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    To all young orphans and those who have lost a parent: God has not abandoned you.
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Allan Johnson looked out over his new neighborhood. He had a nice three bedroom, two bath ranch, surrounded by tall, strong trees. He felt strong, almost human, sitting among the branches of the oak tree. He plucked a leaf from the branch on which he sat and inspected it. 

Being given a house meant he’d be getting his first assignment soon. He pressed the leaf to his nose and inhaled. Becoming a full-fledged Agent of Christ was so close he could smell it. It was almost as real as this fresh green leaf. 

Life on Earth was so thrilling. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the aroma of life.

“Why are you sniffing that leaf like that?” said a male’s voice nearby. 

He knew the voice. It was one of his AOC colleagues, Agent Kaliel.

Allan opened his eyes and, as expected, saw no one. All the same, he knew Kaliel was there. And, if Kaliel was nearby, so was Martin. 

Why they preferred to remain invisible, even to other Agents, was a mystery to him. Surely they had their reasons, but he had to admit it was an odd habit. He wondered, though, when he was an Agent for as long as them if he would stop making himself visible too. 

He shrugged the thought off and decided to play along.

“Hello, Kaliel,” Allan said, “And, morning greetings to you as well Martin.” 

Martin cleared his throat and huffed. “Man, I was going to push you off that branch before you noticed me.”

Allan chuckled. “You two always travel together. Like salt and pepper, or ketchup and mustard.”

“No, we don’t,” Martin instantly protested. 

“Never mind,” Kaliel said as he made himself visible. “We came to give you the good news.”

Allan’s eyes widened. “My first assignment starts today?”

Martin appeared and was wagging his head sadly. “No, my friend. Soon, though. Very soon. You have a house now, situated in a neighborhood, with many troubled humans.” He frowned as he cast his eye over the neighboring houses. “Too many for my blood.”

“I’m here to serve,” Allan countered. “I don’t mind living among them, helping them through their difficulties. It’s what I was trained for. Soon, you say. How soon?”

Kaliel and Martin looked at each other and laughed. Allan brushed their teasing off.

“You used to be like that, Kaliel. You did,” Martin said.

Kaliel’s smile evaporated. “No, I wasn’t.”

“Yeah, you were,” Martin insisted. “Eager Beaver. That’s what they called you back at the Academy. Ole Eager Beaver.”

“Nothing wrong with being eager,” Kaliel said. “Right, Allan?”

Allan nodded. Being eager had gotten him to the top of his recruiting class and had earned him a spot in the field, more than a year before most of his classmates. 

“So, if today is not the day that I get my first assignment, why are you here?”

Martin cleared his throat again and pulled a small white box out of his pocket. He gave Kaliel a questioning look, then handed the box to Allan.

“What’s this?” Allan asked.

“We came to deliver the newly upgraded equipment you were promised,” Martin said. “Go on, open it.”

Inside, Allan found what looked like a smart phone. 

“You know what that is, right?” Kaliel asked. 

“Of course I do. It’s my communicator. I graduated top of my class. I’m familiar with all the equipment.”

Kaliel scoffed. “That doesn’t mean anything.” 

“Hey,” Martin protested. “Anyway, that particular model of communicator is single use. Not like the one you were trained with. You’re the first to use it in the field. It’s only for extreme emergencies. Use it only if you need to call in reinforcements.”

Allan nodded. He felt like levitating right then and flying straight to the moon. He had his own AOC communicator. And, the newest model at that. 

Woohoo!

Kaliel must have noticed Allan’s excitement because he placed his hand on his arm. “Calm down, Sparky. This isn’t a toy, you know.”

“I know.” Allan took a calming breath. “I thought I also got a vision cube.”

“Well, you don’t get a vision cube,” he responded as he lifted the communicator out of the box. Allan saw a silver rectangle about the size of a credit card at the bottom of the box. 

He let out a low whistle. Was that what he thought it was?

“This is a vision card, isn’t it?” Allan asked. He could feel his heart racing.

“Sparky,” Kaliel said, his face grave. “I’m not sure you’re ready for being in the field. This isn’t a game, Agent Johnson.”

“I know that. I am so ready.”

“You’re shaking like a leaf.”

“I’m just extremely excited.”

“Excitement is one thing. Being a nervous wreck is quite another thing. Get a hold of yourself, Agent Johnson.”

Allan took a few deep breaths and tried to appear calmer. Inside, his heart still raced with excitement. “I’m not nervous. I assure you.”

Kaliel and Martin did not look convinced. 

“We’re dealing with a person’s life here,” Martin said, the frown on his face deepening. “You’re an Agent of Christ. Not Denzel Washington in Preacher’s Wife.”

Preacher’s Wife?

“I know. I really and truly do know,” Allan said.

Martin continued, not looking convinced. “You have no room for error. They are depending on us to minister to them in times of distress and discomfort. To rescue them in times of trouble.”

Kaliel joined Martin’s speech. “Indeed. When they cry out to God for help. He sends us. At a moment’s notice.”

“In less than a blink of an eye,” Martin interrupted.

“We are to come to their assistance,” Kaliel followed. “There is no time to catch your breath, or to calm your nerves.”

Martin nodded in agreement. “An Agent of Christ in the field is level-headed, always. Always.” 

The two senior agents looked Allan in the eye.

“Are you level-headed, Johnson?” Kaliel asked him.

“Many Agents of Christ,” Martin shared, “have been lured away by the lusts and vanities of this world. Some of our former agents have allowed themselves, in moments of great weakness and even excitement, to be drawn to the Dark Side.”

Kaliel continued, “Special Agents, like Martin and I, are on a mission to identify and eliminate those rogue agents. They must be removed quickly and completely, and bound forever in Outer Darkness. We don’t want to have to remove you from this realm, and escort you to the Darkness for all eternity because you have allowed yourself to be drawn away from your mission.”

Allan squared his shoulders. He now felt the gravity of the situation. They were right. This was not a game or an exciting ‘project’. What he was about to embark on was life changing for a real person. Not just for him. 

And he surely did not want to be known for straying, for going “dark.” 

“I understand,” he said and looked at both of them before continuing. “I was letting my sense of adventure get the best of me. I was serious when I pledged before our Commander to not let pride or lust betray my devotion to the Son of Light and Love. And, I am serious now. Thank you for reminding me of the oath I took.”

His peers smiled back at him. “Good, Young Blood,” Kaliel said, taking the vision card from Allan. “Let me continue telling you about the vision card. As you can see, it’s no bigger than a credit card, but it is extremely powerful. If you thought the vision cubes you used in training were wonderful, then these babies will blow you away.”

Martin took Allan’s hand and turned it palm up. Kaliel placed the card in the middle of Allan’s palm. The surface of the card changed from silver to black, to sky blue within mere seconds. “Watch carefully,” Martin said. “The card shows the future. Things that are about to happen that is. But only the future of your primary assignment who is, in this case, a woman.”

A woman?

Allan couldn’t help but frown. Why was he being assigned to a woman? He knew that sometimes they did do cross-gender assignments, but he had hoped that he would be assigned to a man. He had heard they gave you less drama. 

Oh well. Can’t win them all, he thought. 

Martin went on. “The card works a lot like the vision cube. The vision will play across the card for a short period. The difference with the card is this: the vision will only appear when someone of true faith is praying for the human you have been assigned to serve. The Prodigal Daughter.”

“The Prodigal Daughter,” Allan repeated softly.

Allan saw what appeared to be a small video playing on
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