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    Preface


    Those who know me best will agree that I am willing to entertain concepts which push the bounds of orthodoxy to the breaking point and beyond. But, through the years, I have become even more firmly convinced that the sixty-six books of canonical Scripture are in fact divinely inspired and preserved, that every word as originally penned is exactly what God intended to say to men at that point in time, and that the picture of God which it paints is both accurate and authoritative. It truly is living, and powerful, and sharper than any 
two-edged sword. Take it to heart.


    But the genesis of this story comes from two classic Christian authors. First, when I was twelve years old Dr. Billy Graham published his work, Angels: God’s Secret Agents, which I quickly devoured; it led me to begin studying and thinking about these mysterious messengers. Secondly, in the Preface to “Screwtape Proposes a Toast” in the Collier Books paperback edition of The Screwtape Letters, C. S. Lewis laments that,


    I had, moreover, a sort of grudge against my book for not being a different book which no one could write. Ideally, Screwtape’s advice to Wormwood should have been balanced by archangel advice to the patient’s guardian angel. Without this the picture of human life is lopsided. But who could supply the deficiency? Even if a man—and he would have to be a far better man than I—could scale the spiritual heights required, what “answerable style” could he use? For the style would really be part of the content. Mere advice would be no good; every sentence would have to smell of Heaven….


    I took that as a challenge. I began to think, seriously, on what an angel might say when dealing with us fallen humans. A few ideas came to mind. And those drops became a trickle, and the trickle eventually became a steady stream. What you are about to read is the result. Enjoy.


    Prologue


    The following account was originally written purely for internal distribution. Rather as a lark, I requested permission for a special communication. To my great surprise it was granted, with the proviso that everything be handled on a strictly unofficial basis. Accordingly, names, dates, and places have been changed to protect the innocent on the one hand while shielding those so obviously ridden with guilt from embarrassment on the other. Likewise, information which must regrettably remain confidential for the present has been deleted, but by way of compensation I have included additional material in this edition which may help you to better understand our world and our interactions with yours.


    You will note many events which occurred at times or in places where I was not present to observe directly. In reconstructing those events I rely upon material gleaned from other observers or, in some cases, from the interrogation of prisoners. This latter source of information is notoriously unreliable and I utilize it with a great deal of trepidation. I urge you to take accounts which so originate with rather a large grain of salt.


    I would also encourage you not to rely too strongly upon my little asides and observations. While I do believe they have validity, my own understanding is still very far from perfect. There are many underlying details which remain secret, even to me. If you wish to have truly reliable information as regards the spiritual realm, I would encourage you to turn to the sixty-six official communications we have made over the past four millennia, which are available in a conveniently compiled format…better known as your Bible.


    —Ariel


    


    Chapter One


    Introduction


    There are good days and there are bad days. But for every day since Michael was conceived, on that late winter night thirty-plus years ago, there has been a letter. Sometimes short and sweet, sometimes long and detailed. Altogether they comprise a comprehensive diary of his life, filling several large mailbags. Dawn treasures them (as do I!) and we look forward to the day we can finally deliver them to him in person, hopefully as souvenirs of a life well lived.


    From a good day:


    Dear Michael: You rode a bicycle today, all by yourself! That’s wonderful!


    From a not-so-good day:


    Dear Michael: You can blame me for calling your mom’s attention to you in the store. You know better than to try to sneak candy like that! It’s stealing! What’s worse, it gives the other side another piece of evidence to use against you. I can only plead childish innocence for so long before it starts to ring hollow, even to me!


    From another pretty good day:


    Dear Michael: I hope that you had a blast at Astroworld! You and your dad rode five roller coasters! I hope you don’t mind but Ariel and I reached through and copied your lunch in Western Junction. Just for a taste, you know! The barbecue sandwich wasn’t bad but I personally preferred that stuffed baked potato your Dad ordered. I know it’s a long shot but someday I’d like the chance to visit that park with you.


    From another not-so-good day seven years later:


    Dear Michael: So Astroworld closed today, forever. I thought perhaps it might be sold to some other company, but it’s being torn down and demolished. Sic transit gloria.


    And, from a really bad day a couple of years before that:


    Dear Michael: I don’t exactly know how to say this to you….


    * * *


    While there is a pair of eyes on every one of you every single minute, it may not always be exactly the same pair of eyes. We do like to take the occasional break, after all…talk with friends, relax, sing a bit, recharge batteries…but then it’s back out to the Border. We have a pitch staked out there which is close enough for a good view but far enough back to keep from sparking any confrontations with the enemy—well, for the most part.


    And so it was that I returned from a quick trip Home one quiet night to find Dawn in an uncharacteristically silent mood, watching Michael through the portal as he slept. A quill was in her right hand and she was tapping it nervously. “Writer’s block?” I ventured.


    “No, I’m finished,” she absently replied.


    I haven’t been a Counselor for nearly a thousand years for nothing. “Dawn, we’ve been best friends since before there was a before,” I said. “It’s not like you to be this quiet.”


    “Just…thinking.”


    “About what?”


    “You know.”


    “The big day?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Do you know when it’s going to be?


    “Ariel, I don’t want to know. I want to be as surprised as he is!”


    “Then what’s the problem?”


    “It’s just…we’re so different!”


    “Sometimes that can be a very good thing!”


    “But what is he going to think? I mean, when he knows?


    I laughed, and transitioned into something closer to what you might call Full Dress Uniform. It’s impressive. “Dawn, I understand that humans tend to be very positively affected when they meet us for the first time. I doubt that you have anything to worry about!”
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    “Ariel, please! Yes, I know how to put on a show! But what happens when the show’s over? What happens when he gets to know me, for who I am, not just what I am?” There was a pause, and then she asked, “Do you think he’ll like me?”


    I chose my words carefully. “Well, if he doesn’t, I think he needs more help than this Counselor knows how to offer.”


    “I wish I knew.”


    A brief silence; then she added, “Fifteen minutes.”


    “What?”


    “I just wish that I could cross into his world for just fifteen minutes. Not to do anything ‘special’, not really. Just to get to know him, and give him a chance to know me.”


    “Oh, nothing ‘special’?” I replied with raised eyebrow. “You want to break protocol, cross the Border, possibly touch off a major interdimensional incident, for a spot of tea and a chitchat?”


    “I know, I know,” she sighed.


    “I do admire your spirit. But we both know you wouldn’t be satisfied with fifteen minutes. Next there would be fifteen more, then an hour, then a night, then pretty soon you’d be living there. Just wait. You’ll meet him soon enough.”


    “Yes. You’re right.”


    I turned away, thinking my work was done. Then I heard her mutter, “Even so…it’d be a nice start.”


    I still can’t say exactly when it all started. But, if I had to lay a wager—I’d choose that very moment.


    


    Chapter Two


    It Was a Dark and 
Stormy Night...


    Or perhaps not. It could have begun far, far earlier. I’m sure that I could write volumes about the thousands of years of praying, petitioning, practicing, training, learning and serving which it takes to be selected as a Guardian, and perhaps someday I shall. But the young boy whom Dawn had been given to shepherd thirty-plus years back (with my eager assistance!) has now grown into a fine, albeit somewhat nondescript, young man. He lives near his widowed mother in the Eastwood subdivision in Houston’s East End, where he grew up after his Green Beret father Samuel Lane Wilson never came home from Iraq. Oh, we were certainly there to welcome Sam Home with us for all time…but it was so hard on the two other members of his family, which Dawn acknowledged in the somber letter she wrote that night.


    Michael Glenn Wilson is a graduate of Austin High School, receiving his diploma in December of 2007, and a Navy veteran having enlisted immediately upon graduation. At first a Machinist’s Mate (and still quite handy with tools), upon making petty officer second class with a clean record he transitioned to Master At Arms, the Navy’s shipboard police force. His best friend and youthful partner in mischief, Rick Smith, who was a bit of a hellion—what am I saying, Rick is a bit of a hellion!—graduated a year and a half ahead of him, joined the Houston Police Department after two years of college and began working his way up the ladder.


    Mike re-enlisted, was promoted to first class—and then was let go during a reduction in force. Coming home to Houston with Rick as a reference, Mike applied for a position with the police department, was accepted, and trained in their academy. He graduated and did his time as a rookie officer. Then, through devious channels involving an uncle on his mother’s side, he was approached by the local office of the Kansas, Pacific & Gulf Railway. They were looking to add a position for a railroad police officer. Would he be interested? He was.


    Railroad police officers in the States have a rather unique status. They are employed by private companies, yes, but they are fully commissioned peace officers with jurisdiction recognized by both state and federal law. Their delegated authority varies from state to state, but at least in Texas they have the full power to conduct investigations and make arrests so long as they are acting to protect railroad property, equipment, employees, freight, or passengers. They do not, however, make traffic stops!


    And so it came to pass that on one cold rainy night in late January Michael was walking his beat, which has been aptly described as “100 feet wide and 10,000 miles long.” Of course, nobody expected him to walk the full ten thousand miles. As it was, there had been reports of tampering and vandalism in the area. Mike was inconspicuously inspecting the tracks, looking for any evidence of criminal mischief and hoping for the potential lucky break of catching someone in the act. Then Dawn goosed him.


    He would have noted it himself, most likely; he is an observant sort. But the all of us working together make a good team. There had been suspicious activity in this area which he remembered from his time as a rookie officer, but nothing had ever come of it. Tonight, something would.


    A windowless cargo van with plain white sides pulled up in the driveway of a run-down home in a run-down neighborhood. Two men got out, carrying an ice chest. They brought it to a back door, where they exchanged it for yet another ice chest. This one they carried back to the van, slammed the door, and drove away. Time elapsed: under two minutes.


    This activity was, technically, outside of his jurisdiction. But Michael is a peace officer, and his childhood best friend is now a lieutenant in the Narcotics Division of HPD. And he had a pair of binoculars in his raincoat pocket. Along with a notebook.


    They really should have run the risk of driving without a license plate.


    * * *


    The wheels sometimes grind slowly, but at least in this case they ground exceedingly fine. Surveillance was set up in the area, and Michael’s initial tip was confirmed. The license plate did turn out to be stolen—fancy that—but they left it on the van; they did not exchange it during the period of observation. A pattern of regular activity was noted and several other potential hot zones were identified. The force did not intend to sit on this one long; opportunities such as this can be very ephemeral. But when the white van was found stripped and abandoned on the far side of town the Narcotics Department was motivated to action. And so it was that just over three weeks after his tip Michael answered a call from his best friend.


    “Rick? Hey, what’s going on?”


    “Michael. Are you alone?”


    “Yeah, I’m the only one in the office. Something going on?”


    “Can’t say. But do you think that you could meet me and a few friends two blocks south of that tip you called in last month at a convenient time? Say, two in the morning, day after tomorrow?”


    “I…yes, I can do that.”


    Rick didn’t have to say anything more, but he did. “Oh, by the way, bring your gear—all of it. And keep a low profile.”


    “Got it!”


    * * *


    SWAT teams do not specialize in being discreet. However, in a neighborhood which is filled with bars and houses of ill repute it is important to keep from letting the local yokels know too much too soon about what is going down. There were no obvious congregations of squad cars, although as Mike was driving through the area—in his personal truck, a white Ram, not the Jeep marked “RAILROAD POLICE” with the light bar and the company name and logo—he noted a cruiser on every corner. When he did reach the meeting point, even without specific directions, it was obvious to him; twelve men wearing black windbreakers and with military-style haircuts all waiting quietly in a parking lot, far from any bar or other open business. Four of them were Narcotics; the other eight were SWAT. A similar number, Mike was sure, were waiting a couple blocks north of his tip.


    Upon pulling into the lot, Mike was challenged by an officer who showed his badge. “This lot is private property, and it’s being used for training tonight.”


    Mike showed his own badge and ID. “I was asked to come here tonight and meet Lieutenant Rick Smith.”


    “Rick?” the SWAT officer asked over his shoulder.


    “It’s OK,” Rick said as he stepped towards the pickup. “He’s the reason we’re here tonight. It was his tip.”


    “I take it you know to stay in the background?” the SWAT officer asked.


    “I’m just here to watch,” Mike answered. Then he parked the truck and stepped out.


    “We move in exactly seventeen minutes,” Rick told him privately. “SWAT will start filtering in a few minutes early. Once we have men on foot surrounding the house, the vehicles move in.”


    Mike, by now, has grown into a blue-eyed young man of medium height with a medium build; quite unremarkable but we think he looks good. His most notable feature is his shock of thick black hair which tends towards the unkempt. Well, it’s thick at the present, but Dawn and I know his genes. Most of that hair is not long for this world; it may not be apparent yet but the countdown has begun. Rick, on the other hand, is a couple inches taller and lanky with green eyes and a notable chin which the ladies swoon over, and very athletic. Mike doesn’t exactly skimp on the physical fitness training needed to stay in good standing with his department, but he’s not a nut about the subject as Rick is. Rick’s sandy hair is also thick and full, but—do I detect traces of Rogaine when I look at him closely? Possibly so.


    Time wound down and the officers set out on foot towards their destination two blocks away, two by two. Mike trailed the last pair by a few yards. Dawn and I, of course, were eager to see what was going on. Neither of us were surprised that we couldn’t “see” much at all. There are Barriers, you should know. However, the barriers cut both ways. And, when we saw a couple of our colleagues in deep concealment working to keep the waters muddied—and who flashed us a “thumbs-up”—we knew that our request made through Nathan, our current regional commander, the day before was being acted on.


    We had asked him—and, by extension, the hierarchy—to “keep it honest.” The humans had achieved this much by human effort alone; the last thing we wanted at this point was supernatural interference from the other side.


    * * *


    Dragora was bored.


    Of course, when your other realistic option is being the main course on the banquet table in Hell—thank you very much for that image, Mister Clive Staples Lewis—you tend not to protest too much. She could, it is true, hope for promotion…by plotting the downfall of someone in the hierarchy above her. She considered the risk/reward calculation of doing so for a few minutes, looked at the barely competent “help” which surrounded her, and sighed.


    Dragora was bored.


    At least she had moved up from safeguarding a pusher. This was a fairly successful crack house; in fact, a distribution center. She discouraged selling to retail customers; she had raked one of her associates over the coals two weeks ago for allowing one of the humans to do so. She preferred that they cater to neighborhood pushers…known quantities; much more reliable. The last thing she wanted was to hear a knock on the door at two in the morning.


    The knock, in fact, came at two twenty-three.


    * * *


    The bust had been well-choreographed. Michael followed the last wave of officers on foot. Behind him, police cruisers set up to protect against exit from the area by car. But they did leave one gap.


    Lights are on, Michael noted. As had every other officer on the team. Someone’s awake. One officer, in full ballistic gear and clutching a warrant, came to the door of the shabby little house. They had tried, but failed, to obtain a true no-knock warrant; thousands of dollars’ worth of cocaine can be sent down the johnnyflusher in mere seconds. The judge had stated specifically that the officers had to allow at least fifteen seconds for the occupants to answer the door. The process was being videoed to document compliance. The clock started with the first knock on the door.


    “Open up! Police! We have a warrant!” came the voice over the megaphone. Then, again, in Spanish.


    Two of the men inside had been up drinking beer and watching a forgettable movie. “You’ve got the wrong house! Go away!” one called. Neither one thought of acting to destroy the contraband. Our enemies aren’t the only ones who know how to use the weapon of confusion.


    The door flew open. A rather large armored tank followed behind it.


    * * *


    On the human side of the Border, Mike was staying in the background like a good boy. On our side—well, let’s just say that Dawn didn’t get general’s stars by being a good girl.


    Oh, yes, my best friend is a Warrior. Well, was a Warrior. No, make that is a…never mind. Suffice it to say that feminine Warriors are unusual among our ranks, but hardly unprecedented; while most of we girls gravitate to the Counselor and Teacher roles we do always leave doors open for exceptional individuals. Dawn actually went high up the ranks, very high. In fact, she was our regional commander in this very same city for the fifty or so years prior to her current assignment. She was at the time on the cusp of yet another promotion; I waxed nostalgic at the thought of my best friend working alongside and advising the archangels before the notice came in that she had a choice; she was at long last being considered as a candidate Guardian. There are two human words which most concisely define the period of deliberation which she required to consider that dilemma. I believe that they are “Planck time.”


    So spiritual conflict was old hat to Dawn, but she knew better than to interfere. She had been out of the command loop for three decades; away from field operations even longer than that, and she would never disrupt the operation of a well-drilled team. Still, she knew all the tricks—and she was watching.


    You normally know within seconds whether you have a fight on your hands or whether the enemy is just going to turn tail and run. In this case, it was the latter. Enemy spirits started to slip away almost immediately.


    “Hold! Hold your position! Hold!” Dragora called in a vain attempt to rally her troops. It was no use. While I can’t say that any of them had studied calculus—we have—they were all able to integrate the possibilities of them personally escaping a literal fate worse than death in the very near future and every one of them came up with the same answer, slim and none—and Slim just left town. Several of them shot us silent, pleading looks begging us to take them prisoner. It did no good; there have to be very special circumstances before we risk taking rebels into the realms under Heaven’s jurisdiction, even as prisoners. Their chances were better on the lam…so they lammed.


    It did not take long before Ms. Dragora was the only unholy spiritual presence in the room. We were still unlikely to take her prisoner—I think she knew that—but we did intend to ask her a few questions. Not that we expected any honest answers!…but sometimes you can piece together valuable information even from the lies. Anyhow, with only one of her side and three full squads from our side, I have to admit that we let our guard down a bit.


    Big mistake.


    Without any warning Dragora lunged out at the angel closest to her. You need to understand, when I talk of weapons such as swords and arrows and such, it’s not the physical forms which are of concern. We are spirits, and the only thing which can really harm an angel is…another angel. The sword or other weapon simply represents an extension of our own being. Which means that it’s difficult to disarm another angel, as well; you can never know what he or she may be concealing. One second Dragora was standing there just minding her own business; the next she was all teeth and claws and who knows what else, tearing into the unfortunate being of poor Gregory.


    She had, surreptitiously, engaged a time slope to slow our responses while speeding up her own actions, and now proceeded to eviscerate him spiritually and physically. While the physical damage could be healed, there was so much of it in so little of a time that the reflex action of his spirit to heal his body drained him of the energy he needed to remain conscious and functioning. We were slow to react—and, before we did, she was all back to Little Miss Innocent with the grin of a Cheshire Cat on her face. We froze. “Turn the other cheek,” and all that rot. Sometimes, to be perfectly frank, I’d like to take a few of them into a dark alley and just leave no traces. But yes, I know better than that.


    Dragora egged us on, fully aware of the conundrum we faced. “Go ahead,” she taunted. “Do unto others’…isn’t that right?” Then, when no one took the bait, she stretched indolently and disappeared.
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    We rushed to Gregory; Dawn was there first. “I can feel him,” she called. “He’s hurt…hurt bad…but we still have contact.” We are immortal, true, but it’s possible to so bleed and/or drain one of us that we lose contact with this reality altogether and vanish into infernal realms unknown. Presumably God still knows where we are—but, under the limitations imposed by current agreements, He must remain neutral. And, if WE don’t know where we are—it’s rather difficult to get back. I’ll leave the details of being trapped in the deepest levels of Hell with no way out to your own imagination. But there was still a tenuous contact with Gregory’s soul. It would be possible to heal him…best done back Home, we all knew.


    Three of his squad mates extended themselves to completely surround his being. Then they opened a portal and carried him back to a safe zone well behind our side of the Border. Philip, Nathan’s second in command, looked at the rest of us with a grave reminder.


    “Let that be a lesson,” he said. “Don’t ever trust them. Not ever.”


    


    Chapter Three


    After Action Reviews


    After a night—or morning—like that, nobody gets any sleep. There is evidence to collect and catalog, reports to write, time sheets to fill out…Mike would record his as “HPD Liaison Activity.” There were prisoners to book into the local lockup, not to mention CPS to call for the children…three of them, all trained to tell anyone asking that anything questionable belonged to Uncle Frank who was just visiting for the week. A transparent ruse, but I suppose it must have worked at least once—a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.


    But there is a camaraderie among law enforcers. After a successful bust such as this with perpetrators apprehended and evidence seized in full compliance with your rather Byzantine and arcane legal code, making criminal punishment virtually certain to follow, and with—very important!—no human on either side of the law injured or even seriously threatened, there was quite a bit of jubilation and back-slapping. Oh, and on your side, as well.


    “What’d we get?” Rick asked one of his detectives who was leaving the house.


    “Found a full key of coke…plus a little bit more, about half…but there’s over a quarter million in cash all packed and ready to go. We must have just missed another delivery. Too bad, but a good bust. Really good bust!”


    Rick turned to slap Mike on the back. “My man! Nice work, for a rent-a-cop!” Yes, Rick knows better than that. But he’s that type of personality who pushes things just about as far as he can, all the time. Amy, bless her heart, has done magnificent work keeping him from taking that last step too far. More on that later.


    Michael, for his part, gave an exasperated sigh. “Rick, I am not a rent-a-cop!”


    Rick gave that haw-haw laugh that Mike hates so much. How their friendship has endured…? Anyway.


    Now that Gregory was well taken care of and recovering, we were celebrating amongst ourselves as well. Dawn turned to Nathan. “Thanks for letting me lead in. Like old times!”


    “Oh, yes,” he replied. “Still the cowboy, I see.”


    “Cow…boy?” She laughed, then pulled a Western hat out of nowhere and clapped it on her head. “Pardner, I was a cowboy before we knew what a cowboy was!”


    “I think someone’s been working Texas too long,” I observed.


    “Excuse me, Miss Brit? And just how long did it take you to pick up that accent?”


    Really, now! So I worked behind the scenes in Merrie Olde England for nearly nine hundred years before being detached to my present assignment...I define the King’s English! Quite literally, if you must know. “I do not have an accent! You, now, have an accent one could cut with a knife!”


    “Ladies!” Nathan interjected.


    “Well, she does!”


    * * *


    Mike couldn’t hang around the scene for very long. He came over to where Rick was still in conversation with his detectives. “Rick? Thanks for letting me watch, but I really need to get back on patrol. This is my scheduled shift.”


    “Yeah, I understand that,” Rick answered. “I’ll be busy here another couple of hours. Do the robber barons give you a lunch break?”


    “I usually break about five, five thirty or so when I work this shift. Feel like grabbing an early breakfast? Or just a cup of coffee?”


    “Yeah, that sounds good! What works for you?”


    “How about the Denny’s at Gulfgate?”


    “Denny’s. Gulfgate. Five a.m. I’ll be there!”


    Mike exchanged his “RAILROAD POLICE” ID vest for his plain black windbreaker on top. “See you!”


    * * *


    On the far side of the Border, there was an After Action Review being conducted as well.


    After escaping from us—that’s how it felt to her—Dragora was at a loss. Her “command”, such as it was, was now gone. Her underlings had fled, but if anyone was going to be tracked down and punished for this failure, it was her. How best to ditch a tail and try to find a new hierarchy where she could start over as an unknown?


    She needn’t have bothered. She was already being watched. She began to become aware of that fact. Running, now, would most decidedly not be in her best interest. Perhaps she could find a way to make common cause with her observer. “Hello, Dravang.”


    The subject in question emerged from a few dimensional layers’ worth of concealment. He was good at that; more on that later. He was followed by a few of his personal retainers; icy, emotionless enforcers. They were loyal; I can’t question that…he held leverage on every single one of them. In a thugocracy the nastiest thugs are the ones who rise to the top.


    Not that Dravang looked like evil incarnate; oh no no no. He was actually rather handsome, at least to some eyes, with his angular features, black hair and goatee, and steel-blue eyes; he affected a cool, suave, debonair albeit icy exterior. And Dragora herself was not unattractive in a feminine manner…I speak as an expert. Why, it was a match made in…certainly not Heaven!


    “My dear Dragora,” Dravang spoke. There was a pause as he materialized a kind of podium and began taking notes. “Well?”


    “They were on us so quickly!” Dragora pleaded. “We never had a chance!”


    “Oh, come now. Your perimeter guards should have spotted that tank miles away! Where were they stationed?”


    Ms. Dragora looked very, very uncomfortable.


    “I thought so. ‘Failure to maintain a proper perimeter.’ And what is this that my sources tell me? The police captured written records?”


    “A notebook. The idiot kept a notebook! I tried to at least get him to put it in code….”


    “But you failed. What does that tell me about your abilities?”


    “I use what I have to work with! I’ve got these mindless street hoods, not rocket scientists!”


    “So. You admit that you are not competent to recruit a higher caliber of pawn. This is very interesting. And you let every one of them be captured? You couldn’t arrange to have even one of them escape when you saw the enemy approaching? Oh, I forgot. You didn’t see the enemy approaching. Tell me, how much of a fight did you put up when the situation came to a head? Enemy casualties? Prisoners taken?”


    At this, Dragora brightened up. “I got one of them good!”


    “One,” Dravang responded patronizingly. Dragora looked utterly defeated.


    “Well,” he continued, “this is going to be an interesting report. I think I can guarantee that, when our prince sees this, you will find yourself reassigned to one of the…lower levels.”


    “We used to be friends,” Dragora muttered.


    “Don’t be ridiculous. You used me, and I used you. Now I am on the way up, and you, my dear Dragora, are on the way down.” He tucked his notes inside a red folder, which he then slipped away into a storage dimension. He turned back to Dragora. “Come with me. We have an appointment.”


    Through the viewing warp, there was a sudden surge of activity. A couple of the police officers raced from the bust house to their cruisers and roared away.


    “What’s that?” Dravang wondered aloud. Dragora had the same question, but she kept it to herself.


    * * *


    Mike was trudging the two and a half blocks back to his truck as the two of us followed. Give credit where credit is due. Of the three of us, he saw it first.


    What’s a plumbing truck doing on this street at three in the morning?


    * * *


    “Almost there, Leroy.”


    “’Bout friendly time!” the black man in the passenger seat responded. “God-blessed flat tire!” Actually, he was using much stronger language than that, but an angel needs to be careful about what she puts in a missive intended for public consumption.


    At that point a bell began ringing and a pair of red lights ahead of them began flashing. The driver took the Lord’s name in vain. I really don’t see why; it was just a train. He gunned the accelerator, trying to beat the crossing arms. He failed. At least he had enough sense not to try to drive through them; if he had, this story would be ending right here. The train was moving at a pretty fair clip.


    “Friendly (ahem!) train,” Leroy muttered. “Diego, I need a smoke!”


    “We’re almost there. Can’t you wait five minutes?”


    “No!”


    * * *


    Mike observed the railroad crossing up ahead with professional interest. He saw the light of a train approaching, but it was still out of the block and the signals had not yet activated. He crossed the tracks on foot just as the engineer began his whistle sequence.


    At first he thought that the van was going to run the crossing, and prepared to note its license plate thinking that he might have to write a citation. Then he saw how close the train was, and how quickly it was moving, and thought that he might instead be placing a call for an ambulance. Or a coroner.


    * * *


    “I need a smoke now, amigo!”


    “Stuff! All right, at least roll down the molly-farewell window!


    * * *


    To Mike’s relief, the van screeched to a stop just clear of the crossing arm. It was over the white line and he could still have written a citation had he chose, but he was willing enough to let the matter drop. Then he studied the van more closely. Brown, with faded white markings reading “Lopez Plumbing.” No plumbing license, though; he could see where the license numbers had been removed. No pipe or ladders in the ladder rack. And two men, inside. At three in the morning?


    * * *


    “You oughta try one too, amigo!”


    “I ain’t gonna touch the stuff. I want to die an old man!”


    Leroy flipped his Bic and took a deep, long drag of the cigarette. “Aaaah!”


    * * *


    The passenger side window of the van rolled down. The flare of the cigarette lighter was just as good as a flashbulb...even better, actually; it lasted longer. Mike got a good look at both driver and passenger through the open window.


    It was the same two men he had seen through binoculars the night he first reported the tip on the crack house, three weeks ago.


    * * *


    What’s that man in the black windbreaker doing standing by this railroad track at three in the morning? Diego asked himself. Then he saw the man pull out a portable radio and speak into it. Cop!


    * * *


    Mike’s portable radio was a railroad walkie-talkie; he did not have direct communications with HPD dispatch. He relayed his message through the railroad dispatcher, asking her to pass it on to local law enforcement. He stressed the urgency.


    * * *


    It was not a long train. It passed, still doing every bit of the legally allowed thirty miles an hour—and then some, truth be told—and the tracks were soon clear again. But, while waiting for the crossing arms to go back up, Diego looked ahead in the distance. In the treetops, a couple of blocks away, he saw reflected flashing red and blue lights in the direction of his intended destination. Shellfish!


    He made an illegal U-turn right on the railroad crossing and floored the accelerator. The nerve of some people!


    * * *


    There was the usual chatter back and forth on the police radios in the early morning hours. Rick and the others at the crack house let it filter in one ear and out the other. Then came a call which diverted their attention completely.


    “Attention all units East End area: Be On the Look Out for brown Chevy cargo van, marked ‘Lopez Plumbing,’ reported as headed east on Leeland at Cullen at high speed. Suspects associated with drug activity at...”


    “That’s here!” one of the detectives cried. Others started running to their squad cars, precipitating the activity which Mr. Dravang and Ms. Dragora noted above.


    Rick grabbed his radio. “This is Lieutenant Rick Smith, Narcotics. Source of that last report?”


    “It was relayed by K. P. & G. railroad dispatch; special agent in area.”


    “Son of a bitch!” Rick exclaimed, pardon my French. “He did it again!”


    * * *


    The van blew through a stop light at Ernestine. Diego figured that the cops would expect him to head for the freeway, so he headed away from it, making a hard left turn at Lockwood. He slowed down and began to drive almost legally as he figured out his next move. He knew that twenty years of his life was waiting in the cargo bay. At least he knew the neighborhood.


    * * *


    Patrol officer Thuy Nguyen and her partner Alberto Reyes were cruising their beat in the East End when they heard the radio call about the fleeing van. Thuy turned right from Park Drive onto Lockwood to head south towards the freeway.


    Then she saw the van.


    * * *


    Diego saw the sudden U-turn and then red and blue flashing lights in the rearview mirror and knew that the jig was up. He floored the accelerator and blew through another stop light, heading northbound. There was another golly-dashed railroad crossing up ahead…at least this one was clear. He ran another red light at Harrisburg. His luck would only hold so long….


    * * *


    “Do you have the camera running?” Thuy called to Alberto.


    “Si, Señora!” he answered.


    * * *


    There had once been yet another railway line through this neighborhood. Now it was a bicycle and pedestrian trail. Diego swerved left, jumped the median, turned onto it and gunned the accelerator yet again.


    If he thought this would shake his pursuer, he was wrong.


    * * *


    “Suspects are headed north on Harrisburg Hike & Bike Trail!” Alberto called out.


    “We have backup units en route,” the dispatcher promised.


    * * *


    “When I stop, you jump out and run!” Diego called. “And don’t you dare follow me!”


    “You ain’t gotta tell me twice!” Leroy replied.


    * * *


    The van skidded to a stop on the soft grass. The two men jumped out. “Police! Freeze!” Alberto called over the squad car’s bullhorn.


    I suppose they couldn’t hear. Diego ran one way, Leroy the other. Officers Nguyen and Reyes faced a conundrum. There was no backup in the area yet; it was dark; it was a residential area—and these two were not suspected of anything violent beyond reckless driving. It was not worth pursuing them on foot. “Let’s secure the van. Check the tape,” Thuy finally said to her partner.


    The video showed the van skidding to a stop, the doors opening, the suspects fleeing, but….


    “Can’t see their faces,” Alberto sighed.


    


    Chapter Four


    Meetings


    The plant was old, very old. At least by Colonial standards; where I’ve spent most of the past thousand years, a residence this old is just getting well broken in. But the original building had been erected in 1913 in order to build Model T automobiles for Henry Ford. Shortly after the successful conclusion of your second World War it was purchased by General Foods and re-purposed into the definitive center for roasting and preparing coffee for consumer consumption. It had grown like Topsy over the decades as wings were added and renovations made, eventually becoming at over a million square feet the largest such enterprise under one roof on your planet. A giant animated neon coffee cup at the top of the seventeen-story decaffeinating tower proclaimed, “Good to the last drip!” for many decades.


    But the glory of your earth passes away. Over the years and in the course of several mergers, buyouts, and restructurings the parent corporation transitioned from a producing company to a branding and marketing concern. The production facilities, including this one, were divested and sold off to boost stock prices. The new owners milked what profit they could from the old facility, investing as little in it as possible, and succeeded in running it into the ground. It had roasted its last coffee bean only two years or so previously.


    There was speculation that the plant might be purchased by yet another food production operator, or that the whole lot might be razed for condominiums. But no, it was picked up by a private concern in an all-cash deal and re-purposed again. Its new role: paint mixing and fertilizer production.


    At least, that’s what everyone thought.


    * * *


    The delivery window closed at four in the morning. Odd hours, but the manager had explained that they wanted to have the chemicals unloaded before the regular shift workers arrived at seven. And the customer was always right. They were going to make it, but they had to hustle.


    The switch engine crew stopped on the far side of the Milby Street grade crossing after pulling through far enough to deactivate the crossing signals. They came up to the guard shack and knocked on the window.


    The security guard was in a sour mood. “You’re almost late!”


    “I like to think of it as, ‘on time,’” the train guard—excuse me; on this side of the pond it’s “conductor”—replied. “Got two loads today.”


    “All right. I’ll radio Receiving.”


    The large, powered, sliding perimeter gate slowly slid open.
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