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"And he was given authority
to rule over every tribe and people and language and nation. And all the people
who belong to this world worshiped the beast."


- Revelation 13:7-8

















Prologue


"They'll kill you. That's
what they do."


"Sleeping
Buffalo, Montana, will go down in history, like Ruby Ridge, Idaho."


Book regarded the
cattle rancher named Moody. He wore a camo jacket with an American flag arm
patch, and below that, patches that read: We the People … Liberty or
Death … Don't Tread on Me … In God We Trust. He cradled an
AR-15 assault rifle and chewed tobacco.


"Olin, do you
want to die?"


"We all die
sooner or later."


"Do you want to
die sooner?"


"I want to die
for something."


"You'll die for
nothing."


"I'll die for
this land."


"You'll die on
this land, like the Indians died on this land."


Moody studied Book a
long moment then spat tobacco juice on the dirt floor of the small hunting
cabin. The air inside hung thick with testosterone and tobacco smoked and
chewed.


"You
Indian?"


"Comanche."


Moody nodded.
"Sioux. On my mother's side."


"This land runs
red with Sioux blood. You want to add your blood to theirs?"


"If I have
to."


"You don't have
to. You can release that man, put your guns down, and walk out of here."


"And straight
into jail."


Moody and six fellow
ranchers held the land and a Bureau of Land Management employee hostage.
Holding federal land hostage is futile; holding a federal employee hostage is
dangerous. 


"We don't kidnap
people in America."


"He's a BLM
asshole."


As if that were an
exception to the kidnapping laws. 


"I'll die on my
land."


"It's not your
land."


"It's not the
Feds'."


"It is. It
shouldn't be, but it is. That's the deal Montana made to get into the
Union."


The federal
government owned most of the land in the Western states, the price of admission
those states had paid to enter the Union. The Feds had always permitted
open-range grazing, so an uneasy truce had been maintained. But Washington had
turned against the West, and grazing on much federal land had been banned.
Western ranchers faced the loss of their herds and extinction of their way of
life, of no concern to vegans in the East. Olin Moody and his fellow
open-range ranchers decided to take a stand against the federal government by
refusing to leave the government's land or release the government's employee,
as if they were starring in that Costner movie. It was a bold plan in the
movie; it was a foolish one in life. The Feds had suggested a negotiated
peace; Moody had suggested Professor John Bookman as the negotiator. He had
seen Book on television after the nomination.


"Maybe when
you're on the Supreme Court, Professor, you can change the law."


"The Court
doesn't make the law."


"Since
when?"


The morning air
carried a bite. Summer was coming to an end. But the land was still green,
and the mountains grey, the snow still several months away. Seventeen hundred
miles south of where Book stood, the fall semester at the University of Texas
School of Law in Austin had just begun. At that moment, his intern was giving
his Con Law II class a pop quiz on Con Law I. No doubt his students were not
happy campers; neither was he. He had ridden the Harley north the week before;
seven days of negotiations had produced no resolution. The political pressure
to take action had mounted. The FBI commander on the scene, a hard-ass named
Major Duvall, had called in the Hostage Rescue Team; HRT brought snipers.
Duvall wanted to make examples of Moody and the other ranchers who had taken up
arms against the United States of America.


"This won't end
well for you."


"It'll end well
for America."


"Americans don't
give a damn whether you live or die on this land."


"They give a
damn about freedom."


"Only their
own."


"It's not
right."


"Get in
line."


"You think the
Feds should control the West?"


"I don't think
the Feds should control a grocery list. That's not the point."


"What's the
point?"


"The point is,
in order to gain statehood for the Montana Territory, your leaders agreed to
give thirty percent of the land to the Feds. It was dumb, but they did it.
Just like Wyoming gave forty-eight percent and Idaho sixty-two percent and
Nevada eighty-four percent. They did it so the Feds would dispatch the Army to
wipe out the Indians. That wasn't such a good deal for them either."


"How much land
did Texas give up?"


"None. But
Texas wasn't a territory. We were an independent nation, the Republic of
Texas. The Union needed Texas as much as Texas needed the Union. President
Polk's Manifest Destiny. And Texas didn't need the Army to fight the Indians,
we had the Rangers. And Sam Houston negotiating for us. So the Feds got none
of our land."


"They got too
damn much of ours."


"Montana
should've hired Sam as their lawyer. Of course, he was a drunk."


"My divorce
lawyer was a drunk." Moody spat in the hostage's direction. "She
had an affair with this BLM asshole."


"Your
lawyer?"


"My wife. Asked
her why. Said she was bored with life on this harsh land." Moody again
spat toward the hostage. "What, he's exciting?"


Book glanced at the
bound-and-gagged BLM employee. He did not look exciting in his plaid flannel
shirt. He looked scared.


"Is that when
you started hating federal employees?"


A sly smile under the
droopy mustache. 


"That's when I
started doing something about it."


"If every man
whose wife cheated on him kidnapped the other man, half the men in America
would be holding the other half hostage."


"Just a
coincidence we got him."


"I don't believe
in coincidences."


"I reckon
not." He spat in the direction of the window. "Them Feds, they're
here to prove a point." 


"They're here to
kill you."


"They should
sell off all these federal lands, let ranchers graze our cattle here."


"I agree, but
again, that's not the point."


"What's the
point?"


"You're breaking
the law."


"Fuck the
law."


The universal
response when the law is against you.


"I'll strike a
blow for freedom."


"You'll
die."


"People will
remember our stand."


"No, they
won't. They don't remember Ruby Ridge, and they won't remember Sleeping
Buffalo. They don't care what happens out here in the West, only what happens
in their cities in the East. For them, you're one of the deplorables and this
is fly-over land, both absolutely meaningless to their lives. They don't
care about you or this land or whether you live or die. You'll die for
nothing."


Moody spat then fixed
Book with a stern gaze.


"Professor,
sometimes nothing's a whole lot of something. I'll die for this land."


He did. The sniper's
bullet hit him right between the eyes. Olin Moody was dead before his body hit
the land he loved. His blank eyes stared back at Book.















Chapter 1


He saw his future in his mother's
blank eyes.


Clare Bookman was
sixty-four years old; her mind had died, but her body lived on. More
accurately, early-onset Alzheimer's had stolen her mind and now held her body
hostage. Book stared deep into her blue eyes and hoped to find his mother.
But the mother he had known no longer resided beyond those eyes. A stranger
did.


"Who are
you?"


"I'm John. Your
son."


She replied with a
vacant smile. It was the last Saturday in August, three days since the FBI
sniper had killed Olin Moody and ended the Montana standoff. Book had returned
to Austin, back to the law school and the study of constitutional law; back to
a pile of pop quizzes to grade and the scrutiny of the press to endure—every
Supreme Court nominee since Bork had suffered such scrutiny, but the one who
would break the four-four liberal versus conservative deadlock on the Court—the
one who could overturn Roe v. Wade—warranted twenty-four/seven scrutiny;
and back to his new home and his old mother. He turned to the first applicant
for the full-time position of caregiver for Clare Bookman. 


"This is my
mother, Clare."


The applicant was a
middle-aged woman and a registered nurse. Book had included that requirement
in the job posting. His sister, Joanie, and her new baby had stayed with their
mother while he was in Montana and had set up interviews for when he was back.
He was back. The applicant scooted her chair close and took his mother's
hand. She offered an expression that told of a nurse's concern for her
patient. She gazed softly into his mother's eyes. She yelled.


"Clare! My name
is Betty! I will be your caregiver!"


His mother recoiled
as fully as if she had been slapped. He stood.


"She's not
deaf. She has Alzheimer's. And you will not be her caregiver."






~


"Do we want a treat,
Clare?"


The second applicant
offered a sucker to his mother. 


"She's neither a
pet nor a child," Book said. "She's a grandmother. Goodbye."






~


The third applicant sported a
tattooed body and a nose ring. She stroked his mother's bare arm as if it were
made of gold.


"Clare, you've
got gorgeous skin. Have you ever considered body art? Your skin would take
the ink beautifully."


The future flashed
through Book's mind: coming home from school to find his mother with a rose
tattoo on her butt and a ring through her nose. 


"Aw, hell
no." 




~


Three hours and three more
applicants later, Book had lost hope. Joanie had called each hour after each
applicant; she had not said "I told you so," but the words came
across the line. He had denied her wish to put their mother in a home. So he
had put her in his home. He had sold the little house and bought a bigger
house with enough room for three adults: him, his mother, and her caregiver.
The last applicant was named Gabriella Santorini. 


"Clare,"
she said, "my mother had early-onset Alzheimer's, too. I cared for her.
I'll care for you. And we'll have fun together. We'll cook, we'll sing, we'll
see, we'll do, we'll laugh, we'll live. You'll live your life. You're still
alive. You still have a family. You are still loved, Clare Bookman."


"You're hired.
When can you start?"


"Now. My things
are in the car."


"How'd you know
you'd want the job? Or I'd want you?"


"Professor, I
have a laptop and an Internet connection. I researched you. You're a good
man. Which means she was a good mother." She sighed. "You both
need me."


"You take care
of my mother. I'll take of myself."


"Tough guy. You
part Italian?"


Gabriella Santorini
was Italian and plump. She had green eyes that sparkled and wild black hair
with streaks of gray. She wore a skirted white dress and red sneakers. Her
scent brought back memories of Book's aunts—the fun ones—from his childhood. 


"Why are you
still working?" he asked.


"My husband
died, my daughter moved to L.A., and I have no grandchildren. I'm only
sixty-six. I need to be useful. I need to matter."


Book studied her a
moment.


"I
understand."


"I know you
do." She pointed at the front door. "Professor, are you
famous?"


"At times."


"Is this one of
those times?"






~


"Why can't you get an interview
with him?"


"He doesn't give
interviews."


"Who the hell
does he think he is? The press, we can make him or we can break him."


The CNC reporter
rolled his eyes at the phone—at his boss fifteen hundred miles away. His boss
was a liberal through and through. Which is to say, he thought he made the
news, not just reported the news. 


"I don't think
he cares what we think."


"He'd better, or
he'll never sit on that bench. If he wants to overturn Roe v. Wade,
we'll crucify him."






~


"We're living here,
Professor, not dying."


"What do you
mean?"


"I mean, your
mother's still alive."


"I know
that."


"Your house
doesn't. Place feels like a funeral home."


Book was giving
Gabriella a tour of her new home, which he had bought from an elderly couple on
their way to an extended care facility. Perhaps it was a bit dark and dated.
Dark wood, dark carpets, dark drapes. 


"Gabby will
brighten this place up and get the stale out. And those drapes? They're gone
today."


"Who's
Gabby?"


"Me. I go by
Gabby. And I do."


"What?"


"Gab."


"Good. My
mother needs that."


"I am exactly
what your mother needs. And what you need, Professor."


"You worry about
my mother."


Gabby laughed.
"You've got to be Italian."


"This is your room."


His mother occupied
the master bedroom. Gabby would have the room next door with her own
bathroom. Book had taken the mother-in-law suite on the other side of the
house. 


"I don't care
where I sleep," Gabby said. "I care where I cook. Show me the
kitchen."


He did. She stepped
into the vast space, stopped short, and made the sign of the cross. He thought
she might cry.


"I've dreamt all
my life of cooking in a kitchen like this."


Unlike the rest of
the house, the kitchen was airy and bright with large windows and a glass wall
that opened onto a second-story wooden deck that overlooked the Shoal Creek
Trail in the center of Austin. The prior owner had remodeled the kitchen for
a gourmet cook. Not for Book. Perhaps for Gabby.


"Are you rich?"
she asked.


"I'm in
debt."


He had paid all his
book royalties down, signed a big note, and moved his mother in. Austin
real-estate values had gone through the roof. The Californians had come to
town. But he figured he wouldn't live long enough to spend the royalties
anyway. His mother had given him a home; now he could give her one.


"Well, you might
be in debt a while, but you won't be skinny much longer, Professor. Not with
me cooking in this kitchen. I hope you like pasta."


She opened empty
drawers and empty cabinets and empty cupboards.


"You need
dishes, glasses, silverware, pots, pans, utensils … "


She tried the
refrigerator.


"… and
food. Looks like Clare and I are going shopping." She held a hand out to
Book. "I need your credit card."






~


Credit card number
776385340700627 … expiration date 0619 … security code 8849. Date of
birth 10/21/1981. Social security number 608992604. Driver's license number
08899554. State bar number 18954302. Cell phone number 5128884422. Address
1206 Claire Avenue.


Each day of his life
he took the same test. He knew the test awaited him when he woke;
consequently, he always woke with a sense of impending doom. With a fear of
failing the test. Of the gene having ignited while he slept. He found himself
putting off the test until later each day. 


He exhaled his
pent-up anxiety. 


He was good to go for
another day. He had retained his memory. Early onset had not yet set on. But
how long before it did? How long before he climbed the Rock for the last
time? After his father's death, Clare Bookman had taken her son and daughter
to Enchanted Rock seventy miles west of Austin. They climbed the
four-hundred-twenty-five-foot granite batholith to the summit and sat where his
father's ancestors had sat. The Comanche believed their spirits lived forever
on the Rock. After he learned that he had the gene, that his fate was sealed
even if the date was not, Book had climbed the Rock alone and made a decision:
He would not suffer his mother's fate. He would not die a slow death, walking
deeper and deeper into the dense fog of Alzheimer's. He would not have an
around-the-clock caregiver who yelled at him as if he were deaf or patronized
him as if he were a child. When he felt his mind failing him—when he could no
longer recite the numbers of his life—he would take his father's service
revolver and climb the Rock. 


There he would join
his father in the spirit land. 


He had come to terms
with life and death. He was not afraid of dying. He was afraid of not
living. Of his life not making a difference. Of not mattering. Of only being
matter. He wanted his short life to have meaning. So he was on the clock.
Until the time came to climb the Rock, he would care for his mother. He would
make a difference with his work. He would live life to the fullest and without
a wife, a child, love, or fear. When your fate is already fixed, what is there
to fear?


He sat on his bed and
held his father's gun.






~


Gabby held the pen to the notepad
but paused. She decided that there was no sense in making a list; they needed
everything. She shook her head. Bachelors.


"Let's go
shopping, Clare."


She had cared for her
own mother for the last ten years of her life. She had witnessed her decline
and death. She had refused to put her mother in a home, so she put her mother
in her home. Just as the professor had with his mother. He was a good man.
Which meant Clare had been a good mother. Like Gabby's mother.


She dabbed tears.


Not from sadness.
From happiness. She again had a purpose in life. A place in life. God had
put her in this home with these people. To help them. She was Italian; that's
what she did. Helped. And cooked. She looked out a front window and realized
she needed help if she were going to cook that night. 


Where was the
professor?






~


Book decided to make a run for
it. 


It was a bold plan,
but not a foolish one. Professor John Bookman was neither a fool nor a
betrayed husband, as Olin Moody had been. Book had no wife, and Olin had died
for nothing. The standoff with the Feds and his death had made the Austin
paper. For one day. He was dead and already forgotten. The hostage had been
released, and the ranchers arrested; they would be quietly released a week from
now. Everyone just wanted to forget that Olin Moody had died for nothing. Now
it was Book being held hostage in his own home along with his mother and her
caregiver. 


If this was how they
wanted it, he would give it to them. 


He grabbed his
sunglasses and walked out of his bedroom and down the hall to the stairway
leading to the garage under the house. He descended the stairs then hit the
light switch that illuminated the vast three-car garage. But he did not own
three cars. Or two cars. Or even one car. He owned a motorcycle. And not
just any motorcycle. He owned a turquoise-and-black Harley-Davidson '88
soft-tail classic with an Evo V-2 engine and black leather saddlebags with
silver studs. It rode like a dream. 


And it rode fast.


He saddled up and
kicked the stand. He fired up the engine, pulled on the black doo-rag, and put
on the black sunglasses. He hit the garage door remote and revved the Evo.
The door rose. He shifted into gear and gave it the gas. He and the Harley
roared out of the garage, up the steep driveway to the street, and past the
media trucks, cameras, and reporters camped out front of the Supreme Court
nominee's house. They shouted above the engine noise.


"Professor
Bookman, are you going to overturn Roe v. Wade?"




~


John Wayne, Jimmy Stewart, and
Lee Marvin starred in the great John Ford movie, The Man Who Shot Liberty
Valance. The story was set in a Western territory vying for statehood.
Tom Doniphon (Wayne) was a horse trader and a tough but respected man. Ransom
Stoddard (Stewart) was a newcomer from the East, a young lawyer who was not
tough but who could lead the territory to statehood. Liberty Valance (Marvin)
was a notorious gunslinger hired by cattlemen who wanted to keep the territory
open range. The cattlemen wanted Ransom dead; if they killed Ransom, they
killed statehood. So they hired Liberty to do their dirty work. Liberty
goaded Ransom into a public gunfight. Ransom didn't stand a chance against
Liberty; he would surely die, and with him, the territory's chance at
statehood. So Tom stood in the shadows and when Liberty and Ransom drew, he
shot Liberty dead. But to all the eyewitnesses—even to Ransom himself—it
appeared that Ransom Stoddard had shot Liberty Valance. Tom kept the secret;
Ransom became a folk hero and the new state's first governor and then senator.
Ransom Stoddard was The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance.


Would John Bookman be
The Man Who Overturned Roe v. Wade? 


He had ridden out of
the garage and onto the street, and the press corps had raced to their trucks
to follow, as he hoped they would. He was the decoy. Once the reporters had
vacated his front lawn, Gabby and his mother could go to Whole Foods in her
Mini Cooper and in peace. He led the reporters on a wild-goose chase long
enough for the women to make their escape then he lost them at a red light in
downtown.


They stopped; he
didn't.


He now rode south on
South Lamar Boulevard—Gabby had sent him to Target with a list but without his
credit card—but he spotted a pregnant woman in distress and a former student in
trouble. The student had sat in Book's Con Law I class like a submarine:
under water. He looked as nervous standing out front of the biker bar Book had
just passed as he had sitting in Book's classroom. He slowed the Harley, made
a U-turn, and headed back. He turned the Harley into the parking lot and
braked to a stop. He cut the engine and kicked the stand. He got off the bike
and walked over to his former student, who stood next to the pretty young woman
in a pink maternity dress and surrounded by big, hairy men in black leather
vests and chaps sporting the Harley-Davidson emblem. Book had never seen
anyone so happy to see him.


"Professor!"


"Andy
Prescott."


"You remember
me?"


"I remember all
my C students. So few."


"This is
Connie. My wife. She's pregnant."


He said it as if it
were the result of the Immaculate Conception. Connie was pretty with a sweet
countenance. She squeezed close to Andy and regarded the C student as an A
man. Andy Prescott had a soul mate. Book felt a twinge of jealousy.


"Congratulations.
How's your dad?"


"He's still vertical."


"Good. I love
his music."


"Excuse us,
buddy," one of the bikers said, "but we're having a conversation with
this boy."


Book ignored him.


"What are you
doing here, Andy?"


"Trying to
leave."


"Then
leave."


A bigger biker
stepped toward Book; he brought a strong breath of whiskey with him.


"Hey, Injun, you
best get back on that bike and hit the road. This ain't none of your damn bidness."


Injun. 


Book faced the man.
"I'm making it my bid … business."


The biker laughed
through missing teeth. "There's four of us and one of you."


"And Andy."


"Like I said,
one of you."


"Then quit
yapping and start fighting."


The biker's
expression turned puzzled. He gave Book a once-over, from his sea blue Tommy
Bahama tee shirt with Let's Taco 'Bout It Later stenciled across the
back to his jeans and cowboy boots. Book stood six-one and weighed a lean one
seventy-five. The four men outweighed Book by a collective six hundred pounds,
at the least, but he was challenging them to a fight? The biker scratched his
scraggly beard.


"You got a death
wish?"


"He does,"
Andy said. "Everyone at the law school says so."


"Law
school?"


"He's a con law
professor. And he's going to be a Supreme Court justice." Andy turned to
Book. "You taking the job, Professor?"


"To replace the
guy they killed with that car bomb?" the biker said.


A leftist activist
had assassinated one of the five conservative justices outside his home a few
months before. Assassination was now seen by some as a viable alternative to
elections.


"You know about
him?" Book said.


The biker snorted
whiskey fumes strong enough to knock Book back a step. 


"We watch the
FIX chicks in the bar," the biker said. "I know all about
constipational law."


"Constitutional."


"Whatever.
Shane said the president put up some professor here in Austin to replace him,
figured he must be one of them dumb-ass liberals wanna make us eat snails like
them French. That you?"


"I do like
snails."


"But he hates
liberals and conservatives," Andy said. "He's the last-known
practicing Jeffersonian in America."


The biker eyed Book
with suspicion. 


"Be that as it
may …"


"Be that as it
may?" Book said.


"Heard Shane say
that."


"You need to
watch ESPN."


"So, Professor,
you ain't one of them nuts that hate guns, are you?"


"Only when
they're pointed at me."


The biker pulled his
leather vest back to reveal a large-caliber handgun stuck in his waistband.


"The Feds gonna
have to kill me to take my gun."


"They
will."


He saw the biker's
future: blank eyes and a bullet hole in his head.


"But don't
worry. The government wants your money more than your guns."


The biker let out a
belly laugh then slapped Book on the shoulder hard enough that Book had to
reset himself. 


"You're okay,
Professor." He jabbed his beard at Book's ride. "Nice Harley.
Soft-tail classic, don't see many of those no more. Evo V-2. I like it.
Course, I probably wouldn't have gone with green."


"Turquoise."


The biker squinted at
the Harley. "Looks green to me." He grunted. "Okay,
Professor, take your boy and his gal." He addressed Andy but pointed a
gnarly finger at a big bike parked nearby. "Don't never bring that
Ironhorse back here. This here's a Harley bar."


The biker gave Book a
little salute then led his crew back inside for another round.


"Thanks, Professor,"
Andy said. 


"What are you
doing at a Harley bar?"


Andy held up his cell
phone. "GPS said it was a baby boutique."


His soul mate patted
her belly and smiled like a mother. 


"It's a
boy."


"Good to meet
you, Connie."


"Why,
Professor?" she said.


"I'm always
happy when one of my students gets married and—"


"No—why'd you
stop and help us?"


Book stared off a
second then sighed.


"It's what I
do."






~


"Are you gay?" Gabby
asked.


"Not the last
time I checked."


"Why aren't you
married?"


"I have the
gene."


"And you don't
want to pass it on?"


"No."


"So you'll live
and die alone?"


"Yes."


She looked him up and
down—he was wearing running shorts and shoes but no shirt—then shook her head.


"Well,
Professor, if I were thirty … even forty … I'd sure as heck jump your
bones."


Book blinked hard.
Gabby blew hair from her face. 


"I was beautiful
back in the day. All the boys wanted me. And I wanted them. God, I loved
sex. Now I'm old and fat. The life span of an Italian girl. Too much
pasta."


Her sparkling eyes
evidenced her prior sexuality. She stirred the Bolognese sauce. 


"You look just
like the love of my life," she said. 


"Your
husband?"


"Marlon
Brando."


Book started to ask
but decided that some questions should go unasked … and unanswered. 


"Well, if we're
having pasta, I'm running the trail before dinner."


He had returned from
Target, and Gabby and his mother from Whole Foods. He did not check the
receipt. The empty bags told him the bill had been steep. But there was food
and fresh flowers in the house. The stale was gone, as were the drapes,
replaced by light and life, laughter and love, and lots of wine. Apparently,
Gabby drank wine. Or cooked with it. Or both. He stepped through the open
glass doors to his mother sitting at the table on the deck, a glass of wine in
front of her and her life behind her.


"Mom, I'm going
running," he said.


She smiled as if he
were a complete stranger. He was. He leaned down and kissed her forehead then
walked down the steps and cut through the trees to the trail.




~


Young men and women ran the trail
to celebrate their youth; older men and women to prolong life; and one law
professor because he could do neither. Down by the creek, the traffic on Lamar
Boulevard up above seemed distant. His shoes pounded the crushed granite trail
while his mind pounded the past. He had done no good in Montana. He had
traveled seventeen hundred miles to negotiate peace but had witnessed death. 


He had failed.


So he made a
decision: No more saving strangers who wrote letters to him seeking help. No
more adventures. No more Indiana Jones Goes to Law School. He was not
Indiana Jones. He was a law professor, and it was time for him to act like
one. He would teach. He would research. He would write scholarly legal
treatises on the nuances of the Constitution, perhaps a long article on the
Commerce Clause with a thousand footnotes that would be printed in the Harvard
Law Review and read by no one. Perhaps that's what he would do with his short
life.


Perhaps.






~


An hour later, he returned to
Frank Sinatra singing and his mother dancing on the deck. Gabby led, Clare
followed, and Frank sang: "The Way You Look Tonight." 


"Dance with your
mother," Gabby said.


"I'm
sweaty."


"She doesn't
care."


She didn't. He took
her in his arms, and they danced on the deck to song and the setting sun and
Gabby Santorini dabbing tears at the sight. They ate Bolognese sauce over
Angel hair pasta and drank red wine under the stars. They laughed. They
lived. His mother's face was that of a teenaged girl on prom night. He had
done the right thing, buying this house, moving her into this house, hiring
Gabby to live with her in this house. She would help his mother—and him. 


Although he didn't
yet know that. 















Chapter 2


"The Second Amendment to the
U.S. Constitution states: 'A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the
security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall
not be infringed.' "


Book addressed the
second-year law students sitting in the amphitheater classroom.


"James Madison's
words are crystal clear: Americans have a constitutional right to own guns.
So, let's move on to the Third Amendment and—"


A familiar hand on
the front row shot into the air. 


"Yes, Ms.
Garza?"


Irma Garza had been
assigned to his Con Law II class. She wore a white tee shirt with bright red
letters that read: 


Q:
How many NRA spokesmen do you need to change a light bulb?


A:
More guns.


"Not so fast,
Professor. Sorry to tell you, but you're dead wrong. There is no individual
right to own and possess a gun in America. The prefatory clause of the Second
Amendment—'a well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free
State'—limits the right to keep and bear arms to service in a militia. That
is, the right to own a gun is a collective right exercisable only when
serving in an organized militia. It is not an individual right. And
since we no longer have militias, there is no constitutional right whatsoever
to own a gun, so the federal government may ban all guns in America."


A loud cough from the
back muffled a "bullshit."


E. Roger Stanton, Jr.
had also returned. He still sat on the back row with his buddies, still traded
stocks on his cell phone during class, still offered a rebuttal to every word
uttered by Ms. Garza, and still wore competing tee shirts: I CARRY A GUN
BECAUSE A COP IS TOO HEAVY. And Ms. Garza still offered a one-finger
reply.


"Holster that
finger, Ms. Garza, and keep a civil tongue, Mr. Stanton." 


The same students
spoke up; the same students shut up. And Ms. Garza and Mr. Stanton had renewed
their intellectual rivalry in earnest. It would be a long year in Con Law II.


"Mr. Stanton, do
you have a comment?"


"I do. So, Ms. Garza, two hundred and forty years after
civilians in America fought and won a revolution with their own guns, the
Second Amendment is meaningless? I don't think so. And neither does the
Supreme Court, thank God. The Court in Heller held that the Second
Amendment protects an individual right to own a handgun unconnected to service
in a militia and to use that handgun for self-defense in the home."


"They're
right-wing morons," Ms. Garza said. "Heller was a
five-to-four decision. Four justices—"


"Left-wing
morons," Mr. Stanton said.


"—said there is
no individual right."


"They lost, just
like they lost the election."


"We're going to
impeach the president, and then we're going to put another liberal justice on
the Court who will overturn Heller."


"I'm personal
friends with the next justice, and he's not going to do that—are you,
Professor?"


Mr. Stanton grinned;
Book moved on.


"Heller was
decided in two thousand and eight," Book said. "Why did it take two
hundred and thirty years after the adoption of the Constitution for the Supreme
Court to first address the meaning of the Second Amendment?" 


"Because
liberals weren't that stupid before," Mr. Stanton said. "Because it
was a foregone conclusion that the Second Amendment protected an individual
right to keep and bear arms. Because the leftists only recently dreamed up
this collective right nonsense. Because only since Roe v. Wade have
people opted out of the political process and opted in to the judiciary to
solve every perceived problem in the country. Because only in the last few
decades have nine unelected lawyers sitting as Supreme Court justices made it
clear that they are more than willing to lord over three hundred twenty-five
million people and dictate the terms of our existence to us. As Abraham
Lincoln said, 'No man is good enough to govern another man, without that
other's consent.' "


"You're quoting
Lincoln?" Ms. Garza said.


"Do you feel
better, Mr. Stanton?" Book said.


"I do."


"I don't,"
Ms. Garza said.


"Why not?"


"Because
Republicans vote for the NRA over the PTA. For guns instead of parents and
children. Because more innocent people are going to die from guns. Because
more people will be slaughtered at schools and nightclubs and concerts and in
Chicago. The next justice will have to choose: guns or people. How will you
choose, Professor?"


How would he choose?
And did he want to choose? Teaching constitutional law was easy; there was no
responsibility. Making constitutional law was hard; and making law made one
responsible for the consequences of the law. Did he want that responsibility?



"Ms. Garza,
under your view, the Second Amendment would be the only right in the Bill of
Rights that does not apply to individuals. Doesn't that seem odd? Madison
wrote the Bill of Rights because the anti-federalists were worried about a
federal government with too much power over the people and demanded that
specific guarantees of individual liberties be added to the Constitution to
secure ratification. Individual rights and liberties, not group rights and
liberties. The Bill of Rights limits governmental power against individuals.
Does the First Amendment's guarantee of religious freedom protect only a
church, that is, only a group of individuals who come together to worship, or
each individual worshipper? What about the right to counsel? The right to a
trial by jury? The right to freedom of speech? The Bill of Rights was written
to protect individual rights—why would the Second Amendment protect only group
rights? Why would Madison include a group right in the Bill of Rights? Why
would the anti-federalists accept a group right? That interpretation makes no
common sense, and one thing James Madison possessed was common sense. And the
amendment states that the right to keep and bear arms 'shall not be infringed,'
which sounds as if the amendment was codifying an existing right rather than creating
a new right. Which was the fact at the time."


"Times change,
Professor, and the Constitution must change with the times."


"It's called a
constitutional amendment."


"It's called
winning the White House."


"Good luck with
that," Mr. Stanton said. 


"Well,
Professor," Ms. Garza said, "if there is an individual right to own a
gun, it should be limited to a single-shot musket since those were the guns in
existence at the time the Bill of Rights was ratified."


"But, Ms. Garza,
doesn't the First Amendment protect modern forms of speech such as email and
texts? Doesn't the Fourth Amendment protect against modern forms of search and
seizure such as hacking?"


"Ouch," Mr.
Stanton said.


Ms. Garza offered a
middle finger in rebuttal. Book sought refuge in another student.


"Ms. Roberts, is
there anything about the Second Amendment that both sides agree on?"


"Yes. They
agree that the Second Amendment does not include the right to own dangerous and
unusual weapons. Miller held that the Second Amendment protects only
those weapons typically possessed by law-abiding citizens for lawful purposes.
Heller said the Second Amendment right is 'not a right to keep and carry
any weapon whatsoever in any manner whatsoever and for whatever purpose.'
Which is why there used to be a ban on assault weapons, and no one thought it
unconstitutional. So the federal government may ban assault weapons, machine
guns, bazookas, and tanks, even for one's personal use."


"So the Heller
Court held that citizens have a constitutional right vis-à-vis the
federal government to own a handgun for home defense. Two years later, the
Court was asked to decide if that right applies against the states; that is,
could a state deny that right within its borders? As we all know, the Bill of
Rights originally applied only to the federal government. But upon the
adoption of the Fourteenth Amendment after the Civil War, the Court began the
process of deciding which of the Bill of Rights should be incorporated in that
amendment, that is, should be applied to the states as well. By the time the McDonald
case reached the Court in two thousand ten, almost all of the Bill of
Rights had been incorporated and made applicable to the states. But not yet
the Second Amendment. Mr. Stanton, what is the criterion for
incorporation?"


"Whether the
right to keep and bear arms is 'deeply rooted in this Nation's history and
tradition.' "


"Killing each
other is what we do," Ms. Garza said, "so, naturally, the Court said
yes, gun ownership is part of our history and tradition."


"That's one way
of putting it, Ms. Garza. In any event, neither the federal government nor a
state may prohibit the ownership of handguns held and used for self-defense in
the home. Any questions?" 


"Professor,"
Mr. Brennan, "do we have to endure another semester of Garza versus
Stanton? Can we deny them the right of free speech?"


Before Book could
answer, Ms. Garza did.


"At least we
care enough to stand up and argue our positions, Brennan, something you might
want to try instead of being a court reporter."


"She's right,
Mr. Brennan. There is no place in the law for snowflakes. There is no safe
space in the law. A lawyer must fight for his client—for justice. If you are
too shy or timid or afraid to stand up to the world for your client, find
another line of work. And while I'm preaching, let me preach this: The McDonald
opinions consume about two hundred fifty pages, but one sentence in the
late Justice Scalia's concurring opinion struck me. He wrote, 'If there are no
right answers, there are no wrong answers either.' And that is correct. There
are right and wrong answers in the law and in life. There are facts. There
are truths. Your job as lawyers is to search for the truth, the facts, the
right answers. Forget that, and you are no longer a lawyer. You're a
politician."


"Or a reporter
for CNC," Mr. Stanton said.


"Any other
questions?" Book asked.


The student sitting
next to Ms. Garza on the front row raised his hand.


"Do the grades
on the pop quiz count?" 


"I meant,
questions about the Second Amendment. But yes, Mr. Morgan, the grades count.
I posted the assignment: Review Con Law One before the first class."


His intern had given
them the test on the first day of classes; he had graded the tests over the weekend
and posted the scores that morning. The students had been grumbling when he
walked into the classroom, but most had done well; a few had failed miserably,
the same students who had failed miserably in Con Law I. 


Some people weren't
meant to be lawyers. 


Half of his students
wouldn't last five years in the practice of law, if the national statistics
held true. They had already wasted one year of their lives. They should get
up and walk out of the law school for good. But they wouldn't. They couldn't.
So they would waste two more years and a hundred thousand dollars to obtain a
law degree they didn't want. Then they would waste five more years paying off
their school loans. Working as lawyers. Billing three thousand hours each
year. Achieving. What they've been doing all their young lives, achieving for
the sake of achievement. Making A's. Ranking high. Succeeding.


The pressure to
succeed was too much for some students, especially those who could not
succeed. The school psychologist had a full practice with students coming
undone under the pressure. The number of law jobs had declined, but the number
of law students had not. It was a buyer's market. Law firms hired only the
top ten percent, so the competition among students for grades had become
intense. Their lives were on the line. Or so they thought. Some students
seemed to thrive on the pressure; thirty years from now they would be senior
partners in big law firms. Most did not. A few crashed and burned, consumed
by a sense of failure. 


Like Mr. Morgan on
the front row.


He was a student
coming undone. He had scored fifty on the quiz and that high only because Book
had graded kindly. His father was a senior partner in a big Dallas firm; he
never would be. A dad demanding his son follow in his footsteps can be a
dangerous thing for the son. Book's father had been a cop. He wanted his son
to be a doctor. He became a lawyer. A professor of law. He did not carry a
gun as his father had but instead a copy of the Constitution and a black belt
in Taekwondo. He had been shot at on more than one occasion, but he did not
carry a gun.


Mr. Morgan did.


"Put the gun
down," Book said.


Mr. Morgan had
abruptly stood and pointed a handgun at Book. Students screamed and dove under
the tables in accordance with the university's "active shooter on
campus" training. Students near the door ran out; others sat frozen in
place. Carrying guns on campus was now legal in Texas—in a fit of stupidity,
the legislature had authorized "on-campus carry," as the notion of
armed students was euphemistically termed. Allowing guns in the hands of
twenty-somethings whose frontal lobes—the part of the brain responsible for
one's judgment—had not yet fully developed was not legislation; it was lunacy.
When the governor signed the law, Book had predicted that a professor would
soon face a gun held by a student angry over a test score. He hadn't known
that he would be that professor.


"Put the gun
down."


"You gave me a
fifty."


"You earned a
thirty."


He stood ten feet
away from Book; the gun wavered in the air eight feet away. Book couldn't slap
it, grab it, or kick it. A hundred students' lives were in danger, but the
barrel pointed at only one life.


His.


He could live with an
early death. He had to. It would happen. Today, tomorrow, next week, next
year. Whenever. He would die early. Or he would suffer early-onset
Alzheimer's like his mother. He had the gene. His fate was sealed. When the
time came, he would decide his own fate. He lived on his own terms; he would
die on his own terms. Unless Mr. Morgan had other plans.


"Mister—"


"Shut up!
You're ruining my life!"


"Not everyone is
meant to be a lawyer."


"Tell my
dad."


"I will. Put
the gun down, and I'll talk to your father. I'll tell him you don't want to be
his junior partner. I'll tell him you want to be an artist."


"How … how
did you know?"


"I'm a
professor, Mr. Morgan."


And observant. The
other students took copious notes in class; Mr. Morgan sketched the other
students. He was very good.


"My dad said he
wouldn't pay for art school."


"Then work your
way through. It's your life, Mr. Morgan. Man up."


"I don't have to
be a lawyer to be a man!"


"No, you
don't."


Mr. Morgan was losing
control of his mind and the gun. His hand trembled. A hundred lives were in
danger. So Book took a step forward. A step toward the gun.


"Stop!"


And another.


"I said
stop!"


Book stood two feet
away from the gun. He could sweep it away with his hand or kick it away with
his feet. Either move would save his own life. But either move could result
in Mr. Morgan pulling the trigger, perhaps unintentionally. Either move would
endanger his students' lives. Either move could result in a student's death.
So Book took another step forward until the barrel of the gun touched his
chest. 


"Do you want to
kill me, Peter?"


"I want to kill
myself."


"No one is going
to die today. Give me the gun, Peter."


His expression
softened … his index finger eased off the trigger … exited the trigger
guard … the barrel wavered and … 


BOOM! 


Book jumped.
The room exploded with a sharp, deafening noise. 


BOOM! 


And another.
Gunshots. Peter had fired his gun. Book grabbed at his chest but stared at
the gun barrel aimed at his chest. No smoke billowed from the barrel; no scent
of gunpowder filled the air. He felt no pain, no burning sensation as the hot
lead ripped through his heart and sent him to the spirit land. He felt
nothing. He remained standing. Peter did not. His eyes rolled back in his
head, and he collapsed to the floor. Students screamed. Book dropped to the
floor next to Peter and checked his pulse. He was gone. 


"I shot him,
Professor!"


Mr. Stanton stood
over Book and Peter. He really did carry a gun. 


"I saved your
life!"


"I didn't ask
you to."


"Professor …"


Another voice on his
other side.


"Not now, Ms.
Garza."


"Put the gun
down, Mr. Stanton."


"Professor …"


Ms. Garza's voice
again. Book stared at Peter dead on the floor of his classroom then raised his
eyes to her.


"What?"


Her face was pale.
Her hands held her stomach as if she were about to throw up. She removed her
hands. The red letters of her tee shirt were bleeding down the white fabric …
no … the letters weren't bleeding … she was bleeding. Her hands
dripped blood. She reached out to him like a child to her father.


"Professor …
I'm cold …"


She fell into his
arms.


"Oh, shit!"
Mr. Stanton said. "I shot her, too!"


"Call
nine-one-one!" 


Book cradled her head
in his lap. Her breathing was shallow.


"Oh, Professor …
"


"Stay with me!
You stay with me!" 


"I don't have a
death wish … like you do …"


"You're not
going to die! Irma, do you hear me?"


"You called me …
Irma …"


Her eyes closed. 




~


"She'll live."


Book and Mr. Stanton
had ridden with Ms. Garza in the ambulance to the hospital. They now sat on
the tile floor of the corridor outside the OR under the watchful eyes of two
uniformed cops. Mr. Stanton wore handcuffs; he had not stopped crying. Book
raised his eyes expecting to see a doctor; he saw a detective instead.


"Irma's
okay?" Mr. Stanton said.


"Yeah, no thanks
to you." To the cops, the detective said, "Take him downtown."


Mr. Stanton stood;
the two cops escorted him out.


"What a
dumbass," the detective said, "firing a gun in a crowded
classroom."


"What are you
going to do with him?"


"Jail therapy.
Spend some time in the county jail, see where you end up acting stupid with a
gun."


"Will he be
indicted?"


"For doing
exactly what the legislature told him to do? That scenario—a gunman on
campus—is why they passed the campus carry law, so students can shoot the
gunman. Problem is, they shoot other students, too. You know how many
bystanders got killed in gunfights back in the Wild West?"


"His dad is
rich, he'll bail him out."


"Judge will deny
bail, if the D.A. asks, and he will. This is Austin, they're both Democrats.
Week in lockup, that boy will be crying for his mama."






~


His secretary cried. Classes had
been canceled. Classroom 2.138 was a crime scene. The reality of the law had
invaded the theory of the law in a brutal way. Book had returned to the law
school with Ms. Garza's blood on his shirt and jeans. Myrna sat in the outer
office; she had refused to go home.


"Go home,"
he said.


She wiped tears with
a tissue.


"What are you
going to do?"


"He's going to
get a haircut."


Dean Roscoe Chambers
stood in the doorway. He stepped over and put a fatherly hand on Book's
shoulder.


"You okay?"


"No."


"One of our
professors being nominated for the Supreme Court, that was good news for the
school. Damn good. Proves you don't have to go to Harvard Law to be on the
Supreme Court."


"Uh, Roscoe, I
did go to Harvard Law."


"Oh, yeah. You
did. But you teach here."


"True."


"But two of our
students getting shot during class, that's bad news. Damn bad. Makes us look
like a state full of gun nuts." 


"Imagine
that."


"I hear Garza
will make a full recovery. She's a pistol … so to speak." He let out
an exasperated sigh. "Guns in the classroom. What were they
thinking?"


"They
weren't."


"I reckon. We
should've never admitted that boy, didn't have the grades or the desire. But
his dad wanted a junior partner, and his firm gave us a lot of money. My
bad."


"There's enough
blame to go around, Roscoe. I saw him coming undone. I should've
intervened."


"You're a con
law professor, not a therapist." He shook his head. "Hell of a
start to a new school year." He turned to Book's secretary. "Come
on, Myrna, I'll walk you out." As they disappeared through the door, he
said, "Get a haircut, Bookman."


Book entered his
office to find his intern sitting at the worktable, sucking on a Tootsie Roll
Pop like a pacifier, and slicing open envelopes with his pearl-handled
pocketknife. She had researched for him over the summer; he had asked her to
accompany him to Montana, but she had said, "I can't. I don't have a
passport." She was dressed as well as any senior partner in the downtown
law firms. Her hands trembled. She stopped slicing and stared at the shiny
blade.


"How do you want
to die, Professor?"


"Are you okay,
Ms. Cross?"


"Do you think
it's better to die from a bullet through your brain like Peter Morgan or a car
bomb like the Supreme Court justice? An overdose of pills like Marilyn Monroe
or a car crash like James Dean? A disease like cancer or—"


Alzheimer's.


"Ms. Cross, you
should go home. It's been a traumatic day."


She put the knife down.
Book sat behind his desk while she packed her things into a rolling case. She
extended the handle then stepped over to his desk pulling the case like a
flight attendant at the airport. She held out an envelope to him. He shook
his head.


"No more letters."


She removed the
Tootsie Roll Pop.


"Read it,
Professor. It'll make you feel better."


"Really?"


She regarded him a
long moment.


"No. I'm
lying. But you need to read it."


"I can't help
anyone right now."


"Professor—it's
what you do."






~


"What we need to do, is buy
a new car," Gabby said.


"We?"


"You."


"Why?"


"You want your
mother riding around in Austin traffic in my little Mini Cooper?"


He did not. 


Five hours after the
shooting, Book stood in a Ford showroom. He recognized the incongruity of
buying a car after witnessing a death. Another death. But after Olin Moody's
death in Montana and now Peter Morgan's death in his classroom, Book craved a
return to normalcy. To life instead of death. And there was nothing more
normal in American life than buying a new vehicle. Two people had died on his
watch; he did not want a third. So he would buy a larger vehicle for Gabby and
his mother.


"This Taurus
looks safe," Book said.


"Five-star
safety rating," the salesman said. "And it's on sale." He held
out a brochure for the Taurus. "May I have your autograph,
Professor?"


"Sure."


Book autographed the
brochure then handed it back to the salesman. He stared at the brochure a long
moment.


"Uh … I
meant on a purchase contract for a new Ford vehicle."


His father had been a
Ford man. In Texas back then, you were either a Ford man or a Chevy man.
Wrangler or Levis. Lucchese or Justin. Cowboys or Oilers. Book would be a
Ford man like his father; he would buy a Taurus for his mother.


"I don't think
your mother wants a Taurus," Gabby said.


"Why do you say
that?"


She pointed past
Book; he turned. Across the showroom his mother sat in the passenger's seat of
a big, black, jacked-up, four-wheel-drive pickup truck. Her arm hung outside
the open window. She smiled and patted the door. 


"Professor,"
the salesman said, "I think you just bought a truck."




~


In one day, he had bought a truck
and witnessed a death. For the second time in a week, a human being had died
on his watch. To see a life end, that was a something he would never forget
and never wanted to experience again. 


But he would.


When he lay in bed
that night and read the letter Ms. Cross had given him, he knew he would again
witness death.


Soon.


















Chapter 3


The dawn breaking, the dew
glistening on the pasture grass, the first sunlight shimmering on the little
meandering creek, horses and cows and goats grazing, turkeys and chickens free
ranging, the windmill turning lazily in the soft, morning breeze—it was a
picture postcard. Or a Hollywood movie—a city family moves to the country, and
one child (the preteen daughter) loves it but the other child (the teenaged
son) hates it, until he meets a country girl and falls in love with her—a romantic
comedy. 


But there was nothing
romantic or funny about that Friday morning in September.


Fifty federal agents
advanced in a line across the pasture. They wore black body armor and packed
high-powered weapons. They stepped stealthily through the grass and around the
livestock to avoid detection and cow patties. They would not knock on the
front door; they would knock the front door down. This was not a courtesy
call.


This was a surprise
attack.


It seemed so surreal,
the serenity of the place and their presence. It was as if they were attacking
the Amish. But the Amish did not occupy the white compound that loomed large
in front of them. A religious cult did. Led by a man who owned lots of guns
and thought he was God. 


Guns and God. 


Ray had a bad feeling
about this. They weren't there to arrest this guy. They were there to kill
him. The undercover agent had seen handguns, shotguns, hunting rifles,
semi-automatic assault weapons—all legal under the laws of the United States of
America—and two .50-caliber, fully automatic Browning Machine Guns—both illegal
under the same laws. Based upon the undercover agent's affidavit, a federal
judge had signed a search warrant for the premises and an arrest warrant for
the leader of the cult. The Second Amendment does not guarantee the right of
citizens to own machine guns.


Or so Ray had been
taught in his new agent training. 


He had already
sweated through his clothes under the body armor and heat; the dog days of
summer still reigned in early September in Texas. They had assembled off the
road north of the isolated compound and hiked down under cover of darkness.
They had to get close enough to attack at dawn. Bust the doors, seize the
weapons, capture or kill the leader. It would be over before they woke up.


Or so the chief had
promised.


This was Ray's first
raid. But he was not afraid. He was a federal agent. Who was stupid enough
to fight the federal government after Sleeping Buffalo? He was twenty-three,
married with a new baby; he was a newbie himself with the Bureau of Alcohol,
Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives. Like the FBI, the ATF operated under the
Justice Department and answered to the attorney general who answered to the
president. The mission of the ATF is to protect America from "violent
criminals, criminal organizations, the illegal use and trafficking of firearms,
the illegal use and storage of explosives, acts of arson and bombings, acts of
terrorism, and the illegal diversion of alcohol and tobacco products." In
furtherance of their mission that day, they would enter the compound,
confiscate the machine guns, and arrest or kill Jesus Christ. 




~


Agent Jude Trayor motioned the
assault team forward. 


He had gone
undercover three months before, a lost soul seeking salvation, and infiltrated
the cult. He had become one of them—or so they had thought. He had learned
their ways and seen their guns. He knew the lay of the land and the footprint
of the compound. He knew where the guns were stored and the people slept. He did
not know they were already awake until the silence of the dawn was broken by
the unmistakable sound of twin .50-caliber Browning Machine Guns in action. 


Six bullets ripped
through his body armor and cut him in half. 






~


Ray dove behind a dead cow. 


Machine gun fire
ripped into agents and animals without regard for life, human or bovine. He
felt the cow's carcass shudder with the impact of bullets. He kept his head
down but he heard the death cries of man and beast. Across the pasture,
agents lay bloody and broken, dead and dismembered. A few agents attempted to
return fire but were met with withering machine gun fire. One agent lay
trapped under a dead cow. An agent hiding behind a dead horse twenty feet away
looked at Ray and said, "Fuck this!" He rose up to fire with his
assault rifle, but a .50-cal bullet split his head like a ripe watermelon.


Ray threw up. 


The machine gun fire
continued for what seemed an eternity. He held his hands to his ears to stop
the sound. 


"Stop!"


The machine gun fire
stopped. Ray removed his hands from his ears. Silence fell over the scene,
broken only by the sounds of men crying and animals dying. A loudspeaker
crackled to life, and a voice that sounded like God Himself carried across the
land. 


"Judas …
did you get your thirty pieces of silver?"


The voice sighed.


"You may leave
now."


No one moved. No one
dared move. The voice came over the loudspeaker again.


"I said, leave
my land."


"Pull
back!"


Ray remained frozen
in place a few moments then looked around. Other agents stood, so he stood.
His hands trembled. His entire body trembled. He had not fired a single shot;
and he had not been shot. So many other agents had been shot that the green
pasture now lay red with blood. He stepped in blood. Human blood. Bovine
blood. So much blood. Ray slung his weapon over his shoulder and dragged a
wounded agent to safety; he would come back for the agent's leg. Other agents
also dragged wounded agents to safety. When they had removed all the wounded
agents, they went back for the dead. Eleven dead agents. Ray finally
collapsed next to the caliche road. He and the white caliche were drenched in
blood. He glanced around at the other survivors. Bloody. Beaten. Scared.
Stunned. His eyes met those of another survivor.


"Welcome to
Waco," the agent said.















Chapter 4


"Waco?" Ms.
Cross said after removing her Tootsie Roll Pop. "What's in Waco?"


"Not what.
Who."


"Who's in
Waco?"


"Bobbie Jo and
Billie Jean Durant."


"The girls, from
the letter. You're going to do it?"


"I am."


"Why?"


"Like you said,
Ms. Cross, it's what I do."


"I did say that,
Professor, but I didn't know you were going to make me do it with you."


It was the Friday
after the shooting on Monday. Classes at the law school had resumed. The law
did not mourn; it moved on. Ms. Garza would make a full recovery; the bullet
had missed all her vital organs. Book had checked on her at the hospital on
the way home the day before and found Mr. Stanton sitting at her bedside. The
police had released him after two days in jail.


Stupidity isn't a
crime, or Stanton and the Texas legislature would both be serving life
sentences.


The first rays of the
sun illuminated the white limestone façade and red clay roof of the law
school. Book sat on the Harley in a faculty parking slot on Trinity Street
fronting the school; he wore a black doo-rag, black sunglasses, black cowboy
boots, black Tommy Bahama tee shirt—Rums Batted In—blue jeans, and a red
bandana around his neck. His intern looked like a commercial for a career on
Wall Street. Ms. Cross stood on the sidewalk between a black leather Gucci
duffle bag on wheels and a matching black leather Gucci satchel on a strap; she
wore a sleek black business suit, white blouse, and black heels with red
soles. The breeze brought a hint of her perfume; it smelled expensive. She
appeared chic and classy and completely out of place on the back of a Harley. Easy
Rider meets The Devil Wears Prada.


"Prada?
With red soles? These are Christian Louboutins."


"Does he want
them back?"


"He designed
them. I bought them."


"But why are you
wearing them?"


"It's what I do."


"You wore a
skirt and heels to ride on a Harley?"


"A, you said this was a business trip, so I'm dressed for
business. B, you didn't say I would be riding on the back of a Harley. And C,
they're pumps, not heels."


She stared at the
Harley then sighed in apparent resignation to her fate. She extended a
manicured hand to Book.


"May I borrow your bandana? I didn't bring a scarf."


Book handed the
bandana to her. She secured it around her head and tied it under her neck.
She retrieved round, red-framed sunglasses from her satchel and put them on.
She gestured at the duffle bag as if Book were a bellboy at a fancy hotel,
threw her satchel strap across her body, and hiked her skirt to climb aboard,
which elicited whistles from a passing pickup truck and the offending males her
middle finger. Book stored the duffle in a saddlebag then held out a crash
helmet. She regarded it as one might a rectal thermometer.


"Seriously?"


"Seriously."


"Where's
yours?"


"I can't save my
brain."


"We could take
my Lexus and save my brain without destroying my hair."


"You drive a
Lexus?"


"Daddy bought it
for me."


"You like
it?"


"I feel like I'm
fifty years old when I drive it."


"How do you feel
on the back of a Harley?"


"Like I won't
see fifty."


"Well, your car
is way over in the student parking garage and—"


"No, it's
not." She pointed with the Tootsie Roll Pop. "It's right
there."


Book's eyes followed
the Pop to a shiny black Lexus coupe with blacked-out windows parked two spaces
away. It looked expensive.


"How'd you get a
spot in faculty parking right in front of the school?"


"Daddy donated
twenty-five million to the law school."


"Twenty-five
million? Did the dean agree to wash and wax your car?"


Her eyes brightened.
"You think he would?"


"That was
sarcasm, Ms. Cross."


"Oh."


"It's a
beautiful day. Let's ride." Book climbed aboard and fired up the
engine. "Waco's only ninety miles away."


"Do we have an
appointment?"


"No."


"Then let's eat
first. I'm starving."


"You didn't eat
breakfast?"


"Who can eat at
six-thirty?"


"But … it is
six-thirty."


"I know."


"Okay. How
about Denny's?"


"No."


"McDonald's?"


"That's
funny."


"Kerbey's?"


"Yes!"













Chapter 5


Kerbey Lane Cafe is cool, hip,
and the best breakfast joint in Austin. The waitstaff is LGBTQWXYZ; the menu
is equally diverse if not the televisions on the wall behind the counter—MSNBC
and CNC but never FIX. The patrons are all colors of the rainbow and a few
that had yet to make the spectrum. Kerbey's is essential
Jeffersonian—individuality—which perhaps explained Book's affinity for the
place. That and the food. Book especially loved the Kerbey's on Guadalupe
across from the campus. They had just sat down when a tall, young woman with a
flaming red ponytail and an attitude to match marched up to their table and
embedded her fists in her hips. She wore tight jeans, red cowboy boots, and a
Willie Nelson tee shirt and eyed Ms. Cross as if she were a prime suspect.
Book's intern seemed indifferent to the attention; she sat with her long legs
crossed elegantly in the red-soled pumps, sucked her Tootsie Roll Pop, and studied
the menu that seemed to float above her perfectly painted fingernails. Ingrid
Divine gave his intern a once-over as only another woman could. 


Book tried to see
what Ingrid saw.


Ms. Cross had green
eyes and a creamy complexion with a few freckles; she had the look of an Irish
girl but with jet black, shiny society hair cut in a bob. She stood about
five-seven and appeared fit in a sleek way, not in an athletic way, but in a
way that looked stunning in Armani if not Under Armour. She belonged in a trendy
spa, not a twenty-four-hour gym. "I don't exercise," she had once
said as if saying, "I don't do crack cocaine." She was perfectly put
together—hair, makeup, nails, clothes, pumps, and perfume—a "classy
broad," Humphrey Bogart would say. She was more Casablanca than
Kerbey's, more Ingrid Bergman than Ingrid Divine. Book had watched that movie
recently with his mother. Old movies seemed to trigger her memories. He often
felt as if he were living Casablanca—trapped in a no-man's-land, hoping
for a way out, neither here nor there, not yet dead but not exactly alive. If
you have no future, are you really alive? Ingrid finally faced Book; the
tough-broad façade cracked a bit, and the hurt seeped into her amber eyes. It
hurt him that he had hurt her.


"You left me for
her?"


Ms. Cross removed the
Tootsie Roll Pop from her mouth and raised her eyes from the menu to Ingrid. 


"Excuse
me?"


Ingrid's gaze
remained fixed on Book.


"I mean, how old
is she? Seventeen?"


"I'm
twenty-four."


Ingrid wheeled on Ms.
Cross.


"You're holding
a sucker!"


"It's a Tootsie
Roll Pop."


"He's too old
for you."


"Obviously."


"Then why are
you with him?"


"He forced
me."


"I don't see
handcuffs."


"I'm his
intern."


Ingrid turned back to
Book with a shocked expression.


"You're sleeping
with your intern?"


"I'm not
sleeping with him!"


Back to Ms. Cross.


"You're not?"


"No!"


Back to Book. 


"You're
not?"


Book shook his head.


"Oh." Her
expression softened; her fists withdrew from her hips. "Why'd you stop
calling me? I mean, six dates and you're gone. I thought we were good
together."


Book dated, but only
six times with each woman. On the seventh date, they always talked children.
He couldn't do that, to either the woman or the child. Or to himself.


"Ingrid," Book
said, "this is Ms. Cross. My intern. Ms. Cross, Ingrid Divine."


Ingrid's eyes
lingered on Book a long moment then she offered Ms. Cross a weak smile and a
sniff. 


"Chanel?"


"Of
course."


Back to Book. 


"I'm free
tonight."


"We're
not," Ms. Cross said. "He's making me go to Waco."


"Waco?"



"Exactly."


Ingrid gave Book
another long look, blew out a breath, and said, "That doo-rag makes me
horny as hell," and then abruptly marched off, her ponytail and bottom
swinging in rhythm. Ms. Cross called after her.


"Thanks for
sharing!"


Ingrid waved over her
shoulder. 


"She is
divine," Ms. Cross said. "What does she do, you know, when she's not
horny?"


"She's a
PI."


"A Pi Phi?"


"A what?"


"Pi Beta Phi
sorority?"


"No—private
investigator. Best there is. She can find anyone. I've used her in several
cases."


"And now she's
using you."


Ms. Cross glanced
Ingrid's way again. Her face evidenced her admiration … or envy.


"Does she
sweat?"


"When?"


"Anytime."


"Taekwondo class
and … other times."


"I hate to
sweat. Do you have to sweat to look that divine in jeans?"


Book watched after
Ingrid in her tight jeans—she did indeed look divine. And they were good
together, in Taekwondo class and other times. Point of fact, she was the best
woman he had ever known. But there could be no future for any woman with him.
Because he had no future. Ms. Cross averted her eyes and rearranged her
silverware—"No butter knife"—then carefully inspected each utensil. 


"Do you really
expect me to eat at six-thirty in the morning?" she said.


"You said you
were starving."


"I'm always
starving. I have a high metabolism. But I don't eat at six-thirty. I
sleep."


She recrossed her
legs with style, reinserted the Pop, and regarded the menu as one might the
society column. A tall, tattooed, muscular waitress wearing a "Keep
Austin Weird" tee shirt, a short jean skirt, and pink cowboy boots
replaced Ingrid. She had black eyeliner, red lipstick, a nose ring, a neatly
trimmed beard, and a deep voice.


"Hi,
Professor."


"Morning,
Carla."


Ms. Cross removed the
Pop and considered Carla with a frown—not condemning, just curious—grunted then
returned the Pop to her mouth and her eyes to the menu. 


"The regular,
Professor?" Carla asked.


His regular: coffee,
yogurt, and granola. 


"Please."


Carla addressed Ms.
Cross. 


"And for the
professor's lady?"


Ms. Cross removed the
Pop. "A, I'm not his lady, I'm his intern. B, bring fresh silverware.
These are unacceptable. And C, I'll have a tall order of peanut butter
pancakes, two eggs, poached but not hard, four slices of bacon, crisp with the
fat trimmed, orange juice, no pulp, skim milk with the entrée, a cinnamon roll,
and a cappuccino." 


Carla took the
silverware and examined each utensil. 


"Would you like
hash browns with your … entrée?"


Ms. Cross gave Carla
a look. "Not in this life."


"That's a
no?"


"Emphatically."


Carla departed with
the menus. Book's intern grinned like a kid in an Apple store.


"I love this place!"
she said. "It's like going to the circus!"


"You come here
often?"


"Never! But I
thought I'd be safe with you."


"Safe?
From whom?"


She glanced around
then leaned in and whispered.


"The
lessers."


Book frowned.
"The lessors?"


She leaned in again.



"Not lessors.
Lessers."


"What are
lessers?"


"Not what.
Who." She waved the Pop at the other patrons. "Carla, all these
people with the tattoos and nose rings, boys dressed like girls and girls
dressed like boys … they're lessers."


"Lesser
what?"


"Lesser people.
Less educated, less wealthy, less successful. Look around—you see any future
CEOs or U.S. senators here? No."


Book blinked hard.
"Lessers?" 


"People who have
less but want more. People who want what we have. Our money, our mansions,
our Mercedes. People who will take what we have."


A waiter dropped a
tray of dishes two tables over; the dishes crashed to the tile floor, and Ms.
Cross flinched—"Ahh!"—as if she had been shot.


"You okay?"
Book asked.


She gathered herself
and calmed.


"I'm always
jumpy when I'm out among them."


"Them?
So you don't commingle with the lessers?"


"Never. Well, I
venture out when Daddy's bodyguards are with me. Or today with you. But
mostly we hide from them. You can't even find our homes on Google maps. We
get our addresses deleted from the search engines so the lessers can't find
us. So we're safe."


"What if they
did find you? What if you weren't safe in your home?"


She shrugged as if
that possibility were of no concern. "We'd follow protocol—secure
ourselves in the bunker until Daddy's security force arrived."


"Your father has
his own security force? How rich is he … Wait—what bunker?"


"The one under
the mansion."


"You have a
bunker under your home?"


"Everyone has
one, like everyone used to have tennis courts."


"Why?"


"Two words:
open borders. Daddy says the lessers of the world are coming to America, so we
need a place to hide WTSHTF."


"WT what?"


"W-T-S-H-T-F.
When the shit hits the fan."


"But you can't
stay down in a bunker for very long."


"I know, it's
really small, only three thousand square feet. But it has central air and
heat, cable, Wi-Fi, an air filtration system, well water, underground
electrical lines plus a generator backup, and we have supplies stockpiled for a
year. Daddy thought of everything. It's impenetrable."


"It's under-ground."


"That's why it's
called a bunker." She shrugged. "It's better than a missile
silo."


"A missile
silo?"


"Another
billionaire bought an old missile silo in Kansas and turned it into condos for
the rich, but Daddy says, 'Who wants to live under Kansas?' So he's looking at
places in New Zealand—it's an island. Daddy says the lessers can just walk
across the Rio Grande, but they can't swim across the Pacific Ocean." She
shrugged again. "Rich people hide from poor people. That's what we do.
That's how we survive. That and private jets."


"Your father is
a Republican?"


"Heavens no! My
parents are liberal Democrats. They're for abortion and gun control and against
the wall. Daddy still has an Obama-Biden bumper sticker on his
Bentley."


"But he's scared
to death of low-class Democrats?"


"Of course. All
rich Democrats are. So we have a wall around our estate."


"You're against
the border wall, but you have a wall around your home? And a bunker under your
home?"


"We're liberal,
not stupid."


Carla returned with a
clean white cloth napkin draped over her forearm and new silverware. She
placed each piece perfectly in front of Ms. Cross.


"Is madam
pleased?"


"She is,"
Ms. Cross said. 


Carla bowed slightly
then snapped her fingers as if she were the maître d' at a five-star restaurant
in New York City. Two other waiters appeared with trays of food. Carla placed
plates until the table was covered. 


"Enjoy, my
lady."


Ms. Cross held out
the Tootsie Roll Pop as if it were a soiled diaper. Carla took the Pop with
the napkin then bowed and backed away. 


"He's …
she's a good waiter … waitress." Ms. Cross grinned. "I really
do love this place … and his … her … lipstick." Her brow
furrowed. "Do you think she still has a …?" She dangled a
finger. "Never mind." 


Book eyed all the
food in front of his intern. She noticed. 


"What?"


"You said you
couldn't eat at six-thirty in the morning. You ordered more food than I eat in
a day."


"Well, I'm up, I
might as well eat. But for future reference, Professor, I'm not a morning
person."






~


Ms. Cross stared at the Harley in
the Kerbey's parking lot then sighed dramatically. 


"We could Uber
to Waco. I'll pay."


"That would be
expensive."


"Daddy gives me
an allowance."


"Ubering to
Waco, that could cost a couple hundred bucks."


"Daddy gives me
ten thousand dollars every month."


"Ten thousand
dollars? That's a lot of money."


"Do you know how
much a Brazilian wax job costs?"


"I don't."


"Well, you don't
want to know." 


"Still, that's
got to be a lot of wax jobs."


"Daddy's a
billionaire several times over."


"High
tech?"


"He fracks. You
know anything about fracking?"


"As a matter of
fact …"


"Fracking just
discovered the biggest oil field ever in America, out in West Texas, second
biggest in the history of the world after Saudi. Reserves over twenty billion
barrels." She shrugged. "Daddy read the rig report to me instead of
bedtime stories."


"Ah."


"He owns a piece
of that field. He's very happy. Soon as he told Mother, she had Bernard drive
her straight to Neiman Marcus."


"Who's
Bernard?"


"The
chauffeur." 


Ms. Cross again
received whistles from passing boys when she hiked her skirt and climbed aboard
the Harley. 


"Animals."


"Frat
boys."


"What I
said."


"You
situated?"


She tapped her iPhone
with the pad of her index finger—"Let's see, where's my 'Abducted to Waco'
playlist?"—then plugged a red cord into her gold iPhone, slid the phone
into her coat pocket, and unwrapped another Tootsie Roll Pop.


"You know,
Professor, it is Friday. I do have a social life."


"Oh, I'm sorry,
did you have a date tonight?"


"Yes … with
'Game of Thrones' and Ben and Jerry's Banana Split Ice Cream."


Book fired up the
engine and steered to the exit. A big, black pickup truck rolled past on
Guadalupe Street. A brand new, four-wheel-drive Ford. Clare Bookman sat in
the passenger's seat and looked directly at her son. He held up a hand to
wave. She smiled but did not wave back.


"Do you know
her?" Ms. Cross asked.


"Yes."


"Does she know
you?"


"No."


Ms. Cross secured the
buds in her ears and her fingers in his belt loops like a bull rider hanging on
for dear life. Book gunned the engine. He steered south onto Guadalupe then
cut east on Twenty-sixth and hit Interstate 35.


Waco lay ninety miles
north.

































Chapter 6


Five-star General Dwight D.
Eisenhower was born in Denison, Texas, just north of Dallas. He achieved many
great things in his seventy-eight years of life. As commander of the Allied
Forces in Europe during World War II, he defeated Adolf Hitler. As president
of the United States, he desegregated the military, warned against the coming
military-industrial complex, and constructed America's interstate highway
system.


Eisenhower's
interstate highway system is now the drug superhighway of America. 


Interstate 35 is the
aorta of that system, extending from Nuevo Laredo, the drug capital of the
world, 1,569 miles due north to Duluth, Minnesota, almost to the Canadian
border. Each year, the cartels ship fifteen metric tons of marijuana, cocaine,
heroin, and meth north on Interstate 35 into the heartland of America and then
east and west on Interstates 10, 20, 40, 70, 80, and 90 to the coasts, serving
their sixty million customers in the U.S. Heroin produced in Afghanistan,
cocaine in Colombia, meth in Guadalajara, and marijuana in the Sierra Madre all
travel north to the gringos up Interstate 35. And each year, the gringos
send fifty billion dollars in cash south to the cartels down Interstate
35. What they call international trade. 


An Army helicopter
flew low and fast past the Harley, tracking I-35 North.






~


Fort Hood sits outside Killeen,
Texas, sixty miles north of Austin and just west of I-35 North. The military
base occupies three hundred forty square miles, almost the size of Dallas. The
base is home to forty-five thousand soldiers, including the 1st Air
Cavalry, made famous by Vietnam but more so by movies about Vietnam. The Nung
River assault scene in Apocalypse Now with the 1st Air Cav
helicopters blaring "The Ride of the Valkyries" on loudspeakers is
now iconic. Or so Book was thinking when another Army helicopter flew north
over them, a medevac with a red cross on its belly.


"Wonder where
they're going?" Ms. Cross yelled from behind.






~


They exited the interstate just
south of the Waco city limits but pulled over for more police and highway
patrol heading west fast with their sirens sounding and lights flashing. 


"Wonder if there
was a big wreck?" Ms. Cross said.


Now Book wondered.



































Chapter 7


Thirty minutes later, he no
longer wondered.


"Professor, what
happened?"


Book braked to a stop
and cut the engine. He kicked the stand and helped Ms. Cross off the bike.
She removed the helmet. They had ridden west on the ranch roads for forty
miles until he spotted a caliche road leading onto private land. They now
walked up that road through white dust kicked up by emergency vehicles driving
past. Chaos had come to the country. Men and women wearing uniforms—ATF,
police, sheriff's deputies, state troopers—ran about and yelled for help. An
Army helicopter sat parked in a pasture, and along the road a single ambulance
and vehicles marked ATF and DPS and Waco Police and McLennan County Sheriff and
Texas Rangers. EMTs bandaged bloody men attired in black battle gear and
loaded bloody wounded men into the ambulance and zipped bloody dead men into
body bags while arms and legs waited to be reunited with their bodies. Ms.
Cross stopped and stared down at an unattended arm—


"Shit!"


—then threw up her
breakfast. She untied the bandana from around her head and wiped her mouth.
Book stopped before an agent sitting on the grass; he looked like a boy playing
soldier.


"Agent, who's in
charge?"


The agent responded
with a dazed expression.


"We're federal
agents, but they just opened fire on us."


"What's your
name?"


"My name?
Ray."


"Ray, who's in
charge?"


The agent pointed to
a man standing alone in the distance and talking on a cell phone. He wore a
blue nylon jacket with "ATF AGENT" stenciled in bright yellow letters
across the back and waved his free arm about the air. Book checked on Ms.
Cross; she had recovered. They walked over to the man. He looked more like a
high school gym teacher than an agent of the United States government. He
yelled into the phone. 


"Half my agents
are dead or wounded! We need more agents! And medical personnel …
ambulances … medevacs! We've got a dozen or more critically wounded,
they'll die if we don't get them to trauma hospitals! … Send help!"


He disconnected the
call then stared off into space with the expression of a man lost in this
world; after a long moment, he turned to them and eyed Ms. Cross.


"You wore a
dress and heels to an armed raid on a cult compound?" He sniffed the
air. "And perfume?"


Ms. Cross pushed her
sunglasses down then responded with a stern voice.


"A, it wasn't on
my day planner that I would be attending an armed raid on a cult compound. B,
it's Chanel Number Five L'Eau, appropriate for any occasion. And C, they're
Christian Louboutin pumps and I just regurgitated on them, so if you know
what's good for you, buster, you'll back the hell off!"


The agent recoiled.


"Regurgitated?"
He sought solace with Book. "Is she with you?"


"She is."


"Who the hell
are you?"


"Why isn't the
Army sending more medevacs from Fort Hood?"


The agent threw up
his hands.


"Apparently,
they're grounded! No spare parts."


"What happened
here?" 


"We raided the
compound."


"Why?"


"To execute a
search warrant for two fifty-caliber machine guns and an arrest warrant for the
leader. They opened fire on us. Killed eleven of my men, wounded twice that
many."


"Who?"


The agent tossed a
thumb at a white compound in the distance.


"Religious
cult. Leader thinks he's Jesus Christ himself. Says it's the End of
Days."


"Had he
threatened or hurt anyone before?"


"He has
now."


"Because you
attacked his home. Why didn't you let them live in peace? They live out here
in the middle of nowhere—look around. We didn't see another house for miles.
Who can he shoot out here? Don't you have enough guns on the streets of
Chicago and New York and L.A. to worry about? Why come to Waco and start a
fight?"


"That's what we
do."


"You
shouldn't."


"Shouldn't
what?"


"Be allowed to
do anything."


"Who the hell
are you?"


"How many people
are in the compound?"


"According to our
undercover agent, about one-seventy, give or take—but we took out some this
morning. And we're gonna take out a hell of a lot more after I get
reinforcements."


"How many
children?"


"Maybe
forty."


"Forty children
in there, and you mounted an armed assault?"


"It seemed like
a good idea at the time."


"How about
now?" Book bit down on his emotions. "Where's your undercover
agent?"


"Dead."


There would be no
walking out with the Durant girls now.


"Who is he? The
cult leader."


"We don't
know."


"Whose name is
on the arrest warrant?"


"John Doe.
Guy's off the grid. He doesn't exist."


"Then who killed
your men—a ghost?"


Another agent ran up
holding out a cell phone.


"Chief, it's
him!"


"Who?"


The agent pointed the
phone at the compound.


"Jesus
Christ."






~


"This is Agent Ronald
Wilson, ATF."


Ronnie spoke into his
cell phone. The two civilians hovered like his mother-in-law.


"Good morning,
Agent."


"Good
morning? You killed eleven of my men."


"You attacked
us."


"We attempted to
execute search and arrest warrants."


"Why didn't you
knock on the front door?"


"As if you would've answered."


"Of course I
would have."


"Do you want to
negotiate a surrender?"


"You may
surrender at any time, Agent."


"The United
States of America never surrenders. As soon as reinforcements arrive, we're
coming in for you, you son of a bitch!"


"Son of
God."


"Time we're
through with you, you'll wish you were crucified."


"Funny."


"You have till
then to surrender. FBI negotiators are coming up from San Antonio."


"I don't want to
talk to an FBI negotiator." 


"Best I can
do."


"I can do
better. I want Bookman."


"Who?"


"Professor
Bookman."


"Who's he?"


"Law
professor."


"A law
professor? How the hell am I supposed to find a fucking law professor?"


"Turn around.
He's standing right there."















Chapter 8


Ninety miles south of where Book
stood, Roscoe Chambers strode down the hallway of the law school. He had been
dean for twenty-five years. But he might follow the football, basketball, and
baseball coaches—also longtimers at UT—out the door with two students shot and
one killed in class. Which made law professors getting forgivable loans to buy
big homes seem like a misdemeanor. This was a capital crime. He walked into
the office.


"Where's
Bookman?"


Myrna gestured at the
small television on the corner of her desk. The byline read: "BREAKING
NEWS—WACO, TEXAS." The image on the screen was of Professor John Bookman
striding down a caliche road toward a large white compound. Roscoe groaned.


"Don't tell me.
He's at that shoot-out with the religious cult?"


"Obviously."


"They just
killed eleven federal agents."


"Sadly."


"Is he going
into the compound?"


"Apparently."


"Is he
insane?"


"Possibly."


Roscoe exhaled.
First a student dies in class, and now a professor about to die at a religious
compound. Off campus, at least it won't be a workers' comp claim.


"Well …
guess I'd better pull out the résumés for con law professors."





















Chapter 9


All hell had broken loose on this
land that morning. Now the land lay still and silent; the only sound was of
Book's boots crunching the caliche. The hot breeze carried the first scent of
death from the carcasses in the pasture. The grass glistened with a red tint
in the slant of the morning sun, as if the pasture had been spray-painted red
as a prank. But it wasn't a prank. 


And it wasn't paint.


Book walked down the
narrow caliche road that cut through the pasture and led to the white structure
framed against the blue sky. He figured it was a quarter of a mile to the cult
compound, distance enough to gather his thoughts and make a plan. He had made
the same walk ten days before in Sleeping Buffalo, Montana, from the Feds' camp
to the cabin where Olin Moody and the other cattle ranchers had taken the BLM
employee hostage. Book had made a plan for peace, but neither Moody nor Major
Duvall wanted peace. They both wanted death, and death they both got.
Difference was, no children were in harm's way in Sleeping Buffalo, whereas
forty children were in Waco, Texas. So he would again make a plan for peace.


For the children.


He stopped. On the white
caliche lay a black boot—still worn by a foot and half a leg. The adjacent
flattened grass evidenced the path through which the rest of the body had been
dragged away. Eleven men had died in that pasture that morning. Book could
imagine the agents advancing on the compound and suddenly taking fire from two
.50-caliber machine guns. Some years back, he had written an op-ed about the
"gun show exemption" in the federal firearms law that allowed weapons
to be bought and sold without criminal background checks at gun shows. He had
gone to a gun show in Austin to research. He had seen a .50-caliber Browning
Machine Gun. The owner said it was a collector's item, not operational, but
then winked and whispered, "Of course, if you know your way around a BMG,
you can make it operational easy enough." He also sold "collector
bullets," measuring one-half inch in diameter and one-and-a-half-inches
long, five and a half inches with the jacket. The BMG fired six hundred such
bullets per minute—ten rounds per second—with a barrel velocity exceeding three
thousand feet per second. Effective range was two thousand yards—the length of
twenty football fields. 


A .50-caliber BMG is
a killing machine. 


The people in the
compound possessed two such killing machines. And they had unloaded on the
federal agents, literally cutting them to pieces. The land evidenced a
horrific firefight, humans ripped apart by killing machines and cows killed in
the crossfire. 


It wasn't a pasture.
It was a killing field.


How was he to
negotiate a peaceful surrender with a man who could blast through the rule of
law and the men who would enforce it, misguided though their actions might have
been? Did they deserve to die? No. Did the man who would be Jesus Christ
deserve to die? Yes. No doubt he was another Jim Jones, a sleazy sexual
predator controlling his followers' lives—and ordering their deaths. Book had
seen the photos from Jonestown, Guyana, after parents had given cyanide-laced
Kool-Aid to their children—on Jones's order. 


He could not let the
children drink the Kool-Aid in Waco, Texas.


Book stepped around
the leg and continued down the road toward the white compound. He knew exactly
what he would find inside. There would be a wretched cast of uneducated and
impoverished characters awaiting eternal salvation. There would be a Jesus
Christ figure, a charismatic conman with a working knowledge of the Bible and
human nature preying on down-and-out victims, learning what each needed in life
and promising to meet that need, convincing them that he was a straight shot to
heaven. There would be guns; there were always guns. And there would be sex.
The messiah-wannabe always demanded sex with all the women—and often the
girls. 


Book had never killed
a man, but he might kill that man. 


He had come to Waco
to rescue the two Durant girls. They would be nine and seven now. If the man
who called himself Jesus Christ had sexually abused them or other little girls,
Book would want to kill him. And he had the skills to do it. But what would
happen then? Would the people kill him? That concerned him not at all, but
what would happen to the children? Would the adults fight and die? Or
surrender and go to prison? A happy ending was hard to find. But he had to
try. 


It's what he did.


But could he do it
that day? Could he negotiate a cease-fire? Establish a rapport with a cold-blooded,
psychopathic killer? Find the Durant girls and get them out? Learn the true
identity of the man who called himself Jesus Christ? Negotiate a peaceful
surrender? Why wasn't he back in his office working on the footnotes to that
long article on the Commerce Clause?


Such thoughts filled
his head when he arrived at the compound. 


He stood before two
steel doors ten feet tall set in a wood-and-plaster wall twenty feet tall.
Sentry stations sat atop the wall; no doubt unseen sentries watched him.
Bullet holes littered the wall, but not as many as he would have expected from
fifty agents firing assault weapons; which meant they had had little
opportunity to return fire in the face of the twin BMGs. 


It had been a
one-sided slaughter. 


The wall extended at
least three hundred feet in each direction. It was a maximum-security prison
without the concertina wire. And inside he would find prisoners, people living
in fear and poverty and oppression hoping for heaven if not peace on earth, and
a maniacal warden who had convinced them that he was their savior. Book had
visited inmates in the state penitentiary on more than one occasion. The
prospect of life in prison seemed far more depressing than death. But there
were men so bad that society had no choice but to lock them away to protect the
good people. Here, the good people had locked themselves away with the bad
man.


Maybe a madman. 


Above the double
doors a sign had been nailed: Garden of Eden, Texas. Book swiped sweat
from his forehead then raised a fist to bang on the steel door, but before he
could, the door swung open. The sun shone through the doorway from behind and
blinded Book; he shielded his eyes against the glare. A figure stepped into
the doorway. The bright light set the figure aglow and effected a view like a
gauzy magazine, an airbrushed image of a white male with a black beard and long
black hair wearing a flowing white robe. He spoke in the voice of the Messiah.


"I am Jesus
Christ, the Son of God."


The door behind the
man swung shut enough to block out the glare, and Book finally got a clear view
of the man. He was young, perhaps mid-thirties, and handsome with clear blue
eyes and a bright white smile. He stood about Book's height. The white robe,
the neatly trimmed beard, the penetrating eyes—he was the image of Jesus
Christ—except the long black hair was actually dreadlocks that hung to his
shoulders. 


"But you may
call me J. C."


He stuck a hand out,
and they shook. His grip was as strong as his voice. 


"Professor, an
honor to meet you. I've read all your op-eds, seen you on the political talk
shows. Excellent work up in Montana."


"A good man
died."


J. C. shrugged.
"You tried. And truth is, Olin Moody was a child of God, but let's be
honest—he wasn't the brightest of children. I mean, holding your wife's lover
hostage? You can't do that."


He spread his arms to
the land as if dispensing a blessing.


"Beautiful,
isn't it? It's been a joy to walk this earth again. When Dad creates a new
world, He does it right. Two thousand acres. We raise our own cattle,
chickens, sheep, goats … we're into sustainability."


"Perhaps you
should go back inside, for your own sustainability."


"Not to worry,
Professor. The FBI snipers haven't arrived yet." 


They were still
admiring the land when a majestic white stallion galloped across the pasture. 


"Whose horse is
that?" Book said.


J. C. smiled
slightly. "Mine, of course."


The stallion stopped
and faced the Feds in the distance, as if contemplating charging them. He
reared up and whinnied loudly, almost defiantly, then galloped out of sight
around the far wall of the compound. Book returned to the moment.


"How many of
your people need medical help? We can get them to hospitals."


"A couple of the
children have a stomach bug, but they don't need to go to the hospital."


"Your men, from
this morning. How many were killed?"


"Killed? None."


"Wounded?"


"No, no, we're
fine." 


"They're not.
Eleven federal agents died this morning."


"Shame."
He sighed then shook it off. "Well, you're just in time for brunch. The
ladies are making crêpes. Would you like something to drink, Professor?
Goat's milk, apple juice, perhaps an Arnold Palmer?"


He stepped aside to
allow Book entry then shut and bolted the steel doors behind them. They stood
inside the outer wall but outside an inner wall forty feet away, in a space
open to the sky, as if the courtyard of a hacienda in Guadalajara. Between the
two walls ran a shallow canal of crystal clear water; the canal was not earthen
but white plaster like the pool Book wanted to put in for his mother. The
walls paralleled each other in both directions for a long distance then made a
corner. 


"Ten acres
inside the outer wall," J. C. said.


Near the top of the
outer wall was a walkway; Book saw two men wielding weapons, the sentries for
this fort … or the guards for this prison. Were they keeping people out?
Or in? One of the men climbed down a ladder. He was a big, middle-aged man
with tattoos on his bare arms; he wore a flak jacket and packed a large handgun
and a hefty supply of testosterone. He was not playing G.I. Joe. He was the
real deal. He gestured for Book to raise his hands.


"No, no,
Gideon," J. C. said. "No need to search the professor. He's not
carrying any weapons, are you, Professor?"


"No."


"What about a
phone?" the man named Gideon said.


"He may keep
it."


Gideon climbed back
up the ladder.


"Coming
through!"


J. C. pulled Book out
of the path of a shirtless muscular man running past like a jogger on the Shoal
Creek Trail below Book's house. He could have been Gideon's younger brother.


"Morning, J.
C.!"


"A blessed day
it is, Elijah!"


Book looked after the
man then in the opposite direction. A running path tracked the exterior wall in
both directions.


"Crushed
granite," J. C. said. "Like the hike-and-bike trail around Lady Bird
Lake in Austin. Half-mile long, tracks the entire perimeter."


"You run?"
Book said.


J. C. removed the
white robe to reveal Under Armour apparel—a white long-sleeve compression shirt
and black running pants—and red Brooks Cascadia running shoes, the same brand
Book wore, and a black runner's watch. 


"Five miles at
dawn, every day. Must stay fit for the End of Days. It's going to be
hell." 


He stepped to the
center of a meticulously crafted wooden footbridge that arched over the canal.


"Built this
bridge myself," J. C. said. "I'm a carpenter by training."


"So I
read."


J. C. gestured at the
canal beneath them.


"Rainwater
collection and irrigation system. Twenty feet wide, four feet deep, runs all
the way around the compound with channels running out into the fields. Noah
designed it so there would always be a strong current. He's brilliant."


"Child's play
after the ark."


J. C. frowned.
"He's not the same Noah."


"J. C.!"


A child's voice.
Book turned to a half dozen little girls in colorful swimsuits floating toward
them on big inner tubes in the canal as if they were riding the lazy river at a
water park. They threw up their hands as they passed under the bridge. 


"Eve," J.
C. said, "you're the oldest, take care of the youngers!" 


"You know me!
Of course I will!"


J. C. shook his
head. "That Eve, she can be naughty, always leading the others
astray."


A few of the girls
were blondes and appeared the right age for the Durant girls. They floated
down the canal and out of sight, laughing all the way as if they didn't know.


"Of course they
don't know," J. C. said. "They're innocent children. No need to
rush them into adulthood. Come, let me show you our Garden of Eden."


They walked over the
bridge to arched wooden doors set in a white stucco wall; carved into the doors
was a detailed depiction of the Crucifixion. J. C. ran his fingers over the
carving.


"Whew, that was
a difficult day."


Clay pots on each
side of the doors held tall cacti. J. C. pushed the doors open wide, and Book
entered the compound expecting the worst. Two steps inside, he stopped short.
He felt as if he had dove into the canal.


"You have air-conditioning?"


"Of course.
Summers in Texas are hell."


Book breathed in the
cool air and took in the compound. The interior was not hot and dark and
depressing but cool and bright and inviting. They stood in a wide corridor
illuminated by skylights in a cathedral ceiling. 


"I'm hoping an
artist joins us," J. C. said. "I've always wanted murals on the
ceilings like the Sistine Chapel. But Michelangelo's don't come along every
day, do they?" 


They continued down
the corridor. Large wooden ceiling fans like those at a beach resort twirled
slowly overhead. The walls and ceiling were stucco; the floor light wood—


"Reclaimed barn
wood," J. C. said. "Oak."


—handcrafted to
perfection like one would see in a high-dollar house in the hills west of downtown
Austin—exactly the kind of light wood Book's dark old house needed. 


"The floors are
gorgeous," Book said. 


"My work."



"You're
good."


J. C. offered a
modest shrug. "Son of God."


Tacked to the walls
were works of art obviously created by the hands of children. 


"Okay, we don't
have another Monet or even a G. Harvey, but they worked so hard." 


Each painting bore a
colorful star sticker.


"Everyone gets a
trophy."


Classrooms opened off
both sides with desks and chairs and colorful posters on the walls and big
windows beyond. 


"For when the
children aren't tubing down the canal. We have a full curriculum—math,
history, English, Latin, religion, self-defense … "


"Praise the Lord
and pass the ammo."


Now J. C. stopped
short. He stared at Book, and Book was sure he had gone too far. But J. C.
abruptly laughed.


"Okay, that is
funny. 'Praise the Lord and pass the ammo.' I've got to tell Moses, he'll get
a kick out of that."


They continued down
the corridor—spic-and-span, not a stray cup or candy wrapper or piece of paper
in sight—and past the last classroom. They arrived at the center of the
compound. Before them lay a large area, perhaps half an acre, open to the blue
sky but still cool and filled with lush green grass and tall oak trees, crepe
myrtles and more cacti, white roses and purple bougainvillea, and a little
rippling creek meandering through. Under the trees sat picnic tables painted
in bright colors; smiling children ate at the tables and played on the grass.
Their little voices and light laughter filled the space. Girls twirled
hula-hoops, and boys flung Frisbees and footballs. Music played in the
background. Men and women walked past deep in conversation as if on their way
to important meetings or chatting as if out for leisurely strolls. The scene
reminded Book of The Truman Show—was it real or make believe?


"So, Professor,
you like it?"


J. C. gestured
skyward with his eyes. In the center of the open area, at the crossroads of
the compound, embedded in a five-foot-tall mound of grass, stood a full-sized
cross constructed of thick hand-hewn wooden beams. It cast a long shadow over
the open area.


"Morning, J.
C.!"


Two young women
wearing gym outfits and sneakers strode past as if late for an appointment.


"Pilates class
at five, ladies!" J. C. said.


"We'll be
there!"


"You teach
Pilates?" Book said.


"Someone has
to."


The women walked on,
smiling and chatting as it were just another day in paradise. As if the
federal government had not staged an armed raid on the compound just a few
hours before. As if eleven federal agents had not died outside the front
doors. As if a federal army were not massing just up the road to attack this
compound—and their way of life.


"Mary Magdalene,
our nurse, and Ruth, our English teacher. She lost her husband in Iraq. They
speed walk three miles every morning."


"Mary
Magdalene? Is that her given name?"


"It's the name I
gave her. We follow the Word, so everyone takes a name from the Bible."


"Even the children?"


"Especially the
children."


Finding the Durant
girls just became much more difficult.


"So you have a
nurse?"


"She works at
the clinic."


"And a
clinic?"


"And a doctor.
Doc Samuel, he studied at Johns Hopkins, practiced in Cleveland. Heart surgeon.
But he's more a pediatrician now, with all our children."


"How many?"


"Forty-seven.
Two more on the way."


The son of God
sporting dreadlocks and Under Armour was not what Book had expected. Nothing
he had seen so far was what he had expected. It was as if the world inside the
walls had no connection with the world outside the walls. Inside were the
cross, cool air, happy people, and Jesus Christ; outside were chaos, dreadful
heat, dead and wounded federal agents, and—


Ms. Cross.













Chapter 10


Veronica Cross's greatest fear in
life had become her reality: all alone among the lessers. Surrounded by
lessers. Bleeding lessers. Moaning lessers. Crying lessers. Lessers
reaching out to her. Lessers trying to touch her. 


They were everywhere!


Now she knew
how Carol felt when surrounded by zombies on "The Walking Dead."
But, unlike Carol, she would not fight. She would lie down on the ground, curl
up in the fetal position, and let the zombies eat her for brunch. Veronica
Cross was Phi Beta Kappa, not MMA. She was not a fighter. She had Daddy's
security force to fight for her. But they weren't there that day. 


She was all alone
among the lessers.


She fought tears.
Her body trembled with fear. Daddy had always warned her to avoid the lessers
at all costs. Every time she exited the secure garage under the condo in
downtown Austin, she plotted her exact route, her specific stops, her no-go
zones, and her escape routes. She never, ever drove east of the interstate
into the land of lessers; to insure she did not, Alejandro, Daddy's IT guy, had
programmed the Lexus's navigation system to sound an alarm if the car ever
ventured to the lesser side of the interstate. Each day the number one
objective in her day planner was simple: AVOID THE LESSERS! Yes, she
made exceptions when Donnie and Jo Jo accompanied her to Whole Foods—two
ex-Navy SEALS can make you feel safe anywhere!—and that morning with the
professor at Kerbey's—it was like a field trip! But Kerbey's and Whole
Foods were west of the interstate where the rich people of Austin lived. This
was Austin east of the interstate where the lessers lived. And she had
never—ever—not even once—driven alone into East Austin. That would be almost
as dangerous as entering a Walmart.


Now I'm trapped in
a Walmart in East Austin!


"Water."


She inhaled the
bitter stench of death. It burned her nostrils when she breathed and the
lining of her throat when she swallowed. She felt her stomach churning again,
the acid mixing with the stench; she tasted bile in the back of her throat.
Her body's involuntary instincts took over, and her stomach tried to expel the
smell, the taste, the burning of death. She bent over; her body heaved several
times, but there was nothing left in her stomach to regurgitate. She spat the
last of the bile then wiped her mouth with the professor's red bandana. 


I can't believe he
left me all alone among the lessers! He just walked away, down to the
compound! He brought me out here to God knows where and then just abandoned
me! What am I supposed to do now? 


She stood
paralyzed. She could not will her body to move. She fought to find the
courage to take a single step forward. She searched her mind desperately for a
motivating thought—inspiration to struggle through this most terrifying moment
of her twenty-four-year-old life—and Mother's words of advice for stressful
times in life came to mind: You are Caitlin Cross's daughter! Your mother
is a matron of Houston society! Your father is a billionaire! Act your
station in life! Don't embarrass me! Okay, not exactly Ayn Rand—The
question isn't who is going to let me; it's who is going to stop me!—but
from Mother that was a firm pat on the butt and a "Go get 'em,
tiger!" 


So Veronica Cross of
River Oaks channeled Ayn Rand and blew out a breath then stood straight and
smoothed her Armani silk skirt and tucked in her Armani silk blouse under her
Armani silk jacket. You can do this, girl! She found her monogrammed
silk hankie—she loved the VCC in script—in her Gucci satchel and patted
sweat from her forehead, but her skin felt wet again before she had replaced
the hankie in the satchel. She surveyed the situation in which she found
herself and found chaos and confusion and dozens of men, dead or dying or
dazed. They lay. They limped. They cried. They sweated. They bled. Bloody
lessers stumbling about like zombies. She was living "The Walking Dead"!



Fuck Ayn
Rand—Rick, get me out of here!


She so wanted her
sexy Rick to appear, grab her up, and whisk her to safety. Heck, she'd even
take dirty Daryl on his motorcycle. But neither Rick nor Daryl came for her.
No one came for her. She was all alone among the zombies, waiting to be
eaten. Her pulse ratcheted up, and she felt another panic attack coming on.


No! Don't prove
Daddy right! Do not be his frail little girl!


She closed her
eyes and practiced her anti-panic attack breathing routine: deep breath in …
hold for a four count … breathe out slowly. Repeat. In … and out.
And again. In … and out. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.


Breathe through
it, Veronica. Visualize yoga on the beach in Malibu at sunset. In the lotus
pose. Eyes closed. The sun's warm rays against your face, the ocean breeze in
your hair. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe. 


Her
respiration slowed. Her body calmed. Her anxiety eased. The panic attack
retreated. What did her therapist always say? Veronica, honey, you are in
control! One last in and out, and she opened her eyes. 


Shit!


She wasn't in
the lotus pose on the beach in Malibu with the warm sun on her face and the
ocean breeze in her hair. She was still alone. Still among the lessers.
Still out of control. Still in the country—where the hell am I? She
turned in a full circle; as far as she could see in every direction, all she
saw was flat, boring pastureland except for the white compound in the
distance. She saw no high-rise condos, no Apple or Victoria's Secret stores,
no Starbucks, no Whole Foods, no bright lights, no big city. This was the
bucolic country life everyone talked about as if it were heaven on earth? She
saw nothing except green grass and dead cows and bloody federal agents. If
this wasn't hell, hell wasn't far away.


I must get out of
this hell!


But how? She couldn't
drive the Harley. She couldn't walk forty miles back to town, especially not
in the pumps. She couldn't hitchhike—she'd probably get picked up by some
tobacco-chewing country boy wearing a wife-beater tee shirt and driving a
pickup truck with a Confederate flag over the back window and playing "Sweet
Home Alabama" on the CD and never be heard from again! Donnie and
Jo Jo's Navy SEAL survival training back in high school to prepare her for
college in Austin came back to her now—AVOID-EVADE-ESCAPE! But she was
way past avoiding and evading—that left only escaping.


How would she escape
the lessers?


And it came to her
like an answer to a prayer: Uber. Of course! All she had to do was
app an Uber on the iPhone, an Uber black, of course—she only rode in Uber
blacks. Mercedes, BMWs, Lexuses, and sometimes Audis. But never a normal
Uber—Veronica Cross in a Camry? 


I don't think so.


Her spirits soared
with the plan. She would app an Uber, retrieve her duffle from the Harley
saddlebag, and walk up the road until the Uber arrived. 


I can be back in
the condo by noon! Safe and secure with Netflix! Adios, Professor!


She pulled out
the iPhone and tapped the Uber app for a black. The little map came up—Uber
found her in the middle of nowhere!—but there were no little Uber black
cars anywhere on the map. 


She sighed.


That's
disappointing. She would have to take a normal Uber to Waco and then change to
an Uber black for the trip to Austin. She went back and tapped for a normal
Uber. The map came up again and—


—still no Uber cars.


Don't country
lessers need the $11 an hour they can earn driving their own cars on their own
gas? 


A longer sigh. She
would have to get to Waco to catch an Uber to Austin. Maybe she could hitch a
ride with the only local TV truck on the scene with the camera guy standing on
the roof—or better yet, she could get Daddy to buy the damn truck! Or the
TV station! It was a plan, sort of—a hell of a lot better plan than Ayn's
"who is going to let me, who is going to stop me" psychobabble
drivel. She dug into the satchel and rummaged at the bottom until she found a
Tootsie Roll Pop—yum, strawberry! She popped the Pop into her mouth
then returned to the satchel. She retrieved the Chanel No. 5 L'Eau bottle and
sprayed the perfume directly on her body—perhaps she could create a force field
against the lesser scent—then closed her eyes and inhaled the luxurious scent.
Chanel was a gift from God. She dropped the bottle back into the
satchel then slung the strap over her shoulder and across her chest. She
plugged in the earbuds and restarted her classical playlist on the iPhone. She
sucked the Pop and took a solid step forward—okay, an itty-bitty step forward.
In fact, she tiptoed around the blood and the bodies and the body parts lying
about like used auto parts at the only gas station in Austin where the Mexican
man would pump her gas and tried to avoid getting blood on her Christian
Louboutins. 


"Water."


Why hadn't she
interned for that tax professor instead? No, she had let the dean talk her
into working for Professor Bookman: "It'll be fun!" the dean had
said. When she got back to Austin, she'd show the dean fun—"Daddy will
withdraw his donation! Twenty-five million dollars, Dean! How fun is
that?" Why the hell had she listened to a man named Roscoe?


"Water …
please."


She arrived at the
Harley. She slid her fingers under the saddlebag cover and yanked hard against
the silver snaps—and she froze. Don't tell me! She raised her hand and
summoned all her strength to look. 


Could this day get
any worse?


She had broken
a nail. She tried to breathe through it, but neither Mother nor Ayn Rand had
any words for the moment. She averted her eyes from the jagged cuticle and
removed the duffle bag from the saddlebag. She set the bag on the ground and
extended the handle. The feel of the exquisite leather gave her a sense of
normalcy, assurance that the entire world had not gone completely mad. She
straightened herself then tiptoed up the caliche road with a purpose and a
plan, pulling the Gucci rolling duffle behind her.


"Girl! Help
me!"


She stopped. Against
her better judgment, she removed one earbud. She listened. She again heard
the sounds of dying men—the groaning and moaning and crying. The crying of
grown men unnerved her. So she plugged the earbud back in—


"Help me!
Please!"


The voice sounded
like a child's, but she didn't want to see the person who sought her help. She
didn't want to see blood and death. She wanted to go back to her
million-dollar condo in Austin overlooking the downtown skyline and Lady Bird
Lake. She wanted to eat Brie and drink Chardonnay and watch "The Walking
Dead"—she did not want to star in "The Walking Dead"! 


"Please help
me."


But she slowly turned
to the voice, bracing herself for the sight of lesser blood. She lowered her
sunglasses, and when her eyes took in the person begging for her help, she
recoiled. An agent—a boy really, no doubt younger than she—his tears and sweat
cutting a line through the blood matted on his face, gazed up at her from his
half-lying position on the grass with pleading eyes. 


"What … what
do you need?"


"Water."
He licked his parched lips. "Water."


Now that he mentioned
it, she could use a sparkling water, perhaps with a lime wedge. She glanced
around, but she didn't see any water coolers or water jugs or water bottles. 


"Well—I don't
see any water."


The boy dropped his
head and started crying.


"No, no, don't
cry. I'll … I'll find you water."


She pulled the duffle
bag to the nearest vertical agent but pointed back at the crying agent. 


"He needs
water," she said.


"We all need
water," the agent said.


"You didn't
bring water? You've got to hydrate in this heat."


He flashed a frown
then walked off. Not helpful! she wanted to yell but didn't. Now
what? She again patted sweat from her face with the silk hankie. The sun
beat down hard; she had sweated through her blouse, which she hated. The
sweat. She loved the silk blouse, but she hated to sweat. She checked the
Accuweather app on the iPhone. It was 90 degrees and 90 percent humidity—at
ten A.M. By noon it would be 100
and 95. She would sweat more that day. And without water, the boy would
surely … die?


"Shit."


So she did what
Veronica Cross always did when she was in trouble—she called Daddy. Well, that
night in Guadalajara she had called Joe Don directly; no way was she calling
Daddy at two in the morning. Not that stupid! She waited for the call
to ring through. A familiar voice soon came across the earbuds.


"Mr. Cross's
office."


"Dolores, it's
me."


Dolores's voice
changed from professional to annoyed.


"Oh, Veronica. What do you need today?"


"Put me through
to Daddy."


"I'm sorry, I
couldn't understand you. Do you have a Tootsie Roll Pop in your mouth?"


Veronica removed the
Tootsie Roll Pop and spoke deliberately.


"Put me through
to Daddy."


"Much better. I
can't. He's in a very important meeting."


As if she were
speaking to a child.


"He's always in
an important meeting. I'm important, too."


"Of course you
are, dear."


Veronica felt her
blood pressure spike. One day she would strangle Dolores Vanderberg. But not
that day. She took a deep breath and calmed. 


"Dolores, this
is an emergency."


"Isn't it
always?"


Veronica checked her
Rolex. She could be in Houston wrapping her red earbud cord tightly around
Dolores Vanderbitch's neck in just under three hours.


"This time it
is."


"Perhaps he can
call you back in a hour. Or two."


"Dolores, you'd
better fucking put me through to Daddy or I'm going to—"


"My, my, such
language. Are we rebelling again, Veronica?"


The urge to kill
Dolores threatened to overwhelm Veronica Cross.


"Perhaps I can
help you."


"Fine. Send an
Ozarka truck out here."


"Out
where?"


"Forty miles
west of Waco."


"West of Waco
where?"


"Turn on the
news."


Dolores exhaled
dramatically into the phone as she always did. But Veronica knew she was
pressing the button that opened the panel in the wall and then pointing the remote
at the flat-screen TV behind the panel. Veronica heard Dolores read: "
'Waco Channel 5 reporting live. Shoot-out at religious cult compound forty
miles west of Waco' … You're there?"


"Yes!"


"I didn't know
you were religious."


"I'm not in
the compound! I'm outside, with the federal agents!"


Veronica waved the
hankie at the TV truck.


"I see you on
the television!" Dolores said. "Do you have sunscreen on?"


"What?
Sunscreen? No."


"Now, Veronica,
you know how your mother feels about tans. You must protect your skin. Go to
a store right now and buy fifty SPS sunscreen and—"


"Send the fucking water!"


"There's no need
to yell, Veronica. Why didn't they bring water?"


"It's the
federal government!"


"Oh my God!
Not the IRS?"


"The IRS? No.
The ATF … It doesn't matter … Just send the Ozarka truck! Now!
They'll die without water!"





















Chapter 11


"Miriam's crêpes are to die
for," J. C. said. "And gluten-free."


"What do you
want?" Book said.


"Strawberry and
cream cheese."


"To
surrender."


"That would
require a lot of strawberry-and-cream-cheese crêpes, Professor." 


J. C. finished off
the crêpe with a culinary flourish.


"That is
a gift from God," he said. 


"Life without
parole?" Book said. "We might be able to negotiate a guarantee of no
death sentence."


"Professor, I've
been under a death sentence since the day I was born."


They sat at one of
the picnic tables in the shade of the cross and drank Arnold Palmers. They
could be at any park in Austin—children playing and parents chatting, the blue
sky above and a bright future ahead. 


"In here,"
J. C. said, "the outside world doesn't exist."


"Tell that to
the Feds." 


J. C. seemed
oblivious to reality. He sipped his drink as if relaxing at the Starbucks on
trendy Fifth Street in downtown Austin. 


"So, Professor,
how will you rule on gun control? Will you vote to uphold or overrule Heller
and McDonald? What about Roe v. Wade? The court is split
four-four, so you'll be the deciding vote on the most controversial cases in
America—gun control, abortion, civil rights, presidential power … Which
means you'll effectively be the king of America. Do you want that power? Do
you want that responsibility?"


"Do you agree to
a cease-fire?"


"Of course—as
long as they stay out there."


"You know they
won't. They're coming in. Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow. But they're
coming in."


J. C.'s face turned
stern. 


"No one will
come inside these walls and hurt my family. That will never happen."


"Your family is
in grave danger."


"Inside these
walls, they're safe. And I will keep them safe."


"J. C., it's
over. It ended this morning when you killed those federal agents. The Feds
aren't going away until they arrest or kill you."


"Then my blood
will be on their hands—again."






~


Veronica stared at her Christian
Louboutins with the same perplexity as when she stared at the Picasso in
Daddy's conference room. The red soles seemed to be swallowing the shoes. She
lifted her foot and looked closely. It wasn't the red soles. It was blood.


"Hey, you!
Girl! Help me!"


She looked up from
her shoes to a paramedic gesturing at her.


"Me?"


"Yes. You.
Come here."


She pulled the duffle
bag over to him. He knelt over an agent sprawled on the grass. He appeared …
dead?


"Is he …?"


"Hand me that
case."


He pointed to a small
case ten feet away. She pulled the duffle bag over, grabbed the case, and
pulled the duffle bag back. He opened the case and removed a defibrillator
like she had seen at the gym that one time she had tried a Pilates class. He
attached the contacts to the agent's bare chest and zapped him. Nothing. He
tried twice more then sat back. 


"He's
dead."


"Shit."


She averted her eyes.


"That makes twelve,"
he said.


She spoke with her
back to him. "Twelve people died today?"


"And a lot more
might die before the day's over."


She studied the
scene. Wounded men lay everywhere, but they weren't being loaded into
ambulances because there were no ambulances. She saw only two paramedics and
one ambulance.


"Why aren't
there more of you? And more ambulances?"


"Honey, this
ain't exactly downtown Waco. We're in the middle of fucking nowhere. And we
weren't ready for a shooting war."


"What do you
need to save them?"


"Medevacs. A
dozen more men are going to die if we don't fly them to trauma hospitals in
Dallas and Houston. Stat!"


"Help me!"


A bleeding agent
waved her over.


"Help me,
please."


She shielded her eyes
from the dead man then addressed the paramedic.


"What should I
do?"


"Help him."


"He's all
bloody."


"No shit. He
got shot by a really big bullet."


She bucked herself
up—You can do this, girl!—then pulled the duffle bag over to the agent.
He had bled through the white compression pad on his chest. He looked pale.
Sweat dripped from his face, but his body shivered as if he were—


"I'm cold."


"It's hot."


"I'm
freezing."


She dropped the
duffle handle and the satchel then removed her Gucci jacket and knelt next to
the agent. She wrapped the silk jacket around the man—actually, the boy. He
was just a boy.


"Hold me,"
he said.


"What?"


"Hold me.
Please."


Hold him? Shit!
What if his blood got on her? Zombie blood! Lesser blood! What diseases did
they carry? AIDS? Hepatitis? Conjunctivitis? 


Could Veronica Cross
actually hold a lesser? Without a Hazmat suit and latex gloves? She stared
into his eyes—the pleading eyes of a child—and listened to his voice—"Hold
me"—the voice of a scared child. He wasn't a zombie. He was just a boy.
Veronica Cross did something she had never before done in her entire life.


She touched a
lesser. 


She leaned into him
and wrapped her arms around him and held him tight to her just as Daddy used to
hold her when he read the rig report to her in bed. The boy felt hot, even
through his uniform. 


"Sweet …
smell," he said.


"It's
Chanel."


He did not smell of
Chanel. He smelled of death. His chest rose and fell with each breath, but
his breathing was shallow and irregular. He licked his lips.


"Mouth … so
… dry."


She searched for
something, anything, wet. There was only … She removed the Tootsie Roll
Pop from her mouth and put it into his open mouth. He sucked it like a baby on
a mother's breast. The strawberry taste lingered in her mouth.


"I hear
music."


The sound came from
her earbuds hanging down. She took one bud and gently fit it in his ear. His
mouth formed a slight smile.


"Mama loved
classical," he said. "She died." His eyes turned up to her.
"Am I going to die?"


"No! You are
not going to die!"


"Oh.
Good."


"What's your
name?"


"Billy."


"Well, Billy,
you're going to Houston."


"What's in
Houston?"


"A trauma
hospital where you'll have surgery."


"How am I going
to get to Houston?"


"You're going to
fly. But I need to use my phone to make a call, okay?"


"Okay." 


She pulled the bud
out of his ear then stood and tapped the speed dial.


"Hey—what's your
name?" he asked.


"Veronica
Cross."






~


Book stared up at the cross.
That day hadn't ended well for Jesus Christ.


"But it ended
well for mankind," J. C. said.


Book frowned at him.


"Your face
belied your thoughts."


"This won't end
well for anyone."


"Of course it
will. We'll be in heaven with Dad."


"Dad?"


"Okay, God the
Father. He's just Dad to me. At least this time they won't crucify me. That
really hurt."


Book did not share
his humor.


"The Feds, they
say you're a cult."


"My first
coming, they said I was a charlatan. Hey, cheer up, Professor—at least we're
not Scientologists."


Book's cell phone
rang. He checked the caller ID. Home. His first thought was of his
mother. What if something had happened to her? The phone rang again.


"Take the call,
Professor. It might be your mother."


Book tapped the
phone.


"Mom?"


"Gabby."


"Oh, Gabby, is
everything okay?"


"Yes,
Professor. So, what do you think about spinach cannelloni for dinner?"


"Gabby, have you
been watching TV?"


"I never watch
TV."


"Well, I'm right
in the middle of something important—"


"Sorry,
Professor—are you with your boss?"


"Actually, I'm
with Jesus Christ."


"Oh. Ask him
how my mother is doing."


She hung up. 


"Her mother is
fine," J. C. said. "Enjoying being everyone's mother in heaven. How
is your mother, Professor?"


"Not now."


"You're in a
spiritual crisis, aren't you? Your mother, your gene."


All that had been in
the papers since the nomination. A Supreme Court nominee gave up any claim to
a personal life.


"I can cure
her."


"Don't do
that."


"Cure her?"


"Play me."


"Ah, a
nonbeliever."


"I believe in
God. I just don't believe you're the Son of God."


J. C. did not take
offense.


"You will."






~


"Mr. Cross's office."


"Dolores—"


"I sent the
Ozarka truck."


"Send the
helicopters!"


"What?"


"Send the entire
fleet!"


"All six?"


"Yes!" 


"Where?"


"To me! And
tell Joe Don to fly fast!"


"Why?"


"Because more
men are going to die if we don't get them to trauma hospitals!" She
recalled the paramedic's word. "Stat!"


"Okay, I'll send
them. I'm watching on TV. It's terrible!" Her voice softened.
"And, Veronica, just so you know I'm not the mean witch you think I am, I
did not tell your father that you're at a shoot-out between the federal
government and a religious cult or your mother that you're outside without
sunscreen."






~


"Oh my God—is that
Veronica?" the 2L said.


The students gathered
around the television in the law school lounge. On the screen was the image of
the richest student in the law school standing among bloody and bandaged federal
agents.


"No one else is
wearing Armani," the 3L said.


"What the heck
is she doing at an armed standoff in Waco? We've got a Crim Law quiz
today."


The students glanced
at each other then nodded.


"Bookman."















Chapter 12


"Professor, meet a
believer. Jacob. He runs our dairy operation, all organic. The children love
Jacob's milk. Jacob, this is Professor Bookman, the next Supreme Court
justice."


Jacob held up a
bloody hand.


"I'd get up and
shake hands, Professor, but I doubt you'd want to shake my hand right
now."


J. C. had taken Book
outside to a large open area within the exterior wall and into a
well-constructed and immaculate barn—


"Built this barn
myself," J. C. said.


—where they found the
man named Jacob on the floor at the business end of a cow giving birth. The
mama-to-be lay on her side and bellowed with pain. J. C. inhaled deeply. 


"Ah, the smell
of new life."


"Having a hell
of a … heck of a time birthing this calf, J. C. You want to get
bloody?"


"Love to."


He plopped down on
the floor next to Jacob and got bloody.


"We've got to
pull it out!" Jacob said.


They pulled. Book
acted like a father-to-be and remained near the cow's head. The beast bellowed
again. Her wide eyes seemed to plead to him for help.


"It's
moving!" Jacob said. "Pull!"


They pulled … and
pulled.


"Pull,
damnit!" Jacob said. 


He gave J. C. a
sheepish look.


"Sorry."


They pulled again,
and a bloody calf plopped out. J. C. fell backwards onto the floor with the
calf sprawled over him. Jacob threw up his arms.


"It's a
miracle!" 


"Everyone's a
comedian today," J. C. said.


Jacob jumped up,
grabbed a towel, and dried the calf. It struggled to stand on wobbly legs. J.
C. got up from the floor; his white shirt was red with blood.


"Guess I'd
better clean up. Professor, visit with Jacob. I'll be right back."


He jogged off. Jacob
washed his hands in a sink. 


"Phew, that's a stinky job. So
what do you teach, Professor?"


"Constitutional
law."


"I like
Scalia."


"He died in Marfa."


"Heat?"


"Heart."


"Damn."


"How long have
you been here?"


"Nineteen-ninety-six.
October. Clinton was president."


"He was
impeached three years later."


"For what?"


"Having sex with
an intern in the Oval Office."


"Don't they have
bedrooms in the White House?"


"So you missed
the Obama years?"


"What years?"


"The last eight
years, with Obama as president."


"I've missed the
last twenty years."


"You don't know
what's happened outside for twenty years?"


"Nope. That's
the one rule here. When you walk inside, you leave the outside world outside.
No newspapers, no TV, no phones, no contact with the outside world."


"No
Internet?"


"Internet?
That's the thing Al Gore invented?"


"No …
Anyway, we elected a black man to the presidency."


Jacob was black.


"There's a black
man in the White House?"


"Not anymore.
His term ran out."


"Wouldn't have
figured that, not in my lifetime. I would've liked to have seen that. Did I
miss anything else good?"


Book thought of what
the last twenty years had brought to the world: 9/11; the wars in Afghanistan
and Iraq; Al Qaeda, ISIS, and terrorism around the world; the 2009 financial
collapse; the last nasty election; Hurricanes Katrina and Harvey; Facebook,
Twitter, Instagram, and iPhone addiction; no Super Bowl for the Cowboys.


"No."


"There you
go."


Book took in the
barn.


"How much milk
do you produce?"


"A lot. Ten
dairy cows, that's about sixty gallons of milk each day. Forty-seven children,
they drink a lot of milk."


"But
unpasteurized milk, that's dangerous for children."


"That's why I
pasteurize our milk."


Jacob dried his hands
on a towel and gestured for Book to follow him into an adjacent room where two
shiny metal vats with hoses and wires and mechanical equipment stood against
the wall.


"Our
pasteurization operation. These two vats, they're stainless steel. Each holds
forty gallons. Fully automated cooling and pasteurization. And
refrigerators."


Jacob opened the door
of a commercial refrigerator; dozens of milk bottles filled the space inside.


"Fresh, fully
pasteurized milk," Jacob said. "Safe for the children."


"Impressive
operation. Were you in the dairy business before you came here?"


"I was in the
money business. CPA by training."


"How did a CPA
become a dairy farmer?"


"Books."


"Why did
a CPA become a dairy farmer?"


"Not a lot of
options in life for a forty-seven-year-old black man after being H-one-B'd out
of his career."


"What
happened?"


"I headed up the
accounting department at McFuckYouBurgers. One hundred people worked under
me. They hired Indians to replace the entire department. We had to train our
replacements, or we wouldn't get severance. 'Welcome to America, Kareesh.
Please, take my office, my job, and my life.' Wall Street demanded higher
profits. People eat less meat, so the only way to increase profits was to
decrease wages. They paid the Indians seventy-five percent less than they paid
us."


"But H-one-B
visas, they're for highly skilled foreign workers brought over only because
there aren't enough Americans to fill those jobs."


"Yeah, and the
moon is made of green cheese."


He exhaled.


"I grew up in
Houston, the Third Ward. Drugs and gangbangers. Single mom, she kept me on
the straight and narrow. Walked out of the 'hood and over to Rice on a full
scholarship. Academic. Graduated magna cum laude. Hired on with the
aforesaid McWeFuckAmericans, worked my way up the corporate ladder. Got
married, had two children, home in the suburbs with a pool. The American
Dream. Go to school, work hard, rise above your birth. H-one-B proved that's
all bullshit."


His shoulders
slumped.


"Welcome to the
global economy."


"What happened
to your wife and children?"


Jacob stared at the
barn floor a long moment then he spoke softly.


"After we lost
the house, she left me. Took the kids. Said she lost respect for me. Guess
it's hard to respect a man who spends his days in his pajamas because he can't
get a job."


He turned his hands
up.


"Why would our
own government allow companies to bring in foreigners to replace Americans
because they'll work cheaper? Why doesn't the government protect us instead of
abuse us? Why is that legal? Where does it say that a CEO's only duty is to
increase the stock prices?"


"It doesn't.
The law doesn't say that."


"Then who
does?"


"Wall
Street."


"Doesn't sound
like justice."


"It's not. So
why did you come here, Jacob? What were you looking for?"


"Justice."


"Did you find it
here?"


"I found
something better. God."


"You believe J.
C.'s the Son of God?"


"I do."


"Why?"


"He performed a
miracle."


"Which
was?"


"He saved
me." 


Jacob eyed Book.


"No one believed
His First Coming. Why would they believe His Second Coming? Everyone's
waiting for that day, but no one wants to believe that day has come because
their little world will end. They want the hereafter but only after they've
enjoyed the here and now. They want heaven on their own terms and timetable.
Doesn't work that way. Not for them. Not for me. And not for you, Professor."






~


Veronica applied a fresh bandage
to Billy's disgusting wound. She fought the urge to regurgitate. 


"Water."


"It's coming,
Billy."


"It's
here."


He pointed past her.
A big, red Ozarka truck barreled down the caliche road and kicked up a cloud of
white dust. Veronica ran as fast as she could in the pumps and arrived just as
the truck pulled off the road and parked in the pasture. The driver jumped out
and glanced around at the scene then at her.


"You got blood
all over your shirt."


"No shit."


"What the hell
happened here?"


"Don't you have
a TV?"


"Not in the
truck."


"Unload the
water." 


"Sign
here."


He held out a pen and
a clipboard with an order form. She snatched the pen and scribbled across the
form without checking the details. He tossed the clipboard into the cab then
reached in and returned with a plastic bottle. He held it out to her. She
blinked.


"You brought me
sunscreen?"


"I stopped at
Target. Fifty SPS like Dolores said. Boy, she's a scary woman."


"Tell me." 


Veronica followed him
around to the back of the truck. He opened the double doors. Cases of water
filled the space from top to bottom.


"You know how
much this cost?"


"Daddy's a
billionaire."


"A
billionaire?" He hitched his trousers. "Well, honey, I'm Roy.
Wanna go on a date?"


"In your dreams,
water boy." She turned and yelled to the agents: "Water!"


The agents who could
walk—dazed and wounded but vertical—stumbled toward the truck like … the
walking dead.






~


"Nothing like bringing a new
life into this world," J. C. said. "Even if it is a bit messy."


J. C. had returned
wearing a clean Under Armour shirt. They had left Jacob and went back inside
the cool compound. They walked down another long corridor with skylights and
ceiling fans.


"Everyone must
leave their old lives behind when they come here?" Book said.


"Everyone wants
to leave their old lives behind, that's why they come here."


A young man came
toward them.


"Good morning,
J. C."


"A blessed day
it is, Adam. Your cantaloupes were delicious."


"Thank
you."


J. C. stopped; Adam
knelt before him, kissed his hand, then stood and walked off.


"Adam runs our
farm operation. He's like a brother to me."


"What about
you?" Book said. "What old life did you leave behind?"


"It's called the
New Testament, Professor. You should read it."


An older woman walked
up to them.


"Good morning,
J. C."


"A blessed day
it is, Mary." 


J. C. stopped again;
Mary knelt and kissed J. C.'s hand then stood and walked on.


"She teaches
kindergarten. She's great with kids. She's like a mother to me. To
everyone."


"I have read the
New Testament," Book said.


"Then you know
my old life. This is my new life. My second life."


"Your second
coming?"


"Indeed."


Another man walked
up.


"Good morning,
J. C."


"A blessed day
it is, Muhammad."


J. C. stopped;
Muhammad knelt and kissed J. C.'s hand then walked off.


After the man was out
of earshot, Book said, "Muhammad?"


"I'm still
working on him."


"Why do they
kiss your hands?"


"They started doing
it, now I can't stop them." He shrugged. "It seems to make them
happy."


The people did seem
happy. They were dressed like anyone you would see in Whole Foods in Austin.
They did not appear oppressed or imprisoned. Two middle-aged men approached
them; they were holding hands, very much a Whole Foods look.


"Good morning,
J. C." 


"A blessed day
it is, Andrew, Philip."


J. C. stopped; they
knelt and kissed his hands then left.


"They teach
music," J. C. said. "They're both classically trained. And yes,
they're gay. We're all children of God, Professor."


"Some Christian
ministers say that homosexuality is a sin and a choice."


"They're wrong
on both counts. God made them that way, and God never makes mistakes. And
those ministers know the latter, so they must say homosexuality is a choice or
they must confirm the former."


Two women, one young,
one old with a blank stare Book knew all too well, came up to them. The young
woman knelt and kissed J. C.'s hand. He took the old woman's hands.


"Rebekah, dear,
how are you today?"


She responded with a
vacant smile. 


"Mom's having a
good day, J. C.," the younger woman said. "I thought a walk would be
good for her."


J. C. cupped the
mother's face and kissed her forehead then made the sign of the cross on her
forehead with his thumb. 


"God blesses
you."


The two women walked
on. 


"Why don't you
just cure her?" Book said. "You cured blind men and lepers, why not
Alzheimer's?"


"Ah, yes, that's
always the question, isn't it? Why does God allow His people to suffer?
Simple. So the people will appreciate heaven. Can't have heaven on earth.
Heaven is heaven. The next life. Not this life. On earth, people struggle
and suffer. But if they live according to the Word, they will ascend to heaven
where there are no struggles or suffering. You know, Professor, there's a lot
of promising research that might help you, if not your mother."


Book felt his eyes
upon him.


"But you're not
going to wait, are you?"


"No."


"We'll talk
about that."


They turned left at
the cross and walked down a short corridor.


"Thirty thousand
square feet under roof," J. C. said. "Down this corridor, we have
the kitchen and food storage and living quarters for the married couples."


They arrived at an
exterior door. Book followed J. C. outside.


"And out here we
have the playground."


In an expansive open
grassy and treed area surrounded by the building on two sides and the interior
compound wall on the other two sides was a playground with colorful swings and
slides and a merry-go-round. 


"Nice
playground," Book said.


"The children
enjoy it. We're going to put in a pool over there, with a slide, connect it to
the canal so the kids can float from the pool right into the canal. That'll be
fun."


Under a nearby oak
tree sat a dozen little children; a young woman stood among them. 


"Rachel is
teaching a Bible class," J. C. said. "She lost her husband in
Afghanistan."


The woman noticed
them and called to J. C. 


"J. C., please
teach us."


"Duty
calls," he said.


J. C. walked over to
Rachel. She knelt and kissed his hand. 


"So, what are we
discussing today?" J. C. said.


"Matthew,
chapter seven, verse twelve."


"Ah, yes, the
Golden Rule." J. C. addressed the children. "Also known as the God
Rule. Dad always told me, from the time I was a child like you, 'Jesus, do
unto others as you would have them do unto you. Treat others as you want to be
treated. Do good for others, and others will do good for you.' Such a simple
rule of life, and so right. Of course, God is never wrong. If you follow that
one simple rule, you too will never go wrong. You will always be right. In
life. And with God. Children, that is the Word of God. You fight the devil
with the Word. The Word is your power in life. Believe in the Word. Follow
the Word. Follow God."


The children gathered
around him and knelt before him. They kissed his hands. They did not look
upon him as children who had been sexually abused by him. They looked upon him
as children of God. As if they were looking upon the Son of God Himself.
Rachel again knelt and kissed his hand. He placed his hand on her forehead and
made the sign of the cross with his thumb. She radiated as if touched by the
hand of God. After a moment, J. C. returned to Book.


"The children
seem happy," Book said.


"They
are." He gestured at the merry-go-round where a little girl sat alone.
"Well, maybe not Zipporah."


They went over to the
girl. Tears rolled down her face. J. C. squatted before her and wiped her
eyes. She kissed his hand.


"What's wrong,
Zip?"


"Two
things."


"Which
are?"


She held up a
finger. "I have a splinter."


"Well, I can
solve that problem."


He gently removed the
splinter. 


"And the other
thing?"


"He said I was
fat as a whale."


J. C. sighed
heavily. "Let me guess—Jonah?"


She nodded.


"Would God make
you fat?"


"No."


"How did God
make you?"


"Just
right."


"Exactly."


"But
Jonah—"


"Is
mistaken." J. C. stood. "You go back to class, Zip. I will talk
with Jonah."


"Uh-oh."


"Uh-oh is
right."


She smiled, hugged
him, and ran off. J. C.'s eyes searched the playground. Kids were laughing
and playing on a field, kicking a soccer ball, and throwing a football. One
boy looked their way then took off like a shot. J. C. called to him in his
Messiah voice.


"Jonah!" 


The boy skidded to a
stop. His shoulders slumped. J. C. gestured him over. Book decided to step
away. The boy arrived then knelt and kissed J. C.'s hand. J. C. squatted in
front of the boy and spoke. Book could not hear him, but the boy's face
dropped. He nodded. J. C. stood and stuck a fist out to the boy. They
fist-bumped like teammates. The boy ran off, and J. C. came over to Book.


"A teaching
moment, as they say." He shrugged. "It's what I do." 


He gestured beyond
the walls.


"We're going to
put up one of those big windmills, like out in West Texas. Noah's working on
that now."


"You're planning
for the future? I thought it's the End of Days?"


J. C. turned his
hands up. "I'm not God. I can't be sure."


"Won't this
morning change your plans?"


"They'll go
away."


"They'll kill
you."


"Why?"


"It's what they
do."


J. C. stared off for
a time then returned to the moment.


"Come, I'll show
you our gym."


J. C. led him to the
far corner of the outdoor area. Under a large wooden awning was a cement pad
filled with exercise machines and free weights. Two muscular men stood
shirtless and sweating in shorts and sneakers—one was Gideon from earlier.
They sported tattoos and crew cuts. At Book's gym in Austin, such guys
occupied one corner; they pumped iron and compared muscles in the wall-to-wall
mirrors. They also had tattoos and tried to look tough. But these men were
the real deal.


"Special
Forces," J. C. said. "They served with Ruth's and Rachel's
husbands. I'll introduce you."


They walked over to
the soldiers, who dropped their weights at the sight of J. C. They knelt and
kissed his hands then stood.


"Gentlemen, I'd
like you to meet our guest and the next Supreme Court justice, Professor John
Bookman."


The men stepped
forward and shook hands with Book.


"Gideon, sir.
We met earlier."


"David,
sir."


"Where's
Elijah?" J. C. asked.


"Sentry duty,
sir."


"Of course.
Must be vigilant."


These men had killed
the federal agents that morning. Book held a black belt in Taekwondo, but he
didn't kid himself. These men could easily kill him. He was an amateur; they
were professionals.


"You men were
Special Forces? Served in Iraq?"


Gideon nodded.
"And Afghanistan."


"Why are you
here? Did you become disillusioned with the military?"


"Disillusioned?
No, sir, we became enlightened. We learned the truth about our
government."


"Which is?"


"It's all about
money. Iraq and Afghanistan, that wasn't about bin Laden. All we had to do
was send in the CIA spooks and wait him out. When he showed his raghead, put a
cruise missile up his ass. Instead we invaded—and we're still there seventeen
years later. Lots of good soldiers died so defense contractors could make a
lot of money."


"The
military-industrial complex."


"Yes, sir.
Defense contractors needed a good war to burn off all the weapons we had
stockpiled since the first Gulf War so the Pentagon could buy more. For the
soldiers who died, the wars were about defending America. For the defense
companies, they were about making money. Our brothers died over there so big
business over here could turn a big profit. Soldiers were sacrificed for Wall
Street."


"Eisenhower's
prediction."


"Yes,
sir." 


"Just the two of
you took on the Feds this morning?"


"And
Elijah."


"And two
BMGs," David said.


Gideon and David
fist-bumped.


"A lot of men
died out there," Book said.


"A lot more
could have died," Gideon said. "But J. C. showed them mercy."


"More will
come."


"More will
die." 


"It won't end
well."


"It will for
us."


"Why?"


"Because we'll
be in heaven. They'll be in hell."


"No—why did you
kill them?"


"In Afghanistan
and Iraq, we killed for God and country. Now we kill only for God."





















Chapter 13


"The hell happened here?
Looks like Fallujah after the fall. And what the hell is she doing here?"



When the call had
come in from Dolores—"Veronica's in trouble!"—Captain Joe Don Davis
had gotten the company choppers airborne as fast as if they were still flying
gunships in Iraq and a squad had come under enemy fire in Baghdad. The boss
hired only ex-military for security and air support and for good reason; it
wasn't the first time his daughter had gotten her young ass in a crack and needed
extraction from a hot zone. The six black helicopters had flown fast and low
in a V formation from Houston to Waco, no questions asked, "fast"
being the operative word: The Sikorsky was capable of 275 knots airspeed. It
was like being paid to drive a Ferrari. Joe Don and Jim Bob flew point as they
had in Iraq. It's what they did. He spotted a young woman down below waving
her arms up at the choppers.


"Is that our
gal?" 


"I don't see
anyone else wearing Armani," his copilot Jim Bob Burnett said.


"Remember that
time we picked her up in Guadalajara at two in the morning wearing vaquero chaps?"


"How could I
forget? We violated several international treaties and Mexican airspace
because some dumb-ass hombre fell in love with her in that nightclub and
wanted to make her his espousa."


"Now, to be
fair, Jim Bob, she couldn't have known he was a cartel sicario."


"True, but what
the hell was she doing in Guadalajara?"


"Well, she was
drinking tequila that night."


"I'm just glad
the boss's security detail tagged along with us."


"Two Navy SEALS
riding shotgun provides a certain peace of mind."


"Amen,
brother."


"Always wondered
how they got her out of that bar with all those cartel hombres."


Jim Bob threw a thumb
at the passenger compartment. "Two words: Donnie and Jo Jo."


"That's three
words."


"All I know is
some Mexicans needed crutches after that night."


"And
Vicodin."


"Look—she's got
the wounded laid out for us."


"Let's get these
helos on the deck."






~


Veronica braced herself against
the prop blast and waved her arms to the helicopters. No doubt Joe Don and Jim
Bob piloted the big black Sikorsky with "Cross Industries" stenciled
in white on both doors. They'd better not start with her that day. She was in
no mood for their "boss's spoiled daughter" bullshit. 


"Get them loaded
ASAP!" she yelled to the paramedics.


The same paramedic
glanced at her then up at the helicopters coming down fast.


"An Ozarka truck
and now six helicopters—who the hell are you?"


"I'm Veronica
Cross."


The helicopters
landed, and a familiar pilot jumped out of the Sikorsky and ran over to her.
Right behind him were the two biggest men she had ever seen—she almost cried
at the sight of them—Donnie and Jo Jo wearing flak jackets and packing big
sidearms. The pilot arrived first and grabbed her by the shoulders then looked
her up and down.


"Your mother's
gonna shit a brick over this!" Joe Don shouted over the engine noise.


"I had to
help!"


"No—your face is
sunburned!"


Joe Don released her
and surveyed the scene. 


"How many
men?"


"Three for each
helicopter!"


Bloody men with IVs
attached lay on stretchers; the conscious ones sucked on Tootsie Roll Pops.
The paramedics carried them to the helicopters.


"Get them to
Hermann Hospital stat!"


"Roger that!
But you're coming with us! Orders from the boss!"


"Bullshit, Joe
Don! Daddy doesn't even know I'm here or that you came for me! That's
Dolores!"


"Okay then,
orders from Dolores!"


"Tell Dolores to
go fuck herself! I'm staying!"


Joe Don didn't say a
word. He just looked at Jo Jo and nodded at her. Without a word, Jo Jo
stepped to her, reached down and wrapped a massive arm around her legs below
her bottom, then threw her over his broad shoulder—and the most wonderful sense
of relief washed over Veronica Cross, the same relief she had experienced in
Guadalajara that night when Donnie and Jo Jo suddenly appeared in the bar,
dispensed with those nasty Mexican men, and carried her to safety. 


I'm safe! Jo Jo's
here! He's taking me home! Thank you, God!


She cried. A
river of tears flowed from her eyes and down her face. She had never been so
happy in her life. Never. So happy. In her life. 


I might never
leave the bunker! 


But then,
flopped over Jo Jo's shoulder with her butt in the air and a smile on her face,
Veronica's eyes met those of Billy lying on a stretcher under her black Armani
jacket, sucking on the Tootsie Roll Pop and waiting to be carried to a
helicopter. Tears also flowed from his eyes and down his face. His lips
moved, but no words came out.


God bless you,
Veronica Cross.


And Veronica Cross
made the biggest decision of her twenty-four-year-old life.


"Put me down, Jo
Jo!"


He didn't put her
down. She punched his back. It hurt. Her fist.


"Put me down,
damnit!"


He put her down.


"I'm
staying!"


Joe Don again grabbed
her shoulders. "Why?"


Veronica observed the
bloody men being carried to the helicopters and the other bloody men wishing
they could fly away with them. 


"These men …
they need me!"


"But—"


"Go! Get those
men to Houston! Before they die!"


Joe Don gave her a
funny look—not his usual "boss's spoiled daughter" look—then gestured
at her bloody blouse.


"Is that your
blood?" 


"No!"


"Tell me the
truth, Veronica—are you okay?"


"I'm okay, Joe
Don!"


He slapped her
shoulder.


"Soldier on,
Veronica! We'll take care of these men!" 


He twirled his index
finger in the air—his "we're out of here" gesture—and the big blades
turned faster. Joe Doe ran to the Sikorsky. Jo Jo looked at her with
questioning eyes. He stood six feet six inches tall and weighed almost three
hundred pounds. He feared no man, but he followed orders. That's what he
did. He needed an order now.


"Jo Jo!"
She pointed at the helicopters. "Go!" 


He turned and ran.
Veronica Cross wanted to run after him, but she forced herself to hold her
ground. To not be Daddy's spoiled little girl. To be a grown-up woman.


At least for one
day. 






~


"Get us airborne!" Joe
Don shouted to his copilot. "I'll radio the hospital."


"Where's
Veronica?" Jim Bob said.


"She's
staying!"


"I ain't telling the boss. He's gonna shit a brick 'cause we
left her."


"Dolores said he
doesn't know."


"He knows
everything."


"Hell, at least
she's in America this time."


"It's
Waco!"




~


Veronica was coming home!


Dolores Vanderberg
had solved the problem without involving Mr. Cross. She watched the Cross
Industries helicopters rise from the pasture outside Waco. She wiped tears
from her eyes. The television camera followed the black helicopters flying
away into the blue sky then panned back down to the activity on the ground.
There were still many wounded federal agents and not enough emergency
personnel. Running between the wounded were two paramedics and—


"Veronica?"


Dolores
stepped closer to the screen. 


"Veronica?"



Why wasn't she
on the helicopter?


"No!"


"Dolores? Are
you okay?"


She turned to Mr.
Cross standing in the doorway.















Chapter 14


"How old are you?" Book
asked.


"Thirty-three."


"Where were you
born?" 


"Nazareth.
Everyone says Bethlehem, but it was Nazareth."


"And your
parents were?"


"Mary and
God."


"Do you have any
siblings?"


"Siblings?"
He turned his hands up. "The only begotten Son of God? That ring a bell,
Professor?" J. C. chuckled. "Would you like my curriculum vitae?"


"Do you have
one?"


"I do. It's
called the Bible." 


They had returned
inside and walked down another corridor. 


"Professor,
you're being a lawyer, deposing a witness. Be a human being instead. You'll
be a lot more fun to be around."


"Sorry. I just
have so many questions."


"Of course you
do. Your mother, your gene … "


"About you. I
saw an episode on the Discovery Channel—"


"Love that
show."


"—about the
Shroud of Turin. Is it real?"


"It is."


"Experts said carbon
dating proved it's fake."


"Experts said
there were weapons of mass destruction in Iraq."


"They created a
three-D image of the face from the Shroud. It didn't look like you."


"Well, I was
dead. And my body was beaten and swollen—a good scourge will do that. And I
must confess, I didn't take care of myself back then, ate the wrong foods …
but who knew about good fats and bad fats back then? I'm on a better diet
now—we're completely gluten-free here—and I'm in much better shape this time around.
First Coming, I never ran or worked out." He shrugged. "Of course,
there was no Under Armour back then. I mean, try running five miles in
goatskin sandals."


"J. C., may I
ask you a personal question?"


"Yes, I'm a
virgin."


"Not that
personal."


"Oh."


"How do you
afford this place? All these people? The air-conditioning bill alone must be
a fortune in this heat."


J. C. stopped and
held a hand out to a closed door through which loud rap music could be heard.


"That would be
Matthew."


J. C. opened the door
and the sound hit Book like a fist. A young man wearing black-framed glasses
sat in a chair in a small room facing four oversized computer screens on a
wraparound desk like a pilot in a cockpit; his back was to the door. He ate a
candy bar and bounced in his chair to the beat of the music. On two screens
were numbers and graphs and abbreviations; on the third was text; on the fourth
was a view of the Feds' camp in the distance. Two iPhones lay on the desk. 


"Matthew!"
J. C. shouted. "Matthew!"


The man named Matthew
remained oblivious to their presence. J. C. stepped forward and patted
Matthew's shoulder. He swiveled in his chair to face them. He switched off
the music, but Book's ears still rang. Matthew also wore Under Armour.


"Sorry, I didn't
hear you, J. C."


"Wonder
why."


"I love
Migos."


"Do you guys
have an endorsement contract with Under Armour?" Book said.


"I tried,"
the man named Matthew said. "But they only want athletes and
celebrities. I mean, the Rock instead of the Son of God? Go figure." He
addressed J. C. "Glad you stopped in. I was just reading an article in Texas
Monthly, an interview with John Mackey, the CEO of Whole Foods. You'll
like this." 


Matthew read from the
third computer screen.


" 'On the other
hand, Mackey believes that many business
leaders have become fundamentally greedy, and that because of their actions,
the wider public has come to view business as exploitative and untrustworthy.
“There’s a narrative about business in America that says, ‘Business sucks.' It’s
the idea that business is about a bunch of greedy bastards running around
exploiting people, screwing their customers, taking advantage of their
employees, dumping their toxic waste in the environment, acting like sociopaths."
' "


"Judgment Day
for them will be harsh indeed," J. C. said. "There is only one CEO
in heaven."


His face had turned
stern again, but he quickly shook it off and made introductions. 


"An honor to
meet you, Professor," Matthew said.


"Four computers
and two cell phones. So only you have knowledge of the outside world? Only
you have cell phones and the Internet?"


"How would we
order from Amazon without the Internet?" J. C. said.


"You order from
Amazon?"


"Who
doesn't?"


"And I can't
trade stocks without the Internet," Matthew said.


"But you don't
allow the people on the Internet?"


"Temptation,
Professor," J. C. said. "That would invite Satan into their lives.
What good is found on the Internet?"


"Other than
Under Armour sales," Matthew said.


"Amen," J.
C. said.


He and Matthew
fist-bumped.


"Matthew worked
on Wall Street," J. C. said.


"At
Lehman," Matthew said. "Bush bailed out Goldman Sachs but let us go
under. His Treasury Secretary had been the Goldman CEO—but I'm sure that was
just a coincidence—so we were sacrificed so the public would think Wall Street
was punished for its sins. Someone had to be sacrificed on the altar of
politics."


J. C. patted
Matthew's shoulder, as a father would a son who had lost a baseball game.


"I traded
high-tech stocks. I had nothing to do with home mortgage securities or
derivatives or any of that bullshit. But I was still ruined at
twenty-four."


"You couldn't
get hired anywhere else?" Book said.


"Having Lehman
on your résumé is like having worked at Enron." 


"So what do you
do here?"


"Anyone who
joins us gives his or her money to the community," J. C. said.
"Matthew invests the money for us. What did you do last year? Thirty
percent return on investment?"


"Thirty-three.
After taxes. Of course, we don't pay taxes, like Harvard."


"Brilliant,"
J. C. said. "Because of Matthew, we can provide everything the people
need."


Matthew beamed with
J. C.'s praise. 


"Matthew is how
we fund the Garden of Eden, Professor."


"Uh, J.
C.—" 


Matthew pointed at
the fourth computer screen. 


"Oh—"






~


"Shit," the wounded
agent said.


Veronica wrapped the
bandage around the man's bloody leg then taped it tightly as the paramedic had
taught her. She heard vehicles and turned to see a long line of black SUVs
arriving like a presidential motorcade. 


"Who's
that?" she asked.


"FBI. We fucked
up. Thirteen agents died, now they're taking over."


"Thirteen?"






~


The First Amendment to the U.S.
Constitution guarantees religious freedom in America. That freedom allows an
individual to find himself in a church or lose herself in a cult. That Billie
Jo Durant had done six years before. Lost herself in this cult, following this
man she believed to be her savior. The Savior. The Messiah.
That was her right, her freedom. An adult may choose such a life for herself.
But she may not choose such a life for a child, even her own child. 


A child has rights,
too.


J. C. said
forty-seven children lived in the compound. Book had seen dozens. Many were
girls, some were blonde, and a few appeared to be the same age as Bobbie Jo and
Billie Jean Durant. But Book could not identify them by their given names; he
had to learn their Bible names.


"Stay for
dinner, Professor. It's Friday, Mexican food night."


"I can't. I
left my intern outside. She's probably in the fetal position by now."


They again sat at a
picnic table under the cross. Book gazed up at the cross then back at this man
who would be Jesus Christ.


"J. C., this
isn't going to end well."


"How do you
know?"


"You killed
federal agents."


An innocent
expression, as if about to say, Officer, that's not my dope!


"They attacked
us in our home. We acted in self-defense. We have a right to stay alive. We
defended our property and our lives as God and the Constitution demand."


"The
Constitution doesn't demand that you kill federal agents. I can't speak for
God."


"I can."


"They were
executing lawful search and arrest warrants."


"I haven't seen
any warrants. And why at dawn? In full battle gear? Why didn't they just
knock on the front door like civilized people?"


"Why do
civilized people have two fifty-caliber machine guns?"


"To defend
ourselves when fifty armed invaders attack us at dawn. It's our right under
the Second Amendment."


"Machine guns
aren't protected by the Second Amendment."


"Says who?"


"The Supreme
Court."


"When?"


"Nine years ago,
in Heller. They said only that a firearm for home defense is a
constitutional right. They didn't say a machine gun was."


"They didn't say
it wasn't." 


"The Congress
did—they passed a law that made owning machine guns illegal."


"And they passed
a law that made spying on Americans legal."


"Irrelevant."


"Tell that to
the Americans they spy on. Heller said the Second Amendment 'guarantees
the individual right to possess and carry weapons in case of confrontation.'
Handguns aren't very effective in a confrontation with fifty federal agents
wielding assault weapons."


"Heller also
said the Second Amendment does not protect the right of citizens to carry arms
for any sort of confrontation. And that the Second Amendment does not
cover 'dangerous and unusual weapons.' "


"But they also
said that 'the right to self-defense is the first law of nature' and that
citizens have a right to defend their home, and I quote, 'where the need for
defense of self, family, and property is most acute.' And they also said,
quote, 'Americans understood the right of self-preservation as permitting a
citizen to repel force by force when "the intervention of society in his
behalf may be too late to prevent an injury." ' What were we supposed to
do, call the county sheriff? We have a right to stay alive, Professor. We
don't have a legal duty to commit suicide, which is what we would have done if
we allowed those ATF agents to enter our home."


Book sat back and
blew out a breath. He felt as if he were back in his con law class.


"J. C., all that
is moot. Federal agents died. This won't end well. It never does."


"But that's why
you're here. To negotiate peace."


"Surrender. I'm
here to negotiate the terms of your surrender."


"That will never
happen."


"Then more
people will die."


"Of course they
will. It's the End of Days."


"It doesn't have
to be."


"Of course it
does. It is foretold." 


"Then let me
take the children out."


"Where?"


"Out of the line of fire."


"Would you allow
me to take your children?"


"Out of danger?
Yes."


"As long as they
are with me, they are in no danger. I am immortal."


"Are the
children?"


"With me, they
are."


"What if the Feds
don't know that?"


J. C. seemed to
ponder Book's words. He then turned his eyes up to the cross for a long
moment; he nodded—"Good idea"—and returned to Book. 


"Professor, Dad
had a thought. You want to insure the children live?"


"I do."


"Then live in
here with us until this matter is resolved."


"You mean, until
they kill you?"


"Wouldn't be the
first time." He smiled. "They can't kill us as long as you're in
here with us—you're the next Supreme Court justice. That gives us
leverage."


"That and your
twin BMGs."


"I have to be
honest, BMGs do help."


"So—you're
inviting me to be your hostage?"


"I'm inviting
you into our home—but I wouldn't mind if the Feds think you're our hostage.
You're a brave man, Professor, to come in here not knowing what you'd find. I
could have been a psychopath. A sexual predator. A lunatic. I could have
really held you hostage. Heck, I could have had Gideon kill you." 


He smiled again. 


"You can be our
hostage, our lawyer, our advocate. Live with us, Professor, and see how we
live. Meet the people, on your own, without me present. See if they are here
under duress or of their own free will. See if the children are mistreated.
See if this is for real. See if I'm for real. See if I'm truly the Son of God
or just a conman."


He regarded Professor
John Bookman.


"You want to
save us, Professor? Then live with us."






~


Her life had not prepared
Veronica Cross for this day. But what life would have? And she had to admit,
she felt almost … proud. She had manned up, as Joe Don would say, and
saved lives. Yes, she had ruined her Christian Louboutins, but she had another
pair of pumps in the duffle bag and a hundred more pairs at the condo. But
standing there amongst the lessers, Veronica Cross did not even care about her
shoes—well, not much anyway.













Chapter 15


The Garden of Eden was a vegan,
gluten-free, organic, air-conditioned community of religious people who had
found happiness outside the mainstream of society—happiness without iPhones or
iPads or Twitter or the Internet. They had found their place in life. 


With a man who
thought he was the Son of God.


He wasn't, but
neither was he a psychopath manipulating their lives for his personal
aggrandizement nor a sexual predator abusing the women and girls. These people
were neither wretched nor impoverished nor imprisoned. Misguided they might
be, but who was Book to judge? The Constitution gave these people the right to
live their lives their way in isolation and in peace. Perhaps they didn't have
a constitutional right to own a machine gun—or perhaps they did—but did the
government have the right to launch an assault against an otherwise peaceful
community who had never harmed anyone other than perhaps themselves? 


But that was just a
law school exam question: a hypothetical.


The reality was
harsh: The Feds possessed the lawful right—the authority of federal law—to
execute search and arrest warrants, by force if necessary; J. C. possessed the
unlawful power—twin Browning Machine Guns and ex-soldiers who knew how to use
them—to repel and kill the Feds. And kill them they had. Now there would be
no living in isolation or in peace for these people. It might not be the End
of Days, but those days had ended.


They would surrender
or die.


J. C. wasn't Jim
Jones, and the Garden of Eden wasn't Guyana, but would the ending be the same?
Would they drink the Kool-Aid? Book did not want to see more blank eyes
staring back at him—not Matthew's or Jacob's or Rachel's or Zipporah's or even
J. C.'s. He wanted to save the children, the adults, and even this man who
would be Jesus Christ. But he knew he could only save people who wanted to be
saved. And J. C. was there first; they had already chosen him as their
savior. 


Book stood outside
the compound, back in the real world and the heat. He glanced up at the sentry
station. Gideon gave him a little salute. Book returned the gesture then
turned north. He walked up the caliche road and assessed his day's work.


One: J. C. had
agreed to a cease-fire; now Book had to secure the Feds' agreement. 


Two: He had
established a rapport with J. C.; could he do the same with the ATF chief? 


Three: He had not
found the Durant girls; he needed help. 


Four: He had not
learned J. C.'s true identity. 


Five: He had not
achieved a peaceful surrender. 


Two for five. If
this were major league baseball, batting .400 could land him in the Hall of
Fame. But at an armed standoff with the federal government, those odds could
get everyone killed.




~


"He's got a death
wish," the 3L said.


The law students had
again gathered around the television in the law school lounge. The group had
grown in number as the day had worn on and Professor Bookman had remained
inside the compound. But the big doors opened, and the professor emerged. The
students cheered. The professor walked away from the compound but abruptly
stopped. He squatted and picked up an object.


"What the hell?
Is that a—"






~


Book stood with the leg and foot
encased in a boot. A man deserved to be buried in full. He continued up the
road. He had been in the compound for six hours. The scene outside had
changed. Order had replaced chaos. A command post had been established.
Tents had been erected. Dozens more federal agents had arrived. He needed to
convince the ATF chief that peace was possible. If Agent Ronald Wilson was a
man who wanted peace, more death could be avoided. Four agents pointed their
guns at him. Book raised both his hands and the foot in the boot. The agents
flinched.


"What the hell
is that?" one agent said.


"A man's
leg." Book held the leg out to the agent. "Take it."


"I'm not taking
that."


Book offered the leg
to the other agents. They also demurred.


"Who the hell
are you?" the first agent said.


"I'm Professor
John Bookman."


"And that means
what to us?"


"Bookman?"
another agent said. "I recognize you from TV. You're the Supreme Court
justice."


"I thought they
were old guys," the first agent said.


"Don't you watch
the FIX chicks?" the second agent said.


"ESPN."


"Lower your
guns," the second agent said. "Sorry, Professor."


"Where's the ATF
chief?"


"ATF's no longer
running this show."


"Who is?"


"FBI."


"Where's your
commander?"


The agent glanced
around then pointed to a group of agents gathered a hundred feet away.


"The suit."


Book walked toward
the suit surrounded by agents wearing blue nylon jackets with "FBI"
stenciled in white across the back. The man in the suit faced away from Book;
he appeared to be issuing orders. As Book came closer and the subordinates
dispersed, he saw the suited man in full and the sight triggered a sense of déjà
vu—which quickly turned into a sense of dread. There would be no rapport
with the Feds—at least not with that Fed. It wasn't the angular, ruddy face
sporting the red tint of sunburn or the sharp flattop haircut or the sharper
goatee, both black with streaks of grey, or even the tailored black suit that
could not restrain his bulky body. It was the white cowboy boots. And Book knew
there would be no peace. There would only be death. He had just left the man
who would be the Son of God; now he stood behind the man who would be Satan.


"Agent Major
Duvall," Book said.






~


Major Duvall wheeled around at
the voice behind him. He did not offer a handshake; instead he pointed a stiff
finger in the man's face. 


"This ain't
happening, Professor. No fuckin' way! Get on that goddamn Harley and get the
hell out of here!"


Duvall had fifty
pounds on the professor, minimum, but he didn't flinch in the face of Duvall's
finger. Instead, he sighed and shook his head. 


"Still wearing
those cowboy boots."


Major Duvall wasn't a
cowboy. He was a middle-aged white guy from the south side of Chicago. A
tough guy from the toughest of neighborhoods, even before the gangs had taken
over. That toughness had earned him a football scholarship to the state
university. Linebacker. He had been the man, and he had played the part; he
had cut his jersey sleeves off to reveal his biceps and barbed-wire tattoos,
his trademark that shouted to the world, I am the man! Twenty-three
years later, he was still playing the part. He wore tailored black suits,
black ties, crisp white shirts, and his trademark, custom handmade cowboy boots
that shouted to the world, I am the man!


"Still kicking
ass with these boots," Duvall said.


"White kick-ass
boots?"


"Taupe."


"Taupe?"


"Elephant
skin."


"Is that
legal?"


"I didn't kill
the elephant, I'm just wearing its skin."


The professor grunted
then held out a black military boot with half a leg still wearing it. 


"What the
hell?" Duvall recoiled at the leg then yelled, "Vinnie!"


His aide hurried
over. 


"Yeah,
Chief?"


Duvall gestured with
his goatee at the leg. 


"Find out who
that leg belongs to."


Vinnie grabbed the
leg as if taking a pizza from the deliveryman and jogged away. Duvall faced
the professor.


"I can't believe
the ATF chief let you go in. Ronnie's a fuckin' idiot." He ran a hand
over his flattop; his scalp was wet with sweat. "So how many of them did
we kill?"


"None."


"Wounded?"


"None."


Duvall snorted.
"Fuckin' ATF, they couldn't commit suicide. Well, we're the fuckin' FBI,
and we know how to kill people."


"You're a real
hard case, Duvall."


"Damn straight I
am."


"No snipers this
time."


"Sorry,
Professor, you don't get to tell me how to do my job, even if you are going to
sit on the Supreme Court."


"I'm not."


"Sounds like
it."


"I'm not going
to sit on the Supreme Court. I am telling you how to do your job—because you
murdered Olin Moody in Montana."


"You got to let
it go, Professor. Don't hang onto the past." He gave the professor a
small smirk. "I ended the standoff."


"It didn't have
to end that way."


"When you're on
the Supreme Court, Professor, your opinion might mean something. Until then,
it don't mean shit."


"I'll call the
president."


"Call him. This
is my show—I make all command decisions."


The professor pointed
at the compound behind him. "J. C. wants me—"


"J. C.?
He goes by J. C.? As in Jesus Christ?"


"—to negotiate.
He agreed to a cease-fire. I've established a rapport."


"How do you
know?"


"He didn't kill
me. And he invited me to stay in the compound."


"What's he
like? A complete whack-job?"


"That's what I
expected, but that's not what I found. He's rational, thoughtful,
considerate—"


"He slaughtered
thirteen federal agents."


"I didn't say
consistent—just not what I had expected."


"He's conning
you."


"Perhaps. If
so, he's very good."


"What's he doing
in there?"


The professor checked
his watch.


"Teaching
Pilates at five."


"Pilates?"
Duvall blinked hard. "Did you get a photo of him?"


"Uh, no, we
didn't do selfies. Maybe tomorrow."


"You're not
going back in."


"Yes, I
am."


Duvall got in his
face. "Professor, you are not negotiating this standoff."


"You're not in
charge."


"The hell I'm
not."


"He's got two
fifty-caliber Browning Machine Guns. That puts him in charge. And he wants me
to negotiate."


"And you want
this, don't you? You love the fame. That's why you came here, to get on
TV."


"I came here to
rescue two little girls."


"What
girls?"


The professor reached
to his back pocket then held an envelope out to Duvall. He took the envelope
and removed a letter.


" 'Dear
Professor Bookman, I saw you on TV. You're my hero.' " Duvall rolled his
eyes. "Blah, blah, blah … 'My daughter, Billie Jo Durant, got into
meth, ran off six years ago, joined a cult outside Waco. She took my
granddaughters, Bobbie Jo and Billie Jean' … blah, blah, blah … 'The leader
thinks he's Jesus Christ and all the people think he's taking them to heaven.
Soon. My daughter says it's the End of Days. I don't want my granddaughters
to die. Please save them, Professor.' These them?"


There was a photo of
two little blonde girls with the letter. 


"From six years
ago," the professor said. "They were one and three."


"Cute kids. My
boy is six and a blond, too, from his mother, aka, the wicked bitch of the
West." He returned to the letter. "Billie Jean and Bobbie Jo Durant—you
find them?"


The professor shook
his head. "Everyone goes by a Bible name, even the children."


"They look
abused?"


"They look
happy."


"He brainwashed
them."


"Or maybe
they're happy."


"You see
weapons?"


"One. But he
has more—and men who know how to use them."


"How many
men?"


"He said one
hundred seventy-six people live in the compound. Forty-seven are children, so
that leaves …"


"One hundred
and, uh … thirty-nine adults."


"Twenty-nine.
You've got to carry the one."


"Forty-seven kids,
huh? Damn, the boss gets a little squishy when we kill kids."


"Squishy?"


He held up the
letter. "And she wants you to save her grandkids?"


"She does."


"Mute
point."


"Moot."


"That's what I
said."


"No. Mute means
silent or unable to speak. Moot means … never mind."


"I thought this
was bullshit to get you on the Court, people writing letters to you, thinking
you can save them. But they really do?"


"They do."


"Well, you're
not saving those kids. Go home, Professor. Let me do my job."


"That's what I'm
afraid of, Duvall. You doing your job."


"We're just not
going to be friends, are we, Professor?"


Duvall smiled at the
professor, but the demon in his head did not. The demon didn't want to be
friends; he wanted to face-plant the professor in the caliche road and pound
his body until he was a permanent part of the landscape. Desperately. Duvall
was tempted to let go of the leash that held the demon just to watch him rage
again. It was a sight to behold. But he couldn't. He could never again
release the demon—he might never again regain control. So he yanked the leash
tight. Stay in control, Major. He breathed deeply and rubbed his
temples to calm the demon just as he used to rub his son's back to calm the
colic. He pulled out a small plastic bottle and shook out two more green gel
tabs. Advil to appease the demon. He popped them in his mouth and swallowed
hard. 


"Still with the
headaches?" the professor said.


"I'll
live."


He hoped. The sound
of vehicles approaching diverted his attention. A parade of RVs rumbled up the
road as if arriving for a NASCAR event. 


"Vinnie!"


His aide again came
running. Duvall jerked his flattop at the RVs.


"Tell 'em where
to park the RVs. Put mine right behind the command tent. Hang up my suits and
get the AC working."


"I'm on it,
Boss."


Vinnie ran off.
Duvall wiped sweat from his face; he had broken a full-body sweat under the
suit and sun. He turned back to the professor.


"How the hell do
you people live in this heat?"


"Practice."


"Must be
hotter'n hell in that compound."


"It's
air-conditioned."


"The whole
place? That must cost a fortune."


"Like all these
RVs."


"Forty miles
from civilization," Duvall said, "I can't send a hundred fifty agents
shuttling back and forth to Waco to sleep."


"You've got a
hundred fifty agents?"


"I'll have three hundred tomorrow. They've got one hundred
twenty-nine potential shooters in there—I'm not going to be outgunned."


"Three hundred
agents, RVs, food, water—expensive operation."


"We're the
federal government—money is of no concern."


"I'm a law
professor—saving those people's lives is of great concern to me."


"Well good for
you."


Duvall stood with his
fists embedded in his hips and surveyed the scene. Farmland as far as he could
see. Land that had produced cotton or corn or whatever the hell they grew out
here since the first settlers arrived in Texas and claimed this land from the
Comanche, dreaming of a better life than back East. A field of dreams, until
that morning. Then this land turned into a nightmare.


"One asshole
with a machine gun can set all this in motion. And that one TV camera will be
two dozen tomorrow. Reporters will outnumber my agents, and gawkers will make
this place seem like the Super Bowl. This circus will be broadcast
twenty-four/seven around the world till we kill him. Two weeks ago we were up
in Montana because those asshole cattle ranchers thought they had a God-given
right to graze on federal lands. This week we're in Waco because this asshole thinks
he has a God-given right to own two machine guns for home defense—hell, he
thinks he is God. Can't wait for next week."


"Do you know who
he is?" the professor asked. 


"We're pretty
sure he's not God."


"Actually, he
thinks he's the Son of God."


Duvall gave him a
look. "We're pretty sure he's not the Son of God." 


"You can bug the
president's phone but you can't find a guy who thinks he's Jesus Christ?"


"I woke up in
Chicago this morning ready to fly to California this afternoon for a week of R
and R with my boy. Instead I'm in Waco. I got the call at seven-thirty. I
mobilized my team, flew out at ten, and arrived on scene exactly one hour
and"—he checked his watch—"seventeen minutes ago. My first job is to
secure this place, set up a command post, arrange for a power and water supply,
establish a perimeter before the media and those gawkers show up and a no-fly
zone so we don't have fifty TV choppers buzzing overhead, set up a secure
communications network, control who goes in and out, and make sure that son of
a bitch doesn't kill anyone else. Once I do that, I'll try to find out who the
hell he is. Okay, Professor?"


"Find out who
owns this land, and you'll find out who he is."


"What do you
mean?"


"I mean, there's
a reason he's on this land."


"Which is?"


"I don't know.
But he didn't pick this remote land forty miles outside Waco, Texas, to build
his Garden of Eden. The land picked him. There's a reason he's here. Find
it, and you'll find him."


"It'd take less
man-hours just to kill him." He frowned. "He's not black, is
he?"


"J. C.?
No, he's white."


"Thank God. We
can't kill black people anymore, too much political heat. White people are
fine."


"Well, before
you try to kill him, let me try to get him to surrender."


"Not this time,
Professor. This time, we do it my way."


"You did it your
way up in Montana, and a good man died." The professor pointed at the
lone TV truck. "Like you said, more media will come. This'll be on the
network news every night and cable twenty-four/seven. And I'll tell the world
that you're going to kill those children. And they'll listen to the Supreme
Court nominee."


Duvall clenched his
jaws tight against the demon, like biting a dog's ear to show him who's boss.
But the demon knew he was the boss, and he wanted a piece of the professor,
bad. Duvall blew out a breath that felt as hot as fire.


"I hate
lawyers." He handed the letter back to the professor. "They gonna
let you wear tee shirts and jeans on the Supreme Court?"


"Black robes, no
one will know."


"You ever wear a
suit and tie?"


"Weddings and
funerals."


"Well, you're
gonna need a suit and not for a wedding."


Duvall pointed
south. 


"Fifty federal
agents assaulted that compound. Thirteen are dead. Twenty wounded, a dozen
critical. Only seventeen came out clean. He declared war on America. Now I'm
here to win the war. You make war against America, I will kill you. I killed
Olin Moody in Montana"—Duvall jabbed a stiff finger at the
compound—"and by God, I'm going to kill Jesus Christ in Waco."





















Chapter 16


Book had not intended to leave
his intern out there alone for six hours. He walked quickly toward the
flashing red lights of a dozen ambulances with their rear doors open and
awaiting passengers. EMTs carried wounded agents strapped on stretchers and
hooked to IVs and loaded them into the ambulances. His eyes searched among the
confusion for his intern. He expected to find her curled up in the fetal
position next to the Harley; this was not Veronica Cross's safe space. He
admonished himself for bringing her here. He should have left her—


He spotted his
intern.


She was not curled up
in the fetal position next to the Harley. Veronica Cross wore latex gloves to
her elbows but no jacket. Blood splotched her white blouse and white caliche
dust her black skirt. Her pumps were unrecognizable. His red bandana was
wrapped around her forehead like a Ninja fighter; her face shone red with
sunburn and sweat. She stood among the wounded agents; EMTs carrying empty
stretchers ran to her, and she directed them to the next agents to be carried
away. Book walked to her. 


"Easy," she
said to the paramedics loading a wounded agent onto a stretcher. "His leg
is fractured."


The paramedics lifted
the stretcher and carried the agent to an ambulance. They loaded him then ran
around to the front. The ambulance drove fast down the caliche road, kicking
up a cloud of white dust. His intern turned to him. Her face was stern. She
no longer carried the scent of Chanel.


"I hope you're
happy," she said.


"Ms. Cross, I'm
sorry, I—"


She held up a hand
with her fingers spread as if presenting evidence to a judge.


"I broke two nails!
Kim-Ly will be aghast! She'll have to work hours to repair them! And you left
me out here alone—"


"Is that your
blood?"


"—among the
lessers!"


"I won't
tomorrow."


"Thank God we're
going home."


"We're going
into the compound."


"We?"


"I need you to
come in with me, go undercover, find the girls."


"Did you ask to
see them?"


"No one in the
compound goes by their given names. They go by Bible names. They were one and
three years old when their mother brought them here. That was six years
ago."


"So they're
seven and nine now."


"I need you to
find them."


"So I get the
difficult job? What are you going to do?"


"Try to
negotiate peace so everyone in the compound doesn't die."


"Oh. Well,
okay, that's important, too."


"So will you do
it? Will you come into the compound with me?"


"Professor, I
stayed here today to save these les … these men. I could have let Jo Jo
carry me to Daddy's helicopter and gone home. I could be watching "Game
of Thrones" and eating bonbons in the bunker—right now. But I stayed.
And I did good."


"Who's Jo Jo?
What helicopter?"


"Now I want to
go home. Where I'm safe. Back to my Lexus and my condo and my personal
assistant."


"You have a
personal assistant?"


"You
don't?"


Ms. Cross patted
sweat from her face with a handkerchief. 


"Thirteen agents
died here. Another dozen might die. And you want me to sleep in a compound
with the whack-job who killed them? Who thinks he's Jesus Christ?"


"Well, you don't
have to sleep with him."


She was not amused.


"Not only no,
Professor. But hell no."





















Chapter 17


"My daughter texted
me," Gabby said, "asked if that was my Professor Bookman at the
shoot-out in Waco. I said, 'What shoot-out in Waco?' She said, 'Turn on the
TV.' So I turned on the TV. It is you. Isn't that dangerous?"


He knew what she was
thinking.


"Professor, if
anything happens to you, what will happen to us?"


"Call Joanie.
She's my executor."


"Will we live
with Joanie?"


"No. You and
Mom will live in the house. Under my last will and testament, everything I own
goes into a trust for her. I have a life insurance policy that pays off the
mortgage. I executed a codicil this week. You're named as her caregiver under
the trust. You're both taken care of."


"Thank you,
Professor."


"Did you and Mom
have a good day? I saw you out early."


"We did. We
went to the Bullock Museum. I think Clare enjoyed it."


They ended the call.
Book sat in a chair in the hotel room in Waco. He had another call to make.
What was the area code for Washington, D.C.?






~


The hot water washed the blood,
the sweat, the dirt, and the day from her body. 


But not from her
mind.


The images from that
day played in her mind like a slide show as she stood under the shower. A man
without an arm. A man without a leg. An arm and a leg without a man. Men
with bloody gunshot wounds. Men without life. She had lived her entire life
in a secure little bubble safe from the outside world; that day, the outside
world had burst her bubble—violently! Veronica Cross—the only daughter
of a billionaire oilman, a girl who never cried because she had life and the
best life had to offer—now sobbed and shook uncontrollably in the shower of a
cheap hotel room in Waco, Texas. 


I want to go home.


Where she was safe.
Safe in the River Oaks mansion, safe in the secure bunker beneath, safe behind
the wall. She lived in air-conditioned comfort safe from the world and
insulated from the lessers. They had a wall around the estate and a bunker
under the estate. They had electric gates and panic alarms and emergency
protocols and a twenty-four/seven private security force of ex-Navy SEALS.
They had protection from the lessers. But today she had been tossed into an
ocean of lessers. Needing her. Sweating on her. Bleeding on her. She had
never had someone else's sweat or blood on her. She had never seen dead
people, except her grandmother in a casket, but that was different. She was
ninety and had died of old age. The dead men she had seen that day were young
and had died violent deaths. Deaths she could not erase from her mind.


I'll be home and
safe in the morning!


She stood under the
shower until the water lost its heat then stepped out and wrapped herself in a
big towel. She patted her sunburned face gently with a hand towel then rubbed
aloe vera on her skin. She had applied the sunscreen the water boy brought,
but some damage had been done. She wrapped another towel around her wet hair
then went into the bedroom and fell back onto the bed under the air-conditioner
vent. She closed her eyes and felt the cold air on her warm face. She might
not have moved until morning but for her cell phone ringing. She slapped
around the bed until her hand landed on the phone. She opened one eye to check
the caller ID. She sat up and answered. 


"Daddy!"


"Young lady,
what in the world are you doing in Waco? At an armed standoff with some
religious nut who killed fourteen federal agents?"


"Thirteen."


"Another
died."


"How'd you find
out?"


"It's on
TV."


"About my being
here?"


"Like I don't
know where my helicopters fly to? Damn near fired Dolores. But she did send
Donnie and Jo Jo for you."


"She did. Uh,
Daddy, do you know about Guadalajara?"


"Of course I
know."


"You never said
anything about that night."


"They got you
home safe, that's all that mattered. And I figured you learned your lesson, no
need to talk about it."


"Thanks,
Daddy."


"Nights like
that … tequila, dancing on bars—"


"You know about
that, too?"


"—that's part of
growing up. Being in a shoot-out between the Feds and a religious cult, that's
not."


"We weren't in
the shoot-out. It was over when we got here."


"I should get
Bookman fired, taking you to that war zone."


"He didn't
know."


"He should've
known!"


"Does Mother
know?"


"I didn't make
three billion dollars by being stupid—hell, no, she doesn't know! And she
never will. Agreed?"


"Agreed."


It wouldn't be the
first time she and Daddy had kept secrets from Mother. It wouldn't be the
last. 


"Why did Bookman
take you to Waco to negotiate with that nut?"


"He didn't. We
came here to find two little girls in the compound. Their grandmother wrote a
letter to the professor. I read it and gave it to him. He didn't know
anything about the raid until we got here. Then Jesus Christ—that guy—demanded
that the professor be the negotiator. So he went in, and I stayed out." 


"V, I heard what
you did today."


"I saved lives,
Daddy." 


"You disobeyed
Joe Don's orders."


"I'm not in the
Army. And he's not my boss."


"Jo Jo should
have just tossed you into the chopper."


"He's scared of
me."


"He's not scared
of any man, but you scare the hell out of him. I should fire the bunch of
them, leaving you there."


"I ordered them
to leave."


"You don't give
them orders. I do."


"Tell them
that."


"I'm sending a
jet to Waco Airport."


Thank you, God!


"Daddy, send it
in the morning. We stayed until the last man was taken away, then we rode into
town. I'm exhausted. I just got out of the shower."


"In the morning,
then. I'll have a driver at your hotel at seven A.M. sharp."


"Nine."


"Nine
sharp."


She would fly home to
River Oaks, drive inside the gates and stay forever, safe behind the walls,
safe with Donnie and Jo Jo, safe with her iPhone and iPad and Wi-Fi, safe from
religious nuts who shoot federal agents, safe from the bloody lessers, safe from
the dangerous world. Safe in the bunker.


Where Veronica Cross
belonged.






~


"It was a good day, Dad.
Gideon, David, and Elijah, they kept the people safe. Thanks for bringing them
to us. You always have a plan don't you? … Yes, it is a shame about those
agents, but they're with you now, aren't they? … Good, I'm happy for them …
but not Judas. No, not Judas."


J. C. sat in His
small, Spartan room. He had not required much in His last life, and He did not
require much in this life. He sat and opened His mind. His Father's words
were not spoken. They simply filled His Son's thoughts.


"…
The professor, he's an interesting human, isn't he? Olin Moody and then
the boy with the gun in his law class, but he still came inside the compound to
negotiate peace and save the people—I mean, that took guts. He didn't have a
clue what he might be walking into, I could've been another Jim Jones—he's
still in hell, isn't he? … Good, that's where he belongs … Yes, Father,
you do put all your children exactly where we belong … and now the
professor is here, where he belongs … Well, he doesn't know it yet, but he
will in time … "


J. C. felt His
emotions welling up.


"I know, Dad, I
can't wait to see you, too … Yes, it won't be long."






~


Veronica checked under the
mattress for bedbugs then sat against the cheap headboard and propped-up
pillows. She took in the room; it wasn't a suite at the Plaza or the Savoy or
even the Houstonian. It was a room fit for the lessers. 


Yuk. 


She was exhausted,
but she couldn't sleep. She was still wired on adrenaline. So she found a
nail file in the satchel and worked on the two broken nails. After a few
minutes, she gave up. It was hopeless. She would make an emergency stop at
Kim-Ly's shop on the way home from the airport. She tossed the nail file back
into the satchel and grabbed the remote; she turned on the television and
clicked through the channels. Five sports programs, five religious programs,
and five Spanish programs. She didn't play, pray, or habla, so she
turned off the TV and checked her cell phone. Maybe she could stream a movie.
She tapped the Netflix app and … waited. Nothing. Great. No Wi-Fi in
Waco. 


Maybe it really was
the End of Days. 


She had used up all
her data. She would have to call Dolores to get her to buy more, but talking
to Dolores would only get her blood pressure up—hers, not Dolores's. So she
sat and stared at the far wall. She could be in the condo, curled up on the
couch, eating Ben & Jerry's Milk & Cookies Ice Cream, and watching a
"Twin Peaks" marathon. That would be heaven on earth.


But she was in Waco.


Hell on earth.


She sighed. Maybe
she would read. But she had not packed her iPad. She leaned over and opened
the drawers of the nightstand next to the bed, hoping to find a glossy
magazine, perhaps the latest issue of Cosmo. Instead she found a book.
A book she had never read. She sat back against the pillows, popped her last
Tootsie Roll Pop into her mouth, and turned to the first page. 


"In the
beginning God created the heavens and the earth."














Chapter 18


At seven the next morning,
Saturday, Book sat at a table in the hotel café, ate granola and yogurt, and
stared at the flat-screen television mounted on the wall: "STANDOFF AT
WACO—DAY TWO." The media repeated the same facts—the dead, the wounded,
the critical—in an endless loop. Politicians expressed outrage and demanded
law and order be restored to America, but no one asked why the American
government had assaulted the compound in the first place. No one questioned
the government's actions: Conservatives would never question an armed assault
by the Feds; liberals would never question an armed assault against
Christians. Only the last-known practicing Jeffersonian in America would
question everyone and everything. That was his day job. 


But his job that day
was to become a hostage.


He needed his intern
to join him. He needed Veronica Cross to enter the compound and search for the
Durant girls. He could not both search for the girls and save those people;
negotiating a peaceful surrender would be a full-time job. But he couldn't
expect her to go in. She had experienced death the day before. She had stood
up to death and saved lives. He couldn't now ask her to become a hostage.
There was danger involved; less than he had thought before meeting J. C., but
with so many guns inside and outside the compound, danger could not be
avoided. She had a long life ahead of her; he did not. His dying would be of no
concern; hers would be. He would go into the compound; she would go home to
the bunker where she belonged. 


He checked his
watch. He needed to get to the compound, but Ms. Cross deserved to sleep in.
Of course, she might sleep for another hour. He glanced back up at the TV but
saw Ms. Cross marching across the café, again dressed as if attending a
corporate takeover and obviously anxious to go home. Her satchel was slung
across her body; buds filled her ears and red wires hung down to a pocket on her
sleek jacket. She pulled the rolling duffle bag and carried a thick book.
She arrived with a gust of Chanel, yanked out one earbud, and dropped the book
on the table with a resounding thud. The Bible.


"I'm going with
you into the compound," she said. "I've got some questions for Jesus
Christ."















Chapter 19


"I thought I was Jesus
Christ once," Donnie said. "Baby, I was making miracles happen in a
bar in Bangkok. Course, that was after six shots of tequila."


"Word to the
wise," Joe Don said. "Stay away from tequila."


"And Bangkok
bars."


The soldiers—Joe Don,
Jim Bob, Donnie, and Jo Jo—sat at the table in the kitchen of the Cross
Industries hangar at Houston Hobby Airport just south of downtown. The married
men on the security/air support detail lived in four-bedroom, three-bath,
ranch-style homes in the suburbs with mama and the kids; the four men at the
table had no wives or children—which is to say, no paternity claims had been
filed against them in any foreign country in which they had been stationed—and
the boss needed a quick-response team to rescue workers injured on rigs in West
Texas or his daughter drunk on tequila in Guadalajara—or federal agents
critically wounded in an assault on a religious compound in Waco—so the hangar
had become their home. After twenty years in the Army and Navy, this was
living large. 


Literally.


In addition to the
four soldiers, the three-hundred-thousand-square-foot, air-conditioned hangar
housed six helicopters, three jets—the Lear, the Gulfstream, and the 777—a full
kitchen, barracks, two latrines, a gym with a regulation-size basketball court
(full contact two-on-two's were daily highlights even though Jim Bob couldn't
shoot for shit; in his defense, he did possess the guts to drive the hoop on Jo
Jo, which had required a trip over to the airport medical clinic on more than
one occasion), movie theater, gym, pool table, shooting range, and a built-in
grill on the covered back porch. The job included room and board, so they took
turns driving the golf cart over to the terminal for takeout breakfast, lunch,
and dinner. Breakfast that morning was Angus steak, egg, and cheese on toasted
bagels, coffee, and donuts from Dunkin at Gate 24. On the television was
"STANDOFF AT WACO—DAY TWO."


"We could've
gone and got our girl with a helo," Jim Bob said through a mouthful of
Angus steak. "Boss didn't need to send a jet."


The space in the
hangar normally occupied by the Gulfstream sat vacant. Two of the jet pilots
had flown to Waco an hour before.


"Aw, he was just
showing her he cared," Joe Don said. "I mean, sending a jet—even the
Gulfstream—that says a lot."


"True."


"I'm just glad
she's out of there," Donnie said. "Those cults, there ain't no happy
endings."


"Not after you
kill fourteen federal agents," Jim Bob said. "Might as well commit
suicide."


"They usually
do. Drinking the Kool-Aid, baby. Am I right, Jo Jo?"


Jo Jo grunted, which
the others generally took to mean yes. But his expression abruptly changed.
He stood. He stared. He pointed. Joe Don turned to the television.






~


Television cameras followed Book
and Ms. Cross as they rode the Harley slowly down the caliche road past the
gathering group of gawkers and toward the Feds' camp. The national and
international media had arrived overnight and changed the landscape; it was
like waking to a different world after an overnight snowfall. Trucks with
logos—ABC, CBS, NBC, CNC, FIX, TELEMUNDO, BBC, and even AL JAZEERA—lined the
north side of the road, their satellite booms extended high into the air above;
cameras aimed south at the white compound like artillery guns. Reporters
addressed the cameras. This human tragedy was now a media event broadcast in
real time to the world. 






~


"The world has come to Waco,
Texas, to witness yet another American orgy of gun violence," the Al
Jazeera reporter said. 


Major Duvall snorted
with disdain. 


"Al Fuckin'
Jazeera lecturing us about violence." 


Duvall snapped off
the small television in the command tent then spun in his swivel chair to ATF
Agent Ronald Wilson standing in front of him like a tardy boy sent to the
principal.


"You talked to
him? Jesus Christ."


"He called
me." Ronnie held up an official ATF folder. "His number is in the
file."


"How'd he get
your number?"


Ronnie responded with
a lame shrug.


"What'd he
say?"


"Just that he
wanted Bookman to negotiate."


"Ain't
happening. I can't believe you let the professor go in."


Another lame-ass
shrug from Ronnie. "He's a grownup."


"And you're
supposed to be." Duvall really wanted to shoot Ronnie. "Did your
undercover get photos of this guy?"


"No. Jude, he
died in the assault—"


"Jude?
As in Judas?"


Duvall snapped his
strong fingers; the sound resonated like a gunshot inside the tent.


"Vinnie …
the death sheet."


Vinnie hurried over
with a sheet of paper listing the ATF agents killed in the assault. Duvall ran
a finger down the list then stopped. 


"Trayor, Judas
B."


"That's
him," Ronnie said.


"Judas B.
Trayor," Duvall said. "Betrayer." 


Vinnie made the sign
of the cross. 


Ronnie grunted a who
knew? then said, "No photos. They searched him when he arrived. All
cell phones are confiscated. No smart phones in there."


"Just dumb
people." 


Duvall ran his hands
over his flattop so as not to draw his weapon and empty the clip into Ronnie.
Duvall figured he could justify killing Ronnie as a cost-cutting move,
eliminating federal waste.


"So you launched
a full-scale assault on this guy, and you don't even know who he is?"


"Jude collected
his prints, but he's not in the system. Which means he's never been arrested
or applied for a government job. We ran searches in all fifty states and
Puerto Rico for driver's licenses with this address. Nothing."


"Puerto Rico?"
Duvall turned up his hands. "And?"


"And that's
it."


"That's it?
That was the beginning and end of your investigation?"


"We had to move
fast."


"Why?"


"Jude said this
guy's telling his people it's the End of Days. We figured the shit was about
to hit the fan."


"It did—when you
assaulted the compound. Maybe if you'd waited, they would've drunk the
Kool-Aid and killed themselves instead of your agents. It's not like those
BMGs are mobile. He couldn't bring the fight to you—you had to take the fight
to him. And you did. You went to the guns."


"Because that's
my job! ATF—Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms! That's my jurisdiction!
Confiscating those guns and arresting that guy, that's what I do!"


"But you didn't
do your job, did you? Is he in custody? Are the BMGs in your
possession?" He shook his head with disgust. "ATF—All Terrain
Fuckups."


Duvall blew out a
breath to ease his blood pressure. This wasn't his first rodeo with the ATF.


"There's no
stopping this train now. You fucked up, Ronnie, and he killed your guys. Now
I've got to kill him—and probably a bunch of his guys. I've got to clean up
your mess—again."


Duvall sat back and
stared at the ATF chief. How had a dumbass like Ronald Wilson risen in the
ranks of the United States government?


"Ronnie, you are
a living, breathing testament to the Peter Principle. Which is to say, you are
an excellent employee of the federal government."


Ronnie regarded
Duvall as if he were speaking French.


"Who the hell's
this Peter guy?"


Duvall hadn't known
six months ago either; but the director was grooming him for a higher post, so
he had given Duvall a book on the principles of management.


"Laurence
Peter. He said managers rise to the level of their incompetence. But you,
Ronnie—you have exceeded his greatest expectations."


It took Ronnie a long
moment to realize that he hadn't been complimented.


"Fuck you and
your white boots, Duvall."


"Taupe."


"Fuck you and
your taupe boots."


"This is my show
now, Ronnie. Give your file to Vinnie and go home. Enjoy the weekend with
your kids. Try not to hurt yourself in the grocery store."


Ronnie tossed the ATF
folder at Vinnie on his way out of the command tent but not before bidding
Duvall adios with a raised middle finger. 


"And the horse
you rode in on!" Duvall shouted after him.


Duvall popped two
more Advil to pacify the demon that strained against the leash; he wanted to
come out and play—actually, to beat Ronnie senseless.


"Sir, he's
here." An agent had poked his head in. "The professor."


"Stop him,
Vinnie."






~


"No!"


Two hundred miles
south, Dolores screamed at the television in her condo in downtown Houston, at
the image she saw on the screen: Veronica on the back of a motorcycle riding
into the FBI camp outside the cult compound in Waco. Why didn't she come
home? Her father had sent the Gulfstream to pick her up. He was not going
to be happy—and that was Dolores Vanderberg's job, to keep Jonathan Cross
happy. Dolores hit the call button for Veronica on her iPhone then turned down
the volume on the CNC broadcast.






~


"Yesterday at dawn,"
the CNC anchor in New York City named Regan Murrow shrieked, "in the
countryside outside Whacko, Texas, a homegrown Christian terrorist group led by
a white man who claims to be Jesus Christ opened fire with two fifty-caliber
machine guns and brutally slaughtered fourteen federal agents attempting to
execute lawful search and arrest warrants in the Christian terrorist compound!
Fourteen Americans murdered in cold blood by Christian terrorists! The president
ordered travel bans to keep Islamic terrorists out of America, but he should be
more concerned about Christian terrorists already in America! Born and raised
and radicalized in America by right-wing religious zealots in Christian
churches preaching hate—hatred of the government, foreigners, women,
homosexuals, transgender persons, and persons of color. Fucking Christian
terrorists killing in the name of God—that is America today, Mister President,
not Muslims killing in the name of Allah!"


"We'll fly that
dumb bitch to Syria, throw her ass out the door, she can see for herself what
those ISIS Muslims do to infidels in the name of Allah," Donnie said. 


"They'll take
turns raping her then cut her head off, stream it live on the Internet,"
Jim Bob said. 


"Or make her a
sex slave and sell her to the brothers." 


"She's a
lesbian."


"Or to the
sisters."


Donnie frowned.
"Can she say 'fucking' on TV?"


"It's cable.
She can say it, but she can't do it."


"Why are we
watching CNC—Cable News Crap?" Joe Don said. "Change the channel to
the FIX chicks."


Jo Jo grunted and
pointed at the television. 


"What?" Jim
Bob said. "No, she's not staying. The professor probably has information
for the Feds then he'll take her to the airport. Not to worry, big man."






~


The Feds had invaded Waco, Texas,
with the full force of the law. Men and women in black jackets with
"FBI" stenciled in white across the back, looking professional, and
in black military-style uniforms with long rifles slung over their shoulders,
looking dangerous. The dead and wounded were gone, replaced by the Hostage
Rescue Team. Ms. Cross's phone rang. Book felt her digging it out behind him.


"Dolores?"
she said. "As if." 


Armed agents blocked
the Harley's path. Book slowed to a stop then cut the engine. He kicked the
stand and helped Ms. Cross off. She clutched the Bible close to her chest.
The agent named Vinnie gestured them inside the command tent like the maître d'
at a fancy restaurant. Agent Major Duvall stood waiting for them in another
black suit and those white boots.


"You called in
HRT?" Book said.


"There are
hostages," Duvall said. "Hence, the Hostage Rescue Team."


"There are no
hostages."


"Sure there
are. All those children."


"They're with
their parents. HRT are snipers. You're going to kill him, aren't you?"


"What did I
say? Did you not listen? Hell, yes, I'm gonna kill him. That's my job—end
this standoff." Duvall sniffed the air. "You wearing perfume?"


Book tossed a thumb
at his intern. 


"I'm going in,
Duvall."


"The hell you
are."


"Answer your
phone."


"It's not
ringing."


Duvall's phone rang.







~


Duvall gave the professor a quick
glare then pulled the phone from his back pocket and answered.


"Duvall."


"Let the
professor negotiate with Jesus Christ."


The director. Duvall
walked to the far side of the tent so the civilians couldn't hear his
conversation.


"Sir, he's not
Jesus Christ."


"He called the
boss."


"Jesus
Christ?"


"The professor.
The boss loves him. Did you read his tweet?"


"The
professor's?"


"The
boss's."


"Uh, no,
sir."


"He said, 'LOVE
PROF BOOKMAN!!!!' All caps and four exclamation marks. 'Indiana Jones
goes to the Supreme Court!!!!' Four more exclamation marks. 'Took big
cojones to walk into the compound!!!!' Four more. Twelve exclamation
marks in one tweet, that makes him untouchable. Let him go in, see if he can
get Jesus Christ to surrender or at least release the kids."


"Ain't gonna
happen."


"Well, maybe the
professor will act as your eyes on the inside."


"Maybe he'll get
himself killed."


"Won't be on
your watch. He's demanding entry. His bad. He's not black, is he?"


"The
professor?"


"Jesus
Christ."


"No."


"Hispanic or
Muslim?"


"A Muslim who
thinks he's Jesus Christ?"


"Gay or
transsexual?"


"No. He's just
a fuckin' white guy."


"Thank God.
White lives don't matter. Give it a few days, then you can kill him. But you
can't kill kids, not even as collateral damage. Press is dying to make the
boss look incompetent—this is Katrina with Christians."


"Sir, it's not a
natural disaster."


"We kill those
kids, it will be."


"But—"


"No buts. We
clear on this, Duvall?"


Duvall sighed.
"Yes, sir, we're clear."


"And brief the
press—daily."


"But, sir—"


"Duvall, you
want to move up in the Bureau, you've got to learn to deal with the press—and
'fuck you' isn't how you deal with the press. You can think it—and God knows I
do—but you can't say it. You've got to play the game. I've sent you a media
relations specialist—"


Duvall groaned.
"Not that Amanda girl?"


"That's the
one."


"She's a pain in
the ass."


"She's good.
She'll be there in time for the evening network news slot. Be smart, Duvall,
and one day you'll be sitting in my chair. Fuck it up, and you'll be guarding
the Canadian border in North Dakota."


The director
disconnected the call. Duvall stared at the canvas wall a foot from his face.
He kept a tight grip on the leash against the demon stirring in his brain. A
media consultant at a goddamned armed standoff! He breathed through it
then walked back to the civilians. He again inhaled perfume and eyed the
perpetrator. She was dressed for business but carried a Bible.


"Are you a
lawyer or a missionary?"


"I'm the
professor's intern. Veronica Cross."


"You wore
perfume to an armed standoff?"


"It's Chanel Number
Five L-Eau, appropriate for any occasion."


Duvall blinked hard
at her. Armed standoffs were more along the lines of a Brut commercial—the
scent of testosterone and gunpowder, not Chanel No. 5 L-Whatthefuck.






~


"What the fuck is she doing,
going into the FBI tent?" 


Donnie bit down on
the donut and pointed at the television; he was ambidextrous. 


"Why would she
do that?"


"Don't
worry," Joe Don said, "She's not going into the compound. She's not
that stupid."


"She stayed
yesterday when she could've come home with us. That was stupid."


"True. But she
did save those ATF guys' lives."




~


"Is Billy okay?" Ms.
Cross said.


"Who's
Billy?" Duvall said.


"One of the
agents we flew to Houston yesterday."


"That was you?
Those were your helicopters?"


"Yes. Well,
Daddy's."


"I heard about
you. You did good for a girl."


"A girl?"


"Vinnie, check
the death sheet, see if there's a Billy or Bill or William."


Vinnie walked to a
nearby table and checked a document.


"Nope."


"He's not dead
yet," Duvall said.


"Yet?"



Duvall aimed a finger
at Book as if to shoot him. "You can go in. She stays out. The Harley,
too. I don't want Jesus Christ fleeing the scene of the crime on your bike, I
might have to charge you with aiding and abetting a fugitive."


"I'll leave the
Harley but not Ms. Cross. I need her inside, to find the Durant girls."


"No."


"Shall I call
the president? Again?"


Duvall's glare
returned. His brown eyes seemed to turn a shade darker, and his jaws clenched
and unclenched several times, as if he were fighting an inner battle. After a
long moment, he blew out a breath and nodded.


"Okay,
Professor, you win this round. But it's only round one. You go in. Take her
with you. If you get her killed, it's your bad. And you've got your cease-fire.
But you tell Jesus Christ that if he opens fire with those BMGs again, I will
call in the First Air Cav from Fort Hood and blow that compound to kingdom
fuckin' come—with you and her in it. I guaran-goddamn-tee it."


"Cap, we got
eyes on," Vinnie said.






~


Duvall held the glare a long
moment then broke eye contact with the professor and walked over to a monitor
sitting on a folding table. On the screen was an image from high above the
Feds' camp.


"We've got comm
with the pilot at the Air Force base in San Antonio," Vinnie said.


"What's that, a
Predator drone?" the professor asked.


"Reaper,"
Duvall said. "Predator's big brother. Sixty-six-foot wingspan,
thirty-six-foot length, five thousand pounds, max air speed three hundred miles
per hour."


"Does it carry a
Hellfire missile?"


"Don't tease
me. One Hellfire, I could send Jesus home to heaven this morning."


The drone hovered
over the Feds' camp; the camera captured the tents and agents and RVs, all
barricaded off from the media encampment just to the east and beyond the media
the first fifty or so gawkers. The image was remarkably sharp.


"High-def
camera," Vinnie said.


"Look at
'em," Duvall said. "Retirees lounging in lawn chairs like they're
watching their grandkids play tee ball. Get a job at Walmart! There'll be a
couple hundred by the end of the day, a thousand by tomorrow. Fuckin'
zoo." 


He grabbed the mic.


"Pilot, the
target possesses twin BMGs."


"Roger
that," the pilot said. "We've been briefed. Reaper is at
seventy-five-hundred-foot altitude. Outside range of the BMGs is six thousand
feet. No worries, Agent, the Reaper is out of range."


"Take us south.
Slow. I want to get a lay of the land."


"Roger
that."


The drone flew south
over the narrow white caliche road and the pasture and a dozen black cows that
lay dead in the green grass like that scene in Dances With Wolves after
the buffalo hunt.


"No burgers on
the barbie tonight," Duvall said. 


The drone arrived at
the compound. 


"Pilot, take us
around the perimeter."


"Roger
that."


The drone banked then
followed the perimeter west.


"Sentry
stations," Vinnie said. 


"Double walls,
like a fort," Duvall said. "Is that a moat between the walls?" 


"Irrigation
canal," the professor said. 


"Look, kids are
floating around in inner tubes," Vinnie said. "Bet that's fun on a
hot day like today."


A runner jogged on a
path inside the wall as if it were just another day in paradise.


"And a jogging
path." 


"Place is shaped
like a cross," Duvall said. 


The exterior and interior
walls formed large rectangles, and inside the inner rectangle sat the
cross-shaped compound. The professor pointed at the screen.


"The classrooms
are in that section. Living quarters in that one."


"Chief, they've
got a playground," Vinnie said. 


"Professor,"
the gal said, "so many children."


"Forty-seven
children, Agent Duvall."


He cut a squint-eyed
glance at the professor.


"And
gardens," Vinnie said. "Looks like tomatoes, cantaloupes, watermelon
… "


"What are you,
the Farmer's Almanac?" Duvall said.


"You can learn a
lot from cable TV."


"We can learn a
lot from the drone. Eyes in the sky. They won't be able to spit without us
knowing."


"Uh, Boss man …
what's that perp holding?"


A man stood on a
walkway above the outer wall and stared up at the drone.


"Pilot, zoom in
and lock on that subject."


The camera zoomed in
and locked on. But the subject wasn't staring at the drone—he was pointing a
weapon at the drone.


"Skipper,"
Vinnie said.


"I see it."


"Is that a
Stinger?"


"Pilot, get the
drone out! Now!"


The drone banked hard
away from the compound, but the camera remained locked on the man on the
walkway … he aimed the Stinger … he fired the missile … 


"Shit!"


Duvall dropped the
mic and ran outside. In the clear blue sky above, the black Reaper ran away at
three hundred miles per hour toward the FBI camp … but the five-foot-long,
twenty-two-pound white Stinger missile gave chase at sixteen hundred miles per
hour … the Reaper had a head start … but the Stinger closed the gap …
the Reaper turned down into a nosedive, apparently trying to beat the Stinger
to the deck … but the Stinger followed fast … too fast … it
impacted the Reaper a hundred feet above the ground.


The drone exploded in
a fireball.


A big cheer went up
in the gawker section. Duvall watched the pieces of the drone flutter to the
pasture with the same empty feeling as watching a last-second, game-winning
field goal attempt sail wide.


"Is that
supposed to happen?" the professor's gal said.


"Shit, Boss—his
Stinger killed our Reaper."


"Where the hell
did he get a Stinger?"













Chapter 20


"Gun show," J. C.
said. "We buy all our weapons at gun shows. Second Amendment, Professor.
Person to person, like Jefferson envisioned."


Fifteen minutes
later, Book and Ms. Cross stood with J. C. on the footbridge over the canal,
inside the outer wall but outside the inner wall. J. C. waved to kids floating
past on inner tubes like a Saturday morning at the Schlitterbahn. He held a
colorful beach ball.


"Tom wasn't
thinking about Stingers," Book said.


"Or the
Internet. But the Constitution adapts."


"Stinger
missiles are not protected by the Second Amendment."


"But they're
handy against Reaper drones."


"You agreed to a
cease-fire. No more killing."


"You didn't say
anything about drones."


"No more
shooting, J. C."


"Tell them not
to threaten us."


"The snipers are
here."


"See—they're
threatening us."


"Major Duvall
wants to kill you."


"Military
man?"


"That's his
name, not his rank. He's the FBI commander. He killed Olin Moody up in
Montana. He'll kill you—and others in the cross fire. This needs to end
now."


"It will,
Professor. Soon. It's the End of Days. We all die. That's how the story
ends."


He tossed the beach
ball to another group of kids tubing down the canal then turned to Ms. Cross.


"Love your
perfume."






~


"Jesus Christ is a fucking
Christian madman with machine guns and missiles!" Regan the CNC anchor in
New York City shrieked. 


Shrieking breaking
news—or anything resembling breaking news—was part of the job on cable
television; with fifty thousand channels on cable, and every viewer in America
holding the remote at the ready to click away from your channel to "Keeping
Up with the Kardashians" or "Bonanza" reruns if you
failed to keep their kindergartner-like attention spans engaged—and with weekly
ratings brutally determining your broadcasting future—you did whatever it
took—fake news, fake facts, fake outrage, fabricated sources, unfounded
assertions, shouting, shrieking, cursing—to hold onto your audience. 


"He shot down
the FBI's Reaper drone with a Stinger missile! On worldwide TV! Federal
agents or federal drones, the Christian terrorists will fucking shoot you
down!"


She shrieked.




~


"Shit!" the 3L said.
"Jesus Christ has missiles."


A dozen students
stood in front of the television in the law school lounge on a Saturday
morning. They viewed studying at the law school on weekends as preparation for
the private practice of law in a large law firm; you can't bill three hundred
hours each month without working weekends.


"And Veronica
went inside the compound with Bookman," the 2L said.


"Bookman's got a
death wish."


"But she
doesn't."






~


"He's got pros in
there," Joe Don said. "Amateur can't fire a Stinger and hit shit.
He's got real goddamn soldiers in there. And the FBI's no match for real
goddamn soldiers."


"Amen,
brother," Jim Bob said then pointed at the television.


"Despite the
shoot down of the drone," the FIX reporter said, "Professor Bookman
and an unidentified female walked down the road from the FBI camp and entered
the white compound. That takes guts."


A video showed the
professor carrying a backpack and their girl pulling her Gucci duffle bag then
entering the compound and the big doors closing behind them.


"That takes
stupidity," Donnie said.


Jo Jo gave Donnie a
hard look.


"Sorry, big
man—but that is stupid. That whack-job killed fourteen federal agents. No
telling how dangerous it is in there."


Jo Jo pointed at the
television and grunted. 


"You want to go
to Waco?" Joe Don said.


Jo Jo grunted again.
Veronica was like a little sister to the big man, to all of them. Jo Jo would
die for her. They all would. And Captain Joe Don Davis knew that they would
soon have that opportunity. 


"Before this
over, Jo Jo, we will. We'll go to Waco and get our girl. And we'll kill Jesus
Christ and his real goddamn soldiers."






~


"Jesus Christ killed our
drone," Vinnie said.


Duvall inhaled an
acrid scent, not Chanel No. 5 L'Whattheshit. He stared at the remains of the
Reaper and felt the demon stretch. He downed two more Advil to appease the
demon, like giving a child candy to keep quiet during a movie. He breathed
deeply until the demon retreated to the darkness.


"And I'm going
to kill Jesus Christ."


Vinnie grimaced as if
in pain then took a big step away.


"Chief, I wish
you wouldn't say stuff like that when I'm standing next to you."


Duvall could only
shake his head—or shoot his aide and put him out of his misery. Vinnie Romano
was a middle-aged Catholic from Queens raised on cannelloni and communion. He
was full-blooded Italian, but he didn't look like Rocky Balboa—more like Joe
Pesci with hair. Vinnie Romano was a loyal and obedient lieutenant, but
sometimes Duvall thought his spaghetti bowl was half empty. His cell phone
rang. He answered.


"Does he have
any idea how much that drone cost?"


The director.


"Can I kill him
now?" Duvall said.


"Air Force is
going to want to charge that Reaper to my budget. They spend fifty billion on
planes that don't fly, but they pinch pennies when you get one of their drones
shot down. I mean, shit happens!" 


"Especially at
an armed standoff with a guy who thinks he's the Son of God."



































Chapter 21


"The Garden of Eden in Waco,
Texas," Veronica said. "Who would've thought?"


They stood in an open
area under a tall cross in the center of the compound. The beauty inside the
compound stood in stark contrast with the ugliness outside. Outside were guns,
drones, angry men, the stench of death, and brutal heat; inside were trees,
flowers, music, laughter, happy voices, and air-conditioning. The place
smelled of a bakery, a flower shop, and Daddy's Bentley all mixed together. It
was the Garden of Eden—or was it Oz? And was this man the Son of God or the
Wizard of Oz? 


Or a cold-blooded
killer?


"The Mormons
think the Garden of Eden was in Missouri," the man said. 


"Where was it? Actually."


"What is now
Iraq. The turmoil in the Middle East is not by accident."


The man who would be
Jesus Christ stood about six feet tall and looked fit in the tight Under Armour
shirt. He was handsome with the lightest blue eyes she had ever seen, but he
was not Veronica's type. His short, neatly trimmed beard would be acceptable
in high society these days, but not the dreads.


"How old are
you?" she asked.


"Thirty-three."


"Wasn't Jesus
thirty-three at the Crucifixion?"


"I was."


"So this is your
Second Coming?"


"It is."


"And you came in
dreadlocks and Under Armour?"


"Trying to stay
relevant with the times."


"Relevant and
absurd are not synonyms."


The man laughed.
"This is going to be so much fun. Wonderful to meet you, Veronica Cross.
Welcome to the Garden of Eden. I am Jesus Christ, the Son of God. But you may
call me J. C."


He held his hands out
to her. They were not the big, hard hands of Daddy's roughnecks, but the
elegant hands and slender fingers of the concert pianist who had played at Mother's
last society function at the mansion. Veronica grasped his right hand to
shake, but he placed his left hand on top of hers. She stared down at his
hand. She tucked the Bible under her arm then ran her fingers lightly across
the man's hand. The professor leaned in for a closer look. A large, round,
jagged scar covered most of the top of J. C.'s left hand, evident by the darker
skin color and the rougher texture of that skin. She released his right hand
and looked at the top of it. The same scar was evident. She took both his
hands and turned them over to reveal the palms; scars were evident there as
well, as if a large, sharp object had been driven through both hands. She
raised her eyes to him.


"These scars …
they look real."


"They are real."


"How did you get
them?"


"Child, you're
holding the Bible. You know what they did to me."


"They drove
spikes through your … through Jesus' hands … when they crucified …"


"The people
here," the professor said, "when they kiss your hands, they're
kissing the scars."


"Yes."


Veronica released his
hands but not his eyes. She clutched the Bible tight to her bosom. J. C.
stared at her—through her. Were the scars real or a wizard trick? She felt as
if this man in the dreadlocks were exerting some strange power over her. She
forced herself to break eye contact; she nodded up at the cross.


"That's a big
cross."


"Same as
before."


"You were …
Jesus was crucified on that cross?"


"Not that
cross. It's an exact replica."


"How can you be
sure?"


He raised his
eyebrows at her.


"Oh."


"So, Ms.
Cross—" 


He smiled. 


"You're Ms.
Cross, and this is my cross. So, you're a Christian?"


She shook her head.
"Democrat."


"Why?"


"Because my
parents are Democrats."


"No. Why aren't
you a Christian?"


"Republicans are
Christians. Democrats are liberals."


"Then why did
you bring the Bible?"


"I stole it from
the hotel."


"Well, no one
will miss it, unfortunately. Who reads the Bible when there's cable TV?"


"Exactly."


"That was
sarcasm, child."


"Why is everyone
so sarcastic these days?"


"Why did you
steal the Bible?"


"I read it last
night—never opened a Bible before last night. I'm a Catholic—a recovering
Catholic."


"Why last
night?"


"Nothing on
cable. And no Wi-Fi in Waco. I found this in the nightstand and read all
night."


"It's a good
story. I know. I lived it."


"How does it
end?"


"Everyone
dies."


"Well, you'll
never get a series on HBO."


He laughed but a
ringing phone interrupted him.






~


Book watched J. C. retrieve his
cell phone from under his Under Armour and check the caller ID. He grinned
like a kid pulling a prank. 


"It's the Feds.
I'll put the call on speaker."


J. C. activated the
speaker and spoke in his Messiah voice. 


"Is this the major?"


"Duvall."


"Major
Duvall."


"Agent
Duvall."


"Major Agent
Duvall."


"No, it's Agent
Major—never mind. That drone cost seventeen million dollars. Destruction of
government property is a felony."


"And you're
trespassing on my land. I'm going to file a complaint."


"I'll give you a
ride to the courthouse."


"I'll get back
to you on that."


"Is the
professor listening?"


"I am,"
Book said.


"No more
cease-fire, Professor. He broke it shooting down my Reaper. And I've got
snipers."


"And I've got BMGs,"
J. C. said.


"You open fire
with those BMGs, asshole, you won't have to wait for the End of Days—I'll end
your days here and now."


J. C. winked at Book
then addressed the phone. "Agent Major, God turned the Nile red with
blood. I turned the pasture red with blood. Do you want more?"


"I'm not the
ATF, asshole. I'm the FBI. One Fucking Bad Individual."


"Ooh. Agent
Major, that sounded very scary."


"I am
scary."


"You don't know
scary, Agent Major, until you've witnessed the wrath of God. Let my people
go."


"Go? Go
where?"


"Well, I didn't
mean it literally. It's more like a metaphor. You leave our land and thereby
let my people go."


"A metaphor?"


"You didn't
major in English, did you?"


"Football."


"Ah. Well, in
any event, leave this land or I will unleash the wrath of God upon you—the
Plagues of Exodus."


"And I'll
unleash the wrath of the United States government upon you—the Hostage Rescue
Team."


"Let me
think—God or a government of men? Hmmm. I'm betting on God. Agent
Major, you will lose."


"And you will
die, you son of a bitch."


"Son of
God."


The call
disconnected. 


"That went
well," Book said. "J. C., now there's no cease-fire, and he's got
HRT on scene."


"Oh, Professor,
don't fret. All's well that ends well."


"You said it's
the End of Days."


"The best ending
of all." J. C. sniffed the air like a bird dog. "Shall we have
breakfast? I smell beignets."






~


Duvall stuffed the cell phone
into his back pocket and stared at the remains of the Reaper.


"What'd He
say?" Vinnie asked.


"That he'd
unleash the Plagues of Exodus upon us."


"Oh, crap."


"He can't really
do it!"


"It happened in
the Bible. Blood is the first plague. God turned the Nile red with
blood." 


"He's not
God!"


"Then how'd He
turn the pasture red with blood?"


"With two
fifty-cal machine guns!"






~


"Taunting Duvall, that's
really not helpful to our negotiations," Book said.


"Oh, I was just
playing with him." 


"Trust me, he's
not the playful type. J. C., you need to keep your eye on the prize."


"And what prize
is that, Professor? Death by lethal injection? Life without parole?"


"Fourteen dead
federal agents, life without parole would be a win."


"For whom?"


"You. Gideon
and his men. All the people here."


"A win for us is
eternity in heaven with Father. What's a win for you, Professor?"


Book experienced
another déjà vu moment: Jesus Christ with a bloody bullet hole between
his blue eyes. Ms. Cross gestured to the sky.


"Who's that
singing?"


"Steffany
Gretzinger," J. C. said. "She's with Bethel Music. Gospel rock.
I'm trying to get them to perform here."


"A private
concert? Daddy got ZZ Top to play at my sixteenth birthday. That'll be
expensive, even if you are the Messiah. Can you pay their fee?"


"Eternal
salvation. Priceless." 






~


"The boss isn't happy,"
the director said. 


Duvall stood over the
dead drone like the last mourner at a funeral. 


"Makes two of
us."


"Difference is,
he's the president, so we give a shit about his unhappiness."


"What'd he
say?"


"He just tweeted
again. 'FOURTEEN DEAD ATF AGENTS!!' … all caps, two exclamation
marks … 'now a DEAD DRONE!!!' … also all caps, three exclamation
marks … 'How can I afford to BUILD THE WALL'—all caps—'No
sanctuary for Mo-Fo's from Mexico!! Make America Great' … Hold on, he
ran out of space on that tweet."


"Why?"


"Each tweet is
limited to one hundred forty characters."


"Why?"


"How the hell
would I know?"


Duvall grunted.


"Next one
continues: '… Again!!—if Jesus Christ shoots down our drones? That's
REAL money! Where did he get a Stinger missile? And machine guns? I LOVE the'
… He hit the limit again."


Duvall gritted his
teeth so as not to speak out of turn.


"The third
tweet: '… Second Amendment and the NRA and guns and shooting and all
that manly stuff—my guns have really BIG handles because I have really BIG
hands—' … And again."


The director exhaled.


"Fourth tweet:
'… HUGE hands—but I have to draw the line at shooting down our drones.
That's bad! BAD BAD BAD!!!!' All caps and four exclamation marks. He
inserted a frowny face."


"A frowny
face?"


The director sighed
heavily into the phone. "Yeah."


"Sir—"


"Wait—he wasn't
finished."


"Oh."


" 'MSM will
blame this on Russians—was that Stinger made in Moscow?' "


"MSM?"


"Mainstream
media."


"Is that
all?"


"For now."
Another sigh. "So what's the latest?"


"I talked to him."


"Jesus
Christ?"


"Yes, sir. We
got his cell number when he called the ATF chief yesterday, so I called him.
He answered."


"What'd he
say?"


"Said he's going
to unleash the Plagues of Exodus upon us."


"And I'm going
to walk across the Potomac."


"He's not going
to surrender."


"They never
do." 


"Sir, we need to
storm the compound and kill him."


"Don't even
think about it, Duvall. This is a political matter now."


"Political?"


"The First Kid
says to psyop them."


"The First
Kid?"


"The oldest
one. He's the president's domestic policy advisor."


"I thought that
was his daughter?"


"No, she's his
foreign policy advisor."


"Who's the
son-in-law?"


"Chief of
staff."


"How many kids
does he have?"


"Too many."


Duvall's blood
pressure spiked.


"Fuckin' tweets
and twits—that asshole killed fourteen federal agents and the First Kid wants
to play fuckin' mind games with him? He's been playing too much Call of
Duty on his Xbox. We need to kill that son of a bitch!"


"We can't kill
the First Kid."


"Jesus
Christ."


"Oh."


Duvall pressed his
thumbs against his temples. The demon threatened to make a scene right then
and there. 


"Easy, Duvall.
Look around. See the cameras? The world is watching … you."


"And the world
just watched him shoot down our drone! Fuck the fuckin' world! We're
the fuckin' FBI! Law and order is what we do!"


"Since
when?"


The demon reared up.
Duvall dug the heels of his boots into the Texas dirt to leverage himself
against the demon yanking at the leash like a wild stallion bucking against the
reins. He wanted to romp and stomp all over those fucking tweets and the First
Twit. Duvall fed him more Advil, like sugar to tame the stallion. 


"So who is this
joker?" the director said.


"Don't
know."


"What do you
mean, you don't know?"


"ATF never ID'd
him."


"How'd they
assault the place without knowing who they're assaulting?"


"All Terrain
Fuckups?"


"He's not in the
system?"


"No, sir."


"All right.
I'll get our people here on it, you send some agents to the county courthouse
to search the title and taxes on that land. Once we know who he is, we can
kill him."


"Sir, I don't
mind killing a stranger."













Chapter 22


"So, Professor," J. C.
said, "have you considered my offer to be our hostages?"


"We have, and we
accept."


"Hostages?"
Ms. Cross said.


"We've agreed to
live in the compound until this matter is resolved."


Ms. Cross raised a
broken-nailed index finger into the air. 


"I need to
clarify the professor's statement. I've agreed to participate for one day.
But I reserve the right to terminate my participation at the end of business
today."


"Duly noted, Ms.
Cross," J. C. said.


Book frowned at his
intern. She shrugged.


"I thought I
needed to get that on the record," she said.


"We're not in a
court of law, Ms. Cross."


"No, Professor,
we're in the Garden of Eden outside Waco, Texas, with Jesus Christ himself, a
white dude with dreads wearing Under Armour." She turned to J. C.
"No offense."


"None
taken."


She had a point.
They sat at one of the picnic tables under the cross. 


"Miriam and Mara
will be out shortly with our breakfast," J. C. said. "Ms. Cross,
you'll love working with them."


"Work?"


"Did I not
mention? Everyone here contributes. We all work. Kitchen duty is a highly
coveted assignment."


"Kitchen
duty? I'm sorry, there must have been a misunderstanding. I don't do
kitchen duty. I have people who do kitchen duty for me."


"She would love
kitchen duty," Book said.


Now his intern
frowned at him. This time, he shrugged. 


"Marvelous."
J. C. sat back and folded his hands. "You may now ask your questions, Ms.
Cross, of this white dude with dreads."


She now frowned at
him. 


"How did you
know I have questions?"


"Ms. Cross,
you've never read the Bible yet you hold the Bible. Why? Because you are
looking for answers. But all you have are questions. So you came to me for
answers to your questions. And I have your answers. All you must do is ask,
child. As Matthew wrote in that book you hold, 'Ask, and you shall receive.
Seek, and you shall find. Knock, and the door shall open.' Knock, child, and
I will open the door for you."


"Okay, answer
this. So God banished Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden after they ate the
forbidden fruit?"


"He did."


"And God
punished them for their sins. Adam had to work as a farmer the rest of his
life."


"He did."


"And Eve had to
suffer the pain of childbirth."


"She did."


"Doesn't that
seem a little sexist to you? I mean, Adam's out playing in the fields while
Eve's passing a bowling ball between her legs without an epidural."


J. C. shrugged.
"The woman tempted the man so she paid a higher price."


"Oh, it's always
the woman's fault. She made Adam think with his little head instead of his big
head."


"She was naked."


His intern rolled her
eyes. J. C. smiled then turned serious.


"Ms. Cross,
please tell me you did not brave the Feds and enter this compound to ask the
Son of God whether His Father is sexist?"


"Well …
no."


"Of course not.
You came inside to ask Jesus Christ big questions about that book you hold
close because you are questioning your own life. Why are you here?"


She pointed at Book.
"Because he forced me."


"Not why are you
here in the compound. Why are you here on this earth? Why were you born?
What is your purpose in life? What is God's plan for Veronica Caitlin
Cross?"






~


Veronica Caitlin Cross tried not
to react, but he had read her mind.


"Yes. That is
why I'm here."


She had read the
Bible into the early morning when she had drifted off to sleep. She woke with
the book clutched tightly to her heart. She knew then that she had to stay,
that she had to enter the compound and learn the truth. About that book.
About herself. The call to Daddy had not been pleasant. He threatened to
disown her. He wouldn't, but he always threatened her with his money. As if
she thought about it. She didn't. It was always just … there. The
money. The homes. The cars. The clothes. The bunker. The …
everything. Everything was always there. But she needed something more than
money could buy. She needed answers.


"I have big
questions," she said.


"I have big
answers. Ask your big questions. Don't waste the moment with little
questions."


"I was building
up to it."


"Don't. Dive
in. Ask, and you shall receive. What you want. What you need. Which is
knowledge. About life. About your life."


He was in her head.


"That is what I
want. That is what I need."


"Seek, and you
shall find."


She opened the Bible
and read: " 'In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth…
. And God saw that it was good.' "


"He did."


"Does God still
think it's good?"


J. C. regarded her as
Daddy had that dinner when she suggested he frack for oil, something no one had
ever done before. Everyone fracked for gas, but no one for oil.


"Ms. Cross, you
surprise me—in a good way. Most people, when given the chance to ask the Son
of God a question, ask about themselves: 'What will my life be like?
Will I be happy?' But you—you ask a big question not about yourself,
but about the world beyond yourself. I'm impressed. You have asked a big
question worthy of the Son of God."


"And what is the
big answer?"


"He wants a
do-over."


"Genesis.
Noah. The ark. The Flood."


"Precisely."


She turned to another
page and read: " 'The Lord observed the extent of human wickedness on the
earth, and He saw that everything they thought or imagined was consistently and
totally evil. So the Lord was sorry He had ever made them and put them on the
earth. It broke His heart. And the Lord said, "I will wipe this human
race I have created from the face of the earth.… I am sorry I ever made
them." ' "


She raised her eyes
from the Word of God to the man who would be the Son of God.


"So God sent the
Flood."


"Sixteen hundred
and fifty-six years after God created the world and all living things, He
destroyed all living things," J. C. said, "except those aboard the
ark."


"How long has it
been since the Flood?"


"Four thousand
three hundred sixty-four years. Three months. Eleven days. Nine hours
and"—he checked his watch—"twenty-two minutes."


"It would seem
that we're overdue for another flood."


"It would
indeed."


"But God
promised to never again destroy the world." 


"Not exactly,
Ms. Cross."


She again read from
the Bible: " 'Then God told Noah and his sons, "I hereby confirm my
covenant with you and your descendants … Never again will floodwaters kill
all living creatures, never again will a flood destroy the earth." '
"


"You're almost a
lawyer, Ms. Cross. Hasn't the professor taught you to read critically? God
said 'never again will a flood destroy the earth.' Which, of course,
leaves open the door for other end-of-earth scenarios."


"End-of-earth
scenarios?"


"War, famine,
pestilence, disease, fire and burning sulfur raining down from the sky as He
employed to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah …" 


"Oh."


"You are never
safe from God's wrath … or shrouded from His love."


"Okay, so God
can have a do-over. Why does God want one?"


"Ms. Cross, if
you had created this universe, this world, this place, this people, would you
be proud? Look at what His creation has become. The answer is in that Bible:
'Now God saw that the earth had become corrupt and was filled with violence.'
Four thousand three hundred sixty-four years after the flood, so it has again.
Corrupt government, media, business, religions, universities, science … and
violence in the name of God or Yahweh or Allah. Using the Bible or the Torah
or the Koran to justify death and destruction." 


J. C. exhaled
heavily. 


"Two hundred
forty-one years ago, God saw the world needed a leader. One nation under God.
Indivisible. With liberty and justice for all. 'When in the Course of human
events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands
which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the
earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's
God entitle them … We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all
men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with
certain unalienable Rights … And for the support of this Declaration, with
a firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence, we mutually
pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor.' "


"The Declaration
of Independence."


"Do you think it
was just happenstance that George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison,
Alexander Hamilton, and Benjamin Franklin—five of God's greatest creations—came
together in one place at one time in the long history of time to found this
country? It was not. It was by God's design." 


He smiled.


"Imagine walking
into a Starbucks and seeing those five men sitting together at a table drinking
skinny vanilla lattes. But that's exactly what happened—well, not the lattes.
They sat together and conceived America. 'One nation under God.' Of course,
the Founding Fathers were not perfect. They were imperfect humans. They could
not bring themselves to exorcise the sin of slavery from the new
nation—America's original sin. So God created Abraham Lincoln—my all-time
favorite human—to free the slaves with the Emancipation Proclamation, which, by
the way, was an Executive Order. Abraham was indeed special. And his
Gettysburg Address—'Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on
this continent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the
proposition that all men are created equal.' Wow, that's impressive for a
human. Why was Abe up to the task of freeing the slaves? Because he was a
believer. He said, 'I know that the Lord is always on the side of the right;
but it is my constant anxiety and prayer that I and this nation may be on the
Lord's side.' He and America were."


"Were?"


"God created
America, a nation built upon God, freedom, and capitalism—in that order of
importance—a nation that gives His children the freedom to create, produce,
succeed, and make America the strongest nation on earth. And one nation under
God has done quite well, hasn't it? The U.S. GDP is twenty trillion dollars—twenty-five
percent of the world's GDP with only four percent of the world's population and
six percent of the world's land mass. Number two is China with twelve trillion
GDP but twenty percent of the world's population. And the media obsesses over
Russia—why? It's an irrelevant nation—Russia has twice the land mass of the
U.S. but only one-thirteenth the GDP—the State of Texas has a greater GDP!
Russia proves the folly of Communism—a Godless, freedom-less, communist economy
doomed to failure—to hell on earth. God created America and made America
economically strong to lead the world. To save the world. To make the world a
better place. Have you seen the movie, It's a Wonderful Life?"


Veronica nodded.
"On Netflix."


"That movie
explored a simple idea: What would life be like without one man? What impact
does one man's life have on his family, his friends, his community, and his
nation? The answer was, a lot. So what impact does one nation have on the
world? If that nation is America, the answer is the same. Imagine, Ms. Cross,
a world without America. What would this world be like today if there were no
America?


"There would be
no Europe. There would Naziland. All the people of Europe would say 'Sieg
Heil' and live in brutal oppression. The rest of the world would speak
Japanese or Russian and live in brutal oppression.


"There would be
no Israel.


"There would be
no one to call when AIDS or Ebola breaks out in Africa, so half of that
continent's population would have been wiped out.


"There would be
no vaccines for polio and measles, no MRIs, PET scanners, defibrillators,
dental floss, or bifocals. 


"There would be
no combine harvesters, cotton gins, circuit breakers, suspension bridges, blue
jeans, escalators, elevators, vacuum cleaners, lightning rods, ATMs,
microwaves, refrigerators, sewing machines, clothespins, jackhammers, ratchet
wrenches, phonographs, thermostats, skyscrapers, photographic film,
air-conditioning, tea bags, hay balers, electric guitars, fiberglass, Teflon,
Tupperware, transistors, cable TV, video games, airbags, GPS, CDs, digital
cameras, Harley-Davidsons, Ford Mustangs, Chevy Corvettes, basketball,
baseball, football, fracking, or the pill.


"There would be
no Internet, Ethernet, email, voicemail, microprocessors, computers, laptops,
hard disk drives, Google, Amazon, Apple, Microsoft, Netflix, iPhones, iPads,
Kindles, or QWERTY keyboards.


"There would be
no automobiles, airplanes, or space shuttles.


"There would be
no man on the moon.


"All of that in
just two hundred and forty-one years? If your children had done all that, how
proud would you be? Do you think this was not by design? Do you think God did
not know exactly what He was doing when He created America? Think of the world
without America. Think of the world without God. Do you want to live in that world?


"God created
America. He made it strong. He kept it strong. Divine providence, Ms.
Cross. To lead the world to the future He wanted for humans. To fight evil in
the world, for Satan will always try to destroy the good God has created.
Satan's disciples—Hitler, Hirohito, Stalin, bin Laden—America defeated them
all. And now America must defeat Putin, Kim Jong-un, Rouhani, and Al-Baghdadi
and his followers, raping and killing innocents in His name. But if America
defeats evil in the world then succumbs to Satan at home, who will fight for
God? There will be no one left. Satan will have won. Satan will have
defeated America and thus God."


He exhaled and his
shoulders slumped as if his world had ended.


"God created
America and made America strong to lead the world. But now America follows the
world. Leading is the hard path; following is the easy path. America's
leaders have chosen the easy path—but that path leads directly to hell on
earth. Directly to Satan. Why should God sit back and watch that happen? Why
shouldn't He make a preemptive strike? Why shouldn't He destroy this world
before humans destroy it themselves? America was God's hope for the future of
earth. His last hope. He has lost hope."


J. C. held out a
scarred hand to her. 


"Do you have a
dollar bill?"


"I never carry
cash. But I have a debit card and lots of credit cards."


"I do," the
professor said. 


He removed his wallet
and handed a bill to J. C. 


"It's a
five-dollar bill."


"Perfect."


J. C. showed the front
of the bill to her.


"On the front is
the image of Abraham Lincoln."


He flipped to the
back of the bill. 


"On the back of
the bill are these words: 'The United States of America. In God We Trust.'
"


He stared at the bill
and sighed.


" 'In God We
Trust' is on America's currency, but God is no longer the currency of America.
Americans no longer trust in God. Americans no longer believe in God. They
only believe in this—money. America was founded on the rule of law, but now we
have the best law money can buy, the best judges money can buy, the best
politicians money can buy, the best government money can buy. Americans use
government to help themselves rather than help others. To enslave rather than
empower, to hold down rather than lift up, to discourage rather than encourage
… to honor Satan rather than God. America—its government, its
institutions, its leaders—has failed we the people. Why? Because America
forgot Abraham's prayer. Because America turned away from God and to Satan. 'The
Lord observed the extent of human wickedness on the earth … the evil …
It broke His heart.' His heart is broken again. The hand of God created
America—now America slaps His hand away like a rebellious child. God and
America held the line against Satan for the good of the world, but now America
has succumbed to Satan like the rest of the world. Would it not be better for
God to destroy the world than to allow Satan to control the world? That is the
question, Ms. Cross."


They shared a long somber
moment. She finally exhaled as she had when Daddy presented her with a
middle-aged woman's Lexus instead of the young woman's Lamborghini she had
wanted.


"Well, on that
upbeat note … "


"You
asked."


"So I did. Now
I ask you this: How am I to believe that you are truly Jesus Christ, the Son
of God?"


"Oh, you want
proof, as if we're in a court of law? Tangible evidence you can see with your
own eyes and touch with your own hands? Is that what you want, Ms.
Cross?"


"Yes. That's
exactly what I want."


He stared at
her—through her—again. 


"Okay."


He stood and held his
hands out to her with his palms up then turned his hands to show her the
backsides.


"You have seen
and touched the scars where they nailed me to the cross. They also stabbed me
with a spear—"


He pulled his shirt
up to reveal a well-toned torso and another scar on the left side, as if a
thick knife had stabbed his heart. 


"—here."


Veronica stood then
reached across the table and touched the scar. It was real. 


"And they beat
me with a flagrum."


He pulled his shirt
off over his head—he was lean and muscular like a Gucci guy in those glossy
magazines—then turned his back to her—she gasped and recoiled at the sight—


"Ahh!"


—and her hands shot
up to cover her mouth. His back was a hideous crisscross of wicked scars, as
if his skin had been stripped off with a knife. She stepped back; the
professor stepped forward. He leaned down close and examined the scars.


"The
Scourge," J. C. said. "Not a fun day."


It was awful to look
at, but she could not avert her eyes. 


"Yes, you
may," he said with his back still to her.


"May what?"


"Touch the scars. You wanted evidence, Ms. Cross. Here it
is. Touch the evidence. Decide for yourself if the evidence is real."


She didn't want to,
but she had to. She gathered herself then slowly reached out to his back. Her
fingers hovered a moment then touched his skin. She slid her fingers lightly
down the rough furrows in his skin.


"Oh, my God—these
are real scars."


She pulled her hand
back and stared at her fingers. Had she actually touched the scars of Jesus
Christ? He turned to face her. She raised her eyes to his.


"They are,"
he said. "And I am—your Lord Jesus Christ." 


Their gaze remained
locked for a long moment then he abruptly turned and smiled. 


"Ah, here are
the ladies."






~


Two older women approached with
serving trays. Their hair was grey; their bodies square. One wore a chef's
hat and a white apron over a black shirt and pants; the other wore a straw
cowboy hat and a colorful peasant dress. They both wore pink flip-flops and
bright smiles.


"J. C.,"
the woman wearing the cowboy hat said, "are you showing off your scars
again?"


"I am."


She turned to Book
and Ms. Cross and shook her head.


"As if He's the
only Son of God who was ever crucified. I mean, get past yourself—and put your
shirt on before I commit a mortal sin."


J. C. and the ladies
shared a laugh. An inside joke, apparently. But he put his shirt on. The
woman in the chef's hat froze, inhaled the air, and closed her eyes.


"Am I back in
Paris?" 


"You're in
Waco," Ms. Cross said.


The woman inhaled
again.


"I smell Chanel
Number Five."


"L-Eau,"
Ms. Cross said.


The woman breathed
out with a glow Book had seen before on a woman's face, but not after smelling
perfume.


"I love
Chanel."


The women placed the
trays on the table.


"Ladies,"
J. C. said, "meet our guests. The famous law professor, John Bookman, and
Veronica Cross. Ms. Cross has volunteered to work in the kitchen."


"Wonderful,"
the woman in the cowboy hat said. "We're cooking lots of food
today."


"And I can smell
your Chanel all day," the woman in the chef's hat said.


"Professor, Ms.
Cross, meet our chefs, Miriam and Mara. They're sisters." 


"My mother
almost became a nun," Ms. Cross said, "but she decided being rich was
her mission in life." 


"We're not
nuns," Miriam said. "We're biological sisters, twins actually."


"Identical twins
but very different chefs," J. C. said. "They went their own paths,
Miriam to France and Mara to New Orleans. They didn't see each other for
twenty years, then they found each other."


"Where?"


"Here. They
arrived on the same day twenty-four years ago."


"Twenty-six,"
the woman named Mara said.


"I stand
corrected," J. C. said. "Miriam cooks French and Mara Cajun. Odd
combination, but it works." He breathed in the food on his tray.
"Ah, goat cheese beignets and Brie omelets, Miriam's crêpes and Mara's
sweet potato pone. All gluten-free." He raised his eyes to them.
"Coffee, Professor, Ms. Cross? It's Starbucks."






~


"Why can't I get a Starbucks
skinny vanilla latte?" Duvall said. 


"Because we're
in the country," Vinnie said. "Nearest Starbucks is forty miles
away. So all we've got is country coffee."


Duvall swiped sweat
off his forehead then sat back in his chair in the command tent. He suffered
the heat inside to escape the cameras outside. 


"Send in Danny
boy and that Garcia girl. And find a fuckin' fan—it's hot in Texas. What did
General Sheridan say? 'If I owned Texas and Hell, I'd rent out Texas and live
in Hell.' "


"Was he the
general in Patton? I love that movie."


"Please
stop."


"Take your coat
off."


"Find a
fan."


Vinnie hurried out.
Duvall wanted to take his coat off, but he couldn't—that would be like Superman
taking his cape off. So he swallowed two Advil instead and sipped his country
coffee. He needed caffeine as much as he needed to be cool. And he needed to
assign agents to the "hunt for Jesus Christ" task. To learn the
identity of the asshole who had killed fourteen federal agents. He didn't want
to assign experienced agents, which is to say, heterosexual men who could
shoot. So he would assign his gay and lesbian agents. 


"Yes, sir?"


Duvall turned to
Danny boy and the Garcia girl standing in his tent. Danny Fanney was
twenty-eight and pretty; Camilla Garcia was twenty-nine and not. Danny was
blond and slim, Garcia brunette and chunky. He had no doubt that Danny boy was
gay and Garcia lesbian. Welcome to the new Federal Bureau of Investigation.
Of course, they were both stationed in Austin, so what could he expect? Austin
used to be home to a national championship football team; now it was a sanctuary
city for illegal immigrants and sexual deviants. If not for the Mexican food,
it'd be on his short list for a preemptive nuclear strike, right after New York
City, San Fucking Francisco, and North Korea. Duvall was stationed in Chicago,
where men were still men and women were still cheerleaders. He had been to
Austin a few times on assignment; it was like going to the circus when he was a
kid. Painted and pierced bodies, boys with boys, girls with girls, boys who
wanted to be girls, and girls who wanted to be boys. He had gone into the big
Whole Foods in downtown Austin; he had never seen so many gay guys in one
place. One rule for a straight guy venturing into that place: You drop
change, you leave it. 


"I've got an
assignment for you two. Find out who this guy is."


"Jesus
Christ?" Garcia said.


"That's the
one."


"What do we know
about him?" Danny boy said.


"He killed
fourteen federal agents yesterday."


"That's
it?"


"He lives on
this land. So start at the county courthouse in Waco, find out who owns this
land. I want a report by the end of business today."


They responded with
blank faces.


"Why are you
still standing in my tent?" Duvall said.


"Sir, it's
Saturday," Danny boy said. "The courthouse is closed until
Monday."


"People don't
work on Saturday?"


"Not government
employees."


"Except
us," Garcia said.


"What's the
world coming to?" Duvall said. "Okay, see what you can find online
and be there Monday morning when the doors open. I want this guy ID'd
ASAP."


Danny boy and the Garcia
girl sashayed out. Duvall sighed. Gays and girls—a fucking panty party at the
FBI. 

































Chapter 23


"If He wasn't the Son of
God," Mara said, "I'd jump His bones."


She blew out a breath
and fanned her face with the cowboy hat.


"Uh, thanks for
sharing," Veronica said. 


The professor had
walked off with J. C. She had rolled the duffle bag into the kitchen with the
two ladies. Mara placed a chef's cap on Veronica's head, and Miriam wrapped an
apron around her waist. She inhaled Veronica's scent then exhaled with obvious
pleasure.


"I do miss
Chanel."


"What time does
the maid pick up our laundry?" Veronica said.


"What
maid?" Miriam said.


"You don't have
a maid?"


"No, child. I'm
afraid not."


"Who washes your
clothes?"


"We do."


"With your own
hands?"


The ladies laughed.


"Do you need
your clothes washed?" Mara asked. "We can do that for you."


"My blouse, my
skirt, my bra, and my, uh … delicates."


"Delicates?"


"Undies."


Miriam smiled.
"We wear undies, too, child. Well, I do. Mara, she lived twenty years in
New Orleans, so she goes commando." 


Mara offered a
shrug. Veronica grimaced.


"Okay, that was
an overshare. But thanks for washing my undies."


"I'll hand wash
them in the sink."


The kitchen in the Garden
of Eden compound wasn't the kitchen in the River Oaks mansion, but it had all
the comforts of home. Veronica inhaled the lovely scent of beignets. When she
was a child, she would always go downstairs to the kitchen and talk to the chef
while she cooked breakfast. Genevieve could create the most incredible crêpes
imaginable. Strawberries and cinnamon and sugar wrapped in a crêpe that melted
in your mouth. She missed her mornings with Genevieve.


"Where do you
live?" Miriam asked.


She started the water
in the sink; Veronica dug into the bag for her clothes and handed each item to
her.


"River Oaks.
Well, I'm attending law school in Austin, but my home is Houston."


"What do your
parents do?"


"Daddy is a
businessman, Mother is a socialite."


"Green eyes and
a creamy complexion, you look Irish."


"Half. Mother
was born in Ireland. Her maiden name was O'Sullivan. Daddy was there on
business, they met and fell in love."


"You are Irish …
except for the black hair."


"My hair is red
and curly."


"It's black and
straight."


"It's dyed and
straightened."


"Why would an
Irish girl dye her red hair black and straighten her curls?"


"To fit
in."


"With
whom?"


"Mother."


"Oh," Mara
said.


"No!" 


Veronica looked at
her Armani blouse and felt her emotions rise up.


"What?" 


"I snagged my
silk blouse with my broken nails. It's ruined."


Miriam took the
blouse and examined it. 


"I can fix your
blouse," she said.


"And I can fix
your nails," Mara said.


"Is this blood
on your blouse?" Miriam said.


"Yes."


"Yours?"


"No."


"I'll soak
it."


"I take it your
mother dyes her red hair black as well?" Mara said.


"She does."


"And straightens
her curls?"


"Yes."


"Why?"


"Mother says red
curly hair is too wild for society. Society hair is not red and curly and
wild. Society hair is black and straight and under control."


"Society
hair?"


"Exactly."


Miriam held up one of
Veronica's delicates between her fingers.


"Dear, what's
this?"


"My thong."


"And what's it
for?"


"I wear
it."


"Where?"


"Everywhere I
go."


"No. Where on
your body?"


"Oh. They're
undies."


"Undies?"


Mara stepped to her
sister. The two women examined her thong as if it were a moon rock at NASA.
They frowned. 


"This is the
front side?"


"Yes."


"And this is the
back side?"


"Mmm-huh."


"It's only a
string," Miriam said.


"I floss my
teeth with a bigger string," Mara said.


"It's a
G-string. No panty lines."


Veronica proffered
her backside as evidence.


"Doesn't it
bother you?" Miriam said.


"No. It feels
good."


"Hmm. A
thong? I never."


Mara returned to
Veronica with a nail file in hand.


"Sit," she
said. 


Veronica sat at the
kitchen table. Mara took her hand and worked on the damaged nails.


"You two have
been here twenty-six years?"


"Since nineteen
ninety-one. July."


"So J. C. was
only, what, seven years old when you came here? You came to follow a
child?"


"No, he was
thirty-three."


"But he said
he's thirty-three now."


The ladies smiled.


"Child,"
Miriam said, "he will always be thirty-three."


"O-kay. So what
brought you here?"


"A jet from
Paris and a bus from New Orleans."


"No, I meant, why
did you come here?"


"To find meaning
to my life," Miriam said. "A purpose in life other than feeding
snails to rich people who can afford two-hundred-dollar dinners. Was it my
purpose to cook the best snails?"


"Your snails are
the best," Mara said.


"True, but is
that why God put me on this earth? No. He put me here to feed the people.
Real people. There's meaning in that. And, of course, here we feed Jesus Christ."


"Amen, sister.
I also wanted meaning in my life."


"So, Miriam, you
were in Paris, and, Mara, you were in New Orleans. Why here?"


"I had a
dream," Mara said. "God told me to go to Waco."


"Had you been
drinking?"


"Tequila."


"Well, that
explains it. First time I drank tequila, I ended up dancing on a bar in
Guadalajara wearing vaquero chaps."


"The first time
with tequila is always the best time," Mara said. "Like with a
man."


"I went with a
sorority sister from Hell Paso, she said she knew Mexico. She knew a lot more
than just Mexico. She was bad to the bone."


"But we both had
the same dream the same night five thousand miles apart," Miriam said.
"And I wasn't drinking tequila."


"Okay, that is
weird."


"No, that's
God."


"Twenty-six
years? Don't you miss the outside world?"


"What's to
miss?" Miriam said.


"Other than
sex," Mara said.


"What's to
miss?" Veronica said. "How about tweeting on Twitter, texting on
iPhones, streaming on Netflix, liking on Facebook, posting on Instagram,
Googling, Skyping, Snapchatting …"


"Are you
speaking English?" Mara said.


"We don't need
any of that," Miriam said, "whatever that is. We have everything we
need here."


"You don't miss
anything from the outside world?" Veronica said.


"Sex," Mara
said.


"And
espresso," Miriam said. "I don't mind our vow of poverty, but I do
miss my espresso. We only have an old Mr. Coffee. And now I miss
Chanel."


"Wow,"
Veronica said. "Twenty-six years without espresso or sex or Chanel."


"When you say it
out loud," Mara said, "I want to cry."


"We lived
outside for forty years," Miriam said. "It wasn't that great.
Inside is."


"Why?"


"We live with
Jesus Christ. We pray with Him. We learn from Him. And we will go to heaven
with Him."


"When?"


"Soon, I
think," Miriam said.


"So you believe
he really is the Son of God?"


"Yes, child we
do."


"Why?"


"You just
touched His scars," Mara said. "How do you think He got those?"


"His First
Coming," Miriam said, "people got to talk with Him, be with Him, live
with Him. Now He's back, and we get to talk with Him, be with Him, live with
Him. Cook for Him. Child, we feed Jesus Christ, the Son of God. That gives
meaning to our lives."






~


"What's a four-letter word
meaning 'Othello antagonist'?" Jim Bob said.


Joe Don was doing KP
duty in the hangar kitchen; Jim Bob sat at the table and worked another
crossword puzzle.


"Let me
guess," Joe Don said. "You bought a New York Times in the
terminal when you got breakfast?"


"Yeah, but I
threw it all away except for the crossword puzzle."


Joe Don aimed a soapy
sponge at his copilot.


"Jim Bob, you
know what happens to normal people when they start reading the New York
Times." 


"They start
watching CNC."


"Exactly! It's
a gateway drug. You've seen those people who watch CNC and MSNBC—is that the
kind of life you want to live?"


"No, sir—but I
didn't read a word of it!"


"You didn't even
glance at the front-page headlines?"


"I swear to
God! I pulled out the puzzle and threw it away."


Joe Don gave his
copilot a withering glare. Jim Bob's eyes dropped; he sighed with remorse.


"Okay, I looked
at the underwear ads … the girls."


Joe Don shook his
head then turned back to his dirty dishes.


"So what's the
four-letter word?" Jim Bob asked.


"Lago."






~


"It's meaningful," the
man who would be Jesus Christ said.


"The chicken
coop?" Book said.


"Building the
chicken coop."


They stood outside in
front of a very large chicken coop occupied by many chickens. 


"I'm a carpenter
by training—"


"You mentioned
that."


"—but I must
confess, I copied Donald Judd's design. He built this coop out in Marfa. I
enlarged it—we need lots of eggs—but it's his. He's still creating amazing
art."


"He's
dead."


"I've got some
work with you, don't I, Professor?" 




~


"And now you are here,"
Mara said. "Searching for meaning to your life."


"I'm here
because the professor abducted me," Veronica said.


The women laughed.


"God brought you
here, child, to find yourself," Miriam said. "Your place in this
world."


"Which is
where?"


"That's your
journey," Mara said. "You'll have to discover your place in life.
Where you belong. This is our place. This is where we belong."


"Feeding the
people," Miriam said.


"Amen,"
Mara said. She examined Veronica's repaired nails. "All good." 


Veronica checked her
nails. "Wow, you're as good as Kim-Ly."


Mara stood.
"Let's do it."


"What?"


"J. C. said we
should feed the people."


"In the
compound?"


"And those
outside."


Veronica's mouth fell
open. "Feeding the Feds? Are you mad?"


"The Feds are
God's children, too."


"You haven't met
an IRS agent." 


"Have you?"


"No, but Daddy
has. They're always auditing him. He says they do the devil's work."


"Does he cheat
on his taxes?"


"No, of course
not. At least I don't think so. He's just rich."


"We were
rich," Miriam said. "Our father was an oilman."


"So is
Daddy!"


"He put three
million in trust for us."


"Daddy's worth
over three billion."


"Three
billion? Well, that's nice, too."


"Where's your
daddy now?"


The ladies fell
silent. 


"He killed
himself," Mara said.


Veronica gasped.
"Your daddy committed suicide?"


"Oil prices
collapsed in the eighties," Miriam said. "They soar one day and
plummet the next, and for no apparent reason, as if some force of nature makes
the market go up or down. How does that work?"


"Someone's
making it happen," Mara said. "Pulling the levers."


"Exactly,"
Miriam said. "Someone decides what will happen, and some people get rich
quick, some get poor quick. Father got poor. Lost everything. I don't know
why he didn't take the money in our trust fund and use it to start over. Maybe
he just couldn't bear it, the sense of failure. Mom died a year later."


"Of what?"


"Loneliness."


"That's when we
went to culinary school," Mara said.


"Now we're
broke," Miriam said.


"You spent all
the money?"


"We gave it to
J. C.," Mara said. "Well, we bought loads of Brie first."


"We should've
bought loads of Chanel, too," Miriam said.


"You gave all
your money to him?"


"Yes. And He
gave us life everlasting."


"I think I'd
rather have the money."


"You're still
young."


"Money never
made us happy," Mara said. "Maybe because it was always there. We
never wanted for money, just for meaning."


"Of
course," Miriam said, "if you're poor, you don't have time to search
for meaning to life because you're just trying to survive."


Veronica nodded.
"That's all we're doing, too. Daddy says we're just trying to survive the
lessers."


"The
lessers?" Miriam said.


Mara grinned.
"I can't wait to hear this. What's a lesser, dear?"


"Am I living in
an alternate universe? First the professor, now you … How can you not know
about the lessers?"


"We've been in
here for twenty-six years."


Veronica sighed then
began her standard recitation. "Lessers are the less educated, less
wealthy, less successful. People who have less but want more. People who want
what we have. Our money, our mansions, our Mercedes … " 


By the time she had
finished, Miriam and Mara were frowning.


"Do other people
you know think the same?"


"Everyone I know
thinks the same."


"Do you know any
poor people?"


"Of course
not."


"Why not?"


"Because poor
people can't join the country club."


"Of
course," Mara said.


"Jesus Christ
was a lesser," Miriam said. 


"His First Coming,"
Mara said.


"I haven't read
that far in the Bible. I'm still in the Old Testament."


The sisters glanced
at each other.


"Read
faster," Mara said.


The moment turned
glum. Finally, Miriam snapped out of it and said, "So, Veronica, is the
professor your man?"


"My man? No,
he's my boss. I'm his intern."


"May I have
him?" Mara said. "He's gorgeous, a cross between Geronimo and Marlon
Brando."


"Who's Marlon
Brando?"


"God's gift to
women."


Miriam frowned at her
sister then said, "Well, Veronica, do you have a man in your life?"


"I do."


"What's his
name?"


"Rick."


"What does he
do?"


"Fight
zombies."


"Zombies? There
are zombies out there?"


"Oh, yes, a
lot. They've pretty much taken over the world."


"Oh, my gosh.
And Rick fights them?"


"Mmm-huh."


"In
Houston?"


"No, he started
fighting them outside Atlanta. Now he just wanders around."


Mara nodded.
"Men are like that."


"When do you see
each other?" Miriam asked.


"Every Sunday
night at eight."


"Does he come to
your house?"


"He does. I
turn on the TV and there he is. He's also gorgeous."


"Wait—he's on
TV?"


"Mmm-huh. 'The
Walking Dead.' "


"And what is 'The
Walking Dead?' "


"It's a series
based on a comic book about what happens when zombies take over the
world."


Mara muffled a
laugh. "I think we're in your alternate universe again."


"So,"
Miriam said, "the zombies aren't real?"


"Don't tell Rick
that."


"And the man in
your life isn't real, either. He's a fictional character on a TV show based on
a comic book?"


"Okay, when you
say it like that, it doesn't sound like a real relationship."


"Because it's
not a real relationship."


"Well, then by
that standard, I do not have a man in my life."


"Why not?"


"It's hard to
find a good man in my social class."


"You mean, a good
rich man."


"Exactly."


"It must be a
terrible burden."


"It is!"


"That was
sarcasm, child." 


"Oh."


"So, you grew up
in a mansion, too. Did you have a happy childhood?"


"Best childhood
money could buy."


"Any brothers or
sisters?"


"Just
Geraldine."


"Your
sister?"


"My nanny. My
mother is Irish, but she gave me a British nanny. Go figure. It was like
growing up with your grammar teacher. I always said 'who' instead of 'whom'
just to get her blood pressure up."


"You're
bad," Mara said.


"You didn't have
fun?" Miriam said.


"Geraldine was
too old for a little girl to have fun."


"Where were your
parents?"


"Daddy was
conquering the world, and Mother was climbing the social ladder."


Veronica forced a
little smile but felt her eyes tearing up.


"I was alone a
lot."


Miriam gave her a
girlfriend pat.


"We were, too,
but we had each other."


"I wanted a
little sister, but Mother wanted a Rolls Royce."


"Do you have any
friends?"


"Oh, yes, I have
lots of friends."


"Like who?"


"Well … let's
see … oh, Ben and Jerry."


"What do they
do?"


"They make ice
cream."


"Really?
Where?"


"Vermont, I
think. I'll have to look on the carton."


"What
carton?"


"The ice cream
carton. Ben and Jerry's ice cream."


"Wait—do you
actually know them?"


"Do I know
them? I've eaten enough of their ice cream to own them."


"But they're not
actually in your life."


"Ice cream is
my life."


"But you're
skinny. Do you exercise?"


"Never. When
you exercise, you sweat."


"How do you stay
skinny?"


"High
metabolism."


"So with whom do
you socialize?"


"Mostly the UPS
man."


"Who is
he?"


"He delivers my
Amazon packages."


"What about your friend from Hell Paso, your other sorority
sisters?"


"They're all
married and pregnant. Then went to UT to get MRS degrees. They wanted to
marry doctors and lawyers, not be doctors and lawyers."


"Haven't they
heard of feminism?" Mara said.


"They've heard
of it, but they took a vaccine called sororities."


The ladies exhaled in
unison.


"So … bottom
line," Miriam said, "you have no man and no friends?"


"Okay, I have to
be honest—you're starting to depress me. Do you have any ice cream?"


"Sorry. So what
are your plans after law school?"


"Daddy wants me
to work for him, be his in-house counsel. Literally. He wants me to live at
home until I'm married."


"That can get
crowded."


"Not at our
house. It's thirty thousand square feet, not including the guesthouse and the
bunker. Anyway, Daddy wants to groom me to take over from him." She shrugged.
"He wanted a son, but he's trying to make do with me."


"So your dream
is to be a lawyer?" Miriam said.


"Wait!"
Mara said. "What bunker?"


"OMG! We have a
bunker under the house."


"Why?"


"In case the
lessers get over the wall."


"What
wall?"


"The wall around
the estate. So if the lessers get over the wall and past the security
force—"


"What security
force?"


"Daddy's
security force. Ex-Navy SEALS. Donnie and Jo Jo and the others."


The sisters exchanged
an amused glance.


"Yes,
child," Mara said. "You do live in an alternate universe."


"So back to your
dream of being a lawyer," Miriam said.


Veronica laughed.
"Seriously? Who dreams of being a lawyer? It's Daddy's dream."


"So you
straightened and dyed your hair to please your mother, and you're studying law
to please your father?"


"Exactly." 


"So what do you
dream of?"


"I don't."


"You don't
dream?"


"Daddy says
dreams are for lessers. He says when you have everything, you don't need to
dream."


The ladies looked at
each other as if they knew something she didn't.


"You'll learn to
dream here, child," Miriam said.


"Indeed you
will," Mara said. "Shall we cook, ladies?"


Mara stuck a
cigarette in her mouth and lit it with a lighter. She inhaled, held it, and
exhaled. A sweet scent drifted over to Veronica—it wasn't Chanel No. 5 L'Eau.



"Are you
smoking—"


"Weed,"
Mara said.


"You're smoking
dope in the Garden of Eden?"


"At least I'm
not eating the forbidden fruit." She smiled. "Medicinal."


"Oh, no …
You have cancer?"


"I hope
not."


"Glaucoma?"


"I still have
twenty-twenty vision."


"What's your
ailment?"


"She gets really
grouchy if she doesn't have a little buzz," Miriam said.


"I can be a
bit bitchy." Mara shrugged. "Of course, I haven't had an orgasm in
twenty-six years—that'd make any woman a little bitchy."


"Where do you
get the weed?"


"We grow it.
Organic weed."


"Do you smoke
dope, too, Miriam?"


"No, child, of
course not. I do drink a little wine."


"She drinks a
lot of wine," Mara said.


"I tell J. C. I need
wine to cook," Miriam said with a twinkle in her eyes.


Veronica shook her
head. "Wine and weed in the Garden of Eden."


"Don't tell
anyone out there, or we'll have even more people to feed," Miriam said.


"We don't have
to be perfect, thank God," Mara said.


The sisters shared a
laugh then bumped hips. The elegant Miriam and the earthy Mara. 


"That's a
joke," Mara said.


"Oh."


"Veronica,"
Miriam said, "while I wash your clothes, will you get some eggs? Eight
dozen."


"Sure."


Veronica walked over
to the big refrigerator and opened the door. She searched inside and found the
eggs. She counted.


"We only have
eight."


"Will you get
some more?"


"Tell me how to
get to Whole Foods."


"What's Whole
Foods?"


"I'm going to
cry."


"Why?"


"What store do
you shop at?"


"Store? No,
child, we produce our own eggs."


"With
what?"


"Chickens."



































Chapter 24


" 'Make America Great
Again!!' "


"Sir, I work
hard every day to—"


"Not you,
Duvall," the director said. "The boss tweeted that."


Duvall closed his
eyes and rubbed his temples. The big fan Vinnie had found blew hot air from
the other side of the hot tent into the hot air on this side of the hot tent. 


"Doesn't he have
a country to run?"


"Apparently
not."


"What else did
he say?" 


" 'Low IQ MSM
won't admit I WON!! Their ratings way down!! Mine way up!! F-U MSM!! I
WON!! I WON!! I WON!!' "


"What did he say
about the standoff?"


"I'm getting to
it. Let's see … 'FAKE NEWS CNC' … yada, yada … 'like
FAKE TEARS Chuckie' … yada, yada… 'FAILING NYTIMES' …
yada, yada … 'FAILING WASHPOST ' … 


"Next tweet.


" 'FAILING
CBS, FAILING NBC, FAILING ABC' … we've got something of a pattern here
… oh, here it is, in the third tweet."


"Three
tweets?"


"It's officially
a rant. 'I'm a DEVOUT Christian!!! But killing federal agents, shooting
down our drone, that's BAD! Surrender Jesus!!' "


"Does he really
think Jesus Christ is reading his tweets?"


"You'd better
be." 


"I'm reading that
management book."


"Read
both."


"Why?"


"Because you
want to sit in my chair one day. He can make that happen."


"Are you ready
to retire?"


"I will be when
you're ready to take over."


"When will I be
ready?"


"When you
understand the politics of the position."


"Director of the
Federal Bureau of Investigation is a political position?"


"Every position
in D.C. is a political position—the Oval Office, the Congress, the Supreme
Court, and the FBI Director."


"And reading his
tweets will educate me?"


"Educate you?
No. But it'll help you know what he's thinking."


"Do I really
want to know?"


"Only if you
want to sit in my chair."


Duvall's head ached.
"So how am I supposed to set up Twitter on my phone?"


"Find the
nearest ten-year-old kid, he'll do it for you in thirty seconds, get you on all
the social media. You'll love it."


"Really?"


"No."






~


"I love him. I've always
loved Him."


"J. C.?"


"Jesus."
She smiled. "I can't call Him J. C."


"Why do you love
him?"


"He saved me
from Satan."


"How?"


"He cast seven
demons out of me."


"Exorcism?"


"Praise the
Lord."


J. C. had taken Book
to the clinic to meet Doc Samuel. But the doc needed a private moment with J.
C., so Book visited with the nurse named Mary Magdalene. She had kissed J.
C.'s hands then placed her cheeks against the scars with her eyes shut, as if
they were the scarred hands of Jesus Christ Himself—as if she had witnessed the
scars' creation. She was a pretty young woman with an olive complexion,
perhaps in her late twenties. She sat on a rolling stool before a young girl
sitting on an examining table in a clinic that was as well equipped as any in
Austin. The girl had fallen outside and suffered a nasty strawberry on her
knee. Mary Magdalene cleaned the wound with a pungent antiseptic; the child
grimaced.


"Why are you
following him?" Book asked.


"Why aren't
you?"


"Did you come
here with him?"


"I did."


"Where did you
live before?"


"Israel."


"He brought you
here from Israel?"


"He brought me
here from heaven."


Book grunted.


"I watched them
crucify Him. I witnessed His death. I held His lifeless body. I saw Him to
the tomb. I watched them roll the stone in front of the opening. Three days
later, I went to the tomb. The stone had been moved away. He was gone. Only
His shroud lay where He had lain. He came to me first, when He arose from the
dead. So naturally He would bring me with Him for His Second Coming."


"Naturally."


She shook her head.
"You scoff at what you don't know and can't understand, Professor. At
what scares you. But you shouldn't be scared. You should be happy."


"Why?"


"Because when
your mother dies, God will make her whole again. As He will make you
whole."


"How do you
know?"


Mary Magdalene raised
her brown eyes from the child to Book.


"Because when He
died on that cross, He made me whole."


Her young patient
looked up at Book with a smile and nodded.






~


Veronica Cross listened to
classical music through the earbuds, squeezed her nose shut against the stench
with her fingers, and stomped on chicken shit with her Christian Louboutins.


I'm the sole heir
to Daddy's three-billion-dollar fortune. I live in a mansion with a bunker
beneath. I've got servants to fetch my eggs. I'm filthy rich, and I'm
stomping around a chicken coop stealing eggs and—shit!—now I've got
chicken shit on my Christian Louboutins!


Veronica Cross
stepped carefully in the chicken coop, but there was no avoiding the chicken
shit. She would have to spray the entire bottle of Chanel on herself to
obscure the smell.


Why didn't I let
Jo Jo carry me to the helicopter? I could be in the bunker eating bonbons
instead of smelling chicken shit.


Chickens shit, and
they stink. Holy shit, they stink. She studied her pumps.


Two pairs of
Christian Louboutins destroyed in two days!


Oh, well, they were
only $800 each. More where those came from. She waved the clucking chickens
away from their eggs.


"Give me your
eggs, you little mother-cluckers!"






~


If I kill that motherfucker,
would that be a straight shot to the director's desk in D.C.? 


Duvall stood
outside the command tent staring at the white compound in the distance and
pondering that big life question. It made him think of Osama bin Laden's white
compound in Pakistan when SEAL Team Six went in and smoked his ass. Double tap
to the head. That sure as hell ruined Osama's day.


He would soon ruin
Jesus Christ's day. 


Major Duvall's life
dream—after starring in the NFL—had been to become a Special Forces warrior.
But four knee operations had ended both dreams. Some mornings his knees ached
so badly he could barely stand—at forty-five. He'd be a cripple by sixty. So
he had gone to Plan B: the FBI. Domestic enemies before 9/11, foreign enemies
since. Islamic terrorism was the Bureau's number one job—right after spying on
the president, apparently; domestic terrorism offered a nice diversion, almost
like a weekend off. 


But did he want a
desk job in D.C., even if it were the director's desk? Did he want to be a
coach instead of a player? He missed the football field every day of his
life. The adrenaline. The action. The violence. Football was just legalized
violence, like marriage. And he had loved every second of it—football, not his
marriage. Despite twelve concussions in high school and college—twelve diagnosed
concussions—he would've donated a testicle to play in the NFL.
Twenty-three years after his dream had died, the disappointment still burned
hot. 


As his head often
did. 


Closest thing to the
NFL—to legalized violence—was the FBI. He loved the action these crisis
situations offered. The adrenaline rush. Could he live without the action?
The rush? The violence? Would he be happy riding a desk in D.C.? Of course,
there were lots of young babes in D.C. hoping to snatch a man on his way up in
government—power was the ultimate aphrodisiac, and no place offered more power
than the federal government—and no agency wielded more power than the Federal
Bureau of Investigation. The FBI director possessed raw power: the power to
take away a person's freedom; to refer a case to the Justice Department for
prosecution or to pass on prosecution, that is, to dispense Get Out of Jail
Free cards; to investigate anyone at anytime for anything—including Cabinet
members, members of Congress, senators, and even the president. The power to
tap phones, capture emails and texts—and maybe sexts—and leak damaging
information to the press if the politician—even the president—failed to comply
with the director's demands. That was raw power. Imagine J. Edgar with a
pocketful of FISA warrants—Katy bar the fucking door. That crazy son of a
bitch would've been king of the U.S. of A. J. Edgar was truly a man before his
time. 


Duvall wiped sweat
from his face and popped two more Advil.




~


Doc Samuel placed a stethoscope
against Book's chest.


"Deep breath in
and hold it."


Book inhaled.


"And out."


Book exhaled.


"Once more …
And out. Excellent, Professor. Your heart is perfect."


"If not my
brain."


"J. C. told me
about your mother. And your gene."


He gave Book a buddy
pat then gestured at a chair.


"Sit."


Doc Samuel appeared
to be in his seventies with thick white hair and black reading glasses. He
wore a white doctor's coat over cargo shorts and leather sandals. J. C. had
left them alone while he visited with Mary Magdalene.


"When did you
come here, Doc?"


Doc Samuel stared at
his stethoscope a long moment then spoke.


"After Wall
Street killed my wife."


"Wall Street
killed your wife? How?"


The doc sat back.
"We grew up poor in Ohio. Carol became a nurse, I became a heart
surgeon. We met at the hospital in Cleveland. Got married, bought a house in
the suburbs, had two kids. They went to Ivy League schools, we had a vacation
house on the lake … life was good. The American Dream, right? We had a
financial advisor with a big brokerage firm. He put us in various investments
for retirement. I didn't investigate the investments … I trusted him.
Turned out, he was getting kickbacks—they called them 'commissions,' entirely
legal the judge said—to put our money into those deals. Years later, the IRS
came in and said all the investments were fraudulent tax shelters. Assessed
back taxes, compound interest, and penalties for six years—totaled over ten
million dollars. We lost everything. The IRS even took our home. And my
career."


"How'd they take
your career?"


"My malpractice
carrier refused to insure me. A tax cheat is deemed high risk. Without
malpractice insurance, I lost privileges at the hospital. I couldn't operate
anymore." He fiddled with the stethoscope. "I loved medicine. I
was a very good surgeon, Professor. I cared about my patients."


"What happened
to the brokerage firm that sold the shelters?"


"Nothing. They
didn't cheat on their taxes, just ours. So the IRS did nothing to them. The
investors, we sued, but like I said, the judge said it was entirely legal. He
said we had signed a document that said we understood and assumed the
risk." He paused. "Carol died a year later. She couldn't live life
like that. I was lost without her. I found a reason to live again here."


"When was
that?"


"George Bush was
the president."


"Senior or
Junior?"


"Senior or
Junior what?"


"George Senior
was president after Reagan, then George Junior was president after Clinton,
then Obama. He devised Obamacare."


"Obama-what?"


"A national
health plan to get everyone insured."


"Won't work.
People don't care about their health until they're unhealthy. So healthy
people won't pay for insurance until they need it."


"That's exactly
what doomed the plan."


"Human
nature—humans want a pill to cure their bad habits."


"So you've been
in here, what, twenty-five years?"


"Sounds about
right."


"So you don't
know about nine/eleven, Osama, al Qaeda, ISIS, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq,
Islamic terrorism?"


"The Muslims are
mad?"


"Well, at
us."


The doc grunted.
"I'm here because I'm needed here, Professor. It's good to be
needed."


"You most
certainly are," J. C. said. 


He had walked in.
Doc Samuel handed him a piece of paper.


"My Amazon
order. We need some supplies."






~


"We can't buy guns on
Amazon?" Donnie said.


He shopped for guns
on his laptop like other Americans shopped for cheap prescription drugs on
Canadian websites. Of course, he was Cajun, raised on grits and guns in the
backwoods of Louisiana.


"We don't need
more guns," Joe Don said.


"You can never
have enough guns. Especially if we go in against twin BMGs and Stingers."


"True
enough."


"What's the
order of the day?" Jim Bob asked. "Basketball?" He pointed a finger
at Jo Jo. "I owe you, big man, for the last stitches. I'm gonna school
you today."


Jo Jo rolled his
eyes. Joe Don pointed a finger at his copilot.


"No schooling
today, Jim Bob. NBA rules apply till we get our girl home."


"NBA rules? Hell,
let's just play badminton, it's rougher than the NBA."


"No injuries.
We need all hands on deck. She doesn't know it, but we're her only hope of
getting her out of there alive. Understood?"


The men's faces
turned somber.


"Gun range,
gentlemen. We need to be sharp when the call comes—and the call will
come."


He nodded at the
television that showed the white compound in the distance surrounded by a green
pasture.


"By week's end,
we'll be on that land." 






~


"Why this land?" Book
said.


"Why not this
land?" J. C. said.


They had left the
clinic and walked down the corridor.


"But the Garden of Eden outside Waco, Texas? Why not
California?"


"The Garden of
Eden in Sodom and Gomorrah? I don't think so."


"New York City
then."


"There are …
issues with the Big Apple."


"What
issues?"


"You will soon
learn. As will Ms. Cross."


"Ms. Cross?"


"She's reading
the Bible. She started with Genesis, but she will skip to Revelation.
Everyone wants to know how the story ends. She will have many questions for
me. And all the answers are in New York City."






~


"We had to leave New York
City for Waco, Texas?" Bruce said. "A hot-as-hell, rural, red
state? What is it, a hundred and ten in the shade?"


"Hey, man, this
is where the action is," Hank said. "It's like covering a NASCAR
race."


"What?"


"We're just
waiting for someone to crash and burn."


The CNC reporter
named Bruce sat in a folding chair in the shade of the satellite truck. The
FIX producer named Hank sat next to him. They had met when both worked at CBS.


"Yeah, but till
then we've got to eat shit for food." 


Bruce stared at the
open food container then lifted it and sniffed. 


"Is this
meat?"


"Chicken fried
steak."


"Fried
chicken?"


"No. Steak
fried like chicken."


"Why would they
fry steak like chicken?"


"So it would be
chicken fried steak."


"What's this
white stuff?"


"Gravy."


"What do I do
with it?"


"Pour it over
the chicken fried steak."


"Why?"


"To speed up the
hardening of your arteries."


Bruce sighed.
"Deplorable food."


"Come on, it's
not that bad. Try the fried okra."


"No, I meant
this is the kind of food the deplorables eat."


"Hey, you don't
get this in Brooklyn."


"Thank
God," Bruce said. "So what's for desert?"


"Fried ice
cream."













Chapter 25


"Bad food and bad
coffee," Vinnie said.


"Welcome to a
standoff," Duvall said.


They stood outside
the command tent and faced south toward the compound. Vinnie had brought
lunch. Duvall grabbed a Big Mac and took a bite then immediately spat it out.


"McDonald's?
That's the best you can do?"


"Chief, it's
Waco. We're not gonna find crêpes." 


Duvall inhaled the
sweet scent of barbecue on the hot breeze. Damn, he could eat a rack of ribs
right about now.


"Who's
grilling?"


"The
gawkers."


He could see smoke
rising from the spectator section.


"Like they're
tailgating at a college football game."


Duvall pivoted and
marched toward the command tent. He'd eat a protein bar for lunch.


"Boss—look!"






~


"We go live to the white Christian
terrorist compound outside Whacko, Texas, for breaking news!" the CNC
anchor in New York City named Regan shrieked. "The front doors to the
white Christian terrorist compound are opening! The Christian terrorist who
claims to be Jesus Christ might be surrendering! Find Bruce!"


Dolores stood in
front of the television in her condo in downtown Houston.






~


"Maybe the professor got
Jesus Christ to surrender," Duvall said.


A four-wheeler
pulling a trailer drove out of the compound through the open doors. Vinnie
checked it out through the binoculars.


"It's not Jesus
Christ!"


"How do you
know? We don't have his ID."


"Because it's a
girl. The professor's gal—and she's wired! Might be a bomb vest!"


"A bomb
vest? Let me see."


Duvall snatched the
binoculars and zoomed in on the civilian.


"Those are wires
to her earbuds. She's listening to music."


"Could be a
decoy, Cap. What if they took her and the professor captive? Strapped a bomb
vest on her, sent her out, made it look like she's listening to music. Boss,
they killed fourteen federal agents—why not a few more?"


As ridiculous as that
sounded, it would fit the ridiculousness of this entire standoff. 


"Be ready!"
he shouted.




~


"Now to Bruce, our reporter
live on the scene at the white Christian terrorist compound outside Whacko,
Texas!" Regan the CNC anchor shrieked.


"Uh, Regan, it's
actually pronounced 'Way-co,' not 'Whacko.' "


"Whacko is as
Whacko does!"


"What does that
mean?"


"Means tell us
what the hell is going on!"


She shrieked.


"Okay, a woman
is driving a four-wheeler and pulling a trailer up the caliche road from the
compound—"


"The white
Christian terrorist compound."


"White Christian
terrorists or white compound?"


"What?"


"Does 'white'
describe the Christians or the compound? The compound is white, but we don't
know if all the Christians are white."


"What's your
point, Bruce?"


Bruce sighed.
"Never mind. She's driving toward the Feds' camp. She appears to be …
Yes, she is the young woman who entered the compound—"


"The white
Christian terrorist compound."


Bruce dropped his
head for a long second then continued.


"—with Professor
Bookman earlier this morning. Even so, the FBI agents are taking no chances
with her."






~


Joe Don held the target—an
outline of a human head—at arm's length. Donnie had put ten shots in the
forehead from fifty meters … with a handgun. 


"You are a
shooter."


Donnie pointed his
Glock at the flat-screen television on the wall of the gun range.


"Why the hell
are they pointing guns at her?"


The men turned to the
TV.


"She appears
unarmed," Shane the FIX anchor in New York City said. "My God, if
they shoot her …"


"She came out,
that's all that matters," Jim Bob said.


"It matters if
they kill her!" Donnie said.


Jo Jo grunted.






~


A dozen agents aimed their
weapons at the gal as she drove up with one leg elegantly crossed over the
other, as if she were riding a horse sidesaddle, and wearing red sunglasses.
She stopped the vehicle, regarded them, and raised her hands with style. Duvall
fought a smile; he liked this prim and proper little gal. She was a cute
thing, all dressed up in her lawyer outfit with her skirt tucked tightly so as
not to reveal any thigh. He appreciated a well-dressed female, although her
shoes looked like shit. He motioned for the men to lower their weapons. She
yanked out the earbuds.


"Please arrest
me," she said.


"Why?"
Vinnie said.


"So I don't have
to go back inside the chicken coop."


"They held you
captive in a chicken coop?"


"Captive?
No. I had to go into the coop to get eggs for the omelets."


"What
omelets?"


"These omelets.
I brought brunch." 


"It's
noon," Duvall said.


She shrugged.
"Brunch at lunch."


"Who cares what
time it is?" Vinnie said. "It's food!"


Vinnie was practical
like that, conclusive evidence that he was an FBI lifer and a lifelong
bachelor, whether due to the demands of the job or a lack of opportunity,
Duvall did not know. The gal exited the vehicle and straightened herself then
stepped to the little trailer. Duvall and Vinnie followed. The trailer was
loaded with cardboard boxes and covered metal serving containers. 


"What'd you
bring?" Vinnie said.


She pointed at each
container in turn.


"Brie
omelets, garlic cheese grits, sweet potato pone, goat cheese beignets …"


"Damn,
that sounds good," Vinnie said. "Smells good, too." 


"How
do we know they didn't poison the food?" Duvall said.


The
gal gave him a look over her sunglasses then lifted the top of a container,
grabbed a food item, and popped it into her mouth. She chewed and swallowed
and sighed with obvious pleasure. 


"I
love goat cheese beignets."


"What are
beignets?" Vinnie said.


"What lessers
call donuts."


Vinnie threw his
hands to the heavens.


"Praise the
Lord! Donuts!"


"… and strawberry
crêpes."


"That's a
coincidence, Boss."


"Why?"


"Because you
said earlier about wanting crêpes—"


"Not you. Her.
Why are you feeding us?"




~


"Bruce—is she feeding the
Feds?" Regan the CNC anchor shrieked.


"Apparently.
Hope for their sake it's not chicken fried steak."






~


Other agents had crowded around
the trailer and started snatching at the food like the lessers they were.
Veronica grabbed a long, wooden ladle and slapped their hands hard.


"Ow!"


She pointed the ladle
firmly at the men.


"This isn't fast
food! So it shan't be eaten fast! This is cuisine! Act like you know what
that means!"


"Sorry,
ma'am," the agent who loved donuts said. "Uh, what does 'shan't'
mean?"


She took a deep
breath and lowered the ladle. Lessers. Daddy always said that the
upper class must give the lessers a certain amount of leeway when it came to
intellectual matters as they simply did not possess the capacity to think as
the upper class thinks; if they did, they'd be rich and upper class, too. She
smiled at the lesser with leeway.


"What is your
name?"


"Vinnie,
ma'am."


"Well, Vincent,
I want an orderly brunch."


"Yes, ma'am."


She pointed with the
ladle. "Put that canopy over the table so the food doesn't melt then
clear the table."


"Yes,
ma'am." He sniffed. "Uh, ma'am, what's that smell?"


"Chicken
shit."


"I've never
eaten chicken shit."


"On my shoes.
From the chicken coop."


"Right."


He snapped his
fingers at the other men. They moved the canopy and cleared the table as if it
were a contest. 


"That was
fast."


She aimed the ladle
at a large box.


"There's a
tablecloth in that box. Place it on the table."


Vincent tossed the
tablecloth to the men. They spread it over the table as fast as if prepping an
OR table for emergency surgery.


"Now the
silverware and plates."


She pointed the ladle
at the boxes; the men grabbed the boxes and set the table perfectly. Well,
they reversed the forks and spoons, but it was close enough for lessers.


"Now the
food."


The men placed the
pots and pans down the center of the table then stood at attention behind their
chairs and looked to her like Jo Jo awaiting an order. A few agents wore dress
casual, but the others wore black military uniforms. She aimed the ladle at
one such agent.


"What's that you
have slung over your shoulder?"


"Ma'am, it's my
AK-forty-seven."


Other agents also had
such guns slung over their shoulders. No table manners whatsoever. She
breathed out. 


Veronica, give the
lessers leeway.


"Okay, everyone
place your AK-forty-sevens under your chairs for brunch. And for future
reference, we do not bring automatic weapons to a brunch."


"Ma'am, may we
keep our sidearms?"


"Sidearms are
fine."


Once the weapons had
been properly placed beneath their chairs, the men again stood at attention
behind their chairs. 


"Please,
sit."


They sat.


"Napkins in your
laps."


They unfolded and
spread the white cloth napkins in their laps then again looked to her.


"Excellent. You
may now serve yourself then pass the food to your right."


The men did as
instructed. When the food had been served, they again looked to her.


"You may
eat."


One agent raised his
hand.


"Yes?"


"Ma'am, should
we say a prayer first?"


"Oh. Yes, you
may."


The men bowed their
heads, and that agent said, "Bless us O Lord and these thy gifts, which we
are about to receive …"


Her family never said
prayers over a meal, except that one time at Gaido's in Galveston when Mother
prayed that the lobster had been flown in fresh. Veronica observed the lessers
eating. From their male noises, they seemed to be enjoying the food. The
smell of which had attracted more agents.


"You may clear
those tables and set them," she said.


"Yes,
ma'am."


Veronica Cross stood
with her arms and ladle folded across her chest and smiled at the sight. 


And God saw that
it was good.




~


"The FIX is in!" Shane
Hannigan, the FIX anchor in New York City, said. "Who is she?"


"We don't
know," Michele the on-the-scene reporter said.


"Well, man up
and find out!"


"Man up? Careful,
buster, or you'll be on permanent vacation with O'Rourke."






~


"Ms. Cross, you're pretty
good at ordering men about."


His aftershave had
preceded him. It was not Lagerfeld; but then, he was a lesser.
Veronica Cross turned to the agent named Duvall—whom J. C. called Agent
Major—standing next to her. He looked like an action figure stuffed into a
suit. He was obviously going for the menacing look with the flattop and the
matching goatee and the narrow Ray Ban sunglasses. Dirty Harry meets the
Hulk. But his skin was not green; it was red and ruddy, no doubt the
result of years without sunscreen. His overall appearance made her think
of—and the image came into her mind—the devil. 


"I have
experience."


"Why?"


"Daddy's
security forces are ex-Navy SEALS and—"


"No—why are you
feeding us?"


"Oh. J. C. said
he fed the believers in Tabgha, so he would feed the Feds in Waco."


"But why?"


She shrugged.
"Why are you wearing white cowboy boots with a black suit?" 


"They're not
white. They're taupe."


"Taupe?"


"Elephant
skin."


"I thought
elephant skin was grey?"


"They dyed
it."


"Why?"


"So it would be
taupe."


"Why are you
wearing taupe cowboy boots?"


"Why are you
wearing heels with red soles?"


"They're not
heels. They're pumps."


"Why are you
wearing pumps with red soles?"


"Because they're
Christian Louboutins and considered quite fashionable."


"Not with
chicken shit on them." He jabbed his goatee at the red cord to her
earbuds hanging down. "Vinnie thought you were wired to a bomb, hence the
guns when you arrived."


"I thought that
was just your way of saying hello."






~


"Who wears white cowboy
boots?" Donnie asked.


"Heath,"
Jim Bob said.


"Heath
who?"


"Heath
Barkley."


"Who's Heath
Barkley?"


"On 'The Big
Valley.' "


"What's 'The Big
Valley'?"


"TV series from
the seventies. Western. I'm watching reruns on cable. Heath's boots were
white. After that show ended, he became the 'Six Million Dollar Man.' "


"Did he take his
white cowboy boots to that show?"


Jim Bob just sighed.
Donnie wasn't Phi Beta Kappa, but he could shoot like Daniel Boone.




~


"She's attired in a black
silk suit," Bruce the CNC reporter said, "Armani, very chic, I must
say, and a white silk blouse, and Christian Louboutins. And I love her
sunglasses. A very classy outfit. This girl knows fashion."


"She wore Christian
Louboutin heels to an armed standoff between Christian terrorists
and the federal government?" Regan the New York anchor shrieked.


Bruce sighed. Why
don't lesbians keep up with high fashion as gays do?


"Pumps," he
said. "They're pumps, not heels."






~


Duvall inhaled her Chanel No. 5
L'Whatthehell and felt young enough to play ball again.


"You bring
coffee?" he said.


"Starbucks."


"Thank
God."


"I'll tell
him."


"You met Jesus
Christ?"


"I did."


"What's he
like?"


"He seems
sane."


"He's a
conman."


"He wears Under
Armour."


"Under
Armour?"


"He has lots of
scars."


"I have lots of
scars."


"On his hands,
his side, his back … as if he had been scourged and crucified."


"Could be
self-inflicted."


"He didn't do
that to himself."


"Might not be
real."


"I touched
them."


"You touched his
scars?"


"I did."


"Who else is in
there?"


"Two old ladies
who drink wine and smoke weed."


"Weed?
That's a federal crime."


She lowered her
sunglasses apparently so he could see her rolling her eyes at him. 


"Arrest
Austin." She gestured at the table with the ladle. "They're trained
chefs. They cooked all this food."


"You notice
anything else?"


"The
cross."


"Cross? Like my
mother had on the wall?"


"Like Jesus
Christ was crucified on."


"There's a big
cross in there?"


"There is."



"And the place
is shaped like a cross. Interesting."


"He is."


"Did you find
the two girls?"


"Not yet."


"You need to
find them and get out. This won't end well."


"How long do
they have?"


"One week."


"And then what
happens?"


"Death and
destruction."


"Oh, good,
something to look forward to."


The gal was a bit of
a smart-ass, but he liked that in a woman.


"So how long
have you worked for Bookman? Didn't see you in Montana."


"I couldn't go
to Montana, I didn't have a passport."


Duvall chuckled.
"I read about the shooting in his law class. He really stepped to the
gun?"


"The professor …
he's got a death wish."


"Maybe I can
make his wish come true."


She again lowered her
sunglasses and regarded him as if he were the crazy one.


"What are
these?" Vinnie held up a food item. "They're really yummy."


The gal shook it off
and turned to Vinnie. 


"Ah, the
surprise of today's brunch. J. C. ordered them himself—frog legs."


"Frog legs?"


Vinnie spat out the
frog then made the sign of the cross.


"I thought you
liked them?" the gal said. 


Vinnie's face was
that of a child watching The Exorcist when the girl's head does a
three-sixty.


"Frogs are the
second plague."






~


"She's going back inside the
compound," Bruce the CNC reporter said. 


"The president
tweeted again!" Regan the New York anchor shrieked. "He said,
'Watching standoff on FIX—not
FAKE NEWS CNC!! Wow, the gal bringing brunch to Feds, she's a real babe!!'
"


"Well, at least
he didn't say he wanted to grab her by the pus—"


"Time for a
commercial break!"






~


"Why doesn't the FBI arrest
her?" Michele said.


"What crime did
she commit?" Shane the FIX anchor in New York said.


"Obstruction of
justice."


"Are you
auditioning for a job at CNC?"


"Stay out!"
Donnie shouted at the television.


The four men stood in
front of the screen in the gun range.


"Don't get in
that cart!" Jim Bob said. 


"Don't do it,
Veronica!" Donnie said.


"Shit, she got
in the cart!" Joe Don said.


"Drive
away!" Jim Bob said.


"Don't you dare
drive back to the compound!" Donnie said.


Jo Jo grunted!






~


"No!"


Dolores screamed at
the television. Veronica drove the cart through the wide doors and into the
compound.


"The young woman
returned of her own free will into the white Christian jihadist compound!"
Regan the CNC anchor shrieked. "We must now question her motives. Is she
Christian as well? Does she sympathize with the radical Christian jihadists?
Or worse, is she aiding and abetting the radical and violent Christian
jihadists?"


Regan addressed the
camera with her trademark constipated expression. 


"I think we have
no choice but to ask the obvious question: Is this mysterious young woman an
agent for Vladimir Putin?"




~


The law students laughed at the
CNC anchor on the lounge television. 


"An agent for
Putin? No—it's even more dangerous! She's an intern for Professor
Bookman!" 













Chapter 26


"A man without love is empty
inside," J. C. said. "Work cannot fill that hole. But a good woman
can. A good woman fills the empty hole inside a man's soul. A bad woman digs
the hole deeper. Mary Magdalene is a good woman. She fills my soul. I
couldn't leave her behind."


"She loves
you."


"And I love
her. But she is neither my lover nor my wife. She is simply the most special
woman in my life—in both of my lives. Ours is a spiritual relationship, not a
physical one. I mean, it has transcended two thousand years—a sexual fling can't
last that long."


J. C. smiled. He and
Book sat under the cross.


"She is my soul
mate. And that's all a man needs, isn't it, Professor? A woman who touches
his soul. A woman to whom he feels able to open his soul. When you find that
woman, you don't let her go. You grab hold of her and hold her close. You
hold on to her tightly. I have held on tightly to Mary Magdalene through two
lives."


Book's envy must have
been apparent.


"Not to worry,
Professor. You too have a soul mate."


"Why haven't I
found her?"


"How do you know
you haven't?"


"Wouldn't I know
my soul mate?"


"Only if you
open your soul to her."


"And how do I do
that?"


J. C. balled up his
hands, stretched his arms wide, and then opened his fists with a flourish.


"Let your fear
go. Release it to the wind. Open your soul. Feel the divine."


"And that will
work?"


"Would the Son
of God lie to you?"


Book regarded this
man who called himself Jesus Christ. He had killed, but he did not seem like a
killer. Or cold-blooded. Or psychopathic. Or a warden holding his people
prisoner. But that still left charismatic conman.


Book did not know
what he was.


Each day of his life,
Book seemed to know less about life. But one thing he did know: this man
sitting before him, be he a conman, a warden, or a killer, would surrender or
die. If he surrendered, he would not go to prison alone. If he died, he would
not die alone. He would take many of these lost souls with him, including
innocent children. Book could not let that happen. He stood.


"I'm going out
to talk to Duvall, see if I can reinstate the cease-fire. Promise me you won't
shoot anything in the meantime."


J. C. held up an open
hand as if taking the oath in court.


"Swear to
God."













Chapter 27


Duvall knew things had taken a
turn for the strange when an ice cream vendor showed up in the gawker section.



"Jefe,
you want an ice cream cone?" Vinnie said.


It took all of
Duvall's fortitude not to shoot his aide.


"No. And
neither do you."


"You sure? I
was thinking I did."


"You
don't."


"Why don't
I?"


"Because you
don't want to look like a dope on national TV eating an ice cream cone at an
armed standoff where fourteen federal agents died the day before."


"Oh, yeah, that
would probably appear insensitive."


Like all agents in
the new and improved FBI, Vinnie had undergone sensitivity training.


"I could get a
root beer float, they'd never know I was eating ice cream."


"The FBI doesn't
eat ice cream."


"Damn. I'll
tell the boys."


Vinnie departed. FBI
Special Agent-in-Charge Major Duvall stood outside the command tent in a suit
and in control—at least as far as the cameras were concerned—the public image
of the Federal Bureau of Investigation—as more RVs arrived. More agents. More
media. More gawkers. More guns. And one media relations specialist named
Amanda in an Uber black like a princess going to the prom. Except she didn't
wear a prom dress; she wore a white shirt over black yoga pants and white
tennis shoes.


"Agent Duvall,
we meet again."


He gave her a
standard FBI eyeball pat-down. She exhaled dramatically and grabbed her hips. 


"Still looking
at women as sex objects," she said.


"And women don't
look at men as sex objects?"


"Difference is,
men can't claim sexual harassment. We can. And we can ruin any man. Ask
O'Rourke."


Duvall had tried his
hand with her in Montana; she had slapped his hand. He had written her off as
a lesbian and moved on. He held up his hands in surrender then motioned Little
Miss Black Yoga Pants inside the tent to escape the cameras. He sat in his
chair; she sat directly in front of the fan.


"Hey, don't
block the fuckin' fan."


"Take your
fucking coat off."


"Move before I
fuckin' shoot you."


She fucking moved.


"So, we've got
Jesus Christ in the compound with a hundred seventy lost souls versus the full
force of the United States of America out here." She smiled. "Now
that's a story we can work with."


Little Miss Black
Yoga Pants had handled media relations at Sleeping Buffalo. But the media
there had consisted of two local news stations; that crime scene was in the
middle of Montana, so none of the New York network reporters had ventured to
that part of the flyover land. This crime scene was less than two hours' drive
from Austin, three from Dallas and Houston—and the bad guy was Jesus Christ,
not a dumb-ass cattle rancher whose wife had left him for a BLM employee—so the
network media was out in full force in Waco.


"Work with
that?"


Her pretty eyes
sparkled like a college coed on a shopping spree with daddy's credit card. 


"This is the
show, Duvall. The big time. We didn't go live on the networks once in
Montana—we'll be live every day here. The evening network news broadcasts go
on at six-thirty back East, five-thirty here—how do these people watch the news
at five-thirty? Don't they go to yoga class after work?"


"I don't think
these people watch network news."


"Well, twenty
million people back East will be watching—so don't fuck it up and make me look
bad. This is my big break."


"Hey, don't
start—"


"It'll be a news
conference style event, you'll give a brief statement then take a few questions.
This is a big media story, so they're allotting the entire first segment, about
eight minutes, to the conference. Have you done this before?"


"Not live on the
networks."


"A few ground
rules. Point to the reporter. Listen. Answer with as few words as possible.
Don't go on and on. Less chance of saying something stupid. If you don't know
the answer, say I don't know or we'll have to find out or we'll have that for
you at tomorrow's briefing. Don't bullshit, it'll be obvious. Don't say fuck
or any derivative of fuck. Don't get in an argument with the reporters—most of
them are liberal assholes, but don't call them liberals or assholes—and they'll
try to make themselves look good at your expense. Don't take the bait like the
president always does. You're the FBI—be smart, be professional, be in
control. A big audience will be watching, including members of Congress, the
director, and the First Daughter." 


"The First
Daughter?"


"She's the
president's media advisor."


"I thought she
was his foreign policy advisor?"


"No, that's the
daughter-in-law." 


"What's the
son-in-law?"


"Domestic policy
advisor."


"I thought he
was chief of staff?"


"No, that's the
son." 


"Need a
scorecard."


"And that's just
from the first marriage."


"I see why the
director wants to retire."


"So … what's
the news?"


"Fourteen
federal agents are dead."


"Old news. What
else?"


"Jesus Christ
possesses two Browning Machine Guns."


"Also old
news."


"He shot down
our Reaper with a Stinger."


"Maybe."


"What do you
want?"


"His real
identity, a photo, a video! I can promote that to the networks."


"We don't know
his identity, and we don't have a photo or video."


"Find out! Get
one!"


"We're
trying!"


"Shit!"
She checked her watch. "Forty-five minutes till air, and we've got
nothing. Duvall, we need new news!"


"New news?"


"We've got to
feed the beast. The networks need something big, something new—like proof
Putin rigged the election. They don't lead off with old news. We give them
old news today, we won't be the lead story live tomorrow."


Little Miss Black
Yoga Pants jumped up and paced the tent like a perp wired on meth, round and
round and going nowhere. She suddenly stopped.


"Bookman! We
can use him. What's he doing here?"






~


"Trying to prevent Agent
Duvall from killing those people."


Duvall and the young
woman whirled on Book. He stood just inside the tent.


"Come in,
Professor," Duvall said. "The door's open."


"It's a tent.
There is no door."


The woman stepped to
Book and extended a hand.


"We meet again,
Professor."


"I wish I could
say it was good seeing you again, Ms. Hines."


"So you've been
inside?"


"Both
days."


"What can you
give us?"


"Give you?"


"We need news
for the networks."


"Ah."


A Supreme Court
nominee learned the media ropes quickly. The media is a beast that must be fed
daily. Book saw his opening.


"What can you
give me?"


"What do you
want?" she said. "A plug for your new book?"


"Peace."


"Oh, shit,"
Duvall said. "You sound like a fuckin' Miss America contestant—'I want
world peace.' I told you, Professor, I'm going to kill Jesus Christ. Get over
it and move on."


"Peace for how
long?" Ms. Hines said.


"Forever,"
Book said.


"Twenty-four
hours."


"Dawn on
Monday."


"Done."


"I want to hear
it from Duvall."


"Jesus,"
Duvall said, "you're negotiating for that guy? He just killed fourteen
federal agents. Whose side are you on?"


"The
children's."


Duvall threw up his
hands. "I can't kill anyone till Monday morning? What am I supposed to
do tomorrow?"


"Watch
football," Book said. "Or come inside with me."


"And become his
hostage?"


"He's already
got a hostage."


"Who?"


"Me."


"But you're out
here," Ms. Hines said.


"I'm his hostage
should the need arise. The president wouldn't want his Supreme Court nominee
killed by his FBI."


"Good
point," she said.


"I guess it's
the football game, Duvall," Book said. "Cowboys and Giants."


"I'd rather kill
Jesus Christ," Duvall said. "Hell, I'd rather kill myself than watch
the fuckin' Cowboys."


"Baseball
then."


"I never watch
baseball."


"Is that a
religious matter?"


"ESPN has a
broad casting."


"A broadcast?"


"No—a broad
casting. A woman calling the game with men. How many girls ever played
baseball? How the hell can they talk about a game they know absolutely nothing
about?"


"Like men
talking about sex?" Ms. Hines held up her cell phone. "I have the
director on speed dial."


"And he has the
president on his." Duvall sighed and surrendered. "Fine. I won't
kill him till Monday morning—on one condition."


"Which is?"


Duvall jabbed a stiff finger at Book as if to stab him. "You
don't talk to the media. We control the flow of information from inside the
compound."


"Agreed."


Ms. Hines turned to Book. "Happy? Now give me
something." 


"No one in the
compound was killed or wounded," Book said.


She shook her head.
"Makes the Feds look incompetent. What else?"


"The Shroud of
Turin is authentic."


"That's not
bad."


"It's
bullshit," Duvall said. "How can he prove it? And who cares?"


"What
else?" Ms. Hines said.


"He's got three
ex-Special Forces soldiers in there. Veterans of Afghanistan and Iraq. They
manned the machine guns and the Stinger. They killed the agents and the
drone."


"Just
three?" Duvall said.


"Three of them
are enough."


"What are their
names? We'll run 'em through the system."


"Gideon, David,
and Elijah."


"Bible
names?" Ms. Hines said.


"Everyone goes
by a Bible name."


"Who else?"


"Mary Magdalene,
Moses … "


"I like it. Use
that, Duvall."


"Yes,
ma'am."


"What
else?" she said.


"He's a
virgin."


"Too
creepy."


"They're
gluten-free."


"Me, too!"


"Gluten-free?"
Duvall said. "That's new news?"


"Maybe
not," Ms. Hines said. "What else, Professor?"


"He bought the
Stinger and BMGs at gun shows."


"Ooh, I love
that. A law-and-order angle. Use it, Duvall. What else?"


"He has
scars."


"Scars?"


"On his hands, his torso, and his back."


"As if he were
crucified?"


"Exactly as
if."


"Your gal said
she touched his scars," Duvall said.


"She did."


"They're
real?"


"They're real
scars. Did he really get them from being scourged and crucified? No."


"Did you get any
photos?" Ms. Hines said.


"Of his
scars?"


"Yes."


"No."


"Get some.
We'll kick ass with photos."


She held her hand to
her mouth and tapped her lips. 


"He calls
himself Jesus Christ, he's got scars consistent with the Crucifixion …
that's too good to pass up." 


She stuck a finger in
the air; she had made a decision. 


"Okay, Duvall,
lead with the ex-Special Forces soldiers—it's good to have strong villains—then
the gun show—the left-wing networks are crazy about that, they'll run with it,
they've been campaigning against gun shows forever. Then the Bible names and
the scars, that'll trend well with Southern viewers, they eat up that religious
shit. The networks' ratings will pop, which guarantees we'll be live again
tomorrow. Praise the Lord!" 


"So to
speak," Book said.


She grinned.


"Professor, come
see us at five every day. And bring me new news."


"I will—if Agent
Duvall lives up to the bargain."


"He will."
She waved her cell phone at Duvall. "I'll set up a briefing area over by
the media. I'll need a couple of agents to help."


"Tell Vinnie to
get Danny boy and Garcia."


"Come over at
fifteen after."


"Yes,
ma'am."






~


The college coed charged daddy's
credit card and rushed out of the store with an armful of clothes and a smile
on her face. Duvall turned to the professor.


"Smart move,
Professor."


"What did you
find out about J. C.? Did you get his social security number, tax returns …?"


"We need a name
first. And we can't get a name without prints or DNA. His prints aren't in
the system, so his DNA won't be either. It's only collected upon arrest.
We've run computer searches—nothing."


"There's got to
be something on him."


"He doesn't
exist."


"The land
exists, and he's living on it. Who's the owner?"


"Can't check
till Monday. County courthouse is closed for the weekend."


"Use your FBI
badges and get it open!"


"I got this,
Professor. But, if you get a photo of him, we'll run it through the facial
recognition software, see if we get a hit."


"And then your
snipers would know who to shoot."


"Least they
wouldn't shoot you by mistake. I'd hate for that to happen."
He smiled. "You learn
anything else inside?"


"Now you want my
help?"


"You're in
there, might as well use you."


"I did learn
something. But I didn't want to mention it to Ms. Hines because it doesn't
need to be public."


"What?"


"He's got
Internet and computers."


"Probably so he
can access porn sites like Osama—prayed to Allah but paid for porn. We spent
ten years tracking his ass down in Pakistan, turns out all we had to do was
FISA Pornhub. Who knew?" He chuckled at his own humor. "I'll get
the director to check with NSA, see if they can capture his emails and
communications. We'll get a FISA warrant if we have to."


"Spying on an
American citizen?"


Duvall turned his
palms up and offered an innocent expression.


"Professor, we
don't know who he is. He might be an American citizen, but he could be a
foreign national plotting evil in America."


"Maybe he's
Russian?"


"You never
know."


"He's not
Russian, and he has civil rights."


"And BMGs and
Stingers." He snorted with disdain. "Grow up, Professor. This
ain't a con law class. This is the real fuckin' world. And we're keeping
America safe from all enemies, foreign and domestic. All enemies, Professor—Al
Qaeda, ISIS, Russia, the Klan, cattle ranchers who kidnap federal
employees"—he pointed south—"or a fuckin' white guy who thinks he's
Jesus Christ." 















Chapter 28


The sun behind him shined hard in
the reporters' faces, like the Outlaw Josey Wales facing off against the
bloodthirsty Comanche. But Josey had never faced off against network news
reporters from New York City—these bloodthirsty bastards made the Comanche look
like Hare Krishnas at the airport. Duvall wished he had a mouthful of tobacco
juice to spit on the baked earth. He stood at a podium before a clump of
microphones and a cluster of cameras aimed at him like that Comanche war
party's arrows; Little Miss Black Yoga Pants stood next to him. The pool
producer for the networks held up five fingers … four … three … two
… one. 


"You're
live," she whispered.


"I'm FBI Special
Agent-in-Charge Major Duvall. At dawn yesterday, fifty ATF agents attempted to
execute search and arrest warrants at the Garden of Eden compound you see behind
me. The arrest warrant was for the leader of the cult who calls himself Jesus
Christ. The search warrants were for two fifty-caliber Browning Machine Guns.
The ATF agents came under heavy fire from the compound. Fourteen agents were
killed and nineteen wounded. We've negotiated a cease-fire and are attempting
to negotiate the surrender of the people in the compound. Questions?"


The reporters' hands
shot into the air. He pointed at a hot blonde FIX chick. Her shiny red
lipstick shimmered in the sun.


"This morning
they shot down your Reaper with a Stinger—where did they acquire a
shoulder-mounted missile?"


"A gun show, the
same source for the BMGs."


"Won't that give
liberals ammunition to eliminate the gun show exemption?"


"I don't care
about the liberals' ammo"—he threw a thumb at the compound behind
him—"only about his."


"Who in the
compound is capable of accurately firing BMGs and Stingers? That takes
skills."


"We've learned
that there are three former Special Forces soldiers in the compound, veterans
of the Afghanistan and Iraq wars. They have the skills to wage war on
America."


He pointed at a hot
brunette FIX chick. Her cleavage glistened with perspiration.


"Why is the
Hostage Rescue Team here?"


He again aimed a
thumb at the white compound. "He's got Special Forces soldiers. Short of
calling in the Green Berets, HRT is the best we've got."


"How many people
are in the compound?"


"One hundred
seventy, give or take."


"How many
children?"


"Forty-seven, we
believe."






~


"Figuring half of the adults
are women, that leaves maybe sixty shooters," Donnie said.


The soldiers watched
the briefing in the hangar.


"Just
three," Joe Don said. "Just the soldiers."


"How do you
know?"


"If you were
defending that compound, would you want amateurs getting in the way?"






~


"Agent Duvall," the
brunette FIX chick with the glistening cleavage said, "can you guarantee
this won't be another Guyana?"


"No. I can't
guarantee that. That's an insane asylum, and the inmates are armed and
dangerous. The children are our top priority—getting them out safely."


"You could storm
the compound."


"Which would
guarantee they drink the Kool-Aid."


He pointed at a hot
redheaded FIX chick. Her dress clung to her luscious body like a wet tissue.


"Why is Professor
Bookman here?"


"The professor
is a respected law professor, which is obvious given the president chose him to
be the next Supreme Court justice."


"But why is he
here?"


"He came to the
compound to confer with a resident but arrived just after the assault."


"Odd."


"He is a bit,
but—"


"I meant, that
he just happened to be here."


"Oh. At the
request of Jesus … of the cult leader, he is now the negotiator."


"May we talk to
him?"


"No."


"Why not?"


"That might
compromise the negotiations."


"The professor
is the next Supreme Court justice—you can't get him killed in this operation.
Doesn't his presence in the compound preclude your taking offensive
action?"


"Preclude? I
wouldn't go that far. I mean, there's always collateral damage in these operations,
and there are other lawyers and judges qualified to sit on the Court." 


Duvall was about to
go back to the blonde with the shimmering red lipstick, but Little Miss Black
Yoga Pants tugged on his coat. He covered the microphones with his hand and
leaned down to her; she whispered in his ear, "This isn't the White House
briefing room. You can't just call on the FIX chicks. Call on the old guy
from CBS." Duvall sighed and stood tall. He jutted his goatee at the old
guy from CBS. His bald head shone with sweat.


"Agent Duvall,
the young woman who entered the compound with Professor Bookman this morning,
we believe her to be Veronica Cross, the daughter of Jonathan Cross, the
Houston billionaire oilman—can you confirm that?"


"I can confirm
that her name is Veronica Cross. I have no information about her father."


"Why did she
feed the Feds?"


"He wanted her
to."


"Her
father?"


"Jesus
Christ."


"What did she
feed you?"


"Crêpes, Brie
omelets, garlic cheese grits, sweet potato pone, goat cheese beignets.
Gluten-free, we believe."


"Gluten-free
goat cheese beignets at an armed standoff?"


"It is a bit
strange. But then, Jesus Christ with two BMGs and a Stinger is pretty damn
strange, too, isn't it?"


"Who is
he?"


"We don't
know."


"What do you
know?"


"The Shroud of
Turin is authentic … he said."






~


"I knew it!" Jim Bob
said. I saw a show on the Discovery channel about that and—"


Joe Don put a finger
to his lips.


"Shh."






~


"And he has scars,"
Duvall said.


"Scars?"
the sweaty CBS guy said.


"On his hands,
his torso, and his back."


"Hands, torso,
and back? What, as if he had been crucified?"


"Apparently.
But I can't confirm that."


"That he has
scars?"


"That he was
crucified."


"Do you have
names of any of the compound inhabitants?"


"Gideon, David,
Elijah, Moses, and Mary Magdalene."


"Moses and Mary
Magdalene? Jesus Christ has scars as if he had been crucified, and his
followers have Bible names?"


"Welcome to
Waco."


Duvall raised a
finger to point at a FIX chick but Little Miss Black Yoga Pants cleared her
throat as if she were choking on a chicken bone and whispered, "Call on
Bruce from CNC." He exhaled then pointed at a chipmunk looking male
reporter with big black glasses. 


"Agent Duvall,
can you assure the American people that the Christian terrorist who calls
himself Jesus Christ did not in fact acquire the machine guns and
shoulder-mounted missiles from Russia?"















Chapter 29


"Russia?" Hank the FIX
producer said. "Seriously?"


"We have to say
'Russia' a hundred times a day," Bruce the CNC reporter said. "I
think it's in our contracts."


"But how do you
say it with a straight face?"


"Practice."


They walked back to
the media encampment after the briefing.


"Yeah, well, we get
caught even looking at a female correspondent's breasts," Hank said,
"we're fucking history. Talk about a hostile workplace environment, every
gal is just waiting to be sexually harassed so she can get a big settlement."


"Shit, you can
grab my crotch for five million bucks."


"It might take
ten."


"Let's get a
drink. Or five. I'm going to have to be drunk to eat a deplorable
dinner."




~


"You told Agent Major about
us?" J. C. said. "Gideon and the others, my scars … "


Book sat in J. C.'s
apartment. The living room was Spartan, only a couch and chairs and the TV.
And on a wooden table, a flagrum, three iron spikes, and a crown of thorns.


"We give and we
get. We gave them new news."


"New news?"


"Something new
to feed the media beast."


"And what did we
get?"


"Peace. Until
Monday morning."


"And what
happens then?"


"I've got to
give them something tomorrow to extend the cease-fire."


"Ah. Well,
perhaps I can help."


"Just don't
shoot anything."






~


"You did good, Duvall,"
Little Miss Black Yoga Pants said. "The director called. He was
pleased. So was the First Daughter."


"I can sleep
tonight."


But he wouldn't.


"Tomorrow, don't
just call on the FIX chicks. It's obvious."


"Just trying to
give them an equal opportunity in the workplace."


"You're not
screwing any of them, are you? We've got enough PR problems with the spying
shit." 


She sat in front of
the fan again; he again resisted the urge to shoot her. She stared at him then
turned her hands up as if expecting something from him.


"I'm
hungry!" she said.




~


"Whoever wins gets
dinner!" Joe Don said.


Jim Bob held the ball
at half court. Joe Don guarded him. Donnie guarded Jo Jo under the net—well,
he stood in Jo Jo's general vicinity. Watching Jim Bob now was like watching
LeBron in the last seconds of the seventh game of the NBA finals with the score
tied; everyone knew he was driving the hoop. Difference was, LeBron didn't
have to drive against Jo Jo—and there were rules in the NBA.


"Don't do it,
Jim Bob," Joe Don said. "I need you in the copilot's seat."


"I gotta do
it."


Joe Don sighed.
"I know you do."


He did. Jim Bob did
a quick crossover—Joe Don fell for it every time—and then drove the net—he
drove on Jo Jo. It was like watching a train wreck in slow motion. Jim Bob
went in hard … Jo Jo raised his arms high … Jim Bob was fearless …
he attacked Jo Jo's body with his left shoulder and tried to go up with the
ball in his right hand … problem was, Jim Bob had a two-foot vertical at best
… he hit the brick wall named Jo Jo … and he went down hard. He didn't
get up.


"Shit!"


Joe Don ran to his
copilot. The others gathered around. 


"Jim Bob!"


Joe Don slapped his
face a few times. His eyes opened. He groaned. Joe Don held up two fingers
in front of Jim Bob's face.


"How many
fingers?" 


"Four."


Joe Don exhaled with
relief. "He's good."


Donnie yanked Jim Bob
up. He shook his head as if to clear the cobwebs.


"Did we
win?"


"Oh, yeah,"
Donnie said. "You won. Again. Now go get dinner."






~


"What do you guys want for
dinner?" Vinnie said.


He had entered the
command tent where Duvall still sat in his chair and Little Miss Black Yoga
Pants still sat in front of the fan.


"What are our
options?" Duvall said.


"Couple of food
trucks in the gawker section, they've got tacos, corny dogs, sausage on a
stick, fried Twinkies …"


"Two corny dogs
and a Twinkie," Duvall said.


"One corny dog
and two Twinkies," Little Miss Black Yoga Pants said.


Duvall gave her an
amused look.


"Two Twinkies?"


"They're
fried!"



































Chapter 30


"Browning Machine Guns!
Stinger missiles! What's next, fucking ICBMs?" Regan the CNC anchor in
New York City shrieked.


Regan Murrow was
famous for being the "Wicked Bitch of the East" in the highly
competitive world of twenty-four/seven, in-your-face cable news—and for
dropping F-bombs on the air. A million people watched her evening broadcasts
waiting for it—and she never disappointed. Fuck you, ABC and CBS and NBC!
Can't say fuck on the networks! F-bombs away on cable! The white compound
stood in the distance bathed in light on the television screen. 


"As night falls
over the land of deplorables, also known as Texas, and three hundred brave
federal agents stand massed a quarter mile north of the white Christian
jihadist compound outside Whacko, where radical Christian jihadists have
declared war on America, we are left to wonder. We wonder how one hundred
seventy human beings—pathetically ignorant lower-class deplorables who voted
for the president though they may be—could follow a man who claims to be Jesus
Christ just because he has scars consistent with the Crucifixion? Haven't they
heard of cutting? Disturbed teenagers do it all the time."


She offered the
camera an exasperated look then exhaled loudly.


"We wonder how
adults—even graduates of public schools in the South—could allow themselves to
be given Bible names by this loon? Mary Magdalene? Moses? Seriously?"


Another exasperated
look and exaggerated exhale.


"And we wonder
how many more innocent Americans will die before this standoff ends. What will
happen? How will this—the deadliest terrorist attack on American soil since
nine-eleven—end? Will the Christian jihadists surrender peaceably? Will the
FBI assault the compound and kill the Christian jihadists? Or will the
Christian jihadists drink the Kool-Aid?"


Wait for it, boys and
girls.


"Well, we can
only fucking hope so!"






~


Dolores turned off the
television. Her Veronica was inside the compound.






~


"The FIX is in!" Shane
Hannigan, the FIX anchor in New York City, shouted to the camera. "How
did the federal government screw we the people today? Stay tuned, and I'll
tell you."


It was company policy
to lead off every broadcast with the company motto. It encouraged their
conservative viewers to buy into the notion that the federal government fixed
the game—laws, rules, regulations, policies, political prosecutions and
political non-prosecutions, and most importantly, elections, to tilt the
playing field in favor of liberals and Wall Street and against the middle-class
"deplorables," which is to say, gun-toting, heterosexual,
conservative Christians. Watching an evening FIX broadcast was like watching a
disaster movie marathon—America as Poseidon starring Mitch McConnell and
Paul Ryan—the whole damn country was upside down and sinking fast! Going to
hell in a liberal hand basket! Dumb-ass Democrats! Deep state! Deny God and
destroy America! Over and over and over again, from five Eastern Time until midnight,
a constant refrain that the government was screwing the people. That
policy—and the fact that the government was screwing the people—and
parading out the "FIX chicks"—long legs, short skirts, and push-up
bras—Fear and Tits!—had proven a winning combination in the ratings
war. 


FIX News kicked ass.



"As Professor
Bookman attempts to negotiate a surrender of these peaceful, law-abiding,
country folk, people living in God's country, the great State of Texas where
people are still free to believe in God without being berated and hated by the
fascist, left-wing anarchists who want to delete 'one nation under God' from
the Pledge of Allegiance and open the borders to Islamic terrorists and
MS-Thirteen gangsters, these good people who had never caused any trouble in
all the years they've lived on that land but who were attacked by the federal
government for exercising their constitutional rights to freedom of religion
under the First Amendment and the right to bear arms under the Second Amendment
…" 






~


The soldiers in the hangar ate
Buffalo Wild Wings from the Central Concourse and drank Coronas from the
refrigerator and stared at the white compound on the television.


"She's sleeping
in there tonight," Donnie said. "With Jesus Christ."


Jo Jo grunted.


"What?"
Donnie said. "No, not with him in the Biblical sense, just in the
same compound."


Jo Jo grunted again.


"I don't know,
Jo Jo. The professor is a black belt in Taekwondo, he'll take care of
her."


Another grunt from
the big man. Donnie threw his hands into the air.


"I know Jesus
Christ is a fucking whack-job and you can take better care of her, but you're
here and she's there, so you'd better hope to hell the professor is good
enough!"













Chapter 31


"So, Ms. Cross," J. C.
said, "how was your day?"


"It didn't
suck."


"Oh, good. Will
you extend your stay another day?"


"I will."


"Excellent.
Sundays are special here."


"I guess they
would be."


"Indeed."
J. C. spread his arms to the room. "All the comforts of home."


He had taken them to
a small apartment at one end of the compound. 


"For our special
guests." 


J. C. pointed out the
amenities like a hotel bellboy.


"Two bedrooms
and baths and a living area. The little refrigerator, it's filled with water
and juices and snacks. Thermostat on the wall if you like it cooler. Plenty
of hot water. Ms. Cross, I put you in the room with the big tub—it's a
Jacuzzi. And, Professor, you're in the room with the shower. I didn't figure
you for hot baths each night."


"Uh …
no."


"Wi-Fi?"
Ms. Cross asked.


"I'm sorry,
no."


"If I can't get
a data connection out here, how am I supposed to tweet on Twitter and post
photos on Instagram?"


J. C. shrugged an
apology.


"If you are
otherwise satisfied with your accommodations, I will retire. Souls to save,
and all that." He started to turn but stopped. "Oh, Professor, care
to join me for a dawn run?"


"Love to, but I didn't pack my running gear."


"I'm stocked up
on Under Armour and Cascadia shoes. Large shirt, medium shorts, and size
eleven shoes, correct?"


"Correct, but
how'd you know?"


J. C. shrugged.
"All knowing? I'll leave the clothes outside your door. See you at
dawn. And you, Ms. Cross, at seven for breakfast."


Ms. Cross threw up
her hands.


"Has no one
heard the concept of 'sleeping in'?"


"We'll be
there," Book said.


"I shall await
your questions, Ms. Cross."


J. C. walked out and
shut the door. 


"He may not be
Jesus Christ," Ms. Cross said, "but he doesn't seem like a
cold-blooded killer."


"Good thinking,
Ms. Cross, to embed with the cooks."


"It wasn't a
strategy. I like them. They're why I'm staying. I don't want them to
die."


"What did you
learn from them?" 


"How to make
beignets."


"About the
girls."


"Nothing."


"Why not?"


"I can't just
come right out and ask, where are Bobby Jo and Billie Jean Durant, now can I?
These things take time." 


"Tomorrow."


"We're making
gougères and quiche Lorraine." 


"Ms. Cross, we
don't have much time."


"Agent Major
said we have one week. Then it's death and destruction."


"He wants to
kill J. C." 


"Professor, did
you notice that everyone inside seems oblivious to what's happening outside? I
mean, kids tubing down the canal?"


"I did
notice."


"That seem odd
to you?"


"It does."


"But I have to
admit, here inside the compound, all that outside seems a world away."


"Like being in a
bunker?"


"Without Wi-Fi
and bonbons."






~


"Hi, Mom."


"Hello."


"It's
John."


"Hi, John."


Man in the moon. His
father, his mother, and soon him. God had cursed the Bookman family. After
his father's death, he had cursed God. Over time, his mother had eased his
pain. Now God had taken his mother from him—her body remained, but her essence
was gone—and he had no one to ease his pain. He found himself cursing God
again.


"Professor?"


"Yes, Gabby,
it's me."


"She handed me
the phone."


"So what did you
do today?"


"We visited the
state capitol. It's a beautiful building."


"It is
indeed."


"I took a photo
of Clare standing next to the Sam Houston statue like a girl on a date."


"Text that photo
to me please."


They hung up, and his
phone pinged. Gabby had sent the photo of his mother. She stood next to Sam
Houston, but Book saw his father. Clare had been Ben's soul mate, and he
hers. Their son would never know such love.






~


And let there be data in
Waco! Praise the Lord! 


Veronica Cross
downloaded a new album to her iPhone—"The Undoing," by Steffany
Gretzinger. She started the song she had heard earlier: "Out of Hiding."
She plugged in the earbuds then stepped into the hot bath. She placed the
phone on the little rack on the wall then sat down in the water. She lay back
against a rolled-up towel. She had not brought any of her bath accessories;
hence, there was no aroma of hibiscus to inhale, but a hot bath after the long
day melted her tense body. 


What a day it had
been!


She—Veronica
Cross of River Oaks—had braved the Feds and entered a religious cult compound …
had met the man who would be—could be?—the Son of God … had
asked and received and touched the scars—of the Crucifixion?—had met the
grandmothers she had never had—two smart women who believed that man was the
Lord Jesus Christ!—had stomped on shit in a chicken coop and ruined a
second pair of Christian Louboutins in two days—and laughed about it!—had
stood toe to toe with Agent Major, a certifiably scary guy—he looked like
the devil!—had instilled table manners in lessers—armed with AK-47s!



I lived life that
day! 


She hadn't
hidden out in the bunker. She hadn't lay in bed all day eating Ben &
Jerry's Blondie Ambition Ice Cream and imagining a relationship with Rick, a
zombie killer. She hadn't avoided the lessers at all costs. She hadn't
escaped life that day.


I dove headfirst
into life!


She had agreed
to sleep in a religious compound run by a man who was either the Son of God or
the Wizard of Oz or a cold-blooded killer. She had felt fear and confusion and
joy and excitement. She had felt pain for Billy and proud of herself.


I feel alive!



The last two days,
Veronica Cross had seen things and done things and thought things that she had
never imagined seeing or doing or thinking. She had been terrified and
mortified and justified in running away but she hadn't. She had fought her
fears and held her ground. She had grown up. It felt damn good to be a
woman. At least for two days.


But I have to be
honest—I would die for a box of vanilla bonbons!


She opened the Bible
to Exodus and began reading. The Birth of Moses … The Burning Bush …
Promises of Deliverance … The Plagues … blood … frogs … gnats …
flies … livestock … boils … hail … locusts … darkness …
firstborn … The phone rang and startled her out of her thoughts. She
clicked on the mic to answer.


"Hi,
Daddy."


"I've been
calling all day."


"You mean,
Dolores has been calling all day."


"I was in
meetings."


"I've been
busy."


"Feeding the
Feds?"


"How'd you
know?"


"This standoff is all over the TV. Fifteen federal agents died."


"Fourteen."


"Another
died."


"Shit."


"They showed you
driving out of the compound, giving the agents food, and then driving back in.
Why didn't you stay out?"


"I'm trying to
help."


"Your mother is
not pleased with you."


"You told
Mother?"


"No. The TV
did. They know your name. That you're the professor's intern, and you went in
with him. She's not happy with you."


"Tell her I'll
put on sunscreen tomorrow."


"That you won't
do as you're told."


"I'm
twenty-four, Daddy."


He sighed into the
phone. "V, I'm sorry I yelled at you this morning."


"It's
understandable—I decided to stay in a religious compound run by a guy with
dreadlocks who thinks he's Jesus Christ."


"He has
dreadlocks?"


"He does. But
that's not the odd part."


"What's the odd
part?"


"He has
scars."


"I have
scars."


"As if he had
been scourged. As if he had been nailed to a cross and stabbed with a
spear."


"V … you're
not buying his bullshit, are you?"


"No, Daddy. I'm
spoiled, not stupid."


"If you're not
spoiled, it's not because I haven't tried."


She laughed.
"You've done a great job in that regard."


"V, why did you
go into the compound?"


"I told you, I
had questions for Jesus Christ."


"You mean, the
guy with dreadlocks who thinks he's Jesus Christ?"


"Yes, him."


"What
questions?"


"I asked him if
God was still happy with the world he created."


"What did he
say?"


"He said God
wants a do-over."


"A
do-over?"


"A reboot.
Another Noah's ark but without the flood."


"Damn, and right
after we hit the mother lode out in West Texas."


She laughed again.
She and Daddy used to laugh a lot together.


"On the bright
side, I met the two most wonderful old ladies. They're sisters and trained
chefs—Miriam cooks French and Mara Cajun—their daddy was an oilman too, up in
Dallas. I helped them in the kitchen." She giggled. "Daddy, I went
into the chicken coop and collected eggs! I got chicken shit all over my
Christian Louboutins!"


Now Daddy laughed.
"We had a coop on the farm when I was a kid. My sisters worked the
chickens, they always smelled like chicken shit. I was happy to work the
fields."


"We cooked
brunch for the Feds."


"I saw you on TV
talking to Agent Duvall. He seemed like a real nice guy at the briefing."


"Oh, yeah, he's
a sweetheart. He wants to kill J. C."


"J. C.?"


"Jesus Christ.
He goes by J. C. Wears Under Armour."


"Dreadlocks and
Under Armour?"


"I know. A bit
weird."


"A bit?"


"A lot."


"What did you
and Duvall talk about?"


"Death and
destruction. He says they have one week to surrender."


"V … please
come home."


"I will,
Daddy."


"When?"


"Tomorrow. I'll
try to find the girls tomorrow, then I'll leave."


"Promise?"


"Yes."


"V …"


"Yes,
Daddy?"


"I love
you."






~


"Hey, little buddy, how was
tee ball?"


"Hi, Major."
His son always called him Major. "I got two hits."


Duvall sat in the RV
under the AC and watched TV, reruns of the briefing on FIX and the drone
shoot-down, and rubbed saddle soap on his cowboy boots like he used to rub
sunscreen on his son's back when they went swimming. His knees ached. It was
ten local time, eight out west. He had the phone on speaker. He called his
son every night come hell or high water or a whack-job with twin BMGs.


"Really? That's
fantastic. I told you wearing Mickey's number would be good luck. As soon as
this case is over, I'm flying out to see you."


"I can't
wait."


"Me
neither."


He hadn't seen his
son since before Montana. He had completed the paperwork on that standoff and
planned a week off, but Jesus Christ had other plans. 


"Hey, buddy, I
need you to show me how to Twitter on my phone."


"It's really
easy. I can put you on Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat …"


"Just Twitter.
I've got to read the president's tweets."


"Oh, he's
hilarious. We all read his tweets at school."


"Really?"


"You want to do
it now?"


"Sure."


"Okay, tap on
the App Store."


"Where?"


"On your
phone."


"Got it."


"Hit search at the
bottom."


"Okay."


"Type Twitter.
When it comes up, hit download."


"Did it."


"Wait till it
opens then sign up."


"Done."


"Now you've got
to follow the president. He's 'at POTUS.' "


"Makes sense …
hey, there he is."


"He just
tweeted. 'PUZZIE Pelosi and PUZZIE-WHIPPED Chuckie voted against the tax
cut—BAD! REALLY REALLY BAD!!!!!! I won! Get over it and get on board!'
"


"Puzzie?"


"The older boys
said it means pussy, but you can't say that on Twitter, so he makes up fake
words."


"Fake words? Puzzie?
Glad you're learning new stuff in elementary school."


"What exactly
does pussy mean?"


"We'll talk
about it later."


"When?"


"When you're
twenty-one."


"We saw you on
TV."


"Did I do
good?"


"Real good. Mom
said you picked only the FIX chicks to ask questions. Oh, she wants to talk to
you, here she is."


"No, no, buddy,
don't give her the phone—"


"I need more money," his ex-wife said.


Her way of saying,
Hi, how are you?


"What happened
to the alimony?"


"It's called the
mortgage."


"Well, you'll
have to wait till payday."


"Oh, okay, I'll
tell Major Junior he'll have to wait till next week to eat—I can't afford this
house!"


"Why'd you sell
my house and move to Califuckinfornia?"


"It was our
house, and I got it in the divorce, remember? And I got a job here."


"It doesn't pay
enough, and you wanted the divorce."


"Because you
refused to see a psychiatrist."


"I'd rather
shoot myself."


"Are you still
having those thoughts?"


"No, no, I just
… "


"Are you
sleeping?"


"Seriously?"


"Any panic
attacks?"


"Not
recently."


"How not recently?"


"Couple weeks …
a week."


"Last OC?"


"Not since
Montana."


"That was only
two weeks ago."


"That's a long
time without the OC."


"How much
Advil?"


"Two every few
hours."


"When the
headaches are bad—"


"They're always
bad."


"—you can take eight
hundred milligrams—four tabs—every six hours and eight hundred milligrams of
Tylenol in between."


"Yes, Nurse
Duvall."


She was, in fact, his
nurse. And an ER nurse at the hospital.


"Any
rages?"


"No … well,
the demon thought about it, when Jesus Christ killed my drone … and when
the director read me POTUS's tweets like we're teenaged girls … and when
the First Kid said to do psyops—I'm taking orders from a fuckin'
teenager."


"Three times
today? These high-stress situations, they ignite the demon."


They referred to the
rage as "the demon." That way, it was like it wasn't really a part
of him. It was a third party who just happened to inhabit his head.


"These
high-stress situations, it's what I do."


"You do the
breathing?"


"Yeah. It
worked. Don't worry, I have the demon on a leash."


"Don't let
go."


"I won't."


"Any
confusion?"


"Just about why
you left me."


"Because you …
because the demon scared me."


"He never hit
you or Junior."


"He hit
everything else."


"It's just
stress. I got the MRI you wanted—it was clear. No brain tumor like you
thought. I'm not dying even if …"


"Even if
what?"


He breathed out.
"Mary Jane, some days, I feel like it's eating me from inside—piece by
piece, day by day, a little more each day. I feel … less … each
day." 


"Less?"


"Yeah."


"Major, I know
you act tough, always the linebacker, but you're scared, too. You have a son.
See a psychiatrist."


"The director
talked today about me taking his place when he retires."


"When?"


"As soon as he
thinks I'm ready. These crisis situations, this is how I prove I'm ready.
They're high-profile—"


"And
high-stress."


"FBI Director,
that's a big job with a big paycheck and a big pension. We're set up for
life."


"We?"


"One day you'll
come back to me … won't you?"


"Maybe … if
you go to a shrink."


"I go to a
shrink, I don't become the next director. I become unemployed. I'm out of the
FBI, my career is over. And so is your alimony."


Duvall disconnected
his ex-wife and fed the demon four Advil.






~


"Dad, was that drone
shoot-down exciting? Wow! Those guys are good with those Stingers! Thank God
for gun shows … "


J. C. laughed then
listened to His Father.


"Well, I wasn't
showing off, just trying to convince her … Humans are visual learners, they
need to see to believe … She changed her tune when she saw the scars,
didn't she? … A big first step to faith for Veronica Cross …"


He again listened.


"… She is a
pistol. Chanel No. Five L-Eau at an armed standoff—I mean, is that precious?
What a creation she is … She's a child of God, she just doesn't yet know
it. But that she will soon discover with the help of Miriam and Mara …
That was a very good question … Did I answer correctly? … I know, kids
don't study history anymore … No, no, Dad, you tried, did everything any
God could do … America was a wonderful experiment … but some
experiments fail … Humans are wild cards … Shame, they had such a good
thing, too …"


J. C. again listened
to His Father.


"The Plagues
worked with the pharaoh, perhaps they'll work with Agent Major … Yes, he is
possessed by the devil … "


His Father exhaled.


"What's wrong? …
He's tweeting again? … Well, why did you sign up to his Twitter? …
Let me read it …"


J. C. pulled out His
phone and found the president's Twitter feed.


"Is that even a
word? … A fake word? … What does that even mean? I'm two thousand
years old, Dad, I think I'm old enough to know what that word means … Hey,
Dad, don't blame me, I didn't create him."

































Chapter 32


Major Duvall stood ramrod
straight with his thick arms crossed just before first light broke over the
Texas countryside. He stared at the white compound a quarter mile south,
illuminated by the full moon. The land lay calm and quiet. Peaceful. It was
Sunday, day three of the standoff. He would play politics and psyops for seven
more days, then he would take decisive action against the compound, action that
was already in the works. Jesus Christ would be dead by next Sunday. 


The son of God had
fucked with the wrong government.


The ATF were a bunch
of dumb-ass fuckups, to be sure, and not even in the same league as the FBI, but
they were still federal agents. And the federal government could not allow
federal agents—even dumb-ass fuckups—to be shot and killed in the line of
duty. For Duvall, it wasn't as much the people as it was the principle.
Letting assholes kill federal agents was bad for business. So Major Duvall
would kill Jesus Christ. That would be good for the business of the FBI. You
kill one bad guy, the other bad guys surrender without a fight. He yelled to
his aide.


"Wake 'em up,
Vinnie!"





















Chapter 33


She stood on a low rise with her
arms folded over her chest and a Tootsie Roll Pop in her mouth. Her curly red
hair and yellow sundress blew in the breeze off the Irish Sea. The seven
children played in the green meadow below. They laughed and ran barefoot
through the thick grass. She smiled at the sight. She touched the silver nail
cross that hung on a silver chain around her neck. She gazed at the heavens
above—thank you, God—just before the Irish countryside exploded with a
deafening noise. 


"DUH-DUH!
DUH-DUH! DUH-DUH!" 


Veronica
Cross screamed herself awake.






~


"And God said, 'Let there be
music!' "


Two massive speakers
mounted on a flatbed 18-wheeler and aimed at the compound blared ZZ Top at one
hundred eighty decibels—which was like standing under a Saturn rocket
launch—loud enough to wake folks in downtown Waco forty miles away. From a
distance of four hundred meters, it had to sound as if their ears were pasted
to amplifiers pounding rock music full blast. Duvall and Vinnie stood behind
and away from the speakers, but they still wore shooters' earmuffs. 


"I love 'Jailhouse
Rock'!" Vinnie yelled.


His aide played an
air guitar. "Duh-duh! Duh-duh! Duh-duh!"


Duvall glanced
around. Other agents apparently liked ZZ Top just as much as Vinnie. They too
played air guitars and drums and danced to the beat as if they were at a live
concert. 






~


Veronica threw on a white terry
cloth bathrobe and stumbled out of her bedroom and into the living room of the
small apartment just as the professor entered from the other side wearing
running clothes. She held her hands over her ears and yelled from ten feet
away.


"ZZ Top? Are
they playing in the compound?"


"Duvall is
playing psyops! Loud music to annoy us!"


"Well, I'm
annoyed!"


"I'll let him
know!"






~


Duvall's cell phone rang. He
couldn't hear it, but he felt the vibration. He pulled the phone from his
pocket and checked the ID. He smiled. Jesus Christ himself. He stepped
farther away, removed one earmuff, and put the phone tight to his ear.


"Good
morning!"


"I'm sorry, I
can't hear you!" the man who called himself Jesus Christ said.
"Someone is playing their music very loudly!"


" 'Jailhouse
Rock' 'cause that's where you're going, baby!"


"Turn it
off!"


"Surrender!"


"You're keeping
the children awake!"


"You're keeping
me in Waco!"


"It's Sunday!
They sleep in!"


"I don't!"


"If you don't
turn it off, I will!"


"And how do you
propose to do that? … Hello? … Hello?"






~


"ZZ's 'Jailhouse Rock' is a
better version than Elvis's," Jim Bob said, "but 'La Grange' is their
best song."


" 'Tush,' "
Donnie said.


" 'Blue Jean
Blues,' " Joe Don said.


Jo Jo grunted.


" 'Francine?' "
Jim Bob said. "No way, big man."


"Someone get
breakfast," Joe Don said.






~


Duvall turned to Vinnie; he
manned the binoculars.


"What do you
see?" he yelled.


"Nothing! …
Wait! … Someone's at the top of the compound wall! … Two guys …
with … Oh, shit!"


Vinnie dove at
Duvall—"Incoming!"—and took him to the ground just as the speakers
exploded. They covered their heads as pieces fell to the ground around them.
When debris stopped raining, they sat up and yanked the earmuffs off their
heads. The Texas countryside sat quiet again except for the gawkers' cheering,
whether because the noise bothered them too or just for the entertainment
value, Duvall did not know. 


"Chief, he's got
RPGs, too," Vinnie said.


"So it would
seem."


Duvall grabbed his
phone and put it to his ear.


"That's another
fuckin' federal felony!"


"Ah, much
better," Jesus Christ said. "Have a nice day, Agent Major."


He disconnected.
Duvall and Vinnie sat on the caliche and stared at the remains of the speakers.


"Boss, they hit
the speakers from a quarter mile away. What do you want to do?"


"Back up."













Chapter 34


"Browning Machine Guns!
Stinger missiles! Rocket Propelled Fucking Grenades!" Regan the CNC
anchor in New York City shrieked.


"Uh, Regan,
they're just Rocket Propelled Grenades," Bruce the CNC reporter on the
scene said. "RPGs, not RPFGs."


"What's your
point, Bruce?"


"My point is,
we're here. We saw. Eyewitnesses in this godforsaken wasteland called Texas.
Suffering hellish heat. Sleeping in a disgusting hotel. Eating deplorable
food. My God, they fry steak like chicken!"


Bruce's emotions got
the best of him. Again.


"Regan, I can't
take it anymore! Please bring me home!"


"Bruce—get ahold
of yourself! Pull your big girl panties up!"


Bruce blew out a
breath and bucked himself up. 


"Sorry, Regan.
So, at dawn this morning, the FBI attempted psychological warfare against the
compound—"


"The white Christian
jihadist compound."


"Uh, yes, that
compound. The FBI blared ZZ Top across the deplorable landscape and—"


"Which
song?"


" 'Jailhouse
Rock.' "


"Live or
studio?"


"Live."


"I saw ZZ when I
was, like, seventeen. That bass guitar player, wow, he could've set me
straight—well, at least for one night."


She laughed.


"Uh, good to
know. In any event, ZZ Top didn't work as well on Jesus Christ as they did
you. The men inside the compound—"


"The white Christian
jihadist compound."


"—uh, yes, they
took out the FBI's loudspeakers with RPGs. The FBI subsequently ordered us to
move back, as they are also doing. They are concerned for our safety as the effective
range of an RPG is six hundred meters. We're now eight hundred meters out—half
a mile. But the flat land and the vast size of the white compound—"


"The white
Christian jihadist compound."


"—make it still
seem very close—and the people inside—"


"The white Christian
jihadist compound."


"—still very
dangerous."


"Dangerous and
deadly white Christian jihadists!" 


She shrieked.




~


"Good shot from four hundred
meters," Donnie said.


They sat at the
kitchen table in the hangar and watched the standoff on FIX—they had an ongoing
dispute over which FIX chick was the most desirable—and ate breakfast burritos
from Pappasito's Cantina in the Food Court—flour tortillas with egg, cheese,
potatoes, refried beans, barbacoa, and pico de gallo—guaranteed
to put hair on your chest, or in the case of Jo Jo, your back.


"I guarantee
you," Jim Bob said through a mouthful of burrito, "those ol' boys are
from Texas or Louisiana, grew up hunting in the woods, took their skills to the
U.S. Army."


"You mean, just
like us."






~


"RPGs are not protected by
the Second Amendment," Book said.


"But they're
very effective against loud music at dawn," J. C. said.


"You promised
not to shoot anything."


"He refused to
turn off the music. I mean, I love ZZ Top as much as anyone, but not at dawn
on the Sabbath."


"You killed his
speakers. And probably the cease-fire. Again."


Book and J. C. jogged
the track inside the outer wall. The countryside lay quiet. Again. 


"Fifty-caliber
machine guns, Stinger missiles, RPGs—why does the Son of God need so many
high-powered weapons?"


"Armed assaults,
drones, and loudspeakers."


J. C.'s phone rang.
They stopped; he answered on the speaker.


"Yes, Agent
Major?"


"You there,
Professor?"


"I am."


"He shot out the
cease-fire again. It's open season on messiahs."


"No retaliation,
Duvall, or no new news to feed the media beast."


"I'll feed 'em
Little Miss Yoga Pants."


"She'll call the
director … and I'll call the president."


"You keep
playing that card, Professor, one day you'll run out of cards."


He disconnected.
They ran on.


"How do you like
the shoes?" J. C. said.


"You do
understand they're not going away? Fifteen federal agents are dead. There's
no forgive and forget now."


"God will
forgive them." 






~


Thank God the music had stopped.
Veronica's ears still rang. She stepped out of the tub and dried off. The
towel was thick and soft like those at a fancy hotel. She had washed her hair;
it was fluffy and curly. If only. But Mother might see her on TV when she fed
the Feds, so she would still dress to please Mother. She searched the cabinets
for a hair dryer to straighten her hair. She did not find one. She again put
on the bathrobe and walked out of the apartment and to the kitchen. She found
Miriam and Mara preparing coffee and breakfast.


"Good morning,
child."


"Where's a hair
dryer?"


"We don't have
one."


"Oh—my—God."


"He doesn't have
one either."


"How am I
supposed to straighten my hair?"


"You're not.
You're supposed to leave your hair as God made it. Red and curly and out of
control. The way God wants you."


"But
Mother—"


"Is not
here."


Mara held out a pink
peasant dress, pink flip-flops with a yellow rose, and Veronica's black
G-string as if it were contagious.


"Your lawyer
clothes are still wet. Try these."


Veronica regarded the
dress at arm's length. 


"Do you have
this in black?"


"No, child.
It's a sundress."


"It's pink!"
She sighed. "Please don't tweet a pic of me in a pink dress."


"What's a
tweet?"


"Excuse me while
I cry."






~


Duvall popped four Advil. His
phone rang; he knew who was calling.


"Yes, sir?"


"A drone and now
two speakers—this is getting expensive."


"I can kill him
a lot cheaper."


"I'm sure you
can, but—"


"Sir, I've got a
full contingent on-site—three hundred trained and armed agents. We can take
down the compound."


"I know you
can. And if there were only adults in there, I'd give you the green light.
Voters wouldn't give a shit if we killed them and Jesus Christ. But after it's
over, and those cameras capture us carrying out kids killed or wounded by the
United States government, voters will care about that. That won't be fake
news. That'll be real. And they will vote the boss out of office. Which will
cost me my job and you any shot at my job." 


"Did the boss
tweet?"


"Bears shit in
the woods? Of course, he tweeted. Said, 'Okay, that was a good shot but
Jesus with BMGs and RPGs? Where the hell's that in the Bible? Surrender,
Jesus!' "



































Chapter 35


"I fired an RPG one
time," J. C. said. "Couldn't hit the side of a barn. Not my skill
set. It is theirs. Gideon, David, Elijah—they're pros."


"So are the
Feds," Book said.


"Just because
they're being paid doesn't make them pros. I'm afraid the FBI is not in the
same league as Special Forces."


"Perhaps not,
but three against three hundred? Even with BMGs, Stingers, and RPGs, you'll
lose."


"Oh, that's not
all we have, Professor." 


His attention was
diverted.


"Ah, here's Ms.
Cross."






~


Veronica walked up to the table
where the professor and J. C. sat under the cross. They stood to greet her.
The professor wore jeans and a tee shirt; his hair was wet, as if he had just
showered. J. C. wore Under Armour and sneakers. 


"Is that really
you, Ms. Cross?" the professor said. "In pink? With curly
hair?" 


"Pink is the new
black. Today, anyway. I got chicken sh— … My clothes got dirty
yesterday. Miriam washed them, but they're still wet. So pink it is. And apparently
there's not a hair dryer in this entire compound."


"My
apologies," J. C. said. "But I do like the curls. And the
Chanel."


She sat then they
sat.


"So, Ms. Cross,
how did you sleep your first night in the Garden of Eden?"


"I slept very
well. Waking up was a bit of a bitch, but—"


J. C. laughed then
shook his head. "Agent Major Duvall … What am I going to do with
him?"


"I know what he
wants to do with you."


"He had a lot of
anger issues as a boy."


"He still does
as a man."


"He took his
anger out on the football field. He was very good. That was his release for
his anger—he threw himself into football headfirst. Literally. But he has no
one to hit now."


"Just to
kill," the professor said.


"Sins of the
father." J. C. sighed. "His father hit him, when he was a boy.
Often. And his mother."


"His mother hit
him, too?" Veronica said.


"What? No, no,
his father hit his mother, too. Satan had seized his father's soul. I'm
afraid he needed a good exorcist."


"How do you know
all this?"


"The boy prayed
to God to rescue him."


"And did you …
Did God rescue him?"


"He did."


"How?"


"The next time
the father hit the boy and the mother, he fell over dead. Heart attack."


"An eye for an
eye."


"Indeed. But …
"


J. C.'s eyes drifted
away.


"But what?"


"That last time,
when his father hit his mother, Duvall punched his father in the chest. And
his father's heart stopped at that very moment. Duvall was only ten, not
strong enough to … It was just a coincidence, the timing."


"But he thinks
he killed his father."


"He does. He
played football to please his father then he killed his father—or so he
thinks."


"Wow, that must
be a tough burden to bear."


"It has been for
him." J. C. exhaled heavily. "He has the devil inside him. I wish
he'd allow me to conduct an exorcism. He would be so much happier."


"I'm lucky.
Daddy's never even spanked me. He's just overprotective."


"That's what
fathers do—protect their children."


"He drives me
nuts sometimes."


"He loves you
all the time."


Tears came to her
eyes.


"My apologies
again, Ms. Cross. I didn't mean to upset you. Ah, here's breakfast."


Miriam and Mara
arrived with plates of food.


"I would have
helped," Veronica said. "You don't need to serve me."


The ladies smiled and
placed the plates on the table.


"Child,"
Miriam said, "serving others, it's what we do."


"We are servants
of God," Mara said. "And today we're serving quiche Lorraine."


Veronica inhaled the
aroma of the dish—"I love quiche Lorraine"—and Miriam leaned in and
inhaled her Chanel.


"I love
Chanel."


"And you look
lovely in pink," Mara said. 


"What brand is
this dress? There wasn't a tag."


"Country
Chic," Mara said.


"Never heard of
them."


"That's a joke.
I bought it at a garage sale down the road."


"A garage
sale? Oh, my God—"


"Yes?" J.
C. said.


"—a lesser has
been inside this dress? Mother would die!"


"When you're
finished eating, we need your help," Miriam said. "We're cooking
bacon and eggs for the children."


"Not the chicken
coop again?"


"We have enough
eggs. But we need bacon."


"Do I have to
butcher a pig?"


"No, just go to
the butcher."


"Abraham,"
J. C. said. "You'll like him … even though he was a lesser out
there."


The ladies walked
off.


"Please, Ms.
Cross, ask your questions."


"Yesterday you
told Agent Major on the phone that you would unleash the Plagues upon the Feds
if they didn't leave."


"I did."


"So I read
Exodus last night."


"Love
Exodus."


"Me, too.
Anyway, the first plague was blood. God turned the Nile red with blood."


"Can you
imagine? The pharaoh must have pooped his pants."


"I would have.
So God turned the Nile red with blood, and you turned the pasture red with
blood."


"They started
it."


"Let's get past
that for the moment. The second plague was frogs."


J. C. grinned.
"You got it?"


"So did the
Feds."


"I thought I was
being a bit too cute, but it was cute, don't you think?"


"You freaked out
one Fed. Agent Major's right-hand man. Vincent."


"Vincent
Romano. A good Italian Catholic. Duvall's aide-de-camp and conscience."


"So what's
next?"


"What does
Exodus say?"


"Gnats, flies,
livestock, boils, hail … Can you really do all that?"


"Of course
not."


"That's a
relief."


"But God
can." 


"Will God?"


"If Agent Major
doesn't leave."


"He won't."


"Then God
will."


"But the final
plague is … "


"Yes, Ms. Cross,
I know."


And she knew there
would be no happy ending to this story. There would only be death and
destruction. This man who would be Jesus Christ would die. All the people would
die. Miriam and Mara. The men, the women, and the children. They would all
die here. In this compound. She wanted to leave now, to walk out the front
doors and call Daddy to send Joe Don to come for her and take her home. Where
Veronica Caitlin Cross belonged. In the bunker where she would be safe from
this world God created—the world God now wanted to destroy. She pushed the
quiche Lorraine away and stood.






~


Book saw that J. C.'s words had
upset Ms. Cross. He stood to escort her away. She gathered herself and forced
a smile.


"Kitchen duty
calls."


"Are you coming
to the service?" J. C. asked.


"What service?


"Church. It is Sunday, Ms. Cross."


"Where?"


"Here, under the
cross."


"What
time?"


"Noon."


"I'll be
here."


"Good."


"I'll take your
dishes."


"I'll
help," Book said.


They collected the
plates and walked to the kitchen.


"Find the
girls," Book whispered. 


Ms. Cross looked up
at him with sad eyes.


"Professor, end
of business today, I'm out of here."













Chapter 36


Joe Don hung up the phone and
turned to the men.


"That was the
boss. She's coming out today."


"Are we going to
get her?" Donnie said.


"Yep."


"When?"


"Boss said he'd
call."


Donnie and Jim Bob
high-fived.


"Course, I will
miss the firefight," Donnie said.


"Sure, but think
of the bright side. We don't have to kill anyone."


"I thought that
was the bright side."






~


"Thank God," Dolores
said. Veronica had just called her father, and her father had just called
Dolores. Veronica was coming home. 




~


"So you're Veronica
Cross," the big man with blood on his hands said. "Heard about you.
You do smell good. I'm Abraham. A proud lesser."


Veronica felt her
face blush. "Oh, I—"


Abraham the butcher
chuckled. "It's okay. I am what God wants me to be. And I'm a damn good
butcher."


She had found the
butcher shop on the other side of the compound, and in the shop she had found
Abraham. The room reeked of raw meat; he of animal blood. He had rough skin
and appeared weary. He was probably about Daddy's age, but he looked much
older. Bald guys always looked older, and lessers always looked much older.
Daddy said it was because they've had tough lives, like the roughnecks on his
rigs; Mother said it was because they did not apply enough sunscreen. Abraham
raised a cleaver then slammed it down on the chunk of meat. Veronica winced
and stepped back from the table. She looked from the poor pig to the big man.



"How long have
you been here?"


"Fifteen
years."


"You haven't
been outside the compound in fifteen years?"


"I left once.
Last year. For two days."


"Why'd you come
back?"


"I hitchhiked to
town and read the paper—about the presidential campaign—then ran back. The
world out there, it's bat-shit crazy."


"You need a
bunker." 


"I have a
compound." He smiled. "So who won the Super Bowl?"


"The Super
Bowl? Uhhh … Just a sec."


She retrieved the
iPhone from her Victoria's Secret push-up bra—there wasn't much to push up, but
it left plenty of room for the iPhone—and Googled "Super Bowl."


"The New England
Patriots."


"Again? They
won it right before I came here. Who's their quarterback?"


"Quarterback …
Tom Brady."


"Brady? He was
the QB back then. How old is he now, forty-five?"


"Do you really
want to know?"


"Uh, I guess
not."


She put the phone
back in her bra. 


"Handy little
deal you got there."


"I know. I can
put lots of stuff in there—"


"The
phone."


"Oh. I love my
iPhone. I'd die without it."


"Really?"


"Well, I might
not actually die, but my life would be significantly less." 


Abraham the butcher
grunted. "Sounds like you need a life."


"Daddy's a
billionaire three times over—I have a quite satisfactory life, thank you very
much."


"How old are
you?"


"Twenty-four."


"Twenty-four,
and you've already settled for satisfactory?"


"You're a
butcher—that's not exactly exciting."


"True. But I'm
sixty-four. At sixty-four, satisfactory ain't settling—it's surviving. At
twenty-four, it's sad."


Her mouth fell open.
A lesser telling her that her life was sad? The nerve of him! … To talk
to her like that! … To … see the truth about her so quickly. At
twenty-four, before she had even lived life, she had settled for a satisfactory
life. And he had seen her soul in seconds. He's a lesser, a butcher, he cuts
up dead animals—pigs, lambs, cows, rib-eye steaks—but he was … wise?


"So why are you
here?" she said.


"I got
insourced."


"Insourced?"


"Worked at a big
meatpacking plant in Iowa, part of a public company. Twenty-two years, they up
and fired all of us, brought in Mexicans to replace us, they work cheap, no
benefits. Said they had to get the stock prices up. Been doing this work all
my life, since my folks lost the farm—what was I supposed to do, go into the
oil and gas bidness?"


"Daddy's in the
oil and gas bid … business. He's a fracker. Maybe you could work
for him."


"I work for
Jesus Christ now."


"Daddy pays top
wages to his people."


Abraham cleaved
again. 


"Ms. Cross, life
ain't about the money you make."


"It helps."



He pointed the bloody
cleaver toward the main part of the compound.


"It's about
salvation."


"And have you
found it here?"


"I have. And
you will, too." 


"Sorry, Abraham,
but I'm getting the hell out of here today."






~


"Do they really think he can
take them to heaven?" Duvall said.


"The people in
the compound?" Vinnie said.


"We know they
do. I mean all those pilgrims."


Duvall jabbed his
goatee at the spectator section. The gawkers—people seeking a break from the
boredom of life—had been joined by the pilgrims—people seeking salvation.
Duvall wanted to go over there and tell them the truth: Salvation doesn't
exist. He ran a hand over his flattop and put the binoculars to his eyes. The
pasture beyond the media encampment was filling up fast that Sunday morning.
They came in cars, trucks, and RVs. He read the license plates—


"Alabama,
Mississippi, Louisiana, Texas, Oklahoma … the Bible Belt of America. And
Waco's the buckle of the belt."


"Any California
plates?"


"Uh …
no."


—and the signs they
had erected—


" 'Psalm
Twenty-three' … 'Matthew Seven:Twelve.' "


He lowered the
binoculars from his eyes.


"What do they
expect to find in Waco?"


"I expect to
find my own damn RV with air-conditioning!"


They turned to a tall
man in a rumpled seersucker suit dragging a rolling suitcase down the caliche
road toward them as if he were walking through an airport after missing his
flight. His pasty skin glowed with sweat in the sun; black reading glasses
hung from a black cord around his neck. He arrived, released the suitcase
handle, and wiped his nearly bald head with a white handkerchief. 


"How the hell do
people live in this heat?"


"Who the hell
are you?" Duvall said.


"Doctor Theodore
Josephson. FBI psychiatrist. I specialize in religious cults. And I'm not
sharing a bed with any of your agents, unless the agent is female."


A funny
psychiatrist. A perfect fit for this standoff. Duvall's first instinct was to
assign him to Garcia's RV. One week with her, he'd have a new specialty. But
he had dealt with these prima-fucking-donna shrinks at prior standoffs.
Appeasement was the prudent course of action with psychiatrists and demons. So
he bit down on the demon's deep desire to coldcock the son of a bitch and
instead stuck a hand out to the doctor.


"Special
Agent-in-Charge Major Duvall."


"I've heard
about you. Tough guy who gets the toughest cases. And I watched your briefing
yesterday. I like the FIX chicks, too."


Duvall gestured at
his aide. "Vinnie, my second-in-command. He'll set you up in an
RV."


Vinnie grabbed the
suitcase and led the doctor to the recreational vehicles like a salesman with a
new customer. Duvall swallowed four Tylenol and wondered how much the doc
charged. 















Chapter 37


"Has she seen a doctor who
specializes in Alzheimer's? Your mother."


"Many."


They stood in the
garden outside the building but inside the wall. In neat rows grew tomatoes,
onions, cantaloupes, watermelons, and sweet potatoes. Around the perimeter
were apple and pecan trees and a peach orchard. J. C. waved a hand at the—


"Garden of
Eden. I love this place."


It was obvious that
he did.


"We're going to
put in a vineyard, make our own wine, if just to save on Miriam's wine bills.
She tells me she's cooking with all that French wine, as if I don't know
better." He turned his scarred hands up. "All knowing?"


He chuckled.


"Professor, I
know you don't believe I'm the Son of God. And that's okay. In time, you
will. But if Jesus Christ were standing before you now, what questions would
you ask Him? You're a professor—knowledge is your currency. What do you want
to know?"


"Why my
mother?"


"Why not your
mother? Mothers all over the world suffer and die every day—why shouldn't your
mother? Suffering on earth is the entry fee to heaven. Not to worry,
Professor, your mother will be with God—and reunited with your father."


"And I will be
alone."


"Why do you
think that?"


"The gene. I
can't—"


"Love? You're
not going to live to see seventy-six, so you can't love at thirty-six?
Professor, you're so worried about dying that you're not living. Heck, you're
probably going to kill yourself on that Harley anyway."


"Really?"


"No." J.
C. smiled. "Is it fun? Riding that big Harley with a girl holding
on?"


"That's what
makes it fun."


"Ah. I've
always wanted to try that with Mary Magdalene, but I'm too scared."


Book shrugged.
"You only live once … well, in your case, twice." 






~


"Why would the professor
risk his life for those people?" the tattooed guy at the counter said. He
gestured at the CNC broadcast on the television behind the counter.
"They're fucking Christian jihadists."


Carla tried to ignore
the customer's comments—it was considered best practice at Kerbey's not to get
into verbal fights with paying customers—but she couldn't. She was working the
counter that morning. And she was Christian.


"Not all
Christians are jihadists."


"All Christians
are fucking fascists and racists and capitalists and Republicans."


"I'm not. And
the professor's not. He's a good man trying to save those people."


Carla felt her eyes
tearing up and her thick arm muscles tensing up. All her life she had fought
the inner self versus outer self battle, as now. Her female inner self wanted
to sit in the corner and cry; her male outer self wanted to grab this asshole
by his ponytail, drag him across the counter, and face-plant him in a fucking
fry pan. 


"Christians
capitalists can't be saved," the asshole said. "I'm an atheist, a
communist, and I'm for the little people."


Carla restrained her
male outer self and placed the breakfast plate in front of the asshole. 


"Ooh," he
said. "Banana bread French toast and Chilaquiles."






~


"Who wants bacon and eggs?"
Veronica said to the children. 


They all raised their
hands. She placed a plate of food on the table in front of the young blonde
girl. The Durant sisters were blondes. 


"And what's your
name?"


"Keziah."


"And is she your
sister?"


Veronica placed
another plate before the blonde girl sitting next to her.


"No. She's my
friend."


"I'm
Tamar," the second girl said.


"Do either of
you have a sister?"


Both girls shook
their heads. Veronica pulled the phone out of her bra and tapped on the Notes
app; she added their names to the list then put an X by each name. She
replaced the phone in her bra then looked around the eating area at the other
children. They sat eight to ten at each table; there were five tables; so
there were forty to fifty children. The girls sat together; they occupied
three tables; so there were about thirty girls. She would first learn which
girls were sisters, then find Bobbie Jo and Billie Jean Durant. She served the
girls at the next table.


"Hi, what's your
name?"


Thirty minutes later,
she had served all the girls. Thirty-two. Seven sets of sisters. Four sets
in the age-seven-to-ten range. None were blondes. Where were Bobbie Jo and
Billie Jean Durant?


"Are we too late
to eat?"


Veronica turned to
two young, blonde girls wearing tie-dyed tee shirts and jean cutoffs. The
smaller girl was cute; the bigger girl was beautiful. 


"No, of course
not. Sit. I'll bring your food. I'm Veronica. What are your names?"


The smaller girl
looked to the bigger girl to answer.


"I'm Esther,
she's Naomi."


"Are you
sisters?"


Naomi nodded; Esther
answered.


"Yes."


"How old are
you?"


Naomi held up nine
fingers then seven; Esther answered again.


"I'm nine, she's
seven."


A shot of adrenaline
surged through Veronica's body. They were blonde and the right ages. 


"Are your
parents having breakfast?"


Naomi shook her head;
Esther answered.


"We have a
mama. Her name is Delilah. She's sick."


"Oh, I'm sorry.
Let me get your food."


Veronica hurried to
the kitchen and returned with their plates. 


"Bacon and eggs,
pancakes, baked grits, and gougères."


"We don't like
grits," Esther said.


Naomi shook her head.


"But we love
gougères," Esther said.


Naomi nodded. 


Esther said a prayer
aloud then they ate. Veronica sat across from them.


"So how long
have you girls lived here?"


Naomi again looked to
her older sister to answer.


"All our
lives," Esther said.


"Do you like it
here?"


Naomi shook her head;
Esther answered.


"No." 


Veronica gestured at
Naomi. "Does she talk?"


Naomi nodded; Esther
answered.


"Too much."


Veronica turned to
Naomi and said, "I want to hear your voice."


"You're making a
big mistake," Esther said. "Once she starts, she won't stop."


Naomi nodded, but she
finally talked.


"What she
said."


"I'll take my
chances with you."


She smiled. And
talked more.


"What's that
smell?"


"Chanel."


"Who's
Chanel?"


"What."


"What?"


"Chanel is a
what, not a who."


"What's
Chanel?"


"Perfume."


"What's
perfume?"


"Pardon me while
I cry."


Naomi leaned in close
and inhaled Veronica's Chanel.


"I wish I
smelled like that. What's that red thing hanging around your neck?"


"This? My
earbuds. See, this end is connected to my iPhone. I listen to music. Here,
try it."


Veronica put an
earbud in Naomi's left ear.


"I don't hear
anything."


" 'Cause you're
deaf in that ear," Esther said. "Put it in her right ear."


Veronica moved the
earbud to her right ear. Naomi smiled.


"J. C.'s
music."


"I love
it."


Naomi listened and
bounced to the rhythm for a moment then unplugged.


"Are you going
to live here now?" she asked.


"No. I'm
leaving to— … I'm just visiting."


"What's it like
out there?" 


What should she tell
them?


"It's …
different."


"We wish we
could see the outside world."


"You can't leave
here?"


"Mama
won't."


"Do you have any
relatives outside? Maybe a grandmother?"


"We only have
Mama."


"Maybe she'll
take you out one day."


Naomi shook her
head. "That'll never happen."


"Mama says we'll
die in here," Esther said.


"Did she say
when?"


"Soon,"
Naomi said.


"It's the End of
Days," Esther said. "You should leave."


Veronica observed the
two beautiful little girls. They were the Durant sisters, she was sure of it.
She couldn't prove it in a court of law, but in her heart she knew.


"Do you want to
play with us, Miss Veronica?" Naomi said. "Until church?"


"I would love
to, honey, but I've got to feed the Feds first."


"What are the
Feds?"


"Who."


"Who?"


"The Feds are
who not what."


"Chanel is
what? And the Feds are who?"


"They're the men
out—"


And it hit her: None
of the children knew what had happened outside two days before or what was
happening outside that day. 






~


Outside, J. C. picked a peach and
handed it to Book. 


"Will there ever
be peace on earth?" Book said.


"No."


"Why not?"


"The human
condition is to love … and to hate. It's what you do. Dad doesn't know
why."


"He created
us."


"He did. But
humans have a way of thinking for themselves. And their thoughts are often aggressive—the
human desire for more, perhaps. If channeled positively, it makes humans work
harder and achieve more, which is a good thing. If channeled negatively, it
makes humans hate more and kill more, which is a bad thing."


He gazed upon the
peach orchard a long moment then spoke as if to himself.


"Might be time
for another flood."













Chapter 38


"The FIX is in!" Shane
the New York anchor shouted. "The doors to the compound are opening
again! There's movement … I see someone exiting the compound … It's …
" He sighed. "Veronica Cross. She's feeding the Feds
again."


"She's coming
out!" Jim Bob said.


The soldiers turned
to the television from their positions in the gym and watched Veronica drive
the four-wheeler pulling the little trailer up the caliche road to the FBI's
headquarters. The FBI agent wearing the black suit and white boots met her. 






~


"Veronica Cross is the
daughter of Jonathan and Caitlin Cross of River Oaks in Houston," Bruce
the CNC reporter said on Dolores's television. "Jonathan Cross is a
billionaire fracker—"


"Just like the
fucking fake president!" Regan the anchor in New York shrieked.


"What? No, he's
a fracker. In the oil business."


"Oh."


"And Caitlin is
very high in Houston society."


"Seriously, how
high can one be in Texas society?"


Bruce bit his
tongue. Regan was in her Wicked Bitch of the East mode that morning. She must
not have gotten laid last night.






~


The breeze blew her perfume his
way and incited fond memories of Mary Jane in the back seat of his '68 Mustang
GT. She was the love of his life and the only thing in life back then he loved
more than that car. He had been born four years after the car had been built,
but after seeing Bullitt at fourteen, he had to have the same car. He
found it, restored it, drove it, and loved it. The Mustang still sat in
storage. One day Major Junior would drive it … love it … kiss the love
of his life in the back seat. Steve McQueen had driven the car in the movie at
thirty-eight and died at fifty from lung cancer. Would Major Duvall live to
see fifty? The professor's gal lowered her sunglasses and glanced around as if
she had lost something. 


"Did you guys
move farther back? Seemed like a longer drive today."


"You're early."


"Church is at
noon."


"Church?"


"It's Sunday.
But I'm leaving at the end of business today."


"Smart girl.
Vinnie will drive you to Austin. Don't figure you for the Harley."


"I just need a
ride to the airport in Waco. Daddy will send a helicopter or one of the
jets."


"One of the
jets? How many does he own?"


"Three. The
Lear, the Gulfstream, and the Triple Seven."


"He's got a
Boeing Seven-Seven-Seven?"


"We can't fly
the little ones nonstop to Paris."


"Of course
not." He scratched his goatee. "Three jets and six helicopters?
Who the hell are you?"


"I'm Veronica
Cross."


Brunch brought the
FBI agents running like cops to free beignets.


"Well, Veronica
Cross, I like the new hairdo. Curls suit you. Pink, too. Dress, not the
flip-flops."


"Are you
flirting with me, Agent Major? At an armed standoff?"


He was, in fact. The
gal was a doll. Probably twenty years younger than him, but he wouldn't hold
that against her.


"I am if it's
working."


"If you leave
now, it might."


He imagined kissing
her in the back seat of the Mustang and immediately felt guilty, as if he were
cheating on his wife. Ex-wife.


"Agent Major,
would you mind checking on the ATF agent named Billy?"






~


"Oh, my, now that is a
tragedy," Bruce the CNC reporter said. "A pink sundress? At
an armed standoff? No, no, no, that just doesn't work. And what in the name
of God is she wearing on her feet? Pink flip-flops? With a yellow rose? Her
entire ensemble screams 'garage sale'! Yesterday, she was Audrey Hepburn,
today she's Daisy Duke. Regan, I think she's been brainwashed. What do you
think?"


The screen cut to the
anchor in New York City whose face belied her thoughts.


"I think you're a fucking idiot, Bruce!" Regan shrieked.
"Who the hell cares what the spoiled little rich bitch is wearing?"


"That's
hurtful," Bruce said. "I'm going to my safe space now."


"You can go
fu—"


The broadcast cut to
commercial.






~


"I like the dress," Joe
Don said.


He pumped out ten
reps on the bench press. Two hundred pounds. Not bad. But he still had Jo Jo
spot for him.


"It's a little
short," Donnie said.


He took Joe Don's
place on the bench and pressed ten reps. 


"She's a kid.
Kids wear short dresses."


Donnie jumped up, and
Joe Don lay down. Ten more reps. 


"My daughter
doesn't."


They swapped places
again. Donnie did ten more reps.


"You don't have
a daughter."


Ten more reps.


"I mean, if I
had a daughter."


Ten more.


"You need a wife
first."


Ten more.


"Well, that
makes having a daughter a long shot then." Donnie turned to Jo Jo.
"I feel strong today. Let's go two-fifty."


Jo Jo grunted.






~


Veronica watched Agent Major away
then attended to the brunch. Vincent and the other agents arranged canopies,
cleared tables, laid tablecloths, grabbed boxes, set tables, unloaded food,
stowed AK-47s, and stood at attention, awaiting her orders. She removed the
sunglasses and examined the tables. They had placed the forks and spoons
correctly that day. She felt so proud. Tears came to her eyes. There was
hope in the world. Even lessers could learn proper table etiquette—


"We learned
good," Vincent said. 


—if not grammar.


"Figured if you
was nice enough to feed us, we ought to learn the rules of brunch."


"Thank you,
Vincent."


"Yes,
ma'am." 


"Gentlemen,"
she said, "today we have quiche Lorraine, buttermilk pancakes, baked
grits, gougères, and for dessert, Moon Pie Banana Pudding."


"Damn, that
sounds good," Vincent said. "Uh, ma'am, what's that Lorraine
deal?"


"What you would
call an egg pizza."


"I love eggs,
and I love pizza."


"There you
go."


"And that
goug—"


"Gougères.
Cheese puffs."


His eyes searched the
table. 


"Uh, ma'am,
where are those funny donuts?"


"We didn't make
beignets today."


His face fell. 


"I don't know
how I'm gonna break it to them. Have you ever seen grown men cry?"


"I have. Two
days ago."


"Yes, ma'am, you
did."


He hesitated then
patted her shoulder.


"Thank you,
ma'am."


Vincent sat and ate.
Agent Major Duvall returned.


"I love the
smell of gougères in the morning," he said.


"Really?"


"No. I was
making a joke. From Apocalypse Now, the Air Cav guy, he says, 'I love
the smell of napalm in the morning.' That's my favorite movie line."


"Oh …
funny." 


"Billy came
through surgery fine. He'll make a full recovery."


"Thank
God."


She felt herself
tearing up again. 


"You okay?"


She nodded and wiped
her eyes then stepped to his other side.


"I just needed
to get upwind of your aftershave."


"Also
funny."


"But it wasn't
this morning. Agent Major, I like ZZ Top but not at dawn."


"Not even 'Jailhouse
Rock?' "


"Won't happen
again," Vinnie said through a mouthful of grits. "Jesus Christ blew
up our loudspeakers."


"With his divine
power?"


"With his
RPGs."


Agent Major stood
with his fists embedded in his hips as if he were a warrior surveying his
conquered land. Tough and oblivious to pain. But she knew it was all a
façade. He was a tragic figure. A lesser whose father had hurt him. Now he
hurt other people. A vicious cycle. Perhaps she could find a way to break the
cycle, to reason with a lesser, to talk him out of bringing death and
destruction to the compound. She turned her back to the table so the other
agents couldn't hear her and spoke in a low voice to Agent Major. 


"I know why
you're angry."


"I'm angry
because that son of a bitch killed fifteen federal agents."


"You're angry
because your father hit you, when you were a boy. And your mother."


Agent Major's square
jaw clenched under the goatee. 


"He did. He hit
me, and he hit my mother. So I killed him."


"Agent Major,
you didn't kill your father. You prayed to God to help you and your mother, so
God gave him a heart attack."


"I gave him a
heart attack. I punched that bastard in the chest and stopped his heart."


"You didn't kill
your father. You were only ten. You weren't strong enough to kill him. But
God was. Satan had taken control of your father, so God freed you and your
mother from him, and him from Satan."


His expression
changed from stern to confused.


"How do you …
I've never told anyone about that. How do you know all this about me?"






~


"You think the Russians are
the only ones who know how to hack the government's computers? It's easy,
Professor. Hacking one-oh-one. I hacked the Pentagon when I was twelve."


"But you won't
live to see thirty," J. C. said, "drinking this stuff."


He held up an empty
can of Red Bull like a cop holding a bag of weed before a teenager—a round
young man named Solomon. He manned the compound's tech center in a small
office next door to Matthew's. He sat in front of three laptops. Book and J.
C. had entered to find Solomon wearing headphones—"So I can't hear
Matthew's rap music." The adjoining wall vibrated with the pounding rap.


"Did Matthew
order this for you?" J. C.'s voice softened. "Solomon, there's too
much caffeine in these drinks."


"Sorry, J.
C."


J. C. patted
Solomon's shoulder.


"So you hacked
the FBI with three laptops?" Book asked.


"One."
Solomon held up an iPhone. "NASA sent men to the moon with less computing
capability than I have in this phone. With one laptop, I can hack the
government. With three, I can pretty much control the world. You want me to
shut down Wall Street?"


"Yes,
please."


Solomon turned to his
laptop and hit the keys.


"No! I was just
kidding."


"Oh." He
stopped typing. "Four more keystrokes, no more New York Stock Exchange.
Professor, you shouldn't kid about things like that."


J. C. smiled like a
proud father.


"Solomon's the best
IT outside MIT. Of course, he used to be at MIT."


"Why are you
here?" Book asked.


"Cease-and-desist
order."


"From
whom?"


"Federal
judge."


"Can you
elaborate?"


"I'm under a gag
order as well … but what the hell—how is the judge going to hold me in
contempt in here? I've already fled the jurisdiction, so contempt is the least
of my worries—am I right, Professor?"


"You are
right."


"So I worked on
the street—"


"Which
street?"


"The street.
Wall. Black ops."


"What are black
ops?"


"Covert shit.
Same thing NSA does only we do it better. I hacked into the Fed, the aforesaid
Pentagon, foreign governments, competitors, multinational corporations about to
release their earnings—helps to know beforehand if their earnings are up or
down, then we could always place a winning bet, long or short … I could go
on and on, Professor, but you get the picture."


"So what got you
in trouble—that is to say, what got you caught?"


"I hacked my own
company after the crash. They're all crooks, manipulating the system for their
own profit—and I found proof. They all knew they were gambling with the
world's economy, but they didn't give a damn. All they cared about was making
money. They're all criminals, like the mob but they're not Italian. So, imagine
if I had ratted out Vito Corleone."


"You'd be
sleeping with the fish."


"You rat out
Wall Street, you sleep with the gangbangers in a federal prison. So I
walked."


"How?"


"The company
told the Feds I was insider trading, and they arrested my ass. I gave my
evidence to the Feds, but they didn't care. That's when I realized they were
in on the game. They just wanted to shut me up before the people figured out
the government wasn't a regulator of Wall Street but a co-conspirator. So when
the judge gave me pretrial release, I hit the fucking chute."


"What
chute?"


"Parachute.
Bailed out, baby, got the hell out of New York City and came to Texas. I knew
Matthew, and I figured, where's the last place on earth the Feds would look for
a Jewish boy from New York? Bingo—Texas! Am I right?"


"So now you're
here and still hacking, this time into the FBI personnel records?"


"I thought it
would be a good thing to know who we're dealing with. The FBI conducts very
extensive background checks on prospective agents. This Duvall, he's one
fucked-up individual."






~


"Agent Major, please don't
kill all those people."


"What does Jesus
Christ want?"


"You to
leave."


"That's not
going to happen. He's got to answer for those agents. What does he want to
surrender?"


"That's not
going to happen."


"Why not?"


"He says it's
the End of Days."


A tall man in an
awful suit holding a plate of food stepped from under the canopy and into the
sun. He reminded her of her gynecologist, but there was something creepy about
his pale face—she would not want to look down and see his face between her
legs.


"That's what
we're afraid of," he said. "Mass suicide."


"Mass
suicide? Do you think that will happen here?"


"It's happened
elsewhere—that's how the story always ends for these religious cults. Everyone
dies." He wiped his sweaty face with a handkerchief. "How the hell
do people live in this heat?"


"Who are
you?"


"Doctor
Josephson. I'm an FBI psychiatrist. I specialize in religious cults."
He gestured with his fork. "I love gougères and grits."


"What if this
isn't a cult?" Veronica said.


The doctor smiled; he
had gougères stuck between his teeth. 


"You mean, what
if he really is Jesus Christ?"


"Yes."


"He's not."


"How do you
know?"


"Because I have
a Ph.D."






~


"How do you know you're
Jesus Christ?"


They sat under the
cross and drank Arnold Palmers. The soft breeze and air-conditioning made it
feel like autumn.


"How do you know
you're John Bookman?"


"Because I
am."


"But how do you know?
Really know?"


"I have a
driver's license that says so."


J. C. laughed.
"I can get Solomon to make you a driver's license that says you're
Vladimir Putin. That doesn't make it so."


"I was born John
Bookman."


"Do you remember
your birth?"


"No."


"I remember
mine. Did three wise men attend your birth?"


"No."


"They did mine.
You are John Bookman because you were told you're John Bookman. But maybe
that's not who you really are. Maybe you are really Adam … or Simon Peter
… or Bartholomew. Or maybe, Professor, you are really Judas
Iscariot."


"J. C., I'm not
your Judas."


"I know,
Professor. I meant, you are who you've been told you are. That doesn't make
it so."


"We're getting a
bit existential now, aren't we?"


"You mean, a bit
religious? Into the world of belief. You believe you're John Bookman,
therefore you are John Bookman. If you believe in God, there is a God." 






~


"Goddamnit, she did it
again," Joe Don said. 


Donnie lay on the
bench and pressed the barbell—two hundred and fifty pounds—up from his chest.
Five. Down and press up. Six. Down and … 


"Went back
inside the compound."


The other soldiers
gathered in front of the television on the wall.


… and seven? …
Donnie couldn't get it up … So to speak … 


"I thought she
was coming home today?" Jim Bob said.


… "A little
help here" … 


"She had to
drive the buggy back inside," Joe Don said. "She'll come back
out."


…
"Please" … 


Donnie felt the two
hundred fifty pounds pressing down on his chest.


…
"Help" …


Just when Donnie felt
as if his sternum would crack under the pressure, two huge hands grabbed the
barbell and lifted it off him as if it weighed ten pounds. Donnie breathed out
a long sigh of relief. Jo Jo grunted.















Chapter 39


"The shrink is on
scene," Duvall said. "Josephson."


The director had
called for a status report. 


"Let him talk at
the briefing, he loves the attention. He's a pompous prick, but having him
there makes it look like we care."


"Sir, the
professor said Jesus Christ has computers in the compound. Maybe we could FISA
them. We don't have his ID, he could be a foreign national."


FISA—the Foreign
Intelligence Surveillance Act—had been enacted by the Congress to spy on
foreign agents but was now used to spy on American citizens.


"Never
know." The director chuckled. "Good idea, Duvall. We'll get the IP
address, and I'll add them to the other citizens we're spying on."


"Land of the
free."


"And home of the
NSA."


They shared a laugh
common to federal bureaucrats who never had to answer to the voters.






~


Veronica Cross had never washed
dishes in her life and had never expected to. But it really wasn't that bad.


Of course, she did
wear long, rubber gloves just to be on the safe side.


Mara and Miriam dried
and put up the dishes and told stories of their lives BC—"before
Christ"—in New Orleans and Paris. The ladies had wild sides. Neither had
ever married a man, but both had had men. 


"I strongly
recommend sex," Mara said.


Veronica blushed.
She had never been around women who talked as openly as they did. About sex.
About life. And about death. "Mass suicide," the FBI psychiatrist
had said.


"We're not
afraid of death," Miriam said. "Because we will ascend to heaven
with Jesus Christ. That's a good thing."


"A glorious
thing," Mara said.


"But what if
he's not really Jesus Christ?"


"What if He
is?"


"But what if
he's not?"


"He is."


"How do you
know?"


"We
believe," Mara said.


"You've seen His
scars," Miriam said. "How do you think He got those? Have you read
about the Crucifixion?"


"No."


"You
should."


"I will."


"There is no
knowing, child," Miriam said. "There's only believing and not
believing. We choose to believe. You must make your own choice."


"My parents have
always chosen for me. My hair, my clothes, my schools, my sorority, my career,
my religion … or lack thereof." She shrugged. "I guess I've
lived a sheltered life."


"Child, compared
to you," Mara said, "cloistered nuns live wild lives."


"You're twenty-four,"
Miriam said. "Time for you to think for yourself. Time for you to make
your own choices. I know you love your parents, and they love you and want the
best for you, or at least what they think is best for you. But only God knows what's
best for you."


"How do I know
what God wants for me?"


"God is in your
heart," Miriam said. "Follow your heart, and you follow God."


"When you become
an adult, you follow God before your parents," Mara said.


"Does that mean
I don't have to get a nose job?"


"A nose
job?"


"My mother wants
me to get my nose fixed."


"Is it
broken?"


"No. She thinks
it's too big."


"Do you think
it's too big?"


"No."


"It's your nose,
child. Your life. You must make your own choices in life, as everyone here
has."


"Not everyone.
The children here, they didn't make their own choices."


Miriam and Mara
exchanged glances.


"No. They
didn't. It was made for them."


"Don't they have
the right to make their own choices in life?"


"But isn't
heaven better than the world out there? The crime, the corruption, the bad
food. You live in a bunker."


"Not all the
time."


"You're afraid
of the lessers all the time."


"True."


"So wouldn't
their lives be better in heaven?"


"Maybe. But who
makes that decision for them? I met two little girls at breakfast who want to
see the world but their mother wants to stay."


"Esther and
Naomi," Miriam said.


"You know
them?"


"We feed
everyone so we know everyone," Mara said. "We're like bartenders
with Brie."


"Esther is a
curious child," Miriam said. "And very smart. Naomi follows her,
like the little sister she is."


"Shouldn't they
have a chance to see the world? To live their own lives? To make their own
choices? I don't want a nose job, and they don't want to die here. Shouldn't
they make that choice? To live or not to live?" She fought tears.
"Those two girls have never enjoyed Chanel."


"We're sixty-six
years old," Miriam said. "We've lived our lives, out there and in here.
The children … they're children. They haven't lived. They haven't seen
the world. They haven't fallen in love and made love. They haven't loved and
lost, succeeded and failed, seen and done. They haven't lived life. They
haven't lived enough life to make this choice. It was made for them."


"Just as Mother
and Daddy made my choices. Is that right?"


"No." 


Veronica washed the
dishes, Miriam dried the dishes, and Mara put up the dishes. They finally
regarded each other.


"Time for
church," Miriam said.



































Chapter 40


"I am the Son of God. I am
His child. You are His children. We are brothers and sisters in the
Word."


"Amen," the
people said. 


J. C. preached on the
mound under the cross and in front of a black curtain. The congregation
gathered before him on the grass and gazed upon him as if he were in fact the
Son of God. Mary Magdalene looked upon him with a deep, abiding love—and Book
envied J. C. Ms. Cross sat between two little blonde girls. Book stood away
from the others. J. C. had preached for almost an hour, but the people had not
stirred. He was preaching to the choir, but the man in the dreadlocks and
white flowing robe could speak the Word.


"As brothers and
sisters, together we fight the devil."


"Amen."


"Hand-to-hand
combat, but we defeat the devil with the Word."


"Amen."


"The Word is our
weapon, our defense, and our hope."


"Amen."


Book had stopped
going to church—at least voluntarily—after his father's death. He went with
his mother until she no longer understood church. He refused to pray to a God
who would take his father away from him—and now his mother.


"Look to the
Word … look to the Lord … look to the cross."


"Amen."


J. C.'s voice
changed, and the people stirred.


"I died on that
cross for you."


"Amen."


"They nailed me
to that cross."


He showed his hands
to the people.


"Amen."


"They stabbed me with a spear."


He threw off the
white robe and pulled up his shirt to reveal the scar.


"Amen."


"They scourged
my body."


He ripped off his
shirt and turned his back to them.


"Amen."


"But I was not
afraid."


"Amen."


"And you cannot be afraid."


"Amen."


"For the Lord is
your shepherd."


"Amen."


"The Lord is my
shepherd—I shall not want."


An excitement spread
through the crowd like a wave at a college football game. 


"He maketh me to
lie down in green pastures; He leadeth me beside the still waters."


The people
stood—every man, woman, and child. The girls pulled Ms. Cross to her feet.


"He restoreth my
soul; He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for His name's sake."


As if they were—


"Yea, though I
walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for thou
art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me."


—expecting him to—


"Yea … yea …
yea …"


Sing. 


"Though I walk
through the valley of the shadow of the death … "


Or rap.


"Shadow of the
death …"


The people started
clapping and moving in rhythm with his words. A drumbeat joined in, followed
by a piano. The black curtain pulled back to reveal Andrew at the drums and
Philip at a piano.


"Shadow of the
death … "


The people shouted:
"Yea! … Yea! … Yea!"


"Yea, though I
walk through the valley of the shadow of the death … "


The people joined in
with J. C.


"Shadow of the
death … 


"Shadow of the
death … 


"Walking through
the valley of the shadow of the death … 


"Walking through
the valley … 


"Walking through
the valley … 


"Yea … yea …
valley of the shadow of the death … "


J. C. cupped the
microphone with his hands and pranced about like a rapper in dreadlocks and
black Under Armour pants and red running shoes, his bare back bearing witness
to his life.


"Valley of the
shadow of the death …"


The people danced to
the beat. Ms. Cross seemed reluctant, but the two girls grabbed her hands and
pulled her into the moment. She was soon part of the crowd, dancing and
bumping hips with the girls and then with Miriam and Mara. She threw her hands
into the air and danced with her eyes closed; she turned in circles, her pink
dress and curly hair bouncing with her. She looked alive. Spiritual. Happy.
Herself. Perhaps he should not have brought her here. He was worried that J.
C. was drawing her into this world. There was an undeniable appeal to life
here, but it wasn't the real world. It was a pretend world. Pretending that
the outside world didn't exist. Pretending that three hundred armed federal
agents weren't waiting for them outside. Pretending that all these people wouldn't
die.


"And we will
dwell in the house of the Lord forever!"


The happy people
swarmed J. C. and kissed his hands.






~


Veronica Cross hugged the girls
and Miriam and Mara and Mary Magdalene and J. C. and everyone else she could
find to hug. She felt alive! Her feet wouldn't stop dancing! She had
never been so happy in her life—Rick and Ben & Jerry's had never, ever made
her this happy! She bounced over to the professor.


"That was
amazing! I love this place! I would've gone to church before if I knew it was
this much fun!"


The little girls ran
up to her, grabbed her hands, and pulled her away.


"Come on, Miss
Veronica—root beer floats and hamburgers!"






~


Ms. Cross and the girls ran off.
J. C. wandered over to Book. He had put his shirt back on.


"A rapping Jesus
Christ."


"Trying to stay
relevant. Did you enjoy the service?"


"I did."


J. C. offered a
slight smile. "Lying to Jesus."


"Sorry."


"You don't go to
church?"


"No."


"Since your
father?"


Book nodded.


"And then your
mother?"


Another nod.


"And now
you?"


Book stared off.
"I wanted a son."


"Me, too."



"Andy Prescott
has a soul mate and will soon have a son. Why not me?"


"Who's Andy
Prescott?"


"A C
student."


"Ah."


J. C. turned to the
people laughing and talking under the cross. He was quiet for a time then he
faced Book. 


"Some of us,
Professor, aren't meant to live long lives for ourselves. Some of us are
called to live short lives for others. And so it is for you and me."


He gave Book a buddy
pat and walked off. Book wished he could join in the spirit of the moment.
The children playing, the parents chatting, the ladies grilling hamburgers—the
scent of the grill reminded Book of their backyard picnics on the Fourth of
July, before his father died—but he could see the future. 


All these people
dead.






~


Miriam and Mara grilled gourmet
cheeseburgers—the cheese being French Brie—under the cross; Veronica dished
vanilla ice cream and poured root beer into tall glasses. Bethel Music's
"King of My Heart" played in the background; the adults chatted, and
the children played games and tossed Frisbees and footballs. J. C. sat at a
nearby table and painted the little kids' faces. Veronica sighed; God bless
him, but he couldn't paint to save his life. 


"I've got to
stop him," she said to the ladies.


She put down the
scoop and went over to J. C. He had painted black stripes across Naomi's face.


"What is she
supposed to be?" Veronica asked.


"A tiger!"
Naomi said.


"She looks like
a prison inmate." She held a hand out to J. C. "Give me the brush.
Please."


"Is it that
bad?" 


"Yes."


"What are you
going to do?"


"Paint her face
properly."


"And do you have
experience?"


"I do. And
training. I studied in France."


"Face-painting?"


"Art."


He stood and
reluctantly handed the brush to her. She sat in his chair and assessed the
supplies. On the table were brushes and cups of face paint and a hand mirror.


"We bought
supplies on Amazon, but they don't sell talent," J. C. said.


"I can help with
that."


She studied Naomi's
face a moment.


"Okay, that's
hopeless. Let's start over."


She wet a rag and
wiped Naomi's face clean. 


"We'll start
with the eyes."


J. C. crossed his
arms and observed her work. In fifteen minutes, Naomi's face was a
tiger's—orange tint with black stripes and white whiskers and highlights. 


"Ms. Cross, that
is amazing. You are truly an artist."


"Let me
see!" Naomi said.


Veronica held the
mirror to her face. Naomi roared like a tiger.


"I'm going to
show sister!"


She ran off.


"Why is an
artist in law school?" J.C said.


"Pleasing her
parents."


"So you don't
want to be lawyer?"


"I want to paint
murals in churches. Like the Sistine Chapel."


"I would love to
see the chapel."


"I have.
Several times."


"You lie!"


"Uh … no,
I'm not lying."


"Was it
great?"


"It was beyond
great. Michelangelo was brilliant."


"He still
is." 


The professor walked
up.


"Ms. Cross,
you're an artist? I never knew."


"You never
asked. Did you think I was just a Gucci girl?"


"Well …
yes."


"Shouldn't judge
a book by its cover."


"Well said, Ms.
Cross," J. C. said.













Chapter 41


The soldiers sat in Barcaloungers
lined up in front of the seventy-two-inch Visio flat screen mounted on the wall
of the theater and watched the pregame show on FIX. They lived in Houston, but
they loved the Dallas Cowboys. None of them had grown up in Houston or seen
Earl Campbell in an Oilers uniform; but they had all seen the Cowboys
cheerleaders in Iraq performing in the USO shows. Gals gutsy enough to travel
to a war zone wearing hot pants won their hearts forever. 


"Who wants
beer?" Jim Bob said.


He held up a six-pack
of Lone Star.


"No beer,"
Joe Don said. "We're flying today."


"I can fly
drunk."


"Not with our
girl onboard."






~


J. C. rolled out a big screen
television and turned on the Cowboys game. The people had already staked out
spots and spread blankets.


"Pro
football?" Book said.


"Solomon, he
cuts all the commercials and the sound."


"Still, I
thought you left the outside world behind?"


J. C. shrugged.
"It's the Cowboys. Who doesn't love the Cowboys?"


"Agent
Major."


"Dad loves
them. The Cowboys are God's team."


"That's a slogan
dreamed up by their marketing department."


"No, they really
are. Dad and Dandy Don, they watch all the games together."


"Meredith made
it to heaven?"


Don Meredith was the
Cowboys star quarterback in the sixties and a very free spirit. Hence, his
nickname, Dandy Don. But he never played in the Super Bowl. 


"He lost those
two heartbreaking championships to the Packers. Dad figured he should win
something. And Meredith explained pass interference to Dad. He could never
understand that for the life of Him."


Book noticed Ms.
Cross walking off with the two little blonde girls.






~


"We don't watch the silly
football games," Esther said. "Let's go up on the wall."


"May we?"
Veronica said.


"If Gideon
doesn't catch us."


Esther led, and
Veronica and Naomi followed her up the short corridor that Veronica had walked
when she had first entered the compound with the professor, through the big
double doors, across the canal, and—


"Whoa there,
girls."


—right into a
muscular man with tattoos, a buzz cut, a beard, and a big cigar. He wasn't Jo
Jo, but he could be Jo Jo's little brother. He was a big man, and he carried a
big weapon, bigger than the Feds' AK-47s. He appeared ready for war. He
exhaled smoke. 


"A lion and a
tiger," he said then turned to Veronica. "We meet again, Ms.
Cross."


They had first met
when she drove the cart out to feed the Feds. He manned the front doors. He
inhaled on the cigar and exhaled smoke. He turned to the girls. Esther waved
the smoke away.


"Gideon, that
cigar stinks." 


"Now, girls, you
know the wall is off-limits to kids."


"Aw, come on,
Gideon. Everyone's watching football, and we hate football."


"Are the Cowboys
winning?"


"We'll tell you
if you let us up on the wall."


He laughed.
"Close but no cigar."


"What's that
mean?" Naomi said.


"Means no,"
Veronica said.


Gideon gave them a
lame shrug. They turned back, but Esther whispered, "We'll try again. At
night."


"I heard
that," Gideon said from behind.















Chapter 42


"You're not very good at
this, are you, Professor?" Duvall said. "In case you don't know, the
negotiator is supposed to negotiate their surrender."


"He won't."


"Then he'll
die." 


The professor had
again entered the command tent without knocking first. The big fan blew hard.
Vinnie hovered.


"Hell, you can't
even keep a cease-fire in place."


"Loud music,
isn't that a big childish?"


"We're the FBI.
That's what we do. You do your job, Professor, let me do mine."


"I need
something to give him. If he surrenders, what can you promise him?"


"Life … in
prison … without parole. Federal prison, so he'll survive. Solitary so
the other inmates don't make him their boy toy."


"That's
it?"


"Professor,
there's no happily ever after for Jesus Christ. You kill fifteen federal
agents, you go to prison for life … or you die, either by gunshot or lethal
injection. His choice."


"Not much of a
choice."


"He made that
choice Friday morning."


The professor stared
off into space, Geronimo plotting his next move. 


"So what's going
on in there?"


"They're
watching the Cowboys game—the Boys are winning, by the way."


Duvall rolled his
eyes.


"And tonight is
movie night for the children. Free Willie."


"I love that
show," Vinnie said. "I cry every time Willie escapes."


"Go cry over
there," Duvall said.


Vinnie walked over to
his desk. The shrink entered the tent like he owned the place.


"Grand central
station." Duvall pointed to each in turn by way of introduction.
"Professor … Doc Josephson. Doc … the professor."


The two men shook
hands.


"Professor, I'm
an FBI psychiatrist. I specialize in religious cults. We're worried about
mass suicide. All those people would die."


"And the
standoff would be over," Duvall said. 


"Including
forty-seven children," the professor said.


Duvall shook his
head. Liberals.


"Get him to
surrender, Professor."


"Find out who he
is, Agent."


"Professor!
What's the new news today?"


The FBI media
specialist pranced in wearing hot pink yoga pants. She introduced herself to
the doctor then turned back to the professor like a cat waiting to be fed.


"What's the
offer?" the professor said.


"Peace until
dawn Tuesday."


"Done.
Duvall?"


"No. He
breached the cease-fire."


"Oh, they were
just loudspeakers," Little Miss Hot Pink Yoga Pants said. "Don't be
a bitch."


"A bitch?"


"You didn't pay
for those speakers. The government did. Who cares?"


Duvall wiped his wet
flattop. What the hell, he couldn't attack the compound before Tuesday
anyway. 


"Fine."


Little Miss Hot Pink
Yoga Pants turned back to the professor. "Well?"


"He can
rap."


"Did you get a
video?"


"No."


"What
else?"


"Don Meredith's
in heaven."


"Really?"
Vinnie said.


"Who's Don
Meredith?" Little Miss Hot Pink Yoga Pants said.


"Best Dallas
Cowboys quarterback ever," Vinnie said.


"Give me a
break," Duvall said. "Staubach was the best ever. Captain America.
I hated him."


"Why?"
Vinnie said.


"Exactly,"
Little Miss Hot Pink Yoga Pants said. "Why are we talking about
football? No one cares about football."


"Oh, my
God!" Vinnie said. "That's blasphemy!"


Duvall pointed in the
direction of the spectator section outside.


"Those pilgrims
care about God, country, and football, in that order, except on Sundays."


"True."
Little Miss Hot Pink Yoga Pants tapped her lips a second. "Okay, use that
at the end. What else, Professor?"


"He's sending
forth the Biblical Plagues."


"He's already
sent two," Vinnie said.


"Which
ones?"


"He turned the
pasture red with blood, and He sent forth frogs."


"Frog
legs," Duvall said.


"He can't send
forth the Plagues," the doctor said.


"Tell Him
that," Vinnie said.


"That's a good
angle," Little Miss Hot Pink Yoga Pants said. "He thinks he's Jesus
Christ, he thinks he can send forth the Plagues … the scars brought the
believers—you see all those people out there? We put the Plagues in the
briefing, we'll have every Bible-beater in the South here tomorrow." She
snapped her fingers. "That's our lead story today, Duvall. Then turn the
briefing over to the doctor."


She faced Doc
Josephson.


"I want you to
mention the potential for mass suicide—really play it up, that way we'll get
the NASCAR crowd, too, with the possibility of watching people die on live TV.
The ratings will soar through the roof. Praise the Lord!" 


She smiled at the
professor. 


"Good work. See
you tomorrow."


"You're fuckin'
kidding me?" Duvall said. 


"Do I look like
I'm fucking kidding you?"


"You want me to
lead with the Biblical Plagues?"


"I do."


"I don't."


"You want me to
call the director?"






~


"Jesus Christ," Duvall
said, "that is, the leader of the cult who thinks he's Jesus Christ, he
also thinks he can send forth the Biblical Plagues, as God did against Egypt in
Exodus."


"The Plagues?"
the blonde FIX chick wearing a short skirt that revealed a lot of lean leg
said.


"Haven't you
read Exodus?"


Duvall hadn't, but
she didn't know that. She squinted into the sun.


"Of course I've
read Exodus, and I know about the Plagues, Agent Duvall. I was expressing
surprise. Which ones has he sent so far?"


"Blood and
frogs."


"Blood?"


"He says he
turned the pasture red with blood."


"And
frogs?"


"Frog legs.
Brunch, yesterday."


"Cute."


"He thought
so."


Duvall called on the
brunette FIX chick wearing a shorter dress. She held a phone up.


"I'm Google-ing
the Plagues—next up are gnats and flies."


"Can't
wait."


"The president
just tweeted, 'LOVE the FBI … Duvall is THE MAN.' He all-capped
'the man.' And he said, 'LOVE those white boots.' Any comment,
Agent?"


"They're
taupe."


"Rumor has it
you're next in line for the director's desk."


"I don't think
about that."


"Wait—he tweeted
again. 'Rumor is RIGHT!!' Any thoughts, Agent?"


"Only about
ending this peaceably."


"Do you have his
ID yet?"


"No."


"Hold on—he's
live tweeting." She read from her phone. " 'Can't find Jesus
Christ's ID? The Son of God better have a valid visa or I will deport his
divine ass!!!' " She looked up. "He does know that this guy
killed fifteen federal agents?"


"I think
so."


"I thought you
negotiated a cease-fire? He blew up your loudspeakers with RPGs."


"Loud music is
an exception to the cease-fire, apparently."


"What else have
you learned so far, other than that Jesus Christ possesses Browning Machine
Guns, Stinger missiles, and Rocket Propelled Grenades—and he doesn't like loud
music in the morning, or at least not ZZ Top?"


"Don Meredith
advises God on the rules of pro football."


"Who's Don
Meredith?"


"Are you
American? How old are you?"


"Yes, and
twenty-seven."


"He was the
Cowboys quarterback in the sixties."


"I wasn't born
until the nineties. So he was a famous football player?"


"Yes."


"And he's in the
compound?"


Duvall exhaled with
great annoyance, as if the FIX chick were a teammate who had missed a tackle. 


"No. Don
Meredith is dead and in heaven with God. Jesus Christ, the son of God, is in
the compound."


"Got it."






~


"Don Meredith's in
heaven," Jim Bob said. "Aw, that's great."


Joe Don put a finger
to his lips.


"Shh."






~


Duvall eyed the redheaded FIX
chick in the shortest dress, but Little Miss Hot Pink Yoga Pants cleared her
throat loud enough to wake the neighbors. He gritted his teeth and averted his
eyes from the FIX chick then pointed at the CNC chipmunk. 


"Agent Duvall,
do you feel intimidated by the president's tweets? And if so, do you believe
his interference with your prosecution of this standoff constitutes obstruction
of justice?"


Duvall stared at the
chipmunk. The demon wanted to shoot and field dress the little varmint right
then and there, but Duvall yanked hard on the leash. 


"Obstruction of
justice? Here at the standoff?"


The chipmunk shrugged lamely. "I have to ask that question in
every interview. I interviewed Lindsay Lohan the other day—had to ask
her."


"What'd she
say?"


"She asked me
what obstruction meant."


A fucking insane
asylum, and the inmates had escaped.


"With that, I'm
now going to turn the briefing over to Doctor Theodore Josephson. He's an FBI
psychiatrist who specializes in religious cults. He can address your questions
regarding the potential for mass suicide."


"Mass
suicide?" the brunette FIX chick said.


Little Miss Hot Pink
Yoga Pants stifled a grin, no doubt visions of ratings jumping through the roof
in her head. The doctor stepped to the podium like a professor in front of a
freshman class. Duvall headed back to the command tent. No way he was going
to listen to that guy. He wouldn't be able to restrain the demon, who would
surely make an appearance and pummel the good doctor into God's green earth. He
dug the Advil out of his pocket.






~


"They're going to drink the
Kool-Aid," the 3L said.


Third-year law
students always spoke with the authority of Supreme Court justices when in the
company of 1Ls and 2Ls. The students sat around the television in the law
school lounge on a Sunday in the common belief among many law students that if
they spent every waking hour at the school they would somehow graduate at the
top of their class. Mistaken though they were, such a practice did prepare
them for private practice in large law firms.


"The professor
will save them," the 1L said.


"They've already
been saved," the 3L said. "All that's left for them is going to
heaven aboard the Kool-Aid Express."






~


"Suicide?" J. C.
said. "That's a sin."


Book sat with J. C.
in his room watching the briefing.


"And killing
isn't?"


"Defending isn't. Don't worry, Professor, we're not going to
drink the Kool-Aid. Well, sometimes we drink Kool-Aid, but not that kind of
Kool-Aid."


He checked his watch
and jumped up.


"Movie time. I
make the popcorn."













Chapter 43


The alluring smell of popcorn
filled the open area in the compound. Free Willie played on the big
screen. Veronica and the girls lay on a doublewide sleeping bag under the
cross that loomed overhead. Attending church under the cross and the blue sky
and now watching a movie under the cross and the stars, the place seemed like
heaven on earth. The Garden of Eden indeed. Veronica had never been happier
in her life—except for the fact that everyone here would soon die.


"Miss Veronica,
can I listen to your phone music?" Naomi asked.


"May I
listen to your phone music," Veronica said.


"I don't have a
phone."


"No, I was
correcting your grammar … Yes, of course, you may."


Veronica plugged her
in. She smiled. They lay back again.


"I love the
cross," Esther said.


"Why?"


"J. C. died on
it. The first time."


"You believe
he's Jesus Christ?"


"He is."


"How do you
know?"


"I saw Him
perform a miracle."


"Really?
What did he do? Make a blind man see? Walk on water?"


"He got Mama off
meth."


"Your mother was
on meth?"


She nodded. 


"Why was that a
miracle?"


"If you had seen
her before, you'd know why."


Naomi snuggled
close. "I'm cold. Let's get inside."


"The
compound?"


"The sleeping
bag."


Esther threw the top
over them then zipped the bag snugly around the three of them. Only their heads
were visible when Veronica looked up to see the professor looking down. 






~


"End of the business day,
Ms. Cross. I'll take you home now."


"Don't leave
us!" the little girls cried.


They clutched Ms.
Cross tightly from both sides. One sported the painted face of a tiger, the
other a lion.


"We're not
letting you go!"


Ms. Cross looked from
him to them and back to him.


"I guess I'm
staying another day, Professor."



































Chapter 44


"Browning Machine Guns,
Stinger missiles, Rocket Propelled Fucking Grenades—welcome to Whacko,
Texas!" Regan the CNC anchor shrieked to her New York City audience.
"The red State of Texas! Once a proud member in good standing of the
Confederate States of America! A state where monuments of Confederate
president Jefferson Davis and Confederate generals Robert E. Lee and Albert
Sidney Johnston stood defiantly on the campus of the flagship University of
Texas at Austin just ninety miles down the interstate from the white Christian
jihadist compound—until fear of the leftist uprising forced UT to take them
down just this year!"


She stared at the
camera through her big, black glasses and shook her butch-cut head then turned
her unmanicured hands up, as if to say, How can one possibly comprehend the
thought processes of deplorables?


"As another day
comes to an end at the standoff between the United States of America and the
white Christian jihadists, we must ask, What have we learned today? Well, we
have learned that A, the president is a tweeting fucking buffoon who's in the
White House only because Putin hacked the election! Okay, we already knew
that, but I had to say it. 


"B, we learned
that the white Christian jihadists not only possess twin BMGs and Stinger
missiles but also Rocket Propelled Fucking Grenades, and any hope of the
Supreme Court giving us gun control is gone now that the fascist Gorsuch is on
the Court. 


"And C, we
learned that the white Christian jihadist who thinks he's Jesus Christ also
thinks he can send forth the Biblical Plagues of Exodus upon the Feds, which
confirms that, at the risk of sounding redundant, he's a fucking insane Christian—which
is perhaps why an FBI psychiatrist is now on scene—and we all know a certain
Christian jihadist who could use either a shrink or an exorcism, don't we?
Failing that, we need to send a huge shipment of Kool-Aid to the white
Christian jihadist compound …"


Wait for it, boys and
girls.


"… A-S-A-Fucking-P."






~


Dolores switched off the
television. Veronica was not coming out that night. 






~


Joe Don hung up the phone in the
hangar.


"Night-vision
goggles?" Jim Bob asked.


Joe Don shook his
head. 


"Is she coming
out?" Jim Bob asked.


"Not
tonight."


"Why the hell
not?"


"Boss doesn't
know."


"Is he
pissed?"


"Is the Pope
Catholic?"


He turned to the
image of the white compound on the television.


"The FIX is
in!" Shane the anchor in New York City said. "So the God-fearing
Christians are sleeping peacefully in their home with their families, and the
FBI suddenly opens fire with two massive loudspeakers! At dawn! On Sunday!
The Feds woke the children in the compound! Don't those children have a right to
sleep in on the Sabbath? Doesn't Jesus Christ have a God-given right to blow
those speakers to kingdom come?"


And Captain Joe Don
Davis knew there would be no avoiding a firefight now.


"I need a
beer," Jim Bob said. "Or six."






~


"What are you eating?"
Duvall asked Vinnie.


His aide had entered
the command tent where Duvall sat at his desk and Little Miss Hot Pink Yoga
Pants sat in front of the fan. 


"Fried pumpkin
pie from a vendor in the gawker section."


Little Miss Hot Pink
Yoga Pants turned her hands up at Vinnie.


"Did you bring
enough for the whole class?" 


Vinnie glanced from
her to Duvall; he also turned his hands up at his aide.


"Uh … I'll
be right back," Vinnie said.













Chapter 45


"Did you have a good day,
Professor?" Gabby said.


Book lay on the bed
in his bedroom.


"No one died, so
yes, it was a good day. How about you and mom?"


"We did. We
went to Mass at the Cathedral in downtown. Is it okay for me to take her to a
Catholic church?"


"Sure. Did she
enjoy it?"


"I think so.
She's sleeping now, do you want me to wake her up?"


"No."


"Who's that
singing?"


"My intern,
she's dancing and rapping in the living room."


"Why?"


"Her bedroom
isn't big enough."


"No—why is she
dancing and rapping?"


"They had church in the compound today. J. C. rapped Psalm
Twenty-three."


"Was he
good?"


"He was."


"She is."






~


"Valley of the shadow of the
death,


"Walking through
the valley of the shadow of the death,


"Yea … yea …
yea …"


Veronica danced in
her pink dress with her eyes closed just as she had that afternoon at church.
She opened her eyes to see the professor standing there.


"Wow, that was
an amazing Sunday!" she said.


"You mean, except
for the fact that three hundred federal agents are massed outside with the
intent to take down this compound and arrest or kill Jesus Christ and anyone
else who resists?"


"Uh, yes, other
than that." She smiled. "Still, that was the best Sunday ever.
Thank you, Professor."


"For what?"


"Forcing me to
come here."


"God works
in—"


"Mysterious
ways?"


"So they
say."


"You almost said
it."


"What did you
learn today, Ms. Cross?"


"How to cook
gougères."


"About the
girls?"


She pulled out her
iPhone and tapped on Notes.


"Well, I learned
that there are forty-seven children in the compound. Thirty-four are girls.
There are eight sets of sisters. Four sets in the target age range. Billie
Jean and Bobbie Jo Durant are one of those four sets. I've got my eye on two,
Esther and Naomi. Right ages and blonde. I need to meet their mother. The
older girl said she was a meth head before they came here. That was in the
grandmother's letter."


"Those are the
blonde girls in the sleeping bag with you?"


She nodded.
"You need to ask the grandmother if the younger girl is deaf in her left
ear."


"Why?"


"Because Naomi
is. If Billie Jean Durant is, those are our girls."


"I'll call her
now. Good work, Ms. Cross."


"J. C. wants me
to paint murals on the ceilings like at the Sistine Chapel."


"You can't."


"I'm very good,
Professor. I think I can."


"No, I'm sure
you can. But you won't."


"Why not? I
could drive up here on weekends and …"


"J. C. won't be
here."






~


"You're early, Major."


"I've got to
work tonight. How was your day, little buddy?"


"I want to play
football."


"No."


"Please."


"No."


"You
played."


"Yes."


"I want to
play."


"No. You can
play tee ball, baseball, basketball, soccer, tennis, badminton, ping pong,
track, lacrosse, rowing, swimming, diving, softball—"


"Softball?
That's for girls."


"—but not
football."


Major Junior sighed
into the phone. 


"Was it fun?
Football?"


"Yes. But not
so much now."


"Why not?"


"Football hurt
me."


"Your
knees?"


"Uh … yeah,
my knees."


"Okay. Mom
wants to talk to you. Love you, Major."


"Love you,
buddy."


He sat in the RV and
waited for his ex to come on the phone.


"Thanks,
Major," she said. "He's been going on and on about football."


"One thing we
agree on."


"We agreed on
more than just that. We had a lot of good times until … How was your
day?"


"Pretty calm.
Headaches, but no demon … well, he stirred a bit after Jesus Christ blew up
my speakers with RPGs."


"That would piss
off any demon. But he didn't act out. That's good, Major."


"I've got him on
a tight leash."


"Don't let
go."


"You know I
won't. I won't surrender to him. I won't let him beat me."


"You're not a
quitter, Major. You never have been."


"I haven't quit
on us."


She fell silent.


"Sorry," he
said.


"Nothing to be
sorry about. So, the Plagues?" 


"Feeding the
beast."


"What
beast?"


"The
media."


"You've never
read Exodus."


"The reporter
didn't know that."


"I have."


"I know."


"If you had,
maybe we wouldn't be divorced."


"If I read it,
can we get un-divorced?"


She breathed into the phone.


"No promises,
but read it."


"Why, if you
won't take me back?"


"So you won't be
left behind."






~


" 'I am the Lord thy God.
Thou shalt have no other gods before me. Thou shalt not make unto thee any
graven image. Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain.
Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Honor thy father and mother. Thou
shalt not kill.' "


Thou shalt not
kill.


Veronica lay in the
hot bath, listening to "No Fear in Love" by Steffany
Gretzinger through the earbuds and reading the Ten Commandments in Exodus. Her
phone rang. She knew who was calling. She clicked on the microphone to
answer.


"Hi,
Daddy."


"Your mother is
not happy with you."


"I can
explain."


"She said, 'I've
bought her the best designer clothes, why would she wear a pink sundress to an
armed standoff—on national TV?' "


"Sounds like
Mother. Don't tell her, but Mara bought it at a garage sale."


"A garage
sale? That will go to the grave with me."


They laughed. Then
Daddy's voice turned serious.


"V, you said you
were leaving today. I had Joe Don and the boys on standby to pick you
up." 


"I found the
Durant girls."


"Get them out.
It's dangerous."


"Not inside.
It's a different world in here. It's like all that outside doesn't exist."


"V—it does.
It's out there. And it's coming in. You need to leave. Before WTSHTF."


"Oh,
Daddy—"


"He blew up the
FBI's speakers with RPGs!"


"Agent Major
blasted ZZ Top at dawn! Woke everyone up, including me, and you know I don't
like to be awakened early."


"I do know
that."


"Daddy, you
would love the girls. Esther and Naomi. Or Bobbie Jo and Billie Jean
Durant."


"Take them and
get out."


"I've got to
make sure it's them. Then I'm taking them out."


"Aren't they
afraid?"


"They don't know
what's happening outside."


"The world
does. Everyone in the office is watching on TV, all the guys at the hangar.
It's a media event. I'm getting calls from all over the world. Even from the
president."


"What did he
say?"


" 'What the hell
is she doing there?' "


"What did you
say?"


"I said,
'Bookman.' "


"What did he
say?"


"He said, 'How
can that guy be so smart and so stupid?' "


"He's not
stupid. He's trying to save those people."


"But do they
want to be saved?"


"They believe
he's Jesus Christ."


"There's your
answer."


"Agent
Major—Duvall—he wants to kill J. C."


"Can you blame
him? But he does look like a hothead. And those white boots."


"Taupe."


"Taupe?"


"He told me
they're taupe, not white."


"I told the
president not to let him do anything stupid."


"He flirts with
me."


"The
president?"


"Duvall."


"At an armed
standoff?"


"I talk to him
about the children inside, so he thinks about them."


"Smart girl.
See, V, you'd be great in the oil business."


"I don't want to
be in the oil business. I want to be in the art business."


"Come out, and
I'll buy you a gallery."


"I want to be an
artist."


"I'll build you
a studio out back of the bunker."


"I want to be an
artist in Paris."


"Anywhere you
want."


"J. C. wants me
to be his Michelangelo, paint murals on the ceilings in the compound."


"Except there.
Come home and paint our ceilings."


"Like the
Sistine Chapel."


"Come out, and
I'll buy you the Sistine Chapel."


"Is it for
sale?"


"I've got three
billion dollars—it will be."


"Daddy, why
don't we go to Mass anymore? I remember going as a child, but it's been
forever."


"Your mother and
I, when we were courting in Ireland, she got me going again. We went every
Sunday, and after you were born, but when she found out … "


"Found out
what?"


"That she
couldn't … well, we just stopped going. I wish we hadn't. I should've
taken you. V, come home. We'll go to Mass, you and me."


"I'd like that,
Daddy."


"V, an FBI
psychiatrist—"


"Doctor
Josephson."


"You met
him?"


"I did."


"He said on TV
that Jesus Christ is abusing the girls, says the Messiah figure always has
exclusive sexual privileges with the females."


"J. C.'s not
like that. I've talked to the women and the girls—he's not abusing them."


"He also said
the Jesus figure limits the people's contact with the outside world—no TV, no
Internet, no phones … "


"He does that.
But he said the people want to leave the outside world outside. And the people
I've talked to say the same thing."


"And V … he
said all those people might die. Mass suicide. V, you can't die. Not now.
Not there. Please come home."






~


Major Duvall slapped at the damn
bugs attacking his face.


"Damn
bugs," he said.


"Not bugs,
Boss," Vinnie said. "Gnats."


"Damn
gnats."


"Gnats are the
third plague. In the Bible."


"There are gnats
in Texas during the summer."


He slapped gnats.


"Light 'em up,
Vinnie."






~


"It was a glorious Sunday!
Did you watch the game, Dad? … I know, Dak is great! Better than Dandy Don
… He said so, too? … I like that, no ego …"


J. C. sat in His room
and talked with Dad.


"ZZ Top, you did
well with those three boys … But that was a little early, yes … How'd
you like my rapping? … Come on, Dad, I'm getting better … Well, then
you should've given me a black mother this time around, I'd be a super
rapper!"


J. C. exhaled. Dad hated
rap music.


"I know you
heard that!"


They chuckled.


"I did get a
little existential with the professor, didn't I? … But I got him thinking …
and Ms. Cross painting … I was a little sly about that, wasn't I? …
She can paint our ceilings like Michelangelo … How's he doing? … Oh,
good …"


The room suddenly lit
up as if the sun were coming in through the window. J. C. shielded his eyes.


"Uh, Dad, is it
Rapture time? … Okay, then, hold on, Duvall's up to something."






~


The words of the Word blurred.
Veronica tried to keep her eyes open, but she couldn't. She felt herself
drifting off to sleep. She laid her cheek on the Bible. She had peeked at the
ending, as she always did when reading a novel. If you don't like the ending,
why read the story? Her mind took her into a dream, to the Irish countryside …
but a searing intense light suddenly hit her, as if the sun had descended
upon her, so bright she shielded her eyes against the window.


"It's the
End of Days!"


"It's
Duvall."


The professor stood
at her door.


"He's the
Antichrist?"


"No, just an
asshole. More FBI psyops. Bright lights. Right out of the standoff
playbook."






~


"And God said, 'Let there be
light,' " Duvall said.


He had brought in two
massive searchlights on flatbed trucks. Carbon arc lamps with a combined
thirty million lumens and twenty million candlepower, sufficient to turn night
into day, as if the sun had descended upon the earth. His cell phone rang.
Jesus Christ was calling.


"Please turn off
the lights. My children are tired. They need to sleep." 


"Surrender, and
they can sleep. Until then, you get the light show all night every
night."


"Oh.
Okay."


J. C. hung up.
Duvall and Vinnie high-fived.


"You told him,
Chief."


"Damn
straight."


Duvall stood outside
the command tent with his fists embedded in his hips. The white compound stood
ablaze with the power of the FBI. He felt proud—until a gunshot broke the
silence of the night—and one big light blew out with a loud POP like a
thousand light bulbs popping at once. The gawkers cheered. Then another
gunshot and the other light blew out. The night was again dark. Duvall's
broad shoulders slumped.


"They've got a
sniper, too, Cap. Good one, shooting half a mile away."


"So it would
seem."


"What do you
want to do?"


"Back up."





































Chapter 46


"Make 'em thirsty,
Vinnie."


Major Duvall stood
out front of the command tent at dawn Monday, the fourth day of the standoff,
and slapped flies from his face with both hands. He wasn't alone in that
regard. Every agent fended off flies but without success. The flies swarmed
them like a—


"Plague,"
Vinnie said. "He sent the flies. Chief, it's the fourth plague."


"Will you stop
with that Bible shit? He ain't Jesus Christ, and he didn't send these fuckin'
flies. The dead carcasses did. Burn the cows and turn off the water. They
get thirsty, they'll come out."


Duvall slapped flies
and stared at the compound. Won't be long, those folks will want baths and
showers.


Oh, sorry, honey,
there's no water! 


No water to
bathe or brush their teeth or flush the toilets or cook food or wash clothes.
And no water to drink. 


Mommy, I'm
thirsty!


Too fucking bad,
kid. 


Duvall was going to
enjoy it when Jesus Christ surrendered, and he slapped the cuffs on the son of
a bitch.


"And God said,
'Let them be thirsty.' "


"Uh, Cap, He
didn't say that."


"He should
have."


Duvall was
still smiling when the sprinklers went on. Spigots popped out of the pasture
and shot long streams of water across the land like fire hoses. The streams
moved in formation around the pasture. One stream passed near the command post
and splashed water on his elephant skin boots.


"They've got
really good water pressure," Vinnie said.


"Tell operations
to turn their fuckin' water off!"


"They did."


"Then how the
hell do they still have water?"






~


"We have our own
wells," J. C. said. "Artesian springs run under this land. Crystal
clear water from Dad's earth. And great pressure."


Book and J. C. jogged
the perimeter path between the outside wall and the irrigation canal. An
empty inner tube floated past fast.


"Look at that
current," J. C. said. "Noah's a genius."






~


Duvall wiped his wet boots on his
trouser legs.


"I really hate
that guy."


He popped four Advil.




~


"Well, that didn't
work," Bruce, the CNC reporter, said to the camera.






~


Jim Bob laughed so hard Joe Don
thought he might choke on his maple chicken sausage, Swiss cheese, and egg on a
potato roll from Peets at Gate 40.


"It's a fucking
farm," Jim Bob said. "Didn't they think he might have water wells?
Fucking city boys in the FBI."






~


"So, Regan, to recap the
Duel at Dawn: Day two of the standoff, the FBI put up a Reaper drone to spy on
the Christian jihadists, but they promptly shot down the drone with a Stinger
missile. Day three, the FBI blared loud music at the compound before dawn, but
the jihadists took out the loudspeakers with RPGs."


"RPFGs."


"Whatever. Last
night, the FBI blasted the compound with bright lights, which the jihadists
shot out with sniper's rifles. And now this morning, the FBI turned off the
water supply to the Christian jihadist compound, but the jihadists have water
wells. So the score stands at Christian jihadists four, FBI zero. And because
of the snipers, they're moving us back again, farther away from the Christian
jihadist compound."


"The white Christian
jihadist compound!" 


She shrieked.






~


Veronica Cross stood in her
bathroom wearing only a black Victoria Secret's bra and a matching G-string.
She had showered and dried her body but not her hair. Her hair lay wet and
curly; a hint of red peeked through the black. She slipped into the white,
silk Armani blouse then stepped into the black, silk Armani skirt. She tucked
the blouse and zipped the skirt. She stood before the full-length mirror in
the bathroom. She always loved the way she looked in Armani.


But not that day.


The look wasn't
right. 


Curly hair didn't fit
with Armani. Or perhaps Armani didn't fit her curly hair.


Or her.


Maybe she was no
longer that person in the mirror.


Maybe she never was
that person in the mirror.


Maybe that person in
the mirror was Mother.


Maybe the person in
the mirror should be Veronica Cross.



































Chapter 47


"Cap, get a load of
this."


Vinnie gestured with
a foot-long food item up the caliche road. A big, brown truck drove fast down the
road past the gawkers and the media. 


"A UPS truck?
At an armed standoff?"


"Could be
weapons," Vinnie said.


"He's already
got BMGs, RPGs, Stingers, and sniper's rifles. What else does he need, a bow
and arrow?"


"Good
point."


The truck skidded to
a stop and kicked up white dust. A young black man in a brown shirt and shorts
jumped out and jogged over carrying a large box.


"Amazon package
for Veronica Cross."


"She's not
here."


The driver frowned
then checked the label. "Says 'Garden of Eden, Texas.' GPS puts that
right here."


Vinnie pointed the
food item down the road. "That's the white compound."


"Oh.
Okay."


The driver jogged
back to the truck, jumped in, and gunned the vehicle down the caliche road
toward the compound. Vinnie yelled after him.


"Hey! You
can't—"


"He just
did," Duvall said.


They watched the
white dust in the truck's wake disperse in the breeze. Duvall addressed his
aide.


"What are you
eating?"


"Churro. From a
food truck in the spectator section."


"Is it
good?"


"Foot-long fried
donut dipped in cinnamon and sugar—what could be bad?"


"Get me one …
two. And coffee."






~


"Ms. Cross, so pleased to
have you here for another day," J. C. said. "You look lovely. Like
a true child of God. And I must say, the perfume improves our breakfast table
… no offense, Professor."


She wore a flowery
blue sundress, pink flip-flops, and the scent of Chanel. 


"I always felt
unattractive, even ugly, without my designer clothes and especially my
Christian Louboutins. Now I'm wearing lesser clothes and flip-flops—I'm not
giving up my Chanel—and I feel almost … "


"Spiritual?"


"Yes.
Spiritual."


She sat next to
Book. 


"Good morning,
Professor."


"Ms.
Cross."


Book tapped his left
ear and nodded. He had called the grandmother the night before; the younger
Durant girl was in fact deaf in her left ear. Ms. Cross had found the Durant
sisters. In two days. She was proving to be a fine intern.


"Ah,
breakfast," J. C. said.


Miriam and Mara
arrived with plates of food. 


"Ratatouille
eggs, French toast, grillades … ladies, this smells divine."


"Enjoy, my
Lord," Miriam said.






~


"Yes, Shane," the FIX
reporter named Michele said to the camera, "that was in fact a UPS truck
that drove right up to the front door of the compound. The driver carried a
large box inside."


"A UPS truck
delivering to an armed standoff? Now that is a testament to American
capitalism, isn't it? You don't get that kind of service in France!"






~


"That's an Amazon delivery
for Veronica, I promise you," the 3L student said. "She gets a box
every day."


"I would too if
my dad was a billionaire," the 2L said. "Of course, they'd have to
deliver it to me on the beach in Malibu because I sure as hell wouldn't be in
law school."






~


"Our girl's spending Daddy's
money," Donnie said.


"Wouldn't
you?" Jim Bob said.


Donnie held up a big
donut from Dunkin at Gate 24.


"We are."




~


Duvall's phone pinged. He
checked; the president had tweeted. He opened the Twitter app and read:
"A UPS truck? You gotta be kidding me? This is an armed standoff.
Come on, Professor, get Jesus Christ to surrender. Win this! Like me!"


He ran out of
characters. Duvall read the second tweet.


"Be like me!
I won! I won! You can too!"






~


"Ah, I enjoyed that
breakfast," J. C. said. 


He sat back in his
chair and studied her.


"So, Ms. Cross,
your questions." 


Veronica held up a
finger and finished off the last of the chocolate bread pudding. She exhaled
with great pleasure. 


"That's the best
bread pudding ever."


"A gift from
God," J. C. said.


"Okay, my first
questions depressed the hel— … heck out of me, so I looked for something
less depressing in the Bible."


"And what did
you find?"


"Exodus
Twenty."'


"Ah, yes. The
Ten Commandments. Ten rules for life. Short and sweet. Dad is like that.
He's a big believer in the KISS rule: Keep it simple, stupid. He's always
saying that."


"God says
that?"


"He does."
He shrugged. "Dad's a regular God. Watches football. Basketball,
college not pro. And baseball if there's nothing else on ESPN. So, Ms. Cross,
do you live by His commandments?"


"I have to be
honest—I guess you'd know if I were lying—I've never really thought about it
until last night. I hope I do. I mean, I never say 'goddamn' … well, I
just did … but you know what I mean."


"I do."


"I don't covet
anything anyone else has … of course, I already have everything."


"That certainly
makes not coveting easier."


"I honor my
parents."


"Are you sure?"


"I'm sure I'm in
law school to please Daddy, and I'm sure I dyed my red hair black and
straightened my curls to please Mother."


"Pleasing is not
the same as honoring."


"So I'm
learning."


"Pleasing is a
one-way street. Honoring is a two-way street."


"I hadn't
thought about it like that."


"You
should."


"I will. What
else? Oh, I haven't killed anyone … yet."


"Yet?"


"Dolores
Vanderbit … berg. Daddy's executive secretary. She'd make anyone want to
break a commandment or two … But I would never kill Dolores … Serious
bodily injury is a distinct possibility."


Their eyes met and
did not part.


"Ask, and you
shall receive," J. C. said.


"The Sixth
Commandment: 'Thou shalt not kill.' "


"There are
exceptions."


"Such as?"


"Self-defense.
The commandment actually reads, 'Thou shalt not murder."


"But it says
'kill' in my Bible. Are you sure?"


He raised his
eyebrows.


"Oh, yeah, your
dad wrote the Ten Commandments."


"He did indeed.
And murder, as you well know from your criminal law class, is the taking of
life without justification."


"Self-defense is
a legal justification."


"Exactly. Have
you read Samuel, chapter one, verse twelve?"


"No."


"David and
Goliath. When attacked by a nine-foot-tall barbarian, you may defend yourself
with lethal force."


"Or when the
Feds attack your homestead at dawn bearing heavy arms?"


"Most
certainly."


"Even if they
have warrants?"


"I haven't seen
any warrants."


"They never got
to the front door to serve them."


"Because they
attacked. Why didn't they knock?"


"What about
turning the other cheek?"


"Quite true.
One should act in violence only if absolutely necessary."


"And was it
necessary Friday morning?"


"Ms. Cross, I
had to protect my home and my family. Was I to allow those untrained and
inexperienced men—boys, actually, you saw them—to storm into this compound with
their adrenaline pumping and their fingers nervous on the hair triggers of
those high-powered weapons and perhaps kill Miriam or Mara? Would you have
been happier to see beautiful Esther or sweet Naomi in a body bag? Was I to
allow their lives to be taken? We live here in peace. Why didn't they come
here in peace? Why did they come to make war against the Son of God?"


They sat in silence
for a long moment.


"Okay, I'm
depressed again."


A young black man
wearing a brown uniform jogged toward them. 


"Package
for Ms. Cross."


"Ooh!"
Veronica jumped up. "My Amazon box! My daily cure for depression, and
God knows—sorry—I need a big cure right now."


"Well, it's a
big box."


"Man," the
UPS man said, "your doorman is one scary dude."


"You must excuse
Gideon," J. C. said. "He's a bit on edge these days."


"I'll say—I
thought he was gonna strip-search me."


He placed the box on
the table and held out a clipboard to Veronica.


"Please sign
here." He turned to J. C. "Good looking dreads, dude."


"Why, thank
you. Where's Jamal?"


"Vacation. I'm
filling in. I'm Zeke. Ezekiel."


"A fine
name."


Zeke nodded up.
"And that's a fine cross. Odd thing to have in your living room, but it's
still a fine cross."


"God
bless."


"Amen,
bro."


Zeke bumped fists
with J. C. then jogged off with the clipboard. 


"You got an
Amazon package delivered here?" the professor said.


"I'm a
super-duper Prime member. Last year I bought fifty thousand dollars of stuff
on Amazon."


"That's a lot of
stuff."


She shrugged.
"I had a lot of spare time."



































Chapter 48


"They've got their own
water?" the director asked.


"It's a
farm."


"Makes
sense."


"How much more
of this bullshit psyops you want me to do?"


"I'll text the
First Kid."


"You do
that."


"Right wing is
hammering the boss for being weak on law and order."


"Well, a guy who
thinks he's Jesus Christ killed fifteen federal agents with fifty-cal machine
guns, and we're standing out here with our thumbs up our butts while he gets
packages from Amazon—doesn't exactly shout law and order, now does it?"


The demon stirred.






~


The McClennan County sheriff's
deputies carried short-barreled, pump shotguns and escorted a dozen badass
tatted-up prisoners wearing jail jumpsuits through a side door of the county
courthouse in downtown Waco. FBI Agents Garcia and Fanney watched from their
position outside the front doors. They were waiting for the security guard to
unlock the doors. Standing a few feet away were two ICE agents. Garcia knew
because they wore black jackets with "ICE" stenciled in white across
the back. 


"No sanctuary in
Waco, huh?" Garcia said to the ICE agents. They were also Latino. She
flashed her badge. "FBI."


"Not for the hombres
we're picking up," one ICE agent said. "MS-Thirteen. Fugitives
for rape, murder, and mutilation up in New York."


"And failure to
carry insurance on their vehicle," the other ICE agent said.


They fist-bumped.


"Bad hombres,"
the first ICE agent said. 


"Who you guys
looking for?" the second ICE agent said.


"Jesus
Christ," Garcia said.


"You working the
standoff?"


"Yep."


"That guy really
got two BMGs?"


"And Stingers
and RPGs."


"Well, keep your
head down and don't get dead."


"You boys,
too."


The security guard
opened the door. 






~


Veronica opened the box in the
kitchen while Miriam and Mara watched like children on Christmas morning. 


"I've got
surprises for my favorite sisters!"


An Amazon package
never failed to excite her, even though one arrived almost every day of her
life. She removed the first item: a carton of one hundred assorted Tootsie
Roll Pops. She held the Pops to her chest.


"Praise the
Lord!"


"Amen!" the
sisters said.


"Uh … well …
it's just candy."


Veronica opened the
carton, pulled out a Pop at random—ooh, grape—then popped the Pop into
her mouth. She closed her eyes and let the taste flow over her entire body. Almost
as good as an orgasm, and it doesn't sweat on me! She sighed with great
pleasure then opened her eyes.


"Sorry. Forgot
my manners."


She held the carton
out to the sisters. 


"Would you like
a Pop?"


"We don't eat
candy," Miriam said.


"The
sugar," Mara said.


"But you smoke
dope and drink wine."


"Life is about
choices," Mara said.


Veronica returned to
the big box and retrieved the second item.


"A hair
dryer!"


The ladies frowned.


"No more
curls?" Miriam said.


Veronica dug into the
box and pulled out the next items. 


"G-strings for
everyone!"


She held up a handful
of colorful undies. The sisters' eyes got wide.


"Victoria's
Secret! Well, take them! I know you want to try them on!"


"Uh, thank you,
dear," Miriam said.


"Wait—that's not
all."


"Push-up
bras?" Mara said.


"Next
order."


She pulled out two
smaller boxes from inside the big box.


"For you
both."


"Oh, my,"
Miriam said in a soft voice. "Chanel."


"Number Five
L'Eau," Veronica said.


The ladies opened the
perfume and sprayed the air around them and allowed the mist to settle on their
skin. Miriam closed her eyes and inhaled.


"A gift from
God."


"Via
Amazon."


"Bless
you."


"Wait—there's
more."


She dug another box
out of the big box.


"For you,
Miriam."


She gave the box to
Miriam.


"Child … an
espresso machine. Bless you." 


"It's a
Breville! The best."


"It looks
expensive."


"It is."


"How much did it
cost?"


"I don't know.
I don't pay the bills. Daddy does. Well, his CPA does. Marvin."


Miriam dabbed her
eyes with her apron.


"Now don't cry,
Miriam. This is a happy time."


She cried anyway.
Veronica gave her a hug. 


"Now, Mara,
something very special for you."


"An egg
poacher?" 


"Way better than
that."


"I like poached
eggs."


"You'll love
this."


Veronica peeked into
the box and then grinned at Mara.


"I couldn't buy
you a man on Amazon—not even with Prime—so I did the next best thing."


"Oh, honey, I
don't watch those movies … well, not anymore."


"Uh, no, I
didn't mean that, but thanks for sharing. Actually, I got you something better
than a man: a rabbit!"


"A rabbit?"


"You're going to
love it!"


"You've got a
rabbit in that box?"


"Yes!"


"Don't you think
I'm a little old for a rabbit? I mean, I had a rabbit when I was in ninth
grade."


"Really? Wow,
you were mature for your age. I didn't get my first rabbit until I was a
junior in college."


"I remember my
first rabbit. It was beautiful. Big and black."


"Ohh, it was
like that with you. One of my sorority sisters liked big and black, too. I
didn't know. I got you a pink one."


"A pink rabbit?"


"It's so cute.
And believe me, when its little ears are twitching, you don't care if it's
pink, black, or purple. You just scream, Praise the Lord!"


"Now I'm
excited! Let me see this little rabbit!"


"Close your eyes
and hold out your hands."


She did. Veronica
retrieved a small box from inside the big box and placed it in Mara's hands.
She opened her eyes. 


"Ahhh! It's
a vibrator!"


"I know! And
the best thing is, it won't want to control the TV remote when you're through
with it!"


Mara removed the pink
vibrator from the box. Miriam came over, and the two sisters stared at the
rabbit.


"Oh, my,"
Miriam said. 


"Batteries
included!" Veronica said. 


"It moves?"


"Oh, yeah, baby,
it moves. Sixteen functions. And it's waterproof!"


Mara studied the
rabbit. She ran her fingers the length of it. Her fingers fiddled with the
little ears. Her face seemed to turn a shade redder. 


"So this part
goes … and the little ears touch … and this part vibrates … and
this moves …" 


"I think I'm
going to try out my new machine," Miriam said.


"Me, too,"
Mara said.


She walked off
without another word. Veronica turned to Miriam. They grinned at each other.


"I think she
likes it!" Veronica said. "Did my gift make you happy?" 


"Very. I love
espresso, and Mara loves … Well, you made both of us very happy, child.
Thank you."


Arms of a short
person suddenly wrapped around Veronica's waist from behind.


"Guess
who?" a familiar voice said.


"Uhh … Mary
Magdalene."


"No. She's over
at the clinic."


Veronica turned to
Naomi. Esther stood behind her sister. Veronica hugged each in turn. 


"What's that in your mouth?" Naomi said.


"Orgas …
pleasure on a stick."


She grabbed the
carton. 


"Tootsie Roll
Pops. Have one. Or three. Banana, strawberry, cherry …"


"Banana,"
Naomi said.


"Excellent
choice."


She handed the Pop to
Naomi then turned to Esther.


"Cherry."


"Also
lovely."


The girls sucked on
the Pops and smiled.


"Better than
Snickers, aren't they?"


"What are
Snickers?" Esther asked.


"You girls make
me cry."


"I'm
sorry," Naomi said.


"No, honey, I
meant … never mind. I have a surprise for both of you."


"A
surprise?" Naomi cried.


"Yes!"


Veronica gave them
each a Chanel spray bottle. They regarded the Chanel then looked to her for
help.


"Push the top
down."


Naomi pushed the top,
and the glorious mist shot out.


"Ooh," she
said.


She turned the bottle
to her face and pushed the top again … and again … and again.


"Easy does it
with Chanel," Veronica said. "You don't want to smell like a hooker
on Westheimer."


"What's a
hooker?"


"Uh … we'll
talk about that later."


"When?"


"When you're
twenty-one."


"Show us
how," Esther said.


"Okay, what you
do is, push the button and spray the perfume into the air then you step into
it. Like this."


She demonstrated.


"Now you do
it."


They did it.


"Now
smell."


They smelled. Then
they hugged her.


"Our first
perfume," Esther said. "Thank you, Miss Veronica."


"Can … may
we listen to your phone music?" Naomi asked.


"Of
course."


Veronica gave her the
phone and earbuds. 


"But don't text,
tweet, post, or like on the phone, okay?"


"You don't want
us to like the music?"


"No, I …
never mind."


The girls sucked the
Pops and shared the buds; they listened and smiled. Veronica faced the woman
who had followed them into the kitchen.


"You must be
Delilah."


"And you must be
Veronica. The girls told me all about you."


Delilah was
definitely a lesser. She had the look of a meth head with a gaunt face and a
scrawny body; she could be forty, but she looked sixty. And she smelled …
lesser. Not a hint of perfume or cologne.


"The girls said
you were sick," Miriam said to Delilah. "Better now?"


"Just a head
cold. I'm fine. Veronica, are you living here now?"


"Just visiting.
I love your name."


"J. C. gave it
to me."


"How long have
you been here?"


"Almost six
years now."


"Wow, your
daughters have grown up here."


"They
have."


"What brought
you here?"


"Meth."


"J. C. gave you
meth?"


"He gave me a
life without meth. I was an addict. I had nowhere to go. J. C. took me in.
Got me clean. Kept me clean. I'll never leave here."


"Why not?"


"If I leave,
I'll go right back to the meth. And death is better than meth."






~


"Shit, how many cows were
killed?" the director said.


Duvall inhaled the
stench of death. Black smoke billowed into the sky and drifted past him.
Bulldozers piled the dead animals in the pasture onto the burning funeral
pyre. The director watched on television.


"A dozen or
so."


"But none of the
shooters in the compound?"


"All Terrain
Fuckups."


"So nothing has
worked?"


"He's got an
answer for every tactic we employ."


"You've done
loud noise, bright lights, cut the water …?"


"Yep."


"The First Kid
texted back, said to try more psyops."


"You're the
boss."


"I used to think
so." He sighed. "The right-wing press, they're saying Jesus Christ
is making us look like fools. They want the president to nuke the
compound."


"Nuke? That's
absurd."


"I know. I
said—"


"We only need a
few conventional bombs, maybe half-ton jobs. They'd level the place."


"We're not going
to bomb the compound, Duvall."


"I'm just
saying."


"The First
Daughter texted me—"


"She's in the
loop, too?"


The director exhaled
into the phone. "Yeah. I'm waiting for the grandkids to chime in, but
they're still at kindergarten. Anyway, she suggested we try mood music and
incense, help them relax. Relaxed people don't kill other people. She said."


"Tell her I said
to go fuck herself."


"See, Duvall,
that's what I'm talking about. You've got to improve your people skills."


The demon stretched.


"Anything from
the NSA?"






~


"NSA is trying to capture
our computer system," Solomon said. "Not gonna happen."


Book and J. C. stood
in Solomon's office. He had asked J. C. to come by.


"They're the
government," Book said. "Aren't they the best?"


Solomon laughed.
"They're only as good as the programs they buy from the private sector.
The government can't find its way home without a GPS. The government funds—we
create. When I was a grad student at MIT, I helped design that program. I
included a few backdoors, just in case I found myself on the other side of the
NSA."


"I'm so proud of
him," J. C. said.















Chapter 49


Veronica Cross had never felt so
proud. The scene brought tears to her eyes. 


Lessers can become
more like us. Maybe not billionaires like Daddy, and we surely wouldn't want
them in the Senate, but they're not beyond all hope. 


The Feds had set the
tables. Tablecloth, napkins, silverware—all correctly placed!—glasses,
AK-47s properly stowed … She bit her lip so as not to blubber at the
sight. Vincent came to her.


"We washed
everything, figured if you're willing to teach us proper brunch etiquette, we
could at least not act like animals."


"Thank you,
Vincent."


"Yes,
ma'am."


"And
Vincent—"


"Yes,
ma'am?"


"We made
beignets."


Tears came to his
eyes. He wrapped his arms around her and gave her a hug.


"Bless you,
ma'am."


He wiped his face
with his sleeve. She addressed the agents.


"Gentlemen, the
menu today features Ratatouille toast with fried eggs, custard French toast,
grillades and grits, skillet cornbread, escargots, and white chocolate bread
pudding in Rum sauce. And beignets."


She saw the questions
in the men's eyes.


"Grillades is
steak, and escargots are snails."


"Snails?"
Vincent said.


"Trust me,
you'll love them." 






~


"Oh, no, I hate her
dress!" Bruce the CNC reporter said. "Blue with flowers—she looks
like a walking funeral bouquet. No, no, no!"


Dolores watched the
broadcast at the office. The reporter abruptly grabbed his cell phone. He
stared at it a long moment as if reading then addressed the camera.


"Regan, I have
breaking news!"


"The
Russians?"


"I've got a
source inside the FBI. He just leaked confidential information to me. Jesus
Christ is feeding the Feds Ratatouille toast—okay, he misspelled Ratatouille,
it's two L's—with fried eggs, custard French toast, grillades—also two L's, but
he is an FBI agent—and grits, skillet cornbread, escargots, white chocolate
bread pudding in Rum sauce, and beignets."


"Bruce, why are
you reading the brunch menu to us?"


"What would you
like me to report on? The weather? It's hot."


"I would like
you to uncover the Russian connection to this fucking standoff!"


"Or I could
uncover a UFO connection. Or who really killed JFK. Or the location of
Bigfoot. Or Area Fifty-one. Or—"


The screen cut away
from Waco to the anchor in New York City.


"We have
breaking news about the president's collusion with Putin to win the White
House!" 


She shrieked.






~


The Feds unloaded the boxes,
placed the food on the tables, served themselves, sat under the canopies, and
ate—with manners. Veronica stood with her arms crossed and listened to the men
as she had often listened to Daddy talking to other men at the office. Man
talk, she had always called it. She had seldom paid attention. But she did
now. The men talked about their families, their wives and children …
soccer games … teaching a child how to ride a bike … a daughter's first
date, a son's first homerun. They were good men trying to live good lives.
Their lives weren't that different from her life, except her family had a net
worth in excess of $3 billion and she lived in a mansion behind a wall with a
bunker beneath and a private security force outside. And, of course, they
suffered a distinct lack of taste in apparel. But they shared one thing in
common with Veronica Cross: They were following Duvall instead of God, just as
she was following her parents instead of God.


"I thought you
were leaving?"


Agent Major had
walked up. Same black suit; same white—taupe—boots; but there was something
different about him that day. She sniffed the air.


"New aftershave,
Agent Major?"


"You like
it?"


"Well, it's …
different."


"Better than a
no."


"I found the
Durant girls."


"Get 'em
out."


"I will."


"When?"


"Soon."


"Listen,
goddamnit—"


She stopped him with
an open hand.


"Thou shalt not
take the name of the Lord thy God in vain."


"Amen,
sister," Vincent said.


"You need to get
out, Ms. Cross," Agent Major said. "He's getting in your head."


"Maybe I'm
getting in his."


"You're not
qualified," the FBI psychiatrist named Josephson said. 


He walked over
holding a huge piece of cornbread in one hand and a miniature battery-powered
fan in the other pointed at his face.


"Pardon
me?" Veronica said.


"What did you
do?" he said through a mouthful of cornbread.


"I did nothing. That
was a polite response to your rude assertion regarding my qualifications."


"Simply a
clinical observation."


"What makes you
think I'm not qualified to deal with Jesus Christ?"


"A, you just
quoted the Third Commandment, which tells me that you and the Jesus figure
discussed the Ten Commandments. Am I correct?"


"You are."


"And B, I would
venture that the Sixth Commandment was part of that discussion. Am I correct
again?"


"You are."


"Thou shalt not kill."


"It's actually,
'Thou shalt not murder.' "


"He tell you
that?"


"He did."


"He lied. It's
'kill.' But he told you 'murder' so he could claim that his actions in killing
fifteen innocent men were justified because he acted in self-defense, which is
a defense to murder but not to killing. Am I still correct?"


"You are." 


"Self-defense
with two fifty-caliber machine guns? You see, Ms. Cross, the Jesus figure
makes it all sound quite reasonable and founded in religion. But he's conning
you. The bottom line is, he killed fifteen men Friday—not in self-defense. In
cold blood. Murder." He turned to the table of agents. "Hey, save
me a fucking beignet!"


He went for the
beignets. She and Agent Major watched the men eat for a time. 


"He's an
educated asshole," Agent Major said.


"But is he
right?"


"Probably."


They again watched
until Agent Major broke the silence. 


"Should we
expect a UPS truck every day?"


"Amazon
delivery. A few gifts for my friends."


"Friends?"


Her shoulders
slumped. The psychiatrist had returned, beignet and fan in hands.


"In the
compound? Ms. Cross, don't get too close to those people."


"Why not?"


"People in these
cults, they don't come out. They've bought in to the Jesus figure. They
believe he's taking them to heaven. So they stay—until they die."






~


"Are you afraid of dying,
Professor?" 


"I'm afraid of
not living."


J. C. nodded.
"You want to make a difference with the time you have."


"Yes."


"Do you think
sitting on the Supreme Court will make a difference?"


"I don't
know."


"Do you want to
know?"


"Yes."


"It won't."


"I could be the
man who overturned Roe v. Wade."


"Do you want to
be that man?"


"Not
particularly."


"It wouldn't
make a difference."


"Babies wouldn't
be aborted."


"Babies have
always been aborted, but they are with God. Human life has always been cheap
to other humans."


Miriam arrived with a
tray of coffee and placed it on the table.


"Espresso?"
J. C. said.


"From
Veronica," Miriam said.


J. C. sniffed.
"And perfume."


"Not perfume.
Chanel."


She walked off as if
on a cloud. They sipped the espresso.


"Then what is my
purpose in life?" Book asked.


"What is your
purpose in being here?"


"To help
others."


"No. I meant
here, in the compound. Why did you come?"


"You asked me
to."


"You were
already here. What brought you here?"


Book considered
lying, but J. C. would … know?


"A letter."


"From
whom?"


"The grandmother
of two girls living here. She's worried about them. The mother wrote her and
said the End of Days was near."


J. C. sipped his
espresso.


"And so it
is."






~


"I've never been so bored in
my life," Bruce said to Hank. "No one's died in like, four days, so
I'm now a fucking food critic in Texas, which seems like an oxymoron."


Hank raised his eyes
from his cell phone.


"I'm sorry—you
said you're a moron?"


Bruce exhaled.


"An oxymoron."















Chapter 50


"I've never spent time with
lessers. It's not that bad."


"Why, thank you,
child."


They sat at the table
in the kitchen in a cloud of Chanel. Miriam sipped her espresso and fidgeted
in her chair. Mara glowed, but she also fidgeted. 


"A string in my
butt," Miriam said. 


"Oh, you'll get
used to it," Veronica said.


"But do I want
to?"


"It actually
feels good," Mara said. "In a weird way."


The ladies accepted
her for whom she was, for whom God made her. The curly red hair. The woman
who did not want to be society or a lawyer. She was no longer that person.
She was Veronica Cross, her own person. 


"Tell me about
Delilah," she said.


"When she
arrived with the two girls," Miriam said, "she was a mess."


"Meth
head," Mara said. "J. C. took them in, cleaned her up, kept her
clean. They've never left."


"Do people
leave?"


"A few have.
But they've all come back."


"So everyone is
free to leave?"


"Of course.
This is the Garden of Eden, not Alcatraz."


Veronica wondered if
the two women across the table would die there.


"Why don't you
two leave?" she said. 


"Where would we
go, child?" Miriam said.


"Houston. We'll
open a café/art studio. Cajun-French cuisine. You ladies will cook, and I'll
run the place and paint. People will eat your food and buy my art. We'll feed
rich people and poor people. We'll charge the rich but not the poor. You can
live with me."


"In the
bunker?" Mara said.


"If you want
to."


"I don't,
child. When I'm underground, it will be because I'm dead."


Tears came to
Veronica's eyes. 


"I don't want
you to die."


The ladies reached
across the table and took her hands.


"Child, we all
die," Miriam said.


"I don't want
you to die now. Or here."


"We will die when
God wants us to die."


"And where He
wants us to die," Mara said. "We don't make those decisions, child.
He does."


"But what if
Agent Major Duvall makes those decisions?" Veronica said.


"He can't."



"He can
try."


"God will
decide. And we will live with His decision."


"Or die,"
Veronica said.


"Yes,"
Miriam said. "We will live or die with God's decision. As we are living
or dying with His decision today. Every day we live or die is God's decision …
and His blessing."


"I've never had
anyone like you ladies in my life."


"And we're never
had anyone like you in ours."


"I don't want to
lose you."


"You may stay
here with us," Mara said.


"I don't want to
die."


"And you think
we will?"


"I do. If you
stay, you die."



































Chapter 51


"The walk is getting longer
each day," Book said. "Sure you don't want to back up to downtown
Waco? Or Dallas? Or D.C.?"


Duvall didn't look up
from his desk.


"Come in,
Professor, the door's open."


"Did your agents
find title?"


Duvall
shouted—"Vinnie!"—and before the sound had faded, Vinnie appeared in
the tent.


"Yeah,
Boss?"


"Find Danny boy
and Garcia."


Vinnie ran out;
Duvall finally turned to Book.


"The agents I
assigned to the hunt for Jesus Christ."


"Only two?"


"Only takes one
to ask the county clerk for the land title. But we're like nuns—we always
travel in pairs."


"If we find out
why he's here, we find out who he is—then I can convince him to
surrender."


Vinnie ran back in.
"I found them."


"Where are they?"


"On the
phone."


Vinnie placed a cell
phone on the table in front of Duvall.


"Danny boy,
Garcia," Duvall said to the phone, "where the hell are you
guys?"


"Heading south
on I-thirty-five."


"Why?"


"Going to
Austin."


"Why?"


"Searching for
Jesus Christ."


"He's in the
compound."


"His ID."


"Start at the
beginning. I sent you to the county courthouse and …"


"Title to the
land is in Garden of Eden, Inc., a Texas nonprofit corporation. Property taxes
and utilities, too."


"Did you check
the tax returns?" Book asked.


"Who's
that?" Garcia asked.


"Professor
Bookman," Duvall said.


"Oh, Professor
Bookman," Garcia said. "An honor to meet you, if over the phone.
I've read all your op-eds and your—"


"Yeah, yeah,
yeah, this ain't CNC," Duvall said. "Stick to the facts,
Garcia."


"Sorry, sir. So
we called the D.C. office. Garden of Eden, Inc. is a tax-exempt church so they
don't file tax returns."


"A church?"
Duvall snorted with disdain. "Anyone can get a fuckin' tax exemption
these days."


"Except the Tea
Party," Book said.


"So we're
heading to Austin to access the corporate filings," Garcia said. "We
called ahead to the Secretary of State's office, they're gathering everything
for us."


"Good work,
kids," Duvall said.


"When did Garden
of Eden acquire the land?" Book asked.


"Nineteen
eighty-four."


"That's what …?"


"Twenty-three
years ago," Duvall said.


"Thirty-three,"
Book said. "You still got to carry the one."


Duvall grunted.


"Thirty-three
years ago?" Book said. "But he told me that he's only thirty-three
years old."


"He also said
he's Jesus Christ," Duvall said. "I don't know, Professor, I'm only
an FBI agent with twenty-two years experience, but could be he's lying."


"He doesn't look
older than thirty-three."


"Vitamins?"


Book shook his head.
Something wasn't right.


"It's all about
the land. I just know it."


"You're wrong,
Professor. He just lives here." 


"But why? Why
here? Why this land?" 


Duvall offered a lame
shrug in response then turned to the phone. 


"Good work,
Garcia, Danny boy. Be careful in Austin, it's a sanctuary city."


"We're both
legal," Garcia said.


"That's why you
gotta be careful," Duvall said. "If you were illegals, I wouldn't
worry about you." He thought that was funny. "Adios, amigos."


He disconnected the
call and turned to Book.


"I try to bond
with our Mexican agents, speak their language, eat enchiladas."


"You're a
regular Dalai Lama."


"Mexican
guy?"


"There are
Mexicans in the compound?"


Ms. Hines bounced in
wearing bright yellow yoga pants.


"Please tell me
they're illegals. 'Live from a sanctuary compound.' We'll be on air
twenty-four/seven with the networks for sure!"


"Sorry,"
Book said. "I haven't seen any Latinos."


"Damn."
She sighed. "So what new news do you have today?"


"In exchange
for?"


"Peace until
Wednesday at dawn."


They both looked at
Duvall. He threw his hands up in surrender. 


"They have their
own water wells," Book said.


"Boring. And we
saw that on TV."


"He thought he
was acting in self-defense, protecting his home and family."


"With machine
guns?" Duvall said.


"Who is this
guy?" Ms. Hines. "That's the news I want! That's the news the
networks want! Get me photos!"


Book and Duvall
shrugged in unison.


"That's
it?" Ms. Hines said. "We're supposed to go to the national media
with water wells and self-defense?" She stared at Book but pointed at
Duvall. "Professor, if you don't want him to kill those people, you've
got to do better than that!"


Book's mind raced.
Those people's lives were on the line. He snapped his fingers.


"I've got
it!"


"What?"


"Deal first. No
killing until dawn Wednesday."


"Agreed. What
do you have?


"Fake news."


She blinked hard.
"Fake news?"


"Why not? The
networks make up fake news every day—why can't we?"


"It's not
illegal?"


"If it were,
they'd all be in prison. We're not under oath."


"We're not, are
we?"


"Wait,"
Duvall said. "You want me to go on national TV and lie to the American
people?"


"It's fake news
or fake Mexicans," she said. "But we are not going on air with that
self-defense bullshit!"


"If I say there
are illegal Mexicans in the compound, we'll have a million Mexican marchers out
here tomorrow. And we can't kill Mexicans unless they're MS-Thirteen. I'll
never get to kill Jesus Christ!"


"Exactly. So
it's fake news."


"We're going to
sell fake news to the networks?" Duvall said.


"They sell fake
news to us," Ms. Hines.


"Duvall, you can
say that Putin hacked into the FBI computers," Book said, "and is
giving information to J. C. and that's how he's making you look stupid with the
psyops nonsense."


"I think I'll
leave out the stupid part," Duvall said.


"And if they ask
why Putin, a Communist, would help a Christian, you say, see that that proves
he's not really Jesus Christ. You answer their question without really
answering it."


"Shit,
Professor," Ms. Hines said, "the Supreme Court's not the right venue
for you. With that line of bullshit, you should be in the Senate."


"Just say
'Russians' over and over, they'll eat it up. You know, pretend you work for
CNC."


"That's a good
start, but we've got to fill eight minutes."


"I can talk
again."


The FBI doctor had
walked into the tent with a handheld fan.


"No! By the
time you finished talking about mass suicide yesterday, every reporter wanted
to commit suicide. Hell, I wanted to hang myself by my earbuds."


"We're looking
for fake news ideas," Book said.


"What kind of
fake news?" the doctor said.


"The kind that
doesn't involve you talking," Ms. Hines said. "We've got to feed the
beast. Any ideas?"


"I've got a
Ph.D. Of course I've got ideas."


"Let's hear
them."


"Fine. Fake
news item number one: "Putin hacked into the FBI computer system and is
giving inside info to Jesus Christ, and that's why he's making Duvall look
stupid with that psyops bullshit."


"Already been
done," Ms. Hines said.


"Fake news item
number two: Putin's kids are colluding with the president's kids in back
channels on the Internet."


"Better."


"Fake news item
number three: Putin hacked the Super Bowl and helped Brady's big comeback win
against all odds—just like the election."


"But why would
Putin help Brady win the Super Bowl?" Duvall said.


"Because Brady
and the president are buddies."


Ms. Hines punched the
air. "Yes! That's the fucking fake news I'm talking about!"


"Brady and
Putin?" Duvall said.






~


"Brady and Putin?"
Joe Don said. "What the hell is he talking about?"


The men sat in front
of the television and watched the FBI's daily briefing on FIX. Like all
American heterosexual men living south of New Jersey, they loved the FIX
chicks.






~


"We also have reason to
believe that the Russians hacked into our computer system and are giving
information on our psyops tactics to Jesus Christ," Duvall said.


"And that's how
he's making you look stupid?" the blonde FIX chick said.


Little Miss Bright
Yellow Yoga Pants nodded her head at the CNC reporter, so Duvall pointed at the
chipmunk who was chomping at the bit.


"But why would
Putin help a Christian? He's Communist."


"Which proves
that the guy in the compound is not really Jesus Christ."


"Ah. Good
point."






~


The FBI director watched the
briefing in his D.C. office. His phone pinged. Guess who? He opened the
Twitter app and read the boss's latest tweet: "Russia? What the heck
is Duvall talking about? Sounds like FAKE NEWS! Does he work for the FBI or
CNC?"




~


"They've got nothing, so
they're making it up," the 3L said. "We learned how to do the same
thing in our trial advocacy course: 'If the facts are against you, argue the
law. If the law is against you, argue the facts. If the law and the facts are
against you, pound the table and yell like hell.' That was a Sandburg
quote."


"Justice
Sandburg?" the 1L said.


"Carl."






~


"What the heck is Duvall
talking about?" J. C. said.


"Fake
news," Book said.


They watched the
briefing in J. C.'s room.


"He lied?
That's a sin!"


"It
happens."






~


Bruce the CNC reporter and Hank
the FIX producer walked back to the media camp after the briefing.


"Duvall doesn't
know shit about fake news," Bruce said. "We invented it."


"Invented might
be a stretch," Hank said. "But you did perfect it."


"Invented or
perfected, the bottom line is the same."


"Which is?"


"I'm bored to
fucking tears."


"It's called
Texas."


"We need someone
to die! Our ratings are way down."


"Is Regan being
a bitch?"


"She's
breathing."


"Is she dropping
F-bombs?"


"Every
broadcast."


"Two words of
advice: fear and tits."


"We only hire
lesbians so tits aren't an option, but we're trying our best to scare the hell
out of people twenty-four/seven with Putin and the president. But viewers are
clicking off us and watching 'I Dream of Jeannie' reruns instead."


"Ouch."


"The Christians
are only shooting drones, lights, loudspeakers—they haven't shot any people
since Friday!"


"Damn
Christians."


"Exactly."


"That was
sarcasm, Bruce."


"I work at
CNC—how would I recognize sarcasm?"


"Good point."


"Regan's
pissed—she's got nothing to shriek about."


"Wouldn't want
her pissed at me."


"I need a night
off from the Wicked Bitch of the East. What do you say, let's Uber down to
Austin. The gay nightlife there is supposed to be fantastic."


"I'm not gay,
Bruce."


"Never know till
you try."


"I have a wife
and four kids."


"Could be a
defense mechanism."


"I would go
broke putting four kids through college just to prove I'm not gay?"


"Good
point. You could take one of the FIX chicks."


"You mean, quit
my job? No thanks."


"We could eat
Mexican food in Austin. There's a place called Fonda San Miguel, supposed to
be exquisite. I'm sick of deplorable fried food."


"Can we get ice
cream at Amy's?"


"Sure."


"You're
on."













Chapter 52


"Miss Veronica, do you have
any more of those Tootsie Roll Pops?" Naomi asked.


"Does Victoria's
Secret have more undies?" 


"I don't
know."


"I have lots
more. Come on, they're in my room."


Veronica took the two
girls to the apartment. When they entered the small space, the girls froze.


"Wow, you have a
huge room!"


"Isn't your
apartment like this?"


"We don't have
anything like this."


"Where do you
live?"


"Here."


"Where
here?"


"Get the Pops,
and we'll show you."


"Then we've got
to do our chores," Esther said.


"Chores?"
Veronica said.


"You know,
helping the adults with things—"


"I know what
chores are. I just don't believe in them."


The girls laughed. 


"Miss Veronica,
you are so funny," Naomi said.


Veronica handed out
Tootsie Roll Pops then followed the girls to the other side of the compound and
into a large room filled with beds lined up on each side like a bunkhouse on
one of Daddy's rig sites. Between the beds were armoires, but not like
Veronica's armoires. These were like the metal lockers at high school. 


"This is the
female section," Naomi said.


"The what?"


"Where the
females live. The males live in another part. And the married people have
their own little rooms. If we had a daddy, we'd live in the married
section."


Naomi grabbed her
hand and pulled her over to a bed.


"This is my
bed. That one is Esther's. And that's Mama's bed."


"Where do you
keep your stuff?"


"This is my
locker."


She opened a metal
locker. Inside were only a few clothes hanging on a rod and a pair of sneakers
below. Veronica sat down on the bed and fought tears.


She has one pair
of shoes. I have hundreds. My bedroom is two thousand square feet—they share
less space than that with two dozen other people. My closet is one thousand
square feet—they have little lockers. My closet is filled with so many clothes
that Judy made an inventory, but she has one dress. I have everything—they
have nothing. 


"I hate living
like this," Esther said. "No privacy."


"I wish we had a
daddy so we could have our own room," Naomi said.


"Stop saying
that!" Esther said. 


Her words had come
out harsh, and Naomi recoiled.


"I'm just
saying."


"Don't! We've
never had a daddy, and we're never going to have one." 


"Do you have a
daddy?" Naomi asked Veronica.


"I do."


"What's his
name?"


"Mister
Cross."


"His first
name."


"Jonathan."


"I like that
name."


"Me, too."


"Does he hit
you?"


"Hit me? No,
of course not."


"Mama's daddy
hit her. So she ran away from home and lived on the streets. She got hooked
on meth and became a professional."


"A
professional?"


"Uh-huh. She
says she was a member of the world's oldest profession."


"Oh."


I have a father
who loves me. I have everything.


"Sister,
let's go pick tomatoes."


"I'll
help," Veronica said. "We have to hurry, it's almost dark."






~


The three girls lay in the tomato
patch and watched the sky turn black and the stars appear. 


"We didn't pick
many tomatoes," Esther said.


"We never
do," Naomi said.


"Let's go night
tubing."


"Down the
canal?" Veronica said.


"Yes."


"Isn't that
dangerous?"


"Don't be a
girl."


"I am a
girl."


"Don't act like
a girl."


"But it's dark.
It might be scary."


"It would be,
but Noah put lights in the canal."


"I don't have a
swimsuit."


"We don't
either."


"I'll hold my
breath for you!" Naomi said.


"Why?"


"She can hold
her breath a long time underwater," Esther said. "It's what she
does."


Naomi nodded with a
big smile.






~


"We've got nothing!"
Regan shrieked to her producer. "Bright lights and water wells—that's
fucking news? Why will people watch me if I don't have breaking news to shriek
about? Where the hell is Bruce? What? We're on the air?"


She frowned at the
camera.


"As another day
comes to a close in the fucking wasteland of deplorables and racists—which is
to say, morons who voted for the president—at the armed standoff between the
Christian jihadists and the noble agents of the Federal Bureau of
Investigation, we must ask the pertinent question: What the hell was the
president thinking when he and Vladimir Putin rigged the election?"


She shrieked.
Dolores turned off the television.






~


"The FIX is in!" Shane
the New York City anchor said. "Michele, tell us how the federal
government screwed we the people today at the Waco standoff."


"Well, Shane,
the government took a day off from screwing the people, at least here in Waco.
Not much happened. It was a boring day."


"Well, so what
do you think about our NFL lineup this weekend?"


"It looks super,
Shane." 






~


"These Po-Boys are
super," Donnie said. "Good choice, Jim Bob."


Jim Bob had made a dinner
run over to the terminal. Pappadeaux Seafood Kitchen in the Food Court, a
favorite among the soldiers. Fried catfish and shrimp on hoagies with Cajun
coleslaw.


"And for
dessert," Jim Bob said, "Sweet Potato Pecan Pie with sweet
cream."


"Praise the
Lord!" Donnie said. 


Jo Jo grunted.






~


"What are these
called?" Bruce said.


"Cajeta
crêpes," Hank said.


They sat at a table
along the windows at Fonda San Miguel in Austin. The restaurant was not
Tex-Mex; it was Mexican exquisite. The food, the furnishings, the atmosphere,
the ambience, the margaritas. They were no longer in Texas. They were in
Guadalajara before the cartels. They had eaten calamari with chipotle
mayonnaise, sopa de tortilla, carne asada a la tampiquena, and now crepas
de cajeta, "crêpes sauced with a rich goat milk caramel and toasted
almonds" served with cajeta ice cream.


"This, my
friend," Bruce said, "is anything but deplorable food."


He sat back and
sipped his margarita.


"You know what I
love to do after a great dinner like this?"


"What?"


"Get laid."


"Don't look at
me, partner," Hank said.





















Chapter 53


Major Duvall held a foot-long
sausage on a stick like a symphony conductor and sang: "Turn out the
lights, the party's over …"


"I love that Don
Meredith song," Vinnie said. "He always sang it on 'Monday Night
Football' when the game was won."


"It's a Willie
Nelson song."


"I like the way
Don sang it."


"I love the way
Willie sings it."


"I don't like
the way you sing it. No offense, Chief."


Duvall dipped the
sausage in the plastic cup of spicy mustard then bit off a big piece.


"Turn out the
lights, Vinnie. Make 'em hot. Suffer or surrender."


No electricity. No
lights. No air-conditioning. They can suffer in the dark and in the heat. Or
they can surrender.


"But, Boss, kids
get scared in the dark, and it'll be really hot in there."


Duvall gave his
second-in-command a cold stare.


"Do I look like
I give a fuck about scared or hot kids?"


"You do
not." 


"Then what are
you going to do?"


"Turn out the
lights." Vinnie spoke into his handheld radio. "Cut the
power."






~


"Yippee!"


Esther threw her
hands over her head as her tube shot down the canal. Naomi did the same.
Veronica held tightly to the tube.


"Isn't this fun?"
Esther yelled. "I love tubing at night."


It was night, but it
wasn't dark. The accent lights lit the canal as brightly as the big pool
behind the mansion. Veronica started to relax even though she was soaked
through her dress. 


"Without the
lights, I'd be scared," she said.


"Me, too,"
Naomi said.


"Don't be
girls!" Esther yelled.






~


"And God said, 'Let there be
darkness.' "


The lights went
out—at the FBI command center, but not at the cult compound. 


"Cut their
lights!" Duvall yelled.


"We did."


"Then why are
their lights still on, and ours are off?"






~


"We're off the grid,"
J. C. said. "Solar and wind power, we've got our own generators. Don't
pay a penny for electricity. Noah built the entire system."


They walked down the
corridor. 


"Come, Professor,
you should meet him."






~


The soldiers ate their Sweet
Potato Pecan Pie in the Barcaloungers in the theater. On the screen was the
image of the white compound lit up in the distance. 


"Why would she
stay another night in there?" Donnie said. "You think she's been
brainwashed?"






~


"Yippee!" 


Veronica Cross threw
her arms in the air as her tube shot down the canal bathed in light.






~


The compound stood awash in
light. Major Duvall stood in pitch dark and tried to find the mustard cup with
the sausage but without success.


"Skipper, he
made it dark. Darkness is another plague."


"It's
nighttime. It's supposed to be dark."


"Oh."


An agent ran over
with a flashlight.


"Chief, what
happened to the electricity? We're watching 'Monday Night Football.' "


Duvall fought the
urge to drop his sausage, draw his weapon, and shoot the agent. 


"Who's
winning?"


"Patriots."


"Tom playing
good?"


"Four TD
passes."


"Tell 'em to
turn the electricity back on." 


Duvall turned back to
the compound.


"I really want
to kill that guy."


The demon stood.






~


"I was a hired
assassin."


Noah could have been
Santa Claus's twin brother. He appeared to be mid-seventies with a teddy bear
body, blue eyes, and white hair and beard. He wore red reading glasses, red
sneakers, a red tee shirt, and khaki shorts. He spoke with a slight German
accent. J. C. had brought Book to Noah's workshop outside the main compound
but inside the exterior wall. 


"I killed a lot
of innocent people."


"Were you in the
military?" Book said. "CIA?"


"Military
research and design. I'm a mechy—mechanical engineer. I love to build
things. My masterpiece was the drone. It was supposed to be used for
surveillance, to save lives. But the Pentagon weaponizes every application,
and Wall Street profits from the sale of weapons—from death and destruction.
Military-industrial-financial complex. How would you feel if your masterpiece
had brought death and destruction to tens of thousands of people? Yes, some
were bad guys. But many were collateral damage. I wanted to build things to
save people, not kill people."


"So you quit and
came here?"


Noah nodded. "I
came here to design things for living instead of dying. I designed and built
the rainwater collection and irrigation canals, solar and wind power
generation, the compound … It's all about self-sustainability."


"Noah's
ark," Book said.


"Indeed."


"How long have
you been here?"


"J. C., how long
have I been here?"


"Since I was
thirty-three."


They shared a
chuckle.


"A while,"
Noah said.


"You work
alone?" Book said.


"No. I have a
little helper." He called out. "Samson!"


Through the doorway
walked a … giant. He towered over Book; he weighed at least three hundred
pounds. He seemed to be middle-aged with long, black hair. He wore a welder's
hat and carried a turbine.


"Samson, meet
Professor Bookman."


"Professor,"
he said in a deep voice.


"Samson was a
professional football player," Noah said, "pretty good, too. What
position did you play?"


"Offensive
tackle."


"Samson is welding
the windmill," Noah said. "We've got an industrial-size,
propane-powered generator to run the arc welder. Sucks too much of the solar
power."


"That takes more
propane than my backyard grill," Book said.


"We have a
thousand-gallon tank outside."


The unmistakable
scent of Chanel drifted their way. Book turned expecting to see Ms. Cross, but
he saw the woman named Delilah standing in the doorway. 


"Oh, am I
interrupting? I was just going to visit with Samson."


"You may,"
Noah said.


Samson dropped the
turbine; the floor shook. Delilah knelt before J. C. and kissed his hand. She
stood; Samson stepped to her and sniffed. 


"You smell
good."


"It's Chanel
Number Five L'Eau."


"L-who?"


She took his arm, and
they walked off. 


"Okay, he's not
Phi Beta Kappa," Noah said, "but he's very helpful."


"He's always got
his eye on her," J. C. said. "And she on him."


"Big guy."


"And handy to
have around. Without him, we'd have to buy a forklift, and they're
expensive."


J. C. tried to lift
the turbine; he couldn't budge it.


"Handy indeed.
So how's the windmill coming along, Noah?"


J. C. wandered into
the back room.


"Samson and
I," Noah said to Book, "we're working on a turbine windmill like the
big ones out in West Texas. Should have it up and running by the spring when
the days get hot again."


As if there were not
three hundred federal agents ready to end their days.


"Do you believe
he's really Jesus Christ?" Book said.


"I do."


"Why?"


"Because I need
to believe in someone … something … bigger than this world."


"You really
think this is the Second Coming?"


"No."


"But you just
said—"


"His First
Coming. I'm Jewish."















Chapter 54


Ms. Cross entered the apartment
with wet hair and a beach towel wrapped around her. 


"I was starting
to worry about you," Book said.


"We tubed the
canal."


"At night?"


"It's lit."


"You and the
girls?"


She nodded.
"Professor, we found them. Let's take the girls and go."


"We will, but I'm
still trying to negotiate peace. So the other children … so no one dies.
If we grab the Durant girls and run, J. C. won't talk to me. And I'm all
that's standing between him and Duvall."


"A rock and a hard-ass."


"Indeed."


"Okay, I'll
stay. For the children."


"Thank you, Ms.
Cross."


"Pleasure."


Ms. Cross went into
her bedroom, and Book into his. He pulled out his cell phone and hit the speed
dial then waited for the call to ring through. It had been a good day. He had
extended the cease-fire until dawn on Wednesday. Ms. Cross had found the
Durant girls. He had established a solid rapport with J. C. The FBI was
closing in on his ID. But he had made no progress on J. C.'s surrender.
Gabby's voice came over the line.


"Hi, Professor.
You had an interesting day."


"I tried."


"I didn't
understand anything the FBI agent said at the briefing."


"A good thing.
So how was your day?"


"We went to the
Barton Creek pool and swam. The cold water always seemed to spark my mother's
brain."


"Did it spark
Mom's?"


"Seemed to. She
said, 'Ben and John held their breath.' "


"We did. We'd
sit on the bottom and see who could hold their breath the longest."


"Clare wanted to
skinny-dip, but I said we shouldn't."


"Thank
you."


"But so you
know, she and your father skinny-dipped in the pool."


"My dad the cop
swimming naked. Makes sense. Barton Creek was a holy place for the
Comanche."






~


Veronica Cross lay in a hot
bath. Normally at that time of night, she lay in a hot bubble bath in the
Jacuzzi tub in the master bathroom of her Austin condo. But she wasn't in
Austin, this wasn't the Jacuzzi in her condo, and there was nothing normal
about life at the moment. Still, she could get bubble bath. She hit the
Amazon tab on her iPhone and ordered three bottles of her favorite with her
Prime next-day delivery. She then touched the music tab and started her
expanding "Religious Cult" playlist. Jesus Culture. "In the
River." She opened the Bible to Revelation.


"I am the Alpha
and the Omega—the beginning and the end," says the Lord God. "I am
the one who is, who always was, and who is still to come—the Almighty
One."


The phone rang. Daddy.


"Are you going
to call every night?"


"I am."


"You've never
done that before."


"You've never
lived in a religious cult run by a guy with dreadlocks who thinks he's Jesus
Christ before."


"True."


"Come home, V.
Please."


"Daddy, I don't
want to be a lawyer."


"Then don't
be."


"I don't have to
be a lawyer?"


"Of course
not."


"Then why'd you
send me to law school?"


"I thought you wanted to go to law school."


"I thought you
wanted me to go to law school."


"I want you to
be what you want to be."


"I want to be an
artist."


"Then be an
artist."


"Will Mother be
okay with that?"


"You're not
living her life."


"Does she know
that?"


"Maybe
not." 


"I've spent my
entire life trying to live up to Mother—it's not easy. She's smart, beautiful,
perfect. I'm not."


"You're perfect
to me."


"I know."


"V, I'm happy
with who I am. You need to be happy with who you are. If you come home, we'll
talk to your mother."


"Can I bring the
girls with me?"


"What
girls?"


"Esther and
Naomi, they're the Durant girls."


"Bring them.
But come out."


"We're going
to."


"When?"


"Maybe tomorrow.
 But if we take the girls and run, all the other children will be lost. The
professor wants to save all the children."


"How many
children are there?"


"Forty-seven."


"He can't save
them all."


"He's going to
try. I've got to help him, Daddy.


"Like you helped
Billy?"


"Billy? How'd
you know?"


"He was on TV,
from the hospital. Said an angel named Veronica Cross saved his life."


"He's just a
boy. They were all just boys."


"Jesus Christ
killed fifteen boys."


"He said he had
to defend his home and protect his family. He said the Feds might have killed
Miriam or Mara or the girls."


"It's happened
before."


"Daddy, these
people, they aren't bad. They're just scared and hiding out from the world.
Like us."


"Like us?"


"The wall, the
bunker, Donnie and Jo Jo—we're hiding out, too. We're scared, too."


"That's not
being scared. That's being smart."


"That's being
afraid."


"V, it's a
dangerous world. I'm just protecting you."


"You can't. You
can't protect me from the world, Daddy."


"I'm worth three
billion dollars—I can sure as hell try." 






~


"He tried to stay awake to
talk with you, but he fell asleep on the couch. He's not feeling well." 


Duvall had called his
son but got his ex.


"What's
wrong?"


"Just tired.
And a cough. All the kids at school are coughing, he was bound to catch
it."


Duvall lay in his
skivvies in the RV under the AC.


"I wired a
thousand to your account."


"Thanks, Major.
So what the heck were you saying at the press briefing? The Russians are helping
Jesus Christ?"


"Fake news. We
didn't have any new news, so Little Miss Bright Yellow Yoga Pants said we had
to give the media fake news."


"Little Miss
Bright Yellow Yoga Pants?"


"Media consultant."


"Are you
consulting with her?"


"No—and I'm not
screwing her either."


She breathed into the
phone. 


"Good day?"


"Still with the
psyops per orders from the First Kid. The First Daughter wanted me to try mood
music and incense."


"Did you tell
her to go fuck herself?"


"I did. Well, I
told the director to tell her."


"He won't."


"Which is why
he's the director and I'm in Waco."


"True."


"He says I need
to improve my people skills. I said, I've got a fuckin' demon living in my
head, you're lucky I don't use my skills to kill people." 


He held the phone in
his left hand and the Glock in his right. 


"I didn't really
say that."


She didn't respond
for a long moment. 


"Maybe you
should talk to that FBI psychiatrist."


"He works for
the Bureau. No doctor-patient privilege. It'll go straight to the director.
I'll be unemployed in twenty-four hours."


"We can't live
without the alimony."


"I can't live
without my job."


"You could say
you're asking about your college buddy you played ball with, that he's
suffering symptoms and is worried, he called you …"


"A fake
friend?"


"Fake news, fake
friends …"


"But a real
demon."


They disconnected.
He put the barrel to his right temple and pulled the trigger.


Click.


If only it were
loaded. He wanted desperately to kill the demon in his head. Instead he took
four Advil and an Ambien to appease the demon.






~


"I love humans! They're so
much fun! Can you believe they come up with this stuff? I mean, fake
news!" 


He shared a laugh
with Dad. J. C. sat in His room.


"I'm having so
much fun with the professor and Ms. Cross, they are really neat humans … I
know, first time reading the Bible, it's like a new world for her … She had
good questions, don't you think? … The compound does smell lovely now,
everyone wearing Chanel … And she orders from Amazon at an armed standoff,
is that precious? I mean, how can you not love her? … Dad, please save
her."















Chapter 55


"I'll kill your cows."


"Please
don't."


"Surrender."


"I must
decline."


At dawn on Tuesday,
the fifth day of the standoff, Major Duvall stood outside the command tent and
faced the compound. He shot an empathic thumbs-up at Vinnie, who spoke into
the handheld radio. Seconds later, a gunshot reverberated across the quiet
land and a fat cow fell in the pasture.


"Burgers on the
barbie tonight," Duvall said into the phone.


"Is that your
SUV? The black one parked near your command tent?"


"Yeah.
Why?"


"Hold,
please."


Duvall was a city
boy, but he had to admit, mornings in the country before the heat set in were
quite pleasant. In his old South Chicago neighborhood, gunfire served as alarm
clocks for the residents. Time to get out of bed and under the bed. He heard
an odd sound. A whistling sound as if from a … he looked skyward …
mortar.


"Incoming!"


He took Vinnie to the
ground just as his SUV exploded. He covered his head against the falling doors
and debris—a bucket seat landed ten feet away. He sat up to cheers from the
gawker section.


"Chief, he's got
mortars, too."


"So it would
seem."


"That was your
vehicle."


Duvall smelled
burning leather—my leather seats!—then put the phone to his ear. 


"That's another
felony, asshole."


"An eye for an
eye … or an SUV for a cow."


Jesus Christ
disconnected. Duvall swallowed four Advil and yanked hard on the leash.


"I really want
to kill that guy."


He and his aide still
sat on the ground when the UPS truck drove past without slowing down. The
driver waved to Duvall and Vinnie as if they were kids playing in the street.
Vinnie waved back.


"What do you
want to do, Boss?"


"Back up—and get
me another SUV—with a moonroof."






~


"Browning Machine Guns,
Stinger missiles, Rocket Propelled Fucking Grenades, snipers, and now
mortars!" Regan the CNC anchor in New York City shrieked. "Guns and
God! Praise the Lord and pass the fucking ammo! How many more cows and SUVs
must die before the president orders decisive action against the white
Christian jihadist compound?"


She let out a deep
sigh. Well, at least the Christians shot something, if only an SUV.






~


"Damn good shot with that
mortar," Donnie said then bit down on the egg-and-cheese bagel from Dunkin
at Gate 24.


"They've got
skills," Jim Bob said.






~


"The FBI cut electricity to
the compound last night only to learn that the jihadists are off the
grid," Bruce said to the camera. "Then the FBI killed a jihadist
cow, so the jihadists killed an FBI SUV. Thus, the Duel at Dawn score now
stands, Christian jihadists six, Feds zero, Christian jihadist bovines, minus
one." 


Bruce yawned. He was
hung over from the margaritas. He and Hank had Ubered back from Austin after
midnight, and now he was up at dawn for the early morning CNC news report. And
to report on what news? The daily tit for tat between Duvall and Jesus Christ.
Duvall killed a cow; Jesus killed a Chevrolet. Who gives a shit?






~


"The FIX is in!" Shane
the anchor in New York City said. "That's another forty thousand dollars
of federal money wasted. Of course, that's what the government does best,
isn't it? Waste your money."



































Chapter 56


Veronica Cross lay awake in bed.
She thought of the Sixth Commandment. Thou shalt not kill. J. C. had
killed to protect his family. It wasn't legal, but was it wrong? What if the
agents had accidentally killed Naomi or Esther or Miriam or Mara? That would
have been legal, but would it have been right? She had seen the agents; they
were just boys. Scared boys with big guns. They weren't Donnie and Jo Jo,
elite, experienced, and highly trained Navy SEALS who never panicked. What if
the boy agents had panicked and opened fire? Innocents would have died. And
why were they there in the first place? What heinous crime had J. C.
committed? Possession of guns? This is Texas—everyone has guns!


She suddenly sat
upright, almost without thinking, as if her body had reacted involuntarily.
Her sharp hearing had picked up a distant yet familiar sound. She smiled like
a child who heard the sound of the ice cream truck two blocks over. She jumped
up and ran out of her room.




~


"Don't say it," J. C.
said.


"Mortars are not
protected by the Second Amendment," Book said.


"You said it
anyway."


"J. C., I'm
negotiating day by day with Duvall to extend the cease-fire. Killing his SUV
doesn't help."


Jogging with Jesus.
It seemed a bit odd, but what wasn't odd about this standoff?


"He killed Daisy."






~


"Shit," the director
said, "I'll probably get protests from animal rights groups."


"The vegans will
be happy."


"But still,
why'd you kill a cow?"


"Because I can't
kill him—at least not until tomorrow at dawn."


"What?"


"That's the deal
Little Miss Yoga Pants made with the professor to get new news."


"New news?"


"New stuff to
feed the media beast. We didn't have shit yesterday, so we used fake
news."


"See, Duvall,
now you're learning how to play the game in D.C."


"I'm in
Waco."


"Your paycheck
is signed in D.C."


"He put a mortar
round in my SUV."


"I saw. So did
the boss."


"What did he
say?"


"He tweeted. 'Where
the hell did Jesus Christ get a mortar? BAD BAD BAD!!!! Come on, Duvall.
WIN! I WON! YOU CAN TOO!! MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN!!!' "


"He loved me
yesterday."


"Every day is a
new day in the White House."


"Sir, do you
ever actually talk to the boss?"


"Uh … no. I
just read his tweets."


Duvall grunted.
"Anything from the NSA on this guy?" 


"I'll call over
and check."






~


Veronica ran into the open area
wearing only the bathrobe. The UPS driver jogged down the corridor, but a big
box sat on a table under the cross. She grabbed the box and hurried into the
kitchen where she found the ladies.


"Another
rabbit?" Mara asked.


"You want
another one?"


"No, I—"


Veronica removed the
first package. 


"Bubble bath!
One for you"—she handed a bottle to Mara—"one for you"—she
handed a bottle to Miriam—"and one for me." 


Mara stared at the
bottle. "I haven't had a bubble bath since … nineteen-ninety …
Ramon."


"Ramon?"


"Don't ask. But thank you, child."


"That's not
all."


She pulled out the
second package.


"Push-up bras!
From Victoria's Secret!"


The ladies examined
the bras.


"Oh, my,"
Miriam said.


"And
sundresses! I'm sorry, but I can't wear garage sale clothes. Here, I bought
dresses for you, too."


She placed six
dresses on the table. 


"And a swimsuit
for me!"


A black, one-piece
swimsuit. A lady does not expose her tummy in public.


"And swimsuits
and sundresses for the girls from Milly's."


"Who's
that?"


"Don't make me
cry this early in the morning."






~


Duvall stared at the remains of
his SUV when the UPS truck sped past again. Vinnie waved again. Like it was
normal. Duvall swallowed four more Advil.






~


"She's still inside the
compound?" the 3L said.


He had just walked up
to the students crowded around the television. 


"Yep," a 1L
said.


"How do you
know?"


"UPS truck just
made a delivery."






~


Veronica stood in the bathroom
and stared at herself in the mirror. Her curly hair was wet and waiting to be
straightened. She held the 1875-watt hair dryer in her left hand and the brush
in her right hand, weapons to do battle with the curls, a battle she fought and
won every morning of her life. She switched on the dryer. It blew like a
hurricane. Her curls would soon be straight and slick and society, nature
defeated by technology. She raised the dryer to her hair and … froze. She
gazed at herself in the mirror.


I like my curls.















Chapter 57


"You said you're
thirty-three years old," Book said.


"I am," J.
C. said.


"Then how did
you buy this land thirty-three years ago?"


"Ah, Agent Major
is investigating." He smiled. "Professor, I'll always be
thirty-three. I died at thirty-three, I returned at thirty-three. I am not of
this world, so I do not age like this world."


He sipped his
espresso then frowned.


"Do I look older
than thirty-three?"


"No. You look
good."


"Why, thank you,
Professor. You look good, too."


His gaze turned away.


"And Ms. Cross
looks better than good. Like a true child of God."


Ms. Cross arrived at
their table under the cross. She wore a new sundress. Her hair was curly and
fluffy with a red tint in the sunlight. Her scent was Chanel.


"Careful, Ms.
Cross, I think we're growing on you. You may never leave."


"This is a
special place."


"That is a
special dress. And I saw the ladies' new dresses. I've never seen them
happier or smell better. Mara especially. I have to be honest, she can be a
bit grouchy at times, but the last few days she's been positively
glowing."


"All she needed
was a rabbit."


"You got her a
rabbit from Amazon?"


"I did."


"I never knew
she was a pet person. She's never even had a cat." He pointed a finger
to the heavens. "I knew you would be good for them, and they for
you."


"You were
right. But then, you're always right."


"I hate to brag,
but …" He smiled then held up his cup as a salute. "And thanks
for the espresso machine. I should have ordered one for Miriam long ago. My
bad." He sipped the espresso then said, "So, this morning's
questions, Ms. Cross."


"I read
Revelation last night. I always skip ahead to find out how the story ends. So
in the end, we all die?"


"That's why it's
called End of Days."


"Makes
sense."


"Indeed."


"Revelation says
… well, you know what it says."


"I do."


"So why would
God take the children?"


"Why would He
leave them behind? Innocent children suffering in a guilty world when they can
live with Him in peace and in heaven? You worry about the children. That's
kind but unnecessary. They will be taken in the Rapture. They will live in
heaven with God forever."


"So the Rapture
is real?"


"It is. Or it
will be."


"When?"


" 'No one knows
the day or hour when these things will happen, not even the angels in heaven or
the Son himself. Only the Father knows.' Matthew, chapter twenty-four, verse
thirty-six."


"So God will
suddenly take the believers, but the nonbelievers will be left behind? I saw
that movie on Netflix. All the people on the plane, they were suddenly
gone."


"Matthew,
chapter twenty-four, verse forty: 'Two men will be working together in the
field; one will be taken, the other left. Two women will be grinding flour at
the mill; one will be taken, the other left.' " 


"Will it really
work that way? Suddenly taken?"


"It will
indeed. And no."


"And no
what?"


"No is the
answer to your question."


"What
question?"


"Will you be
left behind?"






~


Her exact thought. It creeped
her out how he could read her mind.


"Why not? What
have I done to deserve eternal life in heaven?"


"Nothing …
yet. It's not what you have done, child, it's what you will do. You're only
twenty-four. You have time. Besides, heaven would be boring without you. I
mean, lessers? That's priceless. Heaven without you would be like
heaven without Ayn."


"Ayn? Ayn
Rand? She's in heaven?"


"Of
course."


"But she was an
atheist. She didn't believe in God."


"But God
believed in her." He chuckled. "Dad's about got her convinced He
really is God."


He fixed her with
that all-knowing look again.


"Ask, and you
shall receive."


"Does God
believe in me?"


"He does."


She considered that
fact … idea … thought … a long moment: God believed in Veronica
Cross. God knew her. Recognized her. Was aware of her!


"And Daddy?
Will he be taken?"


"He will."


"Why?"


"Do you know how
much money he has given to charity? To help poor people as his family once
was? Over a billion dollars."


"I didn't
know."


"You
should."


"What will
happen to those left behind? Like my mother?


J. C. frowned.
"Why do you think your mother will be left behind?"


"Because she cares only about Daddy's money."


"Do you even
know your mother? Do you know her pain?"


"Pain?
What pain? When Neiman Marcus runs out of stock of her favorite shoes? She
spends her days shopping and playing tennis at the club."


"Child, you
don't know your mother. She prays daily for you, for your father, and for all
the children she … No, she will not be left behind. Your mother has
suffered. But her prayers will soon be answered."


"I have to
confess—sometimes you scare the hell out of me."


"There is no
hell in you, my dear, Ms. Cross. No demons inside you. There are only
questions."


"May I ask
another question?"


"Ask, and you
shall receive."


"What's
Delilah's story?"


"You met her and
the girls?"


"I did. I love
those girls."


"They are
lovable. Delilah arrived six years ago, a lost child. Lost to meth. The
demon inside her. Addiction is a terrible thing. It's the devil at work.
Satan controlled Delilah, owned her soul and her spirit, when she arrived at
our doors. So I exorcised Satan from her."


"You performed
an exorcism on Delilah?"


"It wasn't my
first rodeo, Ms. Cross. I've performed many." He turned his scarred
hands up. "Fighting Satan, it's what I do."






~


"Boss man, is that a boil on
your neck?"


"Could be a bed
bug bite."


"Is the bed bug
named Amanda?"


"She's
lesbian."


Vinnie grunted.
"That clears some things up."


"Like
what?"


"Why she's
always hanging around Garcia."


"Long as she's
not hanging around Danny boy."


"Is he lesbian,
too?"


"Stop before you
make my headache worse."


"Uh, Boss, you
do know that boils are the sixth plague?"















Chapter 58


"You kept your curls!"
Miriam said.


"I love my
curls," Veronica said.


"I love my
push-up bra," Mara said.


The ladies wore their
new dresses and push-up bras.


"You look
fabulous. G-strings, push-up bras, designer sundresses, and Chanel Number Five
L-Eau—now you're living large."


Miriam patted her hip
and said, "I already was."


They sat in the
kitchen and sipped espresso. The sisters glanced at each other then at
Veronica.


"Why are you
here, child?" Miriam said. "Other than to give us clothes and
espresso machines and rabbits?"


"Which we very
much appreciate," Mara said.


"I'm the
professor's intern."


"Don't interns
just do research?" Miriam said.


"I wish."


"So why is the
professor here?"


"J. C. wanted
him as the negotiator."


"Okay. That's
why he's here. Why are you here?"


"To help
him."


"Negotiate peace
with the Feds?"


She dropped her
eyes. She could not lie to them. 


"No. I'm here
to help him find the girls."


"What
girls?"


"Billie Jean and
Bobbie Jo Durant."


"Who are
they?"


"Two little
girls brought here by their mother."


"And why do you
think they're here?"


"Their
grandmother wrote a letter to the professor and asked him to save them."


"Why would she
write to the professor?"


"He gets
hundreds of letters every week asking for help. I read them all."


"Really?"


"Really. And
the president nominated him for the Supreme Court so he's famous."


"He doesn't seem
too impressed with himself."


"He's not."


"An odd trait in
a man."


"He's a good
man—except he made me ride his Harley here."


Mara perked up.
"He rides a Harley?"


"Mara's always
had a thing for guys on motorcycles," Miriam said.


Mara shrugged.
"I liked bad boys."


"Thanks for
sharing." 


"So he got a
letter from a complete stranger, and he came here?" Miriam said.
"Why?"


"To save the girls. It's what he does."


"Does he do it
well?"


"He does. But …"


"But what?"


"Not the last
time."


"What
happened?"


"There was a
standoff in Montana between cattle ranchers and the Feds over grazing on
federal land. The professor tried to negotiate a peaceful resolution. It
didn't happen. An FBI sniper killed the leader of the ranchers."


"Let me
guess—Agent Major was the FBI leader?" 


Veronica had briefed
the ladies on Agent Major.


"He was."


"So this is
round two. The professor versus Agent Major. Who will win?"


"I don't know.
But I know who will lose."


The ladies'
expressions turned somber. 


"So the
grandmother thinks the girls are going to die here?"


"She said her
daughter started writing about the End of Days."


"But we will all
go to heaven."


"Maybe those two
little girls aren't ready. Maybe they'd rather live a life first. As you
ladies have. Aren't they entitled to make their own decisions? Like you've
told me to make my own choices in life."


The sisters sipped
their espresso.


"You're
right," Miriam said.


"Will you help
me save the girls?"


"We can't."


"Why not?"


"We don't know
them."


"Naomi and
Esther."


"Those are the
girls? And Delilah is the woman's daughter?"


"I think so.
They're the right ages. Delilah was a meth addict. It all fits."


"Miss
Veronica!"


She turned to the
girls running into the kitchen. They wore the same tie-dyed tee shirts and
cutoffs that they had worn every day but they smelled of Chanel. They both
hugged her.


"I have
surprises for my girls."


"What?"
Naomi said.


Veronica held up the
dresses.


"Sundresses!"


"For us?"
Naomi said.


"Five each!
They're Milly's!"


"I thought they
were ours."


"She designed
them."


"Can … may
we wear them?"


"Yes! And
swimsuits!"


She handed the black
suits to the girls. 


"One
piece?" Esther said.


"A lady does not
expose her tummy in public."


"How'd you know
our sizes?" Naomi said.


"I looked in
your locker."


"You're
sneaky."


"I can be."


"Can … may
we put on our new dresses?"


"Yes!"


The girls clutched
the dresses and ran off to change. Veronica watched them away then turned back
to the ladies.


"Aren't they
entitled to a life? To life?"






~


"We FISA'd Jesus Christ.
Nothing."


The director.


"They couldn't
hack his computers?" Duvall said.


"Apparently
not."


"We can access
the First Kid's email and texts but we can't get this guy's?"


"NSA said he's
got an encryption they've never seen before."






~


"I wrote the encryption
software myself," Solomon said. "I could sell it for a billion
dollars, but the bad guys would use it to hurt innocent people."


"ISIS?"
Book said.


"NSA."






~


"He doesn't exist," the
director said.


"Yes, he
does," Duvall said. "He's existing a mile down the road. But he
won't exist for long."


"Easy,
Duvall."













Chapter 59


Veronica and the girls sat on the
merry-go-round and slapped hands faster and faster in time with the song.


"Eenie Meanie
Sassaleeny,


"Oops ah tumbalini,


"Achi cachi Liberace, 


"I love you, 


"Take a peach,


"Take a plum, 


"Take a stick of
bubble gum, 


"No peach,


"No plumb,


"No stick of bubble gum,


"Saw you with your boyfriend last night,


"How’d you know?


"I was peaking
through the key hole,


"Nosy,


"Didn’t do the dishes,


"Lazy,


"Ate a box of candy,


"Greedy,


"Jumped out the window,


"Dog gone crazy,


"That’s why they
call me … 


"Eenie Meanie Sassaleeny,


"Oops ah tumbalini,


"Achi cachi Liberace,


"I love you!"


The girls giggled and
hugged Veronica. They wore their new sundresses. 


"Spin us
again!" Naomi said. "I love being dizzy."


Veronica jumped up
and pushed the merry-go-round around, faster and faster. The girls screamed
until it stopped. They got off and tried to walk but stumbled and fell to the
grass. They lay on the grass and laughed. Veronica joined them.


"Perfume,
dresses, swimsuits … what's next?" Naomi said.


"Makeup."


"Makeup?
I can't wait."


They lay in the soft
grass under the warm sun and watched the white clouds in the blue sky. Life
was so perfect inside the walls. Better than in the bunker—because here she
had little sisters.


"Are you
smart?" Esther asked.


"Define
smart."


"Uh …
smart."


"I'm book
smart."


"What does that
mean?"


"It means I make
A's in school."


"What other kind
of smart is there?"


"Street
smart."


Esther nodded. "Like Mama. She always says she's street
smart—she can survive on the streets. Can you?"


"No. I'm street
stupid."


"Why?"


"Because I never
go out on the streets."


"Makes sense.
So what can you do?"


"What can I
do?"


"You know, Noah,
he builds everything here. Abraham butchers the cows. Mary Magdalene is the
nurse. All the grownups do something. What can you do?"


"I can order
stuff on Amazon."


"Okay."


"I can take
selfies."


"Uh-huh."


"I can …
well, actually, I can't do much."


Her iPhone buzzed.
She checked her texts.


"Ooh, Sara
texted me. There's a panty party."


"A party?"
Naomi said. "Can we go?"


"It's
online."


"On where?"


"At Victoria's
Secret."


"The party is a
secret?"


"No. That's the
store."


"The store is a
secret?"


"No. It's
Victoria's Secret." 


"Victoria has
secrets?"


"What? No.
It's the name."


"Of what?"


"Victoria's
Secret."


"She names her
secrets?"


"I told
you," Esther said. "Once she starts talking …"


"That's the name
of the store, but it's not really a secret. Everyone knows about it."


"We don't,"
Naomi said.


"Okay, everyone
who doesn't live in a religious compound cut off from the outside world knows
about it."


"Do you play
with Sara?"


"Well, she sends
me texts telling me about new sales at the store. That way I can order stuff."


"Wow, she's a
great friend!"


"I know!"






~


"An inverted cone is being
filled with water at a rate of four cubic feet per minute. The height of the
cone is twelve feet and the diameter at the top is four feet. How fast is the
water rising when the water is five feet deep? Who knows the answer?"


A young man stood at
the front of the classroom. The students scribbled furiously on their papers
then hands shot into the air. Book and J. C. stood at the door to the
classroom. They glanced at each other for the answer. J. C. shrugged.


"Don't ask me.
I'm a carpenter."


"Law
professor," Book said. "Who's he?"


"John the
Baptist."


"John the
Baptist is teaching calculus?"


"That's what he
does—teaches."


The teacher noticed
them but pointed at a girl. 


"On the
board," he said.


The girl walked to
the board; John the Baptist walked over to them. He knelt and kissed J. C.'s
scars then stood. He appeared to be about thirty with black glasses and
Einstein hair.


"J. C."


"John the
Baptist, meet John the professor."


"An honor,"
he said to Book.


"What brought
you to the Garden of Eden?" Book asked.


"I'm a math
genius. You know where a math genius gets rich?"


"Not at a
university."


"On Wall
Street. I wrote algorithms to short stock."


"Why?"


"To drive stock
prices down, force the target companies to sell."


"Why?"


"To make a fast
buck for my brokerage firm—and me. I got very rich. And I hurt a lot of
people along the way. So five years ago, I left. Wandered the world, ended up
in Waco."


"Why here?"


"This is where I
belong. We're all searching for that, aren't we? Where we belong in this
world? Where do you belong, Professor? In a law school?"


"Why John the
Baptist?"


He shrugged. "I'm
Baptist."


He returned to his
class. Book and J. C. again listened. The students seemed smart and well
educated.


"What will they
use calculus for if they live here all their lives?"


"They
won't." 


"Use
calculus?"


"Live here.
Most of the children leave and go to college. Our kids have gone to UT, Rice,
Stanford, MIT … I'm very proud of them."














Chapter 60


"For brunch today, Veronica
Cross is attired in a dove halter-top sundress, silk crepe with a ruffled
skirt," Bruce the CNC reporter said. "Finally, she's found her
fashion sense again—well, except for those god-awful pink flip-flops."






~


"You look mighty pretty in
that new dress," Agent Major said.


Veronica removed the
Tootsie Roll Pop and said, "I bet you say that to all the girls at armed
standoffs."


"You're the
first."


"The first girl
you've said that to?"


"The first girl
at an armed standoff."


"I saw another
girl in yoga pants."


"She's
lesbian."


"Ah."


"I take it
you're not leaving anytime soon?"


"Not without the
children."


"He won't let
them go. They never do." He kicked the white caliche with his taupe
boots. "But at least I'll see you every day."


"There's always
a bright side to every armed standoff."


He stroked his
goatee. 


"Ms. Cross, when
this is over, maybe we could have dinner?"


She had brought eggs
Benedict, French toast, cheese grits with sausage, and sour cream coffee cake
with pecan praline filling. And beignets for Vincent. The agents were eating
like gentlemen, and she was observing like a proud parent. Veronica Cross was
not the type of woman who used men, but there were always exceptions.


"You mean, after
you kill all those people?"


"Well, not right
after. Maybe a week later. There'll be a lot of paperwork."


He thought that was
cute. 


"I couldn't date
a man who killed my friends."


"Is that an
absolute rule or are there exceptions?"


"Exceptions to
killing my friends?"


"I mean, you've
only been in there a few days, how close can you be?"


"What?"


"For example,
killing your brother isn't the same as killing a distant cousin you haven't
seen since you were ten."


"I don't have a
brother."


"It's a
hypothetical."


"Chief!"


Vincent ran over and
pointed to the northern sky. 




~


"What the hell?" Bruce
the CNC reporter said.


In the distance, the
blue sky had turned black. And the black was moving their way. Fast. 


"Are you getting
this?" he said to the cameraman.


"Run for
cover!" the cameraman said.


Bruce ran but looked
to the spectator section. The gawkers and pilgrims dove into and under their
pickup trucks and RVs.






~


"Get under cover!"
Agent Major yelled.


The wind suddenly
blew hard and cold, kicking up white dust from the road and sending papers and
coffee cups and folding tables flying. The media crews scrambled down from
their trucks and lowered their satellite dishes. The agents grabbed the food
and ducked under cover. Vincent grabbed Veronica's arm and pulled her inside
the command tent where the FBI psychiatrist sat calmly eating coffee cake. 


"I've never seen
this before," Agent Major said.


And then—the hail
started. Small and light at first, then heavy and hard. Hail the size of golf
balls pounded down on the tent and the vehicles; it hit the ground and popped
like firecrackers. Windshields cracked, and metal bent. The air turned cold.
Veronica shivered; Vincent wrapped his jacket around her shoulders. But her
chill wasn't from the cold—it was from the epiphany she had just experienced.
She looked south; the sky above the compound remained clear and blue. And then
the hail stopped as quickly as it had started, as if it were just a …
warning.


"Oh, my
God," Veronica said. "It's happening."


"What?"
Vincent said.


"We're living
the Bible. Exodus. God put the Plagues on the Egyptians to force the pharaoh
to let the Jews leave. He turned the Nile into blood, sent frogs, gnats,
flies, locusts, darkness, hail—it's the seventh plague. J. C. said God would
bring forth the Plagues—He's doing it."


The FBI psychiatrist
laughed. "It's a fucking summer hailstorm in Texas. About as unusual as
the Cowboys winning the Super Bowl … Well, you know what I mean." He
bit into his coffee cake. "Ms. Cross, you need an intervention."


"You need a fist
in your mouth—and I might do it if you don't shut the hell up!"


"And I'll
help," Vincent said.


"Thank you,
Vincent."


"Pleasure."


"The inmates
have escaped the asylum." The doctor spoke through a mouthful of coffee
cake. "Hell, the cold air feels good—at least I'm not sweating."


Veronica faced Agent
Major. She did not want to ask. But she had to.


"Are you a
firstborn son?"


"No."


"Do you have a
son?"


"Yeah. He's
six."


"Oh, shit,"
Vincent said. 


"What?"


"Have you never
read the Bible?" Veronica said. "Exodus?"


"I'm an FBI
agent."


"That's a
no?"


"No."


"Did you ever
see that movie, the Ten Commandments?" Vincent said. "With
John Wayne. He was Moses."


"Charlton Heston
was Moses," Veronica said. "It was on Netflix last Easter."


"No, John Wayne
was Moses," Vincent said.


"No. Charlton
Heston was Moses."


"Then who was
John Wayne?"


"John Wayne was
lots of characters in lots of moves, but he wasn't Moses in that movie."


"What does this
have to do with John Wayne?" Agent Major asked.


"Nothing,"
Veronica said. "It has to do with the Plagues. The final plague."


"And what was
that?"


Veronica and Vincent
swapped concerned glances. 


"God killed the
firstborn sons of Egypt."


"Only one
difference," the psychiatrist said. "This ain't Egypt, and he ain't
God!"


"That's
two," Vincent said.


The psychiatrist
laughed again, and Veronica's face flushed with heat. 


"Listen to
her—the Ten Commandments, Moses, the Plagues. She's bought his bullshit.
Classic brainwashing."


Veronica stepped
toward the doctor—


"I swear, I'm
going to hit you."


—but Vincent grabbed
her arm.


"With your
Bible?" the psychiatrist said.


She jabbed a stiff
finger at him. "That's it! I'm telling J. C. to leave your butt behind!
No Rapture for you, asshole!"


"Oh—my—God."


"Exactly."


She turned back to
Agent Major.


"Leave now and
save your son."


"You know I
can't do that."


"Before this is
over, you will … or your son will die."






~


"What the hail?"


The director read the
president's tweet.






~


Book did not think the son of God
would actually kick him upside his head—but he did. Book went down. The
children laughed.


"See, the
professor didn't think I would do that. I was sneaky, got him to let his guard
down. Just as Satan does with you."


J. C. and Gideon
taught a weekly self-defense class for the kids. He had asked Book to be the
guest sparring partner. He and J. C. had sparred for show until J. C. kicked
him. Book got up off the floor.


"You see, my
children," J. C. said, "we teach you self-defense so you will possess
the skills, mental and physical, to fight the devil, hand to hand. To be
blunt, you must be ready to kick his butt every day of your life—or he will
kick yours."


J. C. faced Book.
This time Book took J. C.'s legs out with a swing kick then pinned him to the
ground with his knee on his chest. He raised his right hand as if to strike J.
C. but felt cold steel against his neck. He turned to see Gideon holding his
sidearm. 


"I wasn't going
to hit him," Book said.


"Just making
sure."


Gideon holstered the
gun then helped Book and J. C. up.


"Wow!" J.
C. said to the kids. "He's good."'


The children
applauded. 


"You're pretty
good, Professor," Gideon said. "You'll kick ass on the Supreme
Court."


"Most of the
justices are in their late seventies."


"Should be an
easy ass-kicking then."






~


"Please don't go back
in," Dolores said to Veronica's image on the television in the office. If
she went in, Mr. Cross would be in a foul mood all day. If she came home, Mr.
Cross would be a happy father; he would likely spend the day with his daughter;
and Dolores would never belittle her again. Veronica Cross had guts.






~


Jo Jo grunted at the sight of
Veronica driving back inside the compound.


"I saw,"
Joe Don said.


Jo Jo grunted again.


"I don't know
why," Joe Don said. "Maybe she is brainwashed."


"It's
time," Donnie said. "Four days she's been in that compound with that
creep. It's time we get her out."


"You ready to
wage war on Jesus Christ?"


"I was born
ready."


Joe Don nodded.
"I'm ready, too. She's our little sister, but she's not our child. She's
the boss's child. So he makes that call 'cause when we go in to save her, her
life will be in danger, maybe more than it is now. Our bullet, their bullet,
it doesn't matter whose if a bullet hits her. She'll still be dead. So that's
not a call we can make. Only her father can make that call."






~


Book walked over the footbridge—


"Professor!"


He looked down to see
Ms. Cross and the Durant girls floating by on inner tubes. They wore identical
black swimsuits. They waved. He waved back.















Chapter 61


"You violated our deal—no
killing until dawn tomorrow."


"No killing
human beings," Duvall said. "Cows weren't part of our
agreement."


Book had entered the
command tent. Duvall sat at his desk, Vinnie and the doctor at theirs. The
big fan blew hard. 


"A
technicality."


"You're a
lawyer, should've read the fine print."


"You killed an
innocent cow."


"It
happens."


"What did your
agents find in Austin?"


"Vinnie, find
Danny boy and Garcia."


Vinnie jumped up and
jogged out. Duvall leaned back in his chair and rubbed his scalp.


"So what's
happening inside the compound?"


"Sorry, no
information without an extension of our deal."


"You're kind of
pissy today, Professor."


Vinnie returned with
two other agents, a young man and a young woman. They shook hands and
introduced themselves.


"What did you
learn in Austin?" Book said to the agents.


Duvall cleared his
throat loudly. "Uh, Professor, just as a matter of formality, since I am
in charge of this little party, please permit me to question my agents."


Book showed his palms
in surrender. Duvall addressed his agents.


"What did you
learn in Austin?"


Agent Garcia
consulted a notepad.


"The
church—Garden of Eden, Inc.—was formed in nineteen eighty-four."


"Who are the
directors?" Book said.


Duvall sighed.
"Professor, please."


"My bad,"
Book said.


Duvall turned back to
Agent Garcia.


"Who are the
directors?"


"Jesus Christ,
John the Baptist, and Moses," she said.


"Registered
agent?" Book said.


Duvall threw up his
hands.


"Samson,"
Garcia said.


"Incorporator?"


"Noah."


"Comedians,"
Duvall said.


"Incorporated in
nineteen eighty-four," Book said. "Same year he bought this land.
It's all tied together."


"Maybe that was
the same year he was released from the insane asylum."


"Agents Fanney
and Garcia," Book said, "interview the neighbors, see what they
know. He's been here thirty-three years."


"Excuse me,
Professor. You got one of these?" Duvall held up his FBI badge. "No?
Then you don't get to tell them what to do. I do."


"Then tell them
to interview the neighbors."


"What
neighbors? This ain't a subdivision in the suburbs. Nearest house is three
miles away."


"Just do
it."


"What if I don't
want to?"


"What if I call
the president?"


"You ever heard
the story of the boy who cried wolf? One day, Professor, the president won't
answer."






~


Duvall eyed Danny boy and Garcia.


"What are you waiting for? Go!"


They ran out. Duvall
faced the professor.


"Any progress on
a surrender?"


"No."


"Maybe I need a
new negotiator."


"I'm not your
negotiator—I'm his."


"Why his?"


"Because he's
the one who'll die."


The media consultant
pranced in wearing neon green yoga pants. She gave Garcia a coy smile as they
passed.


"She's
cute."


"Get a
room."


"I wish."


Shit, she really was
a lesbian. At least now Duvall understood why she hadn't gone for him in
Montana. 


"I hope you've
got good new news, Professor," Little Miss Neon Green Yoga Pants said.


"The Rapture is
real."


"Really? He
said it was? Wow. I wonder if God will take me?"


"If you prevent
Duvall from killing Jesus Christ, your chances will improve."


"I guess that
wouldn't be good on my résumé, would it? 'She helped kill the Son of God.'
"


The doctor laughed.
"What won't look good on your résumé is that you're a fucking idiot. The
Rapture is not real."


"It won't be
real for you," Vinnie said. "Mr. Left Behind."


"Duvall, you're
in charge of a fucking asylum—and the inmates have escaped." He aimed his
phone at Little Miss Neon Green Yoga Pants. "You have him say the Rapture
is real at the briefing on national TV, you're both going to lose your
jobs."


She shrugged at
Duvall. "The asshole is probably right." She turned back to the
professor. "What else you got?"


"We can use the
land title and corporate information," the professor said.


"But you didn't
give that information to us, Professor," Duvall said. "We found it
ourselves. So we don't have to extend the 'no kill time zone.' I can kill
Jesus Christ at dawn tomorrow. Hallefuckinlujah."


The professor sought
sanctuary with Little Miss Neon Green Yoga Pants but found none.


"We're in Waco,
Professor, but we're playing by D.C. rules. And in D.C., it's pay to
play."






~


Major Duvall stood before the
microphones, cameras, and reporters.


"A few
preliminaries. One, the flies yesterday and the hail today were not Biblical
Plagues. The flies were from the dead carcasses, which we burned. No flies
today. And the hail, well, that's Texas weather. As the locals say, If you
don't like the weather, wait five minutes."


"But Agent
Duvall," the CNC chipmunk said without being called on, "isn't it odd
that we have blood, frogs, gnats, flies, darkness, hail …?"


"We're at a
standoff with a guy who thinks he's the Son of God and is armed with BMGs,
RPGs, Stingers, snipers, mortars … what qualifies as odd?"


Duvall desperately
wanted to shoot the chipmunk.


"And two, for
brunch today we had eggs Benedict, French toast, cheese grits, and sour cream
coffee cake with pecan praline filling."


"Why is he
feeding you?" the chipmunk said.


"It's what he
does."


"Who is
he?"


"We don't
know."


"Perhaps you
could ask the president to get the Russians to hack Jesus Christ's
computers."


"Perhaps you
could go fu—"


Little Miss Neon
Green Yoga Pants dove and covered the microphones with her body like a soldier
falling on a grenade to save his platoon. She gathered herself and forced a
smile.


"Sorry.
Tripped. So let's hear from Doctor Josephson again."


The reporters
groaned. But Duvall didn't give a fuck. Because in twelve hours, he could
kill Jesus Christ.



































Chapter 62


"I need new news! Or he's
going to kill you at dawn!"


They sat in J. C.'s
room watching the briefing.


"Not to worry,
Professor. God has a plan."


"And Duvall's
got a plan to kill you—three hundred federal agents and HRT."






~


"I can paint that
ceiling," Veronica said.


The three girls
stared up at the arched ceiling. They stood with towels wrapped around their
wet bodies.


"What
color?" Naomi said.


"A mural."


"What's a
mural?"


"Like a
picture."


"Of what?"


"Life."


"Out
there?"


"In heaven."






~


"Regan," Bruce the CNC
reporter said to the camera, "like heirs on a death watch waiting for
their rich uncle to die, these people are waiting for Jesus Christ and all the
inhabitants of the compound to die, either from Kool-Aid or the Feds." 


Bruce wiped sweat
from his face with his hankie. Other than the brief respite the hail had
brought, the day had been brutally hot and utterly boring—the FBI killed a cow;
Jesus Christ killed an SUV—and the FBI briefing had run short, so the producer
in New York City told him to venture out among the deplorables to fill the time
slot. "Comic relief," he had said. Looking over the thousands of
people who had come to gawk or pray, Bruce wondered why sane people would
endure this god-awful heat. What were they hoping to find in Waco? 


"Wow!"
Regan shrieked. "I haven't seen that many white Christian racists in one
place since the president's last campaign rally! All they need are white robes
and hoods!"


Regan was in Bruce's
ear like the bullies as a boy.


"Black and brown
people, they're Christians, too," he said.


"That's
different."


"Why?"


"They vote
Democrat."


"And what do
they get for that? Their kids get stuck in lousy inner-city schools because
Democrats are beholden to the teachers' unions instead of the students—poor
black and brown students."


"My little
chipmunk, you sound like a FIX chick."


"What does that
mean?"


"That means,
shut the hell up and do your job!"


Bruce blew out a big
breath. He really hated her.


"What do you
want me to do?"


"Ask why they're
there."


"Who?"


"The white
Christian racists."


"Which white
Christian racist?"


The camera panned the
crowd.


"Him—the big guy
in the wife-beater tee shirt."


Bruce approached the
big guy in the wife-beater tee shirt. He drank a beer, chewed tobacco, and ate
a strange looking food item impaled on a stick. 


"Sir, what's
your name?"


The man spat a stream
of brown tobacco juice and said, "Bubba."


Regan laughed.
"All we need is a banjo!"


"Sir, why are
you here?"


The man pointed the
food item at the white compound.


"To see Jesus
Christ."


"You believe he
really is the Son of God?"


"The FBI agent, he said he's got scars."


"Tell him I've
got a scar from my appendectomy," Regan said. "Doesn't make me
fucking Mary Magdalene."


"Maybe
not," Bruce said. "He's bigger than me."


"I'm bigger than
you, my little chipmunk," Regan said.


The man spat again
then bit down on the food on a stick.


"How can he
drink beer, chew tobacco, and eat whatever the hell he's eating at the same
time?" Regan said.


"He's
ambidextrous," Bruce said.


"And what the
hell is he eating?" Regan said.


"Sir, what the
hell … what's that you're eating?"


"Fried
Twinkie."


"They fry
Twinkies?" Regan said. "Is that even legal?"


"Apparently."


"Talk to someone
else," Regan said.


"Who?"


The cameraman panned
again. Regan shrieked.


"Oh my God!
Look at her! Now we know what the Michelin man would look like in pink Spandex
yoga pants. Ask her if she's got a mirror in her house."


"Not in this
life," Bruce said.


The cameraman panned
then froze on a young man and woman who looked like lawyers one would see on
Wall Street.


"How about that
couple?" Bruce said. "They look normal."


"We don't want
normal!" Regan shrieked in his ear. "We want deplorable! Our
audience of Northeasterners expects Southerners to be low-class, uneducated,
overweight, dumb-ass white hillbillies. They don't want to see Southerners who
are like them—they want to see Southerners who are less than
them! Our Northeastern audience wants to feel superior to Southerners." 


"There are smart
people in the South."


"Not as far as
people in the North are concerned."


"So you want
stereotypes?"


"Exactly! Dumb,
fat, missing teeth, Bible-beating, speaking English as if it's a foreign
language, white trailer trash. Did you see those people sitting behind the
stage at the president's last rally in West Virginia? That's what happens when
cousins marry. Our viewers in the city need to feel morally and intellectually
superior to Southerners—why else would our viewers live in this fucking
rat-infested cesspool where nothing works, not even the subways?"


"But William
Faulkner, Harper Lee, Tennessee Williams … They were all Southerners."


"Even a blind
squirrel finds an acorn every now and then."


"What the hell
does that mean?"


"Means find me a
fucking deplorable Southern stereotype!"


Regan shrieked.
Bruce sighed. The camera panned.


"Her!"
Regan shrieked. "The chubby woman wearing the cutoff shorts who looks
like a cellulite commercial! And she's missing a front tooth! A poster child
for the deplorables! She, my little chipmunk, is stereotypical Southern white
trailer trash!"


The woman held a huge
chicken leg.


"My God,"
Regan said, "what is she eating?"


"Ma'am, what's
that you're eating?" Bruce said.


"Fried turkey
leg."


"Deplorable!"
Regan shrieked. 


"Ma'am,"
Bruce said, "do you believe he's Jesus Christ?"


"Praise the
Lord," the woman said.


"Is that a yes?"


"Praise the
Lord."


"Uh, so why do
you believe that?"


"He's sending
forth the Plagues," the woman said. "Did you see the hail?"


Regan laughed in
Bruce's ear. 


"Ask her if she
graduated middle school."


"Uh, she's
bigger than Bubba."


"Man up, Bruce."


"Kiss my—"






~


"So we lost contact with
Bruce, our reporter in Whacko, and the deplorable Southerner eating a fried
turkey leg!" Regan shrieked to her New York City audience. "But
there you have it. From the mouths of pilgrims. And they, my dears, have the
right to vote under our Constitution. Those white Southern Christian racists
put the president in the White House. Which raises an interesting question for
our democracy: Should Christians be allowed to vote? Christians hate anyone
who is not Christian, white, heterosexual, American, and doesn't shoot guns.
Christian churches are hate groups no different than the Klan. So adherence to
Christianity should be designated a hate crime, which is a felony. Once
convicted of a felony, Christians could be stripped of their right to vote.
None of those crazy-ass anti-abortion evangelicals could vote! That would be a
much faster route to getting a Democrat back in the White House than waiting
for eleven million illegal—I mean, undocumented—immigrants to gain citizenship
and the right to vote. Food for thought."


Wait for it, boys and
girls. She turned her hands up.


"And who the
hell fries fucking Twinkies?"















Chapter 63


"Ms. Cross, J. C. is not
sending forth the Plagues."


"I know he's not."


"Good, I was
worried you thought—"


"God is."


They stood in the
living room of the apartment.


"No, God is
not."


"Yes, God is.
How do you explain the blood, the hail …"


"What
hail?"


"It hailed when
I took food to the Feds."


"It didn't hail
here."


"Explain
that."


"Coincidence."


"I thought you
don't believe in coincidences?"


"Maybe I'll
start."


"Agent Major has
a son."


"I hope you
didn't tell him about the firstborn of Egypt?"


"Well … it
did come up."






~


"He killed a cow?"


Book had called
Gabby.


"He did."


"The hail was
odd."


"I heard."


"You don't think
he …?"


"No."


"We went to the
art museum. Clare loved it."






~


"Then everyone—the kings of
the earth, the rulers, the generals, the wealthy, the powerful, and every slave
and free person—all hid themselves in the caves and among the rocks of the
mountains. And they cried to the mountains and the rocks, 'Fall on us and hide
us from the face of the one who sits on the throne and from the wrath of the
Lamb. For the great day of their wrath has come, and who is able to survive?'
" 


Veronica lay in the
hot bubble bath with the Bible in her hands and the buds in her ears—"Extravagant"
by Bethel Music played in her head—and a prayer in her heart.


"God, please
don't let these people die."


The phone rang; she
clicked the button on the cord to answer.


"Hi,
Daddy."


"How much are
you spending on Amazon?"


"Do you really
want to know?"


Daddy hesitated.
"Do I?"


"You do not.
But I'm glad you brought up the topic of spending. So you gave away a billion
dollars of my inheritance to charity?"


"How do you know
that? Did you talk to Marvin?"


"I never talk to
Marvin. J. C. told me."


"How does he
know?"


"So you
did?"


"Yes, V, I
did."


"Why?"


"I've got three
billion dollars … or maybe four by now. Three jets. Six helicopters.
Eight, nine, I don't even know how many homes. Cars. I have everything money
can buy. But I used to be dirt poor. Literally. We barely scraped out a living
on that farm. A lot of people in America, they're hurting. They need help.
Why shouldn't I help them?"


"You should. I
just never imagined your helping lessers."


"I was a
lesser."


"Now you help
lessers."


"God's
work."


"What is hiding
out from lessers in a bunker?"


"Smart."


They laughed.


"I proud of you,
Daddy."


"That means
everything, V."


"Are you proud
of me?"


"Every
day." He paused. "V—he blew up an FBI SUV."


"Who? J.
C.?"


"Yes."


"When?"


"This
morning."


"I must have slept through it."


"He's
dangerous."


"The professor
said he and Agent Major are playing games."


"Deadly
games."


"Did anyone
die?"


"Just the
SUV."


"Must've been
Gideon. He looks like a pro, like Jo Jo."


"If Jesus Christ
has a Jo Jo in there, he's not quitting without a fight."


"I don't think
he's ever quitting."


"Why do you say
that?"


"Did you see the
hail?"


"I did. Crazy
Texas weather."


"It's the
Plagues."


"The what?"


"The Plagues,
from the Bible. Exodus."


"You're reading
the Bible?"


"Blood, frogs,
gnats, flies, locusts, darkness, hail … God sent forth the Plagues."


"He did?"


"Yes. And
Daddy—"


"Yes?"


"Agent Major …
he has a son."


"A son?"


"The final
plague."


"The firstborn
of Egypt." Daddy was quiet. "V … I'm a little worried."


"Me, too.
Duvall's son is in grave danger."


"No—about
you."


"Me? I'm
not a son."


"You're my only
child, and I love you. V, please come out."


"I've got to
save Esther and Naomi and the other children."


"V, you must
save yourself."


"And let those
girls die?"


"Children die
all over the world every day."


"Esther and
Naomi, they're not going to die here. Daddy, I love those two girls."


"What about
their mother?"


"Delilah?"


"That's her
name?"


"Her God-given
name. She was a meth head, so J. C. performed an exorcism."


"An
exorcism?"


"To cast out her demons. But she's too afraid to leave."


"Because of
him?"


"Because of
meth. She's afraid she'll go back to it. She said, 'Death is better than
meth.' "


Daddy sighed into the
phone.


"Meth, death,
exorcism—V, please—"


"Daddy, I'm
staying."


"What are you
going to do?"


"Paint the
ceiling."






~


"He's asleep already?"
Duvall said. "It's only eight out there."


He lay in bed in the
RV. It was ten Texas time.


"He didn't go to
school today," his ex said. "He may have the flu."


"You didn't get
him the shot?"


"Who gets the
flu in September? He'll be fine, he just needs to sleep. Like you." Her
voice softened, like the old days. "Did the demon come out after Jesus
Christ blew up your SUV?"


"He tried."


"Major, I know
these high-stress situations trigger the demon, but try to relax."


"Hard to relax
at an armed standoff."


"I know. Major,
talk to that psychiatrist. Please." 


He didn't answer.
She exhaled into the phone. 


"The hail, that
was weird."


"The professor's
gal—"


"The girl who
brings you food?"


"She said it's
the Plagues."


"From the
Bible?"


"Yeah. She said
we should leave or else …"


"Or else
what?"


"Or else Junior
will die."


"Die? Why
the hell would she say that?"


"The last
plague—the firstborn sons die. And now Junior is sick."


"It's the flu.
Kids get the flu. It's not the Plagues." Mary Jane exhaled. "She
should get out. She's losing it."


"I told her.
The doc told her. She's a stubborn girl."


"Are you hitting
on her?"


"Of course
not."


"You are. I
know you, Major."


He felt guilty, but
he hadn't had sex since … hell, he couldn't remember the last time. Of
course, he couldn't remember his own phone number. 


"All the girls
wanted the football star," she said.


"I never cheated
on you, doll."


"I always loved
it when you called me doll."


"Doll." 


"I wish there
was something I could do to help your stress."


"What are you wearing?"


"Call the
professor's gal."


She hung up. Duvall
took four Advil and an Ambien.






~


Mary Jane Duvall cursed herself.
Major was under intense stress. Why hadn't she helped him find some relief?
They used to have phone or Skype or FaceTime sex whenever he was out of town.
It was good for both of them. But they were still married then. Of course,
divorce or no divorce, they would always be married. She had promised God in
church: "Till death do us part."






~


"He killed an innocent milk
cow, Dad … What's wrong with that human? … Jacob is beside himself …
First, his wife left him … Well, first, he got H-one-B'd, then his
wife left him, and now Duvall assassinates Daisy …"


J. C. stared at the
crown of thorns on the table for a long moment.


"Dad, why don't
you just do it? Rapture this world." 













Chapter 64


The cease-fire ended at dawn. 


So just before dawn
on Wednesday, the sixth day of the standoff, Major Duvall stood outside the
command tent and stared at the white compound in the distance. He had always
been a confident man, some might say cocky and they often had, but he had
always been sure of himself and seldom questioned himself. Okay, he never
questioned himself. But now, a sliver of doubt had opened in his mind: His
firstborn son was sick. It was just the flu, but still … He had grinded on
that lying awake last night. Even with the Ambien, he hadn't fallen asleep
until after two. But when he had awakened at five, a happy thought filled his
head: He was free to kill Jesus Christ. And killing him would kill his
doubt. Two birds, one stone type of deal.


"Morning,
Cap."


Duvall took one look
at Vinnie and reached for his gun—but he caught himself. And then calmed
himself. 


"What are you
wearing?"


"Pith helmet."


"Why the
netting?"


"For the
locusts."


"What
locusts?"


"The ones He's
sending."


"He's not
sending locusts."


"Better safe
than sorry."


Sometimes Duvall
wasn't sure whether the inmates in this asylum were in the compound or the
command center. He held his arms out to the pasture as if beholding a blessing
from above.


"And God said,
'Let there be an M-one-thirteen-A-three."


"Boss, I wish
you'd stop joking about that."


"What?"


"God said this,
and God said that. It's making me nervous. I mean, He's right down the road
and—"


"He's not Jesus
Christ, goddamnit!"


Vinnie threw his
hands into the air. "Now you're taking His name in vain! We're all gonna
die!" 


"They're gonna
die."


"What are you
going to do with that?"


That was a
brand new, shiny M113A3 armored personnel carrier sitting out in the pasture so
the son of God could get a good look at the beast. Fourteen tons of steel.
Seventeen feet long, ten feet wide, six feet tall, with tracked wheels and
capable of carrying eleven armed men. And secured atop was a 12.7-millimeter
machine gun. The top hatch sat wide open as if the M113A3 were laughing at the
bastard in the compound.


"Kill Jesus
Christ."






~


"Please surrender!"
Book said. "Our deal ended at dawn—he can kill you now!"


Book and J. C. jogged
around the perimeter of the compound. 


"Oh, he won't
kill me."


"Of course he
will. He killed Olin Moody."


"J. C.!"


A voice from above.
They stopped. Gideon peered down from the walkway.


"You might want to
come up and take a look at this."


They climbed the
ladder to the walkway atop the outside wall. Gideon handed binoculars to J.
C. He aimed the binoculars at the Feds' camp.


"My, that's
big."


He handed the
binoculars to Book. 


"Armored
personnel carrier," Gideon said. "With a machine gun."


J. C. pondered a
moment but was interrupted by his phone ringing. He checked the caller ID.


"It's Agent
Major."


He put the call on
speaker and answered.


"You have a new
toy, Agent Major."


"A toy you can't
destroy. Your boys can't hit that with a Stinger on the ground and we're out
of range of your RPGs and that little mortar. You have one hour to surrender,
asshole, or I'm going to drive that son of a bitch right through your fuckin'
front door."


"Ooh, Agent
Major, that sounded very scary. Uh, is anyone in the vehicle right now?"


"No. Why?"


J. C. disconnected
the call and turned to Gideon.


"What do you
think? Time for the birdie?"


"I'm on
it."


Gideon scrambled down
the ladder. 






~


"Feds got an M-one thirteen-A-three,"
Donnie said.


"But what does
Jesus Christ have?" Joe Don said.


Jo Jo grunted.






~


"Shane," Michele the
FIX reporter said, "we—as well as the gawkers, pilgrims, and FBI—are
anxiously awaiting Jesus Christ's response to Duvall's latest ploy in the
continuing Duel at Dawn, which has become a daily highlight for everyone here
at the standoff. The son of God never fails to surprise."






~


"What's that son of a bitch
up to?"


Duvall stood with his
thick arms crossed and stared at the compound.


"Not to worry,
Chief, he can't do shit to that armored vehicle."


"He sure as hell
can't."


"Wonder what
he's sending out for brunch?"


"Guess what I'm
sending in for him?"


Vinnie shielded his
eyes.


"Uh, Boss, is
that a bird?"


"Where?"


Vinnie pointed to the
sky above the compound. "There."


"Big bird."


"Eagle?"


"I don't think
so."


"Model
airplane?"


Duvall grabbed the
binoculars.


"It's not an
eagle or a model airplane. It's a drone. And it's coming our way."


"Little drone.
Is it carrying something?"


The drone flew over
the armored vehicle and hovered above the open hatch. It released its package.


"Yes. A
bomb."


"A bomb?
What should we do?"


"Take
cover." Duvall screamed, "Incoming!"


The M113A3 exploded
just as they hit the dirt. The doors blew off, and the hatch took flight. The
gawkers cheered. After the dust had settled, Duvall and Vinnie sat up.


"Where the hell
did he get a drone?" Vinnie said.


"Where the hell
did he get a bomb?" Duvall said.






~


"Bought it on Amazon,"
J. C. said. "The drone, not the bomb. We make our own bombs." He
smiled. "See, Professor, no worries."


His phone rang. He
winked at Book.


"Agent
Major." 


He put Duvall on
speaker. 


"Yes?" 


"That's another
felony count, asshole, destroying government property."


"So I guess you
won't be driving that son of a bitch through my front door anytime soon?"




~


Duvall disconnected Jesus
Christ. His phone pinged. Another tweet from the president: "Whoops."






~


Jim Bob couldn't stop laughing. 


"A drone bomb! I
haven't had this much fun since Fallujah."


"We made some
memories that day," Donnie said.






~


"Browning Machine Guns,
Stinger missiles, Rocket Propelled Fucking Grenades, snipers, mortars, and now
drone bombs!" Regan the CNC anchor shrieked. 


The producer's voice
came over her earbud: "More shrieking and F-bombs so our viewers don't
change the channel to 'Mork and Mindy' reruns."


"White Christian
jihadists! In Whacko, Texas! Terrorizing America! Attacking American drones,
loudspeakers, searchlights, SUVs, armored vehicles! What's next? Our fucking
way of life?"


The producer in her
ear: "Perfect! Go to Bruce."


"We now go to
our chip … our reporter on the scene. Come in, Bruce." 


"Regan,"
Bruce said, "the current score in the Duel at Dawn is Christian jihadists
seven, FBI zero."






~


"Those people are not going
to die for him," Shane the FIX anchor said. "At the end of the
day—maybe not today—they'll surrender and go to prison. Everyone surrenders."


"Or drinks the
Kool-Aid," Michele the on-site reporter said.






~


"Hank!"


The FIX producer
turned to Bruce hurrying after him. The New York morning shows had run their
standoff segments so everyone was heading for breakfast. 


"What's
up?"


"I'm bored
again," Bruce said. 


"Hey, Jesus
Christ bombed an armored vehicle—that's not bad."


"It's not
exciting enough for viewers. They're clicking over to 'Magnum P.I.' reruns."


"Ouch. Sorry,
man, but I can't do another night of Mexican food and margaritas."


"I've got a
better idea—let's go see the wall."






~


"Wow, he blew the hell out
of that armored vehicle," Vinnie said. 


Duvall stared in
disbelief at his brand new but not-so-shiny M113A3 armored personnel carrier
with the 12.7-millimeter machine gun and felt the demon stir and stretch and
stand tall—he wanted to romp and roar and rage. He wanted to hit and beat and
pound Jesus Christ into the ground. He wanted out! But Duvall yanked
the leash tight. He could not allow the demon to take control of his mind, to
turn his thoughts black, to take him to that dark place. But the demon was
strong that day, stronger than Major Duvall; he pulled hard on the leash. Just
when Duvall felt the leash slipping from his hand, a loud scream pulled him
back from the dark place. His grip firmed. He snapped and turned to his
aide. Vinnie screamed again and slapped at the netting fronting his face.


"Locusts!" 


"It's a
grasshopper."


"Get them off
me!"


Duvall snatched the
grasshopper and flung it away.


"One."


"Oh, thank
God."


Duvall breathed with
relief … until he heard the first rumbles of distant thunder in his head.













Chapter 65


She stood on a low rise with her
arms folded over her chest and a Tootsie Roll Pop in her mouth. Her curly red
hair and yellow sundress blew in the breeze off the Irish Sea. The seven
children played in the green meadow below. They laughed and ran barefoot
through the thick grass. She smiled at the sight. She touched the silver nail
cross that hung on a silver chain around her neck. A gift from God. It was,
and they were. Seven precious girls. All wearing colorful sundresses that
glowed in the Irish sun. 


Thank you, God.


Veronica Cross woke
and knew what God wanted her to do with her life.

































Chapter 66


"Is your life fulfilled,
Professor?"


"It would be
more fulfilled if you would surrender and save these people."


"I have already
saved them."


Book studied the son
of God sipping espresso.


"I think I'm
fulfilled."


"Do you now?
Teaching spoiled brats con law when all they want to do is get a law degree
then get rich representing Wall Street? Trying to teach them the founding
principles of America when the world teaches them that money is all that
matters? You have skills, Professor. We could use a man like you here. And,
Professor, your mother would be welcome."


"Careful."


"Ah. A
sensitive subject. My apologies. But don't worry about her, Professor, I have
a place in heaven for her."


"I have a place
for her in my home."


"But in my home,
she will remember her son again."






~


Veronica walked up to J. C. and
the professor sitting at a red picnic table under the cross.


"Good morning,
Ms. Cross," J. C. said. "Curls and Chanel, I love it. And the
floral sundress … lovely."


"It's time you
called me Veronica."


"The professor
still calls you Ms. Cross."


"He has issues
with attachment to other human beings."


The professor frowned
at her. She sat and stared across the table at the man who would be …
who might actually be? … Jesus Christ.


"Aren't you a
little early?" she said.


"I always eat
breakfast at seven."


"On earth. I
read Revelation till I fell asleep last night. Tell me if I'm wrong, but the
chronology is the Rapture, the Tribulations, and then the Second
Coming. You jumped the gun."


He smiled.
"Very good, Veronica. And yes, I did."


"Why?"


"Because I love
you."


She sighed. What is
it with older men? First, the devil in the Feds' camp and now the son of God
in the compound hitting on her. She had to let him down easy.


"J. C., I like
you … a lot. I really do. But there's no future for us. I mean, I
couldn't take you home to Mother with those dreadlocks."


J. C. blinked hard
then turned his scarred hands up and to the professor then back to her with the
same perplexed expression she had seen on Mother's face when Veronica told her
she didn't want Tom Jones to sing at her high school graduation party.


"Not love like
that, Veronica! I love all of you! All humans! All children of God!"


"Oh. Never
mind."


"That's why I
came back early, to try one more time to save this world, to save humanity.
This is my do-over."


"Why?"


"Well, I am the Messiah."


"Is God okay
with that?"


"He didn't stop
me." He gathered himself. "Dad loves all humans like His own
children—because you are. Children of God. But like all children, you do push
the envelope, as now. But He has hope for humanity. As I do."


"I have
hope."


"I know you do.
Because I give you hope. Hope is the human condition. Hope makes you happy.
Hope makes you dream. Hope gets you out of bed each morning. Hope makes you
work hard. Hope drives you forward. Hope makes you have children and dream
for their futures. Hope is heaven."


"And what is
hell?"


"Hopelessness."


"It is."


"And where do
you find hope, Veronica?"


"Ben and Jerry's
Salted Caramel Almond Ice Cream."


"The
Bible."


"I was going to
say that."


"Why didn't
you?"


"It's not
considered sophisticated."


"Do you
care?"


"I used
to." She studied him, and he her. "J. C., I hope."


"What do you
hope for, Veronica?"


"Right now, I'm
hoping for the children here. Esther and Naomi and the others. I hope they
have a future."


"Ah, yes. The
children."


"Miriam and
Mara, Abraham, Gideon, the other adults, they've lived full lives. They've
seen this world. They've lived and loved. They're making their own choice to
be here. To die here. But Naomi and Esther have not. They haven't lived,
they haven't loved, they haven't chosen."


"No. They have
not."


"J. C., let me
take the children. Let them live their lives. Let them choose life."


"You want to
take Esther and Naomi?"


"I want to take
all the children."


"All
forty-seven?"


"Yes."


"And who will
take care of them?"


"I will."


"And where will
they live?"


"With me."


"In the
bunker?"


"No. In the
world."


"But you're
afraid of the world, Veronica. You hide out from the lessers in a bunker under
a mansion surrounded by a wall and guarded by ex-Navy SEALS."


"Okay, I have
some issues, I admit. My therapist says we're working through them."


"You have a
therapist?"


"Of course. All
rich people do."


"Why?"


"Because poor
people can't afford therapists."


J. C. frowned and
glanced at the professor; he shrugged.


"And," she
said, "no offense, J. C., but you're hiding out in a bunker guarded by
ex-Special Forces, too, except your bunker is bigger with more people."


The professor
smiled. "Touché."


"Point
taken," J. C. said. "But I'm not raising forty-seven children
alone. And you want to?"


"Yes."


"How?
Where?"


"Daddy's a
billionaire. We have the River Oaks mansion, the Galveston beach house, the
Malibu beach house, the Hamptons estate, the Colorado ski lodge … How many
is that?"


"Five."


"And the place in
Ireland, the flat in Paris, and the townhouse in London. Eight homes. We have
room. I'll send them to the best schools. I'll give them a chance at
life."


"What about your
life?"


"They will be my
life." 


J. C. smiled.
"Veronica Cross, mother of lessers. That gives me hope."






~


"I really hope I get to kill
that son of a bitch," Duvall said.


He stood next to the
crippled armored vehicle; he felt as if he'd taken a knee to the groin.


"I get really
nervous when you say you want to kill Jesus Christ," Vinnie said.


"He's not Jesus
Christ, goddamnit."


"Shit, you took
God's name in vain. Again."


"Oh, for
Christ's sake."


"Stop! Please!
Before you get us all killed!"


Duvall's phone rang.
He hit the button and put the phone to his ear.


"Sir."


"Now this is
getting expensive. Did you read the boss's tweet?"


"Uh, no,
sir."


"He said, 'I
remember the FBI being better than this. In The Untouchables, Costner kicked
the hell out of Capone. He knew how to WIN!! Whatever happened to Sean
Connery? He was the best James Bond.' Hold on, he ran out of
characters."


Duvall waited.


"Okay, here's
the rest. 'Maybe I need to put my ten year old in charge.' "


"Isn't he old to
have a ten-year-old child?"


"Fourth
marriage."


Duvall grunted.


"Jesus Christ is
making us look stupid."


The director hung
up. The thunder rumbled louder now.













Chapter 67


"What are we cooking for the
Feds today?" Veronica asked the ladies.


They stood in the
kitchen.


"Pissaladiere,"
Miriam said.


"And grits,"
Mara said.


The sisters did not
make eye contact.


"Do I have
something on my face?" Veronica asked.


"No,
child."


"What's
wrong?"


The sisters glanced
at each other then turned to Veronica.


"Don't get too
close to the girls," Mara said.


"Esther and
Naomi?"


Miriam nodded. 


"Why not?"


"Because you
will leave. They will stay."


"They will leave
with me."


"No, child.
They will stay here with their mother."


"And die?"


"If
necessary."


"It's not
necessary. And it's not going to happen."






~


Book and J. C. still sat at the
table under the cross. Ms. Cross had gone into the kitchen to work with the
ladies. Parents and children arrived for breakfast. Miriam served a table
then came over to them; she brought the scent of Chanel.


"J. C., would
you like trout almondine for dinner?"


"I love
yours."


"It's on the
menu."


She walked off. Book
turned to J. C.


"Where do you
get trout in Waco?"






~


"You have your own fish
farm?" Book said.


"Where else
would we get trout?" J. C. said. "Or salmon and tilapia?"


"The correct
term is aquaculture," the man said.


"Professor, meet
Simon and Simon Peter. They run the fish farm … Sorry, Simon—the
aquaculture."


They stood at the
southeast corner of the exterior wall. Three narrow but long, open concrete
tanks filled with crystal clear water—and hundreds of fish—extended about
thirty feet then disappeared under the wall.


"The channels
continue out for another hundred feet," Simon Peter said. "Noah
designed everything. State of the art. Filtration system—fish poop something
fierce—feeding system, solar energy powered pumps, aerators, and heaters …
he's brilliant." He spread his arms. "Noah's ark."


"Each tank must
be maintained at a different temperature for the different fish," Simon
said. "Salmon love cold water, but tilapia like it warm."


"You guys know
about fish."


"It's what we
do."


"Why do you do
it here?"


"We used to do
it in Colorado. Had a thriving small business and getting bigger by the day.
Then the big boys got into the fish business when Americans turned away from
red meat. So they had to force all the little players out of business, capture
the market. Our bank called our loan even though we were current, told us we
had thirty days to pay. We couldn't, so they foreclosed. Sold our business to
one of the big boys, also a customer of the bank. That's how big business
works—for big business." Simon sighed. "Taxpayers bailed out the
big banks, including ours, then they foreclose on us. We save them then they
screw us. Doesn't seem fair."


"So we're
growing fish in the Garden of Eden with Jesus Christ," Simon Peter said.


It finally dawned on
Book.


"Simon and Simon
Peter. The first disciples were fishermen."






~


"Good morning, girls,"
Veronica said.


Naomi and Esther jumped
up and gave her a hug. They wore their new dresses and Chanel. Veronica
placed the breakfast plates in front of the girls. She had always wanted a
little sister. Or two. Or thirty. Veronica sat across from them and watched
them eat for a time. 


"Mama says it's
very dangerous outside the walls," Naomi said. "Is it really?"


"You're asking me?"


J. C. was right.
Veronica Cross had spent her life hiding out from the lessers. Hiding from the
world. Now this child is asking her if the world is a dangerous place. Before
she could answer, Esther spoke again.


"When I sneak up
on the wall, late at night, I see the lights in the distance. I know other
people are out there. I want to see the outside world one day. If I live long
enough."






~


"You have a tennis
court?" Book asked. "With lights?"


"How else would
Bart have gotten a scholarship?" J. C. said.


They had left the
fish farm and were walking back inside when Book spotted the tennis court.


"Who's
Bart?"


"Bartholomew.
Great kid. What a tennis player." He laughed. "Moses and Gideon
and I, we drove all over creation every weekend for his tournaments. We had so
much fun watching him play … and listening to Moses' stories. Going face
to face with the pharaoh, that took big cojones."


"You built a
tennis court for a boy?"


J. C. shrugged.
"We had the space and Noah. Bart's at Rice on scholarship. We're all
going down for the NCAA finals. And besides, it wouldn't have been fair if we
hadn't. I mean, we had already built the soccer field for Luke, so we couldn't
say no to a tennis court, could we?"


He sighed.


"We're just
hoping none of the children wants to be a golfer."














Chapter 68


"A lovely floral sundress,
pale pink, white, and black, knee-length with a pleated skirt," Bruce
said. "A Helene Berman, I'm sure of it. Very classy. All she needs is a
mint julep, and she's Scarlett O'Hara."






~


"There's our girl," Jim
Bob said. "Feeding the Feds French food."


They watched Veronica
on the television; she stood next to the FBI commander.


"Wonder what
they talk about?"






~


"How many of those suits do
you own?" Veronica asked Agent Major.


"Ten."


"All exactly the
same?"


"If it ain't
broke, don't fix it."


"That vehicle is
broken. What happened?" 


Vincent grimaced
behind Agent Major and make a "cut" sign with his hand across his
throat. Veronica glanced sideways at Agent Major; his jaws were clenched under
the goatee. Whoops. Vincent eased away to the tables where the men
enjoyed Pissaladiere, eggnog French toast almondine, crêpes suzette, grits, and
Mardi Gras King Cake. They ate like gentlemen, albeit well-armed gentlemen. 


"I'll go out
with you when this is over," Veronica said.


"Really?"


Agent Major seemed
surprised. Of course, Veronica was surprised that the words had come out of
her mouth. But all she could think about were Esther and Naomi. Their lives
had merged into her life. They were one. If they died, she died.


"But only if you
don't kill them."


He snorted like a
bull; she recoiled.


"Why are there
always conditions? I'll date you, but only if you don't cuss someone out …
only if you don't start a fight … only if you don't kill someone."


"Has that
happened before?"


"Once … or
twice … maybe six times."


He didn't smile. Was
he joking? She decided to change the subject.


"How's Major
Junior?"


He turned to her—on
her—with dark eyes, close enough that she could smell his stale coffee breath.



"How'd you
know?"


"How did I know
what?"


"That he has the
flu."


"I didn't know.
I was just inquiring."


"Well, he has
the flu."


"In September?
Who gets the flu in September?"


"He'll be
fine."


"Please leave,
Agent Major. Before your son—"


"It's the flu!
Not a plague!" The FBI psychiatrist walked up behind them. "Kids
get the flu. He'll be over it in three days and playing soccer this
weekend."


"Tee ball,"
Agent Major said.


"Tee ball
then." The doctor held up his plate. "Best eggnog French toast
ever."


Vincent hurried over
and stood between Veronica and the doctor.


"Do you want me
to hit him, Ms. Cross?" Vincent said.


"I would
appreciate that very much, Vincent."


"What, are you
her guardian angel now?" the doctor asked.


Vincent took a hard
step toward the doc; the doc backed off and held his French toast up in
surrender. Veronica leaned in to Agent Major and whispered, "Leave now,
Agent Major. Save your son."






~


"Duvall is free to kill the
son of God," Book said.


"Not with that
armored vehicle," J. C. said.


They had returned
inside and sat at a table under the cross.


"I need new news
to reinstate the cease-fire. J. C., help me help you."


"That sounds
familiar."


"Please."


J. C.'s eyes turned
up to the cross for a long moment—


"Are you sure,
Dad? … You know they will come … Okay, you are God."


—then he stood and
pulled his shirt over his head.













Chapter 69


The day had started off with such
promise but had quickly turned to shit. First, Jesus Christ blew up his
brand-new M113A3 armored vehicle; then the professor's gal wouldn't shut the
hell up about the goddamn Plagues; and now the thunder had rolled in. 


The day had gone to
hell.


Duvall sat at his
desk in the command tent. He swallowed four Advil and four Tylenol. He would
get relief enough to function, but he needed the OC to ease the thunder in his
head. But he had to fight it for five more hours—five more hours of all hell
breaking loose in his head. 






~


"That armored vehicle looks
like hell," Book said.


As did the FBI
commander.


"You okay,
Duvall?"


He took a deep breath
and turned to Book.


"What can the
Federal Bureau of Investigation do for you today, Professor?"


"Go home."


"Other than
that?"


"Not kill J.
C."


"Other than
that?"


"What did your
agents find out from the neighbors?"


"Vinnie, get
Danny boy and Garcia."


Vinnie exited the
tent. Duvall rubbed his temples.


"Headache?"
Book asked. 


Duvall did not
respond. Vinnie returned with the young agents. Book acknowledged them with a
nod.


"Tell him,"
Duvall said.


"We struck
out," Agent Garcia said.


"Can you elaborate?"


"Yes, sir. We
have five abutting landowners. Farmers. We interviewed each. None has owned
their land longer than twenty-three years, so J. C. was already here when they
bought in. None has ever met him or anyone else in the compound, although the
farmer to the west thinks a woman from the compound came to their garage sale a
few years back, bought a few dresses from his wife. They all heard there's
some kind of religious group living on this land, but they all said, live and
let live."


"Except the
sodbuster to the south," Duvall said. "Read it, Garcia."


She read from a
report. "He said, and I quote, 'Least they're Christians. Better than a
fucking mosque.' "


"I love country
folk," Duvall said.


"Sorry,
Professor," Garcia said. "We tried."


"Try
again."


"Sir?"


"Find the prior
owners of the abutting lands, the people who were around when J. C. arrived in
eighty-four."


"Professor,"
Duvall said, "that's going back thirty-three years and more. They're
probably dead. That's a waste of manpower."


"You've got
three hundred agents."


"I've got work
for them."


"And I've got
the president's cell phone number on speed dial."


"Do you know my
ex-wife? 'Cause she must have taught you how to piss me off."


He rubbed his temples
again.


"Sir?" Garcia
said.


He exhaled.
"Find 'em."






~


Garcia and Danny boy sashayed
out, and the FBI media consultant entered wearing leopard print yoga pants.
She plopped down in a chair; her body sagged. 


"We're
screwed."


"Why?"
Duvall said.


"They're going
to see the wall tomorrow."


"The border
wall? Who?"


"All the media. We've got nothing to feed the beast, so the
beast is going out hunting for its own food. That fucking little CNC chipmunk
organized it all, rented a motor coach. I want to kick his ass—and I could!
They're leaving for Laredo at dawn. And the networks pushed us to the end of
the broadcast today—we won't be live."


"But the bright
side is I can kill Jesus Christ."


"Not with that
armored vehicle," the professor said.


"Oh, I've got something
better in mind."


"Well, bring it
because we're sucking air!" Little Miss Leopard Print Yoga Pants sank
lower in her chair. "Are they going to surrender or commit suicide,
Professor?"


"I don't know.
They're happy in there, living a fake life. Farm-raised fish, grass-fed beef,
free-range chickens, gluten-free, organic, solar-powered, sustainable utopian
existence with a soccer field, a tennis court, playgrounds, tubing down the
canal. It's the Garden of Eden in Waco, Texas."


"Now I want to
drink the Kool-Aid," she said.


Little Miss Leopard
Print Yoga Pants pouted like a preteen. The tent sat silent and solemn for a
long moment. The fan blew hot air, and the professor blew out a breath.


"Well, Ms.
Hines, I hope I'm not making a big mistake, but I have new news."


Still pouting.
"What kind of new news?"


"The kind that
will make you the lead story live tonight." The professor pointed toward
the media encampment. "When they hear this new news, they won't be
sightseeing in Laredo tomorrow."


Little Miss Leopard
Print Yoga Pants perked up. "Let's hear it!"


"Deal
first."


"No deal,"
Duvall said.


"Yes deal,"
Little Miss Leopard Print Yoga Pants said.


"Peace until
dawn Saturday," the professor said.


"Saturday?"
Duvall said. "Today is Wednesday."


"How about
Friday," Little Miss Leopard Print Yoga Pants said.


"Saturday,"
the professor said. "It'll be worth it."


"What've you
got?" she said.


"Big news."


"It had better
be really big."


"No!"
Duvall said.


"I've got photos
on my phone," the professor said.


"I've got photos
on mine, too," Duvall said.


"Of Jesus
Christ?"


Little Miss Leopard
Print Yoga Pants exploded from her chair.


"Are you
shitting me?"


"Uh …
no."


"Let me
see!"


"Dawn
Saturday?"


"Yes!"


The professor looked
to Duvall for confirmation. 


"Fine."


"One warning,
from J. C."


"He wants
copyright?" Little Miss Leopard Print Yoga Pants said.


"What?" the
professor said. "No, he doesn't want copyright."


"What
then?"


"He said if you
put his photos on the news, they will come."


"Who will
come?"


"Shoeless Joe
Jackson." Duvall let out a derisive laugh. "This ain't Field of
Dreams, Professor, and he ain't Kevin Costner."


"Professor, who
will come?" Little Miss Leopard Print Yoga Pants said.


"The believers.
Duvall, you'd better move the perimeter back and call in reinforcements—local
police, deputies, Texas Rangers. You'll have a hundred thousand people out
here by the weekend."


"Bullshit."


"Look at the
photos first."


The professor pulled
out his phone.


"Send the photos
to my laptop," Duvall said. "Major-dot-D at FBI-dot-gov."


The professor tapped
his phone. 


"Check your
email!" Little Miss Leopard Print Yoga Pants said.


"I got
'em," Duvall said. "Five photos."


Everyone crowded
around the laptop. He opened the first photo, a face shot of a young male,
Caucasian, mid-thirties, with dreadlocks and a neatly trimmed beard. Clear
blue eyes. 


"Wow,"
Little Miss Leopard Print Yoga Pants said. "He's gorgeous."


"Jesus Christ
with dreads, who would've thought. We'll run him through our facial
recognition software, see if we get a hit."


He opened the second
photo, a shot of the top of his hands.


"Are those scars
real?" Little Miss Leopard Print Yoga Pants said.


"They are,"
the professor said.


Duvall opened the third
photo, a shot of his palms.


"Scars on both
sides."


"Like someone
drove … "


"A spike through
them," Vinnie said.


The fourth photo, a
chest shot showing a scar on his left side.


"Nice abs,"
Little Miss Leopard Print Yoga Pants said.


"Exactly where
the Roman soldier stabbed Jesus," Vinnie said.


"Here's the last
photo," Duvall said.


"Brace
yourself," the professor said.


The image came up on
the screen and knocked Little Miss Leopard Print Yoga Pants back as fully as if
she had been punched.


"Oh, my
God!"


Vinnie made the sign
of the cross.


"Shit!"
Duvall said.


His back was a
crisscross of deep scars, as if he had been—


"Scourged,"
Vinnie said. "They beat Him with a flagrum, ripped His skin off."


"He's not Jesus
Christ," Duvall said.


"What, those are
self-inflicted?" Vinnie said.


Duvall eyed his
aide. "Careful, Vinnie."


"Sorry,
Boss."


"What if he
is?" Little Miss Leopard Print Yoga Pants said.


"What if he is
what?"


They all turned to
the doctor standing at the tent entrance and holding the little fan to his
face.


"What are you
guys looking at?"


"Photos of Jesus
Christ," Vinnie said.


"No shit? Let
me see."


He hurried over and
crowded Duvall as he clicked through the photos again. The doc scooted him
aside and sat in front of the laptop. He put the fan down and his reading
glasses on, took the mouse, and leaned in close. He studied each photo again,
zooming in and moving about the images. After he had returned to the last
photo, the doctor sat back and removed his glasses like a doctor about to tell
his patient it's cancer.


"He's not a
conman, Duvall."


"You mean he's
really Jesus Christ?"


"No, of course
not. But he's not conning those people. He's not really Jesus Christ, but he
really believes he is. Which is to say, he's insane. A certifiable
nut."


"You know that
from these photos?"


"Yes. He faked all this."


"No," the
professor said. "I've seen the scars in person. They're real."


"Oh, they're
real scars," the doctor said. "But he's not really Jesus Christ, and
those scars were not really inflicted at his crucifixion two thousand years
ago."


"He couldn't
possibly have done that to himself," the professor said.


"He didn't. And
that's why I know he's insane. He had someone else do that to him."


"What?"


"He had someone
scourge and crucify him. Is there a full-size cross in the compound?"


"Yes."


"A flagrum and
spikes?"


"Yes. But how
could he survive that?"


"They took him
down quickly, and he had a doctor on hand. Is there a doctor inside?"


"A surgeon. And
a nurse, Mary Magdalene."


"I hate it when
I'm always right," the doctor said.


"What do we do
with these photos?" Duvall said.


"What do we
do?" Little Miss Leopard Print Yoga Pants said. "We go live with
them on the network news at five-thirty, that's what we do!"


"Understand
something, Duvall," the doctor said. "When you put these photos out
there, everything changes. They will come to Waco, Texas, from all over the
world. The believers. They will set up camp right out there." 


"Why will they
come?" Duvall said.


"To see him do
it again."


"Do what
again?"


"Be
crucified."


"They won't get
the chance."


"Why not?"


"Because I'm
going to kill him first."






~


"My God," the blonde
FIX chick said. "Those scars are real?"


"Yes,"
Duvall said. "The professor personally corroborated that fact."


True to the
professor's word, once Little Miss Leopard Print Yoga Pants informed the press
of the photos, the reporters canceled their trip to the border. Images of the
son of God constituted new news, newer than more images of Mexicans scurrying
over the wall with hopes and dope. The FBI briefing had opened all the
networks' evening news shows live. She had set up a large video screen next to
the podium on which the photos were shown. Even the jaundiced political
reporters from D.C. and New York City were taken aback. 


"How did he get
those scars?"


"I don't
know."


"Real scars that
are consistent with the Scourge and Crucifixion—how can that be?"






~


"Have none of those people
ever read the Bible?" J. C. said.


Book regarded the man
with the scars. They watched the briefing in J. C.'s room. If the doctor was
correct, he was not a misguided man—or even a conman—manipulating the lives of
his people. He was an insane man. He truly believed he was the Son of God.
Which made him even more dangerous.






~


"Last time I saw a body
carved up like that was Mosul," Jim Bob said.


"That guy is
fucking nuts," Donnie said. "Joe Don, call the boss. Get him to
give us the green light. Before it's too late." 






~


" 'FAKE NEWS!! FAKE
SCARS!! BIG-TIME HOAX!!' " 


The director read the
boss's tweet.


"The wife wants
to go to Waco."


"His?"


"Mine."
The director sighed. "No match in the facial recognition database. He
doesn't exist."


"He does. But
not for long."


Duvall disconnected
the director then rubbed his temples against the thunder in his head.


"Vinnie, get the
face shot of Jesus Christ to the snipers."


"But you
promised the professor—"


"We need to be
ready when the time comes."






~


"Still bored?" Hank
said.


"I cut myself as
a boy," Bruce said. "Being gay in Iowa wasn't easy."


Hank gave him a buddy
pat.



















Chapter 70


Veronica put up the dishes in the
kitchen. She was alone until Esther and Naomi entered. It was almost nine.
They still wore their new dresses. Miriam and Mara had gone to bed. 


"You girls are
up late."


Esther put a finger
to her lips. "Shhh." 


"What are you
guys doing?"


"We're going up
on the wall."


"Cool. I'll
bring Tootsie Roll Pops."


Veronica removed her
apron and grabbed Pops from her satchel. The girls led, and she followed.
They tiptoed past the big front door and across the canal and to a ladder.
Esther looked around then climbed the ladder to the walkway above the outer
wall. Naomi and Veronica followed her up. They stood atop the compound and
under the stars. The night was warm and quiet. From there they had a clear
view of the FBI headquarters in the distance. 


"All those
lights, so close," Esther said. "They weren't there the last time we
were up here."


Naomi plopped down on
her back. Esther stared at the distant lights for a long moment then lay down
next to her sister.


"I love to look
at the stars," Naomi said. 


"And
dream," Esther said.


Veronica passed out
the Pops then joined them. 


"What do you
dream of?" she said.


"Living out
there," Esther said.


"I used to stare
at the stars and dream. I don't anymore."


"Why not?"


"I forget to be
a child."


"J. C. says we
should always be children inside. Pure of heart and mind, he says."


They stared at the
stars for a time then Esther spoke.


"All those
lights out there, so many, that means there's a lot of people out there. Who
are they?"


"The Feds."


"Who are the
Feds?"


How much should she
tell the girls? Would the truth scare them? But Esther was not just
beautiful; she was smart. 


"Mama's always
talking about the End of Days. I've read Revelation. We all die."


"I don't want to
die," Naomi said.


"You're not
going to die," Veronica said. "I won't let that happen."


"How can you
save us?" Esther said. "You're a spoiled, rich girl."


"How do you
know?"


"Mama said
so."


"How does she
know?"


"There are no
secrets in this compound."


"Just like at my
home. Mother knows everything."


The girls were quiet
for a time. Then Esther broke the silence.


"The Feds,
they're coming for us, aren't they? They're the end of our days." 






~


"End of Days!" Regan
the CNC anchor in New York City shrieked. "Scars! Son of God! Guns and
God. White Christian jihadists! Whacko, Texas! A startling development
today. Photos of the white Christian jihadist who thinks he's Jesus Christ
were made public by the FBI. I must admit, those scars don't look like cutting
scars. The professor confirmed their authenticity. To discuss these photos,
we have assembled a panel of experts with us remotely: Cardinal Joseph
O'Malley in Boston; Reverend Roger Smythe in London; Rabbi Joel Rubinstein in Jerusalem;
and Imam Abad Amir in Baghdad. Right after a commercial break, we'll discuss
the scars."


The producer's voice
came across her earbud: "We're off."


"Ms.
Murrow," the rabbi said, "why do you shriek so?"


"Ratings."


"Ah."


The producer in her ear:
"Thirty seconds … twenty … ten … you're on."


Regan turned to the
image of the Cardinal on the remote feed. 


"Cardinal, your
thoughts."


"Regan, I've
examined the photos. They're real, and they're entirely consistent with the
Scourge and Crucifixion of Jesus Christ. This could well be the Second
Coming."


She blinked hard at
the Catholic.


"You're
kidding?"


"No. I never
kid."


Bye-bye. She
cut his feed. She turned to the London feed.


"Reverend
Smythe, what do you think?"


"I concur with
the Cardinal. I've studied the Shroud of Turin. His scars match up with the
blood markings on the Shroud. He could well be the Son of God."


She restrained a
shriek but cut his feed. So long, Rog. She addressed the Jerusalem
feed.


"Rabbi, please
inject some rationality in this conversation."


"This could be
the First Coming."


Adios, mofo. The
final feed.


"Imam?"


"It's all
nonsense."


"Yes! Thank
you!"


"He's not Jesus
Christ."


"Exactly!"


"Jesus Christ
was not the Son of God." 


"Correct!"


"But, he could
be suffering an identity crisis, thinking he's Christian. He could be the
Mahdi, the Muslim Messiah."


Holy fuck! She
cut the Baghdad feed and offered her trademark constipated expression to her
New York City audience. One million viewers looked to her for reassurance and
F-bombs at times like this, as the people once looked to her luminous ancestor
and namesake, Edward R. Murrow. They needed to hear the truth from her. They
needed her to sift through the conflicting information and discern the facts.
So she addressed the camera and shrieked.


"It's the
fucking Russians!"






~


"You see those badass scars
on that dude?" the 3L said.


"What if they're
real?" the 2L said.


"You mean, what
if he's the Son of God?"






~


Dolores studied the photos of the
scars on the high-definition television in her condo. The scars were real.
What if he were?






~


"Can I ask you a personal
question?" Donnie said.


"Penicillin,"
Joe Don said.


"Uh, something
different this time."


"What?"


"Do you
believe?"


Joe Don pointed at
the TV.


"In him?" 


"In God."


"Yeah, I
do."


"Why?"


"Because we're
still alive and a lot of our brothers are dead. Ever since we left Iraq, I've
tried to figure out why. All those close calls over there, all those times we
should've gotten dead, why are we still here? Now I know. God has more work
for us to do."


"In Iraq?"


"In Waco."













Chapter 71


"Will you stay
tomorrow?"


"I'm not
leaving, Professor."


"Ever?"


"Without the
children. They can't die here."


"I'm trying to
prevent anyone from dying. When J. C. surrenders—"


"Professor, do
you really think he's going to surrender and spend the rest of his life in
prison? That's not going to happen. He's going to die right here. And the
adults, they're going to die with him. I've met them, you've met them …
that's who they are. It's what they do. Follow him. There's no happy ending
to this story, Professor. It's their End of Days. Everyone dies."


"So what do you
propose we do?"


"Save the
children. The adults, they're making their own decisions. We can't save
them—they think they're already saved. The children aren't. And that's not
right. They don't want to die. They want to live."


"Esther and
Naomi?"


"All the
children."


She hesitated.


"Professor—Agent
Major's son is sick."






~


"I did touch his
scars," Book said.


He had called Gabby.


"But you don't
think he could be—"


"No."


"Why not?"


"I don't
know." Book exhaled. "How was Mom's day?"


"We saw the bats
come out, from under the Congress Avenue bridge at dusk. It was amazing."


"Two million
bats, it is that."


"Are you okay,
Professor?"


"I'm
trying."


"It's what you
do."






~


"Pilate responded, 'Then
what should I do with Jesus who is called the Messiah?' They shouted back,
'Crucify him!' "


Veronica lay in the
bubble bath, Bible in hand, music in ear—"The Power of the Cross" by
Jesus Culture—and Tootsie Roll Pop in mouth. The Gospel according to Matthew.
The Crucifixion. The phone rang and startled her out of her thoughts. She
clicked the mic on the cord to answer.


"Hello,
Daddy."


"He really does
have scars. They were on the news."


"His
scars?"


"Photos. The
whole world saw his face and his scars."


"He must have
let the professor give them to Duvall, to keep the cease-fire in place. So how
was your day?"


"Oh, same old.
Made three, four hundred million. Just a normal Wednesday. How about
you?"


"Cooking,
cleaning, waiting for the End of Days. Same old."


They laughed.


"I like talking
to you, Daddy."


"I like talking
to you, V. We used to talk every night when I put you to bed."


"You read me the
rig reports."


"Not every
night."


"Just the nights
you were home."


Daddy was quiet for a
moment.


"I'm sorry, V.
I should have been there every night to put you to bed. I lost sight of what's
important. You."


"Well, you're
putting me to bed every night now. All I had to do was join a religious
cult."


"Join?"


"Visit. We
should do this more often, not just when I'm in a religious cult."


"If you'll come
out, we will. I promise."


"Daddy, why
didn't you and Mother have more children?"


"We tried. Your
mother couldn't have any more. It hurt her. It changed her. She was an Irish
girl and Catholic, so she wanted a big family. That was the plan. That's when
she stopped going to Mass."


"And started
going to Neiman Marcus?"


"V, that's not
fair. You don't know your mother. She loves you."


"Do you still
want more children?" 


"We're too
old."


"We could
adopt."


"You want a
brother or sister?"


"I want
forty-seven brothers and sisters."


Daddy grunted.
"The kids in the compound. That's a lot of mouths to feed."


"God gave us a
lot of money."


"Hey, I worked
hard for that money."


"Grace of
God."


"So you
say."


"What are the
odds of striking oil?"


"Not good."


"Exactly. Don't
you see, Daddy? Don't you see God's plan for us? God put me with the
professor. God made the grandmother write that letter to the professor. God
placed that letter in my hands to read and give to the professor. God made the
professor bring me here to save the children. God made you rich so we could
take care of these children. It's all God's plan for us. It's all by the
grace of God."


"V … you
sound like your mother, when she was your age, when we met in Ireland. She
talked just like that. A big family. God's plan. Grace of God. I loved it.
I loved her." He sighed into the phone. "That life just wasn't
meant to be."


"Maybe not
then. But maybe now. Daddy, I'm coming out, and I'm bringing those children
with me."


"If you'll come
out, I'll adopt every one of them."


"Thank you,
Daddy."


"Will he allow
that?"


"I asked
politely. With great leeway. But with or without his permission, I'm taking
them out."


"V—that could be
dangerous."


"Life is
dangerous, Daddy."


"But V—"


"Daddy, I don't
want to be afraid of life. I want to live life. And so do those
children." 






~


Major Duvall put the Glock to his
head. He wanted to blow his brains out to stop the rolling thunder in his
head.


Shit!


He had made his mark
on the football field with his vicious tackles of running backs coming up the
middle; he led with his head, which led to big hits and bigger headaches. A
few hits and his head pounded the rest of the game—and days after a game. Then
weeks. Then months. Then … forever? He called the really bad headaches
"rolling thunder."


He held the gun in
one hand and the OC in the other when his phone rang. The ex. She always had
good timing. He answered.


"How's
Junior?" 


"Worse."


"It's been two
days."


"The doctor said
sometimes the flu lasts longer."


The thunder clapped
in his head; he groaned against the pain.


"You okay?"
she said.


"No."


"Headache?"


"Yeah."


"How bad?"


"Rolling thunder
bad."


"Shit."


"It's been
building all day, since that asshole bombed my armored vehicle."


"That would give
anyone a headache."


"And then the
professor's gal started in with that firstborn crap again, the demon wanted to
hit her."


"He won't have
to. I'll fly to Waco and do it myself if she doesn't shut the fuck up about my
son … our son."


"Did you see his
scars on TV? They're real."


"But he's not
really Jesus Christ, and he's not really bringing forth the Plagues."


Duvall groaned again
at the thunder.


"You need
relief?" she said.


"Yes."


"Okay, we can do
phone sex."


"No—I need the
OC."


"It's that
bad?"


"Yeah."


"Okay. Put the
phone on speaker."


He touched the
speaker button then placed the phone on the bed next to him.


"Prop yourself
up on pillows."


He did.


"Are you holding
the gun?"


"No …
yes."


"Remove the
clip."


He removed the clip.


"Eject the round
in the chamber."


An FBI wife. He
ejected the round.


"Do you have
water?"


"Yeah."


"And the
OC?"


"Yeah."


"Do you still
have the OC I removed the sustained-release coating from?"


"Yeah."


"Good. The meds
will release quickly that way."


"I need
quick."


"I know. Okay,
take the pill with water."


He swallowed the pale
yellow pill marked "OC" and closed his eyes, waiting for the
"Hillbilly Heroin" to hit the opioid receptors in his brain and bring
relief to his head. Thank God for Oxycontin. He had gotten the prescription
for his knees but took it for his head—but only when the rolling thunder came,
when the pain was so intense that his only choice was the OC or the Glock. 


"Close your
eyes, Major. Take deep, slow breaths. In … and out. In … and out.
Free your mind. Let your body relax. Release the tension. Feel the relief
wash over your mind. Like our trip to Los Cabos. Lying on the warm sand, the
waves washing over us, drinking strawberry daiquiris, walking the beach at
sunset, making love at sunrise. In … and out. In … and out."






~


Mary Jane Duvall had had no doubt
that he had a brain tumor; but the MRI came back clear. His brain was fine.
Which meant it was psychological. He was losing his mind; but if he saw a
shrink, he would lose his job. So she had helped him. Enabled him. Aided and
abetted his addiction. She heard his snoring over the phone. He was at peace,
at least for the night. She loved that man, but he scared the hell out of
her. The demon. When the demon took control, Major Duvall was a different
man. A man possessed. His eyes turned dark and wild; he hit walls and doors
and everything except her and their son. He had never hurt them; but one day
he would hurt himself. He had a ticking time bomb in his head. She had begged
him to see a shrink, but he had refused because it would cost him his job. So
it cost him her instead. She was his wife, but she could not bear witness to
his death. God would not ask that of her.






~


"They're coming, Father.
They came before. They will come again. To hear the Word. From your
Son."













Chapter 72


Vinnie knocked on the RV door
just before dawn on Thursday, the seventh day of the standoff, and stuck his
head in. 


"Cap, they're
here."


"Who?"


"The
pilgrims."


Duvall grabbed his
coat and hurried outside to the front of the command tent. A long line of
headlights headed down the caliche road toward them, a line that stretched in
the distance as far as Duvall could see. Just like the ending of that movie.
Maybe this was the field of dreams.


"They will
come," Vinnie said.


"Get everyone
up. Push the perimeter back. Call in the Rangers, county sheriff, Waco
police—hell, call everyone with a gun for crowd control." 


Pilgrims.


The OC had calmed his
mind and chased the rolling thunder away. The day of the rolling thunder was
always the worst; the day after the OC was always the best. The thunder was
gone, and the demon calm. OC soothed the demon in a way Advil could not. It
was like the day after a game, when the adrenaline had dissipated and his
muscles were spent and his mind at peace. He and Mary Jane would lay in bed
all day making love and talking about their future. Those were good times.
Before the demon had come into their lives. He had been tempted to take the OC
daily, but he knew that road led to addiction. Other ex-athletes had become
addicted to pain medication—pain was a way of life for ex-football players, and
it was a dead end. He would never get Mary Jane and Junior back if he became
addicted to the OC. 


Major Duvall's time
in Waco would soon end. As would Jesus Christ's time on earth. 






~


"Another day in paradise,
Professor," J. C. said.


They jogged around
the path between the exterior wall and the canal. The photos had extended the
cease-fire until Saturday. Book had two days to convince J. C. to surrender.
On their third pass, J. C. stopped and called up to Gideon. 


"What's Agent
Major up to?"


Gideon turned and
peered through binoculars.


"Crowd control.
Lots of folks are coming, like you said."


"What's he up to
vis-à-vis us?"


"Nothing. No
psyops, no weapons …"


"He's planning
something bad," Book said.


"He's just
standing there, staring our way … he's on the phone."






~


"How are you feeling this
morning?"


Mary Jane had called.


"Good enough to
take you up on phone sex."


"Sorry, I
can't. I'm taking Junior back to the doctor today, get him on some meds."


"Keep me posted,
okay?"


"I will,
Major."


He disconnected Mary
Jane and called Vinnie over.


"Find that
computer nerd—what's his name?"


"Brian?"


"Bring him to
the command tent."






~


"No Duel at Dawn?"
Regan said.


"Apparently
not," Bruce said.


They were not on the
air, but on the phone.


"We've got
airtime to fill, my little chipmunk."


"No."


"Yes."


"I'm not doing
it."


"You get your
little girlie ass out there!" she shrieked.


"You're not on
the air, so you don't have to shriek."


"Go!" 


She shrieked.















Chapter 73


"Look at all those
pilgrims," Donnie said.


The soldiers watched
the television in the hangar and ate Kolaches and coffee from the Euro Café at
Gate 21.


"Let's go,"
Jim Bob said.


"We wait for
orders," Joe Don said.


"Time we get
orders, there'll be so many people, we won't get in."


"We ain't
driving in, buddy," Joe Don said. "When we go, we're flying in—hard
and low and fast."






~


Dolores Vanderberg was a
fifty-year-old spinster. She had hired on with Mr. Cross right out of Bryn
Mawr. She wanted to break out of the Philadelphia society into which she had
been born and to live a different life. What could be more different than the
oil and gas business in Houston, Texas? She had found a new life—her own
life—with a new family—the Cross family. She had worked for Mr. Cross and
vacationed with the Cross family; the oil business never went on vacation, so
Mr. Cross required his executive assistant with him at all times. The
storyline would usually have her falling in love with Mr. Cross; but she had
not. She had fallen in love with Veronica Cross. She was the daughter Dolores
Vanderberg never had. She had been at the hospital when Veronica Cross was
born; she would be in Waco when Veronica Cross died. And she would die with
her daughter.






~


"Let's go to Waco," the
1L said.


"Why?" the
3L said.


"Maybe Veronica
can get us a meeting with Jesus Christ."


"What, like a
meeting with a senator?"


"Which
one?"


"It doesn't
matter. Why would we go to Waco?"


"The UT
Christians club is arranging a trip."


"How many are
going?"


"The entire
club—seven students."


"Any
professors?"


"That's
funny."






~


"Like Muslims to Mecca,
Christian jihadist-wannabes have come to Whacko!" Regan shrieked in New
York City.


"Waco,"
Bruce said.


"Show some
scars, and they will come!" she shrieked.


Bruce could only
shake his head. He had Regan in one ear and Lynyrd Skynyrd in the other. A
big boom box blared "Sweet Home Alabama" across the Texas
countryside while Bruce sweated among the thousands of pilgrims who had
journeyed to Waco, Texas. 


"So our on-scene
chip … reporter is again out amongst the deplorables in Whacko, Texas, this
morning," Regan said. "We had so much fun the last time, we decided
to do it again. Bruce is going to talk to some of the Christian
sympathizers."


"Okay,
Regan," Bruce said. "I have with me Darrell from Alabama." 


A middle-aged man
stood next to Bruce; he held a red Make America Great Again cap over his
heart as if the national anthem were playing. The song ended, and he placed
the cap on his bald head.


"I'm going to
fucking throw up," Regan said. "Doesn't he need to get back to his
career at Walmart?" 


Bruce ignored her.


"Darrell, why
did you come here?" he asked.


"He wanted to
find out if he and his wife moved from Alabama to Texas would they still
legally be brother and sister," Regan said.


Bruce heard her
laughing in New York City.


"The
scars," Darrell said.


"You believe
they're real?"


"The professor
says they are. He saw them, he touched them. He ain't got no agenda like you
Cable News Crap folks with your fake news."


"Ask him if he's
ever bitch-whipped by a lesbian?" Regan said. "Because I can do
it!"


"How long will
you stay?" Bruce said.


"Until the End
of Days."


"Till the end of
today?"


"The End of
Days." Darrell slapped Bruce on the shoulder. "This is it, big
boy."


"Lucky for him
I'm not there," Regan said. "I'd end his fucking days."


The camera panned the
crowd. Bruce gestured at an older woman.


"What about
her? She looks normal."


"Do I look like
I want normal?" Regan said in his earbud. 


"I can't see
you."


"I don't. I
want entertainment for our New York City viewers."


"You mean,
Christians they can laugh at."


"Exactly."


While Bruce debated
the merits of keeping his job or telling the Wicked Bitch of the East to go
fuck herself, the camera panned the crowd.


"Her!"
Regan said. "The girl who looks fifteen months' pregnant."


Bruce walked over to
a young woman splayed in a folding chair. She was either pregnant or had swallowed
a watermelon whole like a python. 


"Ma'am, where
are you from?"


"Oklahoma."


"What brought
you to Waco?"


"My pickup
truck."


"Well, I meant, why
did you come to Waco?"


"I want to have
my baby here."


"Why?"


"So Jesus can
baptize him."


"It's a
boy?"


"Better be."


"Why?"


"Girl can't play
football."




~


"Sir, why are you
here?" Michele the FIX reporter asked the young man.


"To save our
child."


"You're
accent—you're British?"


"We are. Our
child has a rare condition. His brain is damaged. A machine breathes for
him. Back home, parents don't make the choice whether to pull the plug. The
government does. They took us to court to kill our son. We couldn't even take
our son home to die. Before the judge could rule, we snuck him out of the
hospital in the middle of the night and fled the country with our son like
criminals. We came to America where parents are free to make life-and-death
decisions for their children—a decision made with God. We came here to Waco
because only God can help our son now."






~


"These people are
deplorables, racists, fascists, haters, misogynists, homophobes, xenophobes,
Islamophobes, Bible-beaters, and red-meat eaters!" Regan the CNC anchor
shrieked. "Which is to say, they're all fucking Christians! Where are
the Muslims? Why aren't they welcome among the Christian sympathizers?"


"Well,
Regan," Bruce said, "that's like asking, Where are the middle-aged
white NASCAR fans at a Migos concert?"


Regan stared at the
camera.


"The fuck does
that mean?"


"Muslims don't
believe in Jesus Christ. Why would they come?"






~


"You believe it's the End of
Days?" Michele asked the old man in the wheelchair.


"I do."


"You do know
that everyone dies?"


"Everyone always
dies."













Chapter 74


"If we stay, we die,"
Esther said.


Naomi nodded.


"Everyone here
is going to die."


Naomi nodded again.


"We don't want
to die."


Naomi shook her head.


"You are not going
to die," Veronica. 


Naomi looked up at
her. "You promise?"


"I
promise."


Veronica had served
the girls breakfast, but they had eaten little. They sat at a table; they wore
new sundresses and Chanel.


"Will you ask
Mama if we can live with you in the bunker?" 


"How do you know
about the bunker?"


"Everyone knows
about the bunker.… What's a bunker?"


"It's a …
we'll talk about that later."


"Will you ask
Mama?"


"I will."


"What if she
says no?"


"You can still
live with me."


"But we would be
disobeying Mama. J. C. says we're supposed to obey our parents."


"There are
exceptions."


"Like
when?"


"When your
mother wants you to dye your red hair black and straighten your curls to fit in
with high society."


"Uh … okay.
Any other times?"


"When your daddy
wants you to become a lawyer so you can follow him in the family business even
though you don't want to be a lawyer or work in the oil industry."


The girls exchanged
frowns.


"Do you have any
examples we might understand?" Esther said.


"When your
mother wants you to die in a compound because she's afraid of the outside
world."


They nodded.
"We understand that one. Mama's scared that if she leaves the compound
she'll go back to being a meth head."


"I understand
her fear. Believe me. And if her fears hold her here, I'll be sad, but that's
her life. That's not your lives."


"It makes me
sad, too," Esther said.


"I would be more
sad to die," Naomi said.


"You're not
going to die," Veronica said.


The girls seemed
glum. So Veronica went to her satchel and returned with Tootsie Roll Pops.
They popped them in their mouths, and their spirits seemed to lift.


"So what will we
do," Naomi said, "when we're all living together?"


"Oh, we'll have
so much fun. We'll shop on Amazon."


"What's
Amazon?"


"And watch
movies on Netflix."


"What's
Netflix?"


"We'll text on
our iPhones and tweet on Twitter and post selfies on Snapchat and download apps
on Apple—"


The girls screeched
with delight.


"We don't know
what any of that means," Esther said, "but it sounds like so much
fun!"


"It is!"


"Will sister and
I have our own iPhones out there?" Naomi asked.


"Well, duh!
That's like asking if you'll eat lobster flown in fresh from Maine."


"Is that a
yes?"


"Yes!"


The girls threw their
arms around Veronica Cross.


Grace of God. 






~


"Why can't you Google map
the compound?" Duvall said.


The nerd named Brian
offered a lame shrug in response.


"Sir, I did.
The compound's not there."


"What do you
mean, it's not there? I'm looking at it."


"I know it's
there"—he pointed outside—"but it's not there"—he pointed
at his laptop screen—"on Google. The date of this satellite image
was a month ago. It's not there."


"He doesn't
exist, the compound doesn't exist …"






~


"I deleted it from Google
maps," Solomon said.


"You can do
that?" Book said.


"I can. After
the election, rich people deleted their homes so the violent leftists looking
for supporters of the president couldn't find them."


"He's
good," J. C. said.


Solomon put his
headphones back on to block out the rap music from next door.





















Chapter 75


"We don't worry about the
outside world," Miriam said.


"The Feds aren't
the outside world," Veronica said. "They're out there—and they're
coming in here."


"J. C. will
protect us—or take us."


They stood in the
kitchen. The ladies wore new sundresses and Chanel.


"I'm taking them
with me," Veronica said. "The girls."


"Lessers?"
Mara said. "You want to take lessers home to mommy and daddy?"


"Please don't
mock me."


"I'm not,
child. I'm praising you."


"There are no
lessers. We are all just children of God."


"Amen, Veronica
Cross."


"There's just
one problem," Miriam said. "They're not yours to take. They have a
mother."


"Who wants to
die."


"How do you
know?"


"The girls, they
said she always talks about the End of Days."


"Delilah doesn't
want to die," Mara said. "She must die. We all must. Death
is the pathway to heaven. Revelation, child."


"You don't have
to die. You can leave with me."


"He died for us
on that cross, child. You want us to leave Him? Instead of going to heaven
with Him?"


Veronica regarded the
sisters.


"Those two girls
will go to heaven one day, too. But not this day."






~


"You were right," Book
said, "the photos brought people searching for salvation." 


J. C. sat across the
table under the cross.


"They've come to
the right place."


"J. C., you must
surrender—"


J. C. looked past
Book.


"Ah, Ms.
Cross."






~


"Tell me about that
day," Veronica said.


"What day?"
J. C. said.


She pointed up at the
cross.


"Oh, that
day," he said. "It will not be easy to hear."


"I can handle
it." 


"Once you know
what your Lord Jesus Christ suffered to save your soul, you will never be the
same person. You will be reborn in the spirit of God."


"I need to
know."


"So you do. And
so you will."


"Why did you do
it?"


"For you. For
your parents and grandparents, your children and grandchildren."


"I don't have
children."


"You will."


"Really?"


"Really."


"I like the
thought of that."


"Good."


"Would you do it
again?"


"I would."


"Why?"


"I'm the
Savior." He shrugged. "It's what I do."


"Tell me.
Please."






~


"Oh—my—God! Regan, are you
seeing this?"


Bruce stared at the
white compound as a large cross rose above the roof. The morning sun caught it
and set it aglow. A white stallion galloped around the side of the compound
and stood in front of the big doors; it shone majestic in the sunlight. One
hundred thousand pilgrims dropped to their knees around him. The agents in the
FBI camp froze in place. The countryside outside Waco, Texas, stood still. A
loudspeaker crackled to life—and the most powerful voice Bruce had ever heard
came across the landscape, almost as if a voice from above.




~


"It is Friday, Seven April
Thirty A.D. I am naked. My hands are tied above my head and secured to a
wooden beam. I am stretched taut until my toes barely touch the ground. My
body is strong but not strong enough for what is to come. The first lash of
the flagrum shocks my system, mental and physical. The lead balls slam into
the muscles of my back and rupture the blood vessels. The sharp pieces of bone
bite into my skin. The soldier yanks back on the flagrum, ripping the bones
free, and with the bones, my skin. 


"I cry out to my
Father.


"The Romans
mastered the science of construction and the art of cruelty. They know how to
build, and they know how to hurt. They crucify, but death by crucifixion can
be time consuming. The Romans are nothing if not efficient; so to speed up the
death process, they employ the scourge, the purpose being to bring the
condemned as near to death as possible without killing him. There is no point
in crucifying a dead man. 


"The flagrum is
the tool of the scourge.


"It is a short
whip. The handle is wood. Attached to the handle are three leather straps.
Secured down each strap are a dozen or so sharp, ragged pieces of animal bone;
at the end of each strap is a lead ball. With each lash of the whip, the lead
balls pound the muscles of the back, much like tenderizing a cut of beef, and
cause profuse bleeding. But the bones—the bones are the art of inflicting
pain. With each lash, the bones bite into the skin; when the straps are yanked
away, the skin is literally ripped off.


"Six lashes, and
the skin on my back hang in shreds.


"But they do not
stop. They lash me again and again and again until my body hangs limp. I am
barely conscious. My mind is a maelstrom of pain and agony and regret. I am
the Son of God, but I am a human being. I feel. I hurt. I cry. 


"I do.


"But the pain of
the day is just beginning. The soldiers cut me down. I fall to the ground. I
want to die here and now. But the soldiers grab my arms and drag me inside.
They have a special surprise for the King of Jews: a crown of thorns. But the
thorns aren't the small thorns of a rosebush; they are the nails of nature.
One to two inches long, hard as steel, and sharp as needles. Dozens of such
thorns adorn the crown. The soldier places the crown on my head then pounds
the thorns deep into my scalp. The scalp contains a large number of blood
vessels; the thorns puncture many such vessels. Blood streams down my face.
They throw a purple robe around me then display me to the crowd."


"Behold your
king!" the soldier shouts.


"Crucify
him!" the crowd responds.


"The soldiers
take me away. They place a hundred-pound wooden beam—the patibulum of the
cross—across my shoulders then strap my arms to the beam. The Romans favor a
T-type cross for crucifixions: a patibulum placed atop the stauros, the
vertical stake. I am strong—I was strong—but my body is beaten to blood. The
weight of the wood pushes down on my torn and bloody body. 


"The pain causes
me to cry out again.


"Six hundred
yards—all uphill—I must carry the cross. I fall and cannot rise again without
help. The soldiers see that I will not make it up to Golgotha, so they force a
man to carry the cross for me. Simon. All the way to Golgotha.


"The Place of
Skulls. 


"The soldiers
lay the patibulum on the ground. They throw me down on my back. They stretch
my arms out across the patibulum. I see the soldier holding a long square
spike with a sharp point. I know what is to come but I am still unprepared for
the pain. I feel the hard iron point on my hands. I see the soldier raise the
hammer. I close my eyes as he slams the hammer down.


"I scream out in
pain.


"The iron spike
drives through my flesh and bone and deep into the wood. The soldier hammers
the spike again … and again … and again. I lose consciousness. 


"Intense pain
brings me back to a conscious state. He is nailing my other hand to the
cross. I pass out on the third blow.


"I come to as
they lift the patibulum and pull me up from the ground. I feel as if my body
will tear away from the spikes, but the soldier knew where to place the spikes
so that would not happen. They are lodged between the bones. 


"I am hanging by
my own bones.


"They hoist me
up and place the patibulum atop the stauros and secure it in place. I am now
hanging from the cross. They place a piece of wood beneath my feet then one
foot atop the other. I feel the cold iron point of another spike on the top of
my foot. I know what is to come.


"It comes.


"The hammer
drives the iron spike through both feet—through flesh and bone, vessels and
nerves—and into the wood. 


"The pain breaks
me.


"I again cry
out.


"I beg to die.


"But I will not
for three long hours.


"When I
suffocate. 


"A human being
breathes by inhaling and exhaling. If either action is prevented, a human
suffocates. I can inhale without using my pectoral muscles, but I cannot
exhale. With my arms nailed above me and my feet nailed below me, the pressure
on my chest causes the pectoral muscles to paralyze. To exhale, I must pull up
with my impaled hands and push up with my impaled feet to allow my pectoral
muscles space to contract. Each time I do so, excruciating pain shoots through
my body.


"Each breath I
take is painful, almost impossible … my heart pumps so hard I think my
chest will explode … my brain begs for oxygen … my mind is a torment of
pain … the liquid in my blood seeps out of the vessels because of shock …
the liquid fills the pericardium, the space around the heart … now my
heart must work even harder to pump against the fluid and push my blood, thick
with the loss of fluid … harder and harder it pumps until … I inhale …
then I pull and push and my last words with my last breath are—


"Eli, Eli, lema
sabachthani?


"My God, my
God, why have you abandoned me?


"I cannot pull
with my hands. I cannot push with my feet. I cannot breathe. I close my eyes
to this world. My heart breaks … explodes. I am no longer of earth. A
soldier decides to make sure I am dead—he stabs me in the chest with a spear.
Blood and water—blood and the fluid pooled in the pericardium—spurt out of the
wound. 


"Jesus Christ is
dead."






~


The cross receded into the
compound, and the white stallion galloped around the compound wall and out of
sight. Bruce felt wet on his face and realized he was crying. He glanced
around at the pilgrims; they held their hands to the sky and sobbed. Bruce
turned away from the camera and wiped his wet eyes. He had believed in God as
a child in the way all children believe. But his belief had faded after he
moved to New York City. Believing in God wasn't considered sophisticated, and
more than anything in the world, he wanted to be sophisticated, as all New
Yorkers want to be. Sophisticated and superior. Believing in God was
unsophisticated and inferior. So he had stopped believing in God.


Or so he had thought.


"What a fucking
nutcase!" Regan shrieked in his ear.




~


"He's good," the doc
said to Duvall. "Completely fucking insane, but good."


"Get up before I
shoot you," Duvall said to his aide.


Vinnie had knelt when
the cross appeared. He made the sign of the cross and stood.


"When Jesus
Christ returns to earth," Vinnie said, "He rides a white
stallion."






~


Everyone in the compound had
gathered under the cross and knelt—except Book. J. C. had placed his phone before
him; he must have broadcast his sermon to the people—inside and outside. Book
watched the cross retract into the compound. The vertical beam, itself about
fifteen feet in length, was connected by steel plates to another beam of
perhaps twenty feet; the latter beam had risen from a hole in the grass mound
and extended upward until the cross stood above the top of the wall—no doubt
the work of Noah—as if this day had been foreseen.






~


Veronica Caitlin Cross wiped
tears from her face. J. C. stood before her shirtless. His back evidenced the
Scourge; the scars defined His body. His hands. His chest. He died on the
cross.


"We don't
deserve you," she said.


"But you have
me." 


"Jesus rose on
the third day and ascended into heaven."


"I did."


"Why did you
wait three days?"


"I didn't. I
went to hell for three days."


"Jesus Christ
went to hell? Why?"


"Because the
path to heaven is through hell. And you cannot survive hell without me. You
must accept the Lord Jesus Christ—you must accept me—as your Savior—to survive
hell and enter heaven."


"I do accept you
as my Savior."


She knelt before Him,
took His hands, and kissed His scars.













Chapter 76


" 'That's a really really
cool cross!! But he's not really Jesus Christ!!' " 


The director read the
boss's latest tweet. 


"Tell
them," Duvall said. "Must be a hundred thousand people out there.
Did you hear him?"


"I did. Sounded like the guy who played Moses in that
movie."






~


"You're not?" Book
said.


"No. I am not
Charlton Heston."


"Amazing how
much you look like—"


"I am
Moses."


J. C. needed to
gather himself, so he had taken Book to a small chapel tucked away in one
wing. J. C. prayed at the altar down front; Book and the man named Moses sat
at the back. He looked like Moses from that movie, an old man with thick white
hair and beard. Moses had an ancient look and scent about him.


"So, Moses,
what's your story?"


"My story?"


"How did the
world screw you out of the American Dream?"


"What are you
talking about, Professor?"


"Did you get
insourced, outsourced, fired, foreclosed, accused, convicted, sued, destroyed …
?"


"None of the
above, Professor."


"Then how was
your life destroyed by the banks, the government, Wall Street, God …?"


Moses fixed Book with
the look of a man who had seen the face of God. 


"Are you mocking
the people here?"


"No. I'm trying
to save them."


"You're not
qualified. You're a con law professor. You're not the Savior."


"And he
is?"


"He is … the
Son of God."


"How do you
know?"


"Because I know
His Father."


"You know
God?"


"I do. I met
Him."


"Where?"


"Mount Sinai.
When He gave me the Ten Commandments. Professor, Moses is not my name. Moses
is who I am."


"You mean—"


"I am the Moses.
Jesus Christ brought me back with Him."


"Why?"


"To save the
world."


"In Waco?"



"Why not
Waco?"


"Moses, save
these people. Convince J. C. to surrender."


"Professor, His
Father gave me the Commandments. I didn't give them to Him."


"What does that
mean?"


"It means, I
followed the Father then. And now I follow the Son. He does not follow
me."















Chapter 77


"Okay, that dress is really
too short," Donnie said. "If the wind blows, the world is going to
see a lot of Veronica Cross."






~


Bruce could not focus on Veronica
Cross—his mind was still on the cross. On the man who would be Jesus Christ. What
if he were?


"Bruce!"
Regan shrieked.


"Ms. Cross is
attired in an off-white Italian Cady Trapeze sundress. Very short but very
lovely."






~


"Wow," Agent Major
said. "That's a … wow dress."


"Oh, you like
it."


"I do."


"I'll let you
kiss me if you don't kill them."


She was keeping all
her options open. She had to save the children. And if she had to give
herself to this man with the elephant-skin-dyed-taupe cowboy boots to do it,
she would. Jesus Christ gave His life on the cross to save all of humanity.
Veronica Cross could give herself to this man to save the girls. 


"A kiss like
these crêpes?" he said.


The Feds ate peanut
butter and chocolate sauce crêpes, Birds in a Nest, grits, and cheese soufflés.


"What kind of
kiss?" she said.


"French."


She sighed. Kissing
a lesser would take immense leeway. The lesser stretched his arms wide and
yawned.


"Beautiful
day," he said.


Veronica studied him.


"Are you
okay?"


"I'm fine.
Why?"


"You seem … different. Relaxed."


"Oh. I
slept."


"Sleep
more."


"I wish."


"Take
melatonin."


"I need
something stronger."


"Well, take more
of whatever you took last night."


"I wish I
could."


He seemed almost
human.


"The professor
says you still can't ID J. C."


"Well, we know
he's not Jesus Christ. Beyond that, we don't know who he is."


"Doesn't that
seem odd to you?"


"The UPS man
delivers stuff to you in the compound during an armed standoff—what's not
odd?"


"I've got an
idea—Agent Major, why don't you come inside the compound? See for yourself—the
place, the people, the children … Him … His scars … the
cross."


Vincent walked over,
followed by the doctor.


"We saw,"
Vincent said. "This morning, when He spoke."


"You
heard?"


"Yes. When He
spoke of his Crucifixion."


"He broadcast
it?"


"He did. When
He was crucified—"


The doctor laughed
and pointed at the compound.


"He was
never crucified!"


"I'll go
in," Vincent said. "I always wanted to visit Israel, see the holy
sights."


"That's not
Israel!" the doctor said. "Or a holy sight!"


"No one's going
in," Agent Major said. "We're going to find out who this guy is,
then we're going to take him down."


"Agent Major …
are you willing to sacrifice your son?"





~


"Well," Donnie said,
"the wind blew."


On the screen,
Veronica clamped her arms tight to her sides to hold the skirt down. 






~


"Cute bum," Bruce
said. "If I were straight, I'd—"


"Strike
out," Regan said.


"Hurtful."


"The
truth."


"Safe space
time."


"There is no
space safe from me, my little chipmunk."















Chapter 78


"What's the status on the
search for J. C.'s ID?"


Book stood inside the
command tent.


"Vinnie,"
Duvall said, "find Danny boy and Garcia."


Vinnie ran out.
Duvall leaned back in his chair.


"You heard him
this morning?" 


"I sat across
the table from him."


"Did he read
from a script?"


"No."


Duvall ran a hand
over his flattop. "We ran his photo through the facial recognition
software—nothing. And no calls to the tip hotline ID-ing him. He doesn't
exist."


"He told me, 'I
am on this earth, but I am not of this earth."


"You think he's
really Jesus Christ?"


"No."


"Why do they? What
do those people in there want from him? Why are they in there? Are they
brainwashed?"


"I don't think
so. They're smart people."


"How many smart
people follow Scientology, a religion made up by a science fiction writer?
People are basically fucked up."


Duvall's tone
surprised Book. The hard-ass façade had fallen away, at least for the moment.
He seemed … calm. Or was it just the calm before the storm?


"They lost their
jobs, their families, their lives. J. C. gave them new lives here. New names
and new lives. Nowhere else to go, I guess. Maybe they ran out of options in
life. Better than living in a housing project or on the streets with no job
and no future. J. C. said hope is heaven, hopelessness is hell. America's
left a lot of people behind, in economic hell. Some of them found their way
here."


Duvall sat back and
stroked his goatee. "America left my dad behind. Worked in an auto
factory, but they closed up and shipped his job to Mexico. He was never the
same man. Turned angry, bitter … and mean. A man without a job, he's a
lost man. My dad—"


Agents Fanney and
Garcia entered the tent followed by Vinnie. Duvall sat up; he was the FBI
commander again.


"Tell him."


"Nothing,
Professor," Agent Garcia said. "We tracked down the five prior
owners of the five abutting tracts," Garcia said. "Three are dead.
The two living are old-timers who couldn't remember what they had for breakfast
much less what happened thirty or forty years ago."


"Any more ideas,
Professor?" Danny said.


"We're missing
something."


"Maybe there's
nothing to miss. Maybe it is what it is. Maybe this is all there is."


"Find the prior
owners of this land."


"Why?"


Book turned up his
hands. "Why not?"


The agents looked to
their boss. 






~


Duvall nodded. Danny boy and
Garcia departed, and Little Miss Tiger Striped Yoga Pants bounced in as happy
as if she had just been asked to the prom. She fell into a chair.


"I'm in the
glow."


"You and
Garcia?" Duvall said.


"What? No.
From our ratings. They were through the roof. Every cable news show is
running round-the-clock coverage. FIX had a crucifixion expert on—he said the
scars are consistent with a crucifixion by the Romans at the time. Those
photos, Professor, they were a godsend."


"So as to speak."


"And now, his
crucifixion speech this morning … Wow! We're going to break records
tonight. Praise the Lord. So, what do you have for me today, Professor?"


"Hey, I'm good
till Saturday."


"True. And
we're good to go. Duvall, make an appeal to anyone who might recognize
him—"


"I know how to
do that."


"Touchy. Then
show the photos again. And again. And again. You know, pretend you're that
CNC bitch talking about Russia hacking the election."






~


"Agent Duvall," the
blonde FIX chick said, "those scars, they set him apart from prior Jesus
Christ-wannabes like Jim Jones. They've convinced good people to follow him
into that compound. And now they're ready to follow him to the End of Days.
Do they really believe he can take them to heaven?"


"Apparently."


"And the cross,
wow, that was a moment. I've talked to experts. His description of his
crucifixion is exactly the way it happened." 


"He wasn't
crucified."


"Does he know
that?"


Duvall had followed
instructions, going through the photos again and appealing for the public's
help in identifying Jesus Christ. 


"Why are all
those pilgrims here?" the FIX chick said.


"They're lost
souls. A lot of Americans are today. America left a lot of good people
behind. No jobs, no future, no hope … hope is heaven, hopelessness is
hell. He's given them hope again, the hope of heaven. Dying and going to
heaven sounds pretty damn good compared to a hopeless life on earth, don't you
think?"






~


"You did good, Duvall."


The director.


"Sounded like you
cared about those fools."


Duvall disconnected
the director and turned to Vinnie.


"Find me a
Bible."






~


"It's time, J. C.,"
Book said.


He had watched the
FBI briefing with J. C.


"For what?"


"For you to
surrender and save your people."


"I will save my people.
But I won't surrender. Look outside, Professor. See the people who have come
to witness the wrath of God … and to seek His mercy."






~


"So we heard his voice
today!" Regan the CNC anchor shrieked. "The voice of the white
Christian jihadist who claims to be Jesus Christ. And let me tell you, that is
the voice of a fucking lunatic. How do I know? Because he had the Crucifixion
down so pat, so perfect, so accurate, that a naïve person would actually
believe him to be Jesus Christ."






~


"What if?" Shane the FIX
anchor said. "What if he were the Son of God? We say we're waiting for
the Second Coming—what if the time has come? Are we ready for that day?"
















Chapter 79


"He is Jesus Christ."


"No, he's
not."


"He died on the
cross."


"He's sitting in
his room. I just left him."


"Professor, the
Second Coming is foretold in the Bible. What if this is it? No one believed
His First Coming, why would they believe His second? I believe in Him. He is
my Savior."


"Ms. Cross,
you're leaving first thing in the morning."


"The hell I am.
He died on the cross for us. I'll die for those girls."






~


"We went to the Botanical
Gardens, but your mother wants to go to Waco."


Book had called
Gabby.


"What?"


"She pointed at
the TV and said she wanted to go there."


"No."


"I told her,
Professor."


"Wonder why she
wanted to come here?"


"Why did all
those people go there?"


"There's
something missing in their lives."


"There's
something missing in all our lives."






~


Veronica lay in the hot bubble
bath listening to "You Make Me Brave" by Bethel Music and reading
Revelation: "And the demonic spirits gathered all the rulers and their
armies to a place with the Hebrew name Armageddon."


Armageddon.


The phone rang. 


"Hi,
Daddy."


"V, the week is
almost up."


"I know. I've
got to get the children out."


"What if you
can't?"


"Daddy, I will
die for those children."


"Just don't die with
those children."


"Jesus Christ
died on the cross for us—why shouldn't I die for those children? Why is my
life so important? To keep Amazon in business?"


"Your life is
important to me. V … you are my life. I forgot. But I remember now. I
don't want to live without you."


"And I don't
want to live without them."


"Why don't we
all live together?"




~


"You did good at the
briefing," Mary Jane said. "That's the Major Duvall I fell in love
with. Tough outside but soft inside."


"You still love
me, don't you?"


"I'll always
love you."


"Then why'd you
divorce me?"


"I couldn't live
with the demon."


"Neither can
I." He rubbed Ben-Gay onto his throbbing knees. "How's
Junior?"


"The doctor
prescribed meds and bed. Said he needs rest."


"It's been three
days."


"I know."


"Mary Jane, what
if he's doing this? Jesus Christ."


"You mean the
guy in the compound who thinks he's Jesus Christ?"


"Yes. What if
he's making Junior sick?"


"He's not Jesus Christ, and he's not bringing the
Plagues."


"Then how's he
doing all this?"


"He's
not." She sighed into the phone. "Major, talk to that
psychiatrist. Please."






~


Duvall lay in bed in the RV. He
loved her. He had always loved her; he would always love her. He called her
the wicked bitch of the West only because she had left him. Only because she
had hurt him. 


She was the only
person in the world he could ever talk to. Every talk with his father had
ended with a fist. Every talk with his mother had ended with tears. But Mary
Jane, she saw into his soul. Always had, from the day they had met in fourth
grade. He fell in love with her that day and had never fallen out of love.
Thirty-six years she had been his soul mate. They had grown up together, gone
to college together, married and had Major Junior together—still the greatest
day of his life, better than any victory on the football field. 


That day, Major
Duvall had won at life.


They had often lay in
the grass and stared at the stars and talked of their future life together.
And they had made a solemn pledge: They would live together, and they would
die together. If one got cancer, they would die together. Neither wanted to
live without the other. 


That would not be a
life.


Then Major Junior had
come into their lives and changed their lives. Their lives were no longer
about them, but about him. His life became more important than their lives.
They could never leave him alone. So they had amended their solemn pledge: If
cancer came to one before Junior was a man, they would not go together. The
other one would stay to see Junior into manhood. He became their lives.


Major Duvall opened
the Bible to Exodus, chapter eleven. 






~


Mary Jane Duvall placed her palm
on Major Junior's forehead. It felt warm. Very warm. Hot. She slid the
thermometer into his mouth and under his tongue; he did not stir. She sat back
and waited.


She was worried about
Major. Not Major Junior—he had the flu; he would get better soon—but about
Major Senior. She had loved him since she was nine years old and would love
him until the day she died. He was the love of her life, the only love of her
life, and the last love of her life. They had bonded in the fire of his
father's rage. She had nursed the boy's bruised face and body; she had kissed
him and made it better; and she had held him tightly when he cried. 


When his father died,
she had praised the Lord. 


But Major blamed himself.
He buried his father but never the blame. But they had each other; and he had
football. By the time they started high school, their path together was fixed,
as was his path in football. College ball at the state university then pro
ball in the NFL. 


But the knee
operations had altered their path from the NFL to the FBI. 


And the FBI had
altered him. The stress. Football had been too much stress for his body; the
FBI was too much stress for his mind. He was losing his mind. If not for Junior,
he would have put the gun to his head long ago. 


She had considered
calling the director on more than one occasion. But what would she say? Would
she tell him the truth? Could she? What would happen then? What if the
Bureau fired Major? Without his job, he could not pay her alimony. Without
the alimony, she could not pay the mortgage. Without the mortgage, she and
Junior would be homeless. She removed the thermometer from her son's mouth.


Ninety-nine degrees.






~


"Well, Dad, I did feel a bit
abandoned that day, dying on the cross all alone … No, I'm not blaming you,
but it did hurt … a lot … I mean, three hours nailed to the cross—maybe
one hour would have sufficed, I don't know, I'm just thinking out loud here …
I know it's been two thousand years, I have moved on …"


J. C. sat alone in
His room and listened to His Father.


"I'm not
obsessing about it … But it did hurt …"


He listened and
sighed. Dad always changed the subject. 


"Yes, Veronica
Cross is a true believer now … Will you please spare her?"



















Chapter 80


"Jogging with Jesus,"
Book said. "Sounds like a reality show."


"It's
real," J. C. said. 


It was dawn on
Friday, the eighth day of the standoff, and they were running the track—and
running out of time to negotiate a peaceful surrender.


"I've enjoyed
our time together, Professor."


"We could have
more time together."


"What, you would
visit me in prison?"


"I would."


"I know you
would."


"J. C., it's
time."


"It is."


"To surrender."


"Oh. Sorry,
Professor, no can do."


"Tomorrow at
dawn, the cease-fire ends. Today is the last day to negotiate a
surrender."


"You can give
the girl more new news and extend the cease-fire."


"I don't think
so. I think we're out of time."


"Why?"


"Duvall's up to
something."


"How do you
know?"


"It's too
quiet."






~


She stood on a low rise with her
arms folded over her chest and a Tootsie Roll Pop in her mouth. Her curly red
hair and yellow sundress blew in the breeze off the Irish Sea. The seven children
played in the green meadow below. They laughed and ran barefoot through the
thick grass. She smiled at the sight. She touched the silver nail cross that
hung on a silver chain around her neck. A gift from God. It was, and they
were. Seven precious girls. All wearing colorful sundresses that glowed in
the Irish sun. She felt a presence next to her and turned to her father. He
put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. 


"Wake up."


"Ahh!"


Veronica vaulted up
in bed. Esther lay on one side of her, and Naomi on the other. 


"How long have
you girls been here?"


"All
night," Esther said.


"We snuck out in
the middle of the night," Naomi said, "and came to you."


"I'm so happy
you did."


Veronica Cross hugged
her little sisters.




~


J. C. stopped running, so Book
stopped.


"Gideon!"
J. C. called out.


Gideon appeared above
them on the walkway.


"Anything?"


"All quiet.
He's on the phone again."






~


Major Duvall disconnected Mary
Jane. Major Junior still had a fever. One hundred degrees. Almost thirty-six
hours later, the effects of the OC had worn off. He felt the demon stir.


"Boss, what's on
the agenda for today?" Vinnie asked.


"We're
waiting."


"For what?"


"A big
surprise."


"I love
surprises."


"I know you
do."






~


"The FIX is in!" Shane
the FIX anchor in New York said. "The world is watching. And waiting.
Something is going to happen. Soon."






~


Dolores made a decision: She
would drive to Waco in the morning. 






~


"We're going!" the 1L
said.


"Where?"
the 3L said.


"To Waco."


"To Waco?"


"Yes! First
thing in the morning."


"Where are you
going to sleep?"


"Sleeping bags.
It's Woodstock with Jesus."






~


"Joe Don," Donnie said,
"you think there's a happy ending to this story?"


They watched the
standoff on FIX.


"Not for the
people in the compound."


Jo Jo grunted.


"Yes, Jo
Jo—except for our girl."






~


"No Duel at Dawn in
Whacko!" Regan shrieked from the set of the morning show in New York
City. Bruce was plugged in to the show with his earbud. He heard the other
participants laughing.


"Afraid
not," Bruce said to the camera. "But we've heard rumors of a
surprise at dawn Saturday."


"Well, the
president can't wait. He just tweeted: 'Nothing? Boring! What am I
supposed to do today? Watch FAKE NEWS CNC? Dynasty reruns?' "


Bruce heard more
laughter from the New York set.


"What about the
gawkers and pilgrims?" Regan said.


"The gawkers are
restless," Bruce said, "like a rain delay at a NASCAR race. No one
can die if the cars aren't running. And the pilgrims are waiting for Jesus
Christ to speak again."


"It must be the
heat," Regan said.


"The heat?"


"To make that
many people lose their fucking minds."


"They're
Christians."


"That's what I
said."


"You know,
Regan, just because these pilgrims believe and you don't doesn't make them
ignorant."


"Of course not.
What makes them ignorant is that they're ignorant."


"How do you
know?"


"They believe in
God!"


She shrieked.















Chapter 81


" 'I am the Alpha and the
Omega—the beginning and the end,' says the Lord God. 'I am the one who is, who
always was, and who is still to come—the Almighty One.' "


Veronica raised her
eyes from the Bible. 


"I love that
verse."


She sat at breakfast
with the professor and J. C.


"Revelation,
chapter one," J. C. said. "It offers hope. Christians can withstand
the assault upon their faith by the media and so much of the world today
because they have hope—hope derived from the knowledge of the Revelation: In
the end, I will prevail over Satan and evil in the world."


"You return to
earth to defeat the Antichrist. MMA with the world at stake."


"Armageddon.
The end game. The ultimate battle between good and evil in the world. The
Antichrist—which means 'against Christ'—and all the nations of the world versus
yours truly." 


"I'm betting on
you."


"A good
bet—because I'm going to kick his ass. That's why I run and work out daily.
Must be fit to fight the Antichrist."


"But you're here
early, so maybe the Antichrist isn't here yet."


"Oh, he's
here."


"How do you
know?"


"You read
Revelation. What are the three signs of the Antichrist's presence in the
world?"


"The people deny
God. They believe in false religions. The rise of a one-world order."


"All three signs
are evident today, are they not? Denial of God—that is more than evident, even
here in America. 'In God We Trust' is on our currency. We pledge allegiance
to 'one nation under God.' The First Amendment to the Constitution guarantees
freedom of religion. America was founded by God, under God, and for God, yet
America now denies God. America's judges declare, 'No nativity scenes at
Christmas. No Lord's Prayer before high school sporting events. No Ten
Commandments in the public square. God must be deleted from all of public
life in America!' Freedom of religion, they say, means America must be free from
religion. Because some believe in nothing, no one can believe in
anything. One nation under God must submit to the nonbelievers. Lady Gaga at
the Super Bowl is fine, but not God the Father!"


He blew out a big
breath then took a moment to calm himself.


"Sorry. I get a
bit emotional about this."


"It's
understandable. He's your Dad, after all."


"Even
America—His last hope for His world—denies Him. As does the world. Look at
the percentage of people who regularly attend church. Russia, two percent …
okay, it is Russia. Iceland, four percent … too cold, perhaps.
Australia, sixteen percent. France, twenty-one. UK, twenty-seven. Canada,
thirty-eight. U.S., forty-four."


"Only forty-four
percent of Americans go to church?"


"When was the
last time you went to church?"


"Five days
ago."


"Before
that?"


She dropped her
eyes. "I'm so ashamed. Is there hope for us?"


"There is always
hope. Seventy-five percent of Americans still believe in God. And eighty-four
percent of Irish still go to church."


Her dreams!


"J. C., let's
leave. Let's move this place to Ireland. We have a house there—we'll add on.
I'll get Daddy to pay for everything."


"That would
costs millions."


She shrugged.
"He was asking me just other day what I wanted for my birthday. We'll
take everyone!"


"Even the
Feds?"


"Oh, yeah …
the Feds."


"Even if we
could, I can't. The Antichrist is here, in America, so my work is here, in
America."


"Who is he?"


"Who 'exalts
himself above all that is called God,' as One Thessalonians asks?"


"Schumer?
Pelosi? Goodell?"


"Who's
Goodell?"


"I don't know,
but Daddy said he's evil."


"The NFL
commissioner," the professor said. "Tom Brady, Deflategate, the
anthem protests … "


J. C. offered a
confused expression.


"You don't want
to know," the professor said.


J. C. turned back to
her. 


"A football
guy? Politicians? The Antichrist leads the world against God. Politicians
can't lead a middle school choir. We're talking serious evil here,
Veronica."


"Who is he?
Where is he?"


"Follow the
signs."


"The second
sign: People believe in false religions."


"And we
certainly see that, too, don't we? The prophecies tell us that the Antichrist
will come along at a time when the people want to believe in some idea or
ideal, something that makes them feel spiritual, but they don't want to believe
in God because God is neither sophisticated nor elite. God, they think, is the
province of the lower classes."


"The
lessers."


"Lessers.
Deplorables. Middle class. So the Antichrist deceives the elites into
believing in false religions—globalism, liberalism, progressivism,
multiculturalism, environmentalism, neofascism … a word to the wise: avoid
anything that ends in '-ism'. These are the religions of the rich, the false
religions of the Antichrist, the pagan religions of the twenty-first century.
Those beliefs make them feel spiritual, righteous, holy, even though they are
none of the above. They want to feel the spirit without admitting that it is
the Holy Spirit they seek."


"Why can't they
see through the Antichrist's false religions?"


"Because humans
without God in their hearts are weak and subject to deception. They listen to
any voice promising what they want to hear, what they want to have, which is
peace and prosperity—the good times. And the Antichrist promises the best of
times. They believe his words because it is an easy belief. Believing in God
requires hard work. Following the Word, obeying the Ten Commandments, that is
not easy in today's world, with Satan all around us, tempting us, enticing us,
calling out to us from our iPhones and iPads. Following the Antichrist is
easy. And follow they will. Follow they have. Follow they must."


"They must?"


"Look at what
happens to anyone brave enough to speak out against the Antichrist's false
religions. They are viciously attacked—verbally, physically, politically,
economically—because the Antichrist cannot allow dissent among the people.
Dissenters must be punished harshly to stifle further dissent. Free speech
must be squashed and free speakers must be squelched. The people must submit.
Revelation, chapter thirteen, prophesized that everyone would have to submit to
the Antichrist to 'buy or sell anything.' And what do we have today? Any
person, politician, or business that does not publicly state support for the
Antichrist's false religions, or worse, anyone who dares to speak out against
the Antichrist's false religions, is subjected to protests, boycotts, and even
violence. 


"The Under
Armour CEO said the president's pro-business views were an 'asset' to
America—not exactly an outrageous statement—but the Antichrist's camp accused
the CEO of betraying the false religions, so they attacked him personally and
viciously as a traitor to the cause and vowed to boycott his apparel. Under
Armour-sponsored athletes and celebrities denounced him, even as they cashed
his endorsement checks. Freedom of speech today is the freedom to say anything
I agree with but nothing I disagree with. Say something I don't agree with and
I will burn, beat, loot, riot, and kill if necessary to shut you up. The
Antichrist employs violence to intimidate the people, to silence the people, to
deny the people freedom of speech, to control the people. And that, my child,
is the very definition of fascism: control of the people."


"Fascism in
America."


"And from the
left, not the right. Fascism demands submission. Free thought, much less free
speech, cannot be tolerated. The people must think and say as they are told to
think and say. And we see that group think today, don't we? The Antichrist's
false religions include global warming or climate change or whatever he'll call
it tomorrow—his sole purpose being to control America's economy and bring
America to its knees. Anyone who dares question climate change is labeled a
'denier' by the Antichrist's disciples. You can deny God, but you cannot deny
the Antichrist's false religions."


"But climate
change will destroy the earth."


"Child, if the
earth is to be destroyed, God will do it. Not man. Man cannot destroy what
God has made. Only God can." 


"Maybe He
should. Maybe God should send another flood, hit the delete button, and reboot
the human race."


"He's thought
about it."


"He should do
it. There's no hope for us."


"There is always
hope, child. God gave humans free will and free minds and the innate desire to
be free. They fight against the Antichrist's false religions, but he is too
powerful for them to defeat. His defeat requires divine intervention."


"You."


"I am the
hope." 


"Denial of God,
false religions … the final sign of the Antichrist is a global order based
upon Gucci but not God."


"Well put. And
we are that. A commercialized global economy. Global markets, global laws,
global courts, global governments—the UN, EU, WHO, IMF, WTO, the World Bank,
the Bilderberg Group—the one-world order predicted in Revelation. All the nations
of the world are now under the Antichrist's control, just as the Bible
prophesized."


"But who is
he?" 


"To learn who,
ask where."


"What?"


"Not
what—where. 'Where is the Antichrist?' will answer 'Who is the Antichrist?'
" 


"Where is the
Antichrist?"


"Where is the
Antichrist found in Revelation? Where are his headquarters?" 


"Babylon."


"Correct.
Babylon is mentioned in forty-four of the four hundred four verses in
Revelation. Why? Because it is the commercial center of the world, the
headquarters of the Antichrist's one-world order, the font of his false religions,
and home to the deniers of God. Revelation, chapter seventeen, verse five:
'Babylon the Great Mother of All Prostitutes and Obscenities in the World.'
Where is the Babylon of the twenty-first century? Know that and you know where
the Antichrist is."


"That's easy—New
York City is the financial center of the world."


"New York City
is Babylon."


"So the
Antichrist is in New York City?"


"He is."


"Are you
sure?"


"Who are the
great deniers of God?"


"The
media."


"And they are
located where?"


"New York
City."


"And where is
the font of the Antichrist's false religions—globalism, climate change,
multiculturalism, and the rest?"


"New York
City—also the media."


"And where are
the headquarters of the one-world order?"


"New York
City—the UN."


"So where will
we find the Antichrist?"


"New York
City."


"Exactly."



"Wow—Armageddon
in the Big Apple."


"Indeed."


"So we know where
he is—now who is he? Who is the Antichrist? Who controls the
world? Who is the great false prophet?"


"Who? As
in an individual? One person? Perhaps Satan? But the Antichrist is not
Satan, only a disciple of Satan and empowered by Satan. And the Antichrist
might be more than a single individual, perhaps a group of his disciples bound
together in a common goal, which is to subjugate the entire world and all the
people of the world to their power, their control, their ideas, their values,
their absolute rule."


"Oh, my
gosh—it's Apple!"


J. C. blinked.
"Apple? You think Apple is the Antichrist?"


"They control
the world. iPhones. iPads. iTunes. iBooks. iThis. iThat."


"Apple is not
the Antichrist. And their headquarters is in California."


"Please tell me
it's not Amazon."


"It's not Amazon.
And their headquarters is in Seattle."


"Then who is
the Antichrist?"


"Veronica, think!
The Antichrist is the most powerful, most evil, and most mysterious of all
figures in Revelation—and in this world."


"Putin?
Daddy says he's evil."


"He is. But he
is a Stalin mini-me, nothing more than a puppet of the Antichrist. And he's in
Moscow. And he does not control the governments of the world—not even
America's, notwithstanding what CNC says. Who does, Veronica?"


"Voters."


"Wrong."


"Politicians."


"Wrong
again."


"I give
up."


"What do you
need to survive?"


"Wi-Fi and Ben
and Jerry's Chunky Monkey Ice Cream."


He gave her a look.


"Netflix."


Another look.


"Judy."


"Who's
Judy?"


"My personal assistant."


"I'm
waiting."


"Oxygen. We
need oxygen to survive."


"What do
governments need to survive? What do governments breathe? What is their
oxygen?"


She thought. 


"Money."


"And from whom
do governments get their money?"


"The people pay
taxes."


"Half correct.
The U.S. government spends eleven billion dollars every single day. Half comes
from taxes. Where does the other half come from?"


"Debt. The
United States owes twenty trillion in national debt."


"Who sold that
debt?"


"The Treasury
Department."


"Close."


"Treasury issued
the government bonds with the full faith and credit of the United States
government."


"But who
actually sold that debt?"


"Wall
Street."


"Bingo."


Veronica's mouth fell
open.


"Wall
Street? Wall Street is the Antichrist?" 


"We have a winner."


"Oh my Go …
osh. That makes perfect sense."


"The truth often
does. Wall Street is conveniently located in New York City, the Babylon of the
twenty-first century. The birthplace of globalism and 'greed is good.' The
commercial center of the world. And headquarters to the United Nations, the
Antichrist's one-world order. Revelation, chapter thirteen, verse seven: 'And
he was given authority to rule over every tribe and people and language and
nation. And all the people who belong to this world worshiped the beast.'
People and nations worship Wall Street."


"Daddy doesn't.
He hates Wall Street almost as much as he hates the IRS. He always says those
sons of bitches—well, those guys—they want him to take his company public.
They say he'd be worth ten billion overnight. But they say he must cut his
employees' health care, retirement, and other benefits to the bone to keep his
profits on a steep upward trajectory that the beast—the market—demands."


"Revelation
refers to the Antichrist as 'the beast.' The Antichrist is both the beast and
the jungle over which the beast rules, both the global order—Wall Street—and
the men who run the global order—who work on Wall Street—at the behest of
Satan. Revelation, chapter seventeen, tells us that the Great
Prostitute—Babylon—rides on the back of the beast, just as New York City rides
on the back of Wall Street. What would New York City be without Wall Street?
What would Babylon be without the Antichrist? Babylon is home to the
Antichrist. New York City is home to Wall Street—the global economy that owns
the world—and the UN—the global government that rules the world—and the
media—the global propaganda machine that promotes the Antichrist's false
religions to the world."


"The FBI's PR
consultant refers to the media as the beast," the professor said.


"The media is a
servant of the Antichrist, the mouthpiece of the Antichrist, the propaganda
tool of the Antichrist. The media tells us that if the market is rising, all
is well with the world, even if ninety million Americans are unemployed; that
we must bow to the beast; that we must make less money so the beast makes more;
that we must allow the beast to control our politics and elect our politicians,
to control our government and our economy; that we must endure human bondage so
the beast may profit; that we must submit to the beast."


"That's why
Daddy told them to go fu— … well, to do something unnatural to themselves.
Said if they want to spend a week roughnecking on his rigs—and if they survived—he'd
listen to why he should cut his workers' benefits. None of them took him up on
his offer."


"Revelation
tells us that the Antichrist will establish a one-world order at the End of
Days. A world beholden to him. Devoted to him. Indebted to him. Controlled
by him. All the governments will align with the Antichrist against me because
the Antichrist controls their money. The governments of the world come to Wall
Street for money. If they side with me, the Antichrist will cut off their
money. Suffocate them. So they join with him and fight against me for money.
For the oxygen they need to survive in the global order. Armageddon is the
final battle between governments and God."


"But why don't
people see through all that?"


"Because Wall
Street funds the world, from couples buying homes in the suburbs to small
businesses trying to survive on Main Street to multinational conglomerates
operating around the world to national governments financing their deficit
budgets to keep the people dependent and obedient. The world comes to Wall
Street for money. Control the money, and you control the people. Control the
people, you control the governments. Control the governments, you control the
world. Control the world, and you are the Antichrist. It's all in the
Bible."


"But normal
people now have stakes in the stock market."


"Why? Fifty
years ago, the stock market was a playground for only the rich. Rich people
sold stocks to other rich people. But the Antichrist knew he needed to expand
his empire—he had to create a one-world order—so he had to bring the common
people—the believers—under his control. How? Pensions. Mutual funds. IRAs.
Four-oh-one Ks. The government enacted laws that limit 'prudent' investments
to stocks and bonds. Your IRA and four-oh-one-K may invest in Wall Street but
not in Main Street. Why is that? To force the middle class into the stock
market. To give regular people a stake in the market, so he could own them,
too. How can they take a stand against Wall Street if their life savings are
in Wall Street? No one can stand against Wall Street. The entire world is
now under the Antichrist's control. His power is complete and completely
corrupt."


"The election
must have given the Antichrist a scare."


"Hardly. The
president knows Wall Street. But what if he had decided to fight Wall Street?
What if he had said, 'As Revelation foretold, I am fighting the Antichrist and
his evil global empire as evidenced by the UN, EU, and Wall Street that
finances and thus controls every government in the world'? He would have been
sent to an insane asylum. So instead he surrendered to Wall Street. He named
a Goldman Sachs executive as his Treasury Secretary to control the government's
money, as have many presidents before him. And what did the Goldman Sachs man
propose? Cutting taxes not on Main Street—on the middle class—but on Wall
Street—on multinational corporations posting record profits and paying cheap
wages—which sent stock prices soaring. And then he said if taxes were not cut
on Wall Street, the stock market would plummet and take the world's wealth down
with it. What is that if not blackmail by the Antichrist? And lest anyone in
the world doubted him, the Antichrist again demonstrated his power—he bragged
to the world, 'I control America!"


"How?"


"He displayed
the mark of the beast for the world to see."


"When?"


"Do you ever
watch the news?"


"Never."


"Oh. Well, what
does Revelation say is the mark of the beast?"


"The number
six-six-six."


"Revelation,
chapter thirteen, verse eighteen. So it just happens that last fiscal year,
the federal government collected record-high taxes from the people but still
ran a massive budget deficit, which was exactly … six hundred sixty-six
billion dollars."


"Six-six-six.
The mark of the beast."


"The Antichrist
sent a message: 'I own America.' "


"That's
scary."


"Indeed he is.
So the president submitted to the beast to keep the peace with Wall Street—to continue
Wall Street's funding of the U.S. government. Nine years ago, Wall Street's
greed almost brought down the world's economy. Were they punished for their
sins? No. The big Wall Street banks were rewarded with trillions of
government dollars—the people's money—at zero percent interest, money they then
loaned back to the middle class at eighteen to thirty percent interest on
credit cards. What an amazing scam on the people! We steal your money as
taxes then loan your money back to you as debt—and you must pay us thirty
percent interest! How could they work such a scam on the people? Because Wall
Street funds the U.S. government, so the government cannot buck Wall Street.
If Wall Street pulls the plug on the government, checks start bouncing. No
Social Security. No welfare. No pensions. No nothing. We are Greece.
America sold its soul to the devil—literally."


"Gone to
hell."


"America has
gone to hell for money."


He turned to the
professor.


"Professor,
you're a Jeffersonian. What did Thomas say about banks?"


"He said, 'I
sincerely believe that banking establishments are more dangerous than standing
armies.' "


"Exactly. The
banks are controlled by the Antichrist. The Antichrist has controlled the
American government's finances—Treasury and the Fed—for a hundred years. 'And
he was given great authority.' Revelation, chapter thirteen, verse five. To
consolidate the world's money in Wall Street and thus the world's power in Wall
Street. What nation can stand against Wall Street when Wall Street can stop
financing that nation? When Wall Street can bankrupt that nation? What does
that nation do then? When there is no money to feed the people? No money to
control the people?"


"What can we
do?" Veronica said.


"Pray."


"To Wall Street?"


"To me. I care
about you. The Antichrist does not. The Antichrist is evil and devoid of all
empathy and sympathy for his victims. Wall Street has no soul and no
conscience. Wall Street does not feel, care, cry, hurt, or love. Wall Street
profits from human pain. Wall Street sends your jobs to Mexico, packs you into
airplanes like cattle to the slaughter, and dictates to executives like your
father to increase profits and their stock prices by cutting wages and
benefits, by firing Americans and hiring foreigners, by outsourcing,
insourcing, and offshoring, by illegal immigration and legal H-one-B. Wall
Street does not care if it destroys families and communities. Wall Street does
not care about people; people are pawns of its money machine. Wall Street does
not feel pain; it only records profits. Wall Street does not see the people's
tears when they can't pay their medical bills because their health coverage has
been terminated, when they can't afford to send their children to college, when
they lose their homes to foreclosure—Wall Street does not see the people they
hurt, only the profits from their pain on the ledger. Wall Street funds
democracies and dictatorships, capitalism and communism, friends and enemies.
Wall Street has no soul—it only has a balance sheet. Profits and losses, not
right and wrong. Wall Street is a soulless creation of soulless men. Wall
Street is the global government Revelation foretold. America and all the
nations of the world are now under the Antichrist's one-world order prophesized
nineteen hundred years ago in the Bible you hold. Nineteen hundred years
ago! It has all come true. The world hangs in the balance."


"What do we
do?" Veronica said.


"You don't. I
do. Revelation, chapter twenty-two, verse seven: 'I am coming soon.' "


"And what will
happen to New York City?"


"God will
destroy the city, as He destroyed Babylon. Isaiah, chapter thirteen, verse
twenty-two: 'Babylon's days are numbered; its time of destruction will soon
arrive.' "


He sighed heavily.


"Word to the
wise: If you want to see Hamilton on Broadway, do it soon."















Chapter 82


Ms. Cross walked toward the
kitchen but abruptly stopped and turned back. She returned to the table.


"J. C., it's
what you do."


"What?"


"Teach."


"Yes, I am the
teacher."


She pointed north.


"Teach
them."


"The Feds?"


"The pilgrims.
They came here to hear you, to learn from you. Teach them—about the
Antichrist. Teach them the truth."


She walked away.


"That's a good
idea," J. C. said.


"I have a better
idea," Book said. "Surrender."


"Professor, were
you not listening? Armageddon … the Antichrist … future of the world
at stake … "


"I listened. I
don't believe."


"Ah. Then
perhaps it's time for you to leave us."


"Let me take the
children. Let me take everyone."


"They won't
go."


"J. C., do you
think there's a happy ending to this story? You won't have to wait for the
Antichrist—the Feds will kill you and everyone in here. That's the
future."


"Well, I can't
surrender today."


"Why not?"


"It's
Friday."


"So?"


"So Fridays are
Mexican food nights."













Chapter 83


The Feds ate enchiladas, tacos, chalupas,
queso, guacamole, and refried beans. Agent Major stood next to Veronica.
J. C. said he would save all humans. She would save two humans. By any means
necessary. She tried to entice Agent Major by sashaying around in her Cynthia
Rowley Fit and Flare Straight Neck Sundress then removed the Tootsie Roll Pop
from her mouth, took a deep breath, and said in her most alluring voice,
"I'll have sex with you if you don't kill them."


She had assumed he
would jump at the chance, but instead he sighed like Daddy did that time he saw
Mother's Neiman Marcus bills.


"That sounded
like you were saying, I'll have a colonoscopy if you don't kill them." He
wiped caliche dust off his boots against his trousers. "Why would you
have sex with me? You don't even like me."


"To save the
girls."


"You'd do that
for those two little girls?"


"If I had the
power of life or death over your son, what would you do?"


"I'd put a
bullet through your brain without blinking an eye."


"Is that your
idea of foreplay?" 


She stared at him to
see if he was serious. He was. The old Agent Major had returned.


"Did you sleep last
night?"


"No."


"I liked you
better yesterday."


"Me, too."


They shared an
awkward silence then he spoke quietly.


"Ms. Cross, it's
admirable that you would have sex with a man you don't like to save those
little girls. But it wouldn't solve your problem."


"Why not?"


"Because in my
experience in law enforcement, there's a certain percentage of people in the
world who are simply fucked-up beyond hope. ISIS terrorists … Democrats …
those people in the compound … They all die early—maybe not early
enough in the case of ISIS and Democrats—and they always take innocents with
them. That's just the way people are."


"But we can
still try to save the children."


"We can try …
but in the end, they'll die with their fucked-up parents."


"I feel better
now, Agent Major. Thanks for the pep talk."


"Don't mention
it."


"Best tacos I've
ever had."


The FBI psychiatrist
walked over with a taco in one hand and the little fan in the other. Vincent
noticed and followed. He stood next to her. She so wanted to hit him—the
doctor, not Vincent. But that would not save the girls. So she took a deep
breath. Leeway, Veronica.


"We have two
chefs in the compound."


"We? Ms.
Cross, there's a syndrome where someone in your situation wants to buy into the
Jesus figure because if he's really Jesus all those people won't die. But he
isn't Jesus, and they will die." He chuckled. "Living in a
religious cult is like flying Jihadi Airlines: You fly, you die."


"Don't you
understand that He's here to save us?" Veronica said. "Me. You.
All of mankind. He's come back to earth to save us!"


"Save us from
whom, Ms. Cross?" the doctor said.


"The
Antichrist!"


"The Antichrist
is here? On earth?"


"Yes!"


"Oh, shit,"
Vincent said.


"Here in
Waco?" the doctor said.


"No, of course
not."


"Oh, good."


"He's in New
York City."


"The Babylon of
the twenty-first century?"


"Yes!"


The doctor frowned.
"I was sure Putin was the Antichrist. But he's in Moscow."


"I know. I
thought so, too, but he's not."


"What about
Goodell?"


"Nope. I
asked."


"A-Rod?"


"Who the hell is
A-Rod?"


"That baseball
player," Vincent said. "He's making fun of you."


"This isn't
funny!" she said. "This is serious! Armageddon!"


"Armageddon,"
the doctor said. "End of Days. The Antichrist. All these guys must read
the same book."


"The
Bible."


"Amen,"
Vincent said.


The doctor bit down
on the taco then said, "So did he tell you who the Antichrist is?" 


"He did."


"Who is
it?"


"He told me in
confidence. If word gets out, there could be panic."


The doctor glanced
around then lowered his voice.


"It'll be a
secret—just between us."


She whispered:
"Wall Street."


The doctor stared at
her; he blinked hard.


"Wall Street is
the Antichrist?"


"Shhhh! Keep
your voice down! Yes. The one-world order the Revelation predicts. Wall
Street is the beast." She pointed south to the compound. "And He is
our only hope to defeat the Antichrist!"


Her body trembled.


"O-kay."
The doctor turned to Agent Major but pointed his taco at her. "Duvall, if
you're smart, you'll take her into custody right now, for her own safety."


"What's the
charge?"


"Criminal
stupidity."


"I'm a
Three-L," Veronica said.


"I'm a Ph.D.,
and you're brainwashed."


Fuck leeway, she
wanted to coldcock the son of a bitch!


"I'm not
brainwashed. I'm in love."


"With Jesus
Christ?"


"With two little
girls. They're not going to die in there."


"Yes, they are.
And if you don't get out, you're going to die with them." 


He swallowed the last
of the taco.


"The
Antichrist. This has to be the weirdest fucking armed standoff with a
religious cult I've ever witnessed." He shook his sweaty head.
"Whatever you do, Ms. Cross, don't drink the Kool-Aid."


"What
Kool-Aid?"


"Jonestown,
Guyana. November eighteenth, nineteen seventy-eight. Jim Jones was the leader
of the Disciples of Christ cult. They thought he was their savior, too. The
Feds started looking into allegations of sexual abuse by Jones, so he and his
followers committed mass suicide. He gave them cyanide-laced grape Kool-Aid.
Nine hundred followers died, including three hundred children. Their parents
gave their own kids the Kool-Aid."


"The parents
killed their own children?"


"They did."


Delilah will kill
the girls.


Veronica dropped
the Tootsie Roll Pop to the dirt and ran to the four-wheeler. She started the
engine and drove off fast, but she heard the doctor's voice.


"Don't drink the
Kool-Aid!"


She pulled out the
iPhone, opened the Google app, and typed with her right hand while she steered
with her left hand, a skill she had acquired through years of texting while
driving.


Drinking the
Kool-Aid.


Almost seven hundred
thousand results came up. She scrolled down to a YouTube video and tapped on
it. It was a documentary of Jim Jones and the People's Temple. Veronica
braked the four-wheeler to a stop.


"Oh, my
God."


The video showed the
images of hundreds of people—men, women, and children—lying dead on the
ground. At Jones' direction, they had drunk the Kool-Aid. And died. Mothers
with their arms around their children whom they had killed. So many children.
So much death. Veronica tapped out of Google.


Could it happen here?


She knew the answer.


It could.


It would.


But it would not
happen to the girls. 


They would not drink
the Kool-Aid.


They would not die.


Veronica Cross would
save them—or die trying.















Chapter 84


"Who the hell is that?"
Duvall said. "Jesus' mother?"


Duvall had watched
Ms. Cross into the compound then turned to an old woman walking toward them
slowly with a walker and dragging a rolling oxygen cylinder behind her. Tubes
ran from the cylinder to a cannula wrapped around her ears and inserted into
her nostrils. She took a step with the walker, pulled the canister, took a step,
pulled the canister, took a step …


"Oh, for
Christ's sake, go help her, Vinnie."


Vinnie jogged to
her. He carried the canister and helped her over to Duvall then retrieved a
chair. She plopped down as if she had just walked from Waco.


"Indiana."


"What?"


"I just rode the
bus from Indiana, Ubered from Waco. Highway robbery."


"Are you a
gawker or a pilgrim?"


"I'm a
grandmother. Where's the professor?"


"In the
compound." Duvall checked his watch. "He'll be out soon."


"I'll wait. Get
me a drink."


"What do you
want, ma'am?" Vinnie asked.


"Whiskey."


"Uh … do you
have a second choice?"


"Arnold
Palmer."


"I don't think
we have lemonade."


"Not the drink.
The man."


"Ma'am, he's
dead."


"Arnold
died?"


"Yes, ma'am."


"Well,
fuck."






~


Book walked up to the command
tent. Outside were Duvall, Vinnie, and an old woman in a chair.


"Professor,"
Duvall said, "this woman came to see you."


Book addressed her.
"I'm John Bookman."


"Arlene
Durant."


"The girls'
grandmother? You traveled from Indiana by yourself?"


"No
choice—Arnold's dead."


"Your
husband?"


"The
golfer," Vinnie said.


He stood behind her
and twirled his finger by his head, as if to say she wasn't all together in the
head. 


"Did you find my
girls?"


"We did."


"Where are
they?"


"Inside the
compound."


"Why haven't you
brought them out?"


"We're trying to
save all the children. If we take your girls and run, J. C. won't release the
other children."


"You're gonna
have to fight Billie Jo for the girls. She won't let 'em go."


"If it comes to
that, I will. But I'll get your girls out." 


"Professor, you
making a promise to a dying woman?"


"I am. Are
you?"


"I am.
Emphysema, cancer, the whole nine yards. Doctor said I'd die just coming down
here. But I wanted to hold my girls once more before I die."


"Well, lady,
you've come to the right place," Duvall said. 


"To hold my
girls?"


"To die." 






~


"Nice bedside manner,
Duvall," Book said. 


"I'm not in the
mood for nice, Professor. Garcia, Danny boy, tell the professor what you
didn't find."


Duvall had sent
Vinnie in search of the two agents. They had just entered the tent wearing
flak jackets. Garcia consulted a report.


"We traced title
to this land back to eighteen-ninety. A hundred twenty-seven years and six
owners, counting J. C. From eighteen-ninety to nineteen seventy-two, this was
the Johnson family farm. In seventy-two, title was transferred from Joe
Johnson to Jeremiah Jones. In seventy-five, Jeremiah sold the land to Clint
Krueger. In seventy-seven, Clint sold to Ben Nolan. In eighty, Ben sold to
Edgar Edmond. In eighty-four, Edgar sold to Garden of Eden, Inc. All of the
prior owners are dead."


"Every prior
owner died?" Book said.


"Everyone does,
sooner or later," Duvall said.


"It was the
Johnson family farm for what, eighty years? Wonder why no one in the family
continued farming?"


"We asked the
same thing, Professor," Agent Garcia said. "Searched the Internet.
Apparently the seventies were tough times for family farms. Land prices
crashed. Farmers borrowed against their land for grain and equipment. One bad
year, and they're history. The seventies wiped out a lot of family farms,
including the Johnsons."


"No doubt."


"We also
searched their names on the Net. Found a few obituaries, but nothing more.
They were just country folk, farming their land then dying on their land. The
life cycle of a farmer."


"Maybe you could
look for their—"


Duvall cut him off
with an open hand. 


"Professor,
we're done with the search. We'll bury Jesus Christ in an unmarked
grave."


"He has a name.
He had a life. A life tied to this land." Book gestured at the agents.
"Why are they wearing flak jackets?"


"Because,
Professor, you failed again. You can't negotiate a surrender. So we're going
to take down the compound."


"With HRT?"


"With …
well, that's a surprise. Get the girls and get them out. Today."


"I can't."


"Why not?"


"It's Mexican
food night."






~


"Professor!"


Book was twenty paces
down the caliche road; he turned back at the voice. Ms. Hines hurried toward
him. She wore camouflaged yoga pants.


"Did you and
Duvall make a deal to extend the cease-fire?"


"The deal ends
at dawn."


"Fuck."


Ms. Hines turned and
ran toward the command tent; Agent Garcia passed her running toward Book. She
arrived with the report in her hand. 


"Professor, I
wanted to find him. We couldn't. And we're trained at finding people. No one
finds people better than us."


"May I have your
report?"


She glanced back at
the command tent then handed the report to Book. He walked fast down the
caliche road to the compound. No doubt the FBI was good at finding people, but
Book knew one person who might be better than the FBI, particularly at finding
people who didn't want to be found. He pulled out his cell phone and tapped a
speed dial. When a woman's voice answered, Book said, "I need you."


" 'Bout time you
figured that out." 


"Your
services."


"I'll service
you anytime."


"I need you to
find Jesus Christ."


"I thought he's
in that compound?"


"His real
ID."


"I'll be there
in an hour."


"It's
ninety-plus miles."


"I drive
ninety-plus miles per hour."


"Come in the
morning."


"I always do
with you."


"Come here
in the morning. You'll need to start at the courthouse, and it's closed
now."


"I'll be there
at seven. But fair warning, Book—this is going to cost you a ton of sex."


"Well … it
is for a good cause."


"Take your
vitamins, cowboy."


"Comanche."


Book disconnected
Ingrid Divine then ran to the compound.






~


"Why no duel at dawn?"
the redheaded FIX chick asked at the briefing. "No drone, no loud music,
no bright lights, no Stingers, no RPGs, no bombs … I mean, today was
boring."


"Be here at dawn
tomorrow," Duvall said.


"Why?"


"I'll have a
surprise for you."


"What?"


"If I told you,
it wouldn't be a surprise."


"I love
surprises."


"All women
do."


"Who was the old
woman?"


"Grandmother of
the two girls the professor came here to find."


"What did she
want?"


"Arnold
Palmer."


Little Miss
Camouflaged Yoga Pants crowded Duvall like a nosy aunt. He pointed at the
blond FIX chick.


"Agent Duvall,
the crowd is estimated at over a hundred thousand. You've got Woodstock in
Waco."


"I hope they're
not having sex. They'll scare the livestock."






~


"The greatest gift God gives
a man is the love of a woman," J. C. said. "A woman who fills the
hole in a man's soul. A woman who cares more about her man than herself."


"Is there such a
woman?"


"There is. Mary
Magdalene."


"I envy
you."


"Don't."


"I'll never have
a Mary Magdalene."


"Nor will you
ever be crucified."


J. C. smiled.


"There are
trade-offs in life, Professor. You won't die an old man, as I did not die an
old man—as I will not die an old man. But my short life was intense.
Meaningful. My life on earth made a difference … both lives. Yours can,
too. I knew love—spiritual love. You too will know love. Human love. Life
is about love, Professor. Love of God. Love of family. Love of a man for a
woman or a woman for a man. Love of children. Love is the human
condition."


They had watched the
briefing in J. C.'s room. 


"I'll never know
the love of a woman or for my children."


"Have faith,
Professor. Dad brought you here to open your eyes … and your heart. To
put your fears in His hands. Let Dad worry about your dying. You enjoy your
living. And loving. To love is divine."






~


"Friday night," Donnie
said, "we ought to be cowboy dancing at Gilley's."


Jo Jo grunted.


"That's
right—with loose women."


"No can
do," Joe Don said. "We're on standby till we get our girl out. No
drinking, no dancing."


"I know. I'm
just saying."


"There's always
another Friday night."


But Joe Don wondered
if they would all see next Friday night. He had the same bad feeling on more
than one occasion in Afghanistan and Iraq, that they weren't all coming back
vertical. He looked at his men. They were his brothers. What would it be
like sitting here in the hangar next Friday night without one of his brothers?
Or them sitting here without him? He had seen so much death. But he knew the
truth, in his head if not his heart.


He would soon see
more death.













Chapter 85


"Child, would you get the
margarita machine?" Mara said. "It's under that shelf."


"You've got a
margarita machine?" Veronica said.


"How else would
we make margaritas?"


"It's Mexican
food night," Miriam said.


Veronica found the
machine and placed it on the counter.


"I'm going to
have sex," she said. 


"Now?"


"Soon. With
Agent Major."


"With the
devil?"


It was the only way
to save the girls. Sex with the devil. She would sacrifice herself to save
Naomi and Esther. Her little sisters.


"Does he want to
have sex with you?"


"He does …
Well, I think so. Every day he's been flirting with me, but today he acted
indifferent."


Mara nodded.
"Men are like that."


"And you think
he'll leave if you have sex with him?" Miriam said.


"I hope
so."


"You would do
that? Have sex with the devil to save the girls?"


"Yes. I would
have sex with him. Or I would kill him. I'll do whatever it takes to save
those girls' lives."


"There are a few
men I wanted to kill after having sex with them," Mara said. "But
that's another story."


"That's a
drastic step, child," Miriam said.


"And how do you
know he'd keep his end of the bargain?" Mara said. "What if you had
sex with him and he still killed all of us? Men will do that."


"Well, I wasn't
going to have sex with him unless he leaves and takes the Feds with him."


"Ah. It's good
to get what you want from a man first."


"There must be
another way," Miriam said.


"How? How can I
get the girls out?"


They all pondered the
question. Miriam sipped an espresso; Veronica sucked on a Tootsie Roll Pop,
and Mara on a joint. She abruptly stuck a finger in the air.


"I've got
it."


"What?"


"Tomorrow, when
you feed the Feds, take the girls with you. Don't come back."


"I like
it," Miriam said.


"Me, too,"
Veronica said.


They all smiled. And
they were still smiling when J. C. walked into the kitchen. Mara had just
sucked hard on the joint; she held her breath.


"Hello, ladies.
Veronica."


He sniffed.
"Incense?"


"Mmm-huh,"
Mara said with tight lips.


J. C. opened a
cabinet, looked inside, and then shut it. He opened another cabinet, look
inside, and then shut it. He stepped to another cabinet.


"J. C., can we
help you find something?" Miriam asked.


He turned to them.


"I was
thinking—wouldn't Kool-Aid be perfect with Mexican food?"






~


"Do not drink the
Kool-Aid," Veronica whispered to the girls.


"Why not?"
Esther said.


"It might be bad
for you."


"Can we have a
margarita?"


"Yes …
no."


They sat at a table
under the cross. Colorful cloths covered the tables, a piñata hung from a tree
limb, and Andrew and Philip were dressed as mariachis and played Mexican
ballads on guitars. Miriam and Mara had prepared Tex-Mex for the kids—queso
and chips, enchiladas and tacos, tortillas and refried beans, and ice cream
sundaes for dessert—and cuisine for the adults—sopa de tortilla, guacamole,
chile rellenos, carne asada, and crepas de cajeta for dessert. But
she could not eat that night.


Because everyone
there would soon die.


They apparently
didn't know that. Or didn't care. The music played, the people ate Mexican
food and drank Mexican beer and margaritas, the children whacked the piñata
with a stick, and the professor stood away from it all.


"We're going to
hit the piñata," Naomi said.


They ran to the piñata;
Veronica walked to the professor.






~


Book leaned against a wall and
observed the party. The people seemed happy and carefree, almost as if it were
their going-away party. Miriam and Mara sipped margaritas and danced with
Gideon and Jacob. Samson danced with Delilah, Doc Samuel with Mary, and Mary
Magdalene with J. C. Solomon drank Coronas with Matthew, Abraham with Simon
and Simon Peter, and John the Baptist with Noah and Muhammad. Ruth chatted
with Rachel, and the boy named Jonah with the girl named Zipporah. They had
all abandoned the real world in favor of this fake world. Fake facts, fake
news—why not a fake life? When the real world becomes too much for humans to
bear—when you lose your spouse, your children, your job, your career, your
home—your very life—through no fault of your own, despite having played by the
rules your entire life, when the world conspires against you, when your
government abandons you, why shouldn't you escape to another world? A place
where you're safe from the outside world. A better place than the real world.
Some people choose alcohol or drugs. These people chose Jesus Christ.


"Did you
eat?" 


Ms. Cross had walked
up.


"Not
hungry."


"Me neither.
Three hundred Feds are out there ready to kill them, and they're in here eating
Mexican food and drinking margaritas like it's happy hour at Guero's."


"They think J.
C.'s taking them to heaven."


"Professor, do
you know about Guyana?"


"I do."


"That won't
happen here, will it? J. C. won't give them cyanide-laced Kool-Aid, will he?
Parents won't kill their children, will they?"


"I hope
not."


Ms. Cross stared at
the people and stood silent for a long moment. Then she turned her eyes to
Book. 


"Professor, J.
C. asked the ladies to make Kool-Aid for tonight. The kids are drinking it—I
wouldn't let the girls."


"No one's sick
or dying. Could be innocent."


"Or it could be
a trial run."


The two girls ran
over and pulled Ms. Cross away. Book watched the people he had come to care
about until the party ended and they retired for the night. They stopped and
shook his hand as if saying goodbye. They seemed at peace with the choice they
had made. And he felt jealous of them.


Because they had a
choice.















Chapter 86


The white stallion galloped
around the corner of the compound and again stood majestically in front of the
big doors facing the Feds.


"Regan!"
Bruce yelled into his microphone. "The cross is going up!"


Night had fallen over
the land. The white compound and the white stallion glowed in the moonlight.
A bright light emanating from the center of the compound shot into the sky, and
the cross rose into the light. 






~


Duvall, Vinnie, and the doctor
stepped out of the command tent. Duvall glanced around; all the agents now
stood and stared at the cross lit in the night sky above the compound. The
pilgrims held flickering candles high. Vinnie made the sign of the cross and
knelt. The doc ate enchiladas left over from lunch. The voice of Jesus Christ
came across the loudspeaker.






~


"Good evening, my believers,
my pilgrims—or, as some refer to you, my deplorables."


He chuckled.


"Deplorables,
indeed. You are constantly being told by the media, politicians, and
celebrities aligned with Satan that there is something wrong with
you—something deplorable about you—not because of your political
beliefs, but because of your religious beliefs. Because you believe in God.
Because you are believers, and they are not. They don't believe in God, and
they know they are always right, so anyone who does believe must be wrong—too
stupid, too uneducated, too unsophisticated to understand that there is no
God. 


"But it is they
who are wrong.


"And they will
soon learn how wrong they are. They will soon behold the wrath of God. They
will be left behind. The Rapture is real—as they will soon learn.


"Just as the
Antichrist is real—as they already know—because they believe in him. 


"You do not. 


"You believe in
me.


"I am Jesus
Christ, the Son of God.


"I have come
back to earth to fight the Antichrist.


"Yes, the
Antichrist is here on earth, working on behalf of Satan.


"This morning, I revealed the identity of the Antichrist to a
young woman here in the Garden of Eden who is only now discovering the Word and
her belief. I've been teaching her. She said I should teach you—the
truth—about the Antichrist. She said teaching is what I do. 


"She's right.


"There isn't
much truth in the world today, is there? Well, there is truth, but
finding the truth is more difficult than ever because so many people are vested
in hiding the truth from the people. 


"I am not one of
those people—of course, I'm not exactly a 'people,' am I?


"I want you the
people to know the truth.


"You need to
know the truth—because the fate of your world is at stake. And if you know the
truth, perhaps you will join with me in the fight against the Antichrist. 


"In a prior
discussion with this young woman, I explained to her why God the Father created
America. He brought the Founding Fathers together to create 'one nation under
God' to lead the world toward God, freedom, and capitalism. I asked her to
imagine a world without America. Virtually everything invented and created in
this world over the last two and a half centuries was invented and created here
in America. Why? Because it was God's plan for America. To make America
economically strong enough to lead the world and feed the world, to save the
world and defend the world, to pursue good in the world and fight evil in the
world. With great power comes great responsibility. God has blessed America
with power, and America has acted responsibly. Yes, America at times is slow
to recognize its responsibility to the world. As one of God's favorite humans,
Winston Churchill, famously said, 'You can always count on Americans to do the
right thing—after they've tried everything else.' 


"Winston, he's
special. Many nights he and God talk and smoke cigars … not Cuban.


"And yes,
America makes mistakes. America has tried and failed at times—but it always
tries to do the right thing. That is the nature of trying—you will fail.
Thomas Edison tried and failed a thousand times to make a light bulb. But he
said, 'I didn't fail. I learned a thousand ways not to make a light
bulb.' He did not quit, and we can turn on the lights because he did not
quit. That spirit, my children, is America. A spirit imbued in you—in this
nation—by God. You always try, but you don't always succeed. But you still
try. Again and again and again. You never quit. America never quits.
America never quit on its people, on itself, on the world—or on God.


"Until now.


"For the first
time since God created America, America quit—on you, on itself, on the world …
and on God.


"Why?


"Because like a
happily married woman who has everything in life she had always dreamt of
having but who suddenly finds herself infatuated with the handsome new neighbor
on the block and his promises of lust and excitement, America is infatuated
with the Antichrist and his promises of money and power. God has given America
so much wealth and wonder, so much peace and prosperity, so much health and happiness,
that Americans got bored. God gave America too much of a good thing.
Generations of Americans have not had to fight for America—for their way of
life. For their very freedom. It was given to them. And we all know, humans
never appreciate gifts as much as that which they earn through hard work. 


"America has it
easy.


"When you have
it easy, you turn away from good. 


"You turn to
evil.


"Easy and evil
walk hand in hand.


"And now America
walks hand in hand with the Antichrist.


"Like that bored
woman turning away from her good man, America has turned away from God—and to
the Antichrist.


"How do I know
this to be true?


"Well, I know
this to be true because I'm the Son of God. But how do you know this to
be true? 


"Because Revelation
tells us the three signs of the Antichrist's presence. Denial of God. Belief
in false religions. The rise of a one-world order.


"All three signs
are evident in America today.


"God is dead in
America. There is no longer a spiritual life in America, just a sexual and
commercial life. Lust and avarice and envy. Sexting and selfies. The worst
of human nature instead of the best. A society craving money and power and sex
cannot survive. It should not survive. It shall not survive. 


"America
worships the false religions of globalism, liberalism, environmentalism, and
all those other '-isms' because false religions demand nothing in
return—nothing except your soul. The Antichrist does not ask you to follow the
Word or the Ten Commandments or even the Golden Rule. The Antichrist only
asks—he only demands—that you surrender your soul to him. And Americans have.


"Just as America
has surrendered its soul to the global order. To the UN and WHO and IMF and
all those other acronyms for the Antichrist. But God didn't create America to
follow the world—God created America to lead the world. Yet America follows.
America takes the easy path. Leading is the hard path. To go against the
accepted 'truths'—to deny the lies of the Antichrist and his false religions—to
suffer the attacks of the Antichrist's disciples in the government and media,
to all those who have surrendered their souls to him—that takes guts. The kind
of guts Americans once possessed—when you declared your independence, when you
fought against slavery, when you stormed the beach at Normandy, when you
stepped onto the moon. But that was hard work. Americans today want an easy
life. God, freedom, and capitalism require hard work from humans. The
Antichrist, bondage, and socialism do not. Our friend Churchill said it best:
'Socialism is a philosophy of failure, the creed of ignorance, and the gospel
of envy; its inherent virtue is the equal sharing of misery.' Misery, indeed.
Eighty-five thousand Italians applied for thirty low-level job
openings at a bank. That's what the Antichrist's global economy does for the
people—does to the people. 


"The world has
been here before. Four thousand three hundred sixty-four years ago 'the Lord
observed the extent of human wickedness on the earth, and He saw that
everything they thought or imagined was consistently and totally evil. So the
Lord was sorry he had ever made them and put them on the earth. It broke His
heart.'


"His heart is
broken again.


"America has
turned away from God and to the Antichrist.


"To Wall Street.


"Wall Street is
the Antichrist.


"Wall Street
works for Satan.


"Wall Street has
no soul, no sympathy, no conscience, no care, no concern for the people. Wall
Street cares only about profits.


"Wall Street is
the one-world order, a global conspiracy to subjugate you the people to the
Antichrist.


"How many of you
have lost jobs, careers, homes, and life savings because of Wall Street?


"How many of you
have had your lives ruined by Wall Street?


"How many of you
have lost the American Dream because of Wall Street?


"Why would Wall
Street do all that to you the people?


"Because Wall
Street is controlled by the Antichrist. The people who work on Wall Street
have sold their souls to Satan for money and power. They get the money, and
the Antichrist gets the power. 


"Power over the
people.


"Wall Street
sold you out for profit.


"Wall Street
sold out all the people of the world.


"Wall Street
makes billions while the people make pennies.


"Wall Street
profits off your sweat and blood and lives while you suffer in human bondage.
The American middle class owes thirteen trillion dollars to Wall
Street. One point six trillion in credit card debt—Wall Street stole
your future—and one point three trillion in student debt—Wall Street is
stealing your children's future. Aided and empowered by your government, Wall
Street is stealing your money, your jobs, your freedom, your future, your
lives, and your country. You've been scammed and swindled out of your money and
your country—out of the American Dream—out of 'one nation under God'—by Wall
Street.


"Your lives are
now monetized, securitized, and digitized, mere entries on a computer program,
reduced to line items on a balance sheet, nothing more than profits or losses,
credits or debits, long-term gains or short-term losses, assets or liabilities,
your hopes and dreams packaged into salable securities and sold to the highest
bidder on an anonymous market that neither recognizes you nor cares about you
but toys with you like pawns on a chessboard in a game played by governments,
banks, investment firms, pension plans, and politicians, but with the winners
and losers selected by the Antichrist. 


"The Antichrist
selected the nonbelievers—the upper class—to win and the believers—the middle
class—to lose. 


"The Antichrist
selected the world to win and America to lose.


"The Antichrist
versus America—that is the battle to be waged.


"We the people
versus the Antichrist and his Wall Street disciples—politicians, bureaucrats,
big business, and the media. They want to steal America from you. 


"But to take
America from you, they must first take God from America.


"Do not let that
happen.


"This is your
nation—'one nation under God, with liberty and justice for all.'


"Fight for your
justice.


"Fight for your
liberty.


"Fight for your
God.


"Fight for your
nation, your future, your children.


"Do not fear.
God is on your side. He will fight with you. I will fight with you. I have
returned to battle the beast. To defeat the Antichrist.


"For you.


" 'I am the
Alpha and the Omega—the beginning and the end,' says the Lord God. 'I am the
one who is, who always was, and who is still to come—the Almighty One.' "







~


Duvall watched the white stallion
gallop out of sight around the compound wall and the cross recede into the
compound. Vinnie made the sign of the cross then stood. The doc shook his
head.


"He's very
good. He's completely fucking insane, but he's good."






~


"So we have the Antichrist
in New York, a blue state!" Regan shrieked to her CNC audience in New York
City. "And Jesus Christ in Texas, a red state! What a shocker! And we
wonder why these fucking Christians voted for the president—they're as loony as
he is! Loony is as loony does! You vote for a loon, you are a loon!
Christians and Russians put that loon in the White House! Christians and
Communists conspired to elect him! Christians are in cahoots with Putin! It's
the Russians!"






~


"Jesus Christ made some good
points," Shane the FIX anchor said. "Don't you think, Michele?"


"Definitely,
Shane. I hate Wall Street."


"The president
just tweeted: 'Wow, I knew Wall Street was BAD, but the Antichrist? My
money was on Goodell.' "













Chapter 87


"The Feds are ready to
attack, but they had a Mexican food night with mariachis and a piñata."


"Was the food
good?" Gabby said.


"I couldn't
eat."


"They're not
coming out, are they, Professor?"


"No."


"Are you?"


Book didn't answer. 


"Please come
out, Professor. Please come home. You have a home, and a mother." 






~


"May the grace of the Lord
be with God's holy people."


The final words of
the Bible.


Veronica lay in the
bubble bath, listened to "God's Not Dead" by the Newsboys,
sucked on a strawberry Tootsie Roll Pop, and read the Bible. But she couldn't
enjoy the bath, the music, the Pop, or the Word. "We're out of
time," the professor had said. 


End of Days. 


The world gone to the
Antichrist. America gone to hell. Armageddon in Waco. Kool-Aid in the
compound. 


Everyone dies.


No one goes to
church. No one believes in God. In God We (do not) Trust. A nation without
God, a people without hope. Like the nine hundred people who died in Guyana.
They had lost hope. They had drunk the Kool-Aid. As would Miriam and Mara and
Delilah and Abraham and Gideon and all the others. They would all drink the
Kool-Aid. The phone rang, and she answered.


"V—are you
okay?"


"No."


"What's
wrong?"


"What's wrong?
It just the End of Days! Didn't you hear Jesus Christ's broadcast?"


"I was flying
back from West Texas. What about the End of Days?"


"Armageddon."


"Armageddon?"


"You were right,
Daddy."


"About
what?"


"Wall Street is the Antichrist."


"It is?"


"Yep. I thought
it had to be Schumer or Pelosi or at least Putin, but J. C. said nope, it's
Wall Street."


"Really?"


"That's why He
came back to earth—to defeat the Antichrist."


"Well, I said
Wall Street is evil, but I never said Antichrist."


"Same thing.
They all work for Satan."


"Satan?"


"It all makes
perfect sense."


"It does?"


"The
Antichrist's one-world order, global economy, Wall Street controls the money
and thus the world."


"It does."


"And you hate
Wall Street."


"I do."


"There you
go—End of Days."


"Uh, V, maybe I
should come for you. I can be there in an hour. You could come out, we could
talk in person. I'll bring a latte."


"I can't come
out, Daddy."


"Why not?"


"The
children."


"V, that FBI
psychiatrist was on TV again. He predicted mass suicide. He said they'll drink
the Kool-Aid. V, please don't drink the Kool-Aid."






~


"What's his fever?"


"One hundred
one."


"He's killing
our son."


"No, he's not.
Major, one-oh-one, it's not a big deal for a kid. He's not Jesus Christ, and
he's not killing our firstborn son. Please talk to the psychiatrist."


Duvall stood outside
the command tent. He hung up and called Vinnie over. When his
second-in-command arrived, Major Duvall said, "Give the shoot-to-kill
order to the snipers. They get that son of a bitch in their sights, take the
shot."


"You mean the
Son of God."






~


"They have come again to
hear your Son teach—and teach I shall … Did I do okay? … Winston liked
my teaching? … Well, he likes it whenever someone quotes him … So, Dad,
have you decided? Will you save them? Veronica and the professor?"















Chapter 88


"Surprise."


It was seven A.M. on Saturday, the
ninth day of the standoff. FBI Special Agent-in-Charge Major Duvall stood
outside the command tent wearing a black suit, black tie, white shirt, taupe
cowboy boots, and a big smile. He spread his arms to a bold new world.


"And God said,
'Let there be a big, badass tank.' "


The professor pointed
to the new toy parked in the pasture. 


"What the hell
is that?"


"That, Professor,
is an Abrams Main Battle Tank. Seventy-two tons of death and destruction.
Fifteen hundred horsepower with a top speed of forty-two miles per hour,
powerful enough to drive straight through that compound without slowing down.
One-hundred-twenty-millimeter cannon and fifty-caliber machine gun. Which is
to say, it's the end of days for Jesus Christ."


Duvall's phone rang.
He checked the caller ID. 


"Speak of the
devil."


He activated the
speaker.


"Who's your
daddy now?" Duvall said.


"God."


"Wrong. That
bad boy's got depleted uranium, mesh-reinforced armor plating. Which means you
can't stop that tank with BMGs, RPGs, Stingers, snipers, drone bombs, mortars,
or plagues. You might be the son of God, but that tank makes me god. I'm your
daddy, asshole."


"Agent Major,
the wrath of God shall descend upon you." 


"So do you like
the tan desert camouflage paint job?"


The line went dead.
The phone pinged. The president had tweeted. Again. Duvall tapped the
Twitter app and read the tweet.






~


"Yeah, baby! That's what
I'm talking about! A big-ass tank!! I love love love tanks!!! Law and order,
MoFo!!!! Surrender, Dorothy!!!!"


"Well, the
president approves of the tank," Bruce the CNC reporter on the scene said.


"Is it a Russian
tank?" Regan shrieked.






~


"Okay, they've got a
tank!" Donnie said. "We gotta go! We gotta go now!"


Jo Jo grunted.






~


Book had seen this Major
Duvall—stern, hard, his mind made up—once before, in Sleeping Buffalo, Montana,
right before he had killed Olin Moody. Book had jogged with J. C. at dawn;
Gideon had called them up onto the walkway to see Duvall's Saturday surprise.
Book had pleaded with J. C. to surrender, but to no avail. He had then called
the president; he did not take the call. 


That day had come.


Book had come out to
wait for Ingrid. She said she would arrive by seven, and she never came late.
He stood with Duvall, Vinnie, and Agents Fanney and Garcia, who wore flak
jackets and wielded AK-47s. They and a crowd of agents closer to the tank
appeared mesmerized by the sight of a massive Abrams Main Battle Tank parked in
a Texas pasture, as one might by a herd of Longhorn cattle stampeding down
Fifth Avenue. Book heard a vehicle approaching and thought it would be Ingrid,
but it was a UPS truck. The driver stopped next to them and leaned out.
Ezekiel from the first time. Agents Fanney and Garcia pointed their weapons at
him. He threw his hands into the air.


"Please don't
shoot me! I love white people! And the president!"


"Turn that rig
around," Duvall said.


"I've got a
baseball bat for Major Duvall."


Duvall gestured for
him to hand it over. Ezekiel ducked into the truck then emerged with a blue
metal bat. He tossed it to Duvall; he snagged it with one hand.


"For your
boy?" Vinnie said.


"Yep. Figured
if she could get stuff delivered to a standoff, so could I."


Ezekiel held up a
box. "I also have a delivery for Veronica Cross. I need to drive down to
the compound."


"Not today,
partner," Duvall said.


"Give it to
me," Vinnie said.


Ezekiel tossed the
box to Vinnie then pointed. 


"You do know
there's a big-ass tank parked in the pasture?"


"Leave,"
Duvall said.


Ezekiel wheeled the
truck around and drove fast up the caliche road. Vinnie brought the box over
to Book and whispered, "Tell Jesus Christ to keep his head down. Duvall
gave the snipers the green light. Shoot to kill."


They turned back to
Duvall, but Duvall's eyes remained on the road. 


"What the
hell?"


Book heard the
familiar engine roar then turned to watch the shiny yellow Corvette convertible
tearing down the caliche road and kicking up white dust like a tornado. Ingrid
Divine was a force of nature. She skidded to a stop next to them and shook out
her red hair. She jumped out without opening the door. She wore a tight black
tee shirt, tight blue jeans, red cowboy boots, and dark sunglasses. She was as
long and lean as the car she drove. Ingrid Divine knew how to make an
entrance. Agent Vinnie eyed the car like a boy looking at his first Playboy
magazine.


"Wow, looks like
a racing car," he said.


"Corvette
Z-zero-six supercar," Ingrid said. "Six-fifty horsepower and
six-fifty pound-feet torque."


"Sounds
fast."


"Zero to sixty in two-point-nine seconds, but I've done it in
two-point-seven."


"Do you have a
man in your life?"


"I do."


"I hate
him."


"I'll tell
him."


She turned to Book
but threw a thumb back at Vinnie. 


"He hates
you."


"The professor
is your man?" Vinnie's shoulders slumped. "Damn, I should've gone
to law school."


"You should've
gone to the Park Service," Duvall said. He glared at Ingrid. "I'm
Special Agent Major Duvall, and I'm in charge. Who the hell are you?"


"Ingrid
Divine."


"Seriously?"


She lowered the
sunglasses and gave him a bemused once-over.


"White cowboy
boots? Seriously?"


"They're
taupe."


"Taupe?"


"Ingrid
Divine—what is that?"


"It's my
professional name."


"What are you, a
stripper?"


She aimed a thumb at
Book this time. "Just for him."


"Be that as it
may, why are you here? What do you want?"


The thumb again.
"Him. Desperately."


"She's a
PI," Book said. "She's specializes in finding people who don't want
to be found."


Ingrid Divine was not
just a gorgeous face and stunning body. She was also smart, savvy, and
tenacious. She found what she was looking for. Or whom.


"What's your
secret?" Duvall said. "To finding people, not stripping."


"Secrets,"
she said.


"Secrets?"


"I don't search
for people. I search for secrets. Everyone has secrets. You find their
secrets, you find them."


"And you're
going to find Jesus Christ's secrets?"


"Yep."


"How?"


"Give me your
file."


Book handed the FBI
file to Ingrid.


"Where'd you get
that from?" Duvall said. He whirled on Agents Fanney and Garcia.
"You gave him the file? That's government property!"


"I need a
badge," Ingrid said.


"A badge?"
Duvall said. 


Ingrid shrugged.
"It speeds things up."


"I'm not giving
you an FBI badge."


"Then give me an
FBI agent with a badge."


"But—"


"I'll find your
man."


Duvall considered her
offer then surrendered. He waved a hand at Agents Fanney and Garcia.


"Take both of
'em."


"Only one.
Corvette's a two-seater."


"Take me,"
Vinnie said. "Please. I have a badge."


Duvall pointed at
Garcia. "Take her."


"Her?"
Garcia said. 


"Leave the
AK-forty-seven," Ingrid said. "But bring your sidearm and an
overnight bag."


"Why?"


"AK-forty-seven's
too big for the 'Vette."


"No—why the
bag?"


"Never know
where the trail might lead. You might not be sleeping in your tent
tonight." 


Garcia ran to the
tents just as the doctor walked over from the gawker section with a rolled-up,
white flour tortilla in each hand. He aimed a tortilla behind him.


"There's a
Mexican over there selling breakfast tacos—eggs, cheese, and refried beans.
Damn good."


He glanced around
then focused on Ingrid.


"Who's the
broad?"


The broad glared at
the doc, and Book grimaced. He had met Ingrid at Taekwondo; she could kick the
doctor's ass into the next lunar New Year. 


"You ever been
kicked in the balls by a broad wearing pointy cowboy boots?" she said.


"Not
recently," the doc said.


"You want to
be?"


The doc held up the
breakfast tacos like white flags. 


"The anchors are
coming! The anchors are coming!"


They all turned to
Ms. Hines running over in purple yoga pants. She arrived out of breath.


"Who's
coming?" Duvall said.


"The network
anchors! They're all coming to Waco! The tank did it! Brilliant move,
Duvall!"


Her eyes landed on
Ingrid.


"Love your
boots."


"Oh,
thanks."


Garcia returned with
a small bag but without the flak jacket.


"Time to
work," Ingrid said.


She walked her boots
over to Book, wrapped her arms around him, and kissed him hard, running her
fingers through his hair and wrapping one leg around him, a kiss that was long
and deep and wet, the only way Ingrid Divine kissed. 


"Wow,"
Vinnie said.


She finally pulled
away and blew out a breath. She grabbed Book's hair tightly.


"When I find
your man, you are so gonna owe me. And when you pay me, wear that
doo-rag."


"Can I owe
you?" Vinnie said. "I'll wear anything you want … or nothing at
all."


Ingrid grimaced.
"Ouch. How am I going to get that image out of my mind—it's too early to
drink tequila."


"Whiskey?"
Vinnie said.


Ingrid released Book
and said, "Let's go, Garcia. I'll teach you how to find someone who doesn't
want to be found. You can read the file to me on the way to Waco."


"What's in
Waco?"


"The
courthouse."


"We've done the
courthouse."


"What did you
learn?"


"It's in the
file. Jesus Christ bought this land in nineteen eighty-four, been here ever
since."


"Who owned this
land before him?"


"They're in the
file. They're all dead."


"What did you
find in their probate files?"


"Probate? Uh …
we didn't think of that."


"Well, let's go
to the courthouse and look at their probate files."


"It's Saturday.
The courthouse is closed."


"That's why I
need your badge."


"Oh."


"I love your
gun," Ingrid said.


"I love your
hair," Garcia said.


"I love all of
you," Vinnie said.


They climbed into the
Corvette but Ingrid said, "Agent Major—you do know there's a tank right
over there?"


"Goodbye,"
Duvall said.


The Corvette roared
off in a cloud of caliche dust. 






~


A yellow Corvette blew past the
SUV filled with the UT Christian club driving down the caliche road.


"Damn," the
3L driving said.






~


Duvall's phone pinged again.
Another tweet from the White House.


"Wow—what
a babe in a yellow Corvette! I love babes in Corvettes! I've always wanted to
have my chauffeur drive me around in a Corvette ever since Paul Newman drove
one in Bullitt." 


Duvall sighed. It
was a Mustang. Steve McQueen drove it.






~


When the caliche dust kicked up
by the Corvette finally settled, the 3L stopped the SUV, and the students saw
the scene laid before them outside Waco, Texas: the gawkers and the pilgrims;
the media camps with satellite trucks like at the Longhorn football games—CNC,
FIX, ABC, NBC, CBS, BBC, Al Jazeera; okay, BBC and Al Jazeera didn't make the
games—the FBI headquarters; and in the distance, the white compound. It was as
if they had walked onto a movie set. But it was real. A man wearing a blue
vest with "FBI" stenciled in white pointed to an open field that now
served as a parking lot. The 3L pulled the SUV off the road.






~


Duvall's phone pinged again. He
stepped away and checked; it was a message from Mary Jane: Junior's temp is
102 degrees. He returned the phone to his back pocket and felt the demon
stirring. He jerked the leash hard then swallowed four Advil. He faced the
professor. 


"It's Saturday,
Professor. All bets are off. He either comes out today or that tank goes in
at dawn."






~


Book ran down the caliche road
with Ms. Cross's package under his arm. Ingrid had to discover J. C.'s true
identity, and Book had to convince the man who would be Jesus Christ to
surrender to the man who would be God. And they had less than twenty-four
hours to do both.






~


He's killing my son.


Duvall addressed
Vinnie.


"Why haven't the
snipers taken him out?"


"No clean shot.
Collateral damage."


"Tell 'em I
don't give a fuck about collateral damage. They see him, take the shot."


Vinnie got on the
radio. The demon stretched the leash taut.






~


Book arrived at the compound
doors. He heard the barricades being removed. The door opened on J. C. 


"Professor, I
was looking for you—"


A bullet whistled
past his head and split the wooden doorframe a foot from J. C.'s head. Book
dove at him; they fell inside the compound. They scrambled up then shut and
barricaded the steel doors.


"Wow!" J.
C. said. "Those boys are shooters!"






~


"Did you see that?"
Donnie asked. "The professor dove at the guy opening the compound door.
The HRT snipers, they took a shot at him."


"Not at the
professor," Joe Don said. "At Jesus Christ."


"They're
shooting—we've gotta go! Now!"


"We wait for
orders."


"Fuck orders!"


"You like your
job, Donnie? You like living here? You like the pay, the benefits? Without
this job, where would you be? This is as good as it gets for ex-military, I
don't care how many Purple Hearts we got."


"But she's in
danger—they're shooting at the compound!"


"You just be
ready when the call comes."


"I was born
ready."


"Good—because
the call's coming soon."


"How do you know?"


"They've got a tank."


"Joe Don—our
girl is in there!"






~


"My girl is in there."


The FBI agent leaned
down to look inside the Mercedes coupe Mr. Cross had given her for Christmas.
She had left Houston at five.


"And who are
you, ma'am?"


"Dolores
Vanderberg."


"And who's your
girl?"


"Veronica
Cross."













Chapter 89


Naomi opened her eyes and
smiled. She used to never smile. Because she was never happy. But since Miss
Veronica had come into the compound, she smiled a lot. She loved smiling. And
she loved Miss Veronica. Now she had two big sisters. Both her sisters were
still asleep. She heard a phone ringing, but not loud, like it was under—


—the pillow. 


Miss Veronica slept
on her phone. Naomi stuck her hand under the pillow and removed the phone.
She didn't want it to wake them, so she pushed on the red button.


"Hello."


"V?"


"V?"


"Who is
this?"


"This is Naomi.
Who is that?"


"I'm V's
dad."


"Hi, Mister
Veronica. Is it okay for me and my sister to live in your bunker with Miss
Veronica?"


"It is. You can
live up in the home, too. We have ten bedrooms."


"Why so
many?"


"Well, Naomi, I
really don't know. I grew up in a big family in a small house. Now I have a
small family in a big house. It'll be nice to have to more girls in this
house."


"It'll be nice
to live in a house."


"I bet it will
be. I can't wait to meet you and Esther. V has told me all about you."


"She has?"


"She has."


"Can … may
we call you daddy?"


"You may."


"Do you want to
talk to her now?"


"I guess I'd
better."


"Okay, Daddy,
I'll wake her up."


She whispered in Miss
Veronica's ear.


"Daddy's on the
phone."


She stirred.


"Wake up."


"What?"


"Daddy's on the
phone."


She put the phone to
Miss Veronica's ear.


"Daddy?"






~


Veronica took the phone from
Naomi and rubbed her eyes. 


"Daddy?"


"V, you've got
to wake up."


"What time is
it?"


"Time to get
out."


"Of bed?"


"Of the
compound."


"Why?"


"Because the
Feds have a tank."






~


"How the hell did you get a
tank without my authorization?"


The director.


"I told the Army
you authorized it—but I didn't put it in writing."


"See, you're
learning, Duvall. So why did you get a tank?"


"You told me to
end it."


"Peaceably. End
it peaceably."


"The boss is
happy I got the tank."


"He's happy till
we kill kids."


"I'm not going
to use it. I'm just going to scare Jesus Christ into surrendering."


Duvall disconnected
the director. He had lied.






~


"Duvall said he had a
Saturday surprise," Michele the FIX reporter said to the camera. "He
wasn't kidding."


"You don't think
he'll actually use it, do you?" Shane the anchor said.


"Of course not.
He's just bluffing Jesus Christ."


Michele signed off
the morning show. Hank the producer turned to see Bruce standing there. He
appeared as if he had just learned of a death in the family. 


"Guess who's
coming to Waco?"






~


"I will require an
accommodation," the woman named Dolores said.


"Ma'am,"
Duvall said, "we're the FBI, not HomeAway."


"I sent the
helicopters … without Mr. Cross's permission."


"And, ma'am, we
appreciate that but—"


"She's like my
own daughter. I never married. I don't have children. Except for
Veronica."


Duvall studied the
woman—she reminded him of his mother, back when his dad hit her, but she had
stood up for her son. 


"Yes,
ma'am."


He motioned Vinnie
over.


"Vinnie will set
you up, Dolores."


"When will she
come out?"


"Around
noon."


"Why do you have
that tank?"






~


"If you don't surrender
today, that tank is coming through your front door at dawn!" Book said.
"I've seen Duvall like this before—when he killed Olin Moody. Hell, he
almost killed you at the front door! He gave the snipers the green
light."


They stood under the
cross. J. C. spread his arms as if to mimic the cross. 


"And God gave me
the power of the cross."


He smiled.


"Armageddon.
End of Days. Don't fear it, Professor. Embrace it. Join me in the fight
against the Antichrist."


"That's not Wall
Street out there—it's the FBI!"


"Who works for
the government which is a puppet of Wall Street which is the Antichrist. The
Feds and Wall Street have been lording over the American people for too long.
Now the Lord is going to kick their demon asses."


Ms. Cross arrived in
a rush wearing a white bathrobe and a panic-stricken face. The two girls
followed closely behind like ducklings behind their mother. 


"Daddy
called—they have a tank? Why do they have a tank?"


Her eyes went to the
Amazon box Book held.


"Is that
mine?"


Book pulled Ms. Cross
away from the others. 


"Pack your
stuff. You're leaving."


"I'm not leaving
without the girls."


"Delilah, she
won't let you take them out."


She gave him a firm
gaze.


"Professor, the
question isn't whether she is going to let me; the question is whether she can
stop me." 













Chapter 90


"Courthouse is closed on
Saturdays!" the security guard yelled from the other side of the locked
glass doors. "Come back Monday!"


"Show him the
badge," Ingrid said.


Garcia slapped her
FBI badge against the glass. The guard's eyes popped wide. He unlocked the
doors and allowed them entry.


"Is the county
clerk in?" Ingrid asked.


"Not at eight A.M. on a Saturday."


"Get him down
here."


"Her. And
no."


"Why not?"


"I like my
job."


"We need access
to the probate records."


"Maybe the new
boy can help."




~


Book climbed the ladder to the
walkway above the exterior wall. From that height, the Feds seemed close and
the tank closer. Gideon, David, and Elijah wore flak jackets; they had affixed
steel plates to their firing positions and the two BMGs to mounts embedded in
the wall pointing north. Stacked against the wall were Stinger missiles and
RPGs, AK-47s and ammo clips, hand grenades and thousands of rounds of
ammunition in metal boxes. Scoped sniper rifles. Mortars. Their cache of
weapons would allow them to wage war on the federal government. Again.


"We're fixin' to
kick some Antichrist ass," Gideon said.


"You need to
stop him."


"Oh, we will.
Once the shooting starts, those fake warriors over there are gonna shit their
pretty camo. We won't. We've been in firefights. We're pros. They're
amateurs. They don't have a prayer."


"So to
speak."


"What? Oh,
yeah. We have that, too."


"I meant J. C.
You need to stop him."


"Why would we do
that?"


"To save the
people."


"That's J. C.'s
job. Our job is to defeat the Antichrist." 


"You've bought
into his Antichrist theory?"


"Theory?
No, Professor, it's not a theory. It's real. I've lived it. Nine-eleven
anniversary is tomorrow. Sixteen years ago, the Antichrist conquered the
world."


"Osama bin Laden
was responsible for nine-eleven."


"Do you really
believe a handful of Islamic extremists living on a mountainside in Afghanistan
could carry out the greatest attack on America since Pearl Harbor? Which, by
the way, was also Satan's work. The Antichrist brought terrorism to the world
so he could control the world. Part of his plan. What have been the
consequences of nine-eleven? A world in chaos and at war. Ramp-upped
militarization of the West. Two shooting wars in the Middle East. Iraq,
Afghanistan, Egypt, and Libya turned into turmoil. A flood of Muslim refugees
into Europe and the UK followed by a sharp increase in terror attacks in Europe
and the UK. And here at home, a huge expansion of the power of the
intelligence agencies. NSA and FBI spy on Americans to keep us safe, they
say. To control us is the truth. Even members of the Congressional Intel
committees won't use their personal cell phones because they know the NSA is
capturing their calls to find damaging info to leverage them if they don't play
ball—if they put the people over the Intel agencies. The deep state—the
permanent unelected bureaucracy—controls this country. The government controls
the people; the Antichrist controls the government; thus, the Antichrist
controls the people. The Antichrist incited terrorism on nine-eleven so he
could control America—and thus the world."


Gideon spat.


"I'm not a
dumbass, Professor. I graduated West Point. They wanted to put me on the path
to the Pentagon. I wanted to defend America. I didn't know that we had
already lost America until I went to the Middle East."


He gestured at the
scene below.


"We weren't
bothering anyone, living out here on our own land on our own terms. But I knew
they'd come after J. C. America attacks all things religious, and J. C. is the
most religious thing of all—the Son of God. We've been waiting for them to
come for J. C."


"Why?"


"Because Jesus
Christ is the last hope for America. For the world. Only He can defeat the
Antichrist and save the world. If they defeat Jesus Christ, they defeat America."
Gideon gave Book a soldier's stare. "And Professor, you need to join in
or get the hell out."


Book pointed north.


"They've got a
tank!"


Gideon smiled as one
would to a precocious child who had said something cute.


"Professor—this
ain't our first rodeo."






~


"I'm Brad. The new boy, as
everyone refers to me."


The guard had
escorted Ingrid and Garcia to a back office where they found the new boy. He
was a young man, perhaps mid-twenties, probably working his first real job and
weekends to prove himself.


"I started two
months ago, work Saturday mornings to catch up."


"We need some
probate records," Ingrid said.


"Probate
records? I don't know. Can you come back Monday?"


"No."


"But—"


"Show him the
badge."


Garcia flashed her
badge.


"FBI? Wow.
Okay, follow me. They're in the basement."


They followed the new
boy to the basement where case files were stacked floor to ceiling on metal
shelves. Ingrid had been in more basements of more county courthouses than she
could remember. 


"We need these
probates."


Ingrid gave him the
list of the prior owners of the compound land.


"You're in
luck. First thing I learned was the filing system."


He disappeared into
the stacks.


"We'll start
with the guy J. C. bought the land from then work back," Ingrid said.


"Why didn't we
think of probate records?" Garcia said.


"Most of the
people you look for," Ingrid said, "they're bad guys so they're in
the system—prints, DNA, rap sheets … you got everything. Finding someone
who's not in the system and doesn't want to be, that's a different deal."


"Still … We
can wiretap the president but we can't find Jesus Christ?"


"I always start
at the county courthouse because everything that happens in the county is
recorded here. Birth certificates, death certificates, and everything in
between. Land purchases and sales, foreclosures, property taxes, vehicle
registrations, lawsuits, liens, bankruptcies … the history of the county
and everyone in the county can be found right here—if you know how to
look."


Brad returned with
the Edgar Edmond probate file. He dropped the thick file on a metal table then
went back into the stacks. He was a good boy. Ingrid and Garcia sat side by
side. Ingrid opened the file. 


"Let's see what
Edgar's life was all about."


Garcia consulted the
FBI file.


"Okay, Edgar
owned the land from nineteen eighty to eighty-four when he died. His estate
sold the land to J. C."


"First thing to
look at is his will, see if he had a wife or kids."


Ingrid thumbed
through the file.


"Proof of Death
… heart attack, he was seventy-seven … Application for Letters
Testamentary … local bank acted as the executor …"


"Is that unusual?"


"Probably means
Edgar had no wife or children because a family member is usually appointed
executor."


"Oh."


"Inventory and
Appraisement … let's see … Edgar owned the land and the house …
total value of half a million … and he owed half a million to the bank that
acted as the executor … And the Last Will and Testament of Edgar N. Edmond
… Article Three … 'I have no spouse and no children' … "


Ingrid sat back and
sighed.


"Edgar died
alone."






~


103. Mary Jane Duvall
wrote the time and temp on her notepad. She had sat up all night with Major
Junior. She had worked many midnight shifts at the hospital watching after
sick patients. That night she had watched after her sick son. She patted his
forehead dry then texted her husband. Ex-husband. It was nine his time.













Chapter 91


"Ben Nolan did not die
alone," Ingrid said.


Brad had returned
with the second file and taken back the first file. Ingrid paged through the
probate of Ben Nolan. 


"He bought the
land in nineteen seventy-seven," Garcia said, "and his estate sold it
in nineteen eighty."


"He died in
nineteen seventy-nine at age sixty-eight from a stroke and left the land to his
wife, Gladys. No kids. Apparently she didn't want to farm the land alone, so
the estate sold the farm to our friend, Edgar."


Brad placed another
file on the table.


"Gladys Nolan's
file. She died four years later."


Ingrid flipped to
Gladys's Last Will and Testament. 


"Here it is.
Inventory shows a house worth one-fifty here in town. So Gladys sold the farm
and moved to a little house in town, to be near her church."


"How do you know
that?" Garcia said.


"Because she
left her entire estate to a church here in town."






~


"We need the other
men," David said.


"Who?"
Gideon said. "Noah? Solomon? Matthew?"


"Samson."


"He's just a big
target. He's not a soldier. They'd get in the way. No, boys, it's just us.
It was more than enough against them fuckin' ragheads in Iraq, and it sure as
hell is more than enough against them fuckin' Feds. Those FBI boys out there,
they'll panic. We're real soldiers. They're not. So the three of us, we can
beat three hundred of them. This is what we do. It's not what they do."






~


"Weapons check,
gentlemen," Joe Don said. "Load the choppers."


"What should we
bring?"


"Everything
we've got."



































Chapter 92


"I dated a guy named
Clint," Garcia said. "He was an asshole."


"Which is to
say, he was a man," Ingrid said.


The girls
fist-bumped.


"The professor
doesn't seem like an asshole," Garcia said.


"He's an
exception," Ingrid said. "An exceptional man."


"Are you guys
going to get married?"


"I wish."


"He won't?"


"He's got a
medical issue."


"Really? He
looks healthy."


"He is. For
now. He's got the Alzheimer's gene. He might get it in twenty-five or thirty
years."


"Well, if I were
you, I'd jump his bones twice a day for the next twenty-five or thirty
years," Garcia said.


"I'm doing my
best."


They laughed.


"I'm not
lesbian," Garcia said.


"I didn't
ask."


"Most people
think I am. I'm not sure why."


"Might be the
gun."


"I'm not giving
up my gun for a man."


"You shouldn't.
Fuck men."


"I'd love
to."


Ingrid read the Last
Will and Testament of Clint Krueger.


"Wife and two
children. The son lived in Chicago, the daughter in California. Guess they
weren't farmers."


"Who is? Can
you imagine that life?"


"No. So Clint
bought the land in nineteen seventy-five, died of lung cancer in nineteen
seventy-seven, he was seventy-two, and Clint's wife, as independent executor,
sold the land to Ben Nolan that same year."


"Nothing
there."


"Nope."
Ingrid closed the file and called out to the new boy. "Oh, Brad."






~


Should I kill Jesus Christ
myself? 


As they say, Who
appointed you judge and jury? He was a law professor, not God. What gave him
the right to end another person's life? To save the others? Perhaps that
would constitute justification, but would J. C.'s death in fact save the
others?


Book sat at a table
under the cross and pondered those questions. J. C. would never surrender. He
would rather die. Book could make that happen. But then what? Gideon would
kill Book. He would not surrender. He and the other soldiers would go down
fighting and take the others with them. Once they unloaded with the BMGs and
Stingers and RPGs and God knows what else they had, Duvall would have to
respond in kind. In tank. The tank would crush the compound … and maybe
the children. There would be no stopping the tank.


And there would be no
happy ending to this story.


If he appealed
directly to the adults in the compound, would they run to the exits or would
they run to J. C.? He knew the answer. 


They had already
chosen J. C. as their savior. 













Chapter 93


"I loved that movie,"
Garcia said.


"What
movie?" Ingrid said.


"Jeremiah
Johnson, when Redford was young."


"Who didn't love
Redford when he was young?"


"The Way We
Were, Redford and Barbra Streisand, I cried like a baby."


"I cry like a
baby when Streisand talks politics."


Garcia laughed. 


"Okay, back to
dead people," Ingrid said. "Jeremiah Jones. Owned the land from
nineteen seventy-two to seventy-five, when he died at sixty-nine of prostate
cancer. And Jeremiah had a wife but no children at his death. Left the land to
the wife, Joleen, but she didn't want it because the estate sold it Clint
Krueger that same year."


Ingrid froze.


"Wait a
second—what was the name of Clint's wife?" She turned to the new boy.
"We need the Clint Krueger file again."


Brad hurried off and
came back with Clint's file. Ingrid flipped through the file then sat back.


"Bad girl!"


"What?"


"So Clint owned
the adjacent land. When Jeremiah died, Clint bought this land from the
estate—from Joleen. But guess Clint's wife's name?"


"Joleen."


"Bingo. They
were married a month after Jeremiah died."


"She was playing
around on Robert Redford?"


"No. On
Jeremiah Jones."


"Bad farm
girl."






~


Veronica served the girls
breakfast then sat across from them. Her body trembled with fear and panic.
She looked from Naomi to Esther.


"Do you girls
trust me?"


"We do."


"Will you do
exactly what I tell you to do?"


"We will."


"Is there
anything here you want to take with you?"


"Are we
leaving?"


"We are."


"When?"


"Now."


"How?"


"Trust me."


"Okay."


"I want my
Bible," Esther said.


"And our photos
of Mama," Naomi said. "So we'll remember her."


"And our new
dresses."


"And our
Chanel."


"And our
swimsuits."


"Get them. Put
your stuff in a bag. Don't talk to anyone. Meet me in the kitchen. I'm going
to take you out with me when I feed the Feds."


"What if it
doesn't work?" Esther said. "What if we can't leave? What if Mama
stops us?"


"You're either
coming out with me or I'm staying here with you."


"But you'll
die."


"I'd rather die
with you than live without you."


"We'll go to
heaven together?"


"We will."


The girls glanced at
each other.


"What?"


"Uh, Miss
Veronica … have you been baptized? You can't go to heaven unless you've
been baptized."






~


One bullet could have sent the
son of God to hell and saved the son of Duvall. But the sniper had missed.


"Vroom!
Vroom!"


Duvall turned from
the compound to the sound. Vinnie sat astride the professor's Harley and
pretended to ride it.


"Vroom!
Vroom!"


Duvall sighed against
the desire to shoot his aide; he walked over.


"Get off the
bike."


"Maybe if I buy
a motorcycle like this, I'll get a woman like Ingrid."


"Maybe you'll
get killed."


"Better than
dying alone."


"True enough.
Worse things than death."


"Wonder what
it's like to ride a Harley with a woman holding on from behind?"


"Divine."


"She was. You
think she's the professor's soul mate?"


"Could be."


"Was Mary Jane
your soul mate?"


"She still
is."


"Is it nice? To
have a soul mate?"


"It is."


"Gosh, I'd love
to have a woman like Ingrid."


"You'd love to
have a woman."


"She was
special."


"She's above
your pay grade, partner."


"I can still
dream."


"That's what men
do."


"Vroom!
Vroom!"





















Chapter 94


"Last file, ladies."
Brad dropped the file on the table. "Joe Johnson. You want Mrs.
Johnson's file, too?"


"When did she
die?"


"Same day."


"They died
together?"


"Apparently."


"How?"


Brad shrugged.
"That was twenty years before I was born. Probably a car wreck. We had
one the other day, mother and father, they left four kids behind.
Terrible."


"Yep, might as
well look at hers, too."


"I'll get
it."


"So the Johnson
family owned this land since eighteen ninety. No doubt grandfather then father
then Joe."


Ingrid opened the
first file and flipped through until she found Joe's Last Will and Testament.
She scanned the pages.


"Joe signed the
will on November twenty-second, nineteen sixty-three."


"Oh, shit,"
Garcia said.


"What?"


"That's the day
Kennedy was killed."


"Let's don't go
there."


"It wasn't Oswald
alone."


"Focus,
Garcia." 


Ingrid went back to
the will; she found the family identification section. "On that date, Joe
had a wife named Mary and"—she counted the names—"seven children. A
real farm family. Obadiah, Zechariah, Naarah, Thaddeus, Bathesheba, Hosea, and
Joshua."


"Bible
names," Garcia said.


Ingrid turned to the
bequests section.


"Joe left
everything to Mary, unless she failed to survive him—and she did so fail—so
everything went into trust for the children. Mary was named independent
executor of the estate and trustee of the trust, but she was dead, so the
substitute executor and trustee was the First State Bank of Waco. Inventory
shows the farm valued at a million dollars, liabilities of half a million for
equipment and seed."


Ingrid shook her
head.


"Family farmers,
they live year to year. Borrow against the land for seed and tractors, grow
the crop, sell the crop, pay off the debt, then do it all over again the next
year. One bad year, they're history."


"The children
lost both their parents the same day," Garcia said. "That's
tough."


"At least they
had each other and a trust fund."


"Wonder what
happened to them?"


"Well, we know
they didn't stay on the farm. Joe died on March thirty-first, nineteen
seventy-two, and the deed records show title was transferred to Jeremiah
Jones on"—she checked the FBI file—"May seventh, nineteen
seventy-two."


"Does the
probate file say how much the bank got for the land?"


"Nope. An
independent executor is required to file an inventory and appraisement, but
nothing more. If the executor or the trustee subsequently sells the land, it
doesn't have to report to the court unless the beneficiaries object."


"How do we find
out what the land sold for?"


"We go to the
bank."


Brad returned with
Mary Johnson's file. 


"You'd better
hurry," Brad said. "It's almost noon."


"What time does
the bank close on Saturday?"


"Noon."


"Is there a
death certificate for Joe?" Garcia asked.


"Nope. Let me
check Mary's file." 


Ingrid found the
death certificate for Mary Johnson. 


"Got it. Let's
see … Date of death was March thirty-first, nineteen seventy-two, same day
as Joe. Cause of death was … shit!"


"How do you die
from shit?" Brad said.


"Cause of death
was homicide."


"Homicide?"
Garcia said. "Oh, my gosh. I wonder if it was a murder-suicide? Maybe
Joe killed Mary then himself. The seventies were tough times for family
farms. I read that there were a lot of suicides. Maybe the farm debt weighed
so heavily on Joe that he got depressed, started drinking, then he and Mary
started fighting regularly, and that night Joe drank heavily, they fought, and
Joe pulled the gun off the shelf, and shot Mary in a fit of anger, then
realized what he had done and killed himself." 


She realized Ingrid
and Brad were staring at her.


"What?"


"Do you work for
the FBI or CNC? Maybe the Russians killed Mary."


"No, no,
no," Brad said. "I've lived in Waco all my life. I've never seen a
Russian, and we don't do murder-suicides in Waco."


"Jesus Christ
just killed fifteen federal agents in Waco," Garcia said.


"Outside
Waco," Brad said. "And no one committed suicide."


"Yet,"
Ingrid said.






~


Veronica packed the trailer out
back of the kitchen. Miriam and Mara came out with metal containers of food;
they brought with them the scent of Chanel, wine, and weed.


"This is the
last of it," Mara said. "Go feed the Feds."


"They have a
tank."


"Why do you
think we're drinking and doping this early?"


"Come with me.
Now. Stay outside. Stay alive."


"No, child. We
belong here. We lived here. We'll die here."


"I'll miss
you."


"And we'll miss
you."


They hugged each
other just as the girls walked out. Each wore a new sundress, smelled of
Chanel, and carried a brown paper bag.


"We're
ready," Esther said.


Miriam and Mara
embraced the girls. 


"Be safe,
children."


"I'm so scared,
I almost peed my pants," Naomi said.


"I'm
shaking," Esther said.


"Here, these'll
calm you down."


She handed Tootsie
Roll Pops to the girls. 


"Jump
aboard."


The girls scrambled
onto the four-wheeler next to Veronica. They sat like roughnecks at a bar.


"Okay,"
Veronica said, "ladies always sit with their knees touching, like this.
We want to leave something to their imagination."


"Whose?"
Naomi said.


"Men."


The girls clamped
their knees together like vices. Veronica started the engine and steered the
vehicle toward the jogging path but looked back to see Miriam and Mara waving,
as if they were sending the girls off to college. But there would be no coming
home in the summers. She glanced at the girls. Tears ran down their cheeks.


"We're going to
miss Mama," Naomi said.


"And she'll miss
you."


Veronica Cross was
taking two children away from their mother without their mother's permission:
Was that kidnapping? Was she committing a crime? Maybe. Probably. But that
was man's law. She was obeying God's law now.


"There's the
doors," Esther said. "Drive faster!"


They were almost to
the front doors. Once through, Veronica would drive as fast as the vehicle would
go straight to the Feds. She would call Daddy and ask him to send the
helicopters. The girls would sleep in the River Oaks mansion that night. 


They would be safe.


The doors were just
ahead. But just as they arrived, Gideon stepped out from under the ladder
leading up to the walkway and blocked their path. Veronica hit the brakes hard
to avoid driving into him. He held the big gun. 


"Where are they
going?" he said.


Veronica offered her
biggest smile.


"Oh, they're
helping me today."


"Is that
so?"


He didn't seem
convinced. He stepped to the girls' side of the vehicle.


"What do you got
there?"


He held his hand out
to Esther. She sighed and handed her brown bag to him. He removed her Bible,
photos of Delilah, the Chanel spray bottle, a swimsuit, and sundresses. He
replaced the items and handed the bag back to her.


"Looks like you
girls are leaving."


"Please,
Gideon," Esther said. "Let us go."


Naomi nodded.


"We don't want
to die here."


Naomi shook her
head. Gideon studied the girls a long moment then he … nodded. 


"I reckon you
girls deserve to make your own choices. Let me get the doors for you."


He turned to the
doors—


"Veronica
Cross!"


They all turned to
see Delilah running toward them.


"Aw shit,"
Esther said. 


Delilah arrived with
a red face and wild eyes and the scent of Chanel No. 5 L-Eau. She grabbed the
girls and yanked them out of the vehicle then pointed a finger in Veronica's
face.


"You are not
taking my children! Get your own kids! They're mine!"


If a lesser had
pointed a finger in her face and shouted angry words at her a week before,
Veronica Cross would have turned tail and run as fast as she could to the
bunker and dove headfirst into a pint of Ben & Jerry's Chunky Monkey. But
she was no longer that Veronica Cross. She jumped out of the vehicle and got
in Delilah's face.


"They're your
children! But they're not yours to kill! You can die here if you want to, but
those two girls are not dying here! Not as long as I'm alive!"


And then Delilah did
something Veronica did not expect.


She punched Veronica
in the face. 


Veronica stumbled
back, shocked that a lesser would touch her, much less hit her. But she didn't
cry. She swung a fist at Delilah—


—but Gideon grabbed
her arm.


"Whoa, girl. We
don't fight in the Garden of Eden."


"She started
it! I'll kick your ass, Delilah!"


"You and what
army? A spoiled rich girl gonna kick my ass? I lived on the mean streets most
of my life, girlie. I'll bite your nipples off!"


"My nipples?
Have you done that before?"


"Well … no.
But I could. If was on meth."


"Are you?"


"No."


"Okay, everyone
calm down," Gideon said. 


He examined
Veronica's face.


"You're gonna
have a helluva shiner. Damn, Delilah, you didn't have to hit her so
hard."


"She was trying
to steal my kids!"


Veronica Cross then
did something else she had never done before. She begged a lesser for leeway.


"Delilah, please
let me take the girls. Come with us. Live with us."


"In the bunker,
Mama!" Naomi said.


"You'll be safe from
meth!" Esther said.


"I can't."


"Delilah, please
… let them live."


Delilah studied the
girls, their eyes pleading with her. Her hard face softened. Her anger
dissipated. Veronica was sure she was going to say yes.


"No."


Delilah grabbed the girls'
arms and dragged them away. They wailed and glanced back at Veronica with
panicked faces. She sat in the vehicle and cried. Gideon patted her shoulder.


"You
tried." He grunted. "I'll get the doors."


She started the
engine and drove slowly past Gideon.


"Goodbye,
Veronica Cross."


She hit the brakes
and looked up at him. 


"I'll be
back."





















Chapter 95


"Come back Monday!"


The bank guard locked
the door just as they stepped up to the entrance to the First State Bank of
Waco in downtown. Ingrid pointed at her watch.


"It's only
eleven fifty-nine!"


He offered a lame
shrug.


"Show him the
badge."


Garcia slapped the
badge against the glass door. The guard put on his reading glasses and looked
closely. His eyebrows rose. He removed the glasses and unlocked the door.


"We need
records," Ingrid said. "Pronto."


"I'll get the
weekend manager," the guard said.


He hurried off.


"Guess the
bank-robbing business isn't what it used to be," Ingrid said.


"Never
happens," Garcia said. "Well, almost never. These little state
banks, they were easy pickings for bank robbers. But the big banks wiped out
these little ones."


"Also easy
pickings, when the Fed gives a trillion dollars interest-free to the biggest
banks. With that kind of money, I could wipe out Florida."


The guard returned
with a wet-haired white boy wearing a white, short-sleeved shirt and a skinny
black tie. His nametag read "Wallace Joiner."


"Can I help
you?"


"Wally,"
Ingrid said, "we need your records of the bank's executorship of the Joe
Johnson estate in nineteen seventy-two."


"They're in
archives. It'll take a week to get them."


"Where are the
archives?"


"In the
basement."


"Show him the
badge."


Garcia stuck the
badge in his face.


"How about now,
Wally?" Ingrid said.


Wally led them down
to the basement. After a bit of searching, he found the file. 


"I'll leave you
to it."


Wally went upstairs.
They went through the file.


"Final
accounting," Garcia said.


"What does it
say?"


"The bank sold the farm for a million, paid off the debt to
itself, kept fifty thousand in fees, and distributed four-fifty in trust to
June and Judith Johnson of Chickasha, Oklahoma. Must be Joe's sisters."


Ingrid thumbed
through the file.


"The kids
must've gone and lived with their aunts in Oklahoma."


Ingrid stopped
thumbing. She found a newspaper article from back then. She read the article
then sat back. She felt as if she had been gut-punched.


"The kids didn't
go to Oklahoma," she said.


"Where'd they
go?"


"Heaven, I hope."


"Heaven?"


Ingrid handed the
newspaper article to Garcia. It was dated April 3, 1972.


"It wasn't a
murder-suicide. Just murder. The entire Johnson family was killed by unknown
intruders the night of March thirty-first. They were at the dinner table when
the intruders entered and opened fire, killing all nine Johnsons. Even the
kids."


"Shit!"
Garcia said. "Seven kids … murdered. I don't understand, we did an
Internet search—why didn't it pick up this article?"


"Could be
because this happened in seventy-two and the Internet didn't get up and running
until the nineties. By then, these old county newspapers, they were going out
of business, and the Net just sped that up. Can't find newspapers like this
anymore. So you've got to dig."


"The article
says no suspects," Garcia said. "Wonder if they were ever
caught?"


"I wonder why
the money went to the aunts …"


Garcia shrugged.
"Only surviving relatives."


"… in
trust?" 


Ingrid sat up and
searched the file; she found what she wanted. She wrote on a piece of paper
then stood.


"Let's go."


"Where?"


"To see the
aunts in Chickasha, Oklahoma."


"Why?"


"To learn their
secrets."





















Chapter 96


Vincent recoiled when he saw her
face. 


"Ms. Cross, what
the hell happened?"


"Why is that
tank here?" 


He whispered.
"End of Days. Or at least the end of this standoff. Don't go back into
the compound. Duvall's on edge about his son."


"Is he
worse?"


"Yeah."


"Why doesn't he
believe it's the Plagues?"


"That's the
problem—he does. And he's gonna kill Jesus Christ to save his son."


"Did he say
that?"


"No. But I know
him. And I've never seen him like this, not even in Montana before he killed
the rancher. This won't end good."


"Well."


"Well
what?"


"This won't end
well."


"Stay out."


"I can't."


"You'll
die."


"I can live with
that."


"Not
funny."


The FBI psychiatrist
walked over and looked her over.


"Did you get the
name?" he asked.


"What
name?"


"The name of the
train that hit you." 


He thought that was
funny. But she was still wired on adrenaline from her fight with Delilah—and
she wanted to kick his ass. She swung at him, but he ducked her fist. 


"I had a
fight."


"I see why you
lost. You can't punch for shit. Were you trying to escape?"


"Trying to save
the girls."


"Jesus Christ
hit you?"


"Delilah."


"Least it wasn't
Samson."


He laughed. 


"What?"


"That old movie,
Samson and Delilah."


This time she pulled
a Delilah.


"I love old
movies," she said. "Who was in it?"


"Victor Mature
was Samson, and I think—"


She recalled Jo Jo's
self-defense lessons: "Punch from the shoulder. Step into it. Hit the
motherfucker hard." She hit the motherfucker hard, a right cross to the
chin. He went to the ground. She stood over him with a fist.


"Power of the
Lord, asshole."






~


Jo Jo grunted at the television.


"She decked his
ass," Donnie said. "Just like you taught her, Jo Jo."






~


"Little rich girl packs a
punch," Bruce the CNC reporter said to the camera.






~


Ms. Cross pulled Duvall away from
the others.


"I won't bring
brunch tomorrow, if that tank is still there."


"We won't need
brunch. This ends at dawn."


"I said I'll
have sex with you if you don't kill them!"


He turned on her.


"I don't want
sex! I want my son!"


"How is
he?"


"Worse."


"Leave!"


"I can't."


"Then your son
will die."


"Not if I kill
Jesus Christ first!"


She turned away, but
he grabbed her arm.


"Stay
out." 


"I'm going back
in."


"Why?"


"To get
baptized."






~


"Veronica!"


She turned to the
voice—to a woman running toward her—to— 


Dolores?


Dolores arrived and
threw her arms around Veronica. Then she held her at arm's length.


"You've got a
black eye. Did he hit you?"


"Delilah
did."


"Who's
Delilah?"


"Samson's
girlfriend."


"But …" She shook it off. "Thank God, you're safe."


"Dolores, what
are you doing here?"


"I've come to
take you home."


"I am
home."


"No, child, this
isn't your home."


"This is where I
belong now."


"You belong with
your mother and father."


Veronica glanced
around then turned her hands up. 


"Where are they?
 I don't see them here."


"Veronica, I've
known you all your life. I've spent more time with you than your mother. You
are my child, too." 


"I'm a child of
God now."




~


"Is that Dolores?" Jim
Bob said.


"Why does she
get to go but we're stuck here?" Donnie said.


"Because she
didn't go there to kill Jesus Christ and his real goddamn soldiers."






~


The woman named Dolores dropped
to her knees and sobbed. Major Duvall watched Ms. Cross drive through the open
doors and disappear inside the compound where the man who was killing his son
lived—where that man would soon die. His phone pinged. He checked the
message. Mary Jane.


104.


The demon stood and
strained against the leash. Duvall dug in and held tight.















Chapter 97


Ingrid called Book on the
speakerphone in the Corvette while Garcia was logging on to the car's Wi-Fi
with her iPhone. When Book answered, she said, "We searched the probate
files back to the Johnson family. No secrets till then—well, Clint Krueger and
Joleen, the wife of the next-door farmer, they were practicing animal husbandry
when their spouses weren't looking—but other than that, no secrets … till
we got to the Johnsons."


She recounted the
Johnson family murders.


"What are their
secrets?" Book said. "How are the Johnson murders connected to Jesus
Christ? All the Johnsons were murdered."


"The bank
distributed the money from the farm sale to the aunts—in trust."


"In trust? A
trust requires beneficiaries. Who were the beneficiaries?"


"That's the
secret."


"And where are
you going to find the answer to that secret?"


"Chickasha,
Oklahoma."


"Where are you
now?"


"Heading north
on I-thirty-five. Two hundred sixty miles to Chickasha, and I've got an FBI
badge in the car, so should be there in under three hours—if this asshole in a
pickup truck will get the hell out of my way!"


The pickup driver
finally moved into the right lane. Ingrid punched the pedal and shot past him
and a middle finger at him just for being an asshole.


"I hope you're
resting up," she said to her man then disconnected the call.


"Ingrid,"
Garcia said, "shouldn't we have checked the probate files for the Johnson
children?"


"Won't be any
files. Probate transfers title to property upon death. If the decedent
doesn't own any property, nothing to probate. Hence, no probate for the
kids."


"You know a lot
of law. And you say 'hence.' "


"I sleep with a
law professor."


"That's
handy."


"I think of it
as continuing legal education. I include the hours in my CLE requirements to
keep my PI license."


"Got to be a lot
more fun sitting on him than in a seminar."


"Damn straight
it is."


The girls bumped
fists.






~


Veronica opened the Amazon box
and removed the white baptismal gown. She put on the gown then stood in front
of the mirror.



































Chapter 98


"Veronica Caitlin Cross, I
baptize you in the Name of the Father—"


J. C. held Veronica's
back and lowered her head into the water then pulled her up. She held the
Bible tight to her chest.


"—and of the
Son—"


He again lowered her
head into the water and then brought her up.


"—and of the
Holy Spirit."


And again.


"Amen."


The people of the
compound—people she had seen only as lessers just seven days before—applauded
and shouted "Praise the Lord!" Esther and Naomi jumped into the
stream and wrapped their arms around her. Miriam and Mara looked at each
other, shrugged, and joined them. Then Abraham. And Jacob and Mary Magdalene
and Doc Samuel. Soon everyone stood in the stream—except Delilah. She stood
to the side with her arms crossed tightly and her eyes fixed firmly on Veronica
as if waiting for her to abduct her children again. Music played on the sound
system: "In the River" by Jesus Culture. Veronica Caitlin Cross
hugged everyone, and they hugged her. She was one of them now. J. C. placed a
silver chain with a silver nail cross—"From James Avery"—around her
neck. 


"You are no
longer Veronica Cross, society girl. You are now a child of the cross. A
child of God. You are forever in His grace."


She took His hands
and kissed the scars.


"And you are my
Lord Jesus Christ." 






~


John Bookman, who had abandoned
God in favor of constitutional law, had to admit that there was something
spiritual about the moment. Ms. Cross was a different person than the intern
he had brought to Waco; and she would be a different person when he took her
home. He had brought her in alive; he would take her out alive.






~


"How will I live without
you?" Veronica said.


J. C. pointed at her Bible.


"That book you
hold. All your questions are answered in there. 'Ask, and you shall receive.
Seek, and you shall find. Knock, and the door shall open.' That book wasn't
written yesterday and put out as an e-book today. Those words were written two
thousand years ago. How did Moses know I was coming when he wrote Exodus?
Because God told him."






~


Duvall's phone pinged again.
Mary Jane. It was noon her time.


Temp 105. Taking
Junior to the hospital. I'll call after he's admitted.


The demon snorted
fire.













Chapter 99


The flame from the vendor's grill
caused the meat to sizzle.


"Hamburgers, hot
dogs, tacos, snow cones, ice cream cones," the 2L said. "It's like
First Thursday on SoCo."


"With Jesus
Christ," the 1L said.


The law students
stood among a hundred thousand people gathered on the land outside Waco, Texas,
all waiting to hear Jesus Christ preach. The gawkers had gathered on one side,
and the pilgrims on the other; between the camps were the vendors. Food,
drink, and souvenirs. Beer for the gawkers, lemonade for the pilgrims. "A
Country Boy Can Survive" by Hank Jr. and college football played on the
gawker side; "God is Not Dead" by the Newsboys and group prayers on
the pilgrim side. The students had gabbed with gawkers and prayed with
pilgrims. The former held beer cans and hoped for more action; the latter held
Bibles and hoped not to be left behind. The gawkers had arrived first, but the
pilgrims now outnumbered them ten to one. The heat had dissuaded more gawkers,
but the scars had attracted more pilgrims. The students found a spot among
their fellow pilgrims waiting for the cross to go up again. Parents tossed
kids on blankets, and big beach balls bounced across the crowd. A vendor
walked among them hawking tee shirts that read LEFT BEHIND? CALL 1-800-555-5555
FOR HELP … END OF DAYS … RAPTURE THIS … TAKE ME. It was Woodstock
with Bibles instead of bongs, WWJD instead of LSD, sober people instead of
stoned people, young and old, sick and healthy, white, brown, and black, all
with only one thing in common: They believed.


"End of Days is
fun!" the 2L said.


Half a dozen
teenagers ducked under the retaining ropes and ran toward the compound. They
didn't get far. FBI agents on four-wheelers chased them down, tackled and
handcuffed them, and brought them back to the gawker/pilgrim section.






~


Duvall watched his agents
apprehend the kids.


"What do they
want?"


"To be
saved," Vinnie said.


"In Waco?"






~


"Ms. Cross, he is not Jesus
Christ."


"He is."


"He's not."


"You saw His
scars. Where they hammered spikes through His hands. Where they stabbed the
spear into His chest. Where they beat Him and ripped the skin off His back.
Professor, He died on the cross."


"He did not die
on the cross. He is not Jesus Christ."


"Explain the
scars."


"Coincidence."


"You don't
believe in coincidences."


"I make
exceptions."


"Except for
Jesus Christ. Professor, no one believed He was the Son of God when He first
came to earth."


"That's true,
but—"


"He is Jesus
Christ."


"He's not."


"I'm going to
paint His ceilings like Michelangelo."


"You're going to
get your stuff and leave now."


"I'm not
leaving. I told the girls that if I couldn't get them out, I'd stay. I tried
to take them out—"


"When?"


"This
morning."


"What
happened?"


She told him the story. 


"Wondered about
the black eye."


"Professor, I'm
not leaving without the girls."


"You're not
staying."


"The hell I'm
not! They won't die alone! I won't live alone! I will die with those girls!
I will die with my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ! I am his Michelangelo! I
will paint His ceilings! God made me an artist to paint his Son's ceilings!
It's what I do! It's what I will do! Praise the Lord!"


Book waited for her
to calm.


"Ms. Cross, how
do you know he's Jesus Christ?"


"Because the
final plague is upon us."


"How do you
know?"


"Agent Major's
son is dying."






~


Duvall's phone rang. 


"Mary Jane—how
is he?"


"We're in the
ER. He's on an IV, meds to break the fever."


"How high?"


"One-oh-six."


"Are you
okay?"


"No. I need you
here."


"I'll be there
soon." He checked his watch: 3:00 P.M.
"Text me every thirty minutes and—"


"Wait—he wants
to talk to you."


Duvall waited for his
son to come on the line.


"Major …"


His voice was weak.


"Buddy."


"What's
happening to me? My head is on fire. I'm not going to die, am I, Major?"


"No, Buddy—you
are not going to die."


But Jesus Christ was
going to die. Soon.















Chapter 100


"Agent Major's son is
dying," Veronica said. "God sent forth the Plagues. This is the
final one."


"The firstborn
sons," Mara said.


"He will try to
save his son."


"By killing J.
C."


"And everyone
else here if necessary."


"Go,
Veronica," Miriam said. "Go live your life."


"My life is here
now."


"What if you die
here?"


"I will go to
heaven with you and the girls."






~


Mary Jane texted at 3:30: Docs
are trying to get temp down. Can't diagnose.


"You
tried to kill him this morning!"


Duvall looked up from
his phone to the professor standing in his tent. 


"The cease-fire
ended at dawn."


"I'll go to the
media."


"I'll arrest
you."


"On what
charge?"


"Obstruction of
justice."


"Is that the
only crime the FBI knows?"


"Lying to an FBI
agent is a felony."


"When did I lie
to you?"


"When you said
you knew how to negotiate a standoff."


"Don't attack.
They're ready for you."


"I'm ready for
them."


"I don't think
so. They're pros."


"We get paid to
play."


"They've played
in places where the other side shot back. Your men haven't."


"Maybe so, but
we've got a tank. They've got nothing to stop a tank."


"I think they
do."


"What?"


"I don't know.
But they don't seem worried."


"Neither am
I."


"Testosterone
has gotten more men killed in history."


"And killed more
men."


"They're not
going to surrender. They're going to fight—to the death."


"Then they'll
die."


"And so will the
children."


"This ends at
dawn, Professor. Get your girl out."


"She won't
leave, not without the Durant girls. And I can't leave without her. Or them.
I promised the grandmother."


"Then you'd
better get Jesus Christ to surrender—or you'll all die with him."






~


"We'll be killing our
brothers in arms," Donnie said. "They fought in Afghanistan and
Iraq, too."


The soldiers were
shooting pool. Anything to stay occupied till the call came.


"We don't have a
dog in that fight," Joe Don said. "Except Veronica. If they let her
go, we'll let them go. She lives, they live. She dies, they die."













Chapter 101


Temp holding at 106. Docs
think they've got it contained. Going in for an MRI to rule out brain tumor.


Thank God.


Major Duvall breathed
a sigh of relief. He sat at his desk in the command tent and read his
ex-wife's text. He had had his own MRI only six months before; Mary Jane had
insisted. She was convinced he had a brain tumor. He did not. Now she was
convinced that he suffered a "psychological issue"—her way of saying
that he might be going insane. Sometimes he thought he was already there. A
demon lived in his head—what is that if not insanity? The demon made him a
ticking time bomb; every day he fought the demon's desire to take control of
him, turn his thoughts dark, bring forth the rage. Every day of his life he
fought the demon. Maybe Mary Jane was right; maybe he should talk to the doc
about his fake friend. The thunder rumbled in the distant part of his head;
the demon strained against the leash in the near part of his head. Duvall
swallowed four Tylenol then addressed the FBI psychiatrist. 


"Say, Doc, how
'bout some free medical advice?"


The doctor sat at his
desk on the other side of the tent. His head was down; he was texting. He
answered without looking up from his phone.


"Nope."


"What?"


"I never give
free advice."


"Why not?"


"If you owned a
gas station, would you give away your gas?"


"No."


"Exactly. Gas
is your inventory. Advice is my inventory."


"How much do you
charge?"


"I know how much
you make, Duvall. You can't afford me."


Duvall grunted.


"But—" the
doc said.


"But what?"


"We can barter."


"Barter?"


"You give me
something, I'll give you advice."


"What do you
want?"


"Airtime." 


"What, you want
to talk at the briefing?"


"National TV
with that tank in the background. I'll tell the world how Jesus Christ is
going to kill all his people. Then when he does, I'll be the next Dr.
Phil."


"Agreed."


The doctor looked up
from the phone.


"What's your
question?"


"My buddy I
played college ball with, he's suffering some symptoms."


"Such as?"


"Headaches,
suicidal thoughts, depression, confusion, paranoia, insomnia, memory loss, rage
…"


"Did he suffer
concussions?"


"A bunch."


"And he's
mid-forties now?"


"Yep."


"Your friend is
fucked."


"Why?"


"He's got CTE."


"That concussion
disease? You know about that?"


"I have an M.D.
and a Ph.D.—I know about everything, including CTE. Chronic traumatic
encephalopathy. Neurodegenerative disease caused by repetitive brain
trauma—hits to the head. Boxers were the first, we used to say they were
punch-drunk. Now it's football players. The trauma ignites the tau
protein—normally a good brain protein, but trauma turns it into a badass
protein that literally eats brain cells. Some CTE brains they've studied were
half the size of a normal brain—in middle-aged men. Last I checked, the researchers
had studied brains from one hundred eleven former NFL players—one hundred ten
had CTE."


"They made that
movie about Mike Webster, the Hall of Fame center for the Steelers, he was
living in his truck when he died at fifty."


"And Junior Seau
and Dave Duerson, they were both forty-five when they shot themselves. Andre
Waters was forty-four. Terry Long was forty-five when he drank antifreeze.
Justin Strzelczyk was only thirty-six when he drove his vehicle headfirst at
high speed into a tanker truck to commit suicide. He suffered rages, said he
had a demon in his head."


"A demon?"


The doctor nodded.
"Dementia, voices, paranoia, all part of the deal." 


Duvall closed his
eyes and rubbed his temples against the thunder rolling in.  


"You guys were close?"
the doctor said.


"Real."


Duvall opened his
eyes. "But I can't … believe my buddy has CTE. He didn't play pro
ball. He only played in high school and college."


"The incidence
is highest in pro players because they took more hits over longer careers, but
they've found CTE in forty-eight of the fifty-three brains of college players
they studied and even in the brains of guys who only played in high school.
Even by then they've suffered thousands of sub-concussive blows to the
head."


"But his MRI was
clear."


"They always
are. CTE can't be detected by MRIs or CAT scans."


"What can he do
to stop it?"


"Nothing."


"Nothing?"


"Once the tau
protein turns badass, it's like the Terminator—it never stops until it eats the
brain."


I was right—the demon
isn't just living in my brain—it's eating my brain! Piece by piece. Day by
day. A little more each day. Why I feel less each day.


"But he stopped
playing football at twenty-two. How can he get this twenty-three years
later?"


"He had it
before. It takes time for the tau protein to eat enough of his brain to bring
on the symptoms. It never gets better. It only gets worse."


"How can my
buddy find out for sure if he's got CTE?"


"Die."


"Die?"


"He's got to
die. CTE can't be diagnosed in a living person. It's diagnosed by dissecting
the brain, which most living people object to. When the brain is dissected, if
there's CTE, the brain is black with the tau protein."


"Is there any
cure?"


"Only the cure
most of those football players took."


"Which
was?"


"Putting a
bullet through their black brains."















Chapter 102


Ingrid Divine parked the Corvette
on the street in front of the small, frame house in Chickasha, Oklahoma. The
neighborhood looked like it had once been a well-kept, middle-class
subdivision. It was no longer. It was now firmly lower class and high crime;
the burglar bars over every window and door attested to the crime rate. It was
now an old neighborhood of old people and young punks. The Corvette had
attracted a crew of such punks. She and Garcia jumped out. The punks eyed
them and the car.


"You touch that
car," Ingrid said, "I will own you."


The punk leader
laughed.


"Ain't no bitch
own me."


"Show him the
gun."


Garcia pulled her
jacket back to reveal the Glock. Ingrid pulled her tee shirt up to reveal her
Beretta.


"License to
carry. And I will shoot your ass."


"Oh, yeah?"


The leader lifted his
shirt to reveal a Smith & Wesson.


"Show him the
badge," Ingrid said.


Garcia held her FBI
badge high.


"They the
fuckin' po-po!" one of the crew screeched in a high-pitched voice.


"Fuckin' po-po
is right," Ingrid said. "So you punk-ass bitches better get the fuck
outta my face!"


They got the fuck out
of her face. Ingrid laughed. 


"Boy sounded
like his balls hadn't dropped yet." She screeched: "They the
po-po!"


Garcia laughed.
"You should've been an FBI agent."


"Too many
rules."


They walked to the
front door. Ingrid knocked. A young woman peeked out.


"Ma'am,"
Ingrid said, "we're looking for the Johnson sisters. June and
Judith."


"They're
dead."


"When?"


"Twelve years
ago. We rented a place down the street, bought this house when Judith died.
Wish we hadn't. Now we live behind bars, like we're the inmates."


"Dead end,"
Garcia said.


"Ma'am, anyone
in the neighborhood from back then, when the sisters were alive?"


"Three."
She pointed through the bars. "That house, that one, and that one."


"Thank you,
ma'am."


She shut and locked
the door. They walked across the street to the first house and knocked on the
door. An old woman answered.


"Is that
pepperoni?"


"Ma'am?"


"Did you bring
my pepperoni pizza?"


"Uh, no, ma'am.
Did you know June and Judith Johnson?"


"Where's my
pizza?"


She shut the door.


"Shame,"
Garcia said.


The old man in the
second house made the old woman in the first house seem like the grand prize
winner on Final Jeopardy. So they tried the third house. An old woman
answered the door.


"What do you
want?"


"Ma'am, we're
trying to find anyone who knew June and Judith Johnson."


"Why?"


"Show her the
badge."


Garcia held up the
badge.


"I knew 'em.
They were evil."


"Why do you say
that?"


"Because it's
true."


"I mean, what
makes you say that? What did they do?"


"This was a nice
neighborhood back then. Clean. No crime. No punks. No burglar bars. Kids
played in the street, kickball, that sort of thing. June and Judith, they
called the police every time."


"Ah."


"We always had
Girl Scouts on the street. The Johnson sisters never bought one box of
cookies."


"That's
bad."


Ingrid rolled her
eyes at Garcia.


"Well, ma'am, if
that's all you know—"


"And they stole
all that money."


"Money?
What money?"


"Money from
their brother's farm down in Texas. They stole it."


"Stole it from
whom?"


"From the
boy."


"What boy?"


"That little
boy—the one they called Josh."






~


"Josh Johnson
survived."


Ingrid had the
Corvette running ninety-five south on I-35 and her man on the iPhone X. Garcia
was searching the Net for anything on the Johnson murders or Josh Johnson or
the evil aunts. 


"He was the baby
of the family, ten at the time."


"I thought the
entire Johnson family was murdered?" Book said.


"That's what the
newspaper said, but the neighbor said the boy lived with the aunts for about a
year, then they gave him away."


"Gave him
away? To whom?"


"A traveling
preacher."


"What?"


"Yeah, the
aunts, they were holy rollers—although they refused to buy Girl Scout cookies,
the bitches—and they always went to the tent revivals when they came to town.
They wanted their brother's money but not his son. So they kept the money and
shipped the boy off."


"What happened
to him?"


"No one knows …
but I'm betting he became Jesus Christ."






~


"My God, I've never set foot
in the deplorable land!" Regan shrieked as soon as she stepped out of the
air-conditioned limo and into the heat of Texas. "I always just fly over
on my way to California! Now I know why—it's fucking hot!"


"Welcome to
Waco," Bruce said. 


"Do you know
there's not a single five-star hotel in Waco?"


"I didn't know
that."


"Or a
four-star."


"One of the
farmers down the road is renting out rooms."


She gave him an evil
look. 


"Sleeping with a
deplorable?"


"Not with him.
Just in his house."


"I don't think
so."


"Then Motel Six
it is."


"I'm staying in
Austin."


"And drive
ninety miles each way?"


"We're hiring a
helicopter."


"What about
climate change, all the carbon emissions of flying a helicopter back and forth
every day."


She regarded him as
she would a deplorable.


"It's me,"
she said.






~


"We're going down to San
Antonio to see the Alamo," Shane the FIX anchor said.


"Today?"
Michele said. "There's a tank."


"Duvall's not
going to use it. But no, after Jesus Christ surrenders."


"And if he
doesn't?"


"He'll
surrender. They always do."


"Guyana?"






~


The FBI director sat in his
Washington office on a Saturday afternoon. On the television was the Waco
standoff. The daily briefing would take place in thirty minutes. The network
and cable news anchors would question Duvall live on national TV. It would be
his career make-or-break moment. The director's personal cell phone rang. He
checked the ID and groaned. The First Fucking Kid.


"Director, tell
Duvall to allow one of the anchors into the compound to interview Jesus
Christ—not the CNC bitch, but Lester is okay."


"That's an
on-the-ground command decision. Up to Duvall."


"Well, I'm
commanding it."


"You're not his
boss. I am."


"And I'm your
boss—and I'm commanding you to command him."


The director had
lived seventy-five years of life, and he hadn't been spoken to in such a manner
since he was a buck private in the Army. He didn't like it then, and he didn't
like it now. Difference was, this little shit couldn't court-martial him for
insubordination; he could only get his daddy to fire him. Which would be a
fucking relief.


"Let me tell you
something, Junior. I stomped the jungles of Vietnam twenty-five years before
you were a gleam in your daddy's eye. I defended America. I was awarded two
Purple Hearts. I came home and went to law school, graduated number one at
Harvard. I prosecuted murderers and drug lords. I'm
seventy-five-fucking-years old, and you're twenty-five and your daddy's still
wiping your ass. So take your fucking commands and shove 'em up your fucking
ass! And if your daddy doesn't like that, tell him to fucking fire me! You
got it, boy? And don't you ever fucking call me or text me or leave a message
for me again, you little shit, because if you ever do, I'm going to come over
to the White House and beat you to a fucking pulp! And I can do it!"


He disconnected the
First Fucking Kid.



































Chapter 103


"Agent Duvall, why do you
have a tank?" the NBC anchor asked.


Why do I have CTE?
Why would he ask that? No, he must not have asked that.


"I'm sorry, I
didn't hear your question."


The tank had brought
the network anchors to Waco. They now stood before Major Duvall in the green
pasture with the white compound in the background of the camera shot. Little
Miss Purple Yoga Pants flitted about the anchors like a moth to light.


"Why do you have
a tank?"


Duvall fought to
control his emotions and concentrate what was left of his brain on the
briefing.


"Because he has
BMGs, RPGs, mortars, Stingers, snipers, drone bombs, and three ex-Special Forces
soldiers who know how to use them."


He pointed at the CBS
anchor, but his thoughts returned to his chronic traumatic encephalopathy. To
his shrinking black brain. The demon is eating my fucking brain! Cell by
cell! Day by day! The doc had given him a death sentence. The demon was
eating his brain, but the doc stood to the side chomping at the bit to get on
national television.


"Agent Duvall,
are you going to attack the compound?"


"The tank is
defensive, not offensive. But we have information that Jesus Christ is
preparing for the End of Days, an apocalyptic battle."


"Suicide by cop?"


Suicide by CTE? 


He nodded at the ABC
anchor.


"Agent Duvall,
do you fear mass suicide? That they might drink the Kool-Aid? That all those
children might die?"


That his son might
die? 


"I do fear
that. If necessary, we can deploy the tank to take out their shooters and at
least save the children—or try to."


But could he save
his own child? His son lay in an MRI chamber at that very moment, waiting to
learn if he also had a bad brain.


The CNC anchor didn't
wait to be called on.






~


"Agent Duvall," Regan
said, "it seems more than obvious that the Russians have orchestrated this
entire event in a conspiracy with the man who calls himself Jesus Christ in
order to divert the people's attention from the president's ongoing collusion
with Vladimir Putin to obstruct justice in America in furtherance of his
fascist agenda."


"Do you have a
question?"


Actually, she
didn't. Her producer's voice from New York City came across her earbud.


"Shriek
'Russians.' "


"Russians!"


"Shriek it
again."


"Russians!"







~


Duvall pointed at the FIX anchor.


"Is there no
hope for surrender? Do you think the situation is hopeless?"


Yes. It was
hopeless. He had no hope. He would die sooner than later. He would not marry
Mary Jane again. He would never again hold her, kiss her, or make love to
her. He would never again have her in his bed, in his house, or in his life.
He would never live happily ever after with the love of his life. His soul
mate. He would never see his son become a man or drive the Mustang or bring
home a girlfriend he had kissed in the back seat. He would never see the other
side of fifty. He had no future, no life, no hope. He was hopeless. He now
suffered the hell of hopelessness. He wanted to call Mary Jane and tell her
about the CTE and cry with her—but he could not. He could not put that pain on
her. He had always played with pain. And so he would now. 


"Those people in
the compound, they're just lost souls searching for peace. A place where they
can find peace and be at peace. We're all searching for the same thing.
Hoping there is such a place. Hope is heaven. Hopelessness is hell. They
hope to go to heaven, but he's taking them to hell."






~


"J. C.," Book said,
"don't take all these people with you."


They sat in J. C.'s
apartment watching the briefing. 


"Take? Professor,
you've lived here a week now. Am I holding these people prisoner? Are they
free to leave? I am not taking them anywhere. They have chosen to come with
me. To live with God." He pointed outside. "Out there, people
fight over whose god is God. In heaven, there is only one God."


"But I can save
them."


J. C. smiled as one
would at a child.


"No, Professor,
you can't. Only God can save them. And He has. You've met the people.
You've learned why they came here. Why they live here. Why they don't want to
leave here."


"The outside
world mistreated them."


"Mistreated?
No, Professor. Everyone is here not because the Antichrist—Wall
Street—mistreated them. They're here because Wall Street destroyed
them! Wall Street is a criminal enterprise run by the Antichrist. With intent
and premeditation, Wall Street stole their jobs and homes and families—their
American Dream—so the one-percenters could make another trillion. Corporate
takeovers and layoffs, lower wages and higher healthcare costs, legal and
illegal immigration that steals their jobs, foreclosures that take their homes
and throw their families onto the streets—all at the direction of Wall Street.
These people don't want you to save them from God so they can again be slaves
to the Antichrist. As you are. As all Americans are. As all the people of
the world are. They came here because they don't want that life of human
bondage. They came here to be free. Why would they go back to being slaves of
the Antichrist?"


"They will die
here."


"Death is better
than slavery."






~


"Brilliant job, Duvall.
Absolutely brilliant. When the standoff is over, I'll introduce you to the
president."


The director.


"Thank you,
sir."


"Did you read
his tweet?"


"Uh, not yet,
sir."


"He said, and I
quote, 'Wow!!'—two exclamation marks—'Duvall rocks!!!'—three
exclamation marks—'FBI Director Major Duvall!!!!'—four exclamation
marks. Four, Duvall."


"Is that
good?"


"Oh, yes. The
number of exclamation marks is the key to deciphering his tweets. None, start
packing your bags. One, you're on a short leash. Two, you'll last the month.
Three, the year. And four—four is an invite to the big house.
Congratulations, Duvall, you'll be sitting in my chair before the year is
out."


Duvall hung up. He
would never sit in the director's chair.


I will be dead.
But my son will be alive.






~


"Russians?" Bruce said.


"When in
doubt," Regan said.


She held up her fork
on which a piece of meat was impaled.


"What the hell
is this?"


"Chicken fried
steak."


"And what the
hell is chicken fried steak?"


"Steak fried
like chicken."


"Is it
organic?"


"Seriously?"


"What's this
white stuff?"


"Gravy. Pour it
over the steak."


"Deplorable
food."


"I've had it
three times this week. It grows on you."


"Like
cancer."


"Hey, fried ice cream for dessert."























Chapter 104


Major Duvall and Jesus Christ
found themselves at the same point in life: facing death. There was no hope
for either of them. He knew because he fully intended to kill Jesus Christ;
and the CTE Terminator fully intended to kill Major Duvall. 


And both were fully
capable of bringing death. 


He had been sure he
had a fatal brain tumor. But it was worse. He had a fatal brain. Would he
end up like Mike Webster, living in a truck? Or Terry Long, drinking
antifreeze to end the pain? Or Justin Strzelczyk, committing suicide by tanker
truck? Or Junior Seau or Dave Duerson or Andre Waters, death by gunshot.


He held the Glock.


His life was over.
He had suspected it would end early; now he knew it would. Football had killed
him. Slowly. Thirty-five years of slow death. He had first played tackle
football at ten and quit at twenty-two. Twelve years of headfirst tackles.
Brain-banging hits. Concussions. Twelve diagnosed, God knows how many
undiagnosed. Thirteen years since his last concussion. Five years since the
first signs. Four since the insomnia. Three since the rolling thunder. Two
since the suicidal thoughts. One since the demon appeared. 


How long did he have
left in life?


His phone pinged. He
checked the text message. It was from Mary Jane.


MRI was clear.
But temp is climbing again. Up to 107. Docs don't know why.


Someone knocked on
the RV door then he heard Vinnie's voice.


"Boss, the white
stallion is galloping around the pasture again."


Duvall walked outside
the command tent to find the white stallion standing out front of the compound
and the brown cross rising above the compound. Vinnie dropped to his knees.
Duvall turned to the pilgrims; they too knelt. The voice of Jesus Christ came
over the loudspeaker.






~


"Good evening, my dear
deplorables, my brothers and sisters, my fellow children of God. The
Antichrist … Wall Street … and his disciples in government, have, with
premeditation and willful intent and malicious motive, impoverished you, the
middle class of America. 


"Why?


"Because you are
the last believers in God.


"The upper class
long ago sold their souls and sold out America to the Antichrist, willingly
exchanged their belief in God for their belief in money. They sold out the
Almighty for the almighty dollar.


"The lower class
also sold their souls, but for a lot less money. For government handouts.
Rather than embrace the American Dream—the freedom and opportunity to get an
education, to work hard, and to earn what you want—to know that your children's
and grandchildren's tomorrows will be better because of your sacrifices
today—they were seduced by the Antichrist's promises of something for nothing,
the American Dream without the American work ethic, welfare for a correct vote
rather than work for a decent paycheck, indentured servitude for themselves
rather than good schools for their children, the here and now instead of the
hereafter. No need to work hard, the Antichrist told them, I will give you all
that you desire—for free. 


"But we know
there is nothing free in life.


"The Antichrist
demanded their souls in return.


"The middle
class is the last holdout. The last American Dreamers. The last believers in
God. The last Americans who refuse to surrender their souls to the Antichrist.


"So the
Antichrist must destroy you.


"By bankrupting
you. 


"And how has the
Antichrist done that? Let me count the ways.


"First, Wall
Street stole your jobs and gave them to foreigners and immigrants desperate
enough to work for pennies on the dollar. Wall Street wants high stock prices
for itself and low wages for you. Stocks are at all-time highs, and so is
middle-class unemployment. 


"Second, Wall
Street stole your money. The federal government stole your wealth by taxing
your work. You built the bridges, farmed the food, and constructed this
country, but your government taxes you at higher rates than Wall Street that
makes nothing and takes everything. Your government says trading stock is more
valuable an endeavor to America than serving in the military, policing the
streets, fighting the fires, nursing the sick, teaching the children, making
the cars, sewing the clothes—playing the stock market is more important than
supplying the food market, capital gains more valuable than hard labor. So the
government taxes Wall Street at twenty percent, but you at forty percent; and
Wall Street need not pay social security taxes on capital gains, but you must
on hard work. 


"Third, the
government steals your money through taxes then loans your tax money to the big
banks at zero percent interest which money they then loan back to you at
eighteen to thirty percent interest on your credit cards, which has effected a
massive wealth transfer from the middle class to the upper class, from Main
Street to Wall Street, from the believers to the nonbelievers, from the
children of God to the disciples of the Antichrist. They impoverish you with
taxes then enslave you with debt.


"Fourth, Wall
Street stole your health care. When a company spends on health care for its
workers, Wall Street loses money for its investors. It's a zero-sum game: If
someone wins, someone else must lose. And that someone won't be Wall Street.
It will be you. You will always be the loser in that game. Good health care
for Main Street means less profit for Wall Street. So now your insurance costs
more and covers less.


"Fifth, Wall
Street stole your children's future with college debt. Universities are
tax-exempt. The deal you the people made with them was that in exchange for a
tax exemption, they would educate your children at a reasonable charge. They
reneged on the deal. They amassed billions in endowment funds but hiked costs
on your kids. Today a college education costs hundreds of thousands of
dollars. The poor don't pay, and the rich don't care. But the middle class
must pay in full—you must borrow to pay for college. And to whom are you
indebted? To the Antichrist. To Wall Street. To the federal government. Now
the middle class—you and your children—are indebted—are enslaved to the
Antichrist for life. A Wall Street corporation may discharge its health
and retirement debts owed to its middle-class employees in bankruptcy, but the
middle class's school debt owed to Wall Street may not be discharged in
bankruptcy. Those debts will haunt your children for life. That is your
legacy to your children: a lifetime of debt. 


"Sixth, Wall
Street stole your retirement funds. The federal government owes twenty
trillion dollars in national debt. From whom did the government borrow so much
money? From you. From your future. From your Social Security Trust Fund.
The trust fund is empty. Your money is gone. Replaced by IOUs. You paid in,
and they lent it out to the government's general fund the next day. Your
future was spent today. One hand of the government owes the other hand eight
trillion dollars. Your safety net is no longer safe—it's already spent.
It's a Ponzi scheme even Bernie Madoff couldn't have dreamt up. If a private
company stole your retirement funds in exchange for IOUs, the executives would
have gone to prison. But members of Congress steal your money and get
reelected. So how will one hand of the government pay all that money back to
the other hand so the latter can write your Social Security check? By raising
taxes on your children. You paid once for your retirement; your children will
pay twice. 


"And another five
trillion dollars was borrowed by the government from your private
retirement funds. Big pension plans bought big government debt. The middle
class's retirement is invested in debt of the federal government to the tune of
thirteen trillion dollars. How will the government repay that debt? By
raising taxes on your children. 


"The federal
government paid four hundred fifty billion dollars last year in interest
on the federal debt. More than twice the entire national budget of Russia.
For interest on the debt! How will the government ever repay the debt? By
impoverishing the middle class. The middle class is now indebted to the
Antichrist, owned by the Antichrist, and enslaved to the Antichrist—for
life."


He paused and sighed.


"Sorry for the
bad news."






~


Bruce watched the cross withdraw
into the compound.


"Boy, he's
really got a hard-on about Wall Street!" Regan shrieked.


"Hold on,
Regan," Bruce said. "The cross is rising again."


The cross rose, and
the voice spoke again.






~


"And one more thing: What
the heck is all this talk about climate change, global warming, the end of the
world? If this world is to end, God will end it. Man will not. 


"Yes, it is hot
tonight. And we have a name for that, and it's not climate change. We call it
'summer.' When God created this earth, He created the climate. The four
seasons. Yes, sometimes here in Texas it seems as if He forgot autumn and
spring, but He wanted it hot in the summer and cold in the winter. That is the
natural state of things. For people, for animals, for crops, for plants, for
trees, for seas … for this earth God created.


"But now, we are
told, this isn't natural. This is all man-made. We should have autumn and
spring all year. Southern California without the traffic. There should be no
summer, no winter. No hot, no cold. No change in the climate. 


"Those are lies.


"But that is
what the Antichrist does. He lies to you. He deceives you. He says there is
climate change and anyone who disagrees is a 'climate change denier!'
You can deny God, but you cannot deny climate change. It's the 'big lie'
theory: tell a big lie, and tell it often—and attack anyone who calls it a
lie. His greatest disciples, Hitler and Stalin, mastered the big lie. As
Hitler said, 'The great masses of the people will more easily fall victims to a
big lie than to a small lie.' And there is no bigger lie in the history of
this world than climate change."


He again paused and
sighed.


"Adolf Hitler
and Josef Stalin … true disciples of the Antichrist … of Satan.
Evidence of evil in this world. 


"Franklin
Roosevelt said to his people, 'The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.'


"Winston Churchill
said to his, 'We shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be; we shall
fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in
the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never
surrender.'


"But Hitler said
to his, 'The victor will never be asked if he told the truth.' 


"And Stalin said to his,
'One death is a tragedy; one million is a statistic.'


"God inspires
awe—and Roosevelt and Churchill awed their people.


"Satan inspires
fear—and Hitler and Stalin instilled fear in their people.


"The Antichrist does
not awe you. He instills fear in you. He lies to you like Hitler and then
crushes all dissent like Stalin. 


"Why? 


"Because, A,
climate change is the greatest hoax the Antichrist has ever perpetrated on
humans, and B, if climate change wins, capitalism loses. America loses, and
the Antichrist wins. Climate change is another ruse of the Antichrist to
control the world. But to control the world, he must first control America.
To control America, he must destroy America's economy. And the world cheers
him on—because they are jealous of America. Rather than follow God and
America, they deny God and destroy America. 


"The purpose of
climate change treaties is not to save the planet—it is to destroy America.
Every climate treaty requires that America commit economic suicide. Somehow,
the world will be a better place with a weaker America. Really? Who does the
world call when war or disease breaks out? Who does the world turn to when the
world needs help? 


"America.


"And America
answers the call.


"Every time.


"The American economy
powers the world, but the world is jealous of that economy and that power, so
they want to destroy America's strength, like giving kryptonite to Superman.
Climate change is the Antichrist's kryptonite.


"Climate change
versus capitalism. 


"That is the
battle the Antichrist wages with America for America. In the history of this
world socialism and communism have never worked—at least not for the people.
Communism in Russia works quite well for Putin and his cronies, but not so well
for the people. Socialism worked for Castro in Cuba but not for the people.
Neither has ever worked and neither will ever work because both are contrary to
the spirit God instilled in humans: the desire to do better and be better. To
improve your lives and your children's lives. Your community and your
country. Capitalism feeds the world, improves the world, empowers the people
of the world. Capitalism is humanism. 


"It's what you
do.


"America
guarantees freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom of expression and
association—freedom from government. Most nations do not. Why do you
have all those freedoms? Because America's Founding Fathers fought for those
freedoms. Governments don't give away freedoms like welfare; in fact, they'd
much prefer to give the people welfare that keeps them dependent on government
rather than freedoms that make them independent of government. 


"People want
those American freedoms, but they don't want to fight for them.


"People want the
American economy, but they don't want to work for it.


"People get
jealous when they see someone else who has what they want. Their response is
either to work harder and earn what they want or to take what they want from
someone else who earned it.


"In America, you
work harder. No people on earth work as hard as Americans. You earn what you
want.


"But others take
the latter route. Remember years back when an ice skater competing in the
Olympics knew she wasn't good enough to beat the top skater so she hired a thug
to take out the top skater's knees? Same thing with climate change. They
can't beat America, so the next best thing is to take out America's knees.


"The
Antichrist's disciples tell you that you must prove to the world that you care
about the world by destroying your world. You must destroy your lives, your
community, your economy, your jobs. Middle-class jobs. People who work with
their hands must now sit on their hands, become dependent on the state,
indebted to the state. You must be sacrificed on the altar of climate change.
You must suffer to solve a problem that does not exist. Hollywood celebrities
and Silicon billionaires won't give up their jobs and jets, their yachts and
helicopters, their money or their lifestyle to solve climate change. But you
must. You must give up everything to solve the myth of climate change. 


"Why? 


"Because you are
the last believers.


"Climate change
isn't about saving the planet—it's about destroying God and anyone who believes
in God.


"It's about
destroying one nation under God.


"It's about
destroying America.


"Climate change
is a hoax, the sole purpose of which is to steal America's wealth and give it
to nations who deny God and capitalism but worship socialism and the
Antichrist. 


"All the
scientific consensus you've heard about is a lie. One of the UN's own climate
scientists testified before Congress that the oft-cited ninety-seven-percent
consensus among scientists was 'pulled from thin air.'


"A National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration whistleblower revealed that the federal
government manipulated data to increase global warming to influence the Paris
Accords which will cost over sixteen trillion dollars to meet. 


"Another UN
climate scientist said 'when people come to know what the truth is, they will
feel deceived by science and scientists.'


"A Greenpeace
founder, Patrick Moore, a Ph.D. in ecology and hardly a right-winger, testified
before the Senate that 'there is no scientific proof that human emissions of
carbon dioxide are the dominant cause of the minor warming of the Earth's
atmosphere over the past one hundred years' and that 'an Ice Age occurred four
hundred fifty million years ago when CO2 was ten times higher than today.' 


"Dr. Moore also
wrote a book, Confessions of a Greenpeace Dropout, with a chapter titled
'Climate of Fear' about the climate change hysteria. He wrote that thirty-one
thousand American scientists signed a study that concluded, 'there is no
convincing scientific evidence that human release of carbon dioxide, methane,
or other greenhouse gases is causing or will, in the foreseeable future, cause
catastrophic heating of the Earth's atmosphere and disruption of the Earth's
climate.' But, he also wrote, as the scandal dubbed 'Climategate' in two
thousand nine brought to light, 'many of the most influential climate
scientists associated with the UN have been manipulating data, withholding
data, and conspiring to discredit other scientists who do not share their
certainty that we are the main cause of global warming.'


"Dr. Moore also
wrote that 'during the past five hundred million years, since modern life forms
emerged, the earth's climate has been warmer than it is today most of the
time.' And he believes that 'our carbon dioxide emissions may be largely
beneficial, possibly making the coldest places on earth more habitable and
definitely increasing yields of food crops, energy crops, and forests around
the entire world' which thrive in higher carbon dioxide environments. And his
section on glaciers—What's So Good About Glaciers, Anyway?—is brilliant,
as are his last words: 'I say let the glaciers melt.' 


"So why all the
hysteria over climate change? What's it all about? Four truths.


"The first
truth: It's all about money. Dr. Moore wrote in his book, 'fear of climate
change results in a convergence of interests among activists seeking funding,
scientists applying for grants, the media selling advertising, businesses
promoting themselves as green, and politicians looking for votes.' 


"The second
truth: It's all about a false religion. A Nobel Prize-winning scientist said
'global warming really has become a new religion.' Dr. Moore wrote in his book
that the pro-climate change forces have adopted religious terms for the movement,
labeling themselves 'true believers' and their opponents as 'unbelievers' and
'deniers.' Those who believe in climate change want to believe. They need
to believe. It is their religion. You believe in God. They believe in
Gore.


"The third
truth: It's all about stealing America's wealth. A member of the UN Panel on
Climate Change stated: 'One must say clearly that we redistribute de facto the
world's wealth by climate policy.… One has to free oneself from the
illusion that international climate policy is environmental policy.'


"The fourth and
final truth: It's all about controlling you the people. A prominent climate
scientist cited in Dr. Moore's book said, 'We need a more authoritative world …
even the best democracies agree that when a major war approaches, democracy
must be put on hold for the time being. I have a feeling that climate change
may be an issue as severe as war. It may be necessary to put democracy on hold
for a while.' And there is the truth, clear and convincing evidence that the
Antichrist is the force behind the climate change movement, that he created the
climate change hysteria to control you the people. To enslave you to his
global empire. Gore himself stated that climate policy was a way to achieve
'global governance.' Global governance … global economy … global order
… one-world order … 'and all the people who belong to this world
worshiped the beast … he deceived all the people who belong to this
world.' Revelation, chapter thirteen. 


"We are not
living climate change.


"We are living
Revelation.


"Who are you
going to believe? God? Or Al Gore?"


One hundred thousand
pilgrims shouted as one: "GOD!"






~


"The FIX is in!" Shane
the FIX anchor shouted to his TV audience. "We knew it, and Jesus Christ
proved it! Your government is screwing you! Jobs, taxes, credit card and
school debt, health care, retirement, climate change—it's all part of the
liberal elite conspiracy to destroy the Christian middle class of America!
Jesus Christ spoke the truth!"






~


"The truth about Jesus
Christ finally comes out!" Regan the CNC anchor shrieked to her New York
City audience from Texas. "And it's worse than I thought."


Wait for it, boys and
girls.


"Jesus Christ is
a fucking climate change denier!"


She shrieked.


"Which proves he
voted for the president!"


She shrieked again.


"And worst of
all, my contract requires that I be here—in the land of deplorables! Among
Christians and cowboys, pilgrims and Republicans, middle class and morons!
Believers and deniers! And it's fucking hot! No wonder these idiots lost
their minds and voted for the president—the heat melted their fucking brains!
And who the hell dreamed up chicken-fried-fucking steak?"


She pointed a finger
at the camera. 


"If I find you,
I will end you!"


She shrieked. 




~


"You see how entirely
rational these guys seem?" the doc said. "Proves they're nuts."


"Being rational
proves they're nuts?" Duvall said.


"Especially
today."






~


"I told you climate
change was a liberal hoax!!! Even Jesus Christ agrees with me!!!"


The director read the
president's tweet and sighed.













Chapter 105


"First thing in the morning,
you're out of here," Book said. "If I have to carry you out, I
will."


"I don't take
orders from you, Professor."


"You work for
me."


"I quit."


"Ms.
Cross—"


"I follow Jesus
Christ now."






~


It was eight-thirty when Ingrid
steered the Corvette into the parking lot outside the McClennan County
Sheriff's Department building in downtown Waco. Garcia had come up empty on the
Internet. That left the po-po. The Johnson murders had been committed in the
county outside the Waco city limits, so the county sheriff would have had
jurisdiction. They went inside to the front desk manned by a young deputy
sheriff who looked seventeen. And who was female. Manned by a female, which
seemed funny to Ingrid, but she hadn't eaten any protein in six hours.


"We need to see
your files on the Johnson family murders back in nineteen seventy-two,"
Ingrid said.


"Sorry, I can't
give them to you."


"Show her the
badge."


Garcia showed her
badge to the deputy. She smiled.


"Pretty badge.
I want to go FBI one day. But I still can't give you those files."


"Why not?"


"All the files
older than five years are kept in an off-site storage. Submit a request, come
back in a week."


"We don't have a
week. We're working the standoff at the cult compound. It's on the old
Johnson farm where the entire family was murdered back in seventy-two."


"No shit?"


"Yes shit."


"Give me your
cell number, I'll ask the day-shift deputy when he gets here in the morning.
Maybe he can get that file Monday when the storage guys are in."


"Monday may be
too late. The Feds have a tank."


"I saw." 


Her eyes popped
wide. 


"Maybe old
Sheriff Vickers can help you."


"Who's old
Sheriff Vickers?"


"He was the
sheriff for like, forty years, back then."


"He's still
alive?"


"I hope so.
He's my grandpa."


"Write down his
address."


"He's
eighty-three now, lives out in the country, next county over to the east. Retired
to a little bit of land when grandma died. Best wait till morning."


"I've got GPS in
the Corvette."


"And grandpa's
got a shotgun in the house. Double-barreled. He shoots first and asks
questions later. Both barrels." She checked her watch. "Heck, he's
already asleep. Grandpa always says, 'Early to bed, early to rise, makes a man
healthy, wealthy, and wise.' "


"He say anything
about women?"






~


"Professor, please don't
leave us two old ladies alone."


Book had called
Gabby. She was glued to the television. At least his mother didn't know her
son was there.


"She has you."


"She needs
you."


"So do these
children. Gabby, I can't let them die."






~


"Dear God, please don't let
our son die."


Mary Jane Duvall sat
at her son's bed in the hospital. 


The doctors could not
break the fever. Only God could. She texted Major—108—and then she
prayed.






~


Veronica Caitlin Cross,
born-again Christian, prayed.


"Dear God in
Heaven, please save these people. Save the children. Save the girls. Take
me, but save them. I can't live without them."


Her phone rang.
Daddy.


"V, the week is
up tomorrow."


"I know."


"V, they have a
tank … WTSHTF—this is it!"


"Daddy, J. C.
baptized me today."


"Why?"


"So I can enter
heaven."


"V, I love
you."


"I love you,
Daddy. But I love Jesus Christ more."






~


"Did you like my climate change lesson? … 'Southern California without the traffic,' that was kind of pithy, don't you think? … I just couldn't let the moment pass, with the mainstream media broadcasting, it was a chance to tell the people the truth … I wasn't venting, I was teaching … Okay, maybe I did vent a bit, but I get upset when humans think they can destroy what you have created, when they follow Gore instead of God … Oh, I've been meaning to ask, is Gore evil or just a dope? … Yeah, that's what I thought …"


J. C. listened to his
Father.


"Yes, when the
sun rises in the east, it will begin … and before the sun sets in the west,
we will be reunited again."


He again listened.


"So, should I
send Veronica and the professor out? … Only one? Shame … Yes, of
course, I will obey you. I'm just the Son. You are the Father."

































Chapter 106


"What the hell is a febrile
seizure?"


Mary Jane had called
Duvall at midnight, but she had not woken him up. He would not sleep that
night. The demon wouldn't allow sleep.


"A
seizure," Mary Jane said. "He passed out, his body shook. I've seen
it before, but I freaked." She paused. "He's still
unconscious."


"He's killing
our son."


"No, Major, he's
not killing Major Junior."






~


Mary Jane disconnected the call
then read the Bible.


"The Lord struck
down all the firstborn sons in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn son of
Pharaoh, who sat on his throne, to the firstborn son of the prisoner in the
dungeon. Even the firstborn of the livestock were killed. Pharaoh and all his
officials and all the people of Egypt woke up during the night, and loud
wailing was heard throughout the land of Egypt. There was not a single house
where someone had not died."


She dropped the Bible
to the floor.


She had left him, but
she would always love him. She couldn't live with Major Duvall; and she
couldn't live without Major Duvall. And neither of them could live without
Major Junior.






~


The three soldiers lay awake in
the barracks in the hangar; Jo Jo snored like a baby. If you didn't think
about dying, you didn't worry about dying.


"Joe Don?"
Donnie said in the dark.


"Yeah?"


"A lot of people
are going to die tomorrow, aren't they?"


"I reckon
so."


"We might,
too."


"We might."


"I never
expected to live through Afghanistan and Iraq, so I'm living on borrowed time
anyway."


"We all
are."


"Promise me one
thing."


"What's
that?"


"Veronica comes
out alive."


"I promise,
Donnie."


Jo Jo grunted in his
sleep.






~


Veronica could not sleep. It was
her last night on earth. Her last night of life. Tomorrow was the End of
Days. 




~


Book lay awake. He had failed
again. End of days commences at dawn. 






~


"He lapsed into a coma?
Why?"


Mary Jane had called
again at two A.M.


"There is no
medical diagnosis."


"What does that
mean?"


"It means they
don't know why. They can't figure out what's wrong. It's not the flu, an
infection, or a tumor. From a medical standpoint, it shouldn't be happening.
He's dying, and they don't know why."


"I know
why."


"No, Major …
he can't … kill our son."


"He can. He
is."


She said nothing.


"What are the
docs going to do?"


"Nothing. They
said there's nothing more they can do. They can't save him. They said it's up
to God now."


"There's
something I can do. I can kill that son of a bitch. Even if he is the Son of
God."















Chapter 107


At 5:00 A.M., ninety minutes before dawn on Sunday, the tenth day of
the standoff, Gideon sat in a camping chair on the walkway atop the outer wall
of the compound and played a video game on the iPad. 


"Cow … cow …
pig … sniper. Your two o'clock. Range three hundred meters."


Or it seemed like a
video game. The screen showed the infrared image transmitted by the thermal
imaging camera carried by the small drone. The camera detected infrared
energy—in this case, body heat—and converted it into an electronic image.
Gideon used a joystick to guide the drone equipped with the camera to locate
the HRT snipers hiding in the pasture so Elijah could kill them. 


"They're
precious. Hiding in their Ghillie suits. Playing warrior. How do they
survive out there? They wouldn't last a day in Iraq." 


Gideon experienced a
sense of regret at the actions they were about to take—actions they were
required to take—against the HRT snipers, men who were mere pawns of the
Antichrist, as they had once been. But kill them they must, and kill them they
would.


"I'll light 'em
up, Elijah. Show 'em how real warriors play."


"Aye, Captain,
my captain."


Gideon activated the
night-vision laser to identify the sniper.


"Got him,"
Elijah said.


He aimed the sniper's
rifle equipped with the silencer and muzzle suppressor at the target. He
inhaled then exhaled. He pulled the trigger. Gideon saw the infrared figure's
head explode with the impact of the bullet. He held the drone in place until
the thermal image disappeared. One down. Five more to go. He guided the
drone north.


"Cow … pig …
cow … sniper. You're one o'clock. Range three hundred thirty
meters."















Chapter 108


He had been the chosen one. The
blessed one. God's gift to football. The greatest athlete his neighborhood
had ever seen or ever would. One of a kind, they had said. The best there
ever was.


He had been the man
in town, even as a boy in high school.


He and Mary Jane were
homecoming king and queen, and king and queen of the prom. Most handsome, most
beautiful, most likely to succeed, and the smartest—well, she was; his
education came on a football field, a superior education that earned him a full
scholarship to the state university. At eighteen years of age, he had the
world on a leash.


Now he had a demon on
a leash. 


The demon banged on
the door of his black brain, strained against the leash, ready to romp and
rage. The demon had yanked on the leash all day, harder and harder. He had
held tight. He refused to surrender to the demon.


But he felt his hold
weakening.


He had paced the
command tent, the caliche road, and the RV all night. He had prayed to God to
save his son. He hadn't prayed since … he couldn't remember the last
time. He had gone to church with Mary Jane just to make her happy. Now he
would go to hell to make her happy.


To save their son.


Major Duvall stood in
his skivvies in front of the full-length mirror in the bedroom of the RV. The
muscles. The bulky body. The scars seen and unseen. And the tattoos that
covered his arms, his torso, and his back; he always wore long-sleeved shirts
to cover up his past—to disown his past. 


But now his past
owned him.


It always had.


He just hadn't known
it.


He had tried to
outrun his past; but his past was faster than his future. 


He stood just as he
had stood in front of a mirror in the locker room before a game, getting his
mind and body ready for battle. For the violence. The pain. He had paid the
price to play the game.


Pay to play.


He had played, and he
had paid. He had willingly given his body to the game. He had not known that
he was also giving his brain to the game. His life. He could not save his own
life. His life was over. He had played; now he must pay with his life. The
CTE would kill his brain, or he would kill the CTE. Either way, it was the end
of days for him.


But not for his son.


He could save his
son's life. And save him he would. He hadn't slept all night, a consequence
of insomnia and anger, fear and remorse, anticipation and anxiety. OC and
CTE. Rolling thunder. The demon banging on the cell door in his brain. He
wanted out. To be free. To do what he did best.


To play football
headfirst again. 


How do you kill a
god? With a demon. And he just happened to have one living in his head. All
he had to do was set it free. Let it do what it did best. Let the demon
dance. Let the demon save his son. 


By killing the god.


Major Duvall
stretched his thick arms wide with his fists clenched tightly on the leash. He
had held tight since the demon had entered his life, occupied his brain like a
squatter. He had denied the demon his due. But the demon's time had come.
Time to surrender to the demon. He opened his hands—


—and let go the
leash.


The demon stirred and
stretched and stood. He snorted fire. Flexed his muscles. Inhaled the anger
that fed the rage. The demon owned his body. And his brain. 


They were one now.


The demon saw the
blue baseball bat. He took the bat in his big hands and hefted it. He looked
at the mirror, and in the mirror he saw the black brain. He swung the bat at
the mirror. The glass shattered into a thousand pieces, and the demon smiled.



Time to romp.


His body glistened in
sweat. His muscles flexed. His veins surged with adrenaline and testosterone
and Oxycontin. He swung the bat at the lamps the shelves the doors the
fixtures the bedroom the bathroom the kitchen the living room … 






~


The ringing brought him out of
the rage. He snapped. He wiped sweat off his face and surveyed the RV. Shit!
The demon had trashed the place. The phone rang again. Mary Jane. 


"They put him on
life support."


"Life
support?"


She sobbed, and the
sound of his soul mate's sobbing hit him like a gut punch.


"Major, do you
love me?"


"Yes."


"Will you do
something for me?"


"Yes."


"Will you save
our son?"


"Yes."


"Will you kill
Jesus Christ?"


"Yes."















Chapter 109


The sun peeked over the eastern
horizon when Ingrid slowed the Corvette to a stop in front of a small ranch
house twenty miles east of Waco. 


"Well, early to
bed and early to rise might have made Sheriff Vickers healthy and wise, but it
sure as hell didn't make him wealthy."


"The
granddaughter was right," Garcia said. "He is early to rise."


An old, white-haired
man sat in a rocking chair on the front porch on the other side of a wooden
railing. They hopped out of the 'Vette and walked up to the porch. Propped
against the railing was a double-barreled shotgun.


"Show him the
badge," Ingrid said.


"Why?"


"So he doesn't
shoot first and ask questions later."


She showed him the
badge.


"FBI."


"Mornin'." 


He waved them onto
the porch. 


"Have a
sit." 


He held up his cup. 


"Coffee? It
ain't Starbucks."


As if that were a
selling point. They leaned against the railing. The sheriff gave them a law enforcement
look-see.


"We're coffee'd
up," Ingrid said. "I'm Divine, she's Garcia."


"Like watching
the sunrise. Don't know how many more I've got left."


He sipped his coffee
then let out a heavy sigh.


"Why do I figure
you two pretty gals didn't come all this way just 'cause I'm so darn
handsome?"


"We
didn't."


"You here about
the Johnson murders?"


"We are."


"Knew that case
would come back into my life one day. Hoped I'd die first."


"Sheriff, did
Josh Johnson survive?"


"He did."


"Why did the
newspaper say he didn't?"


" 'Cause I told
'em he didn't."


"Why?"


"We never found
those boys that killed 'em. I figured if the newspaper said Josh survived,
they'd worry he could ID 'em, might come back to finish the job. Didn't want
that to happen to the boy."


"Wise."


"Shipped him off
to Oklahoma to live with his aunts. They was half-crazy, but I figured they
was still better than a foster home. I was wrong."


"How so?"


"I drove up
there every few months to check on the boy—me and his daddy, we was friends,
deacons at the church. One time, the boy ain't there. The sisters, they said
he run off with a traveling preacher. I checked around. They gave him away.
They kept his trust fund but gave the boy away. Used my vacation time to try
and find Josh. One year, I tracked him to Missouri, another year I found the
preacher's grave. Talked around, some people who knew him and saw the boy.
Said the son of a bitch beat the boy's back with a bullwhip."


"The
scars."


"Reckon
so."


"Did Josh kill
him?"


"Hope so.
Didn't know what happened to the boy after that—till the Feds started World War
Three out there on the Johnson farm. I didn't know Josh had bought the place,
but when the news folk said the leader of the cult thought he was Jesus Christ,
I knew Josh Johnson had come home."


"Sheriff, you
feel like taking a ride?"


He nodded at the
Corvette.


"In that yellow
rocket?"


"Yes, sir."


"I'm old and
that looks fast."


"It is."


"Well, now, I
don't know 'bout that—"


"Aw, hell,"
Ingrid said. "What was I thinking? That won't work. It's a two-seater,
so Agent Garcia here, she'd have to ride your lap the whole way."


Garcia gave her a
sharp look; the sheriff gave Garcia another look-see.


"She'd have to
ride on my lap?" 


"Yes, sir—on
your lap."


"The whole
way?"


"Yes, sir—maybe
for an hour."


"An hour? On my
lap? Agent Garcia?"


"Yes, sir,
'fraid so."


He downed his coffee
like that gunslinger in the bar before taking on the Outlaw Josey Wales then
stood.


"Well, hell, if
you need my help, I guess I can't turn down a fellow officer of the law, now
can I? Let me get my hat."


Sheriff Vickers damn
near ran inside. Garcia gave Ingrid a look.


"Appreciate you
throwing me under the bus."


Ingrid shrugged.
"Gotta take one for the team, Garcia."






~


Sixty miles due west, Major
Duvall stared at the white compound where Jesus Christ lived. One day Duvall
would take his own life. But not that day. That day he would take the Son of
God's life. That day he would save his son.


"Fire up the
tank!" he yelled into the radio.













Chapter 110


"Jesus Christ's real ID is
Josh Johnson!" Ingrid yelled into the phone and over the wind noise. She
had Book on the iPhone and the 'Vette on the farm-to-market road heading west
fast. Sheriff Vickers threw his arms into the air like a kid on a
rollercoaster. He was having a hell of a lot more fun than Garcia was riding
his lap.


"I'm bringing
the retired sheriff from back then, he knows everything! Don't let Duvall do
anything with that tank!"


"He just did."
Book could hear the massive diesel engine. "I'll be waiting
outside."


Book hung up and
threw his clothes on. He went to Ms. Cross's bedroom and knocked on the door.
She didn't answer. He knocked again. Still no answer. He opened the door.
He saw a lump under a comforter. 


"Ms.
Cross!"


The lump stirred. 


"Ms.
Cross!"


More stirring.


"Ms.
Cross!"


She poked her head
out.


"What?"


"It's
time."


"For what?"


"You to
leave."


"I'm not
leaving, Professor."


"Veronica, I
brought you in here—and I'm taking you out."


"You called me
Veronica."


"I did."


"I'm still not
leaving."


"You'll die
here." 


"I will go to
heaven with the girls … and the ladies … and Jesus Christ."


Book again heard the
roar of the tank. He had to get outside and stop Duvall from doing something
dangerous.


"Get
dressed," he said. "I'll be back for you."


She threw the
comforter over her head.






~


Jonathan Cross stirred awake in
his king-size bed in the master bedroom of the River Oaks mansion. He reached
for his wife … and reached … and reached. He opened his eyes. He lay
alone in the bed. He climbed out of bed and went into the master bathroom—she
wasn't there. He walked out of the bedroom and down the hallway. He did not
find her in the upstairs rooms. He went downstairs. Perhaps she was chatting
with Genevieve—but neither Genevieve nor his wife was in the kitchen. He did
not find her in the downstairs rooms … until he walked into the den that
looked out on the pool. His wife sat on the sofa in front of the television;
she wore a bathrobe. She leaned forward with her elbows resting on her knees.
On the screen was the standoff in Waco. The camera showed the tank rolling
across the pasture. A rosary hung from her hands. 


"Caitlin?"


She turned slowly to
him. She was the Irish girl he had fallen in love with twenty-seven years
before except her hair was now jet black and straight, her eyes green and wet,
her face frightened and full of despair. He could not remember the last time
she had cried. Her voice was that of a child.


"Jonathan … would
you please bring my daughter home?"






~


"Yes, sir, Mr. Cross."


In the hangar at
Houston Hobby Airport on the other side of downtown, Joe Don hung up the
phone. He took a deep breath then turned to the men; they had gathered around
when the phone rang. They waited to hear the order they had wanted to hear for
ten days. Joe Don stuck his index finger in the air and twirled it. 


"Fire 'em up, boys.
We're going to Waco."















Chapter 111


"The demon is upon us,
Professor," J. C. said.


Book had run to J.
C.'s apartment to try one last time to convince him to surrender.


"The
Antichrist?"


"No, no, he's still
in New York City. And he merely works for Satan. The devil himself is
here."


"Devil …
devil … Duvall?"


"Duvall himself
is not the devil, but the devil now possesses Duvall." 


"How do you
know?"


"He spoke with
the FBI psychiatrist yesterday about his friend's CTE."


"CTE? The
concussion disease?"


"Yes. But the
good doctor saw through Duvall's ruse—there is no friend. Duvall suffers from
CTE. It's eating his brain."


"His
headaches."


"Yes."


"How do you know
this?"


"The doctor
typed an email to the FBI director. He has yet to send it."


"Solomon?"


J. C. nodded.
"He keeps abreast of things out there."


"So the director
doesn't know?"


"He does
not."


"So Duvall—the
devil—remains in control?"


"He does."


"I'll call the
president."


"He won't
answer."


"I'll stop the
dev— … Duvall."


"Professor,
you're good … but you're not that good."


The loud roar of the
tank could be heard from outside.


"I can
try."


Book walked to the
door but stopped. He had just realized that J. C. was not wearing Under Armour
that day. He wore only a white loincloth.


"Why are you
wearing that?"






~


Book found Duvall wearing a black
suit, taupe boots, and a stern visage. The tank rolled about the pasture
looking menacing. The white stallion trotted back and forth in front of the
compound as if daring the tank to attack. 


"Duvall—"


Duvall held up an open hand.


"It ends today,
Professor."


"I'll call the
president."


"He won't
answer."


Book pointed to the
media. 


"I'll go to the
press."


"He's killing my
son! I've got to kill Him to save my son!"


"He's not
killing your son."


"He sent the
Plagues. The last one is the firstborn. My son is in a coma."


"Duvall, I know
about your CTE. It's affecting your thinking."


"I'm thinking
very clearly, Professor."


Vinnie, Agent Fanney,
and the doctor walked up followed by Ms. Hines wearing white yoga pants.
Vinnie pointed to the sky.


"Who's that, the
Queen of England?"






~


Regan Murrow stared out the
window as the executive helicopter descended into the land of deplorables. God
is Great … WWJD … Psalm 23 … Make America
Great Again the signs read among a hundred thousand Christian
jihadist-wannabes. 


My God, what a
disgusting lot! Made even more disgusting by that time of the morning! 


She had to
report live for the Sunday morning political talk show. Eight A.M. Eastern time, seven A.M. Central. And Whacko, Texas, was
in the Central fucking time zone.


She spotted her
little chipmunk down on the ground gazing up at her through his big, round,
black chipmunk glasses. He stood at the CNC camp. The networks and cable
shows had divvied up the allotted media space in the pasture; each had set up
identifying signs and tables and chairs to make the countryside seem
dignified—and large video screens to make the event seem like a college
football game. She saw the prima donna network anchors being prepped and
pampered like royalty—spoiled rotten they were, as she desperately hoped to be
one day. Her dream was to be a network anchor. NBC … CBS … even ABC.
CNC got one million viewers each night; the networks got twenty million. The
bastards. The helicopter touched ground, and the copilot opened her door. She
stepped out of the air-conditioned cabin into the deplorable heat. Bruce
handed her a microphone.


"What's this
for?"


"Interviews."


"With
whom?"


"The
pilgrims."


"No fucking
way."


"He said you'd
say that."


"Who?"


"The boss."


Bruce held out a cell
phone. She snatched it from his hand and put it to her ear.


"No."


"Yes,"
Richard the boss said.


"Send
Bruce."


"No."


"Me, among the
deplorables? I am Regan Murrow, descendant of Edward R. Murrow—"


"You're his great-grandson's second cousin twice removed. 


"—and you expect
me to venture out among the deplorables … on live TV? My God, they could
be dangerous … or contagious!"


"What, you might
suddenly fall in love with the president?"


"What if they
attack me?"


"Your ratings will shoot through the roof."


"While they
shoot me—you know they're all packing heat!"


"Don't be a
crybaby."


"Fuck you. I'm
not doing it."


"Yes, you
are."


"Call my
agent."


"It's in your
contract. You must do on-scene interviews during crisis situations."


"I'm firing my
fucking agent."


"And I'm firing
you unless you get your ass out there."


"Fire me."


"And where will
you work? FIX? You and the babes? Regan Murrow in push-up bras and short
skirts?" He laughed. "At least you won't have to worry about being
sexually harassed."


"Fuck you."


"Get your ass
out there."


A sick feeling washed
over Regan, the same sick feeling she had experienced on election night. Her
world was now controlled by deplorables. 


"What do you
want me to do?"


"Just be
yourself, you know, the Wicked Bitch of the East."


"I'm in the
South."


"Pretend. Just
go out there, make fun of the deplorables, drop a few F-bombs, shriek, people
here in the city will love it. Sunday morning entertainment. Not like they're
in church."


He disconnected. She
tossed the phone at Bruce.


"Don't look so
smug, my little chipmunk. You're coming out among the deplorables with me.
And get me Purell." 


She turned at the
sound of a yellow convertible roaring down the dusty white road.


"Who the fuck is
that?"






~


Ingrid checked on Garcia and the
sheriff in the passenger's seat. Garcia sat in his lap like a child in her
daddy's lap at a baseball game—if the child was pissed off because her daddy
wouldn't let her have another ice cream cone. The sheriff's arms were wrapped
around her waist; he grinned like a kid with a lifetime supply of ice cream.
Ingrid accelerated to the FBI command tent and skidded to a stop in front of
Book and a group of agents. She hopped out then helped Garcia and the sheriff
out. He checked his watch.


"That wasn't but
forty-five minutes," he said.


"Thank
God," Garcia whispered in Ingrid's ear.


The sheriff donned
his cowboy hat and walked over to the agents. Garcia straightened herself.


"Early to bed
and early to rise didn't make him wealthy, but it sure as hell made him
healthy—or else he's mainlining Viagra. Felt like I was straddling an
ICBM."


"Line of duty,
Agent."


They walked over to
Book and the agents.


"What's this all
about?" Agent Duvall said.


"Secrets,"
Ingrid said. 






~


Veronica gazed at her image in
the full-length mirror. She was not the same person who had first looked in
that mirror nine days before. Who had entered this compound to seek answers to
her questions. Who had no soul. No belief. No faith. No life.


All her questions had
been answered.


Ask, and you shall
receive. Seek, and you shall find. Knock, and the door will open. She had
asked; she had sought; she had knocked. And Jesus Christ had answered. He had
opened the door for Veronica Cross. She had found her soul and her faith—in
Jesus Christ, her Lord and Savior. In eternal life. She would go to heaven
that day. She would live for eternity with the girls. With Miriam and Mara.
With Jesus Christ. 


With God.


She made herself
presentable for God. She wanted to show Him the woman He had created. She
wanted Him to be proud of her. She had showered and shampooed her hair; it was
fluffy and curly with more red showing through. She wore a white petal eyelet
lace sundress by Milly's. She sprayed Chanel No. 5 L-Eau, perfect for any
occasion—perfect for the End of Days. She smiled and grabbed her Bible. She
was pleased with the Veronica Cross she had become. 


God would be pleased
with His child.





















Chapter 112


"He ain't Jesus
Christ," Sheriff Vickers said. "He's Josh Johnson come home."


"Who the hell is
Josh Johnson?" Duvall said.


"Joe Johnson's
youngest son."


"Who the hell is
Joe Johnson?"


"Man who owned
this land when the killings happened."


"What killings?"


"You're sure
you're FBI? 'Cause you don't know shit from Shinola, podna. Now if you wanna
let me talk, I'll tell you the story of Josh Johnson, maybe why he opened fire
on those ATF agents and you're out here trying to kill him. Maybe save a bunch
of lives today."


Duvall surrendered
the stage to the sheriff. 


"So Joe Johnson
and his wife, Mary was her name, they were cotton farmers without the slaves.
Salt of the earth. And devout Christians—they lived by the Word. They had
seven children—four boys, three girls. Give 'em Bible names—Obadiah,
Zechariah, Bathesheba … can't recall the rest, but Josh was the runt of the
litter. The other boys, they were farm stock, big as bulls. Josh, well, he
wasn't no farmer. He was a different kind of boy from the git-go. They said
he listened to music that wasn't sung by Hank or Willie, and he read books—he'd
always run to the library when he came to town with Joe or Mary. But the Bible
was his book. He loved the Bible. He preached the Bible. Mary said the Lord
had called the boy to preach. Damnedest thing you ever seen, that ten-year-old
boy up there preaching fire and brimstone. He was a—what did they call that
boy could play chess, beat the Russians?"


"Bobby
Fischer?" Book said.


"Yeah, him."


"A
prodigy?"


"Yep, that's
what the boy was, a prodigy. Josh could mesmerize a church like I've never
seen before or since. He had a gift. Even at that young age, he had a voice,
like listening to George Strait sing. And he had a way with people, a way to
connect with folks. People come from all over to hear him preach the Word—saw
the preacher in town maybe a year back, he said folks still come looking to
hear Josh Johnson. When the boy preached, you figured you was listening to
Jesus Christ himself."


The sheriff took a
moment to consider his words.


"But the family
fell on hard times. Lots of farmers did back then. Bank was gonna foreclose
on the farm. Big banks, they play games with people's lives like they're
playing chess and the people are just pawns. Family was being torn apart. Joe
started drinking—"


Garcia gave Ingrid an
"I told you so" look.


"—and the
minister, he was trying to help the family. He had experience, lots of folks
lost their farms back then, even had a couple of murder-suicides—"


Another look from
Garcia to Ingrid.


"—but that ain't
what happened to Joe and Mary."


"What
happened?" Duvall said.






~


"Josh, dear," his
mother said. "Please set the table for dinner. Your father and brothers
will be in from the fields shortly."


It was Good Friday.
March 31, 1972. Josh Johnson was ten years old but wishing he were eighteen
and could leave the farm and go to college. The one good thing about being the
runt of the family was that no one expected him to be a farmer. 


He did not want to be
a farmer.


He took nine plates
into the dining room and placed them around the long table. He loved his big
farm family; he just didn't love living on a farm. He returned for nine
glasses. Then nine forks, spoons, and knives. And nine napkins. He had just
finished setting the table when his father and brothers entered the house with
much clamor.


"Mrs. Johnson,
the men of the house are hungry!"


His father was a big
man with a big voice. And a big heart. He never faulted his youngest son for
not being a big boy. He always said farming was his life, but he wanted Josh
to live his own life. Josh loved his father. Twenty minutes later, he
witnessed his father's death.


"Pass the
potatoes," his father said.


Josh passed the
potatoes.


"Pass the
gravy."


He passed the gravy.
His father and brothers worked hard and ate hard. Their heads were bent over
their plates when Josh saw the two men standing there. They held big handguns.


"Father."


"Yes,
Josh?"


His father looked up
at him, and Josh pointed at the men. His father turned to them, but they
raised the guns at him and fired. His father's face and chest exploded with
blood. The men opened fired on his mother next and then his brothers and
sisters. Josh saw his family die at the dinner table.


He stood.


The men pointed their
guns at him.


He raised his hands
against their guns. 


He heard the
gunshots.


He saw his hands
explode as a bullet shot through both hands and blood splattered his face. 


He felt another bullet
hit his chest on the left side and take the air out of him.


He fell face first
across the table.


He died.






~


"That was the day I learned
Satan was real—there's evil in this world." 


The sheriff had to
gather himself. 


"Easter Sunday,
and the Johnsons' row in church was empty. That never happened. And that day
the place was packed 'cause the boy was gonna preach the Resurrection. Figured
I'd better run out here and check up on 'em. House sat right where that
compound is now, and right over there was a huge barn Joe and the boys built.
He was real proud of that barn. I parked outside, walked up on the porch, and
knocked on the front door. It swung open. I walked inside, the dining room
was right off the entry. I was thirty-eight years old and fought in Vietnam.
I saw evil over there, but now I seen it over here. The whole family splayed
out on the floor, Josh spread across the table. They was all dead. They had
been like that for two days."


The sheriff blinked
hard at the memory.


"I called it in,
told 'em to send everyone we had. An hour later, a dozen folks standing with
me, right in front of the dining room table, staring at the Johnson family,
like we was in a trance. Who could do that sort of thing? Walk in and gun 'em
down. They didn't stand a chance, even if they had guns to defend themselves,
but they didn't. Joe, he didn't believe in guns. Wouldn't never have one in
the house, he was adamant about that. I told him, Joe, you living out here in
the middle of nowhere, you need to be able to defend your home and your
family. Had that Manson guy out in California, those 'in cold blood' boys up
in Kansas. But Joe, he'd always just smile and say, 'Yea, though I walk
through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art
with me, thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.' He quoted Psalm Twenty-three
for pretty much every problem life throwed at him."


The sheriff shrugged.


"Me, I always
figured I'd carry a three-fifty-seven Magnum just in case the good Lord brought
a rod and a staff to a gunfight."


He blew out a big
breath.


"Anywho, we was
standing there, staring at the Johnson family lying dead … when all of a
sudden like, Josh shot up off the table with his bloody hands spread wide like
Jesus on the cross and he shouted, 'He is risen!' I swear to God, I damn near
had a heart attack. We all screamed like little girls. The boy was still
alive. He had a gunshot wound through both hands—I figure he held his hands in
a defensive position, like this—"


The sheriff held his
hands out and overlapped them.


"—figure one
bullet pierced both hands. And he got shot in his left side, right below the
heart. Somehow the boy lived. We rushed him to the hospital, put him under a
John Doe, didn't want word getting out. He was in there recovering for two
months, never spoke a word. Just read the Bible."


"Was he given
counseling?" the professor asked. 


"He was given to
his two bat-shit crazy aunts in Oklahoma. My bad." 


"Tell them what
the aunts did to him," Ingrid said.


The sheriff kicked
caliche. "They was born-again revivalists. They kept his inheritance but
gave him to a traveling preacher. Can you imagine that? Boy standing right
there, and his aunts begging some preacher to take him. Might give you a
little self-esteem issue. He traveled with the preacher till the preacher
died."


"From
what?" the professor said.


"I'm hopin' Josh
killed him."


"Why?"


"Preacher beat
the boy with a bullwhip."


"The scars on
his back." 


"I figure
so."


"So when the ATF
assaulted the compound last week, it was happening all over again, people
coming into his home to kill his family. But this time he made sure he had
guns to defend his home and family. He was protecting his family."


"Reckon
so."


"And that
traumatic event made him believe he's Jesus Christ—he died on Good Friday, rose
again on Easter Sunday. He truly believes he's Jesus Christ."


"Wow,"
Little Miss White Yoga Pants said. 


"Yep," the
sheriff said. "Amazing stor—"


"We'll kick ass
with the networks today."


The sheriff regarded
her as if she were crazy. The doctor stepped forward.


"Joe and Mary
Johnson," he said. "Joseph and Mary. Who had a son named Josh …
Joshua. Which in Hebrew is Yeshua. Which in English is … Jesus."


Vinnie made the sign
of the cross.


"See, he is
Jesus Christ," Duvall said. "And He's killing my son."


"No, he's
not," the professor said.


"My firstborn
son is on life support—because of Him!"


"J. C. is not
the Son of God."


"He's killing my
son! And I'm going to kill Him to save my son!" 


"Duvall,"
the doctor said, "you're not thinking clearly. It's the CTE. Your brain
isn't right, you know it. You must surrender your command. Now. If you
refuse, I'm calling the director."


Duvall rubbed his temples
against the thunder rolling in.






~


"I've got a fucking
headache," Regan said. "Get me Advil."


Bruce sighed. She
was in full bitch mode that morning. 


"Advil? The
tank is moving!"


"Duvall's not
going to use it. He's just bluffing the jihadists. The president would never
allow the FBI to kill Christians."


"Listen,"
the producer said.


He held an iPad
streaming the morning show.


"Global futures
markets are plummeting this morning in response to Jesus Christ's identifying
Wall Street as the Antichrist. Apparently people around the world believe it,
or they're afraid others believe it, so they're abandoning Wall Street in
droves. There are only sellers. There are no buyers. Stocks are going to
dive at the opening tomorrow morning, down by at least fifty percent from
Friday's close. Trillions of dollars will be lost. Panic has gripped the
world financial markets. Politicians around the world are condemning Jesus
Christ's remarks and demanding that the president silence him, either by arresting
him or killing him. The global world order is good for the people. Good for
the world. Wall Street is good except when it's bad. Religion should not be
part of our political life. People are listening to him! Someone needs to
kill Jesus Christ! Soon! Before the markets open!"















Chapter 113


The white stallion appeared again
at eight and the cross rose above the compound. The voice spoke to the people.


"You, my dear
deplorables, are America's fighters. You are the Army and the Navy, the Air
Force and the Marines, the Green Berets and the SEALS and the Rangers. You are
the National Guard and the Border Patrol, the police and firefighters, the
first responders and the last hope.


"You are the
last hope for America.


"Your leaders
have surrendered America to the Antichrist, sold their souls for capital
gains. The upper class has their escape plans in place for Armageddon—homes in
New Zealand and islands in the Atlantic and estates in Hawaii and missile silos
in Kansas. They're not going to stand and fight for America. WTSHTF—when the
shit hits the fan—they're going to cut and run. That's what they do. 


"But that's not
what you do.


"The middle
class stands and fights.


"The middle
class defends America from all enemies, foreign and domestic and demonic.


"You fight for
America.


"That's what you
do.


"You fought for
America in Syria and Libya, Iraq, Afghanistan, and Kuwait; Vietnam and Korea;
Europe and the South Pacific. You fought America's wars, and you won for America.
You fought over there so we didn't have to fight over here. But now you must.


"Now you must
fight in America.


"Now you must
fight for America.


"Now you must
fight at home.


"Now you must
fight for your home.


"That's what you
do.


"It's time to do
it again.


"This is your
home.


"Fight for it.


"Fight today,
fight tomorrow, fight forever.


"Never
surrender.


"Never quit.


"God will never
quit on you. 


"Don't you quit
on God.


"Don't you quit
on America.


"Don't you quit
on yourselves. You're the last believers in God, the last holdouts against the
Antichrist. If you quit—if you are defeated—America will no longer be 'one
nation under God' but 'one nation under Satan.'


"Fight for
America.


"Fight with
me.


"Together we
will defeat the Antichrist. We will prevail over Satan. 


"The End of Days
is upon us. It is time to pray."


The pilgrims and
Vinnie dropped to their knees.


"Our Father, who
art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Your kingdom come, your will be done, on
earth as it is in heaven …"


You can't pray on
television anymore, but Jesus Christ prayed on television that day. The land
lay still but not silent. A hundred thousand voices rose up as one and were
carried around the world on ABC, CBS, NBC, BBC, Al-Jazeera, and FIX—CNC cut
away for a segment on Russia's hacking of the election.


"… And lead
us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil."


Jesus Christ breathed
out, as if it were His last breath.


"I am the Way,
the Truth, and the Life. No one comes to the Father except through me.
Amen."






~


"Amen."


Gideon, David, and
Elijah stood as the white stallion galloped around the compound wall and the
cross receded into the compound. 


"Nine-eleven
anniversary," Gideon said. "Fitting. Back then, Muslims attacked
America and God. Today, America attacks Christians and God."


"But we defend
God," David said.


"Indeed we
do."


Gideon held up a
fist. 


"For God."


The three soldiers bumped
fists. Gideon peered through the binoculars at the Feds' camp then spoke into
a handheld radio.


"Solomon, come
in … Solomon."


The radio crackled to
life.


"Dude, what's
up?"


Dude? 


"Solomon,
anything new going on in the FBI camp?"


Solomon had tapped
into the Feds' comm.


"Nada.
They're acting like it's just any other day."


"Well, it
ain't."


It was the End of
Days.


"Let me know if
anything changes."


"Roger that,
dude. Over and out."


Gideon clicked off
the radio. Solomon figured they were playing a video game for points. But
they weren't. They were playing for keeps.


"Elijah, please
bid Agent Duvall a good morning." 


"Aye, Captain,
my captain."






~


"Duvall," the doctor
said, "the director didn't send me here to evaluate Jesus Christ. He sent
me here to evaluate you. I've completed my evaluation and reached a conclusion:
You're not mentally fit for the job. Surrender your command."


Major Duvall wanted
to surrender. He wanted to walk away from the madness in his head and go to
Mary Jane and his son and hold them and love them and be with them until the
CTE ate his entire brain. He wanted to surrender. But he could not. He had
to kill the Son of God to save his own son—with the demon's help.


"No."


"Duvall, I'll
talk to J. C.," the professor said. "Remind him of Josh Johnson,
maybe I can bring him back to reality."


"Reality is,
Professor," Duvall said, "I'm killing Him today."


The doctor pulled his
cell phone out.


"I'm calling the
director."


He tapped the phone
and put it to his ear and—


—the high-powered
bullet hit the doc dead center of his forehead, burrowed through his brain, and
blew out the back of his skull. His hand and the phone dropped, and he fell
straight over backward. 


"What the …?"


The second bullet hit
Vinnie in the head, and his aide fell to the dirt dead. Duvall dropped to the ground
next to him.


"Vinnie!"


Duvall stared at his
blank face. Vinnie Romano would never have a soul mate, never ride a Harley
with a woman holding on from behind, never know the love of a woman. 


Danny boy fell next
with a bullet hole in his head … then Garcia dropped next to him. 






~


Sheriff Vickers tried to help the
Garcia gal but she was gone. Holding her bloody head in his big hands, he knew
evil had come back to his county. 






~


"Not the girls or the old
sheriff," Gideon said. "They're noncombatants."


He watched Elijah's
work through binoculars.


"Shooting ducks
in a barrel."




~


Book grabbed Ingrid and Ms.
Hines. They ran and ducked for cover behind the Corvette. FBI agents dropped
dead all around them. 






~


Duvall stood and faced the compound.
He held his arms wide.


"Shoot me!"






~


Gideon eyed Duvall through the
binoculars.


"Not yet,
asshole. The devil dies last."


He turned to his men.


"Unleash the
wrath of God upon the Antichrist!"


Elijah sniped the
Feds. David manned a BMG. Gideon fired Stinger missiles. They blew everyone
and everything—agents, RVs, tents, vehicles—to kingdom come. The Feds did not
fight back. They cut and ran, as Gideon knew they would. 


"End of Days!"







~


 "Open fire!" Duvall
screamed into the handheld radio.


"With what?"
a voice came back. "We got nothing that'll reach a mile except the tank's
cannon! We moved back too far to engage! They suckered us!"






~


"See why we played with
them?" Gideon said. "Moved them back out of range for their
weapons—but not ours."


"They were
stupid."


"Stupid is as
stupid does."


David fired a mortar
at the Feds.


"David, the
media works for the Antichrist—please show them the wrath of God … but not
the FIX chicks."


"Aye, Captain,
my captain."






~


"All we need is a
banjo."


Regan and the morning
show hosts back in the city laughed. Bruce did not.


"Haven't these
people heard of the South Beach diet?" Regan said. "They're missing more
teeth than political opponents of Putin in Russia."


More laughter from
New York City. A cute little white girl ran up to Regan and waved to the
camera. Regan responded as if the child carried a raging case of leprosy.


"Get away from
me, you little deplorable!"


She shrieked. The
girl's face showed her hurt. She ran off. Regan had no children and wanted no
children. She hated children, and children hated her. So her life began and
ended with Regan Murrow. She was the center of her universe, a phase most
adults grow out of when their first child is born. That is to say, that is
when most people get past themselves. That child becomes the center of their
universe. But Regan had never gotten past herself. The love of her life would
always be the face in the mirror. Bruce had gotten past himself. He wanted a
child.


"This standoff
demonstrates how incompetent the president is," Regan shrieked,
"tweeting instead of leading. And that's not fake—"


She cocked her ear.


"Are they
shooting?"


Bruce looked to the
FBI camp. He could see downed agents … and more going down.


"Shit! They're
shooting! Run!"


Bruce ran north, away
from the fight. He realized Regan wasn't following; he stopped and looked back for
her.






~


Regan heard a whistling sound.
She turned her eyes skyward and saw something coming straight at her.


"Well, fuck
me."






~


Bruce saw the mortar hit Regan's
head and her body explode into … nothing. She was just gone. Her
microphone lay on the grass, but the Wicked Bitch of the East was gone, like
the Wicked Witch of the West in the Wizard of Oz after Dorothy threw
water on her. 






~


"What the hell happened to
her?" the CNC host in New York City said. 






~


"Why aren't the snipers
shooting?"


The director. Duvall
walked upright among the bullets and blood, the mortars and Stingers, the RPGs
and BMGs, the dead and dying like a god with an iPhone—or a human who did not
fear death—who would welcome death—for whom death would be a blessing. And the
sheriff's recitation came back to him.


''Yea, though I walk
through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art
with me, thy rod and thy staff they comfort me."


"What the hell
are you saying?" the director shouted. 


"The snipers are
dead!"


"Shit!"


"Send in the Air
Cav from Fort Hood!"


"We can't deploy
the Army inside the country against civilians! Posse Comitatus."


"Then send the
National Guard!"


"Weekend
warriors? They'll get killed!"


"We're getting
killed!"


"Finish it,
Duvall. Send in the fucking tank!"


Duvall tossed the
cell phone and yelled into the radio.


"Attack the
compound! Drive that tank right through the fucking front doors! Take out the
shooters!"






~


"Dude," Solomon said
over the radio, "they're sending in the tank."


"Right on
schedule," Gideon said.






~


"The tank's going in,"
Book said. "I've got to get my intern."


"I'll be here
when you come back," Ingrid said. She grabbed his shirt and yanked him
close. "And you will come back to me."


Book jumped up and
ran down the caliche road toward the compound.






~


Elijah sighted the professor in.


"Adios,
Professor."


He breathed in and
then out and gently squeezed the trigger—


Gideon yanked the
barrel up. Elijah sighed.


Well, that was a
wasted bullet.


"He's coming
back for his girl."


Gideon climbed down
the ladder and let the professor in the front doors.


"Get her and get
out," he said.




~


Veronica stood in the open area.
She had searched for Naomi and Esther but could not find them or Delilah. She
returned to the open area in the center of the compound where she had found
Miriam and Mara, Mary Magdalene, Rachel, Ruth, and the other women and girls
wearing white dresses and white scarves and the men—Simon, Simon Peter, Andrew,
Philip, Adam, John the Baptist, Abraham, Muhammad—wearing white shirts and
black pants. They all knelt before the cross. Which lay on the ground. On
which J. C. lay. Wearing a crown of thorns. With His arms spread. She
stepped to Him and knelt before Him. 


"What are you
doing?"


J. C. turned His
clear blue eyes to her and smiled. He held his right hand out to her. She
leaned in to Him. He put his thumb on her forehead and made the sign of the
cross. She took His hand and kissed His scars. She held His hand tightly.


"You are a child
of God," J. C. said.


"And you are
Jesus Christ, my Lord and Savior."


"I am and I
will. Follow the Word, Veronica Caitlin Cross."


"I will."


Moses knelt on the
other side of the cross. He held a spike and a large hammer.


"What are you
doing?" 


Moses positioned the
spike against J. C.'s left hand—on the scar. He raised the hammer above his
head. He slammed it down on the spike. Against J. C.'s hand. Bright red
blood spurted up. J. C. cried out in pain and squeezed her hand tightly.


"Oh, my
God!" she screamed.


Veronica fainted and
fell backwards. 






~


Book caught Veronica before she
hit the floor. He grabbed her Bible then lifted her and threw her over his
shoulder. He ran for the front doors.






~


"Our Father, who art in
heaven, hallowed be thy name—"


Caitlin Cross said
the rosary in front of the television in her River Oaks mansion. She stopped.
She stood. She stepped to the television. On the screen were the front doors
to the compound. The doors opened. The professor emerged. He ran up the
white road. He was carrying something. Someone. Her daughter. Caitlin fell
to the floor and cried.


"Thank you,
God!"






~


The students watching the
television in the student lounge at the law school cheered at the image of the
professor carrying Veronica Cross out of the compound.






~


Dolores peered through the
binoculars Mr. Cross had given her for her bird-watching vacations; she saw the
professor carrying Veronica. She ran to the FBI camp. 






~


Book arrived at the Corvette and
laid Veronica down. A woman dropped down next to them.


"I'm Dolores. I
work for her father."


"She just
fainted," Book said.






~


"See?" Gideon said.
"The professor had to get his girl out. Back to business, boys. Get the
tank in the kill zone."






~


Duvall stood tall and watched the
tank move toward the compound. The sheriff walked over and stood next to him.


"You'd better
take cover," Duvall said. "They might kill you."


The sheriff snorted.
"I'm eighty-three years old—who gives a damn about dying?"


The men inside fired
RPGs and Stingers and BMGs at the tank, but they … missed? 


"They can't hit
shit," Duvall said.


"They ain't
trying to hit shit," the sheriff said. "They're trying to steer the
tank."


"Why?"


"To kill
it."






~


"Get it in position,"
Gideon said. 


"It is,"
David said.






~


"You have your
handcuffs?" Book said to Ingrid.


"Of
course."


"Cuff her if you
have to. Do not let her go back inside."


"Where are you
going?"


"Back inside."


"Why?"


"The
children."






~


"Fire!" Duvall yelled
into the handheld radio to the tank commander. 






~


"Fire in the hole!"
Gideon yelled. 


He pushed the button
on the remote.






~


Book stood and turned toward the
compound but was knocked to the ground by a massive explosion in the
pasture—the tank shuddered and seemed to rise off the ground then fall back
down—followed by a huge fireball when the fuel tank exploded. When the tank
hit the ground, its cannon fired a projectile at the compound.






~


"Incoming!" Gideon
screamed.


The tank's projectile
shot through the outer wall about ten feet above the ground on the far side of
the steel doors and then penetrated the inner wall. Gideon lost sight but
still watched; it was damn sure going to hit something.






~


Noah and Samson wore welders'
hats and welded the joint on the windmill. Samson switched off the flame and
raised the hood on his hat. 


"Samson?"


He turned to see
Delilah in the door. She looked real pretty in a white dress and a white scarf
over her head. He smiled at her, and she at him. He loved her, and she loved
him. They would live out their lives together. He did not know that their
lives were about to end. The last thing they heard in this life was a massive
explosion; the last thing they saw in this life was a huge fireball engulfing
them and Noah.






~


"Hit the propane tank!"
Gideon said. "Hope to hell Noah and Samson weren't nearby."


He turned back to the
remains of the tank sitting down in a massive crater in the pasture. He
grunted.


"Might've
overdone the charge in the land mine just a tad."






~


"Holy shit!" Joe Don
said at the sight of the two huge fireballs. 


The force of the explosions
rattled the Sikorsky as they flew in from the east. He could see the compound to
the south and the FBI camp to the north—and the results of a fierce firefight.
Flames erupted inside the compound.


"We've got to
get our girl out!" Jim Bob radioed from Sik Two. 


"Is that our
girl down there?" Joe Don said. "Behind the yellow car?"


Veronica's white
dress glowed in the morning sunlight. She looked like an angel of God.


"Don't see anyone
else wearing a designer dress," Jim Bob said.


"Let's drop the
boss and get in the fight," Donnie said from behind Joe Don in the
cockpit. "Kill Jesus Christ's real goddamned soldiers."


"Not our fight
now," Joe Don said. "We came to get our girl out. She's out."







~


"Who the hell is that?"
Ingrid said, pointing up at the six black helicopters.


"That would be
Mr. Cross," Dolores said.






~


"We got fire in the
compound!" David said. "Spreading fast!"


They said propane was
highly flammable. They were right.






~


Jacob just about had the
pasteurization machine back on line. Which was good. The kids needed good
milk. He admired his work—and then the fire swept over him and his work.






~


Doc Samuel sat in the clinic
making out his Amazon order when the fire consumed him.






~


Book ran toward the compound. He
could see flames above the roof.






~


"Can I shoot him now?"
Elijah said.


"Who?"
Gideon said.


"The
professor."


Gideon turned away
from the fire and looked north. He saw the professor running down the road
toward them.


"He got his
gal," Elijah said.


"He's coming
back for the girls."


"What
girls?"


"Naomi and
Esther."


"We gonna let
him take them?"


"We are."


"Aye,
Captain."


Elijah moved the
scope off the professor and onto another Fed. He pulled the trigger.






~


"Bookman's going back
in!" the 2L said.


"The compound's
on fire!"


"Death
wish."






~


Veronica woke to loud noises and
Dolores's face. She realized where she was and what was happening. She sprang
up.


"The
girls!"


"Book went in
for them," Ingrid said.


"Veronica,"
Dolores said, "your daddy is here."






~


"Oh, yeah, baby—big daddy
gonna make some money today!"


Matthew was a
contrarian. He did what every other trader wasn't doing. The futures market
was plunging that day. He didn't know why, and he didn't care. When others
bought, he sold; when others sold, he bought. 


"They're going
short—I'm going long!"


Matthew clicked on
the "buy" button. He rocked in his chair to the loud rap music and
didn't realize until the flames engulfed his trading desk that he had made his
last trade.






~


Next door, Solomon wore earphones
to block out Matthew's music and played the Battlefield video game. He
was kicking ass! He was still kicking ass when the fire swept over him.






~


Book ran through smoke into the
open area. He stopped. The cross was now upright; J. C. was nailed to the
cross. Moses worked the machine that raised the cross into the sky above the
compound. Miriam looked his way. He went to her and squatted between her and
Mara.


"Ms. Cross is
outside. Please leave before the fire comes."


"God will take
us before the fire does."


They turned back to
the cross.






~


Gideon, David, and Elijah watched
the cross with J. C. crucified rise above the compound.


"End of Days,
boys."






~


Duvall and the sheriff watched
the cross go up. Duvall peered through binoculars then handed them to the
sheriff. He took a look.


"Damn, Josh is
real serious about this Son of God stuff."




~


A hush fell over the pilgrims …
over the land. They witnessed the second crucifixion of Jesus Christ. One
hundred thousand people knelt in the Texas pasture—including Bruce.






~


The black smoke from the compound
fire blocked out the sun, and a shadow descended upon the land. Veronica grabbed
her Bible and flipped to Matthew, chapter twenty-seven.


" 'Darkness fell
across the whole land … Jesus called out with a loud voice—' "


And she heard J. C.'s
voice over a loudspeaker.


"Eli, Eli,
lema sabachthani? … My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?"






~


In Austin, Gabby made the sign of
the cross.






~


"That man is insane,"
the CNC anchor in New York City said.






~


"We are not abandoning you,
my Lord!" Gideon screamed.


He turned and pointed
at six black helicopters flying in from the east.


"The Antichrist
is bringing in reinforcements! Take 'em out, David!"


"Aye,
Captain."


David aimed the
Stinger and fired a missile.






~


"Incoming!"


Joe Don saw the
missile coming dead at Sik One. He turned the chopper into a dive. The
missile missed them … but it hit Sik Two.


"Jim Bob!"


Sik Two crashed into
the pasture and exploded in a fireball. But Joe Don could not mourn—not in the
middle of a firefight.


"Now it's our
fight."


Joe Don got a quick
lay of the land then spoke to the men in all the choppers.


"Get out of
range and sight till I put the boss on the deck." 


"Roger that."


Joe Don steered north
of the FBI camp then landed the Sikorsky. The boss jumped out and ran to his
daughter hiding behind a yellow Corvette. Joe Don clicked his mic on and said
the words he had always said before venturing out in Afghanistan and Iraq.


"For God and
country." And then he added: "And Jim Bob. Let's kill Jesus
Christ's real goddamned soldiers!"






~


"Veronica!" 


Jonathan Cross ran to
his daughter and dropped next to her behind a yellow car. 


"Oh, Daddy."


Flames rose high
above the white compound.






~


Book coughed against the smoke. 


"Esther!
Naomi!"


The people crowded
together under the cross. 






~


Sik One lifted off the ground
then Joe Don dipped the nose to gain airspeed.


"I'm airborne.
Loop 'em low and fast, keep those boys busy on the north side."


"Where are you
going?"


"South."




~


The four Sikorsky choppers looped
in and out, flying a figure eight over the pasture to the north of the
compound. The soldiers in the Siks fired at the soldiers on the compound wall;
but at the airspeed they were traveling they couldn't hit shit. But the
soldiers in the compound could hit them.


"RPG!"


Sik Four dove fast,
but the grenade hit the tail rudder. The chopper rotated down and made a hard
landing in the pasture. 


"We're
good!" the pilot radioed.


Withering fire came
from the compound.


"They've got too
much hardware," the pilot of Sik Three said. 


"Just keep 'em
busy for thirty seconds more," Joe Don said. "Cavalry's coming."


Sik One flew south of
the compound then turned north. Joe Don flew low and hard and fast at full
throttle—ten feet off the deck—then pulled up and flew just above the compound
through the smoke and fire and past Jesus Christ on the cross.






~


"Can I kill Duvall
now?" Elijah shouted.


"Yes!"


Gideon searched the
black sky for the choppers.


"I only see four
helos! Where's the fifth one?"






~


"Right behind you, asshole!"
Joe Don said.


Sik One cleared the
smoke. Donnie and Jo Jo hung from rope ladders beneath the helo. 


"Let's kill
Jesus Christ's real goddamned soldiers!" Donnie shouted.




~


Elijah sighted in the asshole
named Duvall. He would kill the devil for J. C. He breathed in and out and
then—






~


Donnie and Jo Jo jumped with
Bowie knives in hand. Donnie landed on the sniper and stabbed the Bowie into
his brain. 






~


Duvall fell to the ground. 






~


Donnie turned to see Jo Jo drive
his knife into another soldier's heart. Two down. 


Assholes brought
guns to a knife fight!


Donnie turned to
the third soldier but froze. 


"Well,
fuck."


The soldier shot
Donnie again then jumped off the walkway into a canal below. Donnie's knees
buckled. He dropped. Jo Jo tried to pick Donnie up.


"I'll see you in
the next life, brother."


Jo Jo grabbed Donnie's
knife. The last sight Donnie saw in this life was Jo Jo jumping off the
walkway with knives in both raised hands.






~


Duvall touched his head and felt
blood. The bullet had grazed him. He bled but he would not die. Not yet.
Not until Jesus Christ was dead. And his son saved.






~


The shooting from compound
abruptly stopped.


"What
happened?" Ingrid said. 


"Donnie and Jo
Jo happened," Veronica said.




~


"Delilah!" Book
screamed through the smoke. "Esther! Naomi!"


He pushed through the
people under the cross. They were coughing and puking and dying. He found
Miriam and Mara lying side by side. He dropped to his knees. They were near
death.


"Where are
Esther and Naomi?"


Miriam raised an arm
and pointed down the short corridor. Book stood and ran. He coughed against
the smoke then tripped over something … someone. 


"Esther!"


She lay on the floor
coughing. Book stood and picked her up and ran toward the cross. He headed
for the front door but tripped over another body. Several bodies. Young girls
coughing and crawling toward the exit. Six girls in all. He stood, but he
couldn't carry all six out; and they couldn't walk out. He needed help. 


"God, help
me!"


Through the thick
smoke appeared a massive man holding big guns. 


"Jo Jo?"


The man nodded.


"I'm Bookman! We've
got to get these girls out!"


Jo Jo dropped his
weapons. Book threw two girls onto Jo Jo's back—"Hold on
tight!"—then gave Jo Jo two girls to carry out under his arms.


"Go!"


Jo Jo ran toward the
exit. 


"Climb on!"


Esther climbed onto
Book's back; he lifted Zipporah then ran through the flames. 


"Sister!"
Esther screamed.




~


Flames shot above the compound
walls, and black smoke billowed into the blue sky. Veronica tried to get up
and run to the compound, but Daddy restrained her. 


"God, please
save them!"


The steel doors flew
open, and Jo Jo emerged from the smoke. He ran their way. Veronica jumped up
and ran to them. Daddy, Dolores, and Ingrid followed. They met Jo Jo halfway
down the white road. Jo Jo knelt; the girls fell off him to the ground. They
coughed hard. Their faces were black with soot and their clothes smoldered.
She patted Jo Jo's flak jacket; he groaned.


"You okay?"


He grunted.


"They need
water!" 


"I've got water
in the car!" Ingrid said then ran back.


"Where's the
professor?" 


Jo Jo threw a thumb
back at the compound. She looked that way and saw the professor carrying two
girls toward them. She ran to them. Esther and Zipporah. Their faces were
black from the smoke.


"Where's
Naomi?"


"Sister!"
Esther screamed with her eyes shut.


The professor knelt
and laid them down. He fell to his hands and knees and regurgitated. Ingrid
returned with water and washed the girls' faces.


"Book!"






~


Book stood and spat black. Ingrid
poured water into his eyes. He turned to the compound. Ingrid grabbed him.


"Book—don't! You
can't save them!"


"Her. I've got
to find Naomi."


"Why?"


"Because I made
a promise."


He ran toward the
compound. 






~


"He's going back in!"
the 1L said. 






~


Jo Jo spat blood then stood. He
took two steps to follow the professor then fell to the ground. 


"Jo Jo!"


Veronica jumped to
him. She unzipped his flak vest. His chest was bloody. 


"Jo Jo!"


"My little
sister," he said, "is safe."


His eyes closed, and
he was gone. She lay her head on his.


"I love you, Jo
Jo."






~


Book ran inside and over the
canal—the current carried Gideon's body floating face up with big knives stuck
in his head, no doubt Jo Jo's doing, down the canal—and into the compound. The
fire was everywhere, burning down the walls, the ceiling fans, the children's
paintings, the colorful picnic tables, their way of life. He ran to the cross
and turned down the corridor where he had found Esther. Naomi wouldn't be far
from her sister. He ran into the females' living quarters.


"Naomi!
Naomi!"


The doors on a small
metal locker flew open. Curled up inside was Naomi. He grabbed her up.


"Are you taking
me to sister?"


"I am. I need
you to hold on tight, we're going to run fast, okay?"


"Okay."


He lifted her onto
his back; she wrapped her arms around his neck. 


"Close your eyes
and hold your breath."


"I can do
that."


"Do it."


The flames broke
though the walls and roof. Book ran out of the quarters and down the corridor
to the cross. The flames chased them toward more flames. At the cross, he saw
a mass of bodies consumed in the fire. The flames reached up to J. C. Book
heard him scream. He turned up the short corridor to the exit. All he saw
between them and the exit was fire. 


"Big
breath!" 


He ran into the
flames.






~


Duvall watched the fire reach J.
C. on the cross and consume Him. The cross wavered then fell into the
compound. The entire compound was ablaze. Flames shot a hundred feet into the
air. The Son of God was dead; his son was saved.






~


Veronica stared at the steel
doors. They did not open. The professor did not come out. Naomi did not come
out.


"Professor!"



"Sister!"
Esther screamed.






~


"God, please save
them," Ingrid whispered through tears.




~


The pilgrims watched in disbelief
while the world watched on television as the compound burned to the ground,
until all that stood were the steel front doors. The big Sikorski circled
overhead. Jonathan grabbed Jo Jo's radio.


"Joe Don, come
in. Do you see anyone?"


The radio crackled to
life.


"Negative, sir."


Veronica turned to
Ingrid and Ingrid to her; the two women held each other and cried.






~


"Shit, Bookman is
dead," the 3L said.


The students stood
stunned in front of the television in the law school lounge. Law professors
don't die in burned-down religious compounds. They die of old age. But
Professor Bookman never figured on living to an old age. The students cried.


"His wish came
true," the 1L whispered.






~


Carla's inner female self cried
at the counter in Kerbey's. The customers had crowded around to watch the
ending to the standoff on the televisions on the wall above the counter. 


"The professor
is dead."


"What happens
when you aid and abet fucking fascist Christians."


Carla wiped her eyes
and turned to the voice. He was the same ponytailed asshole from before. 


"Got what he
deserved," the asshole said.


Carla released her outer
man self. He grabbed the asshole by his ponytail, yanked him over the counter,
and face planted him in a fucking fry pan.




~


"The Christian jihadists are
dead," the CNC commentator in New York City said. "They didn't drink
the Kool-Aid—they died in the flames of their own hatred." 


Gabby stared at the
television. She wiped tears from her face. Clare sat next to her with a blank
expression. Thank God she didn't understand that her son had just died. No
mother wants her children to go first.


"So," the
commentator said, "who's on the president's short list to replace
Professor Bookman as the Supreme Court nominee? Roe v. Wade is at
stake. We must preserve abortions for all! Humanity depends on it!"


Gabby wanted to throw
the lamp at the television and would have if it were hers. But it wasn't so
she didn't. She got up and walked toward the kitchen. Her hands trembled. She
needed wine.






~


Sik One hovered over the compound
until the smoke cleared. All Joe Don could see were dead bodies among
smoldering embers.






~


Major Duvall stumbled about the
death and destruction. Dead and wounded FBI agents lay all around him. Vinnie
… Danny boy … Garcia … the doc … so many more. But through it
all, the professor's Harley stood untouched, as if shielded by the hand of
God—as if awaiting the professor's return.






~


Pieces of wood in the canal
moved. 


Joe Don was about to
swing Sik One around to land when he saw the movement. He held his position. 




~


The radio in Jonathan Cross's
hand crackled to life. Joe Don's voice came across.


"Boss—I see
something!" 


They all looked to
the compound. The steel doors flew open. 






~


"John," Clare said.


Gabby turned back to
the television and fell to her knees and cried at the sight.






~


The professor stumbled into the
bright sun carrying Naomi in his arms. 


"Book!"
Ingrid screamed.






~


"It's Bookman!" the 2L
screamed.


The students cheered
and hugged each other and jumped up and down.






~


They jumped to their feet and ran
to the professor—Veronica, Ingrid, Daddy, and Esther. Ingrid threw her arms
around the professor. 


"You're soaking wet."


"The
canal," Veronica said. "You rode out the fire in the canal."


"We held our
breath," Naomi said. 


The professor handed
Naomi to Veronica and Esther. 


"Mama's in
heaven now?" Naomi said.


"Yes, she
is," Veronica said. "With J. C."


"Death is better
than meth," Esther said.


Daddy wrapped his
arms around the three girls.


"Are you my
daddy?" Naomi said.


"I am. And I'm
taking you home."




~


Ingrid grabbed Book's wet shirt
tightly with both hands and yanked her man close to her. 


"From now on,
I'm holding you close. I'm never letting you go. I'm your woman, and you're
my man. I'm your soul mate, and you're mine. Accept it and get past that bad
gene bullshit!"






~


"Look! J. C.'s horse!"


Naomi pointed at the
compound. In front of the steel doors stood a white stallion. It reared up
and whinnied loudly, then galloped away.

















Epilogue


One hundred sixty-eight bodies
were recovered in the ashes of the compound. They were buried in a mass grave
under the cross, which survived the fire. Josh Johnson's body was not
recovered—no body, no bones, no part of him—even though the three spikes
remained embedded in the cross. The ten acres inside the compound became a
sacred place. People came and sat under the trees and prayed under the cross.
The federal government seized the remainder of the Johnson farm and sold the
land at auction for $32 million, which was placed in a trust fund, along with
the $15 million in Matthew's trading account (his final trade had netted $5
million), for the benefit of the families of the one hundred forty-three FBI
and ATF agents (including the FBI psychiatrist) and the four Army tank soldiers
killed in the standoff. Jonathan Cross contributed an additional $100
million. The president appointed a Wall Street firm as trustee of the fund.


Stock markets did not
crash the following morning when they opened. The threat to the world's
economy had been averted, which is to say, killed. World leaders expressed relief.



"The global
economy is good," the EU chief said.


"The one-world
order is good," the UN Secretary-General said.


"Wall Street is
good," the Treasury Secretary said.






~


Captain Joseph Donald ("Joe
Don") Davis stood at attention and saluted the American flag-draped
caskets of Lieutenant James Robert ("Jim Bob") Burnett, Lieutenant
Donald J. ("Donnie") Lafayette, and Lieutenant Jonas Jobson ("Jo
Jo") as a twenty-one-gun salute fired and then a bugler played Taps. Also
attending the burial at the Arlington National Cemetery were Jonathan Cross,
Caitlin Cross, and their children, Veronica, Esther, Naomi, Eve, Zipporah,
Keziah, Tamra, and Leah, as well as Dolores Vanderberg.






~


The memorial service for Regan
Murrow was held in the ballroom of a New York City hotel. There was no body
left to bury, so there were just memories of her. Bruce sat among seven other
people in the large room. He checked the notice; right day, right time, but
where was everyone? He had expected a crowd for Regan Murrow. The preacher
stood and walked to a podium on a raised platform at the front of the room. He
wore all black. Johnny Cash with a goatee. He spread his arms to the
audience.


"Whoa, a big
turnout tonight! We usually get two or three, but tonight we have"—he
counted—"seven. Wow! That says a lot about the kind of person Regan
was."


He smiled
devilishly. 


"I knew her
well. I was a part of her life for most of her life. I loved her—not quite as
much as she loved herself"—he laughed—"but that's what made her Regan,
wasn't it?


"She loved no
one but herself.


"She cared about
no one but herself.


"She mastered if
not invented narcissism and pathological behavior. She was vain, selfish,
self-absorbed, self-centered, ego-maniacal. She was the Wicked Bitch of the
East and damn proud of it.


"She betrayed
her family, her friends, her co-workers, and her profession to achieve personal
success.


"She lied
without remorse. She was never dissuaded by the facts. Fake news was her
news.


"In short, Regan
Murrow was exactly the kind of human being I love."


Bruce glanced
around. This seemed like an odd eulogy. But no one else seem disturbed by the
preacher's remarks.


"I could go on
and on about her qualities that made her so special, but I think the best
summation of her life and career is in two quotes. The first is a recent tweet
from none other than the president himself, a close friend of mine, in which he
eulogized Regan thusly: 'Regan Murrow, RIP, you fake news slut!' "


The preacher turned
his hands up.


"I couldn't have
said it better myself. And the second quote is from her luminous ancestor,
Edward R. Murrow, which captures Regan's essence perfectly and precisely: 'To
be persuasive, we must be believable. To be believable, we must be credible.
To be credible, we must be truthful.' "


The preacher looked
upon his seven-person audience.


"NOT!"


He laughed. He threw
his head back and howled so hard that when his face came back into Bruce's
view, his skin had turned a dark red and his eyes a dark black and he was now—


Satan.


"I will enjoy
Regan's company in Hell for eternity."


Bruce screamed
himself awake. He sat up sweating. His dream—his nightmare—had seemed so
real. 


What if it were?


What if Satan were
waiting for him?


At the end of the
month, Bruce quit his job at CNC, moved back to Iowa, and started a nonprofit
called GLGL2—God Loves Gays and Lesbians, Too—to help young gays and lesbians
accept themselves and God.






~


Amanda Hines quit the FBI and
replaced Regan Murrow at CNC.






~


Michele filed a sexual harassment
claim against Shane Hannigan.






~


Arlene Durant died two weeks
after the standoff. Jonathan Cross got her admitted to the M. D. Anderson
cancer unit in Houston for treatment, but her cancer was too advanced. She died
with her two granddaughters holding her hands. Her last drink in this life was
an Arnold Palmer … with whiskey.






~


Carla was fired at Kerbey's for
face planting the asshole in a fry pan, an act generally frowned upon by
management. But she was quickly hired as a bouncer at Coyote Ugly on Sixth
Street.






~


Sheriff Vickers watched the sun
rise four hundred thirty-seven more times.






~


Book walked into his classroom
three days after the standoff ended. The students gave him a standing
ovation. Ms. Garza and Mr. Stanton stood side by side on the front row. She
wore a tee shirt that read I'M WITH HIM with an arrow pointing at Mr.
Stanton; he wore a tee shirt that read I'M WITH HER with an arrow pointing
at Ms. Garza. When the applause ended, Book turned his hands up at them and
offered a "what the heck" expression. Mr. Stanton shrugged.


"Hey, you really
get to know someone when you shoot them." 


They kissed, a first
in the history of con law class at the University of Texas School of Law.


"I liked it
better when they fought," Ms. Roberts said from the fourth row.






~


She stood on a low rise with her
arms folded over her chest and a Tootsie Roll Pop in her mouth and buds in her
ear playing "God is Not Dead" by the Newsboys. Her curly red hair and
yellow sundress blew in the breeze off the Irish Sea. The children played in
the green meadow below. They laughed and ran barefoot through the thick
grass. She smiled at the sight. She touched the silver nail cross that hung
on a silver chain around her neck. A gift from God. It was, and they were.
Esther, Naomi, Eve, Zipporah, Keziah, Tamra, and Leah. Children of God. Seven
precious girls. All wearing colorful sundresses that glowed in the Irish sun.
When the girls were in school, Veronica painted the ceiling of the local
church. She would never again ask permission to live her life on her terms;
she would only ask, Who will stop me from living my life on my terms? She
needed no one's permission because God had given His. The world—including
Daddy and Mother—would just have to accept that fact.


They had.


They accepted
Veronica Caitlin Cross for the woman she was—the woman God wanted her to be.


Of course, she hadn't
yet told them about Rory.


She felt a presence
next to her and turned to Daddy standing there. He also sucked on a Tootsie
Roll Pop. He put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. Mother
put an arm around her from the other side. Veronica turned to her. Caitlin
O'Sullivan Cross's curly red hair and white sundress shone in the sun. She
sucked on a Tootsie Roll Pop as tears rolled down her cheeks. She finally had
her big Irish family.


Thank you, God.


Veronica had never
again entered the bunker and never would. Daddy sold the River Oaks mansion
for $50 million to a guy named Zuckerberg; the bunker sealed the deal.
"Perfect for WTSHTF," the buyer had said. She looked down at her
pink flip-flops with the big yellow rose on top. She smiled. She would never
forget Miriam or Mara. Or the professor. Or Jesus Christ. 






~


Jonathan Cross named Dolores
Vanderberg president of Cross Industries since he would be spending most of his
time running the Cross Family Foundation, giving his billions to Americans who
needed a hand up in life. "God's work," as his daughter put it.






~


The FBI director retired—you
can't have forty-one children die on your watch and remain in office—but he
would not be replaced by Major Duvall. The president appointed a new FBI
director two weeks later, some lawyer named Comey.


"Jimbo's a
super guy!! And really really loyal!! He's got my back!!" 


But Duvall didn't
care. He lived three thousand miles away. He walked the California beach hand
in hand with Mary Jane. Major Junior ran in the surf; within two weeks, the
boy had recovered fully. The doctors concluded that he might have been bitten
by a brown recluse spider. It didn't make sense, but it didn't matter. He was
alive. That was all that mattered. Major Duvall had gotten the jobs he wanted
most in life—husband and father. He took disability and quietly retired from
the Bureau; his health and life insurance continued in effect. Between his
disability and pension and Mary Jane's salary, they could afford the mortgage.
He remarried the love of his life and moved to California. He went to sleep
each night holding her, and he woke each morning holding her. He took his son
to school every day, and he picked him up from school every day. They played
sports together—tennis, basketball, baseball, badminton, ping pong, and soccer
but never football. On the day before his fiftieth birthday, after dropping
his son at school, he walked the beach alone. He sat at his favorite spot and
watched the whales. He felt the demon taking control of him, and he could
never allow the demon to do to his son what his father had done to him. So he
put the Glock to his head and killed the demon. 






~


When would the gene win the
battle with his brain?


The wind blew strong
atop Enchanted Rock seventy miles west of Austin. Ingrid Divine stood on one
side of Book, his mother and Gabby on the other. They gazed upon the same land
the Comanche had seen. His father lived in the spirit land that occupied the
Rock. Where Book would one day live. When that day came. When he took his
father's gun and climbed the Rock for the last time. He would die alone and
unloved; his mother had loved him, but she no longer could because she no longer
knew her son. And standing there atop the Rock, John Bookman acknowledged
something about himself he had long denied: He was afraid of dying. Alone and
unloved. On the Rock. 






~


Ingrid Divine saw the fret in his
face. The fear that had bored a hole in his soul—the hole she would fill. She
leaned in and whispered in her man's ear.


"Book, don't
worry. When the time comes, you won't have to shoot yourself."


"You'll take
care of me?"


"No—I'll shoot
you myself."


She smiled then
wrapped her arms around her soul mate and kissed him hard, running her fingers
through his hair and wrapping one leg around him, a kiss that was long and deep
and wet, the only way Ingrid Divine kissed. 






~


John Bookman remembered J. C.'s
words of advice: "Let your fear go. Release it to the wind. Open your
soul. Feel the divine."
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