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Chapter 1- Termination
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The chill of the February morning whipped through the blue, hooded terry cloth bathrobe embroidered with two crimson-colored berries. The stitching was a subtle nod to her Technician handle of The Cranberry. The final training with Passion Fruit, the Accidents Specialists for the Fruits of the Great Lakes, came with three grueling assignments. All three replayed in Helen's mind like a bad dream she couldn’t seem to make end by waking up to make them stop.

When the fax machine went off that afternoon, she believed herself ready to take on the work. However, once she read the missive, her heart sank. The mission was the termination of a man who worked security for a food manufacturer in Hillsdale, Illinois. The issue with the security guard was his lack of providing security. Instead, he took pride in allowing his pals to come at night and haul off loads of meats, products and in one instance, an entire truck filled with orders to a large membership club. Although, it was simply a terminating offense, Helen didn't understand why such an act necessitated the loss of the man's life. Well, that was until she found out he was also allowing the competition to taint the food with harmful doses of chemicals which caused illnesses in much of the state of Illinois, and ultimately, the deaths of three children.

Passion Fruit simply cut his brake lines knowing he took a steep inclined road to home each evening and the night of the accident, there would be inclement weather. Daniel Hethmith life ended at 12:15 am as his vehicle slammed into a light pole, crushing the front end of his vehicle along with Daniel's chest. He lifeforce ended on impact. Helen squinted as Passion Fruit snapped pictures, sending them to Azrael and fifteen minutes later, stopped at an eatery for a chicken burger.

"You're not hungry?" She asked Helen.

"Naw, I'm okay." Helen replied. In her soul, she didn’t think she would ever be okay after seeing the man in a such a state. Further, it bothered her a great deal to see Passion Fruit eating ground meat. She shook it off. This was the job. This was the work, and there was more to be done.

The following week, a new order arrived for a quick set up and take down of Willie "Bang Bang" Johnson, a lab tech for a big pharma company in North Chicago. Willie, who considered himself a ladies’ man, received his handle of bang bang by going through the staff of ladies at the campus of the company. Mr. Johnson, who was rumored for having a rather large instrument himself, used his skills to elicit information from the staff members which he sold on the dark web. This included, but was not limited to pharmaceutical formulas for well-known brands and products in development. Mr. Johnson, caught inflagranti delicto with the CEO's wife at a local hotel, were both found, bonded to each other, dying from exploding hearts.

"I'm in the mood for a bowl of chili," Passion Fruit claimed, smiling as she snapped a photo of the bloody mess.

Helen found herself losing her cookies in the shrubbery of the hotel. A white powder was poured on her mess which contained massive quantities of DNA that Passion Fruit didn’t want traced back to the svelte lady, who by all records, lived in Indiana. There should be no logical reason her lunch should be found in the bushes of a hotel where two dead bodies were located.

“Never eat before a job,” Passion Fruit warned. Helen nodded, moving on to what came next. She wasn’t ready for what came next, or so she thought.

However, in her final week with Passion Fruit, an accident which required careful planning took place. A car accident, unlike Daniel's, but Passion Fruit wanting Helen to show off her mathematical skills. It required the use of a chain saw to cut a tree. Helen was shown how to oil slick a road using high math calculations to compute the angle of drift in a four-door sedan traveling at 60 miles per hour, downhill, coming into a curve.

"Okay," she said, sitting down, sketching it out. Honestly, she didn't think it would work, especially based on her mathematical skills, but it did.

Helen poured the oil on the road just as she was instructed. She ran the line of cotton string soaked in potassium nitrate to the oil and hid in the woods. On cue the black BMW came down the hill doing about sixty miles per hour, which was entirely too fast considering the upcoming curve. The tree Passion Fruit cut received a push, making it fall into the road. The driver swerved, hitting the tree with the back end of her vehicle at the same time Helen ignited the string making the oil catch fire. The car careened, swerved and based on her calculations, entered the curve at seventy miles per hour, striking the guard rail and going over the edge. 

The screams of Annie Proloux, the aerospace engineer who worked for a defense contractor in Rolling Meadows, Illinois, ceased to exist at 2:15 am. Passion Fruit snapped photos of the burning vehicle and half of Annie's body hanging out the window. A shudder ran down Helen's back at the sight of the confirmation.

"She won't be selling any more secrets to China," Passion Fruit said.

"Is that what the contract said?" Helen asked.

"No, she's been on Sour Grapes watch list for the last six months," Passion Fruit said. "It was only a matter of time before the links were made and Sour Grapes began to forward info and trackers to the Powers that Be. Hey, how about some pancakes?"

Helen shook her head, "there is a dead woman and the bottom of the hill with half her torso hanging out of her car window, and you want pancakes?"

"I can't eat before a job, it makes me feel slumpy," Passion Fruit said. "I have you with me, so I can't go into my normal watering hole and get me a hump for the night, so I need to eat."

"Dear Jesus, be merciful with me," Helen said.

She remained quiet as Passion Fruit slathered butter over the short stack, drowning the griddle cakes with entirely too much syrup, eating as if nothing happened in the last forty-five minutes. Mid-way through shoveling pancakes in her face, she looked up.

"Your calculations were on point," she congratulated Helen. "I'm done with you. In the morning, you can head home."

"Okay," Helen said. "Thanks."

"No, thank you," Passion Fruit replied. "It is never easy ending a life, even if you know why you're doing it, or what they have done to earn a visit from a Technician. The Seraphims have watched them, and on occasion, provided a warning. However, the target persists in doing wrong. Wrong can get you dead. It is not our place to pass judgement. We do the job on the paper, and we go home. Our feelings don't matter. When you allow your feelings to enter the chat, the conversation is over. Understand that before you head to Minnesota."

"I understand," Helen said.

Three days later, she stood on the deck of the patio at her home in Plainsfield, Indiana, looking at the backyard. She thought of possibly having a small greenhouse of her own, to grow some of the plants she would need for local jobs. Helen also needed a workspace. There would be times she needed to mix chemicals or prepare for a job, whatever the job maybe, and she didn't see herself mixing toxins in the kitchen or even the guest bathroom.

The larger of the outbuildings, an old barn, was being transformed into her husband Mustang's woodworking shop. It had a garage door where he could pull in a truck to unload large amounts of wood. The space was far larger than the workshop at his former home in Oregon, and each time Helen left for training and returned, he'd done a bit more to his man space. 

She had three more months to go in her training program, but this time with Sour Grapes who lived in the Twin Cities, or rather on the outskirts of St. Paul. By her estimations on timing, the training would be over in May, and she would be a full-fledged Technician, overseeing the state of Indiana. After staging accidents with Passion Fruit, Helen honestly felt she was ready for anything. Well, as soon as she could get the sound of Annie's screaming to go away.

Deep in her own thoughts, she pulled herself into the present when she heard Mustang walk up. He didn't touch her, but simply exhaled. He pointed to the smaller outbuilding. It had a lopsided covered parking space mottled with wood lattice for privacy.

"I'm thinking of closing in the parking cover and making that the garage for your Technician vehicle," Mustang said. "This week, let's walk the space with a notebook, sketch out some ideas for your home office, look at your requirements as well as weaponry."

Helen had been giving this a great deal of consideration. Especially, after she thought of the weapons cache in the floor of Slow's home, as well as the caches she'd created for Bad Apple's place. Her cousin Abigail owned at least 6 rifles, one which was her favorite named Melody. Abigail also own several 9mms, revolvers, and a few shotguns.

"I have a 9mm, but no rifles," she said. "I'm decent with a cross bow, but I will need holsters, ammo, cleaning kits, replacement parts and more."

"What's your specialty or do you have one yet?" She asked. 

"Bad Apple was supposed to assess me. Azreal said I have one, so did Passion Fruit, when she talked about my ability to connect with people," she replied.

"True, considering you somehow managed to connect with the Fer de Lance who sent you some, might I add, kick ass pants," he said. "Hell, I wouldn't mind a pair of those myself, and I don't carry knives. How did he even know what size slots for your knives?"

"I laid them on the table the morning of his visit. I guess he recognized them," she said softly. "A work space. I also need a small greenhouse, maybe midsized, nothing too big, but I need to grow some things."

"To make your love potions?"

"Maybe," she said, smiling.

"Okay, so today, we walk through that little stinky house, take a look at how it can be fitted to suit your needs," he said. "In my office, we have a fax machine already. I'm sure Azreal has the number. Your work orders will come through there. I have begun to create caches under the house, in the kitchen and the bookcases I made for you have hidden compartment store your knives and a couple of nines."

"Oh my God, I love you," Helen said crinkling her nose. "You know how to get a girl's juices going."

"I do, do I?"

"Yeah you do," she said, smiling at him. "June 21st, which is a Saturday."

"What is that?"

"Our wedding date," she said. "It's February, which will give Ruth plenty of time to lose her mind. I think a June wedding will be nice."

"June wedding. June 21st. Got it," he said. "Colors or is it too soon?"

"I'm thinking Trooper Blue and blush," she said. "Are you okay with that date? I mean, it is pretty close to your birthday, but we can have a big birthday celebration as well with the reception. Or we can make it the 14th, in between you and Mark's birthday."

He smiled at her for remembering the dates from the alarm code on his home in Oregon. "I've never been big on birthdays so either date is fine with me. Trooper Blue as a wedding color?" 

"It looks so good on you, and to think of your team, if you're inviting them, in their Trooper suits," she said.

"Nope, not inviting any of them," he said, thinking of the Technicians who would be present. "Never mix the worlds Helen. It doesn't bode well."

"Roger that," she said, looking at the gate and motiving an arrival of a delivery truck. "Are you expecting a delivery?"

"No, are you?"

"Nope," she said as he hit the switch on the back porch, opening the gate.

They both stood in silence as the delivery truck rolled in with a vehicle on the back. It came to a stop with a hiss of the air brakes. The driver hopped out scanning both people, holding a clipboard.

"I have a delivery for Helen McDaniel," the driver said.

"That's me, but what is that?" She said, pointing at the vehicle on the rear of the delivery bed.

"I have a black Ford Explorer," the driver said.

"Shouldn't that be an F150?" She replied, frowning. 

"Nope, Ford Explorer ST with tow package and four-wheel drive, hill descent modes and along with 7 other driving modes, sun roof, cloth seats, all the other bells and whistles. Please sign here to accept the delivery," he said.

Helen signed the paper and watched the vehicle get unloaded. The driver passed her the keys and an envelope with insurance and registration. She was not receiving a Black Ford F150, but instead a mom mobile.

She looked at her husband, "what in the entire hell? Where's my pick-up truck?"

"Odd selection, but it fits your image," he said. "Seeing you step out of this, versus a pick-up truck would be more on brand for The Cranberry. What's your specialty again?"

"Evidently, being a non-descript suburban housewife," she said, looking at the vehicle. "I guess I need to get dressed and take it for a spin. You allocated space in the garage for a pick-up truck. This is... well, color me surprised."

"At least now you won't have to put the miles on your personal vehicles," he said.

"Hmm," was all she added, as she walked into their home to shower and get dressed.

****
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THE FORD HAD A GREAT number of features which she truly appreciated. Although the Subaru was new, it didn't have the bells and whistles of the Explorer. Helen checked under the seat to see if, like the F150, there was a place to store weapons, tear gas, and clothing changes. It did not, and she found herself disappointed.

"Helen, we can retro fit it to suit your needs," he said. "The under the seat action on my former F150, I customized to hold my tracking gear. We all customized the trucks based on our specialties and we can do the same with yours."

"I am going to need everything," she said sighing. "I need to get with Azreal for list of re-up field suppliers in Indiana, as well as an introduction to my Seraphim, if that is a thing that happens. Plus, weapons. I need more weapons."

"Okay, we have a plan, or a shell of one," he replied, sliding into the passenger seat as she cranked up her new Technician mobile and took it for a drive.

As she pulled into the gate to bring Mustang home, and prepare for the day, her Technician phone rang. It was Azreal calling before nine am, which was never a good sign. She would rather have the fax machine go off than deal with her handler before she had breakfast.

"Go for Cranberry," she spoke softly in the line.

"Someone is looking for you?" Azreal said.

"Do we know who this someone is?"

"We do," she said pausing. "This is the 3rd time in a month he's come to the little coffee shop you like to visit. I think he's looking for you."

"Your instructions Boss?" Helen asked.

"Do what you do and find out what the hell he wants," Azreal replied.

"Roger that, rolling as we speak," she said ending the call while looking over at her handsome, hunk of a husband. "I have my knives and my nine; be back soon."

"Be safe," he said, climbing out of the vehicle. He watched her roll away wanting to ask questions but knowing he couldn't. He'd overheard the call and didn't know who was looking for the Cranberry. Funny thing was, she didn't ask. Helen didn't ask as if she knew who to expect at the coffee house when she arrived.

The alpha male in him wanted to drive to the coffee house and park across the street to silently observe as his wife's silent back up. However, if he started to do that, it would simply open up a series of behaviors which would grow into its own monster. Helen was a Technician. Yes, she still was in training, but if she could handle a one on one with the Fer de Lance, Eduardo Delgado, she could handle whatever person this was.

At least, it is what he hoped.
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Chapter 2- Winding Up
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Helen arrived at the Cabin Coffee Company to a full house of caffeine seekers. Every table was full with anxious bodies awaiting or sipping a liquid fix. When she entered, her eyes scanned the room for the person watching the door as if they were expecting someone. Two people looked up, one, a woman with dancing eyes. She was expecting a man, possibly a boyfriend, who entered directly behind Helen. The woman rose to greet him with affection.

The second person was a man. Tall, broad shouldered, grey hair mixed with blonde and blue eyes that had seen too much. His eyes scanned the room, checking the doors, and her. His eyes rested on her.

Helen walked over to his table, the latest novel she was reading tucked under her arm. She offered him a smile.

"The tables are all full and this appears to be the only available seat," she said. "Are you waiting for someone, or can I be a placeholder until a table becomes available?"

He said nothing, but waved his hand. Helen placed her book on the table looking towards the counter. "I'm ordering, you need a refresh, or a bottle of water while I'm going?"

"Water would be good," he said, reaching for his wallet.

"I got you, for letting me share the table," she said, offering a soft smile at the corners of her lips. 

At the counter, she ordered a coffee, a croissant and a bottle of water for the man who came looking for her. She didn't know who he was or what he wanted, but Azreal's instructions were to do what she did, partly which Helen had no idea what the hell that meant, or what demon had summoned this man to her world. She returned to the table, passing him the water.

"Shenita," she said to the man.

"Mike," he replied.

"You don't look like a Mike; can I call you Michael?" She asked, taking a seat.

"And you don't look like a Shenita," he said.

"Looks are deceiving," she said, as the doorbell jangled, and he looked up, spotting a white male coming through the door.

"Are we expecting someone Micheal?"

"Not sure," he said, crinkling his forehead. "I came looking, I dunno. Now I feel stupid. I need to leave."

"Wait," she said. "Something in your spirit prompted you come here to meet this person. Are they expecting you, or is this a surprise meeting? A potential lover, a friend..."

"None of that," he said. "I'm nearly seventy. Got no interest in that kind of stuff anymore. Looking at spending some time with the grandkids, relaxing."

"Okay, then what are you hoping for in meeting this person?" She asked.

He frowned at her as the barista called out, "Latte for Shenita. Latte for Shenita."

Helen held up her hand as the cup of warm attitude adjuster arrived at the table with a pretty little heart in the center formed with milk foam. It brought a smile to her face as more people arrived, and the coffee spot became more crowded. Michael noticed as well as she.

"Micheal," she said, sipping the coffee. "There are matters on your mind you need to get off. I can sit and read the chapter I planned to finish, or I can be the substitute for the friend you wanted to meet."

"Substitute?" He asked, looking at the door as the bell chimed.

"Yeah, it sure beats looking up at the door every time someone walks in," Helen said. "I can pretend to be who you planned to meet. You say what's on your mind, get clear of the intrusive thoughts, and you go about your day feeling lighter."

He scowled at her looking suspiciously at the cup of coffee and the lady. "And what will you get out of this?"

"The conversation has to be a lot more interesting than this next chapter, of a serial killer who, evidently, doesn't understand human anatomy, and neither does the author," she said smiling. "How hard is it to Google where a radius and an ulna is and know which bone is rotating and which one is stationary?"

This brought a smile to Michael's face. "Funny, and I wanted to talk to that person about my daughter, who is a doctor."

Helen arched her brows. A sudden rush of adrenalin hit here at the possibility that this man was Michael Kurtzwilde. However, the voice she heard in the house from the other room when he made the visit, didn’t sound like this one. This voice sounded like a man who was tired of walking to school in the snow, uphill, both ways, carrying a loaded backpack and a tired toddler. The realization that he was looking for her to discuss Passion Fruit was another issue. She remained calm.

"I bet you're proud of her," she said softly. "Is everything okay with your daughter?"

He sighed deeply. "Yes. No. I dunno. I went to see her last week," he started. "Normally our visits are brief. I provide a kiss, a hug, yell at her to get her act together, get a man, and leave some bills on the table on my way out. You know, in case she needs to treat herself. "

"But this visit was different?"

"Hell yeah," he said, as if he had a person walk over his unmarked grave, he shuddered. "The little shit box of a house she lives in had curtains up, a colorful rug on the floor and she had biscuits and homemade jam, and fresh, delicious coffee for me when I arrived."

"That's nice," she replied offering a smile. "It sounds like you had a pleasant visit with her."

"It was a great visit," he said, scowling. "We actually had a conversation. She asked me about my childhood, where I grew up—my parents. She spoke fondly of her mother and the things her mother would cook that she hated, which is why she lived like she did. I felt like I was actually getting to know her."

His hand went to his chest. Helen inquired if he was doing okay, and he nodded. She was still unclear on what this had to do with her, although she'd taught both Passion Fruit and Bryan how to make Ruth's biscuits, and Bryan added the rugs, curtains and color to the home, not her, but it made a difference. Passion Fruit's father noticed the small changes in the house as well as his daughter.

"Okay, interacting as the person you wanted to meet here, I'm going to respond as her, is that okay?" He nodded in acceptance of her offer, "and what does any of that have to do with me, or how can I help you with the changes in your relationship with your daughter."

"Not just her," Michael said. "I have twelve kids in all."

"Whew, your wife must be a strong woman," Helen said.

He shook his head no, and arched his brows, to let her know, all twelve were not by the same woman. Helen tilted her head in acknowledgement that she understood. She sipped her coffee waiting to see how X was a variant to Y and what any of it had to do with her.

"I have three worthless, entitled, spoiled children with my wife," he said. "I have five, amazing others, like my daughter, I just mentioned who is a medical doctor. One out in Wyoming who has a sheep farm with horses, and she was an Olympic show jumper, even earned a silver medal from the Olympics."

He said it with pride as he spoke of the others. "The one in Kansas went to West Point and was a military helicopter pilot. He has a small business where he provides lessons. My son down in Georgia, he's my oldest, and a certified bad ass that lives off the land. The one up around the Boston area is an arborist."

"A what?"

"An arborist, like a tree doctor," he said. "He's really good and is sought after by the forestry service and everything. One time, he got called to the White House to work on the trees in the Rose Garden before what's her face cut them all down."

"Okay that is only eight kids," she said, "the other four?"

"Younger," Michael said. "One is in culinary school. The other is a journeyman plumber and the younger two are still in high school."

"Noted," Helen said, leaning forward. "And what would you like for me to help you with, concerning your children?"

"I want them to all meet," he said, looking Helen in the eye. "Whatever this Fruit did for my daughter, I want her to wave her fairy wand and bring my five accomplished adult kids together so we can all sit and the table and they can meet each other."

Helen crinkled her brow. She wasn't sure what this man believed her to be capable of doing, or why he even felt she would be able to make this happen, but she was invested, and continued the conversation. Another sip of the coffee was taken as she peered at him over the rim of the cup.

"If I were able to wave this magic wand to bring, I assume the five adults that you're proud of together, what would be the incentive for me to do this?" Helen asked.

"I'd retire," he said.

"Retire from what Michael and why would I care?" She asked.

"The person I wanted to meet would understand the request and the significance of what my retirement would mean," he said softly. "I really would like, before my eyes close, to sit at the table with those five children to tell them I'm proud of them. I know them, and have remained active in all of their lives, but I want them to meet. I want her to wave her wand and bring them all together for me. I would be in her gratitude until the end of my days."

Helen observed the man who grown old and tired. His days of peddling flesh was coming to an end and the politicos he blackmailed or greased palms were also retiring, if not dead, and the new breed of politicians had no shame. The joy of having such power was over and he wanted to call it quits.

Her watch beeped. Helen closed the book she hadn't bothered to read and polished off the remnants of the coffee in the cup. She stood.

"Michael, I must depart," she said. "You have it off your chest and the words are spoken into the universe. All you have to do now, is wait for the universe to respond."

"Yeah, the universe hates me," he said softly.

"Evidently not, your daughter invited you into her home and shared with you moments from her childhood while finding out about yours," she said. "The universe is listening. Take care of yourself."

She said nothing more, taking her cup to the dirty dish counter, and exiting the door. Helen didn't look back as she rounded the corner to the black Explorer parked a block away. In the vehicle she started it up, disconnecting the blue tooth, and using her ear piece. She dialed Azrael and she drove.

"State your need," Azrael said.

"I need the mailing addresses for Elm, Morgan, The Mann, and Thunder," Helen said.

Azreal didn't hold back, "And for fucking what?"

"I'm inviting them to my wedding," she said. "Oh, and the mailing address for Kurtzwilde."

"Cranberry, what in the entire hell is going on? Why was he looking for you?"

She started to laugh. Only in her world could something so ridiculous be a reality. Her boss was going to curse her up one side and down another.

"My mother-in-law makes these amazing biscuits which I taught Stephen, that’s Bad Apple's ward. I also taught Passion Fruit, how to make them as well," she said. "Evidently, when Daddy came for a visit, Passion Fruit put up some actual curtains, added a colorful rug and made him some biscuits she served with the homemade jam I left at the house."

The line was quiet, then a sigh, followed by, "What?"

"Yeah, she talked to Daddy about her childhood and asked about his, where he grew up, yaddah, yaddah, and he enjoyed the visit," she said.

"Cranberry, you're about to make my frickin' head explode! What does that have to do with you?"

"He wants me to wave my fairy wand and bring all his little bastard Technicians together so they can meet, and he wants to be at the table," she said. "What better way than invite them to the wedding."

"Your wedding? You're inviting them to the wedding?"

"Why the hell not?" She spoke, "The Mann is a direction, and The Archangel, Yield and Slow will be there. I was going to ask Passion Fruit to be a bride’s maid as an excuse to get some moisturizer in the wiry wig on her head she calls hair. Mustang is the groom, so inviting Morgan wouldn't be a stretch, but Thunder and Elm will be wildcards. How would I get them to come?"

"And you simply plan to sit them all at table together with dear old Dad? Cranberry, you can't be serious," she said.

"Serious as acid reflux when you’re trying to get a good nights sleep," Helen replied. "I was planning to make the wedding a family affair anyway, and you'll be there, as well as the Archangel. If I invite Jesus, it would be easy to reach out to...who are the handlers for the Northeast, Midwest, and Western crews?"

"Belial handles the West, Ariel the Storms, and Moloch the Trees," she said.

"Belial is Mustang's former handler, so inviting him is no issue. Kurtzwilde is truly proud of those kids Azreal," she said. "If I can wave my magic wand to make it happen, he said he'd retire."

She nearly choked on her spit, "He would what?"

"Retire," she repeated. "He's tired. His kids with his wife are useless and these kids are his pride and joy. He wants them all at the same table to have dinner and cake. I have an event coming up and I can make it happen for him."

"Why would you do that Cranberry?"

She paused. "I think for the first time in his life, he felt appreciated as a man and a father. Passion Fruit prepared for his visit and actually had a conversation with him as a person. He felt seen. He felt seen as a human and not as a man who handed out money and paid for shit his kids could work for and pay for themselves if they had some gumption. I can also bust up the Chrysalis."

"Cranberry, this is very unusual. It would also be unusual to have the Archangels, and the tech crews in the same spot at once," Azreal cautioned.

"I'm also inviting the Bushmaster and Fer de Lance," she said. "Who in their right mind is going to fuck with my wedding? I say we do it and bring the family together, dance, have some cake and meet each other outside of dead bodies and warehouses filled with the broken dreams of children. Shit, Pear could use some fun in her life."

Azreal found herself laughing. "You are entirely insane and I am here for the ride. Is there anything else you need?"

"One, I’m pissed at the Mom mobile you got me instead of my F150, two, I need suppliers for my back seat and three, who are my Seraphims?"

The reference to the back seat meant the Technicians maintained supplies under the seat. Ammo, clothing changes and supplies of their trade were kept handy for missions and overnight assignments. She would need to supply her back seat. The Seraphims, like Jared and Gabriel Neary's jobs in the CIA, were domestic watchers of covert activities on American soil; each state was assigned at least two.

"You have two, one North and one in Indianapolis," she said. "You'll connect with each when your training is complete."

"Okay, what about licenses and registrations for my weapons?"

"Don't buy any until after you're certified as a Technician," Azreal said. "You will then get like a 007 marker with a license to kill kind of thing."

"Oh shit. I'm going to be a certified bad ass." Helen said grinning. "Hell, let's make some magic. I'm going to wave my magic wand and sprinkle fairy dust all over the dammed place."

"Cranberry, take it slow and please rest up. Sour Grapes is very different," she said. "She's a different breed and she really doesn't like peopling, so having you in her home for three months is going to mess with her mentally."

Helen held the line as she pulled into her front yard, spotting Mustang at the run-down little house which would be her new home office. She thought of Azreal's words on the meeting at the coffee house.

"All I can do, is what I do," Helen said. 

"Azreal out," and the call ended. 

Now, she needed to tell her husband about the size of the intended wedding party. Silently she chuckled thinking she'd label the table of Kurtzwilde's kids, "The Stray Bullets". The smile stayed plastered on her face and she pulled up next to her man.

Mustang shook his head, "I don't even want to know."
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Chapter 3- Wind Up
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Helen had only been home for two days and thus far, it felt like a month of Sundays. The arrival of the Explorer, the weird coffee date with a certified villain and now, her husband informed her they were having guest. She knew it was coming, and after the holidays, she was due back at Passion Fruit's for three weeks. She had a good sixteen days, two of which were already gone before having to report to St. Paul to start training with Sour Grapes.  For some reason, she wasn't looking forward to it in the least. And now this.

"Okay, who are we expecting, Michael and Abigail and the kids?" She asked.

"No, not yet," he said, "Abi is not ready to travel with the baby and Naomi. Mom and Dad want to come for a day or so this weekend."

"No problem, I can talk to her about the wedding, finding a location for the reception, catering, and the likes," she said. "How much do you think I need to give her to have money for deposits and stuff like securing caterers?"

"I have no idea, but we can do a pre-paid credit card to start," he said looking at her side eye.

"Jay, what are you leaving out?" She said watching his face. The last few months, she was really learning to read his body language as well as his eyes. The look said there was more.

"My former handler, Belial, he's going to be in the area, and wants to come through next week," he said softly, waiting her to say, do, think,...for what he was uncertain.

"Does he have a hotel or does he want to stay with us?" She asked.

"He wanted to spend the night, hang out," he said.

Her eyebrows arched, "You taking the day off to 'hang out' with this man?" 

"The day off?"

Her hand went to her narrow hip. "The day off Jay? Or are you planning to leave me home alone with some man I don't know, considering my opinion of men in general, because if you leave him here and he looks at me funny, you may come home from work to find his cut up body parts all over the house," she said, suddenly feeling tense.

"Good grief," he said, looking at her with fresh eyes. "I'm sorry. I didn't think of how having a man you didn't know in the house would impact you mentally. My apologies. Yes, I will take a day off or make sure he leaves when I do."

"Thank you, and I'm sorry, but, it is how I feel," she said. "I can be alone with Michael or your Dad, in the home, but anyone else, I would question."

"I shall keep that in mind going forward," he said softly. He reached for her noticing she was physically shaking. "I got you Helen. I have you. You're safe sweetheart."

She didn't feel safe. Suddenly, fears, emotions and intrusive thoughts entered her head and she was a bundle of nerves. Helen spent time alone in the home with Bad Apple, but she didn't consider him a threat. She spent time alone with Mr. Yield doing an assignment, but she quickly summed him up and neutralized him with a reference to his children. A man, powerful like an Archangel in their home, alone with her, wasn't a risk she was willing to take. Even when she'd interacted with Gabriel at her home in Kentucky, it was outside, and she knew Slow was watching from his back window.

Ruefully, and truthfully, she knew she wasn't fully healed from her ordeal. Therapy helped her through the childhood traumas suffered at the hand of a man who caught her home alone as a teen. She wasn't about to suffer any new traumas from a person invited into their home, her safe haven, the place where she finally felt free.

"Thank you," was all she said, pulling away to find a notebook to get started on the nasty little house.

*****
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THE WEEK BECAME A HUSTLE as a garbage dumpster arrived. Helen set to work in boots, gloves and overalls, began tearing out the yuck in the nasty little house starting with the moldy carpet, peeling wallpaper and cabinetry that required a bit of man muscle. By Thursday, she was pretty pleased with how much had been done. If she continued at that pace, the basic work would be done and the contractors would only need to do the flooring, bath, and cabinet installation versus the tear out.

"This is impressive Helen. Those little skinny arms have more muscles than I thought," he said laughing.

"The verbal wind up is not going to work on me today," she said. "I'm hungry, can we go out tonight, since we have your folks coming tomorrow? I have food stores and all the things I think Ruth will like to do, but once I tell her the set wedding date, she's going to lose her mind."

"Yeah, we can go out and possibly get her a 2025-2026 planner to get to work on the planning," he said, "I mean it will be a small wedding."

"Probably not," she said.

"What do you mean," He asked absently, not understanding the breath and scope of how his wife's mind worked. The following day he the sat at the table with his parents stunned, but first, he was more surprised at his parents’ perception of his new home.

****
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RUTH NEARY ARRIVED with a basket loaded with fresh baked bread, a batch from her new recipe for oatmeal raisin cookies, and a pound cake with a freshly sliced berry compote. Snazzily dressed in embroidered jeans, a matching cardigan along with her strand of pearls, she climbed the stairs to stand on the deck, overlooking the land. Mark stood there as well, enjoying the deck, although it was colder than a witch's left nipple making his shudder and the shift in temperatures.

"Come on inside, the fire is going, Helen has a cheese board ready along with a fresh pot of wassail, I also have coffee and tea, whichever you'd like," Mustang said, ushering his parents inside.

Mark Neary said nothing as he stood in the kitchen, taking in the details. His eyes went to the dishtowels hanging from the stove which read Neary. He moved to the fire place, looking over all the photos on the mantle. His eyes watered at the image of he and his sons around the grill laughing. The image was captured by a photographer he didn't know was watching.

"You will be staying in this room down the hall," Helen announced as Ruth followed behind her, stopping in the hallway to view the frames and portraits hung on the wall. Mark stopped as well. Then suddenly, they embraced each other and began to weep.

"Whoa," Mustang said. "What's wrong? What's with the tears?"

"This is just so...nice," Ruth said.

"Your home is lovely," Mark replied. "The pictures. You live here Jay. You have a life here with Helen. I can feel you in this home."

Helen smiled at them both, "well, enough of the weepy willies. Ruth, we have set a wedding date of either June 14, after Mark's birthday, or June 21st, four days before Jay's."

Ruth's eyes grew wide as she swatted away her tears. She had a new focus. The excitement on her face evident. "We have a wedding date! Your colors?"
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