the air. The horn was made of a silver metal which wound into two complete circles within itself. Multiple tassels of metal beads were tied off near the horn’s over sized mouth piece. The crowd nearly bolted. Some cried out, knowing the instrument in Gabriel’s clutch.
Itishree had been watching Gabriel but made no sudden movements. She faced the people again.
“But I will not let this happen. God has given us this one last chance. I will be your teacher.” Itishree said. Then she turned and hopped down from the wrecked car, and held out her hand for Griffin. He took it, and together, they walked toward the locked black gate. Gabriel vanished from the street. The horn vanished with him. The gate dissolved into dust and piled onto the marble and concrete entrance. Itishree and Griffin stepped over the gate’s remains and into the UN compound.
Itishree and Griffin walked into the UN office complex building, up the long ramp to the second floor, and turned left down a long wide hallway filled with busy well-dressed people. Gabriel was not with them. Few of the people in the hall took notice of the pair. Itishree could feel Griffin’s grasp squeeze tighter. She glanced over at him and gave a warm grin of adventure, and laughed. She felt great, connected, grounded. She knew this is what she was meant to do. The feeling swelled within her, threatening to produce her own tears of pride.
“Father,” she whispered to herself. He would be proud, she knew. Her father would understand the way she felt.
They turned and walked through a connected series of offices which opened up onto another wider, open space. Beyond this space lay multiple sets of double doors. Itishree could hear the amplified voice of an orator as random doors were opened and closed. The clipped accent was too heavy for Itishree to understand.
“Hey,” Itishree heard Griffin call out in a whisper. She hadn’t realized she had stood, paralyzed, in the open atrium. She looked over and hurried into the room. It was a nearly empty space. The room held only a small desk with two uncomfortable looking chairs. Two additional chairs were against the back wall. Itishree imagined the room was available for ad-hoc discussions off the UN floor. 
“We can wait here until the speech is over,” Griffin said.
Itishree craned her body outside the door ensuring she could hear the orator and would estimate its end. She darted back inside when she noticed the small spheres of light closing in around the office Griffin had chosen for them to hide. So much for the secret, she thought. Looking out through the door, Itishree saw she hadn’t been the only one to see the dancing spheres. She huffed and withdrew back into the office, closing the door. Gabriel fused into Griffin’s body. The effect seem to make Griffin shudder. The meld seemed to be different this time, Itishree thought. She saw the familiar change of eye color and knew Gabriel had taken control of Griffin once again.
Suddenly, Griffin jumped toward her, pulling her behind him. Itishree crashed against the back corner of the office. The office door exploded off its hinges and was flung back smashing out one of the office windows. Its metal blinds spewed fractured shards of glass onto the floor. In ran six guards. They wore heavy body armor and held their weapons drawn, focused on Griffin and Gabriel. The guards were screaming all at once. A ragged chorus of “Don’t move!”, “Hands in the air!”, and “On your knees!” was intimidating, but mostly, confusing. Five fanned out in a semi-circle around Griffin. The sixth pulled Itishree off the floor and onto her feet. She had thrown herself down, behind the desk instinctively, when she heard the door blast open.
“Who are you people?” the guard holding her yelled into her face. Itishree had been assaulted by too many influences in too short of a time span. She found she couldn’t react at all to the guard screaming and shaking her violently.
Griffin drew a up a hand palm up. What Itishree saw happen she would never forget. A pestilence spread across the room turning the guard’s flesh into ash. The effect swam left to right across the room. The last guard on the right was the only one who witnessed the oncoming death. He had just enough time to form his mouth into a scream when his visage puffed into ash. A muffled scream was snuffed out next to her. She turned and screamed herself as she saw the weight of the guard’s helmet crush the ashes that were once a man’s head. Itishree jerked away. The motion caused the pile of ash to dump onto the floor. The guard’s armored glove still attached to Itishree’s arm.
The bodies of the other guards made slow cascading tumbles onto the floor. The next few moments the room was waist deep in ash soot dancing from the air generated from the fallen figures.
Itishree looked to Griffin to see if he was all right. He seemed to be folded in on himself, gathering an inner force. His body uncurled and Griffin let out a long scream, “Noooooooooo”.
Gabriel was hurled from Griffin’s form. The Archangel’s energy force filled the opposite half of the room like a quickly filled balloon. The Archangel’s back was against the ceiling. His gigantic face inches from Griffins. Gabriel was in his thirty foot form bent over at the waist. His hands and lower arms were on the floor. The light coming off the Archangel was blinding. But Griffin wasn’t turning from the Archangel.
“No more killing!” Griffin screamed out each word as if each made its own sentence. “I cannot stand to feel another life ripped from their body, Gabriel. I can’t do it again. You must find another way. No more death. No more.”
The Archangel’s light flared from the challenge coming from Griffin.
The two stared at each other for a long moment. Griffin was red faced and angry as hell, Itishree saw. Gabriel’s expression would have made all of Moses hair go white, she imagined. The Archangel was just as pissed as Griffin. It was Gabriel who gave way first. His form slowly shrank down to the nine foot form Itishree knew best. Gabriel eyed Griffin, and then nodded once. Griffin returned the nod as Gabriel vanished into a cloud of tiny dancing sprites.
“Come on,” Griffin said to Itishree. “We have to hit the General Assembly Hall now. We have little time.”
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Griffin and Itishree stood inside the darkened corner behind and to the left of the marble lectures. The alcove was created by the circular shape of the General Assembly Room and the second floor entrance flat entrance. The excitement they had caused had cleared the second atrium. But the ruckus had not spilled into the General Assembly proceedings. The two looked out onto an ocean of the planet’s delegates. The room itself was impressive enough to frighten all but a few. Now, full of delegates, the task they were about to partake seemed impossible. They were twenty five steps from the speakers podium.
Itishree and Griffin stood leaning onto the rail and looking out, both mouths agog. Itishree was too busy with her own fear to wonder how Griffin was doing.
“You go first,” Itishree joked.
“No, you.” Griffin joked back.
“Make me,” she said.
Griffin turned on Itishree with a serious smile. He said nothing but stared. She turned to face him and knew the joking was over. They hadn’t been paying particular attention to the speaker but the floor was getting restless. The speech was coming to an end. From the closing words Itishree made out the speaker was from a country effected greatly by climate change. His closing statements urging passage of an upcoming vote on carbon decreases, or something along those lines. His needs didn’t seem as grave as everyone’s concern was about to become, she knew.
The speaker cleared the podium and walked down the few steps to take his place in the crowd. There was a respectable level of applause while the speaker, an ambassador they both knew now, was stopped with handshakes every five paces. Congratulatory nods sprang about in the crowd like wild flowers in an autumn garden.
A well dressed middle-aged man rose to walk to the podium. As he stepped around his isle of arced tables he expertly placed a set of fine reading glasses upon his nose. He was glancing through a folder he carried with him, making the practiced walk toward the podium. Paying little attention to where he walked. The chairman had taken these steps dozens of speeches over his tenure. He stopped suddenly and looked up from the folder. Light popped into existence and washed over him, level with his sight. Itishree watched and knew Gabriel was making his entrance. She nudged Griffin down the rail toward the steps, leading them down onto the Assembly floor.
The light grew, and took shape. First of a man, then of an angel. Gabriel jutted out his wings to their full width. As he grew his wings grew. Many representatives took to their feet. Itishree saw many pointing. Many shouted out in reaction. Slowly the Archangel grew past his nine foot frame. He was increasing in size. Itishree knew the Archangel was going for the maximum attention and wouldn’t stop growing until, maybe his thirty foot form. She was almost pushing Griffin along now, using the distraction to make their way to the podium.
The chairman hadn’t moved the few moments since Gabriel had formed. His gaze was rolling higher and higher as Gabriel grew and elevated himself above the Assembly floor. When the Archangel came to his full thirty foot height, Itishree saw Gabriel give the chairman a back-handed signal to ‘begone’ from his general area. The chairman compiled, backing away and never taking his eyes from the angelic form.
Griffin stopped at the closest edge of the podium and tried to appear casual. Itishree grinned touching him on the shoulder with a small act of affection. She climbed the last two steps of the raised platform. Itishree took her notepad out and placed it upon the lectern. She cleared her throat and looked out upon the Assembly hall. Gabriel was menacing the planet’s representatives. The hall had become a gathering of terrified clumps of people. Smart devices collecting video and still images. Flashes plumed here and there. Itishree tapped the dual microphones with her fingers. She could barely hear the dull thunks over the cries of panic.
“Mr. Gabriel, please join me at my side,” Itishree said. Her voice squeaked a little, almost cracking.
The Archangel looked over it’s left shoulder, then turned and walked to the podium. He only required three steps at this massive size. Gabriel stood over Griffin enveloping the vessel in his energy.
Itishree found her place in the notes she had written on the train. Her heart lept into her throat but she forced it back down.
“Father, lend me your strength,” she asked the heavens to herself.
Itishree relaxed and spread her feet shoulders width and inhaled her last breath as an unknown mortal.
“The words of God,” Gabriel boomed over the hall’s intercom system. It was Griffin’s voice. But he was no where near an open microphone, Itishree thought. Since Gabriel had backed away and had not slaughtered anyone in the hall, the ambassador’s and other attendees had drawn closer to their original seats. A few had taken seats wherever they felt safest. Most stood, ready to flee.
“People of Earth,” Itishree began. “Over the modern history of man, since the advent of recorded time, the Archangel Gabriel has delivered the word of God. There have been spans of time between his travels to us. Sometimes centuries, or longer. When Gabriel spoke to Abraham the message was of faith beyond reality, courage, trust in your creator, and the demands of God. This message was forgotten. Moses brought the imprisoned people hope, taught mankind that slavery was an ugly sin, established the most basic laws of God, and gave clear demonstration of God’s power over man. This message forgotten.”
Itishree looked out over the assembly again, pausing to moisten her throat. She pushed away her fears and she vowed to never be afraid again. This is too important, she thought. “Be here now, be the love,” she heard her father say.
“With Mary, God gave you a pure mortal and prophet - Jesus. He had to be hidden from the scourge of mankind until adulthood. Jesus brought you God’s message of love, forgiveness, clear demonstrations of God’s mercy and ability. But you hung him and left him to die. A direct immutable creation of God, slain at the hands of mortals. God’s gift destroyed.”
A few in the assembly had caught on to what they thought was the jest of this display. Cries of woe sprinkled throughout the hall. Wales were audible from a few.
“Buddha was given the message of suffering, sacrifice, and inner peace. God taking the wealthy and bringing him down low to experience the emptiness that countless millions would suffer after him. A significant number of you listened. Mankind slowly opening eyes and ears. But the rest of you, forgotten.”
Itishree found herself pointing at the assembly. When had she become emotional?
“With Muhammad God believed you were ready for governing, for complex laws to protect the peace, ensure prosperity, and establish communication and economy that would span across the gulfs you had created. This message was most difficult. You had to be forced to listen, to read, to understand. And, to this day, you murder each other, refusing to acknowledge God’s majesty.”
Gabriel’s brilliant, massive form reached upward, as if to touch the vale of heaven, and again the horn blasted into existence, riding a torrent of lightning.
Itishree paused for several moments, letting the horn seize the assembly’s attention. The lightning crackled around Gabriel’s outstretched arm. Deafening thunder echoed off the walls. Itishree blinked as the cracks of sound seemed to burn around her. Gabriel froze in a posture from what Itishree imagined a Michelangelo statue. One foot on his toes. The Archangel’s torso lengthened to support the horn. He seemed to reach into another universe.
Itishree’s view of her audience had been momentarily blinded. But once the lightning had subsided she saw heads coming out from under tables. Many people cowered against the walls of the massive hall. They were in fear of their lives now.
“You took each opportunity and made it into a separate and divisive religion. Each religion you made into an instrument of hate. The once promised people are now the oppressors. Apartheid moving from one nation to the next. This must end. Combined, these messages are the word of God. There are no religions.”
Gabriel moved. He pulled the gigantic horn down to his chest with his left hand, and outstretched his right. A sword appeared in his right. This had been the first time Itishree had seen Gabriel’s sword. At his current size the sword was a meter wide and at least six meters in length. The sword just blinked into existence. It was the same color hue as Gabriel but it lacked the movement of internal light Gabriel’s form hinted. The sword seemed lit from a constant light. A never ending energy, Itishree imagined.
Gabriel moved the sword above the heads of the gathered ambassadors and then stopped over an older gentlemen. Then the Archangel turned his head toward Itishree. She was jolted back to her notes. The feeling he was waiting on her was overwhelming. She chanced a glance toward the ambassador in which the massive sword hovered. On the placard in front of him was written, ‘Israel’.
“The people of Earth have made an abomination of God’s message. You have used God’s word to profit and become rich. You have used God as a badge to wage war. You have used God to discriminate against each other. You have used God to murder each other. And, you have used God’s name to destroy your home. All of your sins are at an end.”
Itishree saw Gabriel move again and she paused. The Archangel drew the sword hilt back to his waste. The assembly cried out together.
Itishree cried out, “You will abandon your nations states, your religions, your greed, and your sins. This begins with the unification of Israel!”
Gabriel’s arm rushed forward. The Archangel impaled the Israel ambassador with the full width of the sword. The representative was split from throat to groin. As Gabriel lifted the incredible sword, the man came with the sword. Gabriel canted the sword and caught the ambassador’s legs on the long arced table, pulling the flesh off the sword. Blood and worse sizzled off the sword’s energy, self-cleaning the blade. The body flopped, in pieces, over the narrow table, surrounded by many many screams.
“Your judgement is nye and God tells you this: You will come together and leave this planet. The resources of Earth are at a precarious point. Every new soul brought down brings you closer to oblivion. Mankind’s only hope is to learn to work together, respect each other, nurture each other’s skills, and leave this planet. Your edict from your God is space. All of these worlds are yours if you can work together.”
Gabriel’s sword disappeared with a crack of close thunder.
“Your days on Earth are numbered. The word of God!”
Itishree lifted her notepad from the podium and walked down to the floor of the assembly hall. Griffin reached out his hand and took hers. Together, hand in hand they left the hall. Itishree was shaking with fear. The words she had delivered scared even her. She glanced at Griffin, her eyes large and moistened with oncoming tears. “What have I done?” She asked no one. Everyone.
“What must be done,” Griffin said, squeezing her hand.
Gabriel remained behind. His form glowing with blue white light. No one in the hall moved.
They made their way down the long arching ramp of the foyer. Itishree stopped and tugged Griffin to a stop with her.
“Griffin, something has been bothering me these last few days. When we saw each other, for the first time, physically saw each other for the first time, in IKEA - something passed between us. What was it?”
“You’re pregnant,” Griffin blurted out.
“That is one way of getting to the point,” Gabriel thought in Griffin's head. He hadn’t realized when the Archangel had rejoined him.
He glanced over at Itishree. Her mouth was open.
“Yeah, Gabriel did that in IKEA,” Griffin admitted. He put his hands out and made a childish shrug.
The look on Itishree's face didn't change.
“How?” Itishree squeaked.
Griffin could feel Gabriel inhale about to take over and say something biblically cryptic.
He cut the Archangel off, "That blue light that seemed to pass between us when we were coming out of the 'waking dream,” Griffin made quote signs in the air. “It was a soul.”
She looked back at Griffin and focused her resolve as they passed through the front doors of the main building. The Sun seemed more brilliant than before.
“Is Gabriel in you now?” she asked.
“Yes,” came Gabriel's reply from Griffin's lips.
“Good. I want to have conversation with you, asshole Archangel!” What started out as a normally aspirated sentence grew into a scream.
“My mother is going to kill me! My Auntie is then going to kill me again and you too. She's going to kill you Mr. Gabriel!” Itishree was roaring.
Griffin could feel her teeth grinding and took a step away from her. She was making fists in the air.
“That was our first kiss on our first date, and you knocked me up the day before!” Itishree hissed.
“You have been given the soul of…” Gabriel began to say but stopped because Griffin cut his access to his vocal cords with the mental words, “You should remain silent or she is going to claw my face off and get us both killed.”
“I can't believe I've been in this country for six days, barely had my welcoming interview, and I'm pregnant. My life's plan are discarded. I'm not happy Mr. Angel!” Itishree was back to screaming.
 
The end.
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