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Chapter 1

sPARKS SOARED into the night sky, a dance of fireflies caught up in a swirling wind. A hushed sound of distress escaped some of the onlookers when the roof of the church gave up its fight before the ever-present oppressive silence fell upon them once again.

They had to be silent; the enemy was listening. Always listening.

Nathan flinched when one of the building’s sides collapsed outward, spilling debris and embers onto the once pristine lawn. Now that patch of grass that had been the envy of the neighborhood was parched like the rest of the landscape, untended with no one left to care for it. Flames licked at the dried blades of grass which quickly succumbed as the fire spread across the lot.

He didn’t hold any particular fondness for the little white church that perched like a beacon on the corner of their street, but he wrapped his arm around his wife’s shoulder when she sobbed softly, offering silent condolence. Tammy had grown up in the Baptist church and watching it crumble to the ground like a sandcastle giving in to the tide had to be difficult.

The arson was just one more crime in a very long string of them in their city. Rapes, murders, robberies… all the numbers had skyrocketed once the economy crashed, and the citizens panicked. Truthfully, though, the devastating financial situation seemed like just an excuse for the scum of the earth to crawl out of its hole.

Nathan knew their town wasn’t the only place suffering from the crash. Before he’d been unceremoniously booted from the town’s police force when life handed him an unsavory platter of “sucks to be you,” they’d been getting reports from all over Indiana about crime rates reaching unprecedented levels. Police in all divisions and departments were blindsided by it and no one knew what to do.

It had been expected that the governor would declare martial law and bring in the National Guard, but there was just too much chaos… and too few to deal with it. And instead of asking for volunteers to stay on and help fight against the anarchy, the police departments had just let everyone go.

Nathan was still shaking his head over that decision.

Tammy continued to sob quietly as the structure finally gave way and crumbled into a mass of twisted metal and burning timber. He tugged on his wife’s hand to pull her away from the scene.

“C’mon,” he murmured, “there’s no reason to stay here.” She nodded against his side, but then separated herself to hug some of the other onlookers. A few Nathan recognized—the pastor of the church, Ralph, for one, and his wife Eddy. The couple had been after him for years to come to church, to accept Jesus as his “savior.”

Nathan wasn’t having any of that nonsense.

Once his wife said her goodbyes, Nathan wrapped his warm around her shoulders and led her away. They’d been on their way out of town when Tammy saw the flames in the little church’s window and had rushed toward the building. Nathan had barely managed to grab her before she’d flung the front door open. What she’d been planning to do, he had no clue. He was just thankful that he’d been able to stop her in time.

“How far are we going?” Tammy said, barely above a whisper.

“Gerald’s house,” Nathan said, wincing when she sucked in a sharp breath.

“That far?”

He nodded; it was necessary that they get as far away from the city as they could, and as quickly as possible. They were already starting to lock down cities and towns of any notable size and Nathan didn’t want to get stuck “inside” where there wasn’t a safe place to be, nor a way to get out. At least they had a place to escape to.

When it was evident after a few chaotic months that life wasn’t going to return to “normal,” his friend from the police department had offered for them to stay with his family outside of the city. At the time, Nathan had secretly scoffed at Gerald’s offer; he was certainly man enough to hold his own against the petty thieves and others causing general mayhem. But then everything got worse.

So much worse.

And then there was the other consideration—that Tammy would be better off with people she knew when Nathan started down that slippery slope he found himself on. Gerald was one of only three people who knew about the horror he would soon be facing. Another was his precinct supervisor.

The other was his doctor.

He shook his thoughts away as he navigated them around a giant, newly formed pothole. Nathan didn’t want to tell Tammy the reason why they’d need to walk over twenty miles in the pitch-black night. It was a hazardous time to travel, with unseen dangers in their path likely to trip them, but he’d picked the moonless night for a reason. While they might not be able to see their surroundings, they in turn would not be seen.

And the new enemy was always watching. Listening and watching.

It had been whispered that they were quick to shuttle off “dissidents” to unknown places, just for voicing discontent or sharing an opinion. Nathan knew of several people who’d disappeared shortly after the enemy had shown itself. And those people had all been known to be very vocal in their conservative beliefs.

The time for having a voice of freedom had passed. They were no better off than Russia in the seventies. And soon, freedom would be as rare as it had been in Germany during the first four decades of the nineteen hundreds.

If he were a believer, Nathan supposed he’d be praying like his wife was so fond of doing. Tammy had certainly spent a good portion of her time on her knees after the economic collapse. He’d never known her to be so pious, but when everything started heading south toward the bowels of hell, she’d suddenly remembered her religion.

Nathan wished she hadn’t, because his wife had started hounding him to “get right with the Lord.”

He gritted his teeth at his thoughts. If there was one thing he couldn’t stand, it was hypocrites. And as far as he was concerned, all Christians were just that. Nathan supposed that assumption was probably unfair, but the beliefs were embedded deep within him, like a sticker from a thistle that broke off under the skin.

It didn’t help that he’d been raised in a strict Jewish home, one that lambasted the Christian faith, especially in claiming that the Jews’ coveted Messiah had already come. His family had spent years drilling it into his head that “true Jews” still awaited their savior, and that the Christian’s claim was “blasphemous heresy.”

Truth be told, Nathan didn’t really believe the Jews either. As far as he was concerned, “God” was just myth created by man to keep people in line.

He kept his thoughts to himself, though. While Tammy hadn’t been practicing her religion when they’d met and married—if she had, he never would have asked her out in the first place—he didn’t begrudge her for falling back on it. The times were scary and if it made her feel better to pray to a myth, then he wasn’t going to say anything.

A sound to his left startled him and he reached out for his wife, inadvertently hitting something soft that made her yelp. He hissed softly, the sound telling her to be silent as they both stopped moving and just listened.

It was difficult to pick out individual sounds, what with the clamor of the night. Nathan thought that it was strange how those who weren’t breaking laws and wreaking havoc were quiet, staying under the enemy’s radar; yet those who were bent on crime sprees had no such qualms. They hooted and hollered and banged about, not caring who heard them. Nathan knew why they weren’t afraid of the enemy.

The Neo Geo Task Force encouraged them.

Most citizens thought the newly formed “government agency” was there to provide peacekeeping, to stop the criminals from getting out of control. The “Neos,” as they were called, were the good guys, the new sheriff in town. The city had breathed a collective sigh of relief when they’d rolled in.

Those in the police department knew better. The Neo Geo Task Force was no better than the S.S. of Nazi Germany. In fact, in many ways it seemed that they were worse. Far worse.

As the sounds in the night faded into the distance they continued walking, each silently considering their circumstances. Surviving was at the top of the list. Everything else paled.

Surviving had an entirely different meaning now. Before, it had been “work to make money so you can buy stuff and eat.” Now, it was “Stay low, keep your head down, avoid the criminals, and above all, avoid the Neos.”

All things considered, Nathan was glad the police department had let him go. Word was that the Neos were conscripting anyone who had weapons training. They’d started at the Federal level, but were now shaking down local law enforcement, looking for more minions to join their ranks. The last thing Nathan wanted to do was become another mindless Neos soldier, controlled by superiors with highly questionable ethics.

But the timing of the financial collapse couldn’t have been worse. When his supervisor informed him the department would have to terminate him, Lieutenant Jeffers had also told him that he would likely be eligible for long-term disability. Nathan had been hopeful that he’d be able to stash away some money for Tammy before the inevitable happened, plus he had the life insurance policy he’d taken out when he first joined the force. With the collapse, none of it mattered because money no longer mattered.

And it terrified him to think of his wife trying to survive on her own.

Gerald had promised Nathan that he and his wife would take Tammy in, for as long as she wanted to stay. That comforted him somewhat, though he wasn’t sure the offer would still stand once he was gone. Gerald had always been a good friend, but when times were as tough as they were, friendships had a way of taking a backseat to feeding your own.

A gunshot rang out and Tammy gasped, before Nathan clamped his hand over her mouth and pulled her to the shadow of a tree. Though the moonless night was dark, he didn’t trust that someone might spot them. Screams filled the night then, the sound of grief, the lament over the loss of a loved one.

Nathan’s heart clenched then, wondering how long Tammy would grieve over him. He hated the thought of her hurting and for the hundredth time, considered ending his life sooner than later. Get it over with. At least then she wouldn’t have to watch him wither away.

He shook his thoughts aside as he concentrated on the sounds. The screams were close, in one of the nearby homes. A woman, wailing, calling “Tiffany” over and over. Probably a child… In his ten years on the police force, Nathan knew there was nothing worse than a child’s death. He’d never met an officer who thought otherwise.

The heart-wrenching screams were abruptly cut off by another gunshot and Nathan decided to get Tammy out of the area before the shooter went on a rampage. Or before other lowlifes decided to join in on the shooting spree.

He pulled his wife along behind him as they ran down the block toward the little back road they needed to travel down. Nathan hoped the road leading toward Gerald’s farm would be deserted, as few had gasoline or the resources to get any. At least there were very few houses along the way. Less chance of running into someone with bad intentions.

They reached a cross street before he slowed down. Tammy was panting and Nathan felt a little guilty for dragging her the way he had, but it couldn’t be helped. They had to get away from “civilization” as fast as they could.

Heading down the cross street, they slowed to a walk as he relaxed his guard slightly. It was a nicer neighborhood, one of Nathan’s favorites. Older, but with well-kept homes and manicured lawns, it was one of the prettier areas of the town. Of course, that was true just a few months ago; nowadays, no one bothered to mow their grass or trim their shrubbery. It was just a matter of time before those nice homes were neglected and crumbling, or else taken over by the lowlifes who thought they deserved somewhere better to live.

Funny thing was, there wasn’t any place that was “better.” Not any longer.

Getting out of town, away from the others, was their only chance of survival. Nathan was sure of that. In the past few months, society as they’d once known it had dissolved into something entirely unrecognizable.

It was reminiscent of those ridiculous movies Nathan had seen as a kid, depicting a post-apocalyptic world where the survivors turned into savages, barbarians who held no value for human life. The survivors of the financial collapse might not be driving around in unrecognizable vehicles with bolted-on parts as makeshift armor or wearing animal skins that were little more than loincloths, but they were most certainly leaning toward savagery in every other way.

The back road they needed to be on was ten blocks away and Nathan breathed a sigh of relief as he realized they were making better time than he’d thought. Of course, some of that was due to forcing Tammy to run nearly four blocks, which he felt slightly guilty about. While he was still in good shape from his police days, Tammy had spent the past twelve years at a desk job as a dispatcher. It was how they’d met. She’d always joked about her “secretarial spread,” thinking her hips were too wide. That was no longer the case as she’d lost quite a bit of weight since snacks and desserts were a luxury of the past.

Lately, they’d been lucky to eat anything at all in a day.

That was something else the Neos had promised—they had a plan to provide food for the masses. Medicine, as well. Nathan huffed a quiet laugh; there was no medicine that could help him, even if he were willing to sell his soul to the Neos devils to get it.

Food, though… that would be good to have. He really hated imposing on Gerald and his wife, but most especially since they’d be arriving without anything to offer. No food, no supplies. Nothing.

Car lights in the distance startled him out of his thoughts and he grabbed Tammy’s arm, pulling her off the road and into the overgrown bushes lining the front yard of a large home. He tugged on his wife’s arm, pulling her to a squat as they waited for the vehicle to drive by. Hopefully, they hadn’t been spotted.

Tammy was panting again, but Nathan knew it was due to fright rather than fatigue. “It’s okay,” he murmured. “I don’t think they saw us.” She nodded but didn’t say anything.

Nathan peeked through the leaves, watching the car as it slowly approached. It seemed they were looking for something… or someone. He pulled Tammy farther into the shrubs, hoping they were out of sight.

They both released a breath when the car passed by, turning left on the street they’d just passed. Nathan stood, holding out a hand to help his wife up.

“That was close,” she murmured. He nodded, though he didn’t comment.

It angered him that they always had to be quiet, to keep their voices down and to be careful not to draw attention. For once, Nathan would have liked to shout, preferably from a rooftop somewhere, “Neos can kiss it!” But he supposed that was rather immature.

Tammy leaned over to dust off her knees after kneeling in the dirt. It made Nathan smile slightly, the fact that his wife was still concerned over such things. He adjusted her backpack, then shifted his own before starting to push back through the shrubs.

“Hold it right there!”

The voice startled them, though not as much as the volume. Only criminals had leave to make all the noise they wanted. The couple turned around slowly, putting their hands up.

Nathan squinted into the darkness, though he could only see the outline of the man who called out to them. He had to assume the man was armed and his heart pounded, worrying that he might shoot them with no provocation.

“We don’t mean any harm—”

“Shut up!” the man snapped. “I don’t care why you’re on my property, but you’ve got exactly two point oh seconds to get off it!”

“Yes, sir,” Nathan said as he grabbed his wife’s arm and yanked her through the bushes and into the street.

“And don’t you ever come back!” the man shouted.

It was then that Nathan realized he recognized the voice. It was Clyde Peters, who Nathan had helped just six months before when the old man had been robbed and left bleeding on the sidewalk in front of a diner. Nathan had driven Clyde to the hospital himself, since the man hadn’t wanted to call an ambulance. He’d even waited for Clyde to get stitched up, making sure he didn’t need a ride home.

Nathan paused and turned back. “Mr. Peters, it’s me, Nate. Uh, Officer Diamond. You remember me, right? I was the one—”

“I don’t care who you are!” the silhouetted figure shouted once again. “Get outta here!”

Nathan sighed and turned around, tugging Tammy to resume their trek away from civilization. What had once been a quiet, safe college town was now full of fearful, hateful people who only looked out for themselves. Crime was through the roof and the “peacekeepers” couldn’t care less.

It was a long time later when they finally reached the end of suburbia. Nathan felt the tension in his shoulders ease, though he kept a cautious eye on the horizon, waiting for the telltale glow of the coming morning. If they didn’t reach Gerald’s before then, they’d have to find a place to hide until darkness fell once again.

Though they were away from the houses of the town and, more importantly, the residents who felt the need to defend what little they had left with whatever means they had at their disposal, Nathan felt more exposed on the open road. They’d only walked maybe a quarter of a mile when he couldn’t get over the feeling and reached out to grab Tammy’s arm.

She jumped at the contact, obviously having been lost in her own world of thought. “What’s wrong?” she murmured.

“C’mon,” he said a bit more loudly. There wasn’t as great a need for quiet now that they were away from the town. “I… I just have a feeling that we need to get off the road.” Tammy didn’t answer, but she acquiesced, and they moved into the trees lining the road.

Tree branches caught at their clothing and skin as they moved through the woods. Nathan hoped they weren’t deviating from their easterly path, though it was difficult to tell in the dark. He wished he’d had survival training to know how to navigate with stars, though it wouldn’t have done much good with the canopy of leaves above them. Though they’d had a two-year drought and nearly every suburban lawn had long since died, it was a testament to the wild trees’ survivability that they were still green.

They were no longer making good time due to the difficulty of navigating the trees in the darkness and Nathan considered moving back onto the road, feeling a bit foolish for letting nothing more than a hunch govern his actions. But when the distant rumble of a vehicle caught his attention, he realized his gut feeling had panned out.

“Get down,” he told Tammy as he squatted. The rumble increased, and Nathan realized it wasn’t one vehicle, but a fleet of them. And most likely Neos.

His wife made a pained sound after kneeling beside him, but she immediately quieted as they watched the approaching convoy’s headlights through the trees. Nathan realized then they’d been paralleling the road nearly exactly. He also realized they were only a few dozen feet away from that road.

“Lie flat,” he told Tammy as he himself stretched out on the forest floor. The crunch of sticks and leaves made him wince, though he knew that was foolish; none of the passing soldiers would be able to hear such a soft noise. He was more concerned that they would be spotted, especially since he noticed one of the vehicles toward the back of the line was shining spotlights into the woods on both sides of the two-lane road. It made him frown, wondering what they were looking for.

Or who.

Tammy’s breath was coming in huffs, a clear indication she was feeling stressed. Nathan didn’t blame her; his own heart was pounding like mad. If they were caught, it was likely they’d never be heard from again.

Breaking the six p.m. curfew was grounds for shooting. Of course, that punishment only seemed to be doled out to those who broke it for the “wrong” reasons—running to a neighbor’s to borrow milk for a baby, or taking a loved one to the hospital. Nathan knew of two people who’d been shot dead in the street for both of those “offenses.” But perversely, the criminals were given free rein on the city. It seemed there was no curfew for those up to no good.

The world was topsy-turvy.

“What’s good is bad and what’s bad is good,” Tammy had told him when he’d shared the fact that their neighbor had been shot for trying to borrow some milk the night before. “The Bible talks about that in the end times.”

Of course, Nathan had ignored her comment, since he didn’t believe the Bible was actually true. As far as he was concerned, it was written by men about a make-believe god to try to scare people into acting right. The boogeyman for grownups.

The first truck in the convoy had reached the area across from where they were hidden and Nathan tensed as they drove by far too slowly for his liking. Tammy made a small sound of distress and he looked toward her, realizing he was grabbing her shoulder too tightly and released his grip. He frowned when he realized the light blue t-shirt and jeans shorts she wore might be easily spotted by the soldiers with the spotlights. Even in the darkness, he could see her clothing clearly.

“Shh,” he hissed softly, reminding her to stay silent. He waited a heartbeat for the first truck to pass, then grabbed the back of his wife’s shirt and tugged her. “Move farther back here,” he whispered. Thankfully, she listened and scooted with him without argument, deeper into the woods.

They belly crawled into thicker brush until Nathan was satisfied they were better hidden. He made a mental note to get some neutral-colored clothing for Tammy when they got to Gerald’s, since the clothes on their backs was literally all they had with them. The backpacks were reserved for what little food they could scrounge and precious bottles of water.

The convoy slowly made its way along the road, the tires of the big trucks crunching on the debris that had accumulated on the asphalt over months of disuse. Nathan estimated they were barely going five miles an hour, if that. It was obvious they were searching. That thought made him want to hold his breath.

From the headlights he’d seen, he figured there were ten trucks, and it seemed an eternity before the last truck with the spotlights passed them. As it approached, he grabbed Tammy’s head and held her to the ground, a silent plea to remain still and silent. Thankfully, she understood.

They released a collective breath when the truck finally passed, but they didn’t move or speak for a long time afterward, until the roar of the engines was so distant it was barely audible. Tammy was the first to break the silence.

“Thank You, Jesus. Thank You.”

Nathan rolled his eyes as he released her from his near stranglehold. He didn’t comment, though. The last thing he wanted to do was cause animosity between the two of them when time was so short. He didn’t want her to have any bad memories of him.

“C’mon, babe,” Nathan said as he pushed to a stand and grabbed Tammy’s backpack, pulling her up to her knees. She gasped again, another pained sound. He frowned.

“What’s wrong?”

It sounded like she was panting again, trying to get her breath. It was long moments before she spoke. “I… I have some sort of injury.”

His frown deepened. “What? And how?”

Instead of standing, Tammy leaned back to sit on the forest floor. “My leg. Shin. When we first crouched down in the trees. I… I think I have a stick or something stuck in my there.”

Nathan squatted beside her and squinted in the darkness, but he couldn’t see anything. He regretted not bringing his flashlight, but the batteries were too drained and he didn’t have any replacements. It wasn’t like he could go to the store and buy any, not without any money. The last time he’d checked, two D batteries were going for twenty-five dollars. They were probably up to a hundred now. It was just a matter of time before the U.S. dollar held no value whatsoever.

He slid a hand from her ankle slowly up her leg, feeling for whatever was causing her pain. She squeaked when he touched it, while he grimaced when he realized it was a rather large chunk of wood and they had no first aid supplies with them. Nathan was starting to feel like an idiot for not thinking of all the problems they might face while traveling. He’d just been in a hurry to get out of town and hadn’t planned. Not at all.

“I’m gonna have to pull it out,” he murmured. “It’s gonna hurt, honey, but try not to yell, ‘kay?” She didn’t answer, but he sensed her nodding.

“Okay, here we go, on three… one, two—” he yanked it out then and put his hand over the wound, hoping to stop any blood flow.

To her credit, Tammy made barely more than a grunt. “What happened to three?” she wheezed. Nathan smiled.

“Sometimes it’s better if you’re not expecting it. You woulda tensed at ‘three’ and it probably woulda hurt more.”

Even though he held his hand over the wound, he could feel blood seeping through his fingers. Nathan started worrying about blood loss, though he was glad that her body was cleaning the wound on its own. Keeping it clean, however, was going to be a challenge. He hoped Gerald had something they could put on it.

He took off his cover shirt and ripped a strip from the bottom, then wrapped it around her leg, tying it tight enough to make her suck in a breath. “Sorry,” he murmured, “gotta stop the blood flow. We’ll check it in a bit and see if we can loosen it.”

Nathan helped her to her feet and steadied her while she hopped. “Lean on me,” he instructed her. “We’re gonna have to go back on the road, cuz there’s no way we’re gonna be able to navigate this forest with you limping like that.”

“Sorry,” she muttered. Nathan leaned over and kissed her temple.

“Not like you got hurt on purpose,” he told her. “And it’s my fault for not packing a first aid kit.”

“We didn’t have one,” she pointed out as they started slowly making their way toward the road. “And I can only imagine how much they cost now.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “But not as much as booze. Last time I went to the store, I saw a bottle of cheap whiskey for two hundred thirty bucks. And some lady actually picked a bottle up.”

A low whistle escaped his wife’s lips. “People will do anything for their fix, huh?”

Nathan nodded, though she couldn’t see it. “Yeah, but maybe she was buying it for medicinal purposes.”

Tammy chuckled. “For pain management maybe?”

“And sterilization. You know, that’s not a bad thing, now that I think of it. Maybe we oughta dump some of our water bottles out and fill them with Jack Daniels.”

Despite her need to lean on him, Tammy managed to elbow him in the ribs while laughing quietly. Nathan was glad to hear it; it had been far too long since they’d been able to find anything humorous.

It was a long while before they made it back to the road and when they cleared the trees, he had to force his panic down; the dark night was already starting to lighten. Dawn was drawing near, and they still had over eight miles to go by his estimation.

Tammy didn’t make a sound as she limped and hopped alongside him while clinging to his waist. Nathan kept his arm securely around her back and had to shorten his long gait to match her shorter one. It made for a very uncomfortable walk, but he told his complaining inner voice to shut up; at least he wasn’t injured like his poor wife.

They’d barely made a mile when Tammy gasped, “Nate, I have to stop.” He glanced at the horizon, stifling a moan when he saw the red glow had lightened to a deep yellow. The sun was about to breach the earth and that meant they’d need to find a place to either hide or go deeper into the woods to continue their trek.

He turned them and helped her get through the trees until they found a fallen log to sit on. Tammy wheezed as she sat, and Nathan knelt in front of her. The makeshift bandage was already soaked through, and blood was trailing down her shin into her shoe. The sight made his heart lurch; the injury was worse than he’d originally thought.

Since he could see a bit better with the approaching dawn, he untied the bandage and peeled the fabric away from her wound. The sight that met him made his stomach churn; not because of the sight of blood, but because of the size of the hole in her leg. He would be able to fit his little finger into it.

Nathan was torn; instinct told him to drag Tammy into the thickest brush he could find and wait until dark to head out once again. But he knew that her wound needed tending to, and soon—it was still bleeding, and the deep puncture would likely get infected if they didn’t get it treated. He swallowed hard several times, his throat working against emotion and stress.

He was running worst-case scenarios through his head, a jumble of what-ifs and what-thens, when Tammy reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. She then said the words he most dreaded to hear.

“Honey, let’s pray.”


Chapter 2

TAMMY KNEW that Nathan hated it when she prayed, but she felt led to do so, regardless of how uncomfortable it might make her husband. In fact, she thought to herself, maybe it’s BECAUSE it makes him so uncomfortable that I want to pray with him. It wasn’t a perverse thought, but one born of a need to share Jesus with him as much as possible.

He sure didn’t make it easy.

She didn’t give him time to protest but leaned over and grabbed his hand. “Father, thank You for keeping us safe so far. Thank You for taking care of us and for leading us on the path You’re showing to us. We ask that You continue to provide and protect.

“But now, Jesus, I have a problem with my leg. This wound won’t stop bleeding and we still have a long way to walk. I know my husband is worried about it and doesn’t know what we should do now. Please heal my leg and lead us once more. Show us if we should stop for the day, or if we should go on to Gerald’s. Thank You, Father. Amen.” She sighed, suddenly very tired, and closed her eyes as she leaned against her backpack.

Tammy didn’t expect an answer to her prayer. After all, she’d walked away from her faith for so long and had just recently started praying again, seeking God, asking for His forgiveness for choosing to leave Him.

While she knew that He certainly could answer her prayer for healing, she just wasn’t sure if He would.

It was funny—when the economy had crashed globally, she’d found herself seeking the God she had known growing up. But truthfully, she still had a lot of doubts. Nothing was happening like she thought it would, like she’d been taught.

The main cause of her doubt was the question of what happened to the rapture. She’d always heard about how Christians would be taken off the earth before the Tribulation started. It was taught with great conviction from the pulpit of the little Baptist church that she’d grown up in, the one she’d had to watch burn to the ground just hours before. And when the rapture didn’t happen like she thought it would… the doubts started.

At first, she thought she’d been left behind, that because she’d backslid so far she was no longer one of God’s kids and He’d taken only the “true” Christians with Him. Not that she’d blame God for leaving her; after all, she’d fallen into so much sin and had even married outside of her faith. To an atheist, of all things. So, it would have been no shock to discover that she’d been overlooked when the rapture happened.

But then she realized that all the believers she knew were still on earth with their feet firmly planted.

For now… Tammy was holding out for the possibility of a “mid-Trib” rapture, since the “pre” obviously wasn’t going to happen. Anything was better than trying to survive the whole Tribulation. But she also knew that the Lord would provide if they did have to suffer through the whole thing. He always did.

Once she started praying again, and had humbly and sincerely asked for forgiveness, she’d started to feel stronger. Less fearful. She was just sad that she didn’t have a Bible any longer. And no way to buy one, if the stores were still allowed to sell them, which she knew they weren’t.

A daily dose of scripture would have done wonders to rebuild her faith.

But then the Neo Geo Task Force arrived in their mid-sized town. Tammy had taken one look at the symbol of their organization and had known that Satan was on the scene. Three jagged-looking sixes in a circle. The mark of the beast.

And her fear returned.

Though she’d been wondering why the rapture hadn’t happened as she’d been taught, she still managed to cling to her faith. Others didn’t though. Many people she knew to be devout believers had fallen away, assuming that because they weren’t “taken up,” then everything else they’d believed was a lie.

Including Jesus Himself.

Tammy shuddered. Not once in all her time of backsliding had she ever denied the truth of the Lord. She may not have been following Him—and most certainly had grieved His Holy Spirit with her actions—but she knew He was real. She’d just chosen to look away from Him.

I’m sorry… she started to pray, but stopped suddenly as a warm, contented feeling washed over her, one that could only be described as peaceful. It was like a warm, extra soft blanket on a cold winter night.

“As far as the east is from the west, so far have I removed your transgressions from you.”

Tammy gasped as she opened her eyes when she heard a voice—no, THE Voice!—in her head. She knew then that the Lord Himself had spoken to her and tears sprang to her eyes.

“What’s the matter?” Nate asked her quietly, obviously still concerned about Neos being in the area. She smiled at him and put a hand on his cheek. He may not be a believer, but Tammy loved him dearly. And she was praying for his salvation all the time. He didn’t stand a chance.

“The Lord just spoke to me,” she breathed, her voice betraying her wonder. It was the first time she’d ever heard an audible voice like that, one that she knew was the Lord. Pastor Ralph said the Lord didn’t speak to believers like that any longer, but instead used others and His Word to speak to them. Tammy knew in that moment that he had been wrong.

She wondered what else he’d been wrong about.

As expected, Nate rolled his eyes at her declaration. But true to his respectful ways, he didn’t argue with her.

“Huh,” he said, the tone disbelieving. “So, how long does this prayer thing take?” he asked as he looked back down at her leg. When his eyes widened, Tammy bent over to see what had caught his attention. When she saw it, she laughed.

“Apparently not long at all,” she grinned. Her wound had stopped bleeding and she realized then that the pain had eased as well. She stuck it out to the side, twisting it back and forth, then looked up.

“Thank You, Jesus! That was a really fast answer!” Nate made a sound that bordered on disgust.

“Do you want to walk some more, or do you think we should stop for the day?” Tammy asked before he had a chance to make a comment that she wouldn’t like. He’d been really good so far when she’d started sharing her faith with him, but she sensed he was on the edge of losing his patience.

Her husband looked over her shoulder toward the rising sun at her back, but she knew he couldn’t see it, not through the thick trees. Tammy could practically see his mind working, knowing that Nate was running through all the possibilities of what might happen one way or another. She wanted to tell him that they could rely on God to get them to Gerald’s safely, but she stayed quiet. He’d probably had enough “God talk” for one day.

It was then she noticed a tremor in his cheek, a slight twitch, though it was rhythmic. It wasn’t anything too unusual, certainly nothing to be alarmed about. But she had noticed other muscle twitches that Nate had recently acquired, and sometimes he dragged his right foot slightly. She considered asking him about it, asking if he was feeling all right, but then she figured that he was probably just suffering from the stress of their situation. They both were.

He glanced at her then. “If your leg is feeling better, I guess we can walk for a little bit. The woods thin out about three miles down the road, so we’ll have to find a place to hole up until it’s dark again.”

Tammy nodded and stood, carefully lowering her weight onto her leg. But there was no pain at all, and she grinned again as she looked up at Nate.

“God is good,” she said as she took a step. “No wonder they called Jesus ‘the Great Physician’.” He grunted again, another non-committal sound.

They walked in silence again, though Tammy thought it was silly; they were in the middle of nowhere and there wasn’t any way the Neos could be listening. But Nate was particularly paranoid when it came to the group that Tammy was certain was the “new world order” the Bible talked about.

She knew there were a lot more verses that spoke of what would happen during the Tribulation, and about how bad things would get. It was pretty terrifying, truthfully, to realize that they might have to go through it all.

Keep me faithful, Father. Don’t let me backslide again.

She was startled out of her thoughts when a distant sound caught their attention, the low hum of an engine. Nate grabbed her arm and pulled her under a thick tree, then used his body to push her against the trunk.

“What are you doing?” she asked in protest as the tree bark dug painfully into her back.

“Shh,” he hissed. “Your clothes and backpack are easy to spot,” he murmured close to her ear. “There isn’t anything blue in the woods.”

Tammy winced. She hadn’t thought about the colors she’d chosen; she’d just chosen the most comfortable things she had, since they couldn’t take clothes with them. She realized it would have been smarter to wear woods-colored clothing, something camouflage like the hunters wore. But having been a city girl all her life, she really hadn’t thought such things. Nate was a city boy as well, though he seemed to be more on the ball about what they were going through.

Regardless, they were both going to have a hard lesson in survival, she knew.

The engine’s hum drew closer, and Nate pressed on her even harder. Tammy wanted to poke him in the ribs to get him to back off, but she knew he was just being protective. It was one of the things she’d loved most about him when they’d met, the instinct to watch out for others. She’d never really had that in her life, certainly not from any male. Her own father would have rather she’d not been born, though he put on a very good “church face” for the congregation, since he’d been the head deacon and all.

If only that little church had known what went on behind the scenes. Tammy figured it was probably best they didn’t. The shock of what one of their leaders was truly like would have been too much for most of the congregants.

Tammy closed her eyes against the harsh memories, reminding herself that it was in the past. She knew that she needed to forgive her father, too, as much as she truly didn’t want to. It was something the Lord had been working on with her, laying on her heart. And it was the reason she’d strayed away from her faith.

Some things were just too difficult to face.

After a few long moments, Tammy realized that the engine they heard was from a plane that seemed to be circling the area, which made sense of why her husband was shoving her into the tree’s trunk. She wondered if there was going to be a “Tammy-shaped” dent in the poor thing.

The plane moved directly over their hiding spot and they both looked up, though they couldn’t see anything. Tammy figured that meant whoever was in the plane wouldn’t be able to see them either and she wiggled, trying to get Nate to move back a little, to give her some breathing room.

He pushed on her even harder.

Though it was extremely uncomfortable, Tammy could feel her husband’s body trembling against her. She reached out to run a hand down his arm, to offer what comfort she could. He leaned close.

“Don’t move!” he whispered urgently.

Tammy wanted to roll her eyes at his overboard paranoia, but she decided to try to be understanding instead. Like her, Nate was faced with a lot of unknowns. The Neos had moved in and taken over, putting the entire town under a curfew and their watchful eye. The police had been disbanded right after and crime skyrocketed, despite the Neos’ presence. Or maybe because of it. She still thought the Neos were evil, run by Satan himself.

Thanks to having worked in Dispatch, she still had contacts and knew that Nate had been let go from the department weeks before the entire police force had been officially terminated by the new government, but he’d never once told her, never said why. Tammy had waited patiently for her husband to explain, but he remained close-lipped. He’d even left every day like he was going on shift, leaving her wondering what in the world he was doing for eight hours.

None of it mattered any longer, she supposed. But it still hurt that her husband hadn’t trusted her enough to tell her that he’d been fired from his job. A million different scenarios about why had run through her mind the past few weeks, and none of them were good. Some were particularly awful, and even though they were unwanted imaginings, they were also a reminder that the man she was married to was most definitely “of the world.”

The hum of the engine faded after a few moments, but it was a long while before Nate eased off of her and stepped back. He ran a shaking hand over his face, then seemed to realize he was trembling and quickly tucked his hand into his shorts pocket. He glanced at her and Tammy quickly looked away, pretending to dust herself off. She didn’t want Nate to be embarrassed about being frightened. Her husband was far too prideful.

He sighed. “I think we should just lay low until tonight,” he murmured. She nodded, already knowing that would have been his preference after the “scare” they just had. Truth be told, Tammy wasn’t really sure why they had to hide. She figured the curfews didn’t apply once you were out of the city and, besides, why in the world would the Neos be looking for just two people? It wasn’t like they’d committed some crime.

Nate led them deeper into the woods and Tammy worried about getting lost, but then she wanted to laugh to herself; it wasn’t like they had a real destination in mind. Gerald and Felicia’s wasn’t the objective, just a stopping point. But then she had no idea where they were heading. Nate had just told her the day before to get ready to leave immediately and she knew that he had information he was once again withholding.

Her husband could be a difficult man.

Still, she hadn’t argued or even questioned him. She was just as eager to leave the town that had been her home for her entire life years. Until just months before, she’d loved the beautiful place and had never even considered leaving. That was before the Neos, of course.

Their arrival had changed everything.

The woods grew dense as they headed in what she thought was a northern direction. She could feel blood trickling down her arms and legs from the scratches she was receiving as they made their way through the undergrowth, though she tried hard to ignore it.

Tammy knew the area was ripe for a forest fire, especially after the two-year drought they’d gone through. It was a wonder it hadn’t already burned.

Nate picked his way through the vegetation, holding the larger branches for her to pass through. When she stumbled over a small fallen tree, he grabbed her by the elbow to steady her. She frowned when she felt the tremor in his hand. Surely, he wasn’t still frightened.

It was several more moments before Nate seemed satisfied with the area. The tree canopy was so dense, even the morning sun wasn’t able to pass through. It was a somewhat eerie atmosphere, but Tammy thought it was also cozy. There were even a few rocks that were high enough and flat enough to perch on.

She peeled her backpack off and sat on one of the rocks to loosen her shoelaces. After falling on that stick earlier, she didn’t want to go barefoot and take the chance of another injury, but her feet felt hot and swollen. She certainly wasn’t used to walking as much as they had.

Laughing to herself as she loosened her second shoe, Tammy thought about the fact that she had rarely walked farther than the house to her car, or the office. Having a desk job as a dispatcher certainly hadn’t helped her lack of exercise.

But now that there wasn’t any money for gas—or any gas available, for that matter—exercising came naturally when you had to walk everywhere. As she pulled her shoe and sock off to wiggle her sore toes, Tammy grimaced at the dirty line above where her sock had been. She understood then why Jesus talked about washing feet after traveling. If she’d been wearing sandals, her feet would be filthy.

She watched as Nate sat on the forest floor, the leaves crunching beneath him. He, too, loosened the laces of his boots, but left them on. She noticed his hand was still trembling but frowned when she realized it was just his right hand and not the left as well.

A question formed in her mind—if it were fright or stress causing the trembling, wouldn’t it be both hands? She thought about asking him about it, but knew he would dismiss it with some lame excuse.

Another frustrating thing about her husband was his lack of communication.

She picked her backpack up and unzipped it, pulling out a small bag of stale nuts. They’d taken every scrap of food they had left in the house, including some of the military-type meals that Nate had bought from one of his friends at the police department. The man had been stocking up “in case of emergency,” and had purchased more than he could store.

All the water bottles were warm, but Tammy figured liquid of any temperature would be welcomed by her tired body, so she took a healthy swig.

“Drink slowly,” Nate murmured. “We have to conserve it.” Tammy frowned at him like a petulant child, but she nodded. They only had six bottles between the two of them, so she supposed his admonition was reasonable. But she wondered why it was necessary to conserve if they were going to reach Gerald’s within a day.

She handed the water to Nate, then opened the nuts and took a few out. Though the flavor was off due to the staleness, she savored the salt. They’d mostly walked in the dead of night, but it was still hot and humid, and she felt like she’d sweated all the salt out of her body.

After eating a few more nuts, she handed the pack to Nate. She could have eaten the whole pack, along with the jerky and even one of the MRE packages, but she knew that they also had to conserve their food. They had no idea what they’d find when they reached Gerald and Felicia’s house, so it was wise to be conservative with the food as well.

Once their minuscule meal was finished, Tammy put the trash into her backpack, knowing it was just out of habit. She realized it was rather stupid to worry about such things since the entire earth was on the verge of imploding, but some things were deeply ingrained.

An unwanted memory from her childhood flitted through her mind. She flinched as if the beating she’d received that day was happening in that very moment. One little gum wrapper dropped to the ground by a five-year-old had resulted in both physical and emotional scars she’d likely carry all her life.

Father, I need Your help in forgiving my earthly father. I just… I don’t know how. I don’t even know where to begin. Help me.

“We need to get some sleep while we can,” Nate said, interrupting her prayer. She opened her eyes and nodded, then slid off the rock, sitting on the ground. Surprisingly, it wasn’t as hard as she thought it was going to be but realized that was due to all the forest debris that had accumulated over the years.

Emptying her backpack of the hard water bottles, she then placed it against the rock and leaned back. It certainly wasn’t comfortable, but she was tired enough that she drifted quickly off. I’m gonna sleep all day…

“TAMMY, WAKE UP!” The words hissed at her made her want to slap them away, but Tammy managed to blink a few times, trying to get her bearings. Nate was shoving her water bottles into his backpack, and she rubbed her eyes in confusion.

“What’s—” She stopped when he made a slashing motion with his hand, the unspoken command to be quiet. She looked around the area but didn’t see anything and wondered if Nate was just being paranoid once again.

Instead of questioning him, though, she pushed away from the rock and moved to her hands and knees, then forced her aching body to a stand while grabbing her backpack off the ground. It was covered in leaves and she started to dust it off, but Nate grabbed her hand, hauling her behind the rocks. He motioned to her to squat down, and from her crouch she watched as he threw some leaves from under a bush onto the area where they’d been sitting. She realized he was covering up the evidence that they’d been there.

That’s weird…

And that’s when she heard what had caused her husband alarm. Another engine hum could be heard in the near area, but this time it sounded like motorcycles, and a lot of them. Of course, she knew it would have to be dirt bikes or ATVs to travel through the thick woods, but regardless—there were a handful of them, and they seemed to be coming their way.

Nate quickly joined her, and they flattened themselves behind the rocks. It wasn’t the ideal hiding place, but with a sloping hill behind them, it was unlikely anything motorized would come from that direction.

Tammy felt like her heart was going to pound out of her chest and she grabbed Nate’s hand, squeezing it for comfort. He squeezed back, but she found it didn’t reassure her, not at all. They were totally defenseless.

The riders drew closer and closer, and Tammy squeezed her eyes shut, like that would somehow hide her further. Without Nate’s assistance that time, she pressed her body against the rock, trying to become one with the hard surface. She felt her husband doing the same next to her.

She felt something tickling her leg and she opened her eyes to glance down, sucking in a breath when she saw a small brown spider crawling along her calf. Tammy had intense arachnophobia, but as much as she feared the eight-legged creepy crawlies, she didn’t fear them as much as she did the Neos, so she slammed her eyes shut again and tried hard to ignore the bug.

Don’t crawl up my leg. Don’t crawl up my leg, she chanted to herself. She wasn’t sure what she’d do if the creature made its way under the hem of her shorts. Probably shoot straight up into one of the trees above. Instead of waiting for that to happen, she let go of Nate’s hand and brushed the creature off.

Judging by the sound, the bikes were within just a few dozen feet from where they hid. Nate blew out a slow breath, like he was trying to calm himself. Tammy could certainly understand that; she felt like she was about to faint from stress.

“Be still and know that I am God…”

She startled enough that Nate shifted beside her, a silent admonition. Tammy grinned to herself. Thanks, Dad.

With the “peace that passes all understanding” surrounding her, Tammy relaxed and just waited for the trouble to pass. While she didn’t know if the Lord would rescue her from the situation, she knew that He would be with her the whole time, no matter what she had to go through. There was an immense feeling of surrender to that. And relief.

It was clear that the bikes—or whatever they were—stopped on the other side of their hiding place, just feet away. Tammy could feel the tension coming off Nate; he was so stiff, she thought he could easily break in half. She reached out again to grab his hand, then leaned close to him, whispering in his ear, so low that only he and God could hear.

“Father, if these people are a threat to us, make us invisible. Don’t let them see or hear us. Just as You passed through the crowd of Your own enemies, let us escape. Amen.”

Nate made a sound, more a quick breath through his nose, but Tammy knew he wouldn’t say anything, or even move to shake his head in denial. She squeezed his hand in reassurance.

“God will protect us,” she murmured. Though her voice was low, she wondered if it was loud enough that the people could hear her even over the rumble of their idling motors. Nate sucked in a breath, one that sounded irritated… or terrified. Probably because she was making noise. Truthfully, she wished she could stand up and do a jig around the rock, singing, “You can’t see me, you can’t see me,” in a taunting voice. She prayed silently that her faith would grow to such an extreme one day.

“You shall not put the Lord your God to the test…”

Oops, sorry, Father.

“They have to be here somewhere,” a male voice said. It sounded muffled, and Tammy assumed he was wearing a helmet.

“Yeah,” another voice agreed. “Air Watch said this was the area. But it’s gonna be hard to find just two people in this jungle.”

Tammy’s eyes widened; Nate had been right—the plane had apparently been searching for them. Why, she had no idea. Her husband tensed again, squeezing her hand so much it was painful. She wiggled her fingers, a silent bid to relax his grip a bit.

“Well, we have twenty miles to cover,” the first voice said. “Better get on with it. There’s no sign of them here.” With that, the motors revved and trailed off into the woods again.

It was several minutes before Nate released her hand and let out a breath he’d apparently been holding. “That was close,” he murmured. Tammy smiled at him and patted his back.

“Yeah, but the Lord had our backs. Never doubt His ability to save and protect.” Nate rolled his eyes but didn’t comment. Tammy chuckled to herself as they stood and dusted the forest floor from their knees.

Lord, this is one stubborn man You created. It’s all up to You to break through that heart of stone.

Since the searchers had already covered the area, Nate decided it was safe to stay where they were until dark. “It’s not like they’re gonna backtrack,” he said. “Hopefully, anyway,” he added with a sigh.

Tammy watched her husband. He was a bundle of nerves, twitching more violently than he had before. His right hand was shaking so badly that he fisted it and put it on his thigh, as if to hide it from her. It didn’t help; even his fist was shaking. She was starting to get very worried about the man.

“Nate, are you okay?” she asked, then motioned toward his fist. “I mean, your hand—”

“Get some sleep,” he interrupted, then shifted against the rock he leaned on to effectively put his back to her. Tammy scrunched her mouth to the side; Nate’s ability to be uncommunicative was unmatched. Stubborn, prideful jerk, she thought, then grimaced.

Sorry again, Lord, for my unkind thoughts.

She sighed, but then settled against her own rock and closed her eyes once again. Knowing that the Lord was watching over them made it easy to drift off to sleep once again.

IT WAS FULLY dark before Nate decided it was safe for them to travel once again. As the night before, it was a moonless night and they both tripped and stumbled through the pitch-black woods as they tried to make their way back toward the road. Tammy knew that Nate would want to stay hidden in the foliage as they trekked, but once the road was in sight, she was going to insist they walk on firm, non-trippy ground. She was tired of getting banged up and scratched.

After what seemed like hours, the trees finally started to thin a bit, indicating they’d neared the clearing for the two-lane. Tammy heaved a sigh of relief.

“I’m walking on the road,” she said, the first words she’d spoken in hours. Nate got so tense every time she talked, as if her soft voice somehow carried across the miles to whoever was listening, that it wasn’t worth trying to strike up a conversation.

“We need to stay—”

“I’m walking on the road,” she repeated in a voice that said she wasn’t going to argue about it. “I’m tired of tripping and being beat up by the forest. I’m walking on the road.”

He huffed out a sigh, a long-suffering sound that made Tammy want to laugh as she continued tumbling and tripping. Thankfully it was just a few moments later when the forest floor started to gently slope upward, and she knew that the road was just a few feet away, though it was nearly impossible to tell where anything was.

“It’s so dark, we’ll be able to see headlights coming all the way from Ohio,” she quipped.

She tripped a few more times before reaching the solid foundation of asphalt. If memory served her right, the particular road they were on wasn’t maintained by the county since it was a country road, and she knew they’d still need to be careful walking. The last thing they needed was to fall into a pothole and break an ankle or something, lying helplessly, like roadkill.

The thought of night critters entered her mind then. As with spiders, Tammy had always had a rather unreasonable fear of mountain lions and bears. The statistics were such that she knew she had a far better chance of being killed by a cow, but she never could shake the fear of being mauled. At least cows didn’t have sharp teeth and claws.

But it was a funny thing; once the Neos came on the scene, it was like all the animals sort of disappeared. There was the occasional dog or cat seen in someone’s window or yard, but the birds seemed to have fled, along with squirrels, foxes, rabbits and the like. In fact, she thought that spider that had been crawling on her leg was the first insect she’d seen in months, though she couldn’t be sure.

She considered that, about the implications. The animals were smart enough to flee from the evil presence that had invaded, yet most of the humans weren’t. As far as Tammy knew, she and Nate were the only people who’d left the town. Most of the residents seemed perfectly happy to have the “new government” take over, to make all the decisions for them. She knew it was because of the illusion of having peace, but the crime hadn’t eased one bit with the arrival of the Neos. If anything, the violence seemed to have increased.

They walked once again in silence for a long while before Nate murmured, “We’re here.” Tammy startled at the sound of his voice and looked up to see that he’d stopped. She squinted into the darkness and saw that her husband was standing near a narrow clearing. There was some sort of sign behind him, and as she moved closer, she realized it was a mailbox. It must have been the road to Gerald and Felicia’s, she thought as she breathed a sigh of relief.

Their steps seemed lighter as they walked down the dirt road leading to their friends’ house. Tammy was practically giddy with the visions filling her head once they arrived—a shower, some food, and using a toilet that didn’t consist of bark or stone. She was tired of doing her business in the wilderness, even though it had only been three times so far on their trip.

If her memory served, the Bonavita’s house was about a mile off the road, but they made good time with relief and expectancy urging them on. A pale glow on the horizon to their right indicated the moon had started to rise and it wasn’t long before she could make out the shapes of trees, bushes and even a tractor. Moments later, the big two-story came into view.

As expected for the middle of the night, the house was completely dark. Tammy wondered if they still had electricity, though she doubted it. Utility companies were charging crazy prices for “luxuries” like electricity, gas and running water and most people had to put food first. But, living remotely as Gerald and Felicia did, she wondered if they had solar power. She sure hoped so.

Nate took the porch steps two at a time and reached out to push the doorbell button. Tammy walked up behind him.

“I don’t think it’s working,” she said. “Probably no electricity?” He laughed slightly.

“Yeah.” He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Guess I’ll have to knock.”

Tammy smirked. “Since it’s oh-dark-thirty, you’ll probably have to pound.”

He started with a few knocks, which went unanswered. He then resorted to pounding, as she’d suggested. But no lights came on, and no sounds were heard in the house. Nate sighed and ran a hand over the back of his neck.

“I don’t know what to do now.”

Tammy stepped next to him and reached for the doorknob. It turned easily and she looked up at her husband. “There, problem solved.”

Nate looked horrified. “That’s breaking and…” His voice trailed off, then he gave an embarrassed laugh and shrugged. “I guess if there were still laws in place, this would be illegal, but… whatever.” He then moved in front of her and walked into the house.

The place was silent; not even the hum of an appliance could be heard, leading Tammy to believe they didn’t have solar power after all. The hope of a shower left her then and she felt deflated but decided to look on the bright side—at least they could possibly sleep in a real bed and not against a hard rock. Even a sofa would do.

Nate walked toward the stairs. “I’ll go see if they’re asleep. Bedroom’s upstairs,” he told her. Tammy nodded and turned toward the kitchen. She told herself that she wasn’t going to be nosy, that whatever was in the cabinets didn’t belong to them, but at the same time she wanted to see how the Bonavita’s fared with food stores. If they had very little, then she and Nate wouldn’t impose.

The first cabinet contained dishes. The second, glasses and cups. Then pots, pans, cleaners… all the things you’d expect to find in a kitchen. Everything but food. She released a defeated sigh, resigning herself to continue living on stale nuts and beef jerky.

There were some wooden stools along a counter, so she pulled one out and sat, then peeled her backpack off and dropped it on the floor next to her. It was just moments later when Nate came into the kitchen.

“No one’s here,” he said, sounding perplexed. “Gerald told me just two weeks ago to come out here whenever the time came to get away from the town.” He shrugged. “I can’t imagine what happened.”

Tammy’s eyes widened. “You don’t think the Neos conscripted him, do you?” The group had taken to forcing former law enforcement to serve them, and much of the time it was completely unwanted and involuntary. It was one of the reasons she was glad Nate wasn’t with the force any longer.

He shook his head as he rubbed a shaking hand over the back of his neck once more. “No, I don’t think so. They’d just started rounding up the officers still in town and since Gerald lives so far out, I would think he’d be last on the list.” He sighed as he looked around. “Well, at least we can stay here for a while. Maybe they’ll come back.”

Tammy nodded, though she thought about the fact that they wouldn’t be able to stay there long, not with as little food as they carried. The MREs wouldn’t last long, not once they were opened, and their supply of nuts and jerky was sadly lacking. She figured they could survive maybe a week on what they had, though she also knew that a human could live for months without food.

She hoped it didn’t come to that.

Father, I have to keep asking for Your help, but we’re so lost here. We need food. Water. Medical supplies. You know what all we need, better than I do. So, please, would You just supply our needs, as Your Word says? She was going to say “amen,” but then another thought occurred to her.

And a Bible. Please provide a Bible for me. And please get a hold on Nate. Amen.

She opened her eyes and smiled slightly, feeling the peace once again. It was in that moment that the moon rose enough that a soft glow filtered through the kitchen window. Tammy looked around the area, noticing at the things she hadn’t seen before in the dark… including a note taped to a door in the corner.

Frowning, she got up and moved around the corner to cross the kitchen. She pulled the paper off the door, then moved closer to the window to read it. She laughed.

“What?” Nate asked from where he still stood in the middle of the kitchen. She waved the paper at him.

“I think God just answered another one of my prayers.”


Chapter 3

IT SAYS THE combination is the ‘last time we had lunch’,” Tammy read to Nathan as they stood before the door in the corner of the kitchen. At first, he’d thought it was a pantry, with one set of empty shelves. But, in looking a little closer, he noticed a tiny latch under one of the shelves. The shelves swung out, revealing a very sturdy looking metal door set in a metal frame, complete with a spin dial lock that the old type of vaults had.

“Gerald must have installed this before the economy crashed,” he told her. “Apparently, he realized there might come a time when the power would be out,” he said, motioning to the lock.

“What’s the combination?” she asked. “Do you know?”

Nathan looked at the vault door as he rubbed his neck. The tremor in his hand was getting worse and he was fairly certain Tammy had noticed it. He’d been afraid she was going to ask him about it when they’d been in the woods, but he’d managed to divert her. It was a good thing she wasn’t a pushy woman, and knew she’d wait until he was ready to tell her what was going on. Just another thing he loved about her.

He forced his thoughts to Gerald and thought back through their years of friendship. They’d gone to high school together, joined the police force together, and even had the same shifts. And every single Wednesday without fail, they’d meet at their favorite diner for lunch. Nathan would order a burger and rings, and Gerald would order whatever the special of the day was.

The last time they’d been able to have lunch was over six months before, just prior to the economy tanking and the world losing its mind. He figured the date was important, probably the combination itself, but couldn’t remember when it had been.

He shared his thoughts with Tammy, who frowned as she chewed on her lip, a sure sign she was trying to remember as well. Finally, she shrugged.

“It had to be January,” she said. “Or December.” She glanced around the kitchen. “Maybe there’s a calendar here somewhere.” Nathan nodded, though he doubted it would do them any good. They could stare at dates until their eyes crossed, but it wasn’t going to reveal when he and Gerald last met for lunch.

Tammy moved around the kitchen, opening drawers and cabinets, then wandered into the front room. It was just a few moments later when she returned with what he assumed was a calendar. She walked up to him, and he chuckled when he saw that it was “puppies and kitties.” Felicia’s doing, no doubt.

She flipped through the pages—pausing every few to “ahh” over some cute creature—then laughed.

“Every Wednesday says ‘Lunch’,” she told him, “like he needed to be reminded. Did Ger suffer from CRS?” Nathan looked at her in question. “As in, Can’t Remember Stuff’,” she added with a grin.

He laughed as he shook his head. “I have a feeling he added those ‘reminders’,” he said with air quotes, “after the fact. To keep anyone else from figuring out what the date was.” He put his hand out. “Can I see it?” She handed the calendar to him, and he held it up to his face, squinting in the dim light.

The “reminders” were nothing special, but when he flipped the calendar to January, there was an additional notation on the second Wednesday that gave him pause.

“This one says ‘Lunch’ and under that it says, ‘movie night—Marilyn M chick flick’.”

Nathan had a hunch that was a clue, but he had no idea what it meant. “Marilyn Manson?” he asked, confused.

Tammy laughed. “It’s probably ‘Marilyn Monroe’. I doubt Marilyn Manson has made any movies. Not any that anyone would want to see, anyway, and definitely not chick flicks,” she mumbled as she thought. “I saw some DVDs in the living room. Let’s see if there’s a clue in there.”

There was a cabinet with a huge display of DVDs, so many that Nathan knew it was going to take hours to go through them all. To the right of the cabinet was a huge television that he knew had cost quite a bit, since his friend had saved for months to buy the stupid thing. It saddened him to think that Gerald had worked so hard for something that meant absolutely nothing now.

Tammy stared at the impressive DVD display with her fists on her hips, as if having no idea where to start, while he wandered over to the television. There was a DVD player underneath, as well as a receiver for satellite television. He shook his head again; if only they’d known what was coming, they would have spent every penny on stocking up on food. And maybe guns and ammo.

Just to the right of the player, Nathan could see something half-hidden under it. Curious, he bent to retrieve it and had to lift the player to pull it out. It was a DVD case and Nathan laughed when he read what it was. Tammy turned to look at him, a question on her face.

He held up the DVD. “Marilyn Monroe movie,” he told her. “Gentlemen Prefer Blondes,” he read, then waved the box. “One of the songs from that movie is—”

“‘Diamonds Are A Girl’s Best Friend’,” Tammy interrupted, laughing as she turned back toward the kitchen.

Nathan grinned at her. “Yeah, but someone took a marker and changed it to a ‘Guy’s’ best friend.”

“Well, Mr. Diamond,” she said over her shoulder, “guess you have your date.”

“And code,” Nathan added as he followed.

He spun the dial several times, then stopped on the month, turned back to the day, then spun again for the year. He tugged on the handle, but it didn’t budge. He paused for a moment, then realized Gerald would have likely used the day, month and year format.

Still nothing.

“Hmm,” Nathan murmured as he thought. He startled when Tammy grabbed his hand and said, “Let’s pray.” He winced. Not again.

“Father, we need Your help again. Help my husband remember the last day he had lunch with Gerald. Show him what the combination to that lock is. Amen.”

Nathan silently thanked the universe that she’d at least kept the prayer short, though he was agitated with her constant need to talk to a non-existent entity. He shook his head, then focused on the task at hand.

The combination had to be the date, since it was so obviously hinted at on the calendar. And Gerald had said the combination was the last time they’d had lunch.

He thought back to that day and fought to remember everything. They’d arrived at the diner within minutes of each other and didn’t have to wait for a table, because Margie always saved the corner booth in the back for them every Wednesday at twelve-thirty. No matter how busy the restaurant was, no one ever complained about the two police officers receiving preferential treatment. In fact, the townsfolk seemed to expect it and even welcome it.

That was the day Nathan had seen his doctor to get his test results. His friend had been after him for weeks to see a physician for the tremors and tics, but it wasn’t until his right lower leg had started to go numb that he’d finally relented. And then wished he hadn’t once he’d received the diagnosis.

Some things are better off not knowing.

It was at that meal that he’d confessed to Gerald what Doctor Riggs had told him. Gerald had tears in his eyes as he’d promised he and Felicia would watch over Tammy, to help her through the grieving process and to make sure she got back on her feet. Nathan had been too numb at the time to truly appreciate what his friend was offering, though he’d nodded his thanks.

He shook those morbid thoughts away and tried to concentrate on other things. The busy diner. Dane Olsen walking in and greeting everyone in his booming voice that commanded attention. Margie spilling a glass of water on Georgie O’Sullivan, who joked he would tip her extra if she dried him off. “Dirty old man,” Nathan had muttered. “Well, at least he has one clean spot now,” Gerald had retorted.

Nathan could see the yellow plate before him with the double meat, double cheeseburger he’d ordered, the same thing he always ordered. The onion rings had been slightly overcooked that day.

Gerald had ordered the special, as always. That day it was an open meatloaf sandwich, complete with garlic mashed potatoes and brown gravy. Usually, Nathan teased Gerald about the amount of food he was able to consume without gaining weight, but he hadn’t been in a joking mood that day. After admitting what the doctor had told him, he’d barely said two words.

His friend had tried to make idle conversation as he ate, while Nathan picked at his food. “I love when they have meatloaf,” he’d said as he chewed around a large bite. “But my favorite is chicken fried steak. That’s the best.”

Why he remembered that conversation, Nathan couldn’t say. The day was mostly a blur, as were the weeks to follow, yet he somehow now remembered almost everything they’d talked about. All the inane, stupid chatter…

A thought occurred to him then and with wide eyes, he stepped to the lock again, spinning the dial while Tammy watched.

“One, twelve, nine,” he said out loud as he maneuvered the lock. When it clicked, he grinned in triumph as he pulled the metal lever, opening the vault door.

“Nine?” Tammy asked as she followed him into the darkened room. Nathan felt around for a light switch, then remembered there was no electricity. Feeling foolish, he started to turn around to walk back into the kitchen to look for a flashlight or a candle, but the light suddenly came on. He looked up to see LED lights overhead, apparently battery powered, and motion activated.

He glanced at his wife. “Nine is the number on the menu for the open-faced meatloaf sandwich at the diner,” he explained. He shrugged. “Don’t ask me how I remember that. You know how much I hate meatloaf.” Although he knew that if a slice of the once-dreaded meat mixture was put in front of him then, he’d eat it up without question or hesitation. His stomach growled at the thought of it.

Tammy grinned at him. “God revealed it to you.” Nathan gave her a look that said what he thought of that, and she chuckled.

Unlike the false pantry entry, the room revealed by the vault door was a large space lined with shelves, something typically found in farmhouses, where plenty of food needed to be stored to feed the masses.

There were the usual canned goods—vegetables, meats, fruits. Convenience foods such as the canned pastas he’d loved so much as a kid. Packages of commercial freeze-dried meals were stacked there as well. Cases of bottled water filled another shelf, along with foil fruit juice packs and small cans of vegetable juice. But what caught his eye and made him want to weep was on the bottom shelf.

Two handguns and a rifle, along with boxes of ammo. And two folded gunnysacks.

Nathan was an expert marksman and had earned a certificate for qualifying at the very top of his class at the police academy. But since he’d been dismissed from the department, he’d had to turn in his weapons. At the time, knowing the reason why he’d been let go, he thought it might not have been a bad idea to keep him away from firearms. His mental state had been fragile, to say the least. He honestly couldn’t say that he would have been trustworthy with a weapon in those early, bleak days after his prognosis.

But once the Neos came on the scene, he’d felt vulnerable. The rumors of the horrors committed by the Neos soldiers were terrifying, to say the least. There was no way he could have defended himself or Tammy from the group should they have targeted them as their next victims.

Walking the twenty miles from town to Gerald’s house had also been an exercise in keeping calm while knowing he had no way to defend them. It had really hit home when those men on the ATVs had come up, stopping just feet from them. Hiding behind a rock with nothing more than the water bottles in his backpack to use as a weapon had not been something he’d ever wish to repeat. He was still shaking his head over the fact that the men had moved on without seeing them, especially since Nathan hadn’t been able to cover their tracks well enough before he had to hide.

He wondered if the weapons had been left by Gerald, that his friend might have assumed he and Tammy would show up. It would make sense, since it was obvious the combination for the lock had been keyed for Nathan only. But he didn’t want to take anything from his friend’s stockpile unless he knew for sure.

That’s when he saw a folded piece of paper tucked under one of the nine millimeters. He pulled it out and unfolded it.

Hey Bud—

If you’re reading this, guess you figured out the combo. Sorry we’re not there, but we had to bug out. Neos came by and told me I had to “report for duty.” Yeah. As if. We left the next day.

Take whatever you want, but don’t stay in the house. Not safe. You remember that other place I have—where we drank beer until the girls were mad. Rest there until you’re ready, but Fel and I want you to join us. We’re heading to Reed’s. You remember where that is. Got some like-minded there. Be like a hippie commune.

Take care. Love ya bro.

Ger.

Tammy leaned over his shoulder and read the note. “Reed’s?” she asked. He knew she didn’t have to ask about “that other place,” since she likely hadn’t forgotten the night he had gone with Gerald into the storm cellar at the back of the property. Leaving the girls to watch whatever girlie movie they’d put on, the men had consumed nearly a full case of beer, laughing and making fun of their fellow officers and the citizens of the town. It hadn’t been their finest moment, but it had been one of the best memories Nathan had of his friend.

Tammy and Felicia had not been happy with them. Not at all.

“Reed is Felicia’s dad,” he told her. “I guess they went to go stay with him.”

Tammy nodded. Though she was friends with Felicia, he knew that the two weren’t as close as he and Gerald had been. They’d likely never discussed their families much. That sort of small talk was reserved for those few people in one’s life that could be trusted with the deepest, darkest secrets, and he knew without a doubt that he was the only one in Tammy’s life she trusted with hers.

He wished he didn’t know those dark secrets of hers, because every time he thought about it, he wanted to dig her dad up and make sure he was truly dead.

“Where is that?” she asked as she stared at the weapons. Tammy hated firearms of any type, so Nathan knew he’d be the one packing for the next leg of their journey.

And it was a whopper of a journey.

He sighed and ran a weary hand over his face, fisting it when he noticed the tremor was still present. Soon, he wouldn’t be able to hide his condition from her.

Nathan glanced down at the tired-looking woman by his side. He figured they’d fill the sacks with as much food as they could carry, then head to the storm cellar and sleep for a few days. Or more.

He sighed deeply, his shoulders lifting in the process. “Florida Keys.”

THE STORM cellar was smaller than Nathan remembered, but it was better than staying in the huge farmhouse, wondering if the Neos were going to come knocking. He’d gladly breathe in the dank, musty air and deal with bumping into Tammy every five minutes on the twin-sized bed not designed for two adults, if it meant they could get some sleep without worrying what might be coming their way.

He had no idea how long they’d been in the cellar, though he guesstimated at least two days, since he’d opened the cellar door a few times to check the area. Once it had been in the heat of the day; another, in the pitch black of night. Time passed in an unfathomable way when you didn’t have windows or a clock.

The Bonavitas had stocked the cellar with all the essentials, though when they’d been in the house pantry, Tammy had filled the gunnysacks with everything she could fit, which was most of it. The metal shelf along the wall was packed from top to bottom. Nathan had laughed when he saw how much she was packing.

“We’re not gonna be here that long,” he told her. “Couple of days, maybe three, tops.”

She’d shrugged as she pulled a box of the juices from one of the bags and shoved it onto one of the shelves. “You never know. It doesn’t hurt to be prepared.”

That comment had given him pause. There was no way to be prepared, since they had no way of knowing what was coming their way.

They’d just finished eating yet again and he stood to collect their trash. They were going to have to take the garbage bag out soon before it started to stink, though he had no idea what to do with it. Gerald had a burn barrel for trash, but Nathan didn’t want to start a fire. That was a sure way to show the enemy their location.

As he smashed the empty food containers down, he thought about how they’d eaten more in the past few days than they had in months. It was rather nice not to have to ration, since they’d been eating all the canned foods and saving the lighter freeze-dried meals for traveling.

He wasn’t looking forward to that. Not at all.

But Nathan figured there wasn’t much choice. When they’d decided to leave their hometown before the Neos locked the place down insuring that they couldn’t leave, he didn’t have a plan past getting to Gerald’s. His friend’s little farm had meant safety and security, somewhere far away from those who were causing far more harm than good.

If there was some sort of community, like the one Gerald had mentioned, that would welcome them in and would be a place where Tammy could live once he was gone, then he was willing to go the distance. And what a distance it was.

He’d found a map Gerald had left for them in the cellar that had a very faint line drawn on it indicating the path that should be taken to get to their destination. If you didn’t know the general direction you were to take, you never would have noticed the line. It stretched all the way from the southeast border of Indiana and Kentucky to a beach near Tallahassee. It was a very long line.

When Nathan had been a senior in high school, he and some friends had decided to head to Florida for Spring break. That trip had taken them over fifteen hours of driving to get to Daytona Beach.

It was going to take them literal months to walk to Florida.

But it couldn’t be helped. It wasn’t like they could live in Gerald’s storm cellar for the rest of their lives. It was probably just a matter of time before the Neos came looking for the man who was likely on a deserter list. Nathan wondered if the men on the ATVs had actually been after Gerald and Felicia. That made more sense, since he and Tammy were non-entities as far as the Neos were concerned.

At least for now.

“Hey, I want to take a shower or a bath,” Tammy said, startling him out of his thoughts as he tied up the garbage bag. Nathan sighed at the thought of all the work involved to make that happen, but he couldn’t blame her. He felt gritty and nasty himself.

“Okay.” He hefted the bag and carried it to the small cellar door. Gerald told him the real estate agent said the previous owners had dug the storm cellar in the woods during the Cold War crisis, thinking that the Russians were going to invade the U.S. and wanted somewhere they could hide. It was completely hidden from the rest of the property, and unless you knew where to look, you’d never see the entrance. Nathan had barely managed to find it when he and Tammy had ventured into the woods the first morning.

Nathan cracked the door open and noted the long shadows, indicating it was nearing dusk. Though the cellar was hidden from the house, he still remained very cautious as he glanced around, making sure the woods were clear, listening for any engine noise.

It was quiet. Maybe too quiet.

Tammy said she wondered where all the animals had gone. She’d made the comment that for the past few weeks she hadn’t seen even one bird. Truthfully, Nathan hadn’t noticed. He’d been too busy avoiding the two-legged variety of animal, which had become mostly crazed, wild beasts.

He would never understand how humans could turn on each other in a crisis. Yet, he’d seen it over and over since the economy crashed. At first, neighbors would help neighbors, sharing food and supplies. But when people started realizing the economy wasn’t going to “bounce back” like the president kept assuring everyone it would, well… society took a hard right turn.

And then the president and his entire cabinet disappeared over night. Cue the appearance of the Neo Geo Task Force.

He glanced over his shoulder, smiling slightly when he saw Tammy cleaning the cellar once again. They hadn’t had much to do, other than eat and sleep, and she seemed happy to occupy herself with tidying the place up. He supposed it was a good thing, since one of her cleaning sprees had turned up a small crossbow, which Tammy had decided she would carry instead of a firearm. It made Nathan feel a bit better, knowing that his wife had some way of protecting herself if something happened to him.

When something happens…

He told himself those thoughts were better left in the back of his mind, because he had more important things to worry about for the time being. Like figuring out how they were going to get enough water to bathe.

“It’s almost dark,” he told Tammy as he closed the cellar door. “A few more minutes and we’ll head out.” He sighed as he sat on the bed. “Just not sure how we’re gonna pull off a shower though.”

“A bath is fine,” she said as she bent to dust off a shelf that had no dust, thanks to her earlier cleaning.

“Same problem,” Nathan said with a grimace that she didn’t see.

She straightened and turned toward him. “What do you mean?”

He shrugged. “No electricity, so no water. The pump won’t run without power.”

Tammy’s mouth dropped open. “Oh,” she said, then smiled, an embarrassed look on her face as she waved her fingers.

“City girl here. I’m used to having water no matter what. I figured we’d have to take cold showers, but I never thought about not having water at all,” she said with a slight whine to her voice. Nathan didn’t blame her; he’d been looking forward to a shower too.

“You would think the Bonavitas would have had solar installed,” she added.

He nodded. “Yeah…” He tilted his head, then shook it. “They might have. We didn’t actually try anything to see if there was power. I just assumed there wasn’t. Especially with that old-fashioned vault lock.”

Tammy nodded. “Yeah, me too.”

He stood. “Well, c’mon, let’s find out.”

It wasn’t completely dark like Nathan would have preferred, but dusk had fallen to the point where there were no more shadows. They walked to the edge of the forest clearing and he held out his arm to stop Tammy from proceeding. She huffed. He knew that she thought he was paranoid and overly cautious, but he didn’t care. He was going to do everything he could to make sure they weren’t spotted by the Neos.

They wouldn’t be shuttled off to the dissident camps, not if he could help it.

Once he was certain there were no vehicles or people in the area, they stepped out of the dark of the forest and trotted to the back of the house. Nathan had locked the place up when they’d gone to the cellar, but he’d left one of the back windows unlatched. It slid up without any noise and he poked his head inside, listening.

“Wait here,” he murmured to Tammy as he pulled himself up onto the windowsill. “I’ll open the back door.”

Once they were inside, he pulled the chain on a small table lamp and jumped when it turned on. Tammy laughed.

“Well, I guess that means there’s electricity. And water!”

Nathan grinned, glad that his wife was so happy. He quickly turned the lamp off, then they made their way upstairs and into the master bedroom.

“Let me find something to put over the bathroom window,” he told her as he started opening the drawers of a chest. He was surprised to see that Gerald had left most of his clothes behind, but then he figured that they would be traveling light too, especially since it was such a far way to go. He wondered how far his friends had gotten by now.

Tammy crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him, though she didn’t comment. Nathan ignored her as he pulled out a black sweatshirt, then went back downstairs to find something to secure it to the window. He went to the toolbox he’d seen earlier in the mudroom at the back of the house and dug through it, finding a hammer and some nails.

The bedroom was almost completely dark when he walked back in, but he could see Tammy’s outline as she sat on the bed.

“Just take a second,” he told her as he walked into the bathroom, cursing when he banged his shin on the toilet. He quickly tacked the sweatshirt over the small window, then called for Tammy to come into the room. Once she did as he asked, he closed the door behind them and then rolled one of the towels hanging on the rack into a tube and shoved it into the crack under the door. When that was done, he turned on the light.

Tammy remained quiet while she turned the water on, though she let out a squeal of delight after a moment. “It’s hot!” she laughed, then adjusted the temperature and started to strip.

“I hope Felicia left some clothes,” she said as she pulled her filthy t-shirt over her head. “Or I guess I could just wash these.”

Nathan shook his head. “I don’t want to stay in the house any longer than we have to. But Gerald’s dresser was full, so I’m sure Felicia’s is too.” He started to strip, as well, anxious to get the filth off his body. And the stench.

Once they were clean and dried, they searched through their friends’ clothes. “Find something more earth tone,” he told Tammy.

“It’s kind of hard to tell what color anything is without the light on,” she said drolly.

Nathan glanced at the bedroom window, though he couldn’t see it in the dark. He cautiously made his way toward it, slowly navigating the unfamiliar room. His shin still throbbed where he’d hit it earlier and he didn’t want a repeat.

The window had a heavy curtain, but it also had a blackout shade. He should have known that it would, since Felicia worked the nightshift as a nurse and would sleep during the day. Once the shade was secured and the curtains pulled closed, he turned on a bedside lamp.

Tammy went into the Bonavita’s closet and dug around in there while Nathan opened the nightstand drawers, hoping to find more ammo. He didn’t, but he did find a small survival-type tool that he tucked into the shorts he wore. They were almost identical to his own that were now on the floor of the bathroom, though Gerald was a little larger around the midsection and he’d had to add a belt to keep them from sliding off his hips. Tammy had been several sizes larger than Felicia, which would have been an issue for her taking the woman’s clothes, but Nathan knew his wife was probably the same size now, if not smaller.

He rubbed at the ache in his chest when he thought about how little they’d been able to eat the past few months.

Though Tammy would roll her eyes and call him a Neanderthal if he mentioned it, it bothered him that he hadn’t been able to provide for her. If only he’d known what was coming, if he’d had some sort of warning, he would have stockpiled food and the things they needed to live. But, like everyone else, he’d been blindsided.

But not Gerald and Felicia…

His friends had certainly planned ahead. Food, water, guns and ammo. That vault door had to be installed long before the economic collapse. Nathan had never known his friends were “preppers,” but then he realized that he would have teased Gerald mercilessly if he had known. And that was probably why the man had kept it to himself.

Despite knowing that Nathan would have given him a hard time, Gerald had still made sure that he took care of himself and Felicia, plus provided for them as well. It was a very unselfish gesture, but Nathan knew that was just how Gerald and his wife were. Good people.

He was brought out of his thoughts by another squeal from Tammy. He laughed quietly; his wife was easily excited at times.

“What’d you find?” he called out, though he still kept his voice down. Just in case.

Tammy walked out of the closet, some clothes draped over her arm. But that wasn’t what had excited her. Instead, she was staring down at the object in her hands, a very happy grin on her face. When Nathan stepped closer to see what she held, he had to fight back a groan. He was afraid his life just got a whole lot worse.

A Bible. Ugh.


Chapter 4

NATE, STOP.” Tammy hated to ask again, but she just couldn’t walk another step without a break. It seemed like they’d walked hours since the last time they stopped to rest, but she knew it was probably less than one.

She hated being a bother, especially when Nate sighed loudly, though thankfully he didn’t comment. This time, anyway. She knew he was getting more and more frustrated each day.

It had been four days since they’d left the safety and relative comfort of the cellar in the woods. Though it had been cramped and stuffy, Tammy had appreciated not feeling like she had to look over her shoulder every few moments. After the ordeal in the woods with the riders, she’d been feeling a bit more paranoid. Not on the scale that her husband was, but still…

And she knew that it was wrong to feel that way, because the Lord had brought them through that, and He’d bring them through whatever came their way next.

They made their way off the road, where they found an area that suited Nate’s need to hide whenever they rested. Tammy knew that the very long trip to Florida was going to test both their patience and their marriage. She was getting tired of his overbearing protectiveness, and she knew he was weary of her need for constant rest and potty breaks. Or rock breaks, she thought to herself.

She sighed as she tugged off the heavy backpack. Besides her aching feet and legs, her shoulders and neck were throbbing and burning. They’d packed as much food and supplies as they could carry out of necessity, but the burden was becoming a bit much for her. She just wasn’t built for being a pack mule.

Tammy kept her groans and moans to herself, though. She knew that Nate’s pack was far heavier than her own, since he insisted on carrying most of the bottles of water, while she had the much lighter freeze-dried food packs and a change of clothes for the both of them.

And her precious “stolen” Bible.

She wished she could read it when they stopped for a rest, but even with the moonlight they now had to guide their steps, it was simply too dark. But once they stopped for the day, she made sure to read at least several chapters in both the Old and New Testaments.

It was a strange thing—before she’d backslidden, she’d always been a reader of the Word. But now that she’d recommitted herself to the Lord and started trusting Him more and more, the Scripture seemed to be leaping off the pages at her. It was as the pastors always said—it truly was “the living Word.”

Nate pulled his pack off and shrugged his shoulders, as if trying to get some blood back into them. Even in the pale moonlight, Tammy could see the deep grooves the straps left in his muscles. Though she was bone-tired and just wanted to fall flat on her back and take a little nap, she pushed up and moved toward him, sitting behind him. He looked at her over his shoulder, his eyebrow raised in question.

She didn’t say anything as she reached out and started to rub his shoulders. Nate tensed at first as she pushed into the tight muscles, but as she worked at the knots, he relaxed and released a low moan. She rubbed until her hands cramped, then patted him on the back.

“Thank you,” he muttered, then reached down and snagged her by the ankle. She started to ask him what he was doing, but he pulled her sneaker off and started rubbing her foot. Like her husband, she tensed at first as the pain was almost too much to bear, but in just a few moments, she, too, was moaning in relief.

Once he was done with her other foot, she put her shoes back on and then pulled out a bottle of water for them to share. They were trying to be very conservative and would refill the bottles whenever they found a good water source, but those were few and far between. Other than a few flowing streams and one abandoned farmhouse with an old-fashioned hand pump, they hadn’t had much luck.

She handed Nate a piece of turkey jerky and they ate their snack in silence. There were a million things she wanted to say, and to ask, but there were times when it was just easier not to talk at all. And sometimes it was safer.

That was a hard lesson she’d learned early on from her father, who held to the belief not only that “children should be seen and not heard,” but that “females had nothing to say that anyone wanted to hear.” Her mother had been as beaten down as she had been, though Tammy held her at fault for not getting them out of a bad situation.

She winced at her thoughts. Father, I need Your help to forgive my mom and dad. Even though my dad is dead, I know that I need to let go of all that resentment. And forgive me for not talking to my mom all these years, especially now that we’re going through such hard times…

Her mind wandered away from her prayer and she started thinking about all the evil that had seemed to take over the world overnight. Of course, she knew that the evil had always been there, but it was as if a cork had been popped off the bottle, letting it just explode all over the place.

It was a terrifying time to be on earth, she thought. She knew it was only going to get worse. The Bible study her youth pastor had led when she’d been a young teen had scared Tammy a lot. The Book of Revelation was very clear about how awful it would be. But Pastor Gene had assured them that believers didn’t need to worry about suffering through the Tribulation, that they wouldn’t be on earth during that time.

Tammy still wondered about that, wondered if the Rapture as she’d been taught would happen, and hopefully, soon. But she still questioned everything. She’d always heard that the church couldn’t be on earth with the antichrist, but since the Neos had arrived on the scene, and there was no doubt they were working for Satan himself, she doubted believers were going to be “taken up” beforehand. It seemed the antichrist had already arrived.

It was all pretty confusing.

One thing was certain, though—she didn’t want to be around for the end times. One way or another, she hoped she was taken off the earth by then. She glanced at Nate, who was trying to read the map Gerald had left for them.

Father, help me get through to my husband. Give me the right words to reach him. Don’t let him die without accepting You as his Savior.

“Ready?” Nate asked as he pushed himself up, bringing her out of her thoughts. She nodded reluctantly, though she wanted to cry and beg him for more time to rest. But she knew he would urge her on, insisting that they had to “get going.”

She really had no idea why he was pushing them so hard. From watching the mile markers on the two-lane highway they were traveling down, she knew they were walking at least twenty-five miles a night, sometimes over thirty. There were times when she argued against going any farther, telling Nate he could just leave her behind, that she’d had enough and didn’t care if they made it to Florida or not.

But most times she just tried her best to keep pace with him.

He seemed almost desperate to get to their destination. And she was starting to suspect it had something to do with the tremor in his hand, the tic in his cheek and the fact that he was dragging his foot more and more.

She let herself go down a road of worry for a bit, but then stopped herself and said a quick prayer, asking the Lord to forgive her once again for not trusting Him. But there was no reason why she shouldn’t at least know what she was facing.

“Nate…” she started but paused. Her husband was even tighter-lipped than she was at times. He glanced at her and she waved her hand, motioning toward his body. “What’s going on with you?”

In the dim light, she could see him frown. “What do you mean?”

Tammy sighed softly. “With your… health.” He started to immediately argue, but she put her hand up.

“I know there’s something wrong. Something you’re not telling me.” Tammy made sure her tone was as stern as she could make it. “I’ve seen your hand shaking. The tic in your face. And sometimes you drag your foot.” She stopped walking and turned to him. He seemed reluctant to stop, but he did and looked at her, a stubborn set to his face.

She crossed her arms. “I’m not moving another inch until you tell me what’s going on,” she stressed. “For Pete’s sake, we’ve been married for nearly ten years, and you still don’t trust me?” She hated the way her voice choked on that, but her emotions were suddenly riding high. She’d held her tongue for weeks now, but no more. She had a right to know what was going on.

“It’s not that,” he said as he ran that shaking hand over the back of his neck. He paused, then put his hand out and stared at it like it was offensive. He fisted his fingers, then dropped his arm and sighed as he tilted his head back and looked heavenward. Tammy wished that he was doing so in prayer, but she knew he was just thinking about what to tell her. Or rather, how to tell her.

She started worrying again and wondered if she really wanted to hear what he had to say.

Another sigh lifted her husband’s shoulders, and then he surprised her by reaching out to pull her into his chest. She winced at the acrid smell of his sweat but knew that she didn’t smell any better.

“I’ve got… a condition,” he said, hedging. “It’s what’s causing the, uh, tremors.”

She knew there was a lot he wasn’t telling her, and she poked him in the ribs on both sides. “Tell me,” she encouraged.

Another sigh. “It’s…” He paused, then cleared his throat. “It’s Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease.”

Tammy frowned; she never heard of it before. “What is—”

“It’s… a dementia type disease. Kinda like Alzheimer’s, but… worse. Much worse.”

She sucked in a breath. She knew what the final prognosis was for Alzheimer’s patients and if this was worse… “Is it—”

“Fatal? Yeah,” he said blandly, like he just told her that his hairline was receding. Tammy felt like the world was crashing down around her. Needing to see his face, she pushed out of his arms, though he kept his hands on her biceps. She put her hands on his chest.

“How long?” she whispered, afraid to know the answer. While they might have drifted apart emotionally, Nate had been her rock for so long she couldn’t imagine life without him. And he was young, far too young to have a disease like that. She wanted to yell at God that it wasn’t fair.

He shrugged. “Doctor said maybe a year. Possibly less. By the time I went to see him, he said that I was already showing some end stage symptoms,” Nathan said blandly, like he was giving her a grocery list. “There’s no way to tell how fast it’ll progress.”

Feeling like her world was reeling, Tammy struggled to take a deep enough breath to fill her lungs. She could feel the beginning of a panic attack coming on, and fought against it, trying to remember all the things her therapist had told her—breathe deeply, count to ten, count backwards from ten, focus on slowing her heartbeat.

She closed her eyes as she struggled to calm herself, though her mind immediately went to contemplating life without Nate. It was truly impossible. Once he was gone… she shook her thoughts away from the direction they were heading. She just knew that she’d be alone in the world. No more friends, no more family. No more husband.

Opening her eyes once again, Tammy shook her head—not in denial, but in disbelief. Her eyes filled and she stared at her husband numbly as he moved his hand from her arm and wiped at the wet streams flowing down her cheeks.

“It’ll be all right,” he said, but she could hear the doubt in his voice. “Gerald and Felicia said you were welcome to stay with them—”

“Wait, you mean Gerald knows?” she said, the last word coming out more like a shriek. Her tears of anguish turned to anger. Nate winced and put his finger to her lips.

“Don’t yell,” he warned, always vigilantly aware of their surroundings. But Tammy was tired of caring about the world, about the Neos, about those who might want to cause them harm. In that moment, she was ready to pick a fight with someone.

“I’ll yell if I want to,” she growled at him. “I can’t believe you’d tell Gerald, but not your own wife!” The idea of it made her want to punch him, hard. Either that or burst into tears and run as far away as her aching feet would allow. Which would probably only be a few dozen yards.

Nate sighed again as he released her and stepped back, as if he were afraid of her. Good, she thought. You should be afraid of me, buddy.

He held his hands up. “I know, I know. It’s just that I met Gerald for lunch right after I came from the doctor’s, after I got the test results. He knew just by looking at me that it wasn’t good.”

“And yet he knew that you’d gone to the doctor, while that was something else you kept from your wife! Ugh!” She turned and stomped off, though she continued down the road in the direction they’d been heading. She heard Nate’s footsteps hurrying to catch up, but she ignored him.

“I didn’t want to worry you for no reason,” he said as he trotted up. “I’d been feeling off—”

“Something else you never told me,” she hissed, then continued ignoring him.

He sighed. “Again, didn’t want to worry you. I was getting these tremors and Gerald insisted I go see the doc.”

Tammy wanted to lash out at him again, but she knew it was out of hurt more than anger. Though if she were honest with herself, she was more angry at herself for not noticing that her husband was having issues. It made her realize that she’d been too wrapped up in her own life, with her own job and friends, to pay much attention to the man she’d pledged her earthly life to.

She sighed, a defeated sound, as she forced herself to let go of her hurt. Now wasn’t the time to have any problems between them. They needed to be on the same team. She reached out and grabbed both his hands.

“I’m sorry for getting upset. I know you don’t like it when I worry. But I’m trying hard not to do that anymore, and just put everything in God’s capable hands.” She smiled at him, though his expression turned sour at her words.

“We can’t go on like that anymore, honey,” she continued. “We need to communicate, to let each other know what’s going on. We’ve been really bad about that the past few years.” She winced when she realized just how true that was; when they were first married, they shared their wishes, their dreams, even their fears. But they seemed to have drifted apart with each anniversary, to the point that they confided in friends first.

Nate nodded. “Yeah,” he agreed, a tired, defeated sound. Tammy squeezed his hands and then they turned and started walking again. She kept a hold on his hand.

“The doctor gave you a year,” she said, surprised her voice was so steady.

“Maybe less, maybe more,” he said with another shrug.

She was quiet for a moment. “Well, honestly, I’m pretty sure there isn’t that much time left for any of us.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him glance at her. “What do you mean?”

Tammy said a quick prayer, asking for the right words, those that wouldn’t offend him or upset him, or make him close off to the Holy Spirit’s work.

“I know you hate hearing it, but the Bible talks about this,” she said with a wave. “The end times. I’m pretty sure we’re there now. Or at least, really, really close.”

He made a scoffing sound. “And you really believe that?”

“Yep,” Tammy said with certainty. “I do. I’m pretty sure we’re gonna see a lot of stuff from Bible prophesy come true, come to pass, here real soon.”

Nate made another sound. “Like what?” She knew he didn’t do it intentionally, but his tone was mocking. She squeezed his hand slightly.

“New one world government, for one.” She shrugged. “Pretty sure the Neos are it. I mean, even their name—Neo Geo Task Force—screams that. And one world currency. With the economic crash that affected every single country that we know of, that’s probably already in the works.” She didn’t mention the one world religion; Nate was antagonistic as it was.

That time, he made a thoughtful sound. “Think you’d have to show me where it says that before I’ll believe it.”

Tammy’s heart beat a bit faster at his words. She’d tried reading Scripture to him before, once she’d gotten Felicia’s Bible, but he’d always put a stop to it. Now he was actually asking to hear it? She knew that was from the Lord.

“When we stop for the day, I’ll show you,” she promised. At her words, he glanced at the sky and her eyes followed, surprised to see the faint glow of the dawn already on the horizon. Tammy wanted to cry in relief.

They’d taken to camping outside most of the time. Nate had mentioned being glad that it was still late summer; otherwise, they’d be struggling to survive a Midwest winter. Though she really wished they’d had shelter every day—and especially one with indoor plumbing—Tammy had started to enjoy sleeping in the shade of a tree.

“We better stop soon,” Nate murmured as he glanced around. The moon was nearly full, something she’d been thankful for as they’d walked along unfamiliar roads. She didn’t think she’d even driven down the road they were on in the past.

Nate was keeping them on a mostly southern path, though she knew they were also heading slightly eastward. He’d mentioned wanting to get to the southern states as soon as possible. “The farther south we are then, the less chance of it getting cold,” he’d said. It made sense to her, especially since they only had warm weather clothing.

He pointed to the west of the road. “Over there,” he said. Tammy squinted to see where he was indicating and could see what looked like a very long building. She stared harder and realized it was an abandoned train. She thought it was strange that it would have been left out in the middle of nowhere like that, but she wasn’t going to look a gift-shelter in the window.

They made their way across the field toward the tracks, stepping carefully in case of snakes. But, again, Tammy figured they wouldn’t see any; the animals seemed to have better sense than the humans and had gotten out while they could. Where they could have gone was anyone’s guess.

She knew the drill as they approached the train car—no talking, watch your step so you didn’t make any noise, let Nate go first to check things out. Her overprotective husband might be aggravating, but she certainly couldn’t fault him for sticking to his vigilance. She might have thought it was overblown, but he was consistent.

As they drew closer, the dawn’s glow lit up the side of the train, revealing a rainbow of colors that had been painted along the bottom half. Graffiti covered the train as far as she could see and she wondered if the crude artwork had been completed before the crash, or if some kids with nothing better to do had decided to showcase their talent after the fact. Probably before, since spray paint was most certainly a luxury item few could afford these days.

The first set of the train’s doors were closed, and Nate kept walking. Tammy was surprised to see all the windows were intact; she figured the graffiti artists would have had a field day with further vandalizing. It wasn’t like anyone was going to stop them.

Of course, most people were occupied with trying to survive, not destroy property.

She shook her head slightly. That wasn’t entirely true. Before they’d left their hometown, Tammy had witnessed several acts of senseless destruction. People throwing rocks and bricks through windows, slashing tires, and even lighting fires in their neighbor’s yards. And then there was the burning of the church…

Her eyes filled as she thought about that night. That little church had meant so much to her—both good and bad. It was a place for comfort, where her Sunday School teachers would kindly guide her to learn about Jesus and led her to know more about the faith they clung to.

It was also a place where Tammy learned how to put on a “church face.” Showing what she truly felt would be met with punishment more severe than she cared to think about.

Shaking those thoughts away, she silently followed her husband to a door near the middle of the train. It was light enough outside to see that it was slightly ajar. She waited while Nate crept up to it, then put his ear to the opening. It was a long while before he seemed to be satisfied that it was safe, though he turned to her and put his finger to his lips. She rolled her eyes; she knew by now that he didn’t want her to make a sound whenever they approached a new place.

Prying the doors open—which were surprisingly free of squeaks or squeals—Nate pulled a handgun from his pocket as he walked up the steps, into the train car. Tammy glanced around the area, watching for any movement. Nate had warned her to always be on the lookout for an ambush, for someone watching and waiting for them to let their guard down before attacking. It gave her goosebumps to think about being vulnerable out in the open, and she pulled the crossbow that hung by a strap from her shoulder around to her front, then nocked an arrow.

She kept her back to the train as she looked around, but then thought about someone hiding under the train, which caused her to hop away and turn. There was no movement from under the train, either, but she kept a few yards away and turned in a slow circle.

“Psst!” She glanced up to see Nate standing in the doorway, motioning to her. He smiled and nodded approvingly when he saw that she had her weapon at the ready. She didn’t share the information that the bow wasn’t cocked; truthfully, Tammy knew she wasn’t strong enough to pull the mechanism back, though she’d never told Nate. She wanted to give the illusion that she was capable of protecting herself, which was more lie than anything else. She had absolutely no training whatsoever in defense.

She moved toward the train and climbed the steps, looking around as she did. The train looked completely deserted, but it was hard to tell for sure. She figured Nate had already checked the car out, though, so she moved away from the door, toward the back of the car. Dropping her backpack and crossbow onto a seat, she plopped down next to them and sighed in relief. It was good to sit.

It was a little while later when she leaned over and pulled her Bible out. Nate had taken the seats across the aisle from her and had his eyes closed, but Tammy knew he probably wasn’t asleep. The man would stay alert and vigilant for several hours, at least until he was sure no one was going to crawl out from under a seat or something and ambush them.

Praying first that the Lord would lead her to find the right passages, Tammy opened her Bible and turned to the Book of Revelation. She had to search for a moment but came to the exact passage she’d had in mind. She silently thanked the Lord, then began to read quietly out loud.

“From the Book of Revelation: ‘And the dragon stood on the sand of the seashore. Then I saw a beast coming up out of the sea, having ten horns and seven heads, and on his horns were ten diadems, and on his heads were blasphemous names. And the beast which I saw was like a leopard, and his feet were like those of a bear, and his mouth like the mouth of a lion. And the dragon gave him his power and his throne and great authority. I saw one of his heads as if it had been slain, and his fatal wound was healed. And the whole earth was amazed and followed after the beast; they worshiped the dragon because he gave his authority to the beast; and they worshiped the beast, saying, “Who is like the beast, and who is able to wage war with him?”’”

She then felt led to turn to Daniel and rifled through the pages, surprised, yet not too much so, when she found exactly what she needed. “In the Book of Daniel, chapter seven: ‘I approached one of those who were standing by’—these were angels,” she explained, “‘—and began asking him the exact meaning of all this. So he told me and made known to me the interpretation of these things: “These great beasts, which are four in number, are four kings who will arise from the earth. But the saints of the Highest One will receive the kingdom and possess the kingdom forever, for all ages to come.” Then I desired to know the exact meaning of the fourth beast, which was different from all the others, exceedingly dreadful, with its teeth of iron and its claws of bronze, and which devoured, crushed and trampled down the remainder with its feet, and the meaning of the ten horns that were on its head and the other horn which came up, and before which three of them fell, namely, that horn which had eyes and a mouth uttering great boasts and which was larger in appearance than its associates. I kept looking, and that horn was waging war with the saints and overpowering them until the Ancient of Days came and judgment was passed in favor of the saints of the Highest One, and the time arrived when the saints took possession of the kingdom.

“‘Thus he said: “The fourth beast will be a fourth kingdom on the earth, which will be different from all the other kingdoms and will devour the whole earth and tread it down and crush it. As for the ten horns, out of this kingdom ten kings will arise; and another will arise after them, and he will be different from the previous ones and will subdue three kings.”’”

She turned back a few chapters, surprised she knew where to look, but knowing God was leading her.

“And in Daniel, chapter two, we have the description of the fourth beast: ‘In that you saw the feet and toes, partly of potter’s clay and partly of iron, it will be a divided kingdom; but it will have in it the toughness of iron, inasmuch as you saw the iron mixed with common clay. As the toes of the feet were partly of iron and partly of pottery, so some of the kingdom will be strong and part of it will be brittle.’”

She closed her Bible and looked at her husband. He still had his eyes closed, but she could tell he wasn’t asleep. He’d been listening, though it seemed he wasn’t going to acknowledge what she’d said.

“The coming troubles—one world government and currency and all—were all foretold thousands of years ago. And I totally believe that we’re at the edge of that right now. We’re moving headlong into the end of the world. Looks like we’re gonna have a front-row seat.”

Still no acknowledgment. Tammy sighed. “Honey, I know you don’t want to hear any ‘religious’ stuff’,” she said softly, “but if we’re coming to the end of time, don’t you think now’s a good time to get right with God?”

Silence. Another sigh left her, this one louder than before. Setting her Bible next to her backpack, she turned and lifted the arm rests of the seats across her row, then laid back so that she was lying across the three seats. She wiggled to get comfortable and in moments, started drifting off. It was in that half-awake, half-asleep state that she heard her Bible hit the floor.

And she heard Nate pick it up.

AS HE LISTENED to Tammy read, Nathan was certain his wife was pulling rabbits out of the hat with the “end of the world” nonsense. The first Scripture she’d read didn’t say anything about “one world government” or anything of the such. It might have hinted at it, but it wasn’t specific. Plus, being from the New Testament, he sure wasn’t going to put any stock in it. His father had always said the “false testament” of the Christians was heresy, written by men to discount Judaism.

He wasn’t sure of that, but still, it was something he’d keep at arm’s length until he learned otherwise.

But when Tammy had started reading from the Book of Daniel—a book he was well familiar with from his days in synagogue—well, he’d been a bit shocked. Both Scriptures seemed to line up with one another.

Of course, he told himself that the writer of that “revelation” book could have gotten his information from Daniel and used it to create a fantasy world to scare Christians into following Jesus.

He snorted to himself; he couldn’t believe that Christians actually believed that Jesus—supposedly the lowly son of a carpenter—could be the actual Messiah the Jews had coveted for millennia. The Messiah was supposed to be a warrior, a conqueror of nations, a true world leader…  not some stable-born no name from the tribe of Judah, of all things.

Pretending to be asleep while his wife read, he listened with half an ear, and had barely managed to keep the sigh of relief to himself when she stopped. He cracked an eye and watched her get settled in for some sleep, then started to do so himself when he heard a noise. He turned to see her Bible on the floor next to her head. Tammy didn’t even flinch, already out.

Nathan stared at the offensive book for a long while, but then curiosity got the better of him. He leaned over and picked it up, careful to be quiet as he did so. The last thing he wanted was to get busted reading from something he’d discounted for so long.

Opening the book to the table of contents, he frowned when he saw the Torah—the books of Moses. It was a strange thing for Christians to include in their Bible, he thought. Equally strange was the fact that the five books of Moses were first, a place of honor.

Skipping what the Christians labeled “Old Testament,” he turned to the last book, the one Tammy had read from. The first few chapters he glossed over, not finding anything too interesting. But he stopped at the sixth.

The first paragraph talked of “the Lamb”—who Nathan assumed meant Jesus—breaking seven seals. The first seal spoke of a rider, who he assumed was an angel, on a white horse, going out to conquer. The second seal was of war; the third spoke of what he assumed was the rising cost of food, since the paragraph was labeled “Famine.”

Nathan frowned; if the “prophesy” was true—and he was very strongly reserving judgment on that—then it sounded like what they were going through right now. Conqueror… the Neo Geo Task Force.

War… while they hadn’t had access to any type of newscast in months to know if war had broken out across the globe, just watching the vicious way people were treating one another now was enough to verify that. He supposed it didn’t have to mean actual wars between countries, but rather, mankind warring amongst itself.

Famine… considering there was little value to money, a loaf of bread was somewhere in the region of fifty or more dollars. He and Tammy had certainly been feeling the effects of “famine.”

A doubt started to form in his mind… doubting all he’d been taught about how “wrong” Christians were.

Dismissing that thought, he darted a glance at Tammy to make sure she was still asleep. He laughed to himself when he realized he’d rather she wake up and catch him looking at a pornographic magazine than reading her Bible.

The title of the next section was “Death.” Nathan’s frown turned to a scowl as he read to himself.

When the Lamb broke the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth living creature saying, “Come.” I looked, and behold, an ashen horse; and he who sat on it had the name Death; and Hades was following with him. Authority was given to them over a fourth of the earth, to kill with sword and with famine and with pestilence and by the wild beasts of the earth.

That was enough to cause him to close the book. He leaned over and placed it on the floor in the spot he’d picked it up from, then leaned back and thought about what he’d read. If it was all true—which he seriously doubted—then he really, really hated to know what was going to happen next.


Chapter 5

THE TRAIN CAR was a pretty comfortable place, Tammy had to admit, though it was hot. She’d opened several windows on both sides, but there wasn’t even a cross breeze to cool things down and she hated the feeling of sweat trickling down her back.

The sun was still fairly high in the sky, but Nate hadn’t stirred. Tammy watched her husband twitching in his sleep and wondered if it was due to a dream, or if it was due to his condition.

Over the past few days, he’d gotten worse, his hand tremor more pronounced, and his cheek jumped so violently at times it forced his eye to squint. His leg, too, had gotten worse, to the point it was him who was slowing them down, rather than her. Tammy didn’t mind, though, because it was better than the break-neck pace he’d forced them to keep up with so far.

She sighed as she thought about Nate deteriorating. He hadn’t shared all the details of his prognosis and she knew it was because he didn’t want to worry her. She snorted to herself; as if his dying and leaving her behind wasn’t enough of a worry. Truthfully, though, she really wasn’t worried. At first, yes. But she felt like the Lord had been impressing on her that there wasn’t any reason to be concerned. Time was short… for everyone.

A part of her—a really selfish part—wished that her husband wouldn’t leave her behind to deal with whatever was coming on her own. The thought made her cringe at its pure selfishness but knowing that things were going to get so much worse—as in literally earth-shaking worse—made her want to have her partner at her side. But Nate would be so much better off not having to go through any of it.

Jesus, if You’re coming back before the end, then I hope it’s soon.

“Of course He’s coming back before the end. He said He would.”

Tammy startled as her eyes popped open at the voice that most certainly wasn’t the Lord’s—it wasn’t a male voice, for one thing; for another, it was external. And just a few feet away.

A woman—no, a girl, really—was sitting in the row in front of her, arm over the back of the seat and grinning. She had to be sitting on her knees to be able to see over the tall seat, because just by her features, Tammy could tell she was a small female, even smaller than she was herself.

Tammy blinked several times, because there was no way anyone could have gotten on the train car without them hearing, especially Nate, who was always super vigilant and a very light sleeper. She glanced over at him and was shocked to see that he was still sound asleep.

The girl/woman had to have been in the car and somehow slipped their notice. She didn’t know how, since she knew Nate had checked every corner. But there was just no other explanation.

But she just answered my silent prayer…

Tammy’s eyes widened further, and the girl laughed, her blonde curls bobbing. “You should see yourself. You look like one of those Tarsier monkeys with the bug-eyes.” She laughed louder and slapped the top of the seat. Tammy looked over at her husband once again, but he was inexplicably still asleep.

“Oh, never mind about Nathan,” the girl said with a dismissive wave. “He’ll stay asleep so you and I can talk.”

Tammy’s mouth then took its turn in showing shock as it flopped open and closed. The girl laughed even harder. “Now you look like a walleyed bass that’s been tossed up on the shore!”

Snapping her mouth closed, Tammy swallowed hard. “How… how do you know my husband’s name?” And how did you know what I was praying…

The girl grinned at her. “To answer your second question first, I know what the prayer was because Abba told me what you prayed. It’s one of the reasons He sent me.” Tammy forced her mouth to remain closed at that and willed her eyes to remain in their sockets.

“And I know Nathan’s name just like I know yours, Tamara Elaine Rogers Diamond,” she added with a grin.

Tammy gave up trying to control her body parts.

The girl’s humor lightened a bit as she seemed to take pity on Tammy, reaching over the seat to grab her hand. It was unfathomable how she could do such a thing, though, since her arm would have had to be four feet long to reach across the space. Tammy stared at the hand covering her own. It looked normal enough, even had a little dirt under the nails. But nothing about this female was normal, as far as she could tell.

“I should introduce myself,” she continued, her deep blue eyes twinkling. “I go by Chrissy. Or Chris.” Tammy looked back up to see the girl shrug. “Lots of names, actually, depending on how I’m appearing to humans.”

Uh… humans?

Chrissy grinned. “The look on your face is hilarious.” She waved with the hand that had been covering Tammy’s. “But never mind that. I was sent to give you some encouragement. To help out where I can. And to tell you that Abba is very happy that you’ve returned to Him,” she said with a soft smile. “He truly loves when the prodigals come home. And it gives us angels a chance to burst out in song. I’m a danged good baritone, by the way.”

Tammy’s mouth was back to flopping. “An… an… angel?”

Another grin lit up Chrissy’s face it was then that Tammy noticed she was glowing. Not a real brightness, like a lamp or anything, but it was as if a soft light surrounded her. Like a shining aura. She blinked a few times, but nothing changed.

Chrissy winked at her. “Yep. In the flesh.” She glanced down at her body. “Well, sort of.”

Tammy blinked some more. “But… but I thought… I thought angels were male.”

That earned her a laugh. “We are… and we aren’t. But for all intents and purposes, yeah, we’re male.” She shrugged. “We can appear however we want to—within certain limits—when we’re in the earthly realm.” She swept a hand to indicate her body.

“This is what I choose most often when I appear to Americans. It’s the most… approachable.”

Tammy nodded, still dumbfounded. She swallowed hard a few times and asked the Lord for some confirmation about this… woman’s claims. Chrissy tilted her head and then laughed again.

“I am who I say I am,” she said with a deep male voice that was so startling and disconnected with the body in front of her that Tammy huffed out a laugh.

“Okay, I… uh, I guess I believe you.” She glanced at Nate again, who looked like he was dead, he was so still. That thought made her swallow hard and she blinked rapidly to stop the sudden moisture in her eyes from accumulating.

Chrissy reached out that extra-long arm again and patted her on the shoulder. “Everything will be okay,” she told her. “You don’t need to worry. The Lord has you in His hands.” She smiled at Tammy with such a kind look that Tammy felt her throat close again. She nodded in response.

“Now, back to the first prayer… when you were questioning the Lord’s return.” She wagged a finger. “Don’t ever doubt the Scripture, young lady.”

That caused another laugh to escape Tammy. Chrissy appeared to be a good ten years younger than herself, though if she/he was an angel, then she was actually older than Tammy could even fathom.

Tammy shook her head. “I wasn’t doubting Scripture… just, uh, my understanding of it, I guess.”

Chrissy nodded. “People have gotten a lot of things wrong over the centuries. But on this point, you’re questioning the fact that the Lord didn’t take His people away before the craziness started, eh?” Tammy nodded and Chrissy smiled.

“Well, like I said at first, He is going to return for His people. Before the final judgment, before the last trumpet, all believers who remain will be taken up. The final judgment is not for you.” Chrissy gave her what looked to be a sad smile. “Unfortunately, too many have decided that it’s not going to happen, and they’ve given up. Given up on God.” She shook her head.

“Just because a foretelling doesn’t happen exactly the way people think it will, doesn’t mean it isn’t happening at all. That’s where faith comes in. If the Lord says it’s going to happen, you can bet it will.”

Tammy nodded again, feeling a bit foolish for not contributing anything intelligent to the conversation. Chrissy nodded at the Bible on the seat next to her. “You just keep reading that and praying—especially praying—and everything will be just fine.” She stood then and Tammy stared up, rather shocked to see what she thought was a small woman was really about six feet tall.

The angel smiled again. “I have to leave now. Abba’s got me going in all sorts of directions with different missions, but I’ll be back.” She nodded toward Nate.

“Hopefully the next time we meet, your husband won’t get his panties in a wad because you’re talking to angels.”

Tammy barked out a surprised laugh at the angel’s words, then with a wink, Chrissy was just… gone.

Tammy stared at the empty space where the angel had been for a long time, to the point she started thinking she’d hallucinated the whole thing. Doubt crept in, making her wonder if she’d gotten too hot in the train car, if she was suffering from heat exhaustion. It would explain a lot of things, because…

“Are they not all ministering spirits, sent out to render service for the sake of those who will inherit salvation?”

The voice—that she knew without a doubt now was truly the Lord’s—startled her out of her questions and doubts. She grinned.

“Thanks, Father,” she whispered. Nate snorted on a snore and lifted his head.

“What was that?” he slurred, sleepiness coloring his words.

Tammy laughed; her husband had slept through a loud, laughing angel visitation, but startled awake at her tiny whisper. She smiled over at him.

“Nothing, honey. Go back to sleep.”

He shook his head as he sat up, rubbing his face with both hands. Nate blinked a few times, looking around the train car. Then he rubbed his eyes and yawned.

“Nah, I’m awake now,” he said. Tammy didn’t think he looked very awake, but she kept her thoughts to herself. He looked at her with a frown. “I had the weirdest dream,” he said, tilting his head as if trying to remember it all.

“What was it about?”

Nate shook his head. “It was—there was this girl…” He shook his head again, then reached for his backpack and pulled out a bottle of water. He uncapped it and took a sip, then offered the bottle to her.

“Never mind,” he said, “it was too crazy to repeat.”

Let me guess… you dreamed of a little blonde who was really an angel? Tammy wanted to laugh, but she bit her lips. She knew they’d see Chrissy again and couldn’t wait to see Nate’s reaction when his “dream” showed up.

They had a light meal, sharing one of the prepackaged meals they’d gotten at Gerald’s. Tammy thought it was funny how she’d dieted most of her adult life and had never been very successful, except for the really strict diet she’d put herself on before their wedding. But now that they were walking so much and eating so little, she knew she was underweight. They both were.

Once it grew dark once again, Nate moved to the train car door. Tammy sighed as she picked up her backpack, not looking forward to another long walk. She wished they could just hang out in the train car for a few days, but she knew that her husband wanted to get to their destination as soon as they could. He was on a life-or-death time schedule.

She swallowed at the lump in her throat, but then remembered the angel’s words: Everything will be okay. You don’t need to worry. The Lord has you in His hands.

While Nate’s reason for rushing to get to Felicia’s father’s “community, she knew the angel’s words were true. And she also knew with just as much assurance that her husband wouldn’t rest until he knew that she was safe.

Tammy loved him for it but wished he wouldn’t push himself so hard. While she was struggling physically after a lifetime of little to no exercise, she knew that Nate—who had always been in great shape—was struggling even more. Every step seemed to be harder and harder for him.

She stepped off the train car and walked silently behind her husband as they headed south once more. He’d said that they’d have to go “off road” over the next several weeks, and Tammy hoped that they would find some abandoned house to stay in. Hopefully one with running water. And soap.

Nate tripped over some unseen object and Tammy automatically reached out to grab his arm. He violently yanked away from her, snarling, “I don’t need your help!”

She jerked her hand away, shocked. Knowing of her past, Nate had never acted like that with her. In fact, he rarely lost his temper enough to even raise his voice, careful to not cause any of her PTSD symptoms to resurface.

Swallowing hard, she mumbled an apology as she slowed her steps so that she was a few paces behind him once again.

It was a long while later before he spoke again, after pausing to wait for her to catch up. He didn’t comment on the fact that she’d been lagging behind. The more she’d fretted over his actions, the slower her steps had become, to the point she’d dropped back a dozen or more yards.

Nate pointed to a field. “I think this is where we need to cross.” He pulled the map closer to his face and squinted at it in the pale moonlight. Tammy had been so caught up in her thoughts that she hadn’t even noticed he’d pulled it out. She had no idea how he knew where they were on the map, other than the road they’d been following, but she had to trust that Nate knew where they were heading. She was a terrible navigator herself and had always joked that she couldn’t even find her way out of the mall.

Nate didn’t apologize for his earlier behavior and Tammy decided to just let it go. He was probably just as tired of walking as she was, plus he put the added stress on himself of worrying about their situation, while she was learning to lean on the Lord more and more. And now, knowing that He actually sent one of His angels just to talk to her… she was having a hard time worrying or being upset about anything, honestly.

As they started across a field that looked like it had once grown corn, Tammy prayed that the Lord would help her be more understanding of her husband’s moods, that He would help her be patient and kind. She also asked for help in dealing with her PTSD, since she hadn’t been able to see her therapist in over six months.

But that was before she’d gotten right with the Lord once again, since she’d “returned home,” as Chrissy had put it. Tammy knew that, even with seeing the therapist every week, if Nate had acted the way he had earlier back then, she would have had a full-blown panic attack and would have shut down for a long time.

It seemed the Lord was a much better counselor than any human therapist, she thought to herself with a smile.

They trudged across the field for a long time, both tripping over the unseen, their steps faltering when their feet met with hidden holes. Tammy prayed again that they would get through their journey without injury.

That made her think of her leg, which she knew the Lord Himself had healed. If she hadn’t prayed for the healing, she had no doubt that it would have been a lot worse and would have likely gotten infected. Jesus was the Great Physician, after all, and she’d told Nate that on several occasions.

Nate had chosen to grab first-aid supplies at Gerald’s, rather than trust in the Lord.

She sighed at her thoughts, wondering if her husband was ever going to give his life to Christ. He was certainly stubborn and opinionated when it came to anything to do with religion of any kind and Tammy blamed his parents for that.

Nate rarely spoke to them any longer, since they always came down on him for marrying a “shiksa.” When Nate’s father had called her that name the first time they’d met, she’d asked her husband what it meant, but he would never tell her. She’d finally looked it up on the internet and had been heartbroken to discover it was highly derogatory. Basically, a curse word for a Gentile woman.

That was the first and last time she’d gone with Nate to his parents’. He himself stopped going after their first year of marriage.

But Tammy also knew that no one was beyond redemption. She’d read many stories of hardened criminals who’d given their lives to Christ, many while in prison. If a demon-possessed prostitute could be saved, then she figured even her hard-hearted, hard-headed husband could. And so could his Christian-hating parents.

“We’ll stop soon,” Nate murmured, bringing her out of her thoughts. Tammy looked up, startled to see that the glow of dawn was already on the horizon. Usually by that time, her feet and legs were aching so much that she didn’t think she could take another step. She wondered if she was just getting in better shape, or if the Lord was helping her along. Either way, she was grateful for it.

“Where?” she asked as she came up behind him. Nate stopped and spun around to face her and she nearly bumped into him.

“Why do you always have to question me?” he snarled. “You never trust me to just take care of things!” He spoke much louder than he usually did and once again, Tammy took a step back in fear, her heart pounding at the strange man in front of her.

She began to wonder if he had gotten possessed himself.

Nate stepped toward her, fists clenched at his sides. “I swear, I’m sick and tired of it, of you, of everything!” When he took another step, Tammy hastily took two more back. Her foot caught on something, and she fell hard. Pain shot up her back and she cried out.

Her usually gentle, loving husband sneered at her as he stood over her, then turned on his heel and stomped off. Tammy remained where she was, staring after him in shock.

What in the world is wrong with him?

Wincing at the pain in her back, she rolled over and forced herself onto her hands and knees, then slowly pushed up to a stand. Her hands were stinging as well, and she held them up, trying to see if they were injured. It was hard to tell in the low light, but she carefully dusted them off, thankful that she didn’t feel any wetness to indicate blood.

“What’s wrong?”

She jumped at the sound of her husband’s voice so close. She hadn’t even noticed him coming back and she stared at him with wide eyes, wondering if he was going to turn into Mr. Hyde once again. He was looking at her with concern on his face and Tammy felt no small amount of confusion.

“You saw me fall,” she said, accusation in her voice. “I hurt my back and my hands are stinging.” She looked back at her palms.

Nate stepped closer and Tammy couldn’t help but flinch. That caused him to frown in confusion. “What’s wrong with you?” he asked. “You know I’d never hurt you.” The tone of his voice indicated he was hurt by her actions.

Tammy made a dismissive sound. “I don’t know that,” she snapped. “Not with the way you’ve been acting tonight.”

Nate’s frown deepened. “What do you mean?”

Her mouth dropped open in disbelief. He knew all about her past, all about the abuse and fears that she’d worked so hard to get past. Nate knew every single trigger she had, yet he’d managed to flip several of them in just a few hours. But the man seemed genuinely confused, so she just shook her head, telling herself he was probably just exhausted and not thinking right.

“Never mind,” she muttered. “Let’s find shelter before the sun comes up.” She brushed past him, walking carefully, as every step jarred her back.

Nate fell into step beside her. “Wait up,” he said, putting a hand on her arm. Tammy huffed but stopped. She flinched again when he reached out to gently take the backpack off her shoulders and she moaned. The relief she felt at having that heavy thing off while her back muscles were tightening more with each step was tangible.

He pushed one of the straps up over his shoulder and Tammy felt a moment of guilt at all the weight he was now carrying. But that thought left as quickly as it came; as far as she was concerned, it was his fault she’d been hurt in the first place.

“I saw a building not too far ahead,” he told her as they started walking again. She didn’t respond as she noticed that he kept his pace slow to accommodate her. As soon as they were stopped for the day, she was going to have it out with the man. Being nice to her after being such a jerk wasn’t going to solve the problems. She was going to set some firm boundaries.

They walked in silence for maybe ten more minutes when Nate motioned for her to move into a cluster of trees. She did as he instructed, then watched as he took off the packs before slinking around toward the building to check it out. It was just a few moments when he came back.

“Deserted,” he told her as he picked up the packs and motioned with his head for her to follow. Like you have to tell me, she thought with an eye roll.

Nate had to break a window, which made Tammy wince; she hated the thought of destroying someone’s property. But she also knew that the times they were in called for some desperate measures occasionally. She just prayed that the owners were long gone and wouldn’t even know they’d broken in.

She waited by the door while Nate climbed through the window, not speaking as she walked by him when he opened the door. After closing it, he looked at her, that same confused look on his face.

“What’s wrong?” he asked again.

It was her turn to frown. “Not here,” she told him. “Let’s figure out where we’re gonna sleep and then we’ll have it out.” With that, she turned and examined their surroundings.

The house was obviously deserted. Though she grimaced at the dust and dirt covering every surface, she also felt better about the broken window. The owners—if they were still among the living—hadn’t been there for a very long time.

Surprisingly, the house was sparsely furnished with a small sofa and end table in what was apparently the living room to the right of the entryway. She noticed some pictures on the fireplace mantle and walked over to look at them.

Typical family pictures lined the shelf—black and white photos of a young couple with two small children standing in front of a car and others of the same couple, though much younger, on their wedding day. From the looks of the pictures, they were taken in the early fifties, or sixties.

The age of the photographs decreased with each one, telling a lifetime of stories. The young couple aging, the children growing up and having children of their own, family get-togethers at holidays. The last picture on the mantle was of a very elderly couple hugging, with the man kissing his woman on the temple. It was such a sweet photograph it made Tammy’s throat tighten with emotion.

She’d always hoped that she and Nate could end their lives like that—still in love and devoted to one another despite the years and the mileage. But she knew that wasn’t going to happen. Even if they could work out their problems, there just wasn’t the time to grow old.

Everything was coming to an end.

A heavy sigh lifted her shoulders and she turned to find Nate staring at her, an unreadable look on his face. She knew he wanted to know what was on her mind, but she wasn’t in the mood to discuss it, not before she’d told him she wasn’t going to put up with his verbal attacks.

“C’mon,” she murmured. “Let’s figure out where we’re gonna sleep.”

Nate pulled one of his guns out and motioned for her to stay at the bottom of the stairs while he went upstairs to check the area first, but she was tired of staying behind. Playing the “helpless little woman” was starting to get on her nerves and instead of waiting, she silently followed after him.

Her husband turned right at the top of the stairs, so Tammy turned left. He still hadn’t noticed her, which she thought was a little strange. Nate was always very alert and could rarely be startled. It made her frown, thinking of all the ways he’d been acting differently. She was no longer so sure it was just stress causing it.

Early morning light was streaming in through a half-circle window at the end of the hall, revealing most of the doors were closed. Tammy thought that was a bit strange, but she moved to the last room on the right and opened the door, peeking in.

It was completely empty, though there were a few crumpled papers on the floor and some rather large dust bunnies in the corners. Dark squares and rectangles on the blue walls silently proclaimed pictures and posters once hung there. It looked like it was probably a boy’s room and Tammy wondered which one of the young men in the pictures on the mantle had occupied the space.

The next room was a craft room—dust covered thread spools perched on tiny pegs lining one shelf, with baby food jars on the shelf above containing colorful buttons, sequins and the like. A large table was pushed against one wall, scissors and a dress pattern still atop it. There wasn’t a sewing machine, but there was a workstation where one had probably been at one time.

Another door revealed a bathroom. No water was in the commode and Tammy tried flushing it, not surprised when nothing happened. She left the door open and moved to the room across the hall.

It was another bedroom, this one obviously occupied by a girl at one time. The decor theme seemed to be unicorns and rainbows and it made Tammy smile to see it. Purples and pinks in every shade imaginable were so prevalent, it was almost nauseating.

Judging by the pictures, the children had grown up in the house and she wondered why a teenage girl would have chosen such a theme. Maybe the grandparents had helped raise a grandchild or two. She pondered the circumstances that could have made that a necessity.

She laughed at her thoughts; her imagination was running away with her. “What does it matter anyway,” she muttered to herself. “It’s not like we’re gonna be living here.”

The bedroom had a bed, though it was the type that could be made into a sofa. A day bed, I think. She laughed to herself at the thought of she and Nate trying to share the tiny thing. It was even smaller than the twin bed they’d slept in back at the cellar. She hoped one of the other bedrooms had something bigger.

Tammy frowned when she got closer to the bed. The southwestern bedspread with tribal patterns didn’t fit the girly decor, which she supposed wasn’t so odd. But what was strange was the bed looked… fresh. Where everything else in the house was dusty looking, the bed covers were almost clean appearing. And it looked like it had been recently slept in.

She gnawed at her lip as she pondered it, wondering how long it had been since someone had been in the house. The other rooms hadn’t been used, there hadn’t been water in the toilet… she tilted her head. There had been a bucket next to the toilet that she hadn’t really thought much of, but now it triggered a memory.

A construction crew laying a new sewer had accidentally cut into the water line on their block a few years back. She and Nate and their neighbors had been without water for three days. The city had a water delivery service come to the neighborhood and they’d used five-gallon jugs for drinking and the like until the line had been repaired. And one of the things they’d had to do was pour water into the toilet bowl to get it to flush.

The house she was standing in was in the middle of nowhere, a farmhouse centered on surrounding acreage that had probably been cornfields or the like at one time. It wasn’t like water would be easy to come by. Someone would have to haul it from a great distance if there wasn’t a well.

Or electricity to operate a pump.

She moved to the window. The shadows were long on that side of the house, the sun’s light just starting to warm the day. Now that she could see more clearly, Tammy realized she’d been right; there wasn’t another house anywhere in sight. In fact, the only other structure for miles around was the barn that sat probably twenty yards from the house.

It was very remote, an unlikely place to come across others. She felt a pang of longing, wishing they could stay there at the farm with the ghosts of happy memories lingering in the atmosphere.

The rays of the morning sun cleared the northeast corner of the house just then and Tammy stared down into the yard, half expecting to see abandoned tricycles and toy dump trucks. Instead, something more interesting caught her eye.

An old-fashioned water pump, the kind you had to pump by hand. The kind that works without electricity. And there was another plastic bucket sitting next to it.

She frowned again; the house had obviously been abandoned for many years, yet there were clean-looking covers on the little daybed in the girl’s room. There was a bucket next to the toilet in the bathroom and now another one down below. She wondered what the odds were that a bucket—plastic, nonetheless—could have withstood the weather for so many years, and especially the spring winds prevalent in the area. The thing would have blown into Kentucky by now.

Tammy sighed; there wasn’t any sign of anyone living in the house now and she supposed whoever had been staying there had moved on. She wondered if it could have even been Gerald and Felicia who’d stopped for a little while, resting on their long journey to Florida. She hoped so, while at the same time envying them if they had. She would have loved to camp at the charming house for about a week.

She turned from the window when she heard a shuffling sound. Nate must have been in the hall and knew he’d be surprised when he saw her standing there. She hoped he didn’t shoot her unintentionally.

It wasn’t Nate that she saw, though and the breath whooshed out of her.

“Oh…”


Chapter 6

NATHAN WAS getting frustrated. More so by each passing moment. The house seemed to be empty, but for some reason he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched.

With each door he opened, his frustration mounted. Agitation was making him feel twitchy, the muscle tremors causing his limbs to jerk. He realized it was getting out of hand, to the point he was losing his balance. He forced himself to take deep breaths to try to calm himself, much like Tammy did when she felt an impending panic attack.

It didn’t help.

A low growl surprised him, and he whirled around, aiming his weapon. Fully expecting to see a dog behind him, he frowned when he saw there wasn’t anything in the hall. He turned and looked in the bedroom he’d been about to investigate, but it was completely empty. There wasn’t even a stick of furniture for something—or someone—to hide behind.

Closing the door, he looked out the half circle window at the end of the hall to see that the sun had fully breached the horizon. He squinted into the brightness, angry that it was so late already. He needed to make sure the house was empty, and then find a place where he and Tammy could get some rest.

Thinking about that also made him angry. The idea that everything was falling on his shoulders was just too much at times. He didn’t want to be in charge, didn’t want to lead them to wherever it was they were going. The map Gerald had left behind had a path to follow, but it ended somewhere near Tallahassee and he was sure that Felicia’s father lived in the Keys. He just knew they were going to get all the way to the Gulf and then be stuck.

That thought made him want to put his fist through the wall.

Taking some more deep breaths helped a little bit, as did the small voice in the back of his mind telling him that he didn’t need to be in charge, that Tammy was his wife, not his subordinate. He argued with the voice, telling it that he was the only one with any kind of survival instincts and that his wife had zero skills whatsoever when it came to defending herself. She had no sense of self-preservation either. The woman just charged into situations without thinking.

Another growl caught his attention and he spun around, once again finding an empty hall. It was then he realized he was the one growling.

Wondering at that strangeness, he shook it off as he opened another door, this one revealing a bathroom. He turned the faucet and wasn’t surprised when no water came out. A sigh lifted his shoulders when he knew Tammy would be complaining about not being able to take a bath or shower.

He growled once again.

Just before he turned to leave, something beside the toilet caught his eye. It was a bucket, one of the five-gallon plastic types the home improvement places sold. Or used to, anyway. Nearly all the stores had shut down after the crash. All that was left were small mom and pop type places that dealt mostly in trades.

It was another reason he felt like they needed to leave their town—they had nothing left to trade with.

Nathan’s hands clenched at his sides as the anger crept back up. Truly, he just wanted to tear something apart. Or, better yet, beat the tar out of someone.

He shook his head, knowing he wasn’t thinking clearly. If he were being honest with himself, he knew that he hadn’t been thinking right for several days. He also knew it was part of his disease, which meant it was progressing faster than he’d hoped. It made him even more desperate to get to the commune or whatever it was Gerald told them to go to.

But no… he thought to himself, the inner voice sneering in sarcasm. We have to stop and rest. Always resting. Tammy can’t walk more than a few miles without her feet hurting. Or having to take a leak. Freaking woman drives me crazy…

Nathan closed his eyes at his thoughts and sucked in some more air. He loved Tammy, he reminded himself, had loved her since they’d met at the police station her first day on the job as a dispatcher. His thoughts toward her now weren’t right. Weren’t accurate. And he needed to get them under control before he did something he’d regret.

He looked back at the bucket, forcing his thoughts to remain on the present situation. It made him think that someone must have been in the house after the owners had either died or fled. No water, no toilets flushing. Coupled with the feeling of being watched he’d had several times while searching the upstairs, Nathan had a suspicion there were others about.

A sound caught his attention then and he whirled around to investigate. The doors in the hall had been closed, but now he saw that one was open. He lifted his handgun and held it with both hands as he slid along the wall. He hadn’t done such a thing in a long time, ever since he’d been forced to leave the force. Anger bubbled up again at that thought, but he shoved it back down.

As he approached the doorway, he frowned when he saw his wife. The stupid woman can never do as she’s told! He nearly growled again, but he caught himself in time. Tammy was staring at something, her back to the window, and Nathan knew he might need to keep the element of surprise.

Though the house was old, the floors weren’t creaky as would be expected. He peeked through the crack where the door hinges met the frame but couldn’t see what Tammy was looking at. Or who.

“Are you alone?” his wife asked. Okay, so it’s a “who.”

There wasn’t an answer, but Nathan assumed whoever it was shook their head… or nodded, because Tammy then asked, “Who’s with you?”

Still no answer. Nathan had to assume that whoever she was talking to wasn’t hostile, because she didn’t seem upset. In fact, she was keeping her voice soft, like she was speaking to a child.

He stepped into the doorway, making himself known.

Sure enough, a small girl was standing in the doorway of a closet, thumb in mouth and clutching what looked like a bundle of rags. She was filthy, and her hair was a mass of mats and tangles. Her eyes never left Tammy, though, and Nathan thought she was looking at his wife like she was some kind of savior.

“Everything okay?” he asked as he walked into the room, tucking the gun into the back of his waistband. The little girl’s head whipped around, eyes wide as she let out a little scream, then spun around back into the closet, slamming the door behind her.

Seconds later, two more children ran into the room.

Nathan quickly assessed them: an older boy, maybe twelve and a girl who might have been eight or nine. Both were in as bad of shape as the little girl and were so thin, they looked like a stiff breeze would blow them into the next county. Nathan felt a pinch in his chest that he couldn’t identify.

The boy swallowed hard as he looked between Tammy and Nathan, then he glanced at the girl, who Nathan assumed was his sister.

“Uh, this is our house,” he said, his voice squeaking in a tell-tale sign of puberty. Nathan hadn’t thought the boy was that old, but with the near starvation it was possible he was a lot older than he appeared.

“It was our GG’s house,” he added.

“GG?” Tammy asked with that soft voice again. It was aggravating, Nathan thought. Almost a sing-song thing that made him want to tell her to shut up. He blinked several times at the thought; he’d never said anything unkind like that to his wife, not once. He worried about how far along the disease was, if he was having such bad mood swings already.

We need to hurry to Florida. These delays are ridiculous! He forced himself to unclench his fists.

“Great-gramma,” the boy explained. The little girl sidled closer to him and he wrapped a protective arm around her shoulders. Nathan wondered again if they were siblings. They looked nothing alike, though. The boy had dark hair, and the girl had what looked like might be strawberry blonde, though it was hard to tell through the filth.

“Oh,” Tammy said softly. “Are they the older couple in the pictures on the fireplace?” Both children nodded.

“They died,” the boy shrugged.

Nathan didn’t have the patience for the conversation. Who cared whose house it was? All he wanted to know is if there were other adults around—someone he might have to shoot. Or, better yet, punch. His fists clenched in anticipation before he could stop himself.

He shook away the thoughts once again.

“Where’re your parents?” Tammy asked before he could. He really wanted to shake the information out of the boy, but the saner part of him knew that wasn’t the right thing to do. He tried to cling to that voice of reason, but it seemed to be no more than a wisp of smoke, a vapor that dissolved with the tiniest of breezes.

“Dead too,” the boy said, shrugging again. Tammy made a noise of distress and Nathan knew she was going to go on and on with sympathetic words. He didn’t want to waste the time letting her do so.

“Are you with anyone else?” he said, his voice little more than the growl that had escaped him earlier. Both of the kids’ eyes widened as they stared at him and shook their heads.

“Just Sissy,” the boy said, pointing to the closet. “This was her room when we stayed with GG.” He shrugged again. “Our rooms got cleaned out. Think the neighbors stole the beds and stuff.”

“Neighbors?” Tammy asked. Nathan again had the urge to tell her to shut up, that he was the one who should be questioning the suspects. She was just a civilian.

The little voice told him that the kids weren’t suspects… and that he and Tammy were both civilians.

He ignored it.

The boy pointed toward the window. “Yeah, Nelsons across the west pasture. Can’t see the house, but they’re on the other side of the tree line.” He made a face. “They’re thieves. GG always said so. Said she had to watch her cows and chickens, ‘else the Nelsons would take ‘em.”

“Oh no,” Tammy said in that idiotic voice again. Nathan glared at her, trying to silently will her to stop talking, but she didn’t even look his way. That made him even angrier.

The boy pointed his thumb at his chest. “I’m Carl and this here’s Lou,” he said, jerking his head at the girl beside him. “Sissy, get out here!” he hollered then in the direction of the closet. Nathan turned to see the knob turn and then the door opened a crack. Slowly, so slowly that he wanted to stomp over and shove the door open, the little girl opened the door and peered out with wide, terrified looking eyes.

I’ll give you a reason to be afraid…

That thought made him jerk upright so violently that the others looked at him in question. He had to shake his head once again; never in his life had he hurt a child—or a woman, for that matter. In fact, he had been known for being the “sweet cop,” a title that had been given to him by Missus Delaney after he’d gone to the grocery store for her when she’d hurt her knee. The other officers had loved teasing him about that one.

The fact that he was now wanting to yell at his wife and frighten little children was concerning, to say the least. Even more so when he realized that he seemed to be losing control over his emotions faster and faster.

A few more deep breaths helped calm him. He closed his eyes, as well, because the little girl was staring at him like he was about to lose it. Nathan supposed that was a fair assessment.

“It’s okay,” Tammy said in a coaxing voice that grated on his nerves. More deep breaths. “We’re not gonna hurt you.”

Hopefully.

The child named “Sissy,” of all things—and Nathan thought that was a really stupid name, though he didn’t voice that opinion—took a hesitant step, then another. When no one pounced on her, she darted over to her brother, who wrapped his other arm around her. Nathan snorted; like that scarecrow could do anything to stop me…

“Sorry you got stuck in here,” Carl murmured to his little sister, who darted a glance up at him and gave a slight nod, though her thumb never left her mouth.

“How about we go down to the dining room and see what we can find to eat?” Tammy suggested. Carl and Lou both shook their heads.

“Ain’t nothing to eat here,” Carl said with such a forlorn voice that Nathan almost felt sorry for the kid.

“Well, Nate and I have food,” his wife said. Nathan looked at her sharply, furious that she was offering to share what precious little they had. He wasn’t sure they even had enough food to get them to the coast as it was. He managed to keep his thoughts to himself, though, even when Tammy returned his glare with one of her own, as if daring him to say something.

He grumbled to himself as he followed the others down the stairs and into the dining room. There was an old oak table and chairs, one that had seen better years. As they sat while Tammy got the backpacks, Nathan noticed the tabletop had names carved all over it. He wondered who in their right mind would let someone carve their name into the dining table.

“GG wanted all the kids to put their names on here when they got old enough,” Carl said, obviously noticing where Nathan’s attention was. “We all did it, ‘cept Sissy, cuz she ain’t old enough yet.”

Tammy returned with the backpacks and started pulling out the freeze-dried meals. She opened three packs and then a water bottle, pouring a little into each tray section to reconstitute the food. Nathan hated the meals, but it was better than nothing. Which is what there was—nothing.

While the food was rehydrating, she went into the kitchen and open and closed drawers until she found forks. Once the kids had their utensils, she handed each of them a meal.

They ate all of it within a minute or less. Even Sissy.

“Wow, you guys must have been really hungry,” Tammy said as she pulled out one of the packs of trail mix they’d taken from Gerald’s. She handed it to Nathan, who stared at it like it was something detestable. He wanted a meal too and was about to say something, but Tammy shot him another look. He narrowed his eyes back at her. She ignored him as she looked back at the kids.

“When was the last time you ate?”

Carl shrugged. Nathan noticed that the girls hadn’t spoken a single word yet, which he found strange. Most females wanted to talk your ears off. Well, except Tammy. That woman was almost as closed-lipped as he was, he thought.

“Think it was maybe three days ago,” the kid said.

“Oh my,” Tammy breathed. “Well, we have plenty of food to share—“

“We do not!” Nathan said as he hit the table, scattering his trail mix. The girls cringed and the littlest one shot out of her chair and slid under the table. He turned to glare at Tammy, who had a shocked look on her face.

“We barely have enough for ourselves!” he protested. “We can’t be feeding every stray dog we come across,” he finished with a growl.

His wife’s eyes narrowed as a murderous look came over her. Nathan’s eyebrows rose at that; he didn’t remember ever seeing such an expression from her before. He might have crossed a line, but he couldn’t find it in himself to care.

“We have more than enough food to feed the children,” she said in a deceptively soft voice. “And what we need, the Lord will provide.”

Nathan couldn’t help the derisive sound that left his lips. “Yeah, right,” he grumbled, but he didn’t argue any further. Tammy stared at him for a moment longer, then turned back to the kids. She bent sideways to look under the table.

“It’s okay, Sissy. Nate might sound scary, but he’s really not. He would never hurt you.” She lifted her head slightly to give him a look that said You better not. He curled his lip at her in response.

It took a few moments of coaxing and Nathan was just about to yell, “Just yank her out!” when the little girl finally crawled out of her own accord. She turned those big, blue terrified eyes to him once again, then moved to stand next to Carl, who wrapped his arm around his little sister again while glaring at Nathan.

Nathan had to hand it to the kid for having the guts to do so.

Remorse suddenly swamped over him, so much so that he felt tears pricking at the back of his eyes. What the heck? He never cried. Never. Blinking furiously, he turned to stare at the tabletop once again.

He felt so guilty for having treated the kids so rottenly. What kind of a monster did such a thing? he wondered. It was crazy, and certainly not like him. The kids were half-starved orphans, for Pete’s sake. They needed help, not some crazy person spitting poisonous barbs at them. It has to be the disease, he told himself once again.

Nathan cleared his throat. “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I… I’m… uh…” he huffed out a frustrated breath and forced himself to look at the kids, wet eyes or not. They deserved to see how sorry he was.

“I’m not usually like that,” he tried to explain, waving his hand. “Angry. Scary,” he added with a smile for Sissy. The poor thing was still staring at him like he might eat her at any moment. It made him suck in a shuddering breath, trying to get a grip on his emotions. Nothing seemed to be helping.

His shoulders slumped in defeat. There was nothing he could say to take back the fact that he’d terrified the poor, innocent children. Children who had done nothing wrong. They were just trying to survive themselves…

Nathan’s thoughts caused him to suck in a sob and he covered his face with both hands. It was just a moment later when he felt a hand on his back and knew it was Tammy. She rubbed circles on his shoulder blade.

“It’s okay, honey,” she said soothingly. “I know you’re having a hard time right now. Is it the stress? The worry?” He shook his head while keeping his hands over his face.

“What is it?” she asked. She sounded so worried, so bewildered, that Nate’s eyes filled even more. He’d caused his wife to worry needlessly. He’d probably scared her, as well, though she’d done a very good job of hiding it. In fact, she’d stood right up to him.

“I’m just… so sorry…” he sobbed again, both embarrassed and feeling genuine remorse. He was having a very difficult time sorting his emotions.

Tammy continued to rub his back as she put her hand on his thigh. She murmured soothing words, “It’s okay. It’ll be all right.” It didn’t help, not really, but just the fact that she was willing to forgive him made him sob even harder.

He felt a hand on his other thigh then, and he parted his hands enough to see little Sissy staring up at him, thumb in mouth, hair impossibly matted, big, blue eyes that held a world of pain in their depths. Nathan gave her a wobbly smile, then choked as he thought of how much the little thing had gone through. And how he’d added to her pain.

It was a long while before he felt like he was in control enough to function. He took a few deep breaths, then nodded to Tammy with a grateful smile. Sissy continued petting his leg like he was a frightened animal needing comfort, and Nathan supposed that was exactly what he was to her. An animal. He’d treated her like a grizzly bear with a burr in its paw, yet the little angel was willing to forgive him.

Before that thought caused another round of unmanly tears, he cleared his throat and swallowed hard. He smiled again at Sissy, then looked back at the other children, who were staring at him like he was the craziest thing they’d ever seen.

“I, uh, have a… I’m sick,” he hedged. “It’s hard to explain, but it makes me a little… well, a little crazy, I guess. Just started the past day or so with the anger, which you saw. And now this,” he said with an embarrassed laugh as he waved at his face that felt puffy and hot.

He held out his right hand, letting the kids see the tremor that had become continuous. It never stopped, and his leg was getting worse as well.

“Causes that too,” he said. “Shaking.”

“Is there medicine you can take?” Carl asked, though he directed the question at Tammy. Nathan figured the boy thought he was too crazy to answer for himself. He was probably right about that.

Tammy shook her head. “No, there isn’t,” she said, a sad note in her voice. It made Nathan think of her being alone, having to deal with the world’s insanity on her own. He had to clear his throat against the emotion once again.

“But we can pray for Nate,” she said. There was a brightness in her voice, and he noticed the kids seemed to perk up at the suggestion as well. He wanted to tell them no, he didn’t want them to pray for him, but at the same time he didn’t want to hurt their feelings.

“We used to pray all the time with Gramma Rose,” Carl said. “She liked goin’ to church.”

Tammy smiled at him. “Is that the one you call GG?”

Carl shook his head. “Nah, that’s Great-Gramma Lizzie. Rose was—” he tilted his head, as if in thought. “She was GG’s daughter, I think. Mighta been dad’s mama though.” He shrugged. “Not sure.”

“She’s dead too?” Tammy asked. Carl and Lou both nodded their heads.

“Yeah. The whole family’s dead,” the boy answered, matter-of-factly.

Nathan wondered at that, at how a young boy such as Carl could come to be so nonchalant over something so horrendous. Losing their family had to be traumatic, but the kid just acted like it was an everyday occurrence.

“How did you come to be here?” Tammy asked. “In this house, I mean.”

Carl glanced at Lou. The older girl looked away with a shrug. It seemed to give him the permission he sought.

“We had to leave our… uh, the foster family we were with.” He glanced at his sister again, but she was staring at the table, her finger tracing over a carving. Nathan squinted, seeing that the name was “Rick.” He wondered if that might have been their father.

His chest ached again.

Tammy seemed to realize that the topic was a sore one. Of course, anyone would have noticed that the kids all had a stricken look, even little Sissy, who was still patting Nathan’s thigh. He gave her a soft smile, then reached out to pat her on the back, but she gave a little shriek, then darted back under the table. In just a few seconds, she was standing next to her brother once again.

Carl glanced down at Sissy, wrapping that protective arm around her once more. He looked back at Nathan with a sad smile. “She, uh, don’t like to be touched.” He nodded toward Lou.

“Her either. At least, not by men.” He looked at Tammy. “You’ll prob’ly be okay though.”

Nathan’s eyes widened at the implications. Girls not wanting to be touched by men… The story might as well have been carved on the table with the names.

He was glad that his emotions had shifted to the blubbery type, because if he’d still been feeling the rage he had earlier, there was no telling what he might have done. Demanded names, addresses, then gone on a revenging rampage. Who knew what all. All he did know was it was a good thing he felt like crying for the children’s circumstance at the moment.

Tammy gave a little sniffle and Nathan’s chest constricted again. He knew it had to be hard on his wife, hearing that other children had suffered much as she had. There had been a time early in their marriage when Tammy had talked about going into the social work field, finishing her degree after switching majors. But both Nathan and her therapist had talked her out of it… at least until she’d gotten over the trauma of her childhood.

She never had.

Clearing his throat once again, he reached over and put his hand on top of Tammy’s. She gave him a small, sad smile, but then cleared her own throat.

“So, you said there wasn’t any food here?” she said a little too brightly as she changed the subject. Carl nodded.

Tammy motioned toward the kitchen. “There isn’t a hidden pantry anywhere, is there?” Nathan chuckled at that, but Carl looked puzzled as he shook his head.

“Okay, well, guess we’ll have to pray for Nathan and for the Lord to provide for us.”

Her words caused Nathan to frown; not over the fact she wanted to pray for him, because she’d already said they were going to do so. What caused him to pause was the implication that she’d just made—that they were going to be taking care of the kids.

“Uh, honey, we can’t stay here—”

Tammy interrupted him with a wave of her hand. “I know,” she said, softening her words with a smile. “I know that you’re in a hurry to get to Florida. We’ll leave as soon as we’re rested.” As she said that, she stifled a yawn with a laugh.

Nathan frowned. “So, we’re gonna leave all our food with the kids?” At that point, he was willing to do so. The poor things, having to fend for themselves… He straightened in his seat, telling himself to quit being such a sissy girl. That thought made him glance at the girl named Sissy who was sucking vigorously on her thumb. He smiled to himself, thinking of how accurate the colloquialism was.

Tammy shook her head, smiling again. “Nope. They’re gonna come with us.”


Chapter 7

THE KIDS didn’t really want to leave what they considered to be their home, even if it had been their great-grandparents’. Tammy understood; it represented a place of safety.

It had taken a bit of convincing to get them to agree to leave, even though it was Carl who seemed to make the decisions. The girls were still uncommunicative and that was concerning. Tammy wondered exactly how much trauma they’d gone through.

She could imagine.

Once Nate had told Carl that they couldn’t leave all the food with them, the kid had reluctantly agreed to go and had set about packing their belongings. It had broken Tammy’s heart to see how little the kids had—one change of clothing each, the shoes they were wearing and only Sissy had any sort of toy, which was a very ratty rag doll.

While the kids packed, Nate went outside to refill their water bottles. Carl had told him that the old hand pump still worked, but the pipes were rusty and told him to let the water run for a few minutes before it would be drinkable. Both Nate and Tammy had been impressed with the kid’s intelligence.

Since they hadn’t had any sleep since the day before and the kids had been sleeping on a “normal” schedule, Nate and Tammy decided they’d stay awake for most of the day, taking just small catnaps before the sun went down.

After a short nap, Tammy busied herself with digging through cabinets and drawers, trying to see if there was anything useful they could take with them. It seemed most of the usable items had been taken—or stolen, as Carl had said—but she did manage to find an old-fashioned bottle opener that had a sharp point on one end. She seemed to remember seeing someone—maybe her father—use such a thing to poke a triangle-shaped hole in the top of a can. She also found a small manicure set and a few boxes of matches.

Tucking the items into her pocket, she moved to the drawer below. It was empty, but in the back was a slip of paper with numbers written on it. There was also a name that caught her eye—Pam T. Seller, though the “Pam” looked more like “Pan.” Tammy stared at it for a moment, then laughed, wondering if it meant what she thought it might.

Pantry cellar.

The numbers did look like a combination, three two-digit numbers, though they were written like a phone number, with a zero at the end. Frowning, she wondered at the odds of discovering a clue to yet another hidden cellar, but then she shrugged, knowing that the Lord could have been going ahead of them, providing even before they’d need it.

Tammy went outside to talk to Nate about what she’d discovered. She showed him the paper and told him her thoughts, but he was back to being grumbly. Now that she knew it was the disease causing the mood swings, she felt more magnanimous about the griping and snippiness.

And less shocked about the crying. She’d never once seen the man get so much as a misty look to his eyes, so seeing him breaking down and sobbing had been jarring, to say the least.

Since Nate was busy filling water bottles, Tammy wandered around the house, looking for a cellar door. There wasn’t anything visible, so she went back into the house to talk to the children.

“Hey, Carl?” she called from the foot of the stairs. It was just a moment before the kid popped his head over the banister. His face was blotchy, and Tammy wondered if he’d been crying, possibly due to having to leave the last place he’d felt safe. She swallowed hard.

“Do you know if your GG had a root cellar?” she asked. His frown told her he didn’t know what she was talking about. “Like a place that goes underground. A basement, or—”

“Behind the barn,” he said, though he shook his head. “We’re not ‘sposed to go in there though. GG always said there was bad things in it.”

That caused Tammy to frown herself. “Oh, okay,” she told him as she started to walk away. “Thanks.” He nodded and went back to whatever he was doing.

Probably reminiscing. Poor kid.

She went back outside and headed toward the barn. She passed Nate, who seemed bent on ignoring her, but she prayed out loud as she passed. Loud enough for him to hear.

“Okay, Father, we need food, so I’m counting on You to provide for us. Let this cellar be filled with things we can easily carry.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Nate glance up, but she continued on her way. It seemed that she aggravated him when he was in the bad mood, so she decided she’d avoid him as much as possible until his mood switched. She wondered if he’d ever have a happy mood with the disease and prayed that it would happen.

As she approached the barn, Tammy thought about what Chrissy had said, that she needed to be praying more. Since the Lord seemed to be answering her prayers, she decided that she would make sure Nate heard them. Well, most of them. The prayers she sent up about keeping her from strangling her husband in his sleep probably didn’t need to be shared.

That was one area she felt like she could do better… praying. It seemed she talked to the Lord a lot, but she didn’t spend much time listening. Prayer and meditation, she told herself. Especially the meditation.

The barn looked like it was barely keeping upright—worm eaten boards, peeling paint, and big holes where wood was completely missing. The doors looked like they hadn’t been opened in decades, the hinges so rusted they bled copper down the sides. She was glad she didn’t have to go into the structure.

Tammy went around to the back and frowned at all the mess. Debris was strewn about—tumbling stacks of lumber, some sort of rusting engine, a golf cart lying on its side and the carcass of an old truck with weeds growing through the body.

Behind some ancient-looking farm equipment that was so weather-worn it looked like it was going to crumble into rusty dust, was a patch of wildflowers. It was so out of place amongst all the rubble that Tammy had a sneaky suspicion it was hiding the door she was looking for. If she hadn’t been told where to look, she wouldn’t have glanced twice at the area, other than to say, “Oh, pretty flowers.”

She had to shove aside an old metal toolbox that was missing its lid and push a wheelbarrow with a flat tire out of the way just to get to the flower patch. But once she had the area cleared, she pushed through the flowers, sneezing as the pollen dusted her face, and saw what looked like newer wood underneath. If she hadn’t known better, she would have thought it was just a piece of plywood lying amongst all the other discarded items. Clearing dirt and dead leaves away, she saw a handle.

And there was a rather old combination lock on a hasp.

Tammy pulled the piece of paper she’d found out of her shorts pocket and entered the numbers in groups of two, leaving off the zero at the end. She was thrilled when it opened after a hard yank.

The hinges creaked like a door in a cheesy haunted house movie, making her giggled nervously. Cobwebs parted as she pushed the door all the way open, and she stared into the entrance. She really, really hated spiders. And snakes. And centipedes. Pretty much anything that crawled. She swallowed hard, then squeezed her eyes shut.

Okay, Lord, gonna need Your help. You know how much this is gonna freak me out, so please go before me and clear out anything that might bite. Or sting… or just touch me, cuz yuck!

She almost laughed when a strong breeze came up from behind her and blew the cobwebs out of the way, sticking them to the sides of the beams leading down the stairs. The entryway looked almost clean. She did laugh then.

“Thanks, Dad,” she murmured, then sighed. “Don’t suppose You’d wanna light the place up, would You?” The stairs stayed dark, though she really was expecting Him to just illuminate the place. He was being so faithful in answering her prayers.

“Darn,” she said, sighing with disappointment. “Well, here goes nothing.”

Carefully avoiding the cobwebs, she put her hand on one of the beams as she started down the steps. She had only gotten to the third step when her hand bumped something hard. Turning to see an old-fashioned oil lantern, Tammy pulled it off the nail it hung from and stared at it. It almost looked like it had been hung there recently, as it wasn’t even dusty. And, thankfully, there weren’t any cobwebs.

She stared at the unfamiliar object. It was old, probably older than her mother. She’d seen something like it on television. Thinking back to one particular movie, she turned the thing around, studying it, remembering how the character in the movie lit his lantern like a candle. And the one in her hands did have a sort of wick in the center of it.

Remembering her recent find, she dug her other hand into her shorts pocket and pulled out one of the boxes of matches. She had to hang the lantern back up to light one, then held her breath as she pushed the glass dome up and put the match to the wick. She’d never lit something like that before and she prayed she didn’t blow herself up. Of course, she told herself that it was entirely possible the thing didn’t even have oil…

It lit immediately.

Tammy laughed as she thanked the Lord again. The light was dim, but there was a little knob on the base, so she turned it, grinning when the light grew brighter.

Holding the lantern up and in front of her, she proceeded down the rest of the steps, surprised at how deep the cellar was. It had to be a good ten feet underground and she was amazed at how cool it was, almost as if it had central air conditioning.

As she walked forward, she felt even more shock at the sheer size of the cellar. The barn was a huge structure, large enough to be a small aircraft hangar, and it seemed the cellar went under at least half of it. She wondered how in the world people had dug out such a space, and thought maybe they’d dug it first, then built the barn on top. Remembering the falling-down barn, she glanced up and was thankful to see that the cellar roof had been reinforced with wood beams. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about a cave in.

Typical of most “tornado alley” cellars, there were a few cots along the wall, the mattresses rolled up and sealed in big garbage bags. That made sense, she thought, since the cellar was damp. Anything cloth would get moldy quickly.

She moved around slowly, looking at everything, trying to determine if there was something they could use for their journey. Boxes labeled “pots and pans,” “dishes,” and “soap” filled one shelf, while another shelf had Mason jars filled with what looked like nuts, bolts, screws and the like. She thought that was a strange thing to horde in a cellar, but she dismissed it when the lantern’s light caught the shelves on the back wall.

It was floor to ceiling, filled with plastic tubs, but it was the labels on the tubs that caught her eye.

“Dairy,” said one. “Pork.” “Beef.” Numerous tubs were labeled with the names of different vegetables.

Tammy moved to the shelves and set her lantern on the ground, then pulled one of the tubs off. She was disappointed by how little it weighed, obviously being mostly empty. But when she popped open the lid, she let out a squeal of delight.

It was nearly full of freeze-dried packages.

She pulled tub after tub off the shelves, finding all the same thing—they were all filled with packages of freeze-dried food. Lightweight, incredibly long shelf-life, and easy to carry. Even the kids could carry a dozen pounds’ worth of food, since it weighed a fraction of that once it was dried.

Tammy left her discovery and went to find Nate. The man apparently had finished filling their water bottles and she went into the house to find him. He was sitting at the dining table, staring out the window. She thought that was odd, but she didn’t mention it.

“Hey,” she said by way of greeting. He seemed to startle, and he looked at her with wide eyes. She motioned out the window, toward the barn.

“I found a cellar,” she told him, “filled with freeze-dried food,” she added with a grin. “More than enough for five people for months. The Lord sure answered that prayer.”

Instead of having the excitement that she felt, he just nodded. Tammy couldn’t help but frown at his lack of reaction, but then wondered if this was just another one of the mood swings—this one “apathy.” At least it was better than anger.

The kids must have heard her talking, because they came down the stairs then, carrying their belongings in plastic grocery bags. Tammy smiled at them.

“Do you guys want to see something cool?” she asked. The girls just stared at her, but Carl nodded a bit reluctantly.

“C’mon,” she told them as she started out of the dining room. “You too, honey,” she called back to Nate, who seemed to startle out of his thoughts once again. He rose, though, without further prompting.

Tammy led them to the cellar and had to coax the kids to go down the stairs. She’d left the lantern on, hanging from another nail at the bottom of the stairs, so at least it wasn’t dark, but the kids seemed afraid of the area for some reason. She asked why.

“GG said it was haunted,” Carl told her, his cheeks coloring. “I never believed it though,” he quickly added with what Tammy was sure was false bravado.

She smiled at him. “I’m sure you didn’t.” She stepped down the stairs and pulled the lantern off the nail as she went. When she reached the bottom, she turned and held the lantern up so the others could see.

“I was down here for a little while and didn’t see any ghosts,” she assured the kids. “Or even any spiders. But I did pray first and ask the Lord to clear it out.”

That seemed to reassure the girls, at least, and they moved cautiously down the steps with Carl following and Nate bringing up the rear. She glanced at her husband, relieved to see that he seemed to have come out of his stupor somewhat. And he didn’t look angry.

Tammy motioned to the back of the cellar. “Over here,” she said with a smile over her shoulder. “Look what the Lord provided for us!” She waved her hand at the tubs on the floor. She’d only pulled down a few and the shelves were still lined with more. It was more than enough food for their trip, she thought.

Nate made a noncommittal grunt which surprised her a bit. Tammy figured it was because she’d given the Lord credit. Of course, her religion-hating husband would find fault with that, she thought with a touch of sorrow. If only he’d realize that it was about having a relationship with the Lord. But, the best she could do was improve her own relationship with Him and continue to pray out loud so that Nate would see how the Lord was answering her prayers.

The kids were a lot more impressed with the find, however, and they dug through the tubs like they were opening Christmas presents. Lou found a package that caused her to gasp—one of only two sounds the girl had made so far. She showed it to Carl, who grinned when he read it.

He glanced up at Tammy. “Salt water taffy,” he said with a laugh. “GG always kept bags of it for us.” His face fell then, obviously feeling the grief at losing a favored loved one all over again.

“Well, we need to find something that we can use to carry all this food!” Tammy said, keeping her voice overly chipper as she changed the subject. Nate glanced at her with an annoyed look. She gave him a toothy grin in response.

Great. Grumpy Nate is back.

Lou leaned over and whispered something to her brother, who nodded. Tammy was surprised; she’d thought the girls might have been traumatized so much that they were mute, but it seemed it was selective. Carl smiled at his sister and nodded. The girl stood, glanced at Nate and then Tammy, then skirted around them and ran up the cellar stairs.

Tammy looked back at Carl. “Where is she going?”

Carl glanced at the cellar entrance. “To the house. She said there were still some of GG’s purses in her closet.” He shrugged. “Figured we could use those to carry the food.”

Tammy nodded. Handbags weren’t going to carry very many food packages. What they needed were more backpacks, or better, duffel bags.

“I’m afraid we’re gonna need something bigger than purses,” she told Carl. He glanced at the pack of food in his hands, then tilted his head, considering. He nodded.

“Yeah, you’re right,” he said with a defeated sound.

“Well, Lord,” Tammy said with a slight sigh, “You provided the food and blessed us with being able to refill our water bottles, now You need to give us a way to carry all this food. We have a long way to go.” She ignored the scowl Nate shot at her and pulled another tub off the shelf, popping the lid.

She laughed immediately, causing Carl, Sissy and Nate to look at her in question. She motioned to the tub. “Look.” The kids stood from where they’d been squatting and walked over to her. Carl laughed, and even Sissy made a sound of surprise. Apparently, Nate’s curiosity got the better of him, as he, too, walked over to peer in.

The tub contained four duffel bags, and they all had two straps, so they could be slung over the back and worn like a backpack. There was no doubt the Lord Himself had put them there. Tammy said as much.

“Yeah right,” Nate snorted, his lip curled up. He glanced at Tammy. “You really think God put that there?” he asked sarcastically.

Tammy forced her expression to remain pleasant, but it was very difficult. “Yeah, I do,” she said with a nod, waving her hand over the tub. “I’m certain that the Creator of the entire universe could provide us with whatever it is we need.” She turned her back on him and pulled out a duffel, examining it.

She heard Nate suck in a breath, then turn on his heel and walk to the stairs. Tammy dropped the duffel back in the tub as she frowned after him, watching as he stomped up the steps.

“What’s wrong with him?” Carl asked. Tammy shrugged as she glanced down at the boy.

“He, uh, he’s having a hard time believing in Jesus,” she said, putting her hands up in a helpless gesture.

Carl nodded with a sage look that made Tammy want to chuckle. “Dad was the same way,” he said. “Mom too, but she got saved and baptized,” he said with a grin. “Couple months after, Dad gave in.” His grin faded as another sad look crossed his face.

“Wasn’t much later that they were in a car accident.”

Tammy made a noise of distress and put her arm around the boy’s shoulders. He stiffened at first, but then relaxed into her. “I’m sorry, sweetie,” she said, then held out a hand to Sissy. She didn’t expect the girl to take it, but was surprised when she reached for it, curling her small fingers around Tammy’s.

“At least you know that they’re with the Lord in Heaven now,” she said with a smile. She knew it wasn’t much to comfort children who might not really understand the concept, but it was all she could say.

Carl nodded. “Yeah. Guess it’s kinda a good thing they’re not here now. Now with… stuff the way it is.” A shrug lifted his narrow shoulders. Tammy gave him a soft squeeze.

“That’s true,” she said, surprised at the young boy’s insight. “Sometimes I think it would be nice if we weren’t here either.”

Carl tilted his head. “When do you think the, uh, the… what’s it called? When Jesus takes us off the ground.”

Tammy smiled. “Teachers have called it the rapture,” she said.

He nodded. “Yeah, that. Shouldn’t it have happened already?”

She shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. Not anymore, anyway. I always thought it was gonna happen before all the trouble started, but now I think it’s not happening until… uh, the very end.”

Tammy wasn’t sure how much Carl had been taught about the Tribulation Period and she really didn’t want to share what she knew. If they weren’t going to be “taken off the ground” any time soon, she knew they were facing some really difficult times.

But the Lord will be faithful. He always was. It was believers who faltered, who feared and worried and stumbled when things didn’t turn out the way they’d thought they would or should.

It made her wonder how many had fallen away from their beliefs already, since the rapture hadn’t happened yet. Most of those she’d known had. It made her heart ache to think about and said a quick prayer that they’d return to the Lord… and especially that they wouldn’t take the mark of the beast when the time came for that decision.

Lou came back down the steps then, carrying three handbags. Carl smiled at his sister, then motioned to the tub. “Look what God gave us,” he said as she stepped closer. “Since there’s only four big bags, I think God wanted Sissy to carry one of them purses.” He pulled out a duffel. “You and me can carry one of these, cuz we’re bigger.”

Tammy looked at Carl and Lou with a critical eye. They were so thin, she thought one of the bags would pull them right over. She decided to make sure the kids carried the lightest of the packages.

They were busy sorting the foil packs when Nate finally reappeared. He walked down the steps slowly, eyeing them as he approached. Tammy lifted an eyebrow in question, hoping that grouchy Nate was gone. Of course, sad Nate wasn’t any easier to deal with.

“Uh, need some help?” he asked as he squatted next to the tub Carl was sitting beside. The boy grinned at him.

“Yeah, you can help fill the duffel bags Jesus gave us,” he said, turning to give Tammy a cheeky wink. She snorted out a laugh, then cleared her throat to cover it.

“Oh, look,” she said as a distraction from Nate’s suspicious look toward her, “Lima beans. My favorite!” They weren’t, not by a long shot. Nate knew that too, and he frowned at her, then shook his head and chuckled.

Tammy grinned. Oh good! Happy Nate finally showed up!

They all worked together, chatting about nothing important, when Sissy suddenly fell over onto her side, eyes closed. Tammy let out a gasp as she scrambled up to get to her. Carl’s laugh stopped her.

“She does that when she gets tired,” he said, shaking his head with a grin. “Just falls over, asleep.” Another sad look crossed his face then.

“Used to freak Mom out too.”

Sissy couldn’t have been more than five, Tammy thought, and she wondered how old she’d been when her parents had died. She decided she’d ask Carl about it when the girls weren’t around. Every time he mentioned their parents, Lou got such a devastated look that it literally hurt Tammy’s chest to see it.

“Well, maybe we ought to take her into the house and put her in the bed,” Tammy suggested. She’d been surprised to hear that the kids had been sharing that tiny daybed, but since it was the only thing with a mattress in the house, it made sense. It must have been as crowded for them as the little bed in Gerald’s cellar had been for her and Nate.

Carl was protective of his sisters, though, so it was no surprise that he would have made sure he was with them at all times. Tammy thought the protectiveness was a good thing, though she hated the idea of why he’d come to be that way.

Shaking off her dreary thoughts, she pulled out another package of freeze-dried cheese and shoved it into Sissy’s purse. The thing was already full, and she lifted it, thankful that it hardly weighed anything. She’d picked the only purse that was fabric and not imitation leather, as it was the most lightweight. It wouldn’t be waterproof in the least, but since the food was all pack in foil-type envelopes, it wouldn’t matter.

Once the older kids had duffel bags full of vegetables—which were also not too heavy—she and Nate loaded two more with the meats.

“Save some room for water bottles in one of them,” Nate told her as he stood. “I’ll take Sissy to her room and get the backpacks.”

Tammy winced but nodded. That was going to make for a very heavy bag, and she hated that her husband was going to have to carry it.

“God gave the Egyptians water out of a rock when they were in the desert,” Carl said after Nate left, carrying the still-sleeping little girl. She hadn’t even stirred when he picked her up. “Maybe we don’t have to carry so much.”

Tammy smiled at him. “They were actually Hebrews escaping Egypt,” she gently corrected. He shrugged.

“Don’t matter. Still, water outta a rock is pretty cool.”

She nodded. “Yeah, it is.” She gnawed at her lip as she waited for Nate to come back. Thoughts ran through her mind… of trusting, of believing the Lord would provide, of expecting a miracle.

But then she also thought about scripture that said not to tempt the Lord. And how He had warned Joseph of the coming famine and told him to prepare. She knew there were other stories like that as well, where people were warned to be ready for coming disasters. But there were also plenty of scriptures that said to rely on God for all their needs.

If they didn’t have to carry all those water bottles, then he could carry more food. And it wouldn’t be such a burden for him either. Her husband still had deep grooves in his shoulders just from the week he’d been hauling water across the state like a pack mule.

Nate came back down the stairs then with the backpacks. Tammy sucked in a deep breath. Lord, I know You won’t let me down. Please show my husband a true miracle. One he can’t deny… so that he can’t deny You any longer.

Nate knelt next to the duffel bag she’d left space in and unzipped his backpack to pull the water bottles out. She put her hand on his arm.

“Wait, honey,” she said as she slid her hand down to his hand, then stuck out her other hand to Carl, wiggling her fingers. He frowned in confusion, but he took it.

“Get Lou’s hand, and Lou, you hold Nate’s other hand.” The girl got wide eyes and turned to her brother, who nodded.

“It’s okay,” he said softly. “Nate won’t hurt you.” He shot a glare at Nate then, as if to say, “You better not.” Nate watched as her husband’s lips twitched, but he nodded encouragingly at the little girl, who tentatively reached out and put her hand in his. Nate didn’t close his hand, Tammy noticed, probably because he didn’t want Lou to think she was trapped.

He’s such a good man. At least he was when he wasn’t having the anger mood swings.

“We’re gonna pray,” she said. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Nate stiffen, but she started praying before he could say anything.

“Lord, You’ve provided so much for us thus far,” she said, “and we thank You for all You’ve done. This food is so wonderful, and we know that You led GG to stock her cellar because You knew that we’d be here this day, needing it. And You provided the means to carry that food, so we thank You for that too.

“But now we’re asking You to provide the water we need for our journey so that Nate doesn’t have to lug around all that weight. It’s a burden, Father, and one that we know isn’t necessary, because You will provide for all the needs of Your children. You are the Creator, after all, and we know that You can make water come from a rock, if You wish. You have before,” she added with a laugh.

“So, we’re gonna trust You and only take one water bottle each, knowing You’ll provide what we need.” Nate sucked in a breath at that and squeezed her hand rather hard.

“Yeah, Jesus,” Carl added. “We know You’ll take care of us, cuz You said You would. You made the water anyway, so it ain’t no big deal for You to give us some when we need it.”

“Amen,” Lou whispered, startling Tammy. Nate, too, jerked slightly.

“Amen!” Tammy said with a grin. She looked at the kids, winking, then turned to Nate.

“Well, that should relieve your burden quite a bit!” she said cheerfully. He narrowed his eyes at her, but she just continued smiling.

“‘Trust in the Lord with all your heart and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight.’”

Tammy whipped her head to Carl, shocked to hear the child quoting from Proverbs. He grinned at her, shrugging.

“GG made us memorize a Bible verse every week. Had to, if we wanted any taffy.”

Tammy laughed. “I think your GG was a very smart woman. When I get to Heaven, I’m giving her a big ol’ hug.”

Carl smiled softly. “Me too,” he whispered.


Chapter 8

NATHAN ARGUED against leaving the water bottles behind. It was insanity and he couldn’t believe that Tammy would be so naive and stupid to think they could travel with one bottle each. He made his stand clear, but she and the kids pretty much ignored him.

Shockingly, it was Lou who convinced him to give up his fight.

“Jesus is gonna give us water,” she whispered as she put her small hand on Nathan’s shoulder. She’d stood up when he started telling his wife she was insane, and he’d thought he’d frightened the little girl.

There was a pleading look on her face, along with something that said she trusted what Tammy had said, that the “Lord would provide.” Nathan thought it was rubbish, but he wasn’t going to be the one to destroy a child’s faith. Especially not one so delicate as the little girl who’d obviously been abused.

A heavy sigh left him, and he cocked his neck from side to side to crack it, then smiled at Lou. “Okay,” he said, darting a glance at Tammy, who managed to keep a neutral look on her face. He silently dared her to cheer, or even crack a smile, but to her credit, she didn’t.

They went back into the house and the kids went upstairs to see if they could manage to take a nap with Sissy, while Nathan and Tammy went into the living room. There was a ratty-looking chair in one corner and a small loveseat that looked like gallons of fruit juice had been spilled on it over the years. Apparently, the neighbors didn’t think the furniture was good enough to steal.

“I’ll take the chair,” Tammy said as she moved over to it, then dragged it closer to the fireplace. Nathan wondered why she would do that, since it was far too hot in the house to need a fire, but then she sat and propped her feet up on the hearth.

“Okay,” he said as he settled on the loveseat, “but we’ll switch after an hour or so. That way we can both stretch out for a little while at least.” She didn’t reply and Nathan looked at her, smiling when he saw that she was already asleep. It didn’t take long for him to follow.

NATHAN WAS awakened by someone patting his face. He frowned, batting away the offensive intrusion. He felt like he’d just gotten to sleep and needed at least two days more.

“Mister man,” a little voice whispered. “Mister man. Wake up! You gots to hurry. Please, Mister man…”

Nathan forced his eyes to open and turned to see Lou standing next to him, a worried look on her face. He blinked a few times, then sat up, rubbing his face. After yawning, he looked back at her. The girl was dancing back and forth from foot to foot.

“What’s the matter, honey?” he asked, careful to keep his voice low and soothing. The child startled worse than a yearling doe.

Her eyes darted toward the window. Nathan glanced over to see the barn in the distance. She looked back at him.

“Um, we sorta locked Sissy in the cellar.”

“Huh?” Nathan was completely awake at her admission. “What do you mean?”

The girl’s cheeks colored, and she stared at the floor near her feet. “Carl and me went back to the cellar to see if there was more candy,” she said in a near whisper. “We gots some more bags and then we was gonna go back to the house and Carl said we had to lock the door, ‘case them bad people wanna come steal GG’s food.” Her voice cracked a little and Nathan told himself to be patient, to wait for her to get the story out in her time.

“Carl put the lock back on and then we heard Sissy crying. Guess she woke up from her nap and snuck down there. We didn’t see her!” she wailed.

Nathan put his hand out, careful to be gentle as he awkwardly patted the girl’s shoulder. Comforting a child was out of his realm of expertise and he looked over at Tammy, but the woman was still out. She’d always been a heavy sleeper and he knew she was as tired as he was after walking throughout the night and then being up for most of the day.

“Okay, okay, don’t cry,” he told the girl. “We’ll see what we can do to get her out. Don’t worry. It’s okay.”

He stood then and stretched, trying to work the kinks out of his spine. The loveseat had been far too short for his frame, but at least it was better than sleeping in the chair. He walked over and jostled Tammy.

“Tammy, wake up,” he said as he lightly shook her by the shoulder. She moaned but didn’t open her eyes.

“Honey, you need to wake up,” he continued as he shook her a bit harder. That time, she shifted, curling up in the chair like a child.

“She sleeps like Sissy,” Lou said. Nathan glanced at her, giving her a small smile.

“Yeah, she’s really tired.” So am I, he thought, but the kids needed help, so sleep would have to come later. He glanced at the window again, realizing that the sun was low on the horizon. Well, later tomorrow I guess, he thought with a sigh.

It took a firmer shake, to the point he nearly jerked her out of the chair before she finally woke up. “Wha… whazz wrong?” she slurred, looking around in confusion. Her eyes focused on Lou, and she frowned.

“What’s wrong, sweetie?”

The girl immediately started crying again, blubbering her story. Nathan had to translate and once he did, Tammy was on her feet and out the door.

They ran to the barn and saw Carl with a piece of metal, trying to pry the lock off the chain on the door of the cellar. He looked their way and Nathan frowned at the panicked expression on his face.

“Hey, it’s okay,” he told the kid as he approached, taking the bar out of his hands before he hurt himself. “We’ll get her out. It’s okay.”

“No, you don’t understand!” he shouted. “I… I left the lantern on,” he admitted with a sob. “I forgot about it and I think Sissy dropped it. The cellar might be on fire!”

That made Nathan’s heart lurch, but he shook his head. “No, lanterns have safety features. It can’t just—”

“It’s one of those old ones,” Tammy reminded him, a stricken look on her face. “Before they had regulations. Like fifties style.”

Nathan cursed with such a foul word that Tammy pursed her lips. He ignored her look and he leaned over to grab the padlock, yanking on it as hard as he could, but it was solid. He straightened to see Tammy digging in her pockets, growing more frantic as she checked and rechecked them.

“I had the combination for the lock!” she cried. “And now it’s not here! I don’t remember any of the numbers!”

“Go back to the house and look around the chair!” he yelled. Tammy spun on her heel and sprinted in the direction of the house while he took the bar that Carl had been using and tried prying the lock himself. It wouldn’t budge.

The chain securing the door was huge, the type they used to tow semitrucks or airplanes. The lock, as well, was old, but very sturdy. He doubted even bolt cutters would get through it, but it was worth a try.

“Are there any tools around here?” he asked Carl. The kid had tears streaming down his face, leaving clean tracks in the dirt. He shook his head.

“Think the neighbors got ‘em all.”

Nathan cursed again. “How about something I can use to smash the lock?” He gave up trying to pry the lock off and instead moved to the side of the door to try to pry it up from the hinges. Of course, the thing was built with the hinges on the inside, but he hoped he could splinter the wood enough to get it open.

Carl ran around the area, digging in the weeds, looking for something they could use. Nathan’s throat worked when he heard Sissy’s frightened cries, muffled through the door.

“It’s okay, honey!” he called out. “The floor is dirt and that won’t catch on fire. It’ll be okay!” He felt like a horrible liar, since the shelves were all made of wood, as well as the beams going across the roof. If those caught on fire, there was a very good chance the whole cellar would cave in, burying the little girl.

Tammy came flying around the house then. “I can’t find it!” she cried. “What are we gonna do?”

Nathan yelled in frustration and threw the bar away. It clanged against the side of the barn and nearly hit Carl, who looked up, a fearful look on his face. Nathan shook his head.

“Sorry,” he muttered then turned to Tammy. “There’s no way to get the door open without opening the lock.” He hated admitting defeat, but there wasn’t anything he could do…

“Wait,” he said, then winced as he ran a hand over the back of his neck. It was a nervous habit, he knew, a tell-tale sign that he was feeling out of sorts. He’d been doing it a lot lately. “It’s a crazy idea,” he admitted, “but at this point, it’s all I’ve got.”

“What?” Tammy said, frustration in her voice.

He stared down at the wood door. It was barely more than a piece of plywood and there wasn’t any reason why it should be so difficult to get through. He looked back at Tammy.

“We could burn the door.”

Her eyes widened and she turned back to stare at the wood, then shook her head. “I guess you didn’t notice that it’s only wood on the outside,” she said, looking back at him. “The inside is sheet metal.”

Nathan groaned. “Guess that’s why I couldn’t pry it off,” he sighed. Carl came running up to them then.

“I can’t find anything,” he said, “‘cept an old toolbox, but I don’t think it’s heavy enough to break the lock.”

Tammy cleared her throat then, a choking sound. She reached out and grabbed Lou’s hand, then Carl’s. “Grab his hand, honey,” she told Nathan. “We’re gonna pray the Lord opens this lock for us.”

Nathan couldn’t help but flick his eyes skyward. They were wasting precious time, time he didn’t think Sissy had. If those beams caught fire…

Tammy gave up waiting on him and started praying. “Lord, we need Your help! Please open this lock so we can get to Sissy. And keep her safe until we do. Don’t let her be afraid. Hurry, Father!”

Nathan turned and started to run off to the house, determined to find something he could use to smash that lock open, though he was afraid it was going to take a sledgehammer that he was sure wasn’t available. He made a mental note to stop on their journey and punch out the thieving neighbors.

He’d just gotten a dozen yards away when he heard excited exclamations and glanced over his shoulder. What he saw stopped him so suddenly, he almost fell over. He stared back at the sight of his wife and the kids.

And the open cellar door.

His feet felt like he was wearing cement shoes as he walked back to them. Tammy was already down the stairs and Nathan noticed tendrils of smoke drifting up through the door. It wasn’t a lot of smoke, thankfully.

Carl and Lou were bobbing up and down next to the door and he knew that Tammy had told them to wait for her. It was just moments before his wife appeared with a huge grin on her face… and a thumb-sucking Sissy in her arms.

“She’s just fine!” she called out as they ascended the stairs. “Just like Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego, she doesn’t even smell like smoke!” she laughed as she set the girl down.

Nathan had a flicker of memory at those names, knowing he’d heard them before, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Something he’d heard as a child, he thought. Maybe he’d ask Tammy about it later.

Whatever it was, Carl knew, because he laughed. “That’s cuz Jesus was in the fire with her!”

That comment made Nathan grit his teeth. Not that again…

His eyes were drawn to the open cellar door then. He could see the metal Tammy had mentioned. It was thick and was attached to the hinges on the inside of the frame. The wood was just a covering, he realized. There would have been no way he could have pried that thing up. It would have taken a cutting torch or a plasma cutter.

The chain was still looped through the handle, and he stared at it for a moment. The links were as thick as his forefinger, and each ring was as long as his hand. Again, no way to get through it without power tools or incendiary heat.

He looked down to see the lock in the weeds. There was no way it could have been broken into, he realized, probably not even with a sledgehammer. It was massive, as big as his fist, likely made of hardened steel. Something created to make sure it couldn’t be cut. Or smashed. Yet, it was open.

Nathan couldn’t explain it.

“Some things are unexplainable except by God’s hand…”

The voice in his head made him startle and he looked, wondering who’d spoken. But it was a male voice, a rather deep one. There was no way it could have been Tammy or Carl.

“Great, more craziness from the CJD,” he muttered to himself. The others didn’t hear him, as they were busy fussing over Sissy. The little girl was smiling around her thumb, seemingly unshaken by her experience.

Carl asked her if she was okay as he patted her down, like he was feeling for injuries. She pulled her thumb out of her mouth then and grinned at her brother.

“Jesus was with me,” she said. It was the first time Nathan had heard her speak. Judging by the twin looks on her siblings’ faces, it apparently was an anomaly.

Carl laughed as he hugged her. “That’s what I thought. ‘Member GG always said Jesus protects us when we ask.”

The thumb went back into Sissy’s mouth and Nathan wondered if she was thinking the same thing he was—if “Jesus” protected people, why wasn’t He there when the kids were getting abused? Why wasn’t He there when Tammy was suffering so much at the hands of her self-righteous evil-minded father?

Because He doesn’t exist, he told himself with gritted teeth.

After making sure the fire was out—which had burned two full shelves and melted several empty tubs—they secured the cellar door once more and went to the water pump to get some “washing up water” at Tammy’s insistence.

“We might not be able to take baths or showers right now,” she told the grumbling kids as she made them scrub their faces, hands and arms, “but we can at least try to be as clean as possible. Cleanliness is next to godliness!”

Carl rolled his eyes at her. “That ain’t in the Bible.”

Tammy grinned at him. “I know it isn’t, but it’s a good principle. Remember that even Jesus washed His disciples’ feet.”

Sissy stuck her foot out. “Wash mine,” she told Carl, making them all laugh.

AFTER THE near disaster in the cellar, Sissy came out of her mute shell and talked non-stop. Nathan was almost wishing the little girl would go back to her silent state when she started asking ridiculous questions as they plodded along across fields and pastures.

“How come I can’t see my eyes?”

“You can,” Tammy told the little girl. “You just have to look in the mirror.”

“Why do dogs gots tails, but people don’t gots them?”

“Cuz we’re not animals, silly,” Lou told her sister. Nathan kept his mouth shut, reserving judgment on that.

“How come the stars don’t fall down?”

Nathan started to answer that one with an explanation of space and gravity that would have been over her head and would hopefully shut her up for a bit, but Carl beat him to it.

“Cuz God keeps them in the sky where He wants them.”

Nathan’s jaw was starting to ache.

He thought traveling with Tammy was an exercise in patience with her need for frequent stops, but the kids—especially the girls—made their journey move along at a snail’s pace. In the winter. Through frozen mud. On a bicycle. With flat tires.

Nathan’s patience was nearing the end when Lou said she needed to “potty.”

“You just went half an hour ago!” he snapped at her. Ten hours before, his tone would have made the girl shrink away, but now she just shrugged.

“Gotta go,” she said simply.

Tammy chuckled and she dropped her duffel bag next to Nathan, while the others did the same. “C’mon, honey,” she said to Lou as she held out her hand. She was already holding Sissy’s hand, so she led the two little girls off into a thicket.

Carl watched them and called out, “Watch for sna—”

“Shh!” Nathan said as he clapped his hand over the kid’s mouth. Carl looked up at him with wide eyes.

“Do not mention snakes,” Nathan murmured as he released the kid’s mouth. “Or spiders. Or any bugs, really.” He shook his head. “Girls are kinda… weird about those things. Just let them pee and hope nothing is out there.”

Carl grinned at him, the moonlight catching his teeth, making them shine. Nathan looked up at the sky, at the waning moon. He wished he had some sort of an idea which stars were which and where they should be at certain times of the year. He could only guesstimate it was August, but he really had no idea what the day was. When everything fell apart, it didn’t seem to matter much any longer.

It was funny, the things they used to think were so important. Like getting tickets to the Indy races every year. Hoping the Hoosiers beat Purdue. Worrying over taxes and high utility bills. Wanting to get a bigger, better, newer… whatever.

Now they were happy to make it through another day.

Nathan supposed “happy” wasn’t the right word. There wasn’t anything pleasing about their life now, not by a longshot. He couldn’t even say they were content. There was never enough rest to be had, or enough safety. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been able to fully relax. And until they got to Gerald’s, they hadn’t had enough food. At least they had enough now, thanks to the stash at the farmhouse.

But they sure didn’t have enough water.

He was still angry about that, about letting Tammy and the kids bully him into not bringing the water bottles. He was blaming the CJD for making him so soft; otherwise, he would have told them all to shove their stupid religious beliefs where the sun didn’t shine and packed the bottles.

Nathan shrugged his shoulders then, huffing out a small laugh when he realized his back and neck seemed to be thankful for the lighter load.

The girls took long enough that Nathan was about to go after them, but they finally reappeared from out of the thicket. Strangely, Sissy was in the lead with Lou and Tammy following. So far, the youngest never ventured away from her siblings or Tammy, but she was a good couple of yards ahead of them. When he realized why, he thought his heart was going to seize.

A man had Tammy by the throat.

He was behind Tammy with his arm wrapped around her front. Even in the pale light, Nathan could tell by the way his wife was walking that the man had something pressed against her back, some sort of weapon.

As they drew closer, Sissy bolted for Carl, who wrapped his arm around her, tucking her into his side. Lou started to run ahead as well, but the man growled for her to stop. The girl immediately obeyed, which was strange for a six-year-old. Nathan wondered again just what the girl had gone through, what kind of punishment she’d suffered for not being obedient in the past.

The man jerked on Tammy, pulling her to a stop. “Put your hands up,” he told Nathan. He did so, slowly.

“It’s okay, man,” Nathan told him in a soothing voice. “We’re not gonna do anything. Just let her go.” He called on the negotiator training he’d had with the police department in “talking down” suiciders and terrorists. Keep your voice steady and soft. Be friendly. Try to soothe them…

“Don’t move,” the guy growled, though Nathan hadn’t taken a step. He glanced down at Carl, noticing the kid had moved closer to him, close enough that he was against his side.

“We’re good,” Nathan told him. “No one’s gonna do anything,” he repeated. He noticed the guy wasn’t wearing a Neos uniform, at least, but he seemed as crazy as those belonging to that group did.

Maybe even more so.

“Daddy, I’m scared,” Carl whimpered as he snuggled even closer. That caught Nathan off-guard, and he stiffened for a second, wondering if the trauma of the situation had triggered something in the kid. But then he felt Carl’s hand slide up under his shirt, to the waistband.

Where his gun was.

Nathan wasn’t sure how he felt about the kid reaching for his weapon, but truthfully, he had nothing to offer himself, other than trying to keep a desperate, crazy person from losing his cool completely with just his voice.

“It’s okay… son,” Nathan said awkwardly. He glanced down at Carl, impressed to see the kid acting like he was terrified. Of course, he told himself, the kid probably was terrified that his sisters were going to be hurt, or worse. He was probably worried about Tammy as well. The kids all seemed to have taken to her.

He looked back at the man, his eyes flickering over Tammy. He was surprised to see that she didn’t look as frightened as even Carl did; in fact, his wife looked downright angry. Her eyes flashed in the moonlight and Nathan knew what she was saying—Take this guy out, now!

But he couldn’t make a move without risking her getting hurt. Whatever the man was holding at her back was most likely sharp, since Tammy had her back arched quite a bit, as if trying not to be impaled.

Carl slid the gun up a little bit, but it got caught on the fabric. The kid tugged a little harder and Nathan was thankful it wasn’t a revolver; otherwise, he might have been missing a chunk out of his backside.

The kid slid the gun free just as the man said, “I want all them packs you got there.” He nodded toward the duffel bags behind them. “Hand ‘em over and I might let you live.” He grinned then, and even in the pale light, Nathan could see the man had a severe lack of dental hygiene.

“All right,” Nathan said. “Just don’t hurt the girls, okay? Just let us go on our way—”

“Shut up!” the man said. “I give the orders.”

Nathan didn’t speak then, not wanting to aggravate the man, but he nodded. Carl whimpered as he moved behind him, then sobbed loudly to cover the distinctive click of a round being chambered in the nine-millimeter.

The man started to speak, but Nathan spoke up first. “The boy is… uh, special,” he said. “He doesn’t understand.”

The man sneered at that, but he just jerked his head toward the duffels. “Get ‘em and bring ‘em over here,” he instructed. Nathan nodded, but before he could move, he heard Carl murmuring.

“Please Lord, let my aim be as good as David’s. I need to hit this Goliath in the forehead too.”

When Nathan realized what the kid meant, he turned to tell him “No!” because the last thing he wanted was some kid shooting a gun anywhere near Tammy. But before he could say anything, Carl stepped out from behind him and pulled the trigger.

The man fell flat on his back, a bullet wound in the middle of his forehead.

The girls burst into tears and Tammy hugged them to her, shielding them from the sight of the dead man. Carl rushed forward to comfort his sisters as well, but Nathan had the presence of mind to snatch the gun out of his hand. Carl grinned back at him.

“Almost forgot about that.”

Nathan scowled at him, then looked at weapon. His eyes widened as he saw that the safety was still on. He doubted Carl’d had the presence of mind to engage it, since he’d admitted he’d forgotten about having the gun.

He shook his head, wondering how the weapon had fired, but his wife stepped toward him since Carl had his sisters in a hug, so he tucked the gun back into his waistband, then reached out for her. She still looked angry, though relieved. He held her close, shaking from the fear—and the feeling of helplessness.

After a long while, Nathan turned, tucking Tammy into his side, his arm slung protectively over her shoulders. He wasn’t sure his heart was going to beat normally for a long time. A very long time.

“Where in the world’d you learn to shoot like that?” he asked Carl, who had both sisters clinging to him. The boy grinned.

“Movies. Video games. That was the first time I ever shot a real gun though,” he admitted.

Nathan felt his mouth drop open; that shot would have been impressive for the best of marksmen. He doubted he himself would have been that accurate. It was mostly dark, for one thing, and for another—three inches to the right would have made the difference in killing the assailant… or hitting Tammy.

And that thought angered him, greatly.

“Then why in the h—” Tammy elbowed him in the ribs, and he paused to suck in a breath. He’d been about to go off on the kid who had likely just saved all their lives.

He let the breath out in a slow sigh. “Why did you take the risk of hitting Tammy then?” He thought he’d managed to keep his tone calm, but Tammy nudged him again.

Carl shrugged. “I knew the Lord would do the aiming,” he said simply. “I just had to be willing to pull the trigger.”

Nathan frowned at that, but he didn’t say anything. Tammy, however, spoke up.

“Well, thank you for being so faithful, sweetie.” She stepped away from Nathan then, and he had to fight back the urge to yank her back to him. She wrapped her arms around the three children, who all seemed to soak in the attention.

Nathan realized with a pang that Tammy would have been a good mother. She was kind and considerate, putting their needs before her own. And she’d shown immense patience when she’d sat and brushed the girls’ matted hair, which had taken hours of gentle tugging and coaxing. He would have just hacked it all off and been done with it.

They’d decided early in their marriage to get financially stable before starting a family. They both wanted good jobs with steady income and benefits, to save enough money for a down payment on a house, and to pay off their cars. All those plans had fallen apart one after another as real life took over and so did the family planning.

Now he was glad it had. The crazy world they found themselves in was no place to raise a family. It was a shame the kids now in their care were likely going to have to suffer through even worse than what they had that night.

Nathan started worrying about Carl, about how he would react once the realization hit him that he had killed a man. Nathan himself had never been in that situation, though he knew a few fellow officers who had. One of them ended up quitting the force over it.

“Are you okay?” Tammy asked the kid, as if mirroring his thoughts. “I mean—” she turned and glanced down at the man and the dark puddle forming under his head in the parched earth.

She turned back to Carl. “You killed a man,” she said gently. “It’s okay,” she quickly added. “He was going to hurt—”

“Nah, it’s fine,” Carl said with another nonchalant shrug. “When he first walked out with you, I started prayin’. God told me he was a bad guy and not one of His kids, that he wasn’t gonna ‘cept Him, ever. It was okay to kill him.”

Tammy laughed and hugged the kid closer while Nathan rolled his eyes. Great, now I have another religious nut to deal with.

The rest of the evening went much better after that, since the girls seemed more reluctant to ask for “potty breaks.” Of course, the lessening breaks were also due to having to conserve their water, since they only had one bottle each, he thought with gritted teeth. Stupid.

When the girls started dance-walking, though, Tammy insisted on taking them behind a bush, while Nathan demanded she take the smaller handgun with her.

Of course, the stubborn woman protested, saying she had her crossbow. “You can’t keep an arrow nocked in it,” he told her, frustration in his tone, “and that isn’t a close-range weapon. Just take the blasted gun, for crying out loud!” Thankfully, she’d listened and even decided afterward to keep it in her pocket.

When the sun started glowing on the horizon, they moved into a thick grove of trees and set up the tent they’d found amongst the camping supplies. They ate their only meal of the day—though Tammy insisted the kids eat frequent snacks to keep up their strength as they walked—and then the girls curled into each other, with Tammy in the middle. All three were softly snoring within moments.

Carl sat next to Nathan, who was propped against two stacked duffels, watching the girls. “Wish I could sleep like that,” the kid murmured. Nathan looked at him in question.

“You have insomnia too?”

Carl nodded. “Yeah, ever since… well, since foster care,” he said with bitterness. Nathan held out the packet of candy that had come in his freeze-dried meal and Carl took one, popping it in his mouth. Nathan picked up his water bottle to take a small sip and frowned; the bottle was nearly full, and he’d been sipping from it all night.

Huh. Guess I wasn’t drinking as much as I thought.

“I had to watch out for them,” Carl said as he chewed. “‘Specially Lou. Mister Walters had a… thing for little girls,” he sneered. “Pig.”

Nathan nodded with his own sneer. “Agreed. Too bad we can’t go back and kick some Walters butt, eh?”

That caused Carl to laugh. “Yeah, that would be nice,” he nodded. “I wasn’t too good at fighting him off.” He pulled his dishwater blonde hair off his forehead then, pointing. Nathan had to lean closer and squint to see what he was pointing at. It was a jagged scar that ran across his hairline.

“That’s from a dresser drawer,” he said. “Mister Walters yanked it out of the dresser and hit me with it when I jumped him from behind. He was gonna…” His face took on a haunted look. He glanced back at Nathan.

“He was in the girls’ room. Getting into Lou’s bed.”

Nathan’s back teeth felt like they were going to crack from the pressure he was exerting on them to keep from saying what he really wanted to say.

“Well, glad you were there to help the girls,” he managed to grit out.

Carl shook his head. “Not always,” he said sadly.

Nathan patted the kid on the knee. “You did all you could, little man. And that—that Walters guy—” what he really wanted to call the guy wasn’t fit for a kids’ ears, “—will get what’s coming to him in the end.”

Carl’s mouth scrunched to the side. “I hope not,” he said. It shocked Nathan.

“Why the hel—why not?” He was starting to think the kid was special.

Carl shrugged again in that careless way only a young teen could. “Don’t want no one going to Hell,” he said as his eyes turned to his sisters again. “I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.” He glanced back at Nathan.

“God wants everyone to come to Him,” he continued, “even the bad guys. Don’t matter what they did, neither. If they ‘cept Jesus, then they get to go to Heaven.”

“But… but that’s…” Nathan didn’t even know how to respond to such a ridiculous statement. Carl laughed.

“I know, sounds crazy. But that’s just how God is. He loves everyone that much. He died for us, you know. For me, for my sisters, for Tammy, for Mister Walters, for that guy back in the field with the bullet hole in his head.”

He turned and stared intently at Nathan. “And for you, too, Nathan. He died for you and He’s just waiting for you to give your live to Him.”

Nathan couldn’t help the snort and was sure the smile that crossed his face was more of a sneer. “And how would you know that, little man?”

It was ludicrous to think that “God”—if He existed—would want criminals, child molesters, and yeah, even a misguided Jew who denied Him all his life, to be in Heaven with Him.

“I know that,” Carl said, “cuz Jesus told me so.”


Chapter 9

HE’S NEVER going to accept the Lord. There isn’t any hope. And the time is short.

“Why do you think that?”

I turn, trying to see who is talking, but the mist surrounding me is too thick. It reminds me of the fog I got lost in when my parents took me to San Francisco as a child. I’d wandered just a little too far from Mother… and then I couldn’t find her. I panicked, crying out, begging her to find me.

Father found me instead.

My mind reels at the memory, of the beating I’d suffered that early morning. I’d had to go to the Sunday School class at the church we were visiting with a bloody nose and a backside so sore I refused to sit.

I was certain the teacher didn’t believe my go-to story of tripping and falling. But she didn’t say anything. Didn’t do anything.

No one ever did.

There’s a light in this mist. I’m sure that’s where the voice came from, and I take a step toward it. But something—or someone—is holding me back, not wanting me to go to the light that beckons me, like a warm fire on a cold winter’s night. There’s love in that light. And healing. Forgiveness.

But the mist doesn’t want me to find it.

“Who are you?” I call out, but I’m not given an answer. Instead, the mist swirls around me, slithering around my legs, wispy tendrils snaking up my sides. I bat at it, but it has no substance, though I know it wants to hold me back.

“I Am,” the voice says simply.

I frown, but I don’t ask for clarity. I pull my leg forward again, but if feels as if I’ve stepped into thick, half-frozen mud. I silently beg my feet to move as the mist rises up my body, I find it’s harder to breathe.

“Don’t give up,” the voice continues. “Keep praying. Nathan will come to Me…”

“Lord?” I call out, my chest aching with the need to get to Him. My heart is the only thing capable of moving now, as the mist has completely surrounded me in a cloying cocoon.

Keep praying,” He says again. I know that voice… it’s my Shepherd! I struggle further, trying to escape the mist as the dark tendrils encompass my body like slithering snakes. It feels… evil. It doesn’t want me getting near the Lord. It wants me to stay where I am, immobile. Incapable. Incapacitated.

Useless.

“Keep praying. If you ask, I will hear and answer…” the voice has faded to little more than a whisper and my throat constricts with emotion. I don’t want Him to leave! I need Him here, with me, to help me. I open my mouth to call out, but no sound escapes me. The tendrils have choked out the last of my breath.

I’m going to die here…

TAMMY’S EYES shot open as she sucked in a gasp of air while looking around frantically. It took a moment to realize that she was in a tent… and surrounded by little arms and legs.

No wonder I thought I was being suffocated, she laughed to herself as she carefully pulled Sissy’s arm off her neck, placing it on the child’s side. Lou was on her other side, her arm across Tammy’s chest and a leg over her thighs. Tammy realized then she wasn’t going to be able to extricate herself without waking the girls up, so she resigned herself to staying put.

The walls of the tent were glowing faintly, and she knew that it must be nearing dusk, signaling the need to prepare for another long night’s walk. She sighed; she was so tired of walking and knew that they still had a very long way to go.

Nate had said they were in Kentucky. That had been a huge disappointment to her; not that she didn’t like the state, but she’d hoped they’d be further along. When she’d asked her husband how long it would take them to get to wherever it was they were supposed to be going, he had hedged, obviously not wanting to share that information. All he’d said was he wanted to make sure they were out of the Midwest before Autumn, before the snow came.

Tammy thought that was a stellar idea, since all they had were short sleeves and short pants.

She turned her head to see Nate slumped against a couple of the duffel bags, sound asleep for once. She grinned when she saw Carl next to him, looking far younger than his thirteen years as he curled in on himself in a fetal position.

It was good to see Nate getting some much-needed rest. The man had a bad habit of not getting enough sleep, feeling the need to stand guard at all times. She knew that was the protector side, but it was making for a very grouchy husband.

His condition, as well, was causing the mood changes, she was sure. He’d said as much when he’d apologized to the kids for his behavior. Since she’d never even heard of his disease that she couldn’t even remember the name of, she had no idea what all was going to happen. One thing for sure was… he was going to die, and soon.

Tammy blinked her eyes furiously at the tears that threatened to spill out. It wouldn’t do any good to cry, not when she knew they were all going to die sooner or later. If the signs were correct—the global economic crash, the Neos coming in and taking over—then, yeah, it was getting really close to the time when they would all die.

Or not… she remembered from the Book of Revelation how it spoke of those who would survive the end times, who would not see death and would be changed to their new bodies, their spiritual bodies. She smiled at that, hoping that would happen to her.

But Nate… a heavy feeling weighed on her then, and she remembered the first part of that dream. She’d been crying, saddened that her husband was never going to accept the Lord. That’s how it seemed, anyway.

And then she’d heard the voice… and she knew with certainty that it had been the Lord. Another grin split her face when she realized that God Himself had spoken to her in a dream.

He’d told her to keep praying, to not give up hope. And He’d said that Nate would come to Him. Her grin widened.

It wasn’t long before the girls awakened, but it was nearly dark when Nate and Carl finally roused. Tammy had been surprised by that—Nate was such a light sleeper that any noise would have him bolting upright, but even the girls talking didn’t wake him. The only time he’d slept so soundly was when Chrissy had appeared to her.

He seemed confused when he awoke as well. Tammy had been watching him at the time while Lou talked about toys that she had at one time—probably before their parents had died. Sissy didn’t seem to remember much about that time and contributed very little to memories of the past. Tammy didn’t blame her; if the child’s past was anything like hers, it was best left in the past.

Nate vigorously scrubbed his face with both hands, as if trying to rub his brain into action. The movement jostled Carl, who then stirred and sat up, equally confused. The kid looked around frantically, relaxing when he saw his sisters were safe and sound, then he turned to Nate and grinned.

“Looks like we both finally slept,” Carl said with a yawn before stretching.

“Yeah,” Nate said, though he seemed a bit disappointed that he had, as if he’d somehow failed them by giving into his exhaustion. Tammy shook her head slightly; the man was so uptight that he squeaked when he walked.

Once everyone was fully awake, they had a meal and drank some water. She wondered if Nate had noticed yet that the water bottles were staying full. It made her grin, the fact that the Lord was yet again miraculously providing for them, even for her husband who continued to deny Him.

For now.

Her heart was light as they took down their tent, packed up their “campsite” and headed out into the night.

Tammy still wondered how Nate knew where to go. She knew they had to head south, because the map they’d gotten at Gerald’s showed the path stopping at the Gulf of Mexico, southeast of Tallahassee at some beach she’d never heard of. But other than that, she was clueless.

At least with a moon in the sky, she knew they were heading south, since the moon was to their left. Of course, that would change as the moon rose higher… and then there would be the nights when the moon wasn’t out at all, or behind clouds. It was hard enough, walking through unknown terrain with nothing but the moon’s glow to guide them, but once it was truly dark… she wasn’t looking forward to that. Not at all.

She thought it made no sense to travel only at night, at least not while they were heading across the country and staying off main roads. There was little chance of being seen, unless it was by farmers and the like. From what she’d seen so far, though, most everyone had left their homes. It was like the entire country had just… vanished.

And that was a very eerie feeling.

The kids had been grumbly about walking through the night again, and Sissy had asked to be carried more than she was walking. Thankfully, both Carl and Nate had helped with the burden, though Tammy had heard Carl getting after his little sister, telling her that she was making it harder on all of them. Of course, Tammy told herself, four-year-olds didn’t have guilt feelings.

Lucky them.

To pass the time, Tammy sang quietly, songs that she’d learned as a child in Sunday School. Lou joined in with several of them, and Carl surprised her when he sang “Jesus Loves Me” with them. Even Sissy knew a few of the words.

Nate seemed more stiff than usual as they sang their songs, and she wondered if it was due to him worrying about them being heard by some unseen enemy, or if he just didn’t like what he was hearing. Of course, anything having to do with God and Jesus got under his skin.

But you won’t hold out long! Tammy whispered to her husband in her mind with a grin.

“Can we pray?” Lou asked after they’d been walking in silence for a long while. Tammy startled at the sound of the little voice and smiled down at her, though she doubted the girl could see her, as the waning moon wasn’t providing much light.

“Of course, honey. What do you want to pray about?”

Lou looked around, then back up at Tammy. “It’s dark and I’m scared,” she whispered.

Tammy wrapped her arm around the little girl’s shoulders. “It was dark last night too,” she pointed out. “You weren’t scared then.” Of course, last night had been a bit of an adventure for the kids, the first time they’d traveled by foot at night. They’d seemed more excited than anything. At first, anyway. Once exhaustion had taken its toll, the novelty had worn off and they had gotten cranky.

And then there was the man who’d accosted them while Sissy had been peeing. Tammy was still so angry about that, mostly because she’d let herself be grabbed. And it wasn’t like she hadn’t had warning, either… just before he stepped out from behind a tree, she’d sensed it, knew that something bad was coming their way. She even knew exactly where it would come from… where he would come from. When he’d stepped out from behind the tree, she hadn’t been surprised.

And then it was as if the Spirit within her wanted to battle with the spirit within him. The man’s spirit had been pure evil.

Tammy was certain he’d been demon-possessed.

When Carl had pulled the gun out from behind Nate and pulled the trigger, she’d seen it all in slow motion. The kid had a look of determination, Nate had looked like he was going to throw up, and as the bullet came toward her, she knew without a doubt that she wasn’t even going to get so much as a speck of blood on her.

She’d been completely protected.

Thank You, Lord, she whispered in her mind again, for the dozenth time since the night before.

“I know,” Lou said, bringing Tammy out of her thoughts, “but there’s something more scary tonight.”

“Yeah,” Carl, who’d been walking beside them while Nate, who carried a now sleeping Sissy, walked ahead, agreed.

Carl looked around. “Feels like… I dunno. Like something’s in the air. Something bad.”

Tammy frowned; she’d been so wrapped up in her thoughts that she really hadn’t been paying much attention to her surroundings. Truthfully, she’d gotten so dependent on Nate for being the one to notice things, to watch out for them and keep them safe, that she never really watched what was going on around her.

She tilted her head, as if listening for evil whisperings. There wasn’t any sound, though, as had been the case for their entire journey so far. No more planes overhead, no more cars on the roads—unless the Neos were making rounds—no more buzzing of electronics and power lines. The world had gone silent when there was no money… and Tammy couldn’t say that was truly a bad thing.

As she considered the silence, she realized that the kids were right… there did seem to be an oppressive feel to the night. A clinging, almost, like a heavy blanket was being spread over them. And not a comforting one, but more like a damp wool thing that was weighing everything down and making even breathing a bit more difficult.

It reminded her of the dream she’d had, and she shuddered.

“You’re right,” she whispered. “There is something wrong. Something…”

“Creepy,” Carl murmured. He sidled closer and Tammy wrapped her other arm around him.

“Let’s pray, like Lou said,” she told the kids. “Who wants to start?”

“Me,” Lou said quickly. “Jesus, save us!” she whispered vehemently. Tammy’s lips quirked at that as she waited for the girl to continue, but she seemed to be done.

Well, that was quick. She figured it was probably very effective too.

“Yeah,” Carl whispered. “Protect us from whatever evil is around us, Lord. Something’s going on. We don’t know what, but just… just save us like Lou said.”

“Amen,” Tammy murmured. “Walk with us, Father. Send Your angels to keep us safe.” She thought of Chrissy then and wondered what she—he—was doing. It would be nice to have one of God’s warriors by their side just then.

“Thank You for providing for us so far,” Tammy continued. “You’ve given us shelter, food, water and safety. Your hand guided Carl’s as he took out that evil creature and we thank You for that too. And also—”

“Hiya!”

Tammy spun around and jumped at the voice behind them. Her mouth widened with a grin.

“Chrissy!” she said as she impulsively hugged the angel. Realizing what she’d done, she said, “Oh! Sorry… that’s probably, uh, not done, huh?”

Chrissy laughed. “Actually, it’s done quite often. I get lots of hugs.”

Tammy’s smile widened, then she turned to introduce the kids. Chrissy spoke before she could, stepping up to the children and putting a hand on each shoulder. Lou and Carl were staring at the “woman” in awe and Tammy wondered if they knew who—or what—she was.

“Hello Carl,” Chrissy said, then looked down at the little girl. Tammy noticed that the angel wasn’t much taller than Carl and wondered what his true form was like, if it was as small, or something else. She couldn’t imagine a warrior angel being five foot nothing.

“Hi Emmylou.”

The child’s mouth popped open then. “You know my name?” she whispered.

Chrissy nodded. “Yep. I know your whole name too. Emmylou Beatrice Eastman. And your brother is Carlson Henry Eastman. Sissy is Melissa Penelope Eastman.” She grinned. “I kinda know everything about you.”

Tammy noticed the sad look that came over the angel then and knew that he/she had witnessed all that the children had gone through.

“How… how do you know all that?” Carl asked, but then he shook his head. “Never mind,” he grinned. “I think I know.”

Chrissy nodded. “Yep,” she said again, that time making a popping sound on the end of the word. “You do know.” She looked up then and grinned over the kids’ heads. Tammy turned to see Nate standing there, staring at Chrissy with a very strange expression.

Tammy remembered then the first time she’d met the angel when her husband had awakened saying he’d had a strange dream and she’d wondered if he’d dreamed of a little blonde angel. By the look on his face, she figured he was seeing his dream come to life.

Sissy had awakened and was smiling at Chrissy, thumb in mouth as per usual. Tammy wondered how the child hadn’t sucked the digit right off.

“Who… who’s this?” Nate said, his voice barely above a whisper. His wide eyes glanced between Tammy and Chrissy, who laughed.

“Dude, you should see your face,” she grinned. “Look like you’ve seen Samuel coming up out of the grave.”

Tammy frowned at that; there was something familiar about what Chrissy had said, like she’d heard it somewhere before. Or read it. Chrissy looked at her over her shoulder.

“Saul and the medium, remember? Called Samuel up. The prophet was not happy,” she said with another grin and a wink.

Tammy smiled and nodded. She had forgotten more than she remembered from all her Bible studies over the years. There had been too long a period when she hadn’t read it at all and she wanted to make up for that time, but it was difficult, the circumstances being what they were.

“Where did you come from?” Nate asked, again looking between the two “adults.”

“From Heaven,” Sissy said after pulling her thumb out of her mouth. “That’s a angel.”

Tammy smiled at the little girl, at her simple, if grammatically incorrect, testimony. Out of the mouths of babes…

She wondered what Nate was going to say, or do. The Lord knew he was as stubborn as they came when it got down to religion, or anything having to do with godly things. It was going to take the Holy Spirit Himself to get through to him.

Chrissy cocked her head, as if listening, then she winked at Tammy again. “It always takes the Spirit in these matters,” she said, then turned back to Nate. Once again, Tammy was floored to hear the angel answering unspoken thoughts and knew that the Lord Himself had told Chrissy what Tammy had thought.

Chrissy didn’t respond to what Sissy said, though she did walk up to Nate to pat Sissy on the back, then reached up to kiss her cheek. There was no way that the minuscule “woman” would have been able to reach the child’s cheek while she was in Nate’s arms, but somehow, she had.

Nate was staring at the angel like he thought he was hallucinating. Tammy wondered how long it would take for his overly suspicious nature to kick in, when he’d start demanding answers.

He started to speak, but Chrissy beat him to it. “I could use some traveling companions. Do you mind if I walk with you for a while?” She glanced around with wide eyes, then looked back at Nate with a pleading look.

“It’s kinda scary out here by myself,” she said. Tammy snorted out a laugh, but then bit her lip and looked away when Nate glanced her way.

She wondered if Chrissy was giving Nate big doe eyes, batting her eyelashes, playing the helpless little woman part. She must have, because Nate nodded. The man never could resist helping someone in need, Tammy thought. He had a knight in shining armor complex.

“Of course,” he said. “It’s not safe for a woman to be out here by herself. Especially not now.” He turned and started walking again and Chrissy looked back at them and grinned.

Carl snickered as they started walking. “That’s an angel, isn’t it?”

Tammy was surprised by the kid’s intuition, but she nodded. “Yep. Met ‘her’,” she said with air quotes, “about two weeks ago. Just appeared out of nowhere. Freaked me out, but I’m really glad she’s here now.”

He nodded. “Me too. It doesn’t feel as… bad now.”

“Oh, it’s still bad,” Chrissy said over her shoulder. She slowed her steps to let them catch up, then waved her hand in the general direction of… nowhere that Tammy could see. It was just too dark.

“The demons are out and about tonight,” she said in a low voice. Tammy wondered if she didn’t want Nate to hear. Probably not; he’d think she was nuts.

“That was the oppressiveness you felt,” Chrissy added. She glanced back at Nate, then back to Tammy.

“The plan was for one of them—maybe more—to possess Nathan. They want to get to him before Spirit does.”

Tammy’s eyes widened as she stared at the angel. “That’s… that’s awful,” she whispered, then looked around the area with frantic eyes. “Where are—”

“Don’t worry about them,” Chrissy said with a dismissive wave. “They can’t come near us, not with me here. Abba won’t allow it. I was told to stay with you until that bonehead finally quits being such a jerk and accepts the Lord.”

Tammy and Carl—even little Lou—all chuckled at the angel’s words. Tammy grinned. “I’m so thankful to hear that,” she said and had the awful, selfish thought that she no longer hoped Nate would accept the Lord soon… she really wanted Chrissy to stay with them.

The angel did that listening thing again, then smacked Tammy in the arm with the back of her hand. “You’re bad,” Chrissy said with a grin that made Tammy laugh.

They walked in companionable silence for a long while. Tammy was so relieved to have a warrior angel walking among them—almost as good as having the Lord Himself—that she couldn’t stop smiling. After feeling like they were going to be attacked at any moment, it was a nice, peaceful feeling.

“Peace like a river,” Chrissy murmured after a moment. Tammy nodded.

“Exactly.” She cleared her throat then. “Uh, does the Lord tell you everything I’m thinking?” The thought of that was a bit… worrying. Of course, the Lord Himself knows your thoughts, dummy. What’s worse than that?

Chrissy laughed and shook her head. “Absolutely not. That would drive me bonkers. He only tells me the things I need to know, especially the questions you have that you’re afraid to ask.”

Tammy’s smile was embarrassed. “Yeah, I’m kinda bad about speaking my mind. I mean, not speaking my mind,” she chuckled, then shrugged. “Guess it comes from worrying that I’ll say the wrong thing, ask a stupid question, or—”

“It comes from being browbeaten as a child,” Chrissy said, anger in her voice. “No parent should treat a child that way. The things you went through…” She shook her head and Tammy had to swallow down the emotion crawling up her throat. She hated to think about her childhood, and especially about her father. But the man seemed to creep into her mind more and more lately.

“Unfortunately, he is answering for that now,” Chrissy said. Tammy knew what the angel meant, and a deep sadness came over her at the thought. While she might have even hated her father at times—and she’d asked the Lord to forgive those thoughts—she didn’t want him to suffer for all eternity.

He’d been the head deacon of their church. A “pillar” of the community, as they said. Well-respected, well-liked. Loved by all… except those he called his “loved ones.” The man had appeared to be such a godly man, had even officiated several church services when the pastor had taken ill or had gone on vacation. As an adult Sunday School teacher, people had looked to him for guidance, for biblical answers.

Appearances mean nothing, Tammy thought sadly.

“It’s the heart that matters,” Chrissy murmured. “Abba looks at the inward person, not the persona they show the world. He knows exactly what they’re like, what they think, and how they act behind closed doors. Only He knows the heart, and if that heart was surrendered to Him.”

Tammy nodded; as an adult, she knew all that, but it was still a hard concept to swallow. She wondered how many “godly” people wouldn’t be found in Heaven.

They walked for a little longer when Chrissy called out, “Hold up!” Nate had gotten quite a bit ahead of them, which Tammy thought was strange; usually he stayed close by. He probably didn’t want to hear us talking about God…

Her husband stopped and turned toward them. When they caught up to him, Carl reached up to take Sissy and Nate shook out his arms. He’d carried the child for a long time, and Tammy knew his arms had to be aching.

“What’s up?” he murmured as he rubbed one of his biceps. Tammy stepped up and took over, gaining a moan from her husband.

Chrissy glanced around and Tammy wondered if she could see into the darkness in a way they couldn’t. It was likely. And that was also comforting.

“We need to take a break,” Chrissy said as she looked back at Nate with a charming smile. Tammy huffed out a laugh; if she didn’t know that the adorable young woman before her was really a warrior angel, she might have been worried “she” had designs on her husband.

Nate normally grumbled and griped every time they had to stop—which was often, with three females in the ranks—but strangely, he just nodded. She frowned at that, again thinking that she might have been jealous over his accommodating behavior with a strange woman.

Truthfully, though, she was just thankful for the break no matter who instigated it.

Tammy asked the girls if they needed to go potty, and both nodded. She looked at Chrissy for confirmation that it was safe, and got a nod, so she took the girls by the hand and headed behind a nearby bush.

While she held Sissy so she could do her business without getting it all over her shoes, she could hear Chrissy talking to the guys. Though they were close by, her voice seemed a bit muffled, and she wondered about that; it was almost as if she wasn’t meant to hear.

Lou needed her help, as well, and she was helping the girl fasten her shorts when she heard a noise that sent a chill up her spine.

A low, rumbly growl—not quite animalistic… but not quite human either.

Tammy reached into her pocket and pulled out the small handgun that Nate had insisted she carry, removing the safety like he’d shown her and chambering a round. She aimed into the blackness of the night as she stared hard in the direction the sound had come from, but she couldn’t see anything. Another growl made her jump, and she almost pulled the trigger, but realized it wouldn’t be wise, not without knowing what—or who—she was shooting at. It could be a dog out for a walk with a person for all she knew.

“Don’t worry about him,” Chrissy called out. “He’s just angry that he can’t attack you.”

Tammy knew the angel was talking to her, so she trusted that she knew what she was talking about and hurried the girls back to the others. She glanced at Nate, who had a rather strange expression on his face, then Carl, who looked like he was trying not to laugh. Finally, she turned back to Chrissy.

“What was that?” she asked, jerking her head toward the area the growl had come from.

“Not what… who,” Chrissy said, curling her lip up. “Amon. He’s the one who was sent to possess Nathan,” she added, patting the man on the chest. “Good thing the Lord is on your side, big guy. That’s one nasty demon.”

Chrissy cupped her hands around her mouth and looked toward the area Tammy had heard the growl. “Nice try, Amon. You know you’re on a short leash, jerk. Go bark at someone else.”

They all laughed, though Nate looked like he was about to faint.

“So, guess we can get going again,” Chrissy announced. Tammy wondered why the angel had wanted them to stop but figured she probably didn’t need to know. Judging by the look on Nate’s face, it had to do with him and instead, she wondered what the angel had said to her husband. She was going to ask Carl the first chance she got.

They walked for a little while longer when a faint glow in the distance caught their attention.

“What’s that?” Lou asked.

Nate put his hand out to stop them from going further, but Chrissy moved around him and kept right on going.

“It’s okay,” she called out over her shoulder, waving at them to join her. “They’re friendlies.”

Tammy figured Nate would take some convincing, but surprisingly, he started walking again, even picking Sissy up again so they could make better time.


Chapter 10

NATHAN WAS still shaking his head over the strangeness of Chrissy. His mind just couldn’t comprehend all that it had been bombarded with in such a short period of time.

First, there was the fact that he’d actually dreamed of the woman weeks before. Usually, he didn’t remember his dreams, but for whatever reason, he remembered that dream well. It had been… disturbing, to say the least.

When she had just appeared out of the darkness, Nathan had almost been expecting it. It was exactly what had happened in his dream, even down to the area they were walking through. And when Chrissy had waited until the girls weren’t around to tell him that she’d been sent by God Himself…

He shook his head. Everyone around him had lost their freaking minds.

Chrissy was going to say something else to him, but he’d been spared whatever nonsense she was going to spew when Tammy and the girls came back. But then there was the ridiculousness of the demon…

At the time, he’d been confused, shellshocked. It was bad enough seeing someone he’d dreamed about appear in the flesh, and he’d been reeling from that when his “dream girl” decided to show just how crazy she was by telling him “God” had sent her, almost repeating what Carl had told him the morning before.

Nathan wasn’t sure what was worse… knowing he’d had a “prophetic” dream, or realizing he was surrounded by insane people.

But when Chrissy had claimed a demon was off in the shadows—one that wanted to possess him, of all things—Nathan had nearly turned and run off just to get away from her. But he couldn’t, wouldn’t, do that to the kids and Tammy. Until he was incapacitated—likely in the not too distant future—then he was going to do what he could to see that they got to safety.

As they trudged along, thankfully in silence for once, he’d gone over everything that had been said. He’d had to shove down a voice inside of him that told him he should pay attention to what everyone—including the kids—were saying, that they were speaking the truth of God. And that God wanted him to accept Him. That voice belonged in a padded room, locked in a hug-me jacket along with the rest of the loonies surrounding him.

But one thing that Chrissy had said stuck with him and he just couldn’t lock it away—when Tammy had taken the girls to go potty, Chrissy had turned to him with a stern frown.

“Nathan Irving Diamond,” she’d said, shocking him when she used his full name. He figured Tammy must have told her what it was; for what reason, he couldn’t fathom.

“You know what Doctor Riggs told you,” she continued. “He gave you ten months, tops. It’s been three already. Are you going to waste that precious time being a stubborn moron? Now is the time to accept the Lord!”

He’d reeled back at the vehemence coming from the tiny woman who was barely more than a girl. She was bossy, outspoken and… confusing. He wanted nothing more than to spin on his heel and stomp away, but he couldn’t leave the others behind.

More than Chrissy’s words, though, had been the fact that it was obvious Tammy had been talking about him to the newcomer. That aggravated him beyond measure. It felt like a betrayal, knowing that his wife was airing his medical laundry to strangers.

The worst part in all of it, though, what bothered him the most—he was pretty sure he’d never told Tammy the name of his doctor. And he knew for certain he’d never given her the exact time frame Doctor Riggs gave him for his death warrant. Rather, he’d been vague.

And then there was the nonsense about some “demon” out in the darkness. Chrissy had claimed that the creature had wanted to possess him. Nathan thought it was ridiculous; if there were such things as demons, why hadn’t he ever seen one? He figured they were just humanity’s excuse for doing the evil things they did. “The devil made me do it” explanations for bad behavior.

But that didn’t explain the growling off in the distance, unlike any animal he’d ever heard.

Nathan was still pondering that when one of the kids asked, “What’s that?”

He looked up to see a glow in the distance. It wasn’t a steady light, like that of a house with a porch light burning, more of a flickering.

Like a campfire.

It wasn’t like him to not notice his surroundings, especially now that there was danger on all sides. He’d been so deep in thought, though, that he wasn’t even sure if they were going in the right direction.

He put his arm out to get everyone to stop until he could investigate a way to go around the area, but the aggravating Chrissy went right around him.

“It’s okay,” she’d called out as she stomped off like she was joining some tailgating party, “they’re friendlies.”

Nathan had made a derisive sound at that; there was no such thing as “friendlies” in the time they lived. Everyone was an enemy as far as he was concerned. Other than a few people he trusted—which amounted to Tammy, Gerald and Felicia—everyone else was lumped into the “shoot first, ask questions later” category.

Since the group unanimously decided to follow the woman who wasn’t much bigger than Carl, Nathan reluctantly brought up the rear. He pulled his handgun out of his waistband, wanting to have it ready just in case.

“You won’t need that, Nathan,” Chrissy called out from up ahead. He frowned; there was no way the woman could have seen—or heard—what he was doing. He ignored her and held the weapon against his thigh in case he needed it. He didn’t want to rely on a child who’d never even shot a gun before to be in charge of their protection the next time.

But he wasn’t really sure if he’d be very reliable himself. The shaking in his hand was growing worse, to the point that it never stopped. He wasn’t as good a shot with his left hand, but once the shaking had gotten worse, he figured it was better than trusting his right. But then the blasted tremors had started in his left hand as well.

He sighed; with the tremors and twitching, coupled with the weakness in his leg, he was going downhill quickly. The CJD was taking its toll faster than he’d thought.

Chrissy marched right toward the campsite like she was meant to be there. She seemed to know what she was doing, though, and Nathan hoped that was the case as he ran his shaking hand over his face. He was in no shape for a shootout.

They were just about to the circle of light produced by what he now saw was a rather large fire—strange for a warm summer night, and dangerously drawing attention, Nathan thought—when Chrissy called out.

“Back again!”

There were several voices yelling, “Chrissy!” coming from the group, which Nathan could see consisted of about twelve people. All adults, mostly women.

A few of the ladies jumped up and ran over to the woman, giving her hugs. Chrissy looked over her shoulder at Tammy.

“See?” His wife laughed at the comment, while Nathan frowned, wondering what that was about.

Chrissy introduced them and the women made fools of themselves over the children. He noticed one lady wiping her eyes, presumably from tears. Nathan was still reserving judgment on the group, but he did shake hands with the men and give a nod to the ladies when it was his turn for introduction.

“Come, sit down!” one of the women said, motioning toward the ring of chairs around the fire. Nathan noticed that there were more chairs than there were people and he wondered if there were others they weren’t seeing—and started worrying about an ambush. He flicked nervous eyes around the area, but it was too dark to see.

The woman named Ida spoke up then. “Sorry for the heat from the fire. There was just a sort of… I don’t know. Something weird tonight and we thought it would be comforting. Helps keep the bugs away at least.”

“It was oppressive, huh?” Tammy asked as she took a chair near the kids. Nathan frowned, as the seat on the other side of her was already occupied by an older man. Disgruntled, he sat in a metal folding chair across from his wife, where he could at least watch her back, to make sure no one came up from behind.

“That it was,” Ida said, while the others nodded.

“It was demons,” Lou said, surprising Nathan. He didn’t think the skittish child would have spoken around strangers. Tammy reached out and ran her hand over the girl’s head, smiling at her.

“They’re held off for now,” Chrissy said. She hooked a thumb at Nathan. “They were after him, but Abba said they couldn’t have him.”

“Ahh,” several people said, again with the head nodding. Nathan scowled at no one and everyone in general. He really hated to be talked about like he wasn’t there.

“So, where are you coming from?” one of the other ladies asked his wife. Nathan couldn’t remember her name.

“Indiana,” Tammy answered. She waved at the children. “They’re from… where are you from?” she asked Carl with a laugh.

Decatur,” Carl said.

Even from across the fire, Nathan could see how his wife’s eyes widened at that. His too. That was a long way from where they’d found the kids. Nearly four hundred miles by his guesstimation.

“You walked all that way?” Tammy asked and Carl nodded. No wonder they look so bad, he thought. It was inconceivable that three children could walk all that way and he felt a pang of regret for making them walk even further.

“I thought they were your children,” one of the other women said. Tammy shook her head, a sad smile on her face.

“Well, they are now,” she told the woman. Nathan sucked in a breath at her comment. There was no way he was going to adopt those kids. It was crazy to think. Especially when he wasn’t going to be around for long.

And then he realized that there wasn’t such thing as adoption any longer. At least, not to his knowledge. The Neos didn’t seem to care much about anything having to do with families. In fact, from what he’d seen and heard, they had no use for kids, or even women, for that matter. They seemed to only be concerned with growing their army, and from what he knew, that didn’t even include women. The Neos were the ultimate misogynists from what he could tell.

But the kids would be good for Tammy when I’m gone… That idea made him both wince and sigh at the same time. While he hated the idea of leaving her behind, he also wanted her to be happy, to find peace without him.

“We’re going to Florida,” Lou announced, making Nathan frown. He had no intention of telling these people what their plans were. He figured they’d stop for a bit, then head on their way.

“Florida,” one of the women said in a soft voice that was annoying. Tammy did that too with the girls; spoke in baby talk. It always made him want to roll his eyes.

“Well, that’s a very long way away,” the woman told Lou, then looked at Tammy. “You’re walking there?”

His wife nodded and Nathan found that he was agitated that he wasn’t being included in the conversation, even though he really didn’t want to talk to any of them. It was a bit ironic.

“Yeah,” she sighed. “Nate and I have been on the road—” she motioned to the fields around them and grinned, “—so to speak, for a few weeks now.”

“And what are you up to these days?” the Ida woman asked Chrissy.

“Same ol’,” the blonde answered with a grin. “Here and there. Just got back from Mexico.”

“Mexico!” one of the men exclaimed. Nathan thought his name was Martin. “Always wanted to go there. Don’t suppose I’ll get the chance now. How’s things down south?”

Chrissy shrugged. “About the same as here. Neos are all over. Got the Mexican president to make the same deal with the devil, so there goes that government. Another one bites the dust.”

There was some snickering at that, probably due to the phrasing rather than the statement. Tammy turned to Chrissy.

“How do you know these people?”

“Same as you,” Chrissy answered. “Was sent here to encourage them. Seems to be my lot lately,” she said with a dramatic sigh, then laughed. The others laughed as well, and Nathan felt like he wasn’t being told the punchline to a joke. There was something going on, something with Chrissy, and it seemed like he was the only one who had no idea what it was.

The woman was strange, for sure. She said stuff that made him frown, declaring “godly” nonsense like it was verifiable truth. Appearing out of nowhere, telling him God sent her, declaring there was a demon growling in the bushes—even knowing the demon’s name—yeah, she was definitely strange.

But there was some other weirdness to her as well—like how she’d kissed Sissy on the cheek when he’d held the girl in his arms. With her size, there was no way Chrissy would have been able to reach Sissy’s cheek. She would have needed a stepstool or a log to stand on. Or he would have had to bend over. And yet, she’d just leaned up and reached the child without a problem. Almost as if she’d managed to grow six inches in a split second.

Nathan had barely had time to blink over that oddity when the girl-woman had dropped back down to her “normal size” and smiled up at him with a wink, like she knew what he was thinking.

And now she was talking about having just gotten back from Mexico. With commercial air flights no longer available, Nathan doubted the truth of that statement. He supposed she could have driven, but a person would have to be a millionaire to afford the fuel for such a trip. If that was the case and she had a car, then where was it now?

There were just too many questions and he meant to keep an eye on her.

She shocked him then when she turned to him and grinned, like she’d heard his thoughts. He shook his head; just something else to add to her strangeness tally.

The group chatted about nothing in particular, then Bette, the woman Nathan had realized was married to Martin, stood up.

“Well, I think we need to get these children to bed,” she announced. “We have a tent set up for them in the center of the others.” She motioned to an area Nathan hadn’t even noticed before. He mentally kicked himself for once again not being aware of his surroundings, and wondered if that, too, was just another facet of his disease. He hoped not; someone needed to pay attention and it sure wasn’t going to be Tammy or the kids.

Just to the south of where they were sitting was a grouping of tents. If it hadn’t been in the middle of what was once a farmer’s pasture, Nathan would have sworn it was a campground in some state park. There were as many tents as there were people, which he also thought was odd, since he knew some of them were couples.

What Bette had just said suddenly registered with him… that they had a tent already set up for the kids. Like they’d known they were going to show up, which was impossible.

Just like so many other things had been impossible so far… Tammy praying for her leg to be healed, and it was. Praying he’d remember the day he’d had lunch with Gerald, which he had, with startling clarity. Her praying for them to find food, then finding so much they’d had to leave most of it behind. Then having the cellar lock open…

And the water—the other things might have been explained by good luck or whatever, but their water bottles never seemed to empty. He’d purposefully drank nearly all his water earlier, and yet he knew without looking that it would be full once again. There was no way any of the others had refilled it without him knowing, since he’d kept his bag with him all day.

Nathan was starting to get a headache.

“Your tent is right next to them,” Bette told Tammy, though the woman at least glanced Nathan’s way, as if remembering to finally include him in the conversation.

“Unless you’d all rather sleep in the same tent—”

“I wanna stay with Tammy,” Sissy said with a yawn. The poor kid was exhausted, though Nathan wondered how, since she’d been carried nearly the entire time they’d been walking.

He frowned, realizing something then. It was a little shocking, knowing that his mind was starting to slip. He wasn’t catching on to the things people were saying until after the fact and he wasn’t noticing things in his surroundings like he should.

It was really concerning.

He shook off those thoughts and concentrated on what he’d just realized—that this group was expecting them to stay with them, for one thing. And for another, they still had a good four or five hours left of darkness which they should be making use of, traveling as far as they could while they could. Once it was daylight… he hated the idea of being out in the open.

“We need to get moving,” he said, speaking for the first time since introductions had been made. Martin, sitting to his right, startled at hearing him.

“What’s that?” he asked. Nathan repeated what he said, and the older man frowned.

“Nah, no need to be out on a night like this.” He glanced around the area, then looked back at him, the firelight accenting his weathered face. Nathan figured the man was around fifty or so. “Too much evil out there, son.”

“They’re gone for now,” Chrissy chimed in, though Nathan had no idea how she’d heard their conversation from across the bonfire.

Martin nodded at the woman. “Well, then, guess it’s safe to travel.” He looked back at Nathan. “But those kids and your woman look a bit tuckered out. Might want to stay with us a day or two and rest. Won’t matter much in the grand scheme when you get to where you’re going.”

Nathan smirked; if only the man knew how little time he had left. There wasn’t any time to waste, not with the condition worsening by leaps and bounds. A day or two could mean the difference between getting to safety or leaving Tammy and the kids to fend for themselves somewhere along the way.

He didn’t tell Martin all that, but he looked back at Tammy. The woman was staring at him, a pleading look. He knew she couldn’t have heard what they were talking about, but he also knew that she would know exactly what he was thinking, and how he was feeling.

Nathan sighed heavily, then nodded at her. The grin she gave him was reward enough for losing out on half a night’s walking time. Tammy stood then, taking the kids with her as they followed Bette into the camp area, the other women right behind them.

Martin chuckled beside him. “Women can’t ever seem to go anywhere unless they’re in a pack.”

“More like a herd,” the man on the other side of Martin said. Nathan tried to remember his name, but nothing was coming to him. “Or a flock… they’re all hens. Pecking at you, clucking all hours of the day and night, squawking—”

“I heard that!” a voice called out from among the tents. “You gotta sleep sometime, Jim.” The man laughed at that, shaking his head.

“Oops,” he said sheepishly, making the other men laugh.

The older man who’d been sitting next to Tammy stood then and came around to their side of the fire, sitting on Nathan’s left.

“Jacob,” he said with a grin. “Don’t figure you remembered everyone’s names.”

Nathan smiled slightly, giving the man a nod. “No, I didn’t,” he admitted. The others reintroduced themselves then and Nathan tried to commit names and faces to memory, but he knew it was a crapshoot whether it would “stick” or not. Another problem he’d be facing. Doctor Riggs had told him memory loss was yet another one of the symptoms associated with CJD. Apparently, it was akin to dementia. Woohoo, Nathan thought.

“Son, you don’t need to be so serious,” Martin said. “You’re among friends here. We don’t mean you no harm. In fact, we’re more than happy to share what we have with you. The good Lord had provided for us abundantly.”

Nathan fought to keep his eyes from rolling up. Great, more religious psychos. They seemed to just team up with each other. He was starting to feel like the black sheep amongst the herd. He managed to keep any comments to himself, thankfully.

Laughter drew his attention to Jim. “Your face says it all, Nathan. ‘For the love of God Almighty, don’t talk about the Lord.’” His convoluted statement drew more laughter from the others.

Martin shook his head. “We don’t need to tell you more than you’ve already been told,” he said. “I’m pretty sure that wife of yours—and those kids—have already laid it on the line. Told you what you need to know, what you need to do. It’s just up to you to make that decision to accept what you’ve been told… accept Who you’ve been told about—or not.” He shrugged. “We all have to come to that fork in the road and decide which route to take.”

“What’s stopping you from taking the right route?” Jacob asked quietly.

Nathan sighed; he wanted nothing more than to jump up, grab his duffel and stomp off into the night. Of course, that wasn’t happening any more than it would have when Chrissy showed up and turned everything upside down. Instead of doing what he wanted to, however, he told his story.

“I grew up in a Jewish home,” he explained. “Synagogue every Sabbath, every feast and festival celebrated. Hebrew school. Whole nine yards,” he shrugged. “My parents hated anything and everything to do with Christians. They drilled it into me night and day that Christians were delusional, that they were trying to deceive everyone else, and that I needed to stay far away from them.”

He expected some griping about that, or at least some denial, the “Oh, no, Christians aren’t like that,” but the men surprised him by just letting him talk. It was kind of nice, truthfully.

“Once I grew up, I turned my back on my faith.” He shook his head. “Not that I ever really had the faith. But I just… it all seemed like a waste of time. Worthless effort. It was all ceremony and memorizing prayers and Torah and…” he shrugged again.

“Like I said, seemed worthless. Once I was out of the house, I walked away and never looked back. Then I met Tammy and my parents were… not happy, to say the least. They’d expected me to marry in the faith and when it was clear that I wasn’t going to do that, they were downright rude to my future wife. Wasn’t long before I walked away from them too.”

A pang of regret struck Nathan so strongly then that he almost toppled back. He rubbed at the ache in his chest, right over his heart, as he wondered what had become of his parents, if they were all right, surviving. Or if they, like so many other Jews—and Christians—had fallen victim to the Neos and their fanaticism in wiping religion off the face of the planet.

He’d probably never know.

“Anyway,” he continued as he rubbed at the painful spot, “I never had a need for religion. Tammy didn’t either when we first met, but after the crash… well, let’s just say she ‘got right’,” he said with air quotes, his voice bitter.

It was quiet for a moment, and he realized the men were waiting to see if he had anything else to say. Finally, Jacob spoke up.

“Had pretty much the same experience as you, son,” he said softly. “Only difference is I did marry in the faith. My Ida is the daughter of a rabbi. My father was a gabbai in a different synagogue. But we both walked away from our faith when our children were born,” he shrugged, as if it was of no consequence. Nathan felt a sudden kinship with the man who was old enough to be his grandfather.

“But God…” Martin said. Jacob grinned and nodded.

“But God,” he agreed. Nathan frowned, wondering what they meant.

“But God got a hold on me,” Jacob explained. “Actually, on Ida first, through a woman she’d befriended when she worked at a bank in Chicago. Unbeknownst to me at the time, Carol had been taking her lunches with my Ida and telling her about Yeshua, teaching her about the Christian ways and beliefs. Then one day, Ida gave her life to the Christ, and it was a short time later that I gave my life to Him as well.” He grinned.

“That was the best decision I’d ever made.”

The other men chimed in with “amens” while Nathan tried very hard to keep a neutral expression. He didn’t want to offend the older men, but the Christian nonsense was getting ridiculous. Everywhere he turned, someone was spouting off about Jesus—or in Jacob’s case, “Yeshua,” the Hebrew name for the Christian’s “God.”

It seemed he couldn’t go a single day without hearing “The Lord this,” and “The Lord that.” If he heard one more “Praise God!” he thought he might just be sick.

“Well, praise God for faithful people like Carol,” Martin said, making Nathan’s back teeth ache. If there was a God, he was sure the being was laughing at him just then.

“God does have a marvelous sense of humor,” a woman’s voice said, inexplicably reflecting his thought.

Nathan turned to see Chrissy walking toward them. She’d gone with the other ladies, but for whatever reason, had left them to rejoin the men. Probably to torment me, Nathan thought bitterly.

But then he realized she was doing that “reading his mind” thing again and he scowled at her, which drew a grin from the woman. She sat on the other side of Jacob, patting the old man’s knee.

“It’s good to see you again, Chris,” the old man said.

“You’ll see a lot more of me,” the woman said. “And don’t forget, you’ll be stuck with me for all eternity.”

Jacob laughed, and the others chuckled. Nathan stared at the fire, trying not to be included in the conversation. All the “God talk” was annoying him.

“Eternity is a long time,” Martin said.

“That it is,” Jim agreed.

“You won’t notice that it’s a long ‘time’,” Chrissy said, “especially since there isn’t time in the Spiritual realm.”

Nathan rolled his eyes, though he doubted anyone was looking his way to see it. The young woman spoke like she had some kind of secret knowledge, an “in” with God or something. She was one of the most annoying Christians he’d come across yet.

Chrissy laughed then and Nathan glanced her way to find her staring at him, a big grin on her face. It was a shame she was so annoying, he thought, since she was such a pretty thing. She was pale gold everywhere—her hair, her skin… and even a glow?

He tilted his head to the side, realizing that the woman was actually glowing. Not like she was wearing glow-in-the-dark makeup or anything—Tammy had used that stuff one Halloween and it had made her look like she’d been dead for a few months.

No, Chrissy had a light surrounding her. It reminded him of when he was a kid and he’d have a sleepover with friends, “camping” in the backyard. They’d take flashlights and freak each other out by holding them against their hands, making them glow.

It was sort of like that. And it was just as freaky.

He shook his head, wondering if he was seeing things. Maybe his eyes were acting up from staring into the fire. He turned and stared off into the darkness for a bit, then glanced back at her.

She still looked like she was on fire… from within.

“It’s the Spirit,” she said as she smiled at him, like she once again knew what he was thinking. He frowned at her, then looked away.

“You can’t deny Him forever,” Jim said. Nathan glanced his way, wondering who he was talking to and was surprised to realize it was directed at him.

“Who?” he asked, afraid he already knew the answer.

“Jesus,” Martin said, while Jacob said, “Yeshua.”

Nathan shook his head. He’d had enough of the God talk. He stood and ran his hands down his thighs. “Look, maybe the God thing works for you, and I’m glad it does. But it’s not for me. I told you I can’t stand religion—”

“Who said anything about religion?” Chrissy asked. He turned to her and saw that her head was tilted to the side like she was genuinely confused.

“All of you,” Nathan said in frustration. He pointed toward the tents. “Tammy’s always talking about God, about Jesus. Carl and Lou. Heck, even Sissy.” He waved his hand around those at the campfire.

“And now you people, who I barely just met, are all bombarding me with the religious mumbo jumbo.” He sneered. “Just leave me out of it.”

“Again, who said anything about religion?” Chrissy asked. Nathan sucked in a breath, knowing she was making fun of him. That. Was. It! He was going to let her have it.

He pointed a finger at her. “Look—” he started, but she held up a hand and the barrage of words he was going to spew at her just sort of stopped in his mouth, like a cork had been popped between his lips.

She put up both hands. “What I mean to say is, none of us have ever said anything about religion when we’ve talked about Abba—about God—to you.” She motioned to the men.

“Jacob told you his story, how he was brought up in the Jewish faith, and, like you, left it, only to come to the Lord later.”

She turned and pointed to the tents. “Tammy returned to the Lord and has been telling you about Him. She’s been praying all the time. You’ve seen the miracles, the answers to prayer, yourself.

“And Carl told you that God is asking for you. He’s seeking you. Buddy, the Creator of the entire universe loves you and wants you to be with Him.” She shook her head then.

“With what little time there is left, I would think you’d be breaking down Heaven’s gates to get in.” She stood then and started to walk off. Nathan could tell she was disgusted with him… or frustrated.

“Why don’t you just show him?” Jacob said. Chrissy paused and looked back at the man, shaking her head. She glanced at Nathan.

“No, he has to come to Abba on his own.”

“Show me what?” Nathan asked, but no one answered him. Jacob stared at Chrissy as she walked off into the night, then he turned back to Nathan.

“Sit down, boy,” he said.

Nathan found himself obeying against his will and chalked it up to the desire to respect his elders. That’s what he told himself anyway.

Jacob pointed at Chrissy, and Nathan followed his finger, eyes widening when he realized that the girl had vanished. Though it was still dark, the fire lit a large area and there was no way she would have gotten far enough to not be seen.

“What that… girl was trying to tell you is that none of us were talking about religion. That’s man’s creation,” he spat. “A way to try to fit God into whatever box they want Him to fit in. God Himself said He didn’t want our memorized prayers or rituals that we perform just because it’s what we’ve learned to do.” He shook his head.

“No! He wants our hearts. He wants our love. He wants us to come to Him in truth, with humbleness and brokenness. He wants us to seek Him because we love Him and need Him, not because we feel some sort of religious obligation.”

Jacob stared hard at him, his dark eyes catching the firelight, making them appear as if they were glowing. It was rather eerie, and Nathan shivered.

“The Creator wants you to have a relationship with Him, son. He’s your Father, the best Father you could ever hope for, and all He wants is for you to come home. And when you do, He’ll run to meet you, ecstatic that you’ve finally turned away from the ugly life you’ve been leading and turned to the only One who can heal you. Who can—and will—help you get through what’s left of your life. He just wants you, Nathan.”

Nathan stared at the man for a long while. He startled when Martin put a hand on his shoulder. “We all had to come to that point, man,” he said softly. “Some of us are more stubborn than others,” he said, a tease in his voice, “but when the Lord is seeking after you, it’s best you just give in. Otherwise—”

“He’ll make you miserable until you do,” Jim laughed. “Believe me, I know that one all too well. Oh, the stories I could tell—”

“We’ll save that for another time,” Jacob told the young man, fondness in his voice. He turned back to Nathan and pointed a gnarled finger at him.

“You need to think long and hard about this one thing, son—if we’re wrong about God, about Yeshua—Jesus—then what harm have we caused? We’ve believed in Him and believed what He said, that He is God Himself, come to earth just so He could suffer and die to pay the price for our sins and that by putting our faith in Him and turning from our sins, we have the assurance of an eternity in Heaven. And on the flipside, we believe that those who refuse Him, refuse to accept the amazing gift of salvation He’s offering to us… well, those people sentence themselves to an eternity of torment.”

Nathan fought back a wince at that comment; it seemed like Jacob was directing it right at him.

“And due to that belief in the Lord,” Jacob continued, “we’ve been good people, trying to do the right thing, helping others. We try not to cause anyone harm. Try to put others first, give money to the poor, feed the hungry, clothe the naked.

“If we’re wrong about God and He doesn’t really exist, and when we die there’s nothing else after our time on earth, well okay… at least we lived a good life.” He stared hard at Nathan again.

“But son, the question you’ve got to answer for yourself is—what if we’re right?”


Chapter 11

TAMMY WAS so thankful for Chrissy’s reappearance and told the angel so, several times. She finally laughed and held up a hand.

“Stop. I’m not allowed to have adoring fans. That leads down the road of vanity and I sure don’t want to go there. Remember what happened to Lucifer when he jumped on that one.”

“Oh, yeah,” Tammy cringed, shaking her head. “It’s just hard to comprehend that you’re an actual angel.”

Chrissy laughed. “Believe it. Warrior angel, remember?” She waved at her petite figure. “I know that’s really hard to believe in this form. Plus the fact that I’m just going around talking to people isn’t doing much for my street cred.”

Tammy and Carl both laughed at that. “Street cred,” Carl snickered. “That’s funny. How come you talk like that?”

“Like what?” Chrissy asked.

Carl waved his hand. “Like… like you’re an American or whatever. Like a teenager, I guess.”

Chrissy laughed. “Kid, I’ve been on the earth since… well, since before it really was the earth. Before there was dirt and sea and sky. I’ve walked among humans since Adam and Eve were tossed out of the garden. I speak every language known to man. It’s possible I might have picked up on your slang and mannerisms,” she said with a wink.

Carl’s face colored as he nodded. Tammy chuckled and wrapped her arm around his shoulders. The girls were worn out and had gone right to sleep, but Carl, in typical teenage fashion, had wanted to stay up.

They, along with the other ladies, were sitting in the biggest tent, which Ida had told Tammy had been reserved just for them when the Lord told them they were coming. Tammy had been a bit surprised by that—both that the Lord had shared that info, but also that the group would give them the largest tent. The others were barely larger than two-people pup tents. She’d tried to argue against it, saying she and Nate were fine in one of the smaller tents, but the ladies wouldn’t hear it.

“We give the best to our guests,” Debby, one of the youngest of the women, had said. Beth, another of the younger women, nodded.

“That’s right. What we have is yours, and we insist you take the best of what we have.”

Tammy finally relented but insisted they all join her inside the large tent—that surprisingly had large pillows scattered about the floor. When she’d questioned Ida about it, she’d shrugged.

“They’re easier to carry than mattresses,” she said. “We all use the pillows for sitting and sleeping.”

Bette brought a little lantern that was a lot more modern than the one Tammy had found in Carl’s GG’s cellar. It seemed to be battery powered and she stared at it for a bit, drawing Bette’s attention. She held it up.

“Solar powered,” she grinned. “Martin and I bought a bunch of survival stuff over the years, preparing for disaster. Of course, we’d been thinking about tornadoes and the like, with the resulting power outages and whatnot. Little did we know we were preparing for the whole world to go kaput.”

Ida nodded. “Jacob and I as well, had been preparing. Stocking up on food with a long shelf life. Storing water.” She waved her hand toward the north. “But we had to leave most of it when we were forced to leave Des Moines.”

Tammy cocked her head. “You had to leave? Why?”

Ida smirked. “Probably the same reason you and Nathan left your town—Neos coming in,” she said with derision. “They’d started rounding up all the younger men, forcing them to join. They’d already gone after all the federal men and then the police. One of our boys was forced—” She choked on her words and Bette leaned over to pat the woman on the back. Beth also sobbed and Jasmine hugged the girl.

“Beth’s husband was conscripted by them too,” Bette explained to Tammy before looking at Beth.

“He’ll be fine,” Bette told the woman. “We’re praying for him, right?” She looked at Ida. “We’re praying for Rodney, too. The Lord’s got them in His capable hands.”

Ida nodded, then wiped at a tear. “I know,” she sniffed. “It’s just hard to think of what he’s going through.” Beth nodded in agreement.

Ida glanced at Tammy. “Rodney never accepted the Lord,” she said. “Stubborn, like your man. But he’ll come around,” she said with assurance. “They both will.”

Tammy’s eyes widened. She hadn’t told the women anything about Nate not being a Christian, or that he’d been stubborn, refusing to hear anything to do with witnessing. She looked at Chrissy with a raised brow.

The angel chuckled and held up her hands. “Don’t look at me. I’m just the messenger when I’m told to be.”

Ida laughed. “Oh, that’s right,” she said as she patted Tammy’s knee. “You wouldn’t know about Chris here coming to us last week and telling us to prepare for you to join us. She told us all about Nathan and how we needed to be girding our loins, whatever in the world that means.” That drew snickers from the other women.

“Back when men wore robes,” Chrissy explained with a smile for the older woman, “if they were going to run or do some hard work, they’d pull the robe up between their legs and tie it around their waist. Sort of made a pair of shorts out of it.”

“Ah,” Ida said with a nod. “Always wondered what that meant.” She looked back at Tammy. “So, I guess that meant that we were in for some hard work in witnessing to your man out there.” She motioned toward the direction of the campfire.

“But my Jabob’s got a hold on him right now, and that man will chew the boy’s ear off until he knows everything there is to know about Jesus,” she finished with a smile.

Tammy returned it, then sighed. “I sure hope he gets through to him.” She glanced at Chrissy. “I’ve been praying all the time for him, like you said.”

“Me too,” Carl said proudly. He sent a sheepish look to Tammy. “Well, since we met up with Tammy and Nate, I’ve been praying… for everything and everyone,” he admitted. “I, uh, sorta forgot about God after my GG died.” He, too, sounded choked and Tammy wrapped her arm around his shoulders again.

Chrissy nodded. “That’s easy for humans to do, for some reason,” she said sadly. “Whenever things are going good you all turn away from your faith. Or when things are bad, you turn away, thinking He doesn’t care enough about you to keep you from the bad stuff happening. It hurts Abba, by the way. He always wants to hear from His children.”

The group was quiet, but then Jasmine, the youngest of the ladies, spoke in a soft voice. “I never forgot about God,” she said. “He’s the only One who will listen to me. Who really hears me.”

“That’s cuz you never talk!” Ida said with a laugh. She leaned across the circle and gave Jasmine’s knee a soft slap. “We’re all here for you, gal. If you want to talk, then talk! The Good Lord knows we all do enough of it, especially Bette. Might be nice to hear someone else chattering for a change.”

Bette huffed out a gasp of outrage and crossed her arms over her chest. “Now, you listen here,” she bit out. “I do not talk that much, and I don’t appreciate you telling Tammy here that I do. That’s just not right. I mean, she doesn’t know me, doesn’t know anything about me, but you’re telling her right off the bat that I’m some sort of chatterbox. It’s just not true, and I think that—”

“See what I mean?” Ida said to Tammy as she flipped her hand toward Bette. The other woman’s mouth snapped shut as the others snickered, and she started to say something else, but thought better of it. After a moment, she started laughing.

“Okay, maybe I do talk a lot,” she muttered, drawing even more laughter.

Juana—who Tammy found out had recently been married to Jim in a ceremony performed by Jacob that Ida said wasn’t technically legal, but it was “good enough in God’s eyes”—started telling the group about her fears of getting pregnant. She asked for the other ladies’ advice. That’s when Chrissy stood.

“Well, that’s not a conversation I need to be included in,” she said with a laugh. She turned to Tammy. “Abba just told me to talk to your man anyway,” she said with a wink. “Keep praying.”

Ida looked at Juana. “We’ll get back to your problem later, honey.” She reached out and grabbed Tammy’s hand on one side and Bette’s on the other. “Grab a hand and let’s pray for Tammy’s husband,” she told the others. “And then you all are going to have to help me get up off this pillow so I can go pee.”

That caused more snickers, but Ida started praying for Nathan to accept the Lord, for his heart to be softened, for him to realize that God loves him. Bette added her prayers for Nathan to realize that God was true, that His Word never failed, and that time was short. The other women prayed for much the same and then it was Tammy’s turn.

“Lord—” that was all she got out when her voice caught, and tears filled her eyes. She felt such a great burden come on her then, as if a heavy weight had been dropped on her shoulders and she leaned forward, sobbing.

“Please, Father,” she cried out. The words wouldn’t come as she continued to sob. Ida’s hand tightened around hers and she felt Jasmine’s head lean on her shoulder. The woman was crying, as well.

Tammy continued to cry silent tears for several minutes before she gasped as she felt the Holy Spirit rise up within her, taking over where the words failed her.

“…the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words…”

The scripture filled her mind, as if being spoken by the Father Himself. Tammy grinned through her tears as she tried to get some control of her emotions, but it seemed an impossible task. There was just so much… hope, suddenly.

It was an indescribable feeling, like she was listening as God Himself prayed for her, for Nathan. It made her sob even harder, though it was now with gratitude.

A part of her expected the other women to say something, to start praying again, but they were silent. Tammy realized with some surprise that she could also feel their prayers as well, as if all were praying in unison. It seemed to amplify the awareness she felt of the Holy Spirit within her, and she gasped again.

It was overpowering. Overwhelming.

Just as the feeling became too much, it suddenly stopped. Tammy sucked in a breath and as one, the women all whispered, “Amen,” then all fell silent again.

“Wow,” Ida breathed after a long while. Tammy glanced at her as the woman shook her head. Ida smiled at her, then released her hand to lay her hand on her shoulder.

“Been a Christian for nearly sixty years,” she said with another head shake, “but I’ve never had an experience like that before.”

“Me either,” Bette said, sounding just as awed. The others murmured in agreement as Tammy wiped her face. Jasmine handed her a piece of cloth, which Tammy took with a grateful nod. She blew her nose, then started to hand it back to the girl. She laughed as she changed her mind, tucking it in her pocket.

“I’ll wash that before I give it back to you.”

Jasmine shook her head. “Don’t return it. We have plenty of cloths.”

“Yep,” Beth agreed.

“We use them for everything from snot rags to toilet paper,” Debby added. Tammy made a face and Jasmine laughed.

“Don’t worry; the one I gave you was brand new.” She shrugged. “Since we can’t easily wash clothes and all, we just bury the rags we use for, uh, wiping.”

Tammy laughed in embarrassment at having her thoughts brought out in the open, but then she sighed as she looked out the door of the tent.

Glancing back at the other women, she said, “Well, now we just have to wait for the Lord to knock some sense into that hard rock sitting atop my husband’s shoulders.”

NATHAN WASN’T sure what to think of Jacob’s testimony, and he sure didn’t know what to say to the question the old man had asked, the one that kept ringing through his head:

What if the Christians ARE right?

He’d stayed quiet after Jacob finished talking, listening as Jim and Martin gave their own testimonies. He’d been surprised to hear that Jim had accepted the Lord himself just a few weeks earlier. Nathan thought that was strange, because the man seemed to have a lot of knowledge of Jesus and all. He spoke the “language” at least.

Chrissy hadn’t returned, and Martin seemed to mirror Nathan’s thoughts when he asked if the others thought they’d see her again.

“When the Lord wills it,” was all Jacob had said.

Jim had nodded. “Yeah, whenever He thinks we need some more encouragement.”

“Or a butt kicking,” Jim added with a laugh.

The men chatted for a long while, though Nathan didn’t add much to the conversation, choosing instead to stare into the flickering flames. He had never been much for small talk, and the churchy stuff the guys were discussing sure wasn’t his choice for topics.

The camaraderie was nice, though, he had to admit to himself. It was a good change, being with men. All he’d had for months had been Tammy’s companionship. While he loved his wife, he’d missed having Gerald around to talk things through with and it made him want to get to Florida even more desperately.

After a while the men all fell silent, each staring at the fire, or into the darkness. Nathan didn’t like to look out past the fire’s light. Regardless of his lack of belief in God, there was one thing that he had figured Chrissy said was true… some sort of evil seemed to be out there.

He shuddered as he recalled the girl’s words, that a demon—or maybe plural—wanted to possess him. Nathan still felt that was ridiculous, but he couldn’t deny that there was something out there, a presence like he’d never felt before. And it was rather terrifying.

What bothered him more than anything else, he supposed, was not having a… being to fight. Something “real,” a man or a beast or whatever in front of him that he could shoot or punch. Dealing with invisible entities wasn’t high on his list of things he wanted to do.

And then he told himself he was being ridiculous. There is no such thing as demons, or invisible entities, or… whatever.

Jacob cleared his throat then, startling him out of his thoughts. “So, Nathan… the kid said you’re heading to Florida?”

Nathan nodded. “Yeah. Got a friend who’s ahead of us, going that direction. Left a note that we needed to follow them.” He shrugged. “Supposed to be some sort of community there, away from the Neos.”

Jacob nodded. “Heard about them popping up here and there,” he said. “We came across one ourselves on our way south from Des Moines. Wasn’t what we wanted for ourselves, though.”

Nathan frowned. “How’s that?” It seemed to him that anyone would be happy to find some like-minded people they could hole up with. Safety in numbers and all that. Especially people as old as Jacob and Ida.

“They weren’t believers,” Jacob said simply. “Didn’t share our values. Couldn’t see living with them, watching all the goings on. The outright sin. Might as well have stayed in the city if we wanted to compromise our beliefs like that.”

That shocked him, though Nathan kept his thoughts to himself. He knew whatever came out of his mouth would likely be offensive. But he could feel that anger boiling under the surface again, that need to lash out and tell Jacob what an idiot he was, how he should have taken whatever opportunity came his way to keep him and his wife safe…

He fought those thoughts back. It was difficult, though, because it was almost an unreasonably strong sense of needing to get his point across, in any way possible. He clenched his fists and gritted his teeth, forcing the words to stay in his head and not come of his mouth.

It’s the CJD, he told himself. Doctor Riggs had warned him of behavioral changes, among other things. The tremors were bad enough, he thought, and especially the leg weakness when they had so far to walk every day. But adding in emotional outbursts… he was a wreck.

And the thought entered his head once again that he should just take himself out of the equation and be done with it. It would make things easier on Tammy. She could make it to Florida on her own without having to drag an incapacitated, emotionally charged disaster along.

He shook those thoughts away and forced himself to calm down. Deep breaths. Deep breaths. In… out…

“You okay, son?”

Nathan startled and looked at Martin. The man nodded his way. “You look like you want to tear something apart. Something got your goat?”

Nathan hissed the breath he’d been holding out through his teeth, then jerked his head from shoulder to shoulder, cracking his neck.

He glanced at the men who were all staring warily at him. “Sorry,” he muttered. “I… sometimes I get, uh, I get… I lose control of my emotions,” he said helplessly.

Jacob was staring intently at him and it unnerved Nathan, but he forced himself to hold the man’s gaze. Finally, the old man nodded.

“Seems you’ve got something going on you’re not telling us.”

“Because it’s none of your business,” Nathan snapped, then instantly regretted it. There wasn’t any reason to be mean or rude to the men, even if they were nosier than his mother and her sisters.

“Sorry,” he said again, shaking his head. “That’s what I mean,” he added with a wave. “The emotions get out of control sometimes.”

Jacob put his hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “That’s not a burden you have to carry by yourself, son.” He nodded toward the others. “Tell us what’s going on, so we know how to pray for you.”

Nathan closed his eyes and sighed heavily. He was so tired, drained, and had no fight left in him to argue against all the “God talk.” Instead, he found himself doing as Jacob asked.

“I have CJD—Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease,” he admitted. Jacob sucked in a breath and Nathan looked at him. “You know what it is?” It was a rare disease and not many had heard of it.

The old man nodded. “Lost several in my family over the years to it.” He looked at the other men. “There’s literally a one in a million chance of getting it, but those of us Jews who have North African heritage are more likely.”

Nathan smirked. “My grandparents were Libyan Jews.”

“My family as well,” Jacob said with a smile. “We are probably cousins.”

Despite the topic and Nathan’s bouncing emotions, he forced himself to return the smile. “Possibly are,” he agreed. He glanced back at the others.

“Anyway, it’s fatal and the disease is already progressing.” He held out his shaking hand. “Tremors, leg weakness, tics… I’m already a mess and it’s just going to get worse.”

The men were silent for a long while, but then Jim spoke. “I had a fatal disease too,” he admitted. Nathan frowned at his use of the word “had,” but he didn’t comment.

“Alcoholism,” he said with a shrug. “Up until a month ago, I was falling down drunk all the time. When the economy took a dive and I couldn’t afford to buy booze, I turned to… other stuff,” he admitted with a shudder. “You don’t want to know what all I drank. Stuff that should have killed me, that’s for sure.” He smiled at Martin.

“But then I came across Martin and Bette. Well, they came across me, I guess.”

Martin laughed as he clapped the young man on the back. “Tripped over him, actually. He was passed out in an alley that I’d ducked down to avoid a Neos patrol. Fell right over him. It was the Good Lord’s blessing I didn’t break something.”

Jim shook his head. “Instead of yelling at me—or worse, ignoring my existence like most people did—Martin pulled me up, dusted me off, then took me home with him.”

“That took a while,” Martin said with another laugh. “It was more stumbling than walking, but once we got him in the house and Bette got some food into the boy, he started to sober up.”

“And then you laid Jesus on me,” Jim laughed, shaking his head. “Both of them. Tag teamed me even. I didn’t stand a chance.”

“Satan didn’t stand a chance, son,” Martin said quietly. Jim smiled and nodded, then looked back at Nathan.

“That night, I got right with the Lord. It was the hardest—and easiest—decision I’d ever made.” He grinned at the look Nathan gave him.

“Hardest, cuz I knew if I got right with God, I’d have to change my ‘evil ways’,” he said, crooking his forefingers. “But easiest, cuz once I asked Jesus to forgive me and take over my life, that’s exactly what He did.” He shook his head. “I never even thought about drinking again from that moment on.”

“The Lord doesn’t want you to clean yourself up before you come to Him,” Martin said. “He wants you to come, just as you are. He’ll do the cleaning for you.”

Jim nodded at the man, then looked back at Nathan. “If the Lord could heal a broken, beaten down man who had resorted to drinking hairspray and antifreeze just so he could avoid living in reality, then I know He can heal you of this… this disease you have.”

The other men said “amen,” while Nathan frowned. He didn’t comment, though he wanted to tell them they were all crazy. Even if there was a God, why in the world would He heal him, if He even could?

Once again, Nathan kept his thoughts to himself. It wasn’t easy, though, when he was still fighting down the urge to yell at them, to tell them they were all morons believing in some fairytale. The feeling was growing stronger by the moment, and it was nearly impossible not to lash out.

“Son, you’ve got a demon messing with you,” Jacob said suddenly. Nathan blinked a few times and looked at the old man, but he wasn’t looking at him… he was looking behind him. Nathan stood and spun around to see what Jacob saw, but there wasn’t anything there.

Jacob pointed somewhere above Nathan’s head. “He was just there, muttering something to you,” he told him, shaking his head. He glanced at the other men. “Don’t have that happen too often, seeing in the Spirit like that. Kinda scary.”

Martin and Jim stared at the area behind Nathan. “Don’t see anything,” Martin said, and Jim shook his head in agreement.

“Not there now,” Jacob said, rubbing his jaw with his hand.

Nathan wondered just how crazy the old man was, but then he realized that he no longer had the desire to tell him that he thought he was insane. The anger, the need to lash out at the men, had fled.

Jacob pushed himself to a stand then. He put a hand on the back of his chair and lifted the other one above his head.

“Father God, in the Name of Your precious Son, Yeshua, I cast out all demons here. I bind their evil whisperings and all devices they’re using to keep Nathan from hearing You, from turning to You. Send them back to the Pit where they belong, Father. Amen.”

The other men added “amens” as well, though Nathan stared at them all like they might be on the verge of sprouting wings or something. But he couldn’t deny that he felt better, not as angry.

“They’re gone again,” a woman’s voice called out. Jacob turned as he dropped his hand and grinned.

“Could have used your help a moment ago,” he told Chrissy as she walked back into the ring of light surrounding the fire. Nathan frowned again, wondering where she’d been, where she’d just come from, and why in the world Jacob would think she would be any kind of help.

With demons, he snorted to himself. Ridiculous.

The girl shrugged. “Like I said, they’re gone.”

“Thanks to you,” Jacob said. Chrissy grinned at the old man. The smile fled, however, when she looked at Nathan.

“You have no more time left,” she said.

He frowned in response. “What does that mean?” He knew that he wasn’t close to dying; at least, not by CJD standards. There was still a course of symptoms he had to go through before he got to that point. He swallowed hard at the thought. Death wasn’t something he’d ever really been afraid of; after all, he believed after he died, that was it. Just… nothing.

Dying, however… that scared the life out of him. Literally, he thought with bitter humor.

Chrissy didn’t seem inclined to answer and just gave him a sad shake of her head as she turned to walk off toward the tents. The men watched her go, then Martin spoke.

“She means that there comes a time when we’re given our last chance to get right with God, to accept Jesus.” He sighed heavily. “I guess that’s the point you’re at now.”

“Yep,” Jacob said, shaking his head in much the same way Chrissy had. “Son, you have no more time to waste. You can’t keep thinking you can make a decision later, that there’s still time. We don’t know how much time we have.” He looked up at the starry sky. “For all we know, a meteor could be coming our way and drop on our heads.” His eyes found Nathan’s again.

“Now is the time you have to decide—do I believe in God? Do I accept Jesus as my Savior? Accept all that He did for me and know that I’ll spend all of eternity in Heaven with Him?”

He pointed a gnarled finger at Nathan. “Or do you get mired in your prideful stubbornness and spend eternity in suffering and torment? There are only two choices, son. You’d best make the right one.”

With that, all three men stood and walked off toward the tents, leaving Nathan standing next to the fire, staring after them.

He sighed then, knowing he’d been ostracized from the group and a sudden wave of loneliness swept over him. It was more than just feeling like he was alone by the fire—he had a sense of being alienated. As if he was the only person in the world in that moment.

Nathan suddenly felt tired, exhausted. He slumped further into the uncomfortable metal chair and went back to staring into the fire, contemplating… everything.

Now that they’d found others who weren’t on the Neos’ side, who were just trying to stay under the radar, he wondered if it wouldn’t be better to stay with them. It would sure be easier on Tammy and the kids. And him, if he were being truthful. Walking hundreds of miles over the next few months was looking more and more like an impossible task.

Maybe I should just leave. That thought was quickly followed by a sense of leaving permanently. The suicidal ideas were coming more and more frequently, and Nathan was starting to think they had merit.

Why go through whatever time he had left as a burden to others? Lashing out as his emotions ran wild, succumbing to the inevitable paralysis, eventually forgetting everything and everyone.

It was certainly no life to look forward to.

He leaned forward and put his elbows on his thighs as he stared deeper into the fire. Tammy now had the kids and the others, if she chose to stay. She really didn’t need him any longer. While Jacob was old, Martin and Jim were both young enough to protect them. And Carl had proven that he wasn’t afraid to step up when needed. Heck, the kid hadn’t hesitated shooting that creep in the woods, hadn’t balked… and hadn’t had any regrets afterward.

Of course, he told himself, he could always teach Tammy and the others how to shoot, to defend themselves, before he… left. His last act, training whoever needed it. At least he’d leave the earth having done something.

He sat there contemplating everything that ran through his mind, all the pros and cons. Truthfully, he couldn’t think of any cons to an early death, dying before the symptoms got so much worse. It just made more sense and if he were going to do it, it had better be soon, before he got too incapacitated.

Nathan reached down and plucked a piece of dry grass near his shoe. He turned the blade over in his hands, wondering if Kentucky had been through the drought like Indiana. Traveling at night gave them no sense of their surroundings, if they were walking through green fields, or dead dry ones. He guessed the latter; their feet seemed to crunch with every step. Two years with no rain made everything brittle. Fragile.

He tied the dry blade into a knot and tossed it into the fire, watching as it sparked and disappeared in just seconds. Nathan sighed… just like life. You lived your life thinking everything was fine, then circumstances changed—like the drought for the grass, or the crash for the rest of the world—and suddenly POOF, whatever you once believed is no longer true.

And then you had no idea what to believe.

“Believe in Me…”

Nathan startled. His heart started to pound as he realized he’d heard a voice in his head. It wasn’t a voice he recognized, like he’d been hearing his Papa speaking, which happened at times. Memories, really.

“Nathan, you know what you are to be doing. That is not how Mama and I raised you…”

“Do not disappoint us, Nathan. We have high expectations for you.”

This voice was much different. Stronger, yet softer. Compelling, without being demanding.

He shook his head. “Great, now I’m starting to hallucinate.” He didn’t think that was one of the symptoms of his disease, but truthfully, he’d stopped listening to the litany of all the things that he could expect after Doctor Riggs said “paralysis.” That was the one thing that terrified him the most—not being able to move.

Thinking of the paralysis, Nathan suddenly felt antsy. Like he was already being trapped inside his own body. He stood, feeling the need to move while he could. He paced back and forth, then circled the fire.

Kicking dirt at the flames as he walked around, he thought it was careless for the men to have left the fire burning, especially with the dry grass in the area. He figured they’d probably expected him to take care of it. He kicked a little more dirt, watching as the flames flickered and started to die back, but then he realized he didn’t want the darkness. Not while he was alone.

Nathan glanced out toward the area Chrissy had claimed there’d been a demon, then turned and looked back where he’d been sitting, where Jacob had claimed to see one as well. He saw nothing but darkness.

But there was something about the darkness that night. It wasn’t just the night, or the fact that it was darker since the moon had yet to rise. This was more than that… it was a darkness that seemed to surround him. Wanting to pull him into its depths.

He shuddered and realized he was being ridiculous. “I’m not some kid, afraid of the dark,” he muttered. “Get it together.”

The self-talk didn’t help, and he paced some more, casting wary glances into the black beyond the ring of the fire’s light. He paused when he thought he saw movement and held his breath, staring for a long while into what he thought was a wooded area. Though it was too dark to see, he thought he could make out the shapes of trees swaying in the wind.

He frowned; there wasn’t any wind. Not even a breeze.

Staring harder at the area, his eyes widened when he realized that the trees were moving, except they weren’t swaying in the breeze. They were walking.

“I… I… uh…” Nathan didn’t know why he was trying to speak; it wasn’t like there was anyone around to hear him. Or to answer. He shook his head again, trying to clear it, this time hoping he was having a hallucination.

The “trees” continued to walk, though they made no sound. As he concentrated on the area, his eyes seemed to focus better, to see what was truly there.

And then he wished he hadn’t.

Huge creatures, massive forms of blackness moving about. No, prowling… They reminded him of apex predators seeking a kill—searching through the prairie grass, looking for a rabbit or some other rodent.

Or a human…

Nathan’s breath left him in a whoosh as he realized that Chrissy’s words—and Jacob’s—were true. There were demons surrounding them. He struggled to come to grips with that, arguing with himself that he was being ridiculous, but he couldn’t deny what he was seeing, and he knew without a doubt that it wasn’t a hallucination.

But the one thing that struck him most, and hardest, as he stared toward the creatures—if there was such a thing as demons, then that meant…

There was such a thing as God.


Chapter 12

THAT WAS QUICK,” Ida said as Chrissy walked back into the tent. The angel nodded. Tammy frowned. She looked… sad.

The “girl” sat down and stared at the floor for a few minutes. No one said anything, but all stared warily at her. Tammy knew they were all thinking the same thing she was… did angels have human emotions such as sadness?

And, if so, what was so bad that one of the Heavenly Host would feel that way?

After a long while, Chrissy sighed and looked up, staring at Tammy. She still didn’t speak, and Tammy squirmed a bit under her scrutiny. Chrissy shook her head.

“Nathan is… very stubborn.”

Tammy huffed out a laugh. “Yeah, that he is,” she admitted. “I always said that he’d out stubborn a mule.”

She expected Chrissy to laugh, as the others did, but she just continued to stare at her, that same sad expression on her face. Tammy frowned and tilted her head.

“What?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”

Chrissy pursed her lips, then sighed again. It was a very human thing to do, Tammy thought, and wondered if the angel spent more time in the earthly realm than she did in the heavenly one.

“I was told that Nathan’s time is up.”

Tammy’s eyes widened at that, as panic engulfed her. “His time… his time is up?” she squeaked out. “What do you mean? Like, he’s gonna die already? I thought he had a year or—”

“Not that,” Chrissy said with a head shake. “It’s worse, though. Abba has said that he’s been given his last chance to turn to Him. There are no more chances.”

There were gasps and “Oh nos” from the women, but Tammy didn’t make a sound. Didn’t say a word. She just sat in stunned silence as she considered what the angel was telling her.

God Himself has decided that my husband is out of time…

She numbly realized that Ida was rubbing her back, trying to console her. Tammy wanted to shrug off the ministrations, wanted to be left alone in her misery, but she was frankly paralyzed with pain.

It had been hard, having Nate admit to her that he was dying of a disease she’d never even heard of. But she’d known that if she could just get through to him, just get him to realize that Jesus was real and that He loved him enough to die for just him, that she’d see the man again on the other side. She had clung to that and had prayed every night as they’d walked across unknown and unseen terrain.

And during the day, as she’d read her Bible, she’d prayed. Cried out to God to save her husband, to bring him to his knees and soften that stubborn heart. Over and over, she’d begged the Lord for that.

She’d dreamed of God Himself telling her that Nate would be saved. She was sure of it, sure that she’d truly heard Him speaking.

Then earlier, when the women had all prayed with her and they’d felt the Holy Spirit moving so strongly among them, she’d just known that her prayers were finally going to be answered.

But now…

Tammy shook her head. No, this isn’t right! She sucked in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. It wasn’t right; in fact, it was all wrong. She knew God was going to answer her prayer, knew that He was going to get through to Nate, knew that her husband was going to be saved.

She’d believed it with all her heart.

“Father,” she called out suddenly as she tilted her head skyward, “I’m still believing You’ll get through to Nate. I have faith, Father. Please don’t let him get away. Bring him to You! Save him, Jesus, I’m begging You!” With that, she broke down into sobs once again as Ida pulled her into an embrace.

She heard the other women calling out to God again, as well, repeating their prayers from earlier. Begging the Lord to change His mind, to have just a tiny bit more patience with Nate. They cried, pleaded, and quoted God’s own words to Him while Tammy’s heart shattered in the arms of a woman she’d just met.

“Wait!” Chrissy said, interrupting the prayers. Tammy lifted her head from Ida’s shoulder and turned to look at the angel through her tears. Her eyes widened when she saw that she… no, HE… was truly an angel then, a very large one, glowing blue and holding an extremely large sword as he stood with his feet apart, as though ready to do battle.

He looked around at the women and grinned. “Abba has heard your prayers,” he told them. “And He has given Nathan one last invitation to come to Him.” He looked at Tammy, giving her a crooked grin.

“And Nathan accepted.”

NATHAN FELL to his knees as soon as the realization that God was truly real struck him. He didn’t stop there, but put his forehead to the dry, hard ground and sobbed.

“Forgive me, Lord,” he cried. “I’m a stubborn man, I know that. Please forgive me for not accepting You before. And I know You said I was out—” the words caught in his throat then and he swallowed hard, “—that I was out of time,” he continued, choking on the words.

“But from what Tammy’s told me, You’re a merciful God. Please, please, Lord, have mercy on me. I don’t deserve it, I know, but I swear to You, whatever time I have left will be spent in praise of You and telling others about You. Just please, Father God, please forgive me.”

He stopped praying and remained in his hunched position, making mud in the dry earth with his tears. There was no answer, no voice from Heaven telling him that “all is forgiven,” and Nathan wondered—and worried—that he’d been too late. That God had decided he wasn’t worth forgiving.

Nathan couldn’t say that he’d blame Him.

It was a long time before he moved from his position, but that was just to sit back on his heels. He kept his head bent to the ground, not wanting to lift it to see the demons closing in around him. He was sure that was going to be his lot with what was left of his life—to be possessed by a demon.

He couldn’t let that happen, he realized. If he were possessed, who knew what he might do to Tammy, to the kids. While he knew next to nothing about demons, he knew without a doubt that the creatures he’d seen prowling around the area were terrifying… and that they absolutely hated humans. Of that, he had no doubt. The hatred oozed off them like a sticky tar.

Nathan reached into the back of his waistband and pulled out the nine-millimeter, quickly chambering a round before he thought twice about it. But then he paused, wondering if he should at least tell Tammy goodbye, tell her he loved her.

Kiss her one last time.

He shook his head, knowing if he talked to his wife, she’d know what he had planned and would talk him out of it. Nathan knew she’d do anything to stop him, and he wasn’t sure if he was strong enough to resist. He couldn’t have that. He couldn’t put her in danger. The thought of hurting Tammy, or the kids, terrified him.

He steeled himself, knowing what he had to do.

A flash of light caught his eye and he stared at the gun in his hand. While he’d been needlessly begging God for forgiveness, the moon must have started to rise, as its glow caught the weapon, making the black metal appear blue. He turned it over, putting it into his left hand. He no longer trusted his shaking right hand to be able to do the job properly.

He lifted the weapon and held his breath. “I really am sorry, God,” he whispered. “Please take care of my wife.”

“I wouldn’t do that, if I were you.”

Nathan dropped the gun and turned his head to see… something completely indescribable. A huge creature—that he suddenly realized had been the source of the blue glow—stood behind him, even bigger than the demons he’d seen earlier. But he somehow knew this was no demon.

Angel…

“At your service,” the angel said with a sweep of the massive sword he held. The thing had to be ten or twelve feet long, Nathan thought. And the angel himself stood at least two stories tall.

“Zadkiel, at your service,” he told Nathan, then grinned. “Otherwise known as Chrissy.”

Nathan blinked a few times. “Chris… Chrissy?” he choked out. “You mean, the little—”

“Blonde bombshell?” the angel asked with a crooked grin. “Yep, that’s me.” He pointed his sword in the direction the demons had been. “But that form isn’t conducive to fighting the enemy.” He then swept the sword in front of him, down his body. “This one works a bit better.”

Nathan turned to look at the area where the demons had been but didn’t see the evil creatures any longer. He supposed that was a bit of a relief, but his heart ached too much to feel it. It was especially hard, knowing that he’d have to spend eternity with the terrifying things.

The angel snickered and he glanced back up at him but was surprised to see he’d changed back to the “Chrissy” form. Nathan shook his head, thinking at how very strange his life had gotten in just a short time.

“You want to spend eternity with them?” Chrissy said as she—he—pointed to the area where the demons had been.

“Well, no, of course not,” Nathan said with a scowl. “But—”

“But nothing,” Chrissy said with a shrug. She grinned. “Oh, maybe you don’t know, but Abba—God—decided to forgive your stubborn self after all.”

Nathan blinked a few times, trying to process what he’d just been told. “But… but I… I didn’t—”

“What, you thought you’d see a burning bush, or something?” Chrissy interrupted with a smirk.

Nathan frowned. “Well, no, but I thought I might… feel different, I guess.”

The angel actually rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. “You humans always want the big dramatics. What’s up with that?” She shook her head. “Seriously, I have an ‘in’ with Abba, and He said you’ve joined Team God,” she added with a grin, then motioned to the forgotten gun still in his hand.

“So, put that thing away and get busy doing what you promised you’d do—praise Him and tell everyone you meet about Him.” She smiled, then turned back into the terrifyingly huge angel in the blink of an eye. Nathan did just that… he blinked, rapidly.

“Gotta go,” the angel named Zadkiel said, his deep voice booming. He glanced up, then looked back at Nathan with a smile. “Have a choir session.” Zadkiel grinned at Nathan’s expression.

“Whenever a human accepts the Lord, the angels get to sing. It’s pretty cool, and if you listen hard, you might just hear it.” With that, he vanished.

Nathan was still staring up at the sky, hoping to see a glimpse of… something, when the others came running from the tents. He was still kneeling on the ground, and he quickly tucked his weapon under his leg just as Tammy reached him, nearly knocking him sideways as she tackled him to hug him around the neck.

“You’re saved!” she shouted in his ear, sounding ecstatic, though she was crying. Nathan wrapped his arms around her.

“I’m forgiven,” he said, still in awe. It had been just seconds since the angel told him as much, and he was still trying to process it. But he wasn’t going to doubt it—if Chrissy, or Zadkiel, whatever, told him it was so, that “Abba” had declared it, then Nathan was going to trust that it was truth.

“You are,” Tammy laughed. She moved aside then as Carl came up and threw himself at Nathan. He laughed as he hugged the kid he’d grown fond of in such a short period of time.

“Welcome to the family!” Carl said with just as much enthusiasm as Tammy’d had.

Nathan realized he was going to be forced to stand as the others came forward. He grabbed the gun as he stood and held it to his thigh while he awkwardly hugged everyone with one arm.

He glanced down when he felt a tug and saw Carl give a slight jerk of his head and knew the kid wanted to take the weapon from him, probably to keep it out of sight from the others. He nodded once and released it to him, watching as the kid tucked it into the back of his pants and pulled his shirt down over it. Nathan gave him a grateful smile. The last thing he wanted to do was be chewed out by his wife for what he’d planned on doing.

Jacob walked up to him then and startled Nathan when he laid his hands on his head. The old man closed his eyes and tilted his head back.

“Heavenly Father, thank You for Your infinite patience and merciful love in waiting for our new brother in Christ to accept You. And now, I ask that You fill him with Your Holy Spirit. Pour the Spirit upon Nathan as he goes about doing Your works and sharing Your Word. Give him the boldness he needs now to stay strong in the faith. Amen.

For some strange reason, Nathan started laughing. Jacob stepped back and smiled at him, then started speaking in Hebrew. Nathan startled when he realized he understood the man perfectly, though he hadn’t heard the language since he’d been a boy in school.

“The sound of joyful shouting and salvation is in the tents of the righteous;” Jacob said, though it was more singing than speaking,

“The right hand of the Lord does valiantly.

The right hand of the Lord is exalted;

The right hand of the Lord does valiantly.

I will not die, but live, And tell of the works of the Lord!”

There were shouts of “amen!” and Nathan found himself saying the word for the very first time. His face was starting to hurt from all the smiling, but he just couldn’t seem to help it.

He was forgiven!

Nathan was still reeling from that; he truly had no idea he needed forgiving. He’d lived his life trying to be good, to do good, to live on the right side of the law and to be a caring person. But when he’d come to the realization that there truly was a God and that he could no longer deny Him, he’d suddenly been weighed down by the knowledge that he was completely and wholly inadequate in the eyes of a perfect, Holy God.

A Holy God who’d chosen to forgive him, despite his constant denials of His very existence. It was inconceivable.

After a few more back slaps and congratulations, the group settled down, sitting in the chairs around the fire that had started to die down.

“It’s funny, isn’t it?” Ida asked no one in particular. “Before, the night seemed… evil. But now, not so much.”

Nathan grinned at her. “I think that’s because before I was evil, but now… not so much.” Tammy whacked him with the back of her hand.

“Now that you accepted Jesus, you’re not evil at all, silly,” she admonished. Nathan shrugged.

“Guess I have a lot to learn.” He smiled at his wife. “I won’t argue now when you want to read your Bible.”

“Hallelujah!” Tammy shouted, shaking her hands in the air and making the others laugh.

They chatted quietly for a while before people started yawning. Nathan glanced heavenward, thinking it had to be well after midnight. Jacob stood and helped Ida to rise, then they said their goodnights and shuffled off.

Martin and Bette were next, though Jim and Juana, along with Debby, Jasmine, and the other woman Nathan couldn’t remember the name of, seemed content to stay where they were. Carl and Tammy both yawned at the same time, then giggled and poked each other, saying “Jinx.” Nathan knew they’d be next in wanting to head to bed.

Moments later, Tammy stood and tugged Carl up with her. “C’mon,” she told the protesting kid, “I know you’re as tired as I—”

“Well, now, this is cozy, isn’t it Pete?”

The man’s voice startled them all and they turned to see a group of men standing just at the edge of the fire’s light, which cast eerie shadows on their faces. If Nathan hadn’t seen the real thing earlier, he would have sworn the men looked demonic.

But they could be possessed…

He shook that thought away as he rose slowly, watching from his peripherals as Jim, too, stood, along with a few of the women. Even from across the fire, he could see that the newcomers were armed with rifles and shotguns, which they all held, ready to fire.

“Can we help you gentlemen?” Jim asked, with more politeness than Nathan thought he would have been able to muster himself.

One of the men—Nathan realized there were eight of them—stepped closer, a wicked-looking grin on his face.

“Don’t suppose you can,” he told Jim, then nodded toward Juana standing next to her husband, clinging to his arm. “But your woman there can help us.” He looked around at the other females.

“All of them, in fact, will come in… handy.” There were snickers from the newcomers at that, then one murmured something. The man who’d spoken grinned as he turned back to them.

“Jay here says the boy will do for him.”

Nathan blinked a few times. He knew what the men were implying; it was obvious to everyone, even Carl, who he saw stiffen next to Tammy at the man’s words. Nathan started to reach for the nine-millimeter, but then cursed inwardly when he realized he didn’t have it, and his other weapons were in his duffel, too far behind him to be of any use.

Jim must have been thinking along the same lines. “Left my gun back in the tent,” he murmured, too low for the others to hear. “Got excited when I heard about you getting saved and ran off without it.” Nathan didn’t answer; there wasn’t any need to. The men were well-armed, and they weren’t.

The odds weren’t looking good.

Nathan contemplated the options—they could rush the men and hope to overpower them, but that would require everyone being on the same page and there wasn’t any way to communicate a plan. If he alone rushed them, that would be suicide.

It was funny, he thought; just an hour or so earlier, he’d been planning that very thing. Now, he found that he didn’t want to die. Not at all.

But there was no way he was going to let them take any of the women—or Carl. The thought of that made Nathan shudder. It was bad enough that the men wanted to abuse the women, but a kid? Nathan gritted his teeth against the idea.

Carl—with the nine-millimeter in the back of his pants—was too far away for Nathan to reach. Besides, the weapon’s magazine only held ten rounds, one of which had already been fired. It would take some really accurate shooting to make sure all eight men were incapacitated with only nine rounds.

And avoid getting shot—or getting anyone else shot—in the process.

Talk about a rock and a hard place, Nathan thought, a bit hysterically. They were in a no-win situation, an impossible—

“Do not be afraid of them, For I am with you to deliver you…”

Nathan grinned when he heard the voice in his head again. This time, he knew exactly Who it was speaking.

“Okay, Lord, this is all You,” he muttered. Jim glanced his way, a slight smile on his face and Nathan wondered if he’d heard God speaking too.

Nathan found himself taking a deep breath, almost as if he were no longer in control of his own body. When he opened his mouth to speak, he knew that was the case.

The Holy Spirit Himself was speaking through him.

“Father in Heaven, Creator of earth above and below, of worlds beyond our imaginings, show Your mighty hand. Reveal Your presence to all here, including those wishing to do evil. Open their eyes that they might see!”

Nathan opened his own eyes then when he heard the gasps. It wasn’t just from the newcomers; Jacob and the others had turned and were staring in awe at the area behind Nathan. He turned as well and grinned, not at all surprised by what he saw, though a part of him knew he should be. But he knew he was still seeing through the Holy Spirit, who knew exactly what was there.

An army of gigantic angels, all glowing with unearthly fire, stood behind them, ready to defend.

Nathan turned back to see how the men who’d been so sure of themselves when they’d been looking to rape and who knew what else would react. They looked like they were either going to be sick or shake themselves to death. To a one, they all turned and fled.

“Jesus will forgive you!” Nathan yelled out to them. “You just have to repent and turn to Him before it’s too late! And soon it will be!”

His announcement was met with silence and Nathan couldn’t help but feel a bit disappointed.

Chuckling turned his attention back to the angel army. Zadkiel stepped forward with a grin.

“What?” Nathan asked.

The angel shook his head. “Dude, it sure didn’t take you long to change your attitude. From ‘there’s no such thing as God’ to calling on Abba’s army and witnessing to your enemy.” He reached out and clapped a giant hand on Nathan’s shoulder.

“Abba is very happy with you. Good job.”

Nathan grinned back at the angel, first for his use of American slang, but mostly because he’d pleased God.

“Well, that isn’t going to be the first and last time,” Nathan told the angel with surety. “I’m going to tell everyone about the Lord now.” He shook his head.

“I wasted too much time. Too much of my life was spent denying the Father and I know I can’t make up for that. But I’m gonna spend what’s left of my life bringing as many to Heaven with me as I can.” Sadness came over him then when he realized how very little time there was left. So very little time left for the world… but even less for him.

Zadkiel smiled down at him. “That’s all Abba expects of you.” He looked up at the others. “That’s all He expects of any of you who call Him Lord… that you spend your remaining days here on earth praising Him and telling those who don’t know Yeshua about Him. It’s imperative that you move quickly.”

“Why is that?” Carl asked. Nathan was impressed that the kid had the gumption to even speak when there were countless flaming angels surrounding them.

If he hadn’t been watching the angel before him, Nathan might have missed the flicker of unease that crossed Zadkiel’s face. He actually sighed as he looked around at the believers staring at him.

“The Fourth Seal has been broken.”

Nathan wasn’t sure what that meant, but the Spirit within him shuddered.

“What’s that?” one of the women asked. Nathan didn’t turn around to see who it was.

Zadkiel started to speak, but Carl interrupted him. “I looked, and behold, an ashen horse; and he who sat on it had the name Death; and Hades was following with him. Authority was given to them over a fourth of the earth, to kill with sword and with famine and with pestilence and by the wild beasts of the earth.”

When he’d begun speaking, Nathan had turned to the kid in surprise. Carl snapped his mouth shut, then giggled. “Uh, sorry. Don’t know where that came from.”

“It came from what you call the Book of Revelation,” Zadkiel said. Nathan turned to look at the angel and saw that he was smiling at Carl fondly. “And the Spirit within you revealed it through you.” He then made it a point to look at each of the believers.

“Until the end of this time you call the Tribulation, all of you who call on the Name of the Lord will need to lean upon the Holy Spirit for strength and guidance. There will be times when one of us—” he motioned to the flaming army behind him, “—might come to you to help or to deliver a message, but there will be many times when you may find yourselves on your own.

“Just remember the One who walks with you is the One who wrote the story. The Beginning and the End. He is your strength when you’re too weak to fight. He is your defender when you have nothing left. Through Him you will have victory.”

Zadkiel smiled at them. “Don’t forget—in the end, He wins. We all do.”
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Chapter 1

THERE WERE all kinds of people before,” Carl said as they trudged along through a sodden hay field in northern Tennessee. Or was it southern Kentucky? Nathan couldn’t be sure since they were navigating fields rather than roads with highway signs.

The kid walking beside him had been a source of irritation, one that Nathan had pretty much tried to avoid on their journey. But that was before… before Nathan had gotten saved. Before he’d accepted Jesus as his Savior. Before he’d even known that God truly existed.

He still couldn’t believe that he’d waited so long. And had been so stubborn.

“Before what?” Nathan asked.

“Before—” the young teen waved around them, then glanced up at Nathan. “You know, before all the… bad stuff started.”

Nathan huffed out a laugh. “Kid, it’s been bad for a long time.”

Carl gave him a crooked grin. Nathan thought that the kid was pretty good looking with his sandy blonde hair and Root Beer-colored eyes. He likely would have been a charmer with the girls if he’d had the chance to live his life. It was a bit depressing to think about the fact that the kid—and his little sisters—would never have the chance to grow up, to get married, to have their own kids.

“But where we’re going is a lot better than where we’ve been,” his wife had told him when he’d lamented the very same thing to her the night before. “Just think… the new earth is going to be ruled by Jesus Himself!”

Nathan had given her a look. “Isn’t Jesus in charge now? I mean, He is like the Creator or something, right?” He knew he had a lot to learn about all the godly stuff he’d never paid attention to. But then again, most of the stuff he’d learned—or was meant to learn—growing up was strictly of the Jewish faith. Christianity was most definitely never spoken of, and if it had been it was just for ridicule.

“Yes, to the second part,” Tammy had laughed. “And no to the first.” She’d shrugged. “Right now, in the end times—the Tribulation—it’s pretty much Satan’s show. At least until the very end.”

The thought of the worst of the worst running amok in the world unleashed didn’t sit well with Nathan. Not at all. Things were bad enough before all the current craziness had started, but now?

Now it was terrifying.

Like he’d just told Carl, it had been bad for a very long time. Nathan had seen more of his share of the bad during his ten years on the police force. While there had always been crime and decadence, over the past five or so years, society had seemed to decay so much more. By the time the global economic collapse had happened, Nathan thought the world had become rather unrecognizable.

But even then there had been good—like neighbors helping neighbors without expecting anything in return. Most people just tried to get along, to live side-by-side in a world that was growing in population by leaps and bounds.

Like Carl had said, there’d been all kinds of people before and most had been decent.

“What did you mean when you’d said there were all kinds of people before?” he asked, bringing himself back to the conversation with Carl. “It’s not that I disagree, just wondering where you were going with that. When you said ‘before’,” I mean.”

Carl shrugged his narrow shoulders. Just in the few weeks the kid and his sisters had been under Nathan and Tammy’s care, they’d filled out a bit. They’d been half-starved, filthy and wary—and the girls had been reluctant to even speak—but now they seemed to have adjusted pretty well to the new life they’d found themselves in.

“Just that before people were… I don’t know. Like hard to figure out. Some were nice, but they didn’t know Jesus. Others were mean, but they said they did know Jesus. It was kinda confusing.”

I’ll say… Nathan didn’t speak the thought out loud, but he completely agreed with the boy. The hypocrisy of so-called Christians was one of the reasons Nathan had never wanted to hear anything having to do with Jesus.

“But now,” Carl continued, interrupting Nathan’s thoughts, “you’re either a believer, or you’re gonna be real soon. Or you’re on the devil’s side.”

Nathan nodded, though he wasn’t sure he completely agreed with that conclusion. Surely God—Jesus—was more merciful than that. If a person was good, but never actually asked Jesus to “sit on the throne of their life” as Tammy put it, would God really make them go to Hell?

It was something he knew he needed to talk to Tammy about.

He was thankful his wife was patient with all his questions. Nathan was reading the Bible daily, but there were a lot of things he didn’t understand, and a lot of things he wasn’t sure he ever would about this side of Heaven. Tammy tried to help him understand the more basic things, but even she had admitted that she had a lot of questions herself.

“We just have to have faith,” she’d told him during one of their Bible studies when Nathan had asked why the Lord had told the Israelites to kill even the infants.

“God is all-knowing,” she’d explained, “and He knows who’s going to come to Him… and who isn’t. We have no way of knowing if those little babies would have grown up to become mass murderers or something. By having them die so young, their place in Heaven was secured.” She’d then gone on to explain that she’d been taught babies and young children went to Heaven, even without having accepted Jesus.

“I think we’re born knowing God,” Tammy went on, “but the world—Satan—makes us forget Him. Makes us question His existence. Or just keeps us so busy and distracted that we can’t even think about godly things.”

Nathan turned back to Carl, who surprisingly had a lot of biblical knowledge for such a young kid thanks to having had a godly grandmother and great-grandmother.

“This might sound stupid, but you know I’m new to this,” Nathan said with a self-deprecating laugh, “but don’t you think God would let good people into Heaven? You know, like the little old lady who spent all her life helping others. Or the rich guy who gave lots of money to charities.”

Carl grinned back at him. “First, you can’t buy your way into Heaven,” he said, shaking his head. “And you ain’t never gonna be good enough, no matter what you do. The way Pastor Al—he was my Sunday School teacher—‘splained it was like this… have you ever told a lie?”

Nathan frowned, but he nodded. “Yeah, of course. Everyone has.”

“Yep,” Carl said, popping the “p.” He stopped to pick up a handful of rocks, which he started tossing to the side one by one. “And have you ever stolen anything? Like even just a quarter from your mom when you were a kid.”

Reluctantly, Nathan nodded again.

“Me too,” Carl grinned. “‘Specially now.” He waved his hand around the area again before throwing another rock. “Had to steal a bunch of stuff when me and the girls were on our own.”

Nathan nodded. “That’s understandable. I think even when I was a cop, I would have looked the other way in these circumstances.” Carl smiled up at him.

“I bet you were a good cop.” He tilted his head to the side. “Did you help a lot of people then?”

Nathan grimaced a bit. “Tried to. As much as I could. Lots of people don’t want to be helped though,” he said with a shrug. “It’s kind of a weird thing when you’re trying to encourage some homeless person to get the help they need, but they just chew you out.” He could remember several times that happened to him personally. His friend, Gerald, was even attacked by a homeless woman when he tried to get her to go into a shelter the night of a big snowstorm.

They’d found her frozen body leaning against a building the next day.

Carl nodded. “Yeah, like I said, you were a good cop. Bet you did way more good things than you ever did bad.”

Nathan cocked his head. “Hope so. Once I became a cop, I really did try to do everything straight up, you know? Never broke any laws after that.” He grinned. “Well, except for speeding. Guilty of that one more times than I can count.”

Carl laughed. “Okay, so let’s go with that. You were a great cop, did all sorts of good things, but you had a ‘lead foot’, as my Grandpa Dan used to say. So that means that you’re still a bad guy, cuz you broke the law.”

Nathan started to argue in his defense, but Carl put his hand up. Nathan’s lips twitched at being “shushed” by a young teen.

“That’s how God’s judgment is,” Carl went on. “Don’t matter how much good you did, cuz it’s all wiped out by that one bad thing you did.” He shrugged. “Don’t matter what all you did that was good either—fed the poor, helped those homeless people, whatever. All that matters is you’re a sinner and you got to pay for that. Do the time for the crime, you know?”

Nathan laughed and Carl went on. “That’s why God sent us Jesus. So that He could do the time—and for all our crimes. All of us, I mean.” The kid shook his head.

“It was something that none of us kids in Sunday School really got, not until Pastor Al’s wife came into the class. She was mad as a woodpecker in a metal building and snatched up Lucy, their daughter. Said she was gonna beat her right there for something she’d done.” He glanced up at Nathan.

“Lucy started cryin’ and snottin’, beggin’ her mom not to do it, ‘least not there in front of everyone. But Missus Jenkins didn’t care, said Lucy was gonna get what she deserved. Tell the truth, Lucy prob’ly deserved it, cuz she was pretty rotten.” He shrugged.

“Pastor’s kid. They’re usually kinda wild. Anyway, Missus Jenkins dragged Lucy to a table and bent her over it, then pulled off her belt. All us other kids sat there with our eyes like owls.” Carl dropped the rest of his rocks and curled his hands into circles, then put them up to his eyes while blinking slowly. Nathan laughed again.

The kid grinned at him, then dropped his hands. “But then something weird happened. Isabel—the youngest kid in our class and the quietest—tapped Missus Jenkins on the arm. ‘I’ll take the spanking for Lucy’,” Carl mimicked a little girl with a high-pitched whispery voice. “Don’t know who was more shocked—Lucy, or us,” he added with a laugh.

“We all sat there waitin’ to see what Missus Jenkins was gonna do—beat her daughter who deserved it or beat the little girl standin’ there who was a really good kid.”

Carl paused, long enough to prompt Nathan to ask, “And? What happened?”

The kid smirked, apparently pleased with himself for getting Nathan to ask. “Turns out that it was a lesson on what Jesus did for us,” he said. “Missus Jenkins wasn’t really gonna beat Lucy in front of us—prob’ly waited ‘til they got home,” he added with a grin. “And Pastor Al had asked Isabel ahead of time to volunteer to take Lucy’s place. The only ones who didn’t know what was really goin’ on was Lucy and the rest of us kids.” He laughed. “But I can tell you one thing—Lucy straightened right up after that day.”

Nathan laughed with him. “That’s a good story. Good way to get the point across. Scary for Lucy though.”

Carl sobered suddenly. “Yeah, but I’ll never forget the look on her face when Isabel said what she did. Lucy looked over her shoulder at the kid, her face all red and wet from crying and she just stared at Isabel with her mouth open. Guess she couldn’t believe the girl was gonna offer up her own behind to save Lucy’s. It’s that way with us too, huh? Or should be anyway, that we’re shocked to find out that Jesus actually wanted to take the punishment for us.”

Nathan nodded. “Yeah,” he agreed. “I think that was one of the things I fought about the most whenever I’d hear anything about Christianity—like why in the world would God send His own Son to pay for our crimes?” He shook his head. “It’s still hard to get.”

“Yeah,” Carl agreed softly. “I’m just glad He did, cuz that means I get to go to Heaven now.” He grinned up at Nathan. “And now you do too.”

Nathan returned the smile. “Yep. Now I do too.” It had only been a handful of days since he’d made the decision to accept Jesus as his Savior, but Nathan knew he’d always be in awe of… all of it.

“Hold up!”

Nathan and Carl turned to see Tammy waving at them from several dozen yards back. They’d been so caught up in their talk that Nathan hadn’t noticed he and Carl had gotten so far ahead of everyone else.

Tammy was once again carrying Sissy, as the four-year-old’s legs got tired quickly. Nathan figured the child was going to make the six-hundred-mile trip almost entirely in someone’s arms.

Sissy’s sister, Lou, wasn’t much older than her at six, but Lou was more of a trooper than most men Nathan had known throughout his life. She kept up with the adults and never asked to be carried. Never whined about being hungry. Didn’t cry about anything. And, unless it was due to a full bladder, she never complained. In fact, she rarely spoke at all. Nathan just wished the circumstances for her resilience weren’t what they were.

Being afraid to draw attention to herself wasn’t a good thing.

Carl had told him that they’d all been abused while in the foster care system, but Lou had suffered more than most at the hands of a violent and perverted man. Nathan still got angry whenever he thought about it, about what all the little girl had suffered through. It made him want to hunt the man down for a bit of revenge.

Nathan frowned slightly as he considered that… the anger. He knew it was rational to be upset over child abuse. It was normal. What gave him pause, however, was the fact that he suddenly realized that his moods hadn’t been fluctuating as they had in the past, thanks to the progression of his disease. He wasn’t losing his cool over stupid things, wasn’t blubbering over every sad thought, wasn’t sinking down into an apathetic pit. He smiled when he realized when the emotional upheavals had stopped.

As soon as he’d gotten saved.

“Thank You, Father,” Nathan murmured. Carl looked up at him in question. Nathan smiled.

“Just thought of something to be grateful for.”

Carl nodded. “There’s lots, huh?”

Nathan’s smile faded at that comment, though he realized it was true. It was a bit crazy to realize that there was a lot to be thankful for, even though the world was crumbling down around them.

The days and nights were still warm now that they were heading into Autumn, though they weren’t hot. They had plenty of food and the Lord was miraculously providing their water.

And they had a nice little family.

While he and Tammy had set out from their Indiana home by themselves, now they had a small group of believers traveling with them. Nathan was thankful for that, in more ways than one. When the Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease really started to take its toll with his body and mind, it was a huge relief to know that Tammy wouldn’t have to deal with him on her own.

It had been the original purpose for their journey to Florida—to get to their friends so that Tammy wouldn’t be alone when Nathan passed. Gerald and his wife Felicia had gone to Florida ahead of them to join with others who were likewise trying to evade the enemy. Supposedly, there was some sort of commune there where they could live out what time was left on the earth in peace and safety.

That was the dream anyway.

“There sure is,” he finally answered. “Never thought about it much before, but yeah, I have a lot to be thankful for.”

Tammy reached them then and Nathan reached out to take Sissy out of her arms. His wife shook her arms out as she gave him a grateful smile. Nathan jiggled Sissy slightly.

“Don’t you think you could walk on your own for a bit, hon?” The little girl shook her head and stuck her thumb in her mouth, giving him a disgruntled look that made him laugh.

“Okay, then,” Nathan said as he watched the others approaching. He winced when he noticed that Jacob, the eldest of the group, was leaning heavily on his cane.

“I think we’re going to have to slow down,” Nathan sighed as he glanced at Tammy, who gave him a sympathetic look. She knew that he’d had a plan to get to Florida by mid-Autumn at the latest, and she also knew the reason why, once he’d confided his condition to her.

He smiled at his wife. “I guess it’s not such a big deal now,” Nathan said as Juana and Jim reached them. He and Tammy had gotten close to the couple over the past week since they’d known them. Of all the group, Juana and Jim were the closest in age to them. The next closest in age was Debby, but she was now a single female whose husband had been taken by the Neos and she tended to cling more to Jasmine, one of the younger women.

Nathan thought it was a strange thing that he, a former cop, was now friends with Jim, a former alcoholic and criminal. When he’d mentioned it to Tammy, she’d laughed and said that was just how Jesus worked.

“How far are we gonna go today?” Juana asked, a bit breathlessly.

Tammy laughed and whacked the woman in the arm with the back of her hand. “We’ve only been walking for a few hours,” she told her.

“I know,” Juana said with an exaggerated whine, “but I’m not used to all this exercise! My big booty is dragging.”

They all laughed, though Nathan felt a twinge of guilt over the woman’s words. There had been talk of staying at the makeshift camp that he and Tammy had stumbled upon in the middle of a field one night, but he’d been too concerned about the enemy finding them and had urged the group to go with them to the safe community in Florida.

Nathan hoped it wasn’t all just a foolish dream.

“You should have been traveling with us before we found you,” Tammy went on as they turned to watch the rest of the group approach. She looked back at Juana.

“Nathan insisted we only travel at night. Try navigating these fields in the dark! And the man had us going at least twenty miles every night.” She shook her head. “Talk about getting your steps in.”

Juana laughed. “Funny how we were all worried before about getting enough exercise to balance out all the food we ate and now we have to worry about getting enough food to balance out the exercise.”

Nathan made a face at the woman’s words, though they were true. But he had to admit that they weren’t hurting for food, not even with adding nine more mouths to their group. The newcomers had come with their own food and even after a week of two meals a day, Nathan had to admit that the food—like the water—didn’t seem to be dwindling.

Though it was hard to wrap his head around, Nathan knew that God was providing for them.

“Might we take a break?” Ida asked as she made it a point to tilt her head toward her husband. Nathan knew that Jacob would be too proud to ask for a rest period, but he also knew that the old man needed one.

“Great idea,” he said. By unspoken agreement, the group had seemed to put him in charge and looked to him for decision making and planning. Nathan had tried arguing at first, but Martin—a man about his own father’s age—had laughed and slapped him on the back.

“You’re the one with the map,” he’d told him. “That means you’re the one with clout.”

They moved to an area with trees at the edge of the cleared field and found rocks and fallen logs to sit on. Nathan watched Ida fussing over Jacob, who seemed embarrassed by his wife’s attention. When he growled something at her too low for anyone else to hear, Nathan watched as Ida’s face fell. She moved off to sit on her own, though she kept sending worried glances in her husband’s direction.

Nathan pulled his backpack off and set it on the ground, then opened it to retrieve his water bottle… the bottle that never needed refilling. He was still in awe of that miracle as well.

“Mind if I sit here?” he asked Jacob. The man had his eyes closed and hands atop one another on his cane propped between his legs, but Nathan could tell he wasn’t sleeping. Jacob nodded.

Nathan made a show of groaning as he lowered himself to sit next to him, then uncapped his water and took a long drink. As he screwed the top back on, he glanced at Jacob.

“Seems that God’s water tastes a lot better than regular water.”

Jacob smirked, but nodded as he opened eyes, then picked up his own bottle and took a drink. “Stays cold too,” he said as he held the bottle up. Half of it was gone, but Nathan knew that before Jacob took another drink, it would be full again.

“I wonder if it’s going to be like that in the new earth,” Nathan went on, “where God provides everything for us, I mean. Sure would be nice not to have to struggle so much, you know?”

Jacob nodded as he stared off into the wooded area. “This life has certainly been difficult,” he agreed as he glanced at Nathan. “I worked for over sixty years before I was forced to retire.” He gave a disgusted-sounding huff. “I was retired a full seven months and two weeks before the economy crashed.”

Nathan’s eyes widened at that. “That sucks,” he breathed. Jacob looked his way finally, his dark eyes betraying his amusement.

“That it does, cousin.” Jacob had taken to calling Nathan “cousin” ever since Nathan had told him about the CJD, and Jacob had admitted many members of his family had had the disease as well. They’d all come from the same area in Libya where Nathan’s family was from.

“And now I’m dragging you halfway across the country,” Nathan sighed. He shook his head. “We should have just stayed back in that field where you were camped. Leaving was dumb on my part.”

Jacob didn’t comment for a moment and Nathan figured he was silently agreeing. But when he spoke, Nathan was surprised by what he had been thinking.

“Truthfully, I had wanted to leave that place for quite a while before you showed up,” he admitted. “There was an evil presence there, as you know.” Nathan nodded; the night they’d found the group, demons had surrounded them.

“But it was more than just the demons,” Jacob continued. He tilted his head to the side. “It was… it was a feeling of coming doom, I guess.” He shrugged. “All I know is it made me want to leave.” He looked back at Nathan.

“The problem was no one else wanted to go. I had mentioned moving on several times, but everyone was content to be where they were. They felt like we were where we were supposed to be, I guess. No matter how I tried to tell them that it didn’t… feel right, they wouldn’t listen.” He chuckled.

“Then you and your wife come along, dragging along those three precious babies, and within hours, they’re all ready to follow you like snakes chasing after Saint Patrick.”

Nathan laughed as he felt his cheeks heat. The last thing he wanted was for Jacob to feel like he’d taken the group away from him. “I didn’t mean to—”

Jacob held up a hand. “No son, I didn’t mean it in a bad way.” He dropped the hand onto Nathan’s shoulder. “I meant that you’re a good leader. Someone people can trust to follow. Now that you’re walking with the Lord, I know that you won’t lead them down the wrong path.”

Nathan huffed out a laugh as he bent to rest his arms on his thighs. “As long as Jesus is the one leading,” he said as he turned his head to look back at the man. Jacob had his eyes closed again. “If it were just me, I’m sure I’d get us lost.”

Jacob smiled. “And I’m just as sure you’d do just fine.” He motioned toward Nathan’s backpack with his hand, though he never opened his eyes. “That friend of yours gave you a very good map to follow.”

Nathan looked at his pack on the ground and nodded. He hadn’t consulted the map in a few days because there was no need to since he had no real idea of where they even were. One thing was for certain, though—they needed to continue heading due south from where they were. Another five or six hundred miles, and we’ll get there, he thought to himself with a smirk.

Like it was so easy.

Especially now that they were traveling with older people and young kids. Nathan knew that the pace he’d been setting was far too difficult for most of their group to keep up with.

“Well, just because I have the map doesn’t mean I need to be in charge,” he replied with a laugh. “In fact, I really don’t want to make all the decisions.” He looked back over his shoulder at the man old enough to be his grandfather.

“Can’t we just have a democracy?”

Jacob’s body shook with laughter as he opened his eyes to look at him. “That would be nice, wouldn’t it? To have a democracy again.” He shook his head then and sobered.

“I don’t think you really know what a true democracy is, son,” Jacob said, a bit sadly. “This country hasn’t had one in… decades.”

Nathan nodded. “Sure doesn’t have one now either.”

“That is the truth.” Jacob sighed, heavily enough to lift his shoulders. “The one good thing in all of this—” he waved his hand around, “—is that we only have a few years to get through.” He grinned. “And then we’ll all be with Yeshua.”

Though the thought of being with Jesus in Heaven was cause for joy, a frown creased Nathan’s brow. He’d asked Tammy about that, about how much longer they had to go until the end, but she hadn’t really known. She’d admitted to knowing only basics about the Tribulation period, since she’d never really been interested in knowing about it. She admitted she’d always assumed she wouldn’t have to go through it.

“How do you know that?” he asked the old man. “How can you be sure we only have a few years to go?”

Jacob smiled. “Because they have been rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem.”

Nathan had to fight not to grit his teeth in frustration and he wondered if his emotions were once again getting out of hand. It would figure, since he’d just been thinking that they were under control. Just when you think something is going your way for once, watch out—detour, and you’re right back where you started.

“I don’t know much about the Bible… and, uh, prophesy,” he admitted. “If you could just tell me what I need to know, I’d appreciate it.”

Jacob smiled at him and nodded. “I’m sorry, I should have realized that.” He sighed and tilted his head. “The Tribulation will last for seven years, and it begins with the peace treaty Israel signs. You do know they already did that, right?”

Nathan nodded. “Yeah, about a year ago, I guess.”

“A little more than a year,” Jacob corrected. “And now they have been rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem next to the Dome of the Rock. It was part of the treaty, that they be allowed to do so, to be given enough land on the Temple Mount. I reckon it will take them at least a year to rebuild it, with the technology we have nowadays. Once that’s done, they’ll start sacrifices again.”

“You mean animals?” Nathan asked in shock. It was… unheard of in the current times to even consider animal sacrifice.

“Yes, just as our ancestors did,” Jacob continued. “But it will not last long. The sacrifices will be halted by the evil one—who we now know is Faheem.”

Nathan’s eyes widened. “Fisher Faheem? The former president?”

Jacob’s brow scrunched. “You do not know that he is the head of the Neo Geo Task Force?” At Nathan’s head shake, Jacob shook his own. “You have been very out of touch with the world, son.”

Nathan nodded. “I know,” he shrugged. “When the economy crashed, we kind of lost everything right away, including utilities. No electricity meant no television or internet. Tammy and I were the typical young American couple who didn’t have any savings to fall back on.”

Jacob shook his head. “That is sad,” he said. “I suppose you don’t have it much worse now than you did then.”

“It’s better now,” Nathan grinned, surprising himself when he realized it was true. “We’re not under the watchful eye of the Neos now, and we have other people with us—” he motioned to the others who were sprawled around their makeshift camp, “—and now Tammy doesn’t have to worry about where her husband is spending eternity,” he finished with a grin that Jacob returned.

“Yes, you do have it better now,” he agreed. “Especially the eternity part, and that is an enormous blessing. And even more so with what is coming our way. While our eternity is certain and secure, our time on earth is not.” Yet another sigh seemed to deflate the old man as the look on his face grew somber.

“All too soon we’re going to enter the period known as The Great Tribulation,” he continued with a piercing look. “And it is likely most of us will not live to see the end of it.”


Chapter 2

IDON’T THINK that everything we read about in the Book of Revelation is a physical, literal event,” Ida said. Debby agreed with a murmur.

Tammy frowned at the old woman while glancing at the younger one, who was staring down at the pile of laundry in her lap.

“What do you mean?” Tammy asked as she folded what had to be the hundredth cleaning cloth so far. The group had been doing laundry—which meant scrubbing clothes in a stream they came across—all day and the chore was getting tiresome. Even back in the days when she’d had the use of conveniences like washers and dryers—even if it had meant lugging a huge laundry basket to the laundromat—Tammy had hated the chore.

At least now they had a lot of people to ease the burden. Nearly every person in their little group helped with the washing of the clothes, and those that weren’t helping with that chore were busy with others, such as gathering wood for a fire, clearing a space for them to set up camp, or standing guard, watching for the enemy. Nate had drawn the short stick for that particular job and Tammy envied him.

“Forgive me, Father,” she sighed before Ida could answer, “for complaining about this. I should be grateful for the fact we even have clothes.”

“Amen,” Ida said, though it sounded more like a “humph,” which made Tammy laugh.

“What I meant was,” Ida continued as she folded one of the little girls’ shirts, “I think a lot of the Tribulation verses we read about are symbolic, not exactly literal. Like, I don’t really think four actual beasts are going to rise from the sea. Rather, it’s probably four governmental groups rising from a ‘sea of people’, or nations.”

Debby murmured again in agreement while Tammy nodded, but it was Jasmine who spoke, surprisingly. The girl was terminally shy and rarely said much.

“I always thought that too,” she said, her voice so low that even Tammy had to strain to hear her.

Ida leaned over and poked the girl with her walking stick. “Speak up, child! I told you my old ears aren’t as good as they used to be.”

Jasmine scowled at the woman, while rubbing the spot on her leg where she’d been jabbed. Tammy doubted it hurt much, because Ida hadn’t been rough, but she also knew that Jasmine and Ida had a love/sort-of-dislike relationship, which was funny to watch. It wasn’t as vicious as a love/hate relationship, but the two women poked at each other a lot. Sometimes literally, Tammy thought with a grin.

“I said,” Jasmine continued, raising her voice, “that I always thought that too.”

“For the love of Pete, you don’t have to yell!” Ida told her as she grabbed another piece of clothing from the pile next to her. Jasmine bared her teeth, while Tammy and Debby broke out laughing.

“You two are too much,” Tammy chuckled as she divided her stack into two parts, since it was in danger of toppling over. The little squares of cloth were used for everything from face and body washing to toilet paper—though the latter were buried rather than washed, since there was no way to properly sterilize them.

“I think that a lot of what we’re going to go through is in the spiritual realm,” Jasmine said, ignoring Ida’s outburst. She was sitting cross-legged on the ground while she mended a pair of shorts. Jasmine and Ida were the only ones in the group that had any talent with a needle and thread, so they were usually the designated seamstresses.

“That’s what I meant,” Ida said, her tone sobering. “I’m not sure—and I doubt anyone is—what will actually happen, if it’s the way we’ve always heard or not. We also have no idea what will take place in the spiritual plane.”

“Like the sixth kingdom,” Jim said. He was standing behind them folding blankets, since he was the tallest of the group and could do so without letting them touch the ground. “I always thought it was an actual country, but now I kinda think it’s something more global, like not just one place.”

“Yeah, probably,” Tammy agreed. She was glad they’d been studying Revelation, because there was a lot to that book that she’d always just sort of skipped over. But thanks to the group and their insight, she was learning a lot more. “I always thought the mark of the beast related more to just people who refused to accept Jesus.”

“Oh, I think it’s going to be an actual mark,” Beth, one of the younger women—and who was nearly as tall as Jim—said as she helped him fold.

“It is,” Ida agreed. “We heard about it before we left home. Those soldiers with that task force have a tattoo on their right wrists. Bet it won’t be long before they make everyone get it.”

Tammy’s eyes widened at that. “I hadn’t heard that,” she said. Of course, she and Nate had been without electricity—and television—since just a week or so after the global collapse. They’d been caught so off-guard by the event that they nearly starved to death within a month. They’d only had a roof over their heads because their landlord had died of a heart attack right after the collapse. She knew now that was probably God’s doing as well.

“Yep,” Jim said. “We’re probably about a quarter of the way into the Tribulation right about now.”

“Really?” Tammy and Debby both asked in unison, giving each other a small smile. Jim’s comment surprised Tammy. Even though they’d been studying the end times, they hadn’t really talked about timelines.

Still… a “quarter of the way” meant a very long time to go. And that prompted a question that plagued her—if it was already this bad, how bad was it going to get?

She wasn’t sure she wanted the answer to that.

“The Lord is for me; I will not fear; What can man do to me?”

Tammy smiled. “Thank You, Father,” she whispered. She was still so amazed to hear His voice every now and again and wished that He’d speak to her more often. But she also knew that He was also speaking to her through the others in the group, and especially through their study in the Word.

They chatted about less dark topics for a bit, then got up to put away the laundry they’d finally finished. Tammy thought it was a relief that they were going to spend a few days in the thick forest area they’d come across earlier. She was surprised that Nate had been the one who’d suggested it, since he was so adamant about reaching Florida.

But since accepting Christ, her husband had been more relaxed and less fearful. Tammy thought that it had helped a lot that they’d come across Jacob’s group as well, since Nate knew there would be others to be with her when his time came.

Tammy blinked rapidly at the tears that always formed whenever she thought about her husband’s fatal disease. He never liked to talk about it, about what would happen as the disease progressed, but Ida had filled her in since many of Jacob’s family had succumbed to it.

Muscle weakness and spasms, loss of emotional control, eventual delusions, then lack of coordination, blindness and then a coma at the end. One the victim wouldn’t recover from…

Yeah, she was thankful to have the group with her.

At the rate they were going, it was going to be winter before they got to Florida. She figured it was a good thing they were heading south, because the evenings were already starting to grow cool, and Nate said he thought they were in the northern part of Tennessee. She and Nate didn’t have any warm clothing and she knew the kids didn’t either. If they were going to travel as slowly as they had been and didn’t get farther south soon, they were going to have to find some winter clothes.

Well, at least we’re traveling during the day when it’s warm, she thought. When she and Nate had first started their journey, he’d insisted they only travel at night to avoid being seen. But since joining with the group, he’d changed his tune. She wondered if it was because he didn’t think Ida and Jacob would be able to travel at night, or if it was because Nate knew angels watched over them.

Probably the latter.

Since the wooded area they’d come across was so thick, they decided it would be safe to have a fire. The light wouldn’t be easily seen, and hopefully the smoke would be dispersed through the thick canopy of trees overhead. She put her stack of cleaning cloths in the bag designated for them, then headed into the trees to help gather wood.

The area was overgrown, the ground thick with fallen leaves and debris. “Well, there’s no shortage of kindling,” she mumbled to herself. She decided to search for larger logs instead.

She’d managed to gather an armful and started back to the campsite as she thought about the fact that she was so much stronger now, thanks to all the hard work—and carrying Sissy. Her stamina was great as well, to the point she rarely tired when they walked, at least not until the day was done and they’d covered a lot of ground.

“Great,” she laughed to herself, “it took a global disaster for me to get in shape.”

Tammy trudged along for quite a while, stopping to readjust her load every so often, before she realized that she might have gone in the wrong direction. She didn’t think she’d gone that far, but she couldn’t hear voices and knew the camp wasn’t near.

“Wonderful,” she sighed. “Lost in the woods. Just peachy.”

She looked up, trying to see where the sun was to get an idea for direction, but it was directly overhead. Her stomach growled just then when she thought about it being time for their midday snack.

Sighing again, Tammy bent to place her load on the ground, then stood with her fists on her hips. “What to do,” she muttered. “What. To. Do.” She decided to turn in a slow circle, listening hard for any noise, hoping the dense trees didn’t distort the direction of the sound.

She was halfway around her circle when she heard something. Cocking her head to the side, she listened intently. It was undoubtedly voices, and she smiled as she picked up her logs and headed in what she hoped was the right direction.

The voices grew louder as she walked, so she sped up her pace. Ahead, she could see a break in the trees, indicating the clearing they’d found. Tammy grinned in relief as she trotted toward the area.

She was maybe five feet away when she found herself flat on her back, staring up at the green canopy overhead.

Moaning slightly at the pain in her breastbone, she turned her head to see what she’d hit. In her zeal to reach the camp, she hadn’t noticed the big branch that she’d apparently slammed into.

“Well, that was certainly graceful,” she murmured to herself. “At least no one was around to see that awesome landing.”

Rubbing her chest at the ache there, she sighed as she rolled over to push herself up. The logs she’d gathered were scattered all over, so she crawled over to the closest one.

She’d just picked up the last log when one of the voices she could still hear in the distance seemed closer. Tammy started to call out but paused when she didn’t recognize the voice. “Where in the world am I?” she whispered to herself.

Two men came into view just then and she sucked in a sharp breath as she ducked behind a tree.

Neos!

Heart pounding, she closed her eyes and thanked the Lord for stopping her from walking right into their path. Then she wondered why she seemed to find the worst of the worst—first it was the horrible man who’d grabbed her weeks before that Carl had shot—and now she’d apparently nearly walked right into what she was sure was an enemy camp.

The men seemed to be on wood gathering duty as well, judging by their conversation and the huge wagon they pulled behind them. She pushed into the tree and held her breath, sure that they were close enough to hear her panicked panting.

“If we’re gonna be here long, we oughta just chop down some of these trees,” one of the men said. “Commander said it was a good place, so might as well start stocking up.”

“Nah, it’d take too long to dry out,” the other argued. “Haven’t you ever used wood for heatin’ your house?”

The other man laughed. “Not since they invented gas furnaces.”

“Well, I grew up in West Virginia…” their voices trailed off as they headed deeper into the woods. While Tammy was relieved they hadn’t spotted her, she was now terrified that the pair would come across her own camp.

She debated what to do. Her options were severely limited, since she didn’t know where her camp was, and she was weaponless. She grimaced when she realized Nate was going to go on a tirade about how she should never wander off by herself, never be without a weapon, blah blah blah. Her ears were already aching at just the thought of it.

It was too risky to try to find the campsite now, not with the Neos soldiers traipsing through the woods, so she decided to see what they might be up against. While she might not be able to take out the two men who had walked into the wooded area, she figured she could at least do some reconnaissance of the enemy.

She turned back toward the area where the men had come from and pushed her way into a bush, wincing as the twigs tore at her skin and tugged at the hair she’d pulled back into a ponytail. Making the smallest movements possible, she slowly parted the leaves and peered around.

Tammy couldn’t help the gasp that escaped her at the sight.

It wasn’t just a camp; it was a fortress. Or it would be, she thought, once the Neos were done.

She hated to admit it, but it was an awesome sight. Tents were lined up military style along neat rows in numbers too abundant to count filling what looked like had once been a vast cornfield. In the distance, larger tents were scattered around the outskirts of the encampment and she assumed they were either officers’ quarters, or else some sort of headquarters.

Lining the perimeter of the camp were helicopters, transport trucks and smaller vehicles. Surprisingly, she even saw the top of what she was sure was the tail of a large airplane.

How in the world her group hadn’t heard the commotion from the Neos’ compound was beyond her. There was plenty of noise from all the activity that actually seemed a bit chaotic, it was a wonder her group hadn’t been clued in to their presence.

She watched as the gray uniformed men—the Neos never allowed women to serve in their ranks, which Tammy thought was a very big blessing for her fellow females—scurried about the camp, performing whatever duties they’d been assigned. Some were carrying equipment, others were dashing about with clipboards in hand, and still more were setting up even more tents.

The conversation of the men who’d walked by her came back to her then. Judging by what the one man had said, they hadn’t been there for long. Since they were still erecting tents, she assumed that had to be the case.

“Talk about bad timing on our part,” she whispered. She couldn’t imagine why in the world the Lord would have let them set up camp so close to the enemy.

“For the Lord will be your confidence and will keep your foot from being caught.”

Tammy grinned at the voice. Thanks, Father, she said to herself. It was with sudden clarity that she realized if her group had continued their journey, rather than stopping when they did, they most likely would have run across the Neos.

Wow, yeah, thanks for that too!

She blew out a long, slow breath then as she continued watching the hundreds—possibly thousands—of enemy soldiers scurrying about the area. She knew she needed to make a decision about what to do, how to proceed, but she really had no idea.

Father, I need Your help now, she prayed. Show me what to do. I need to get back to warn the others, but I don’t know where those other men are, and I don’t have any idea—

“I’ve got orders to head to Livingston.” The voice interrupting her prayer was too close for comfort, making Tammy jump. She closed her eyes when she realized she’d inadvertently rattled the leaves of the bush. Thankfully, no one seemed to have noticed.

“Livingston?” another voice said in surprise. “That’s what… a hundred and fifty miles from here? It’ll be dark before you get back.”

“Didn’t say I was coming back,” the first man laughed quietly.

It irked Tammy, realizing that these were just men, fellow human beings. Chatting, joking, going about their tasks. And yet, they were her enemy.

She wished she could evangelize them, to tell them about Jesus and bring them to salvation. But unless the Lord Himself told her to do so, she was going to avoid all Neos like they were one of the Egyptian plagues.

The men told each other goodbye. Tammy watched the first man walk toward one of the big trucks the military used for transporting personnel that she’d only seen in movies. An idea occurred to her then.

A crazy idea… one she was certain had come from the Lord.

“So much for avoiding the plagues,” she muttered, too low for anyone to hear.

She slowly crawled backwards out of the bush and looked down at the pile of logs she’d left behind. Picking up the longest and thinnest of the bunch, she stood and moved toward the trees closest to the transport truck. She peered around a tree, scanning the area, and realized that no one else was around.

She sucked in a deep breath. Okay, Lord, going to need Your help for this one.

“Excuse me,” she called out to the man heading toward the truck as she hobbled out into the clearing, using the branch as a walking stick. The enemy soldier had just reached the truck a dozen feet away and he spun around, surprise etched on his face.

For the second time in just minutes, Tammy gasped.

The man was handsome. Very handsome, in fact. Dark hair setting off light eyes of an indistinguishable color, with a chiseled face that should have been in magazines and on billboards, it was so model perfect. For some reason, she’d been expecting a hideous demon-looking sort of fellow.

Reminding herself that the Lord looked on the inner person and not the outward appearance, she forced what she hoped was a friendly smile.

“Can you help me?” she asked. “I seem to have gotten lost,” she said with a rueful smile as she looked down at her leg. “And I twisted my ankle,” she lied.

The man glanced around, realizing like she had that they were virtually alone. He motioned to the truck as he gave her a rather sinister smile.

“Yeah, I’ll be more than glad to help you.” Tammy didn’t miss the implication in his tone.

When she’d stepped out of the woods a moment earlier she’d felt a brief second of remorse in knowing what she was about to do. But when she realized what the man was wanting her for—she had heard the stories of the Neos keeping women as nothing more than sex slaves—she had no remorse. None, whatsoever.

“Get in,” he told her as he opened the driver’s door. Tammy looked up into the truck, then hobbled toward it, hoping she wasn’t overacting.

She made a show of hopping on one foot while trying to navigate the steps into the oversized truck, stiffening when she felt the man’s hands on her body. He was overly familiar with her as he helped her up and Tammy had to close her eyes against the revulsion that swamped over her.

Once she was inside, she scooted across the cab to the passenger seat and watched the man easily climb in. He glanced at her with another smirk, then started the truck. Tammy had a moment of surprise at the realization that the Neos left the keys in the ignition of their vehicles. Probably because they think no one is dumb enough to steal from them…

The man put the truck in gear and Tammy realized it was a “now or never” situation—and she most certainly wanted it to be “now,” because “never” meant she was leaving with the man… and would be trapped with him and his bad intentions.

Without thinking too hard about what she was doing, she called out, “Help me make this count, Father,” as she raised her stick. The soldier looked at her in question just as she swung as hard as she could within in the confines of the truck cab, catching him right across the forehead. He fell back against the seat, head lolling. Since he was still conscious, she raised the stick again and slammed the end of it into his temple and he slumped forward against the steering wheel.

Tammy panicked as she grabbed the sleeve of his uniform and yanked him toward her, afraid that he might hit the horn. But then she realized the big truck probably didn’t have a horn on the steering wheel like cars did. She really had no idea. It was the first time she’d been in anything larger than a pickup.

The man collapsed onto her lap and Tammy put her hands in the air, not wanting to touch him. But he was bleeding on her, so she pushed him onto the floor at her feet, then crawled over to the driver’s side. Despite the tension coiling her muscles into knots, she chuckled at the emblem centered on the steering wheel.

“Never thought I’d be driving a Mercedes,” she mumbled as she glanced out the windshield and looked around the area, hoping no one saw her in the seat. If they saw a woman driving the truck, they’d know for certain she’d stolen it.

She looked back down at the unconscious soldier who hadn’t moved at all and wondered if she’d killed him. She was surprised by the lack of remorse at the thought. He probably would have killed me after raping me, she realized with disgust.

While she’d never been a violent person, Tammy knew that believers were now in a fight for their very existence and the enemy wasn’t just theirs… the Neos were the Lord’s enemy as well.

She leaned over and tugged the man’s hat off his head, then turned it over to look at it. The Neos’ symbol—which was undoubtedly three sixes formed into a jagged circle—was emblazoned on the center of it. She cringed as she considered what it was… the mark of the beast.

“Father, if I put this on to disguise myself, am I taking the mark of the beast?” Tammy fearfully asked. She didn’t receive an answer, but then remembered their recent Bible study that said the mark would be taken on the forehead or the right hand. She smiled as she put the cap on, but off centered, so the hateful symbol wasn’t on her forehead, but rather on her temple.

She laughed. “Rapper gangsta style,” she said, remembering the ridiculous fashion back when she was young, where the boys wore their caps sideways. She just hoped that no one looked too closely at the hat… or the driver.

Tammy tucked her ponytail into the cap, then stared at the gearshift and pedals. She’d never driven a stick shift and only knew the basics, since Nate had often borrowed their neighbor’s old pickup truck whenever they needed to haul large items or go to the dump. She’d often watched him shift, impressed that he was able to do it so smoothly.

“Need Your help again, Dad,” she murmured as she pushed the clutch in. She had to slide forward on the seat to do so, then realized she should adjust the seat to accommodate her short legs, but she didn’t want to waste any more time. She just wanted to get away from the enemy camp as quickly as possible.

She grimaced when the truck made a grinding noise as she tried to get the stick shift into gear. Thankfully, the gear numbers were on the top of the shifter, so she had an idea of the pattern. First gear seemed to be out of the question since it kept making the awful noise whenever she tried engaging it, so she pulled the shifter down and sighed in relief when it seemed to click into place.

“Here we go,” she murmured as she started to let out the clutch, remembering at the last minute that she needed to give the truck gas at the same time. The truck barely moved though, and she looked down in a bit of a panic, before noticing a red light on the dashboard.

“What’s—oh,” she breathed when she realized the emergency brake was on. She frantically groped around before finding a lever that released it and the truck lurched forward.

She pulled ahead, hoping she wasn’t drawing attention for driving so slowly. Thankfully the field wasn’t level, so it made sense that anyone would drive more carefully over it.

As Tammy headed farther away from the enemy camp, she was surprised to see a city in the near distance. It didn’t look like a large city, but it must have been right on the other side of the woods from where the group was camping.

But she realized she had no idea which way to go. The unconscious man had told the other soldier that he was supposed to go to Livingston, and while she knew where that was, she had no idea where she was.

“Father, just blind the enemy to me,” she prayed. “Don’t let them even look my way, so they don’t question what I’m doing.”

She inched along the tree line of the wooded area for what seemed like an eternity before she thought she recognized the area. Confirming her thoughts, she noticed bent stalks of dried-up corn, marking the area where her group had ventured into the woods. Tammy had made a joking comment about that corn, wondering if they should pick it and try popping it over the campfire.

Grinning in delight, she turned the truck into the wooded area. The huge thing barely fit between the largest trees, and plowed down some of the smaller ones, but she was so anxious to get to the others, she didn’t care.

In just a few moments, the camp came into view and Tammy grimaced when she realized just how close to the Neos they’d unknowingly camped. She knew it was only by God’s grace that they hadn’t been heard or spotted.

She remembered at the last minute to set the parking brake as she turned the truck off. Ida and Jasmine were sitting on a log still, the mending on their laps forgotten as they stared at her with wide eyes and open mouths. Martin, Jim and Nate, who were working on setting up one of the tents, also stared at her.

Or rather, Tammy thought, they were staring at the truck.

“Oh shoot,” she said when she realized that the group thought she was the enemy invading their camp. She noticed her husband reaching toward his back, presumably to grab the handgun he always kept there. She quickly opened the door.

“It’s me!” she called out, then jumped out of the truck, forgetting how high it was. She landed with an “oof” on the hard ground, wincing when she realized she’d actually twisted her ankle. She huffed out a laugh.

“Well, guess it’s not a lie now, huh Father?” she murmured as she pushed off the ground and stood, careful not to put any weight on her right foot.

It took a few shocked moments before the group started to approach her. Tammy remembered the Neos’ hat she had on, and tore it off, tossing it back into the truck. Once her ponytail was freed, the group grinned and rushed forward. Lou ran up to her and hugged her waist.

“I was scared you were a bad guy,” the little girl told her. Tammy smiled at her.

“I’m sorry, sweetie,” she said as she ran a hand over the girl’s hair. She winced at the greasiness. Bathing had been on the agenda for that evening once they’d gotten the camp set up and the clothes washed and dried, but now she knew they were going to have to skip that once again.

Nate came up then and wrapped his arms around her, oblivious to the fact he was trapping Lou between them, who let out a little squeak as she wiggled free.

“Where in the heck did you go?” he asked. Before she could answer, he went on. “I didn’t even know you were gone! You know you’re supposed to let people know when you go off and don’t ever go off by yourself. What were you thinking? And how in the—” he stopped himself from cursing just in time.

“How in the heck did you get a Neos’ truck?”

Tammy pushed away from her husband’s crushing embrace so she could look up at him, and at the others, who had encircled her with their own questions written on their faces.

Instead of answering his questions—and giving him some lip for his bossiness—she said, “The Neos are camped right around the corner.” There were the expected gasps of surprise from the group at that, and some curse words from a few.

Tammy motioned toward the woods. “I was gathering firewood and saw two soldiers head into the trees to do the same. They could be heading this way right now, for all I know.”

“How did you get the truck?” Nate asked again.

Tammy grimaced. “Funny story…” The look on her husband’s face said that it most definitely was not going to be a funny story.

“Uh, one of the soldiers was walking to the truck and I sorta… hit him over the head.” She motioned to the truck. “He’s still in there. Don’t know if I killed him or not,” she said with a shrug, rather surprised she could say such a thing so nonchalantly. Her life had changed so dramatically over the past year, she hardly recognized herself.

“You… you hit someone?” Nate asked, incredulously. He knew her all too well. She hated having to kill even a bug.

She grinned. “A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.”

He rolled his eyes at her before turning to look inside the truck as if wanting to confirm her story. That made Tammy want to hit him over the head, but she knew that Nate just wanted to assess the situation for himself. It was just his way.

He climbed into the truck while Tammy described the camp to the group. “The camp is just outside of some town—”

“Lebanon,” Jim answered for her. He grinned as he pulled out a folded paper from his back pocket. She recognized it as the map Nate always carried. Apparently, her husband had given his new friend navigator duty.

She nodded. “There were hundreds, maybe even thousands, of soldiers,” she told them. “They’ve got dozens of trucks like this one and even helicopters.” She shook her head. “I have no idea how we managed to park ourselves so close to them and not hear them.”

Jacob grinned at her. “I think we managed to do that because the Lord protected us.”

Tammy nodded, but before she could answer, Nate climbed back out of the truck. “He’s dead,” he announced.

Tammy waited for the pang of regret, but it didn’t come. The man had been their enemy. And God’s enemy.

She looked back at the others and shrugged. “One down,” she said, making them laugh. She elbowed Nate in the ribs when he called her “bloodthirsty.”

“One thing is for sure now,” Jacob said with a grin as he motioned to the truck with his cane. “Now we don’t have to walk to Florida.”


Chapter 3

NATHAN WAS a nervous wreck as he drove the big truck across the fields and backyards of the homes of Tennessee, but Tammy kept him calm by reading her Bible to him.

He found the verses about trusting God to be particularly comforting, knowing that they would need to rely on Him more and more in the coming days.

He, in particular, as his disease progressed. While the symptoms seemed to have abated for the time being, he didn’t hold out any hope that they wouldn’t return. It seemed he’d just been given a reprieve for the time being, and he was certainly glad for it.

After Tammy had brought the truck back to the camp—and he was still suffering from the knowledge of what all could have gone wrong through that particular stunt—the group had unanimously decided to pack up the camp they’d just set up and head out as quickly as possible. It was extremely unnerving to know that the enemy was just “around the corner,” as Tammy had said.

They’d basically torn down the tents and launched them into the back of the truck, then Nathan had volunteered to take the first shift driving while the others sat in the back and reorganized their belongings. It had taken them most of the day to set up the camp, but only about thirty minutes to tear it all down.

Leaving the area, knowing the Neos were out and about, had been another near-breaking point for him. He’d had to keep praying, asking the Lord to watch over them, and as Tammy said, to “blind the enemy” so they wouldn’t even see them. Apparently, the Lord had been listening, because they didn’t encounter a single enemy soldier.

Nathan had dressed in the dead soldier’s uniform shirt and hat with the ugly Neos’ symbol on it in case they passed anyone who might look at them with suspicion, but after traveling what Nathan estimated was at least one hundred miles over rough back country terrain, they hadn’t seen another person.

“This sure beats dragging ourselves through the cornfields,” Tammy said as they hit yet another bump, sending them flying off their seats. There were mumbled complaints from those in the back.

“Sorry!” Nathan called out over his shoulder. “These things aren’t built for comfort.” Though he was desperate to get out of the area, he slowed down further.

He didn’t think he’d breathe properly again until they’d reached the Gulf of Mexico.

But then what? He wondered. Their friends had left the map behind with the barely legible line drawn on it indicating where they should go, but no instructions. Nathan knew that was because Gerald didn’t want the information falling into enemy hands, and have them show up at the commune, or whatever it was, that was supposed to be a place of safety.

He guessed he’d just have to figure things out when they reached the Gulf.

“Trust in the Lord with all your heart and do not lean on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him and He will direct your path.”

Nathan startled at hearing the strong voice in his head. He looked at Tammy with wide eyes, though he knew it wasn’t her who’d spoken. It had been a male voice, one that seemed familiar, though he knew for a fact he hadn’t heard it before. He glanced over his shoulder, but none of the other men were anywhere near him.

Tammy laughed and he looked her way again. “By the look on your face, I’d say you just heard God speak to you.”

Nathan’s eyes widened further at her words. “Is that what that was… the Lord’s voice?” He shook his head. “Incredible.” While he was still very new to the faith and still learning all the things he needed to know, in a million lifetimes never would he have thought that the Creator would lower Himself to speak to someone as lowly as him. It was inconceivable.

“God is incredible, isn’t He?” Tammy chirped. Nathan glanced at her again, nodding.

“Yeah, starting to realize that.” Just the fact that He’d actually forgiven him was something Nathan still couldn’t wrap his mind around. He’d denied God’s existence for so long, had mocked those who did believe, and had been extremely blasphemous for most of his life. He just couldn’t imagine why—and how—he could be forgiven.

Jacob said it was by the shedding of the Lamb’s blood, the ultimate sacrifice. Another thing Nathan was trying to come to terms with.

Carl seemed to have a better grip on the whole Christianity thing, Nathan realized, which was a little embarrassing since the kid was barely thirteen. But then, Carl had grown up in the church and had been raised by Christians.

Nathan hadn’t been so fortunate. In fact, just the opposite—he’d grown up with Christian-hating Jewish parents. The “Sauls” of his generation.

He just hoped—and now prayed—that his mother and father would become “Pauls” instead.

As they bumped and bounced along yet another field, passing homes and abandoned cars and trucks, Nathan prayed once again for his parents, that if they were still alive God would send someone to them to witness to them, to lead them to Christ. To tell them the truth. He wished he could do so himself, but even if he could go back to Indiana, he doubted they were still there.

The smarter people had fled when the Neos started arriving. Nathan knew his father would have been one of the first to pack. Even though he wasn’t a believer and had likely never read the Book of Revelation, his father was a scholar of what the Christians called the Old Testament, and he’d spoken of a coming age when the world would once again be judged—and a time when Satan would rule.

Hopefully, his father got them out of town before it was too late.

The truck made a strange sound then and Nathan looked down at the gauges. His heart clenched when he realized they were nearly out of fuel. They were nowhere near a town—not that it would matter; they couldn’t buy fuel anyway. The prices were so high, only the extremely rich—and the Neos, apparently—could afford it.

They continued on for another ten minutes before the truck chugged to a stop—right in front of a large farmhouse.

Tammy made a contemplative sound and Nathan turned toward her. She smiled. “I think the Lord wanted us to stop here,” she said. Then she shook her head. “No, I know He does.” She pointed to the house. “Someone in there needs help,” she said as she turned to look through the opening leading to the back of the truck.

“Come on, ladies,” she called out. “I’m feeling led to go in that house, and I’m also feeling led not to take any men.” She said the last bit while staring at Nathan. He frowned at her but didn’t argue.

“Take the forty-five,” he told her. His wife hated firearms, but thankfully she nodded and asked Bette to pass Nathan’s backpack to her, then dug around in it until she found the weapon.

“We’ll wait out here,” he told her as he opened the truck door, “but yell if you get into any trouble.”

Tammy laughed. “We’re not going to get into any trouble, not when it’s the Lord telling us to go in.” With that, she hopped out of the truck then went around the back to help the others get out.

Nathan wished he had his wife’s confidence in the Lord. “Forgive me, Father,” he whispered. “Help my unbelief.” Just recently, he’d learned that he could actually pray for more faith, which he did often.

He needed all he could get.

The other men were just as anxious about the women going into the house by themselves, which made Nathan feel better. Even though his emotions seemed to have evened out recently, he still wasn’t sure if he was overreacting in certain situations.

“Don’t like this,” Jim muttered as he moved to lean against the truck next to Nathan. Carl walked up next to him and mimicked their stance, which made Nathan smile.

“Where are the girls?” he asked the teen.

“Lou’s coloring in the back of the truck and Sissy’s taking a nap,” Carl said. “Beth stayed with them.” Nathan nodded, then looked over the kid’s head at Jim.

“I don’t like this either,” Nathan agreed. “But Tammy insisted that the Lord was involved in us stopping, so I guess we need to rely on Him to keep them safe.” The others didn’t respond, though there was some head nodding.

“Actually,” Nathan continued, “I think Tammy was right, that the Lord stopped us for a reason, considering that the truck had been full of fuel when we headed out. No reason for it to have run out all of a sudden.”

He hit the side of the truck with his hand. “I know these things don’t get great fuel mileage, but that’s a little ridiculous,” he added with a laugh.

“I believe you’re right, son,” Jacob said as he shifted his weight while leaning heavily on his cane. Nathan was thankful Tammy had taken the truck, if only to keep the old man from having to walk so much. The journey had already taken its toll on Jacob, though they hadn’t gone far.

Once he’d gotten in the driver’s seat of the truck, he’d been happy to see a GPS even though the truck was an older European model. He’d checked their position and had been shocked to find out they’d barely made it across the Tennessee state line. Nathan had hoped they would have been much farther along by then, but with the much slower travel due to the children and older people, it wasn’t surprising. It was another reason to be thankful for the truck.

The truck that was now out of fuel.

“Well, it was nice while we had it,” he muttered. Jim glanced at him in question and Nathan nodded toward the truck. “Traveling by wheels and not feet,” he said with a sigh. “Now that it’s out of fuel, guess we’re back to hoofing it.”

“Now son,” Jacob said, “don’t discount the Lord just yet. I think He gave us this truck—and quite miraculously, too, considering Tammy’s story—and He’ll keep the tank full. Or else, provide the gas when we need it.”

“Diesel,” Nathan corrected, then shook his head. “Sorry. Doesn’t matter what it is. But yeah, you’re right. I really need to learn how to trust in the Lord.”

Jacob smiled at him, but it was Martin who spoke up. “It’ll come with time,” he said. “As the Lord shows you just how faithful He is to take care of you—of us—then you’ll soon realize that you have nothing to worry about. Or to fear.”

“That would be nice,” Nathan said, nodding. “Just hope it comes sooner than later, since I don’t have much ‘later’ left.” The men sobered at his words, he assumed at the reminder that Nathan’s time was coming up swiftly.

“There isn’t much ‘later’ left for any of us,” Jim said after a few moments. “Maybe four years? Five?” He shrugged. “Or less, if we don’t survive the end time stuff.” He glanced down at Carl, a worried look on his face like he’d just realized what he’d said, but the kid just nodded. It wasn’t like they all didn’t know what was coming their way… they had been studying the Bible after all.

“Doesn’t matter,” Martin added. “If we survive, I mean. We all know where we’re going—”

“And it’s better than where we’ve been,” Carl added with a laugh. The others grinned at him, and Jim started to say something, but the front door of the house opened then. The men turned to watch as Tammy and the other women led two more children and three young ladies out.

The new group looked terrified.

Nathan started to step forward, but Carl stopped him by putting his hand on his chest. “Let me,” he said with a nod toward the group of females. “Thinkin’ they might be kinda scare of men.” Nathan nodded reluctantly and leaned back to resume his stance against the truck.

Carl walked slowly toward the women with his hands in his pockets. The kid was skinny and not very tall, certainly non-threatening, but even so the girls—and even the women—seemed to shrink as he approached.

The men couldn’t hear what was said, but whatever it was Carl told them, it seemed to make them relax a bit. The girl—who looked like she was about Carl’s age—even smiled at the kid.

Jacob laughed. “I believe that child has a gift of exhortation.”

Nathan looked at him. “What’s that?”

The old man shrugged. “Just what it says. He’s an encourager. A comforter. He makes others feel secure and safe.”

Nathan frowned a bit; he wanted to be the one to make others feel safe. It was why he’d gone into police work—to protect others. Of course, in their small town, police work involved more writing speeding tickets for the college kids, or dealing with Missus Clancy, who had a penchant for shoplifting. But still, whenever he’d been able to help someone feel safe it had felt like he was on top of the world.

And he realized he was being ridiculous in his jealousy of Carl.

It was quite a while before the group finally approached the truck. The men copied Carl in putting their hands in their pockets, trying to look friendly and not scary. It didn’t seem to help. The newcomers acted like they wanted to bolt.

It was Tammy who spoke first. “This is Clara,” she said, pointing at the woman with auburn hair. She then motioned to the two dark-haired women. “And this is Abigail and Tina.” She looked at the kids then. “Kayla and Keith. They’re Tina’s.” Nathan thought while Kayla looked to be about Carl’s age, Keith was a little younger.

The men nodded to the women and smiled at the kids. No one returned the smiles and instead just stared at them with wide eyes. Nathan had to fight to keep the frown from his face.

What in the world have they been through that was so bad to make them so afraid?

“They’ve been staying here for about a week,” Tammy continued. “Uh, after escaping the Neos at that camp near Lebanon.” She added the last bit with a wide-eyed look at Nathan. He understood the look and what all it conveyed.

The fact that they’d escaped the enemy was pretty amazing in itself. What was shocking to Nathan, though, was the fact that the children had been spared. He’d heard the Neos had no use for kids.

And what they used women for… well, it was no wonder the women were skittish.

“How did you get here?” he couldn’t help but ask. They were pretty far from Lebanon but considering he and Tammy had already walked across several states, it wasn’t surprising if they’d managed to do so.

“They got a ride from some people heading south,” Tammy told him after an uncomfortable silence when the women just stared at him like he had three heads. “Some couple that had managed to steal some gas,” she added.

“I talked the ladies into coming with us,” Tammy went on. Nathan had to fight back the surprise at her announcement. He figured she was going to give the women some food or supplies, not ask them to travel with them. Not that he minded, and the truck was certainly big enough to add more people, but with the way they were all acting, like they were terrified to be near the men…

It was another testament to how desperate the women must be.

“Glad to hear it!” Jacob said with more enthusiasm than was necessary. One of the women—Nathan thought it was the one named Abigail—jumped at the sound of his voice, but she seemed to relax a bit when she saw that the speaker was an elderly gentleman.

“Well, that’s good,” Nathan agreed with a smile that he hoped seemed friendly and not something else. He looked over his shoulder at the truck as he pulled his hands out of his pockets and crossed his arms over his chest. “But none of us are going anywhere, not without fuel.”

Tammy made a dismissive sound as she waved his hand like she was “shooing” his comment away. “Oh, don’t worry about that. The tank will be full when we get ready to leave. God just made you think it was empty so we’d stop here.” She turned to grin at the new group. “He wanted us to help you.”

The woman with auburn hair made a face. “Yeah, God—if there is such a thing—really cares about us so much. That’s why He let my kids—” Her voice caught, and she looked away, blinking her eyes rapidly. The dark-haired woman standing next to her put her arm around the woman’s shoulders and spoke quietly to her. A sob escaped the first woman at whatever it was she said.

Tammy looked at Nathan, tears in her own eyes. He wondered if she had the full story of what the women had gone through, but he doubted it, not with the short time they’d spent in the house. One thing was clear—they’d suffered greatly.

Unsure of how to react to the emotional outpouring around him, Nathan turned and climbed back into the truck. He sat in the driver’s seat and stared at the dashboard gauges. Could it be possible? He wondered as he focused on the fuel gauge pointing all the way to the left, the same place it had been when they’d stopped. He closed his eyes, asked the Lord for a miracle, then turned the key forward just enough to fire up the electrical system and activate the gauges.

The pointer for the fuel swung all the way to the right.

Nathan laughed and leaned his head forward on the steering wheel. “Father, I’m just learning about You, but what I’ve learned so far is that You perform miracles. And that You apparently have a sense of humor.” He chuckled to himself, then pivoted his head when he heard laughing. He peered down at Jim and Martin, who were staring up at him from the open driver’s door.

“That is one truth I learned pretty quickly,” Martin said with a big grin. “God definitely has a funny side.”

Nathan grinned back at him, then leaned back and pointed at the gauges. “Yeah, apparently, because now our fuel tank is full.”

The men shrugged almost in unison. “Didn’t doubt it for a minute,” Jim said, then motioned with his thumb over his shoulder. “Tammy told you it would be full. And I bet she’s right about it staying full until we get to wherever the Lord wants us to get.”

Nathan smiled and nodded in agreement, though he didn’t comment. He was at a bit of a loss as to what to say. The expression “the Lord works in mysterious ways” was starting to make a lot of sense to him.

They decided to stay at the house for the night, even though it was still early afternoon when they’d stopped. The newcomers wanted to gather their belongings and the kids all seemed to be glad to have new friends and were happily playing.

“They almost seem carefree,” Abigail murmured where she stood next to Tammy in the early evening. Nathan looked at the woman over his wife’s head, though she still wouldn’t look at him. Or any of the men. Jacob was the only one who seemed to be non-threatening to the new group.

“I can’t imagine what all they went through,” Tammy replied, her voice choking a bit. Nathan wrapped his arm around his wife’s shoulders and gave her a little squeeze. She leaned into him.

“I’m not even sure,” Abigail said. “In fact, I don’t think even Tina knows what her kids had to endure at the hands of those—” The anger in her voice was clear as she stopped herself from saying whatever it was she’d been going to say.

“Were they separated for long?” Nathan asked. Abigail stiffened slightly at the sound of his voice, though she nodded, still refusing to look at him.

“Three months, back at Livingston, before they shipped us to Lebanon,” she said in a low voice. “Tina thought the kids had been killed, like Clara’s. When she spotted Keith across the compound one day, she ran toward him.” She stopped and shook her head.

“She lost two teeth and I’m pretty sure got some broken ribs from the beating she took for that.”

Tammy sucked in a breath and Abigail glanced at her. “And that didn’t stop them from… doing the other stuff they did. She was screaming in pain from her ribs, and it seemed to excite them even more.”

Nathan ground his teeth at the woman’s story. There wasn’t anything he could do for them now, just like there wasn’t anything he could do about the other kids’ foster parents who’d abused them so badly that Lou rarely even spoke due to the trauma. But he sure would like a chance to serve out a little justice.

“Vengeance is Mine…”

The voice in his head made him jerk. Tammy looked up at him in question and Nathan felt his face heat. She smiled.

“Let me guess… God just spoke to you.”

He laughed and nodded. “Yeah. Going to take a while to get used to that.”

Abigail looked his way for the first time, though her face was contorted in a scowl. “You really think that God talked to you?” she said with a derisive snort as she looked away, back toward the kids. She muttered something under her breath that Nathan was pretty sure included the words “crazy man.”

“He does talk to His kids,” Tammy argued. “And Nathan just accepted Jesus as his Savior not that long ago. He’s still learning to recognize God’s voice when he hears it.”

Abigail made another mocking sound, though she didn’t comment. Tammy glanced at Nathan.

“Another doubter soon to be a believer,” she whispered with a grin. He smiled back at her, though it faded quickly.

He’d made a promise to God—to Jesus—when he’d asked to be forgiven of his sins, when he’d asked to be saved. He promised that he would share the truth, the Gospel message, with everyone he came across.

He cleared his throat. “I thought like you did, just a little while ago, Abigail,” he said. The woman stiffened again but continued to stare straight ahead.

“I was sure there was no God,” he went on, “and, if by some chance there was a God, I didn’t want anything to do with Him.

“But then… well, everything started changing. Tammy here kept praying for crazy stuff and those prayers were getting answered. Like miraculous things. I kept making excuses to myself, thinking it was just coincidence and all, but I think a part of me was starting to really question what I believed. Or what I didn’t believe, rather.”

“And then one night,” Tammy interrupted. Nathan looked down into her grinning face and he returned the smile.

“And then one night,” he repeated in agreement. “One night it all changed, and I realized there was no way I could go on denying that Jesus was real, that God was who He said He was.” Abigail glanced at him again, though she didn’t quite meet his eyes.

“That was the night I encountered angels… and demons.” Abigail’s head whipped up to look at him fully. The look on her face made him laugh.

“It’s true,” Tammy said before he could reply. “They really are out there. Well, all around us right now, actually.” She glanced around, as if seeing the angels—both fallen and not.

Abigail gave her a disbelieving look, but Nathan continued before she could say anything. “I barely believed it myself, but there was no denying it. The demons were terrifying, pure blackness and just felt… evil. And the angels—” he laughed at the memory of the huge glowing army that had showed up.

“Well, the angels can appear as regular humans, but their true form is winged and glowing.”

“And with huge swords,” Tammy added. Nathan smiled at her.

“Yeah, the warrior angels are armed with glowing swords too,” he agreed with a head shake. “And to think that once you’ve accepted Jesus as your Savior, that angel army will do battle for you.”

“And with you,” Carl said as he walked up, catching the tail end of their conversation. He grinned at Abigail, who still looked like she either thought they were pulling her leg, or else they were all crazy.

Nathan laughed. “We’re not joking or crazy,” he told her. The woman’s face colored at his words, and he knew he’d been right about her thoughts.

“But we are serious that you need to get right with God,” he went on, sobering. “You need to accept Jesus. He died for you because He loves you and He wants you to spend eternity with Him. The alternative—” He shuddered.

“The alternative is spending eternity with those demons and let me tell you that they are crazy scary,” he continued. “And to think that they really hate humans and their eternal goal is to torment us… well, it would be like spending all of eternity with the Neos. Only worse. Way worse.”

The woman’s eyes widened at that. She started to say something, but Lou ran up to them and grabbed her brother’s hand, tugging it. Carl laughed at his little sister, then looked at Nathan.

“Can we go in the house?” he asked. “Kayla told Lou she found some dolls and wanted to give them to her and Sissy, and I told Keith I’d teach him some chords on the guitar.”

Nathan smiled at the boy he’d become so fond of. He’d had no idea that Carl could play the guitar, but when they first went into the house and he’d seen the instrument propped against a wall, the kid had immediately sat down and played several songs. He was really good. It was a shame he couldn’t use that talent, Nathan thought. But a starving, terrified world had no use for entertainment.

“Sure, if it’s okay with Abigail and the other ladies,” Nathan said. Carl looked at the woman, who nodded.

“It’s not our house anyway,” she admitted. “It was just the first empty place we came to and since there was some canned food left on the shelves, we decided to stay for as long as we could.”

“That was God providing for you,” Tammy told her with a grin. Abigail gave her a look which made her laugh. “I’m serious! He provides for His kids, even if they don’t want to be His kids… yet.” His wife gave the woman a wink and a saucy grin before walking off with Carl.

She wrapped her arm around the boy’s shoulders. “Do you know any Christian songs?” she asked as they walked off. “I’m thinking we should have a time of worship.”

They were too far away by then for Nathan to hear what Carl’s answer had been, but he hoped that the kid did know some Christian music. He’d like to hear it himself, since he’d never really heard any before. Before the economy crashed and everything they had known before had just sort of disappeared, his music choice had been metal.

Abigail seemed very uncomfortable to find herself alone with Nathan, though there were outside and the others were close by. He thought about what he could say to make her feel better, but nothing came to mind.

Father, I need Your help. I promised I’d share You with everyone I came across, but now I realize that I don’t know how to do that exactly. Seems like every experience might be different. Give me the right words to say.

They stood side by side in silence for a few moments before something occurred to Nathan.

“Are you married?” he asked. The woman’s spine straightened so quickly that Nathan’s eyes widened. “I mean, I was just wondering if you had a husband or boyfriend out there that we needed to find,” he hurriedly explained. “To rescue, or whatever. Just wondering if you got separated when you…” he let his words trail off, not wanting to add the “when you got captured by the Neos” part.

Abigail hesitated for a moment, then reluctantly nodded. “I’m married,” she said, though her tone was bitter. “But if there was a way, I’d be divorcing him right now.” She glanced at him.

“Kyle joined the Neos,” she said, spitting out the last bit. “Wasn’t even conscripted like everyone else. Nooo,” she drawled, “the man jumped on the chance to sign up, even knowing that they were bad. Kyle was—is—as they say, bad to the bone. Think he liked the idea of breaking laws and just doing whatever he wanted.”

Nathan shook his head, not understanding how anyone could want to do such a thing. He’d joined the police force for the exact opposite reason.

“Sorry to hear it,” Nathan said, meaning it. Abigail must have heard the sincerity in his voice, because she actually graced him with a small smile.

“It is what it is,” she said with a shrug. “Can’t change the past. Can’t fix that fool either.”

Nathan startled at the sudden opening that was so clear, it was almost as if the Lord was pointing arrows at it.

“No, we can’t change the past, that’s for sure. Can’t change others either. Heck, we can’t even change ourselves, not really.” She glanced up at him and he smiled.

“Like me—I was a smoker for a good five years. Started when I wasn’t much older than Carl,” he admitted with a rueful smile. “After I got accepted into the police academy, I figured I’d better quit, especially when I started jogging to build my stamina before the academy started and barely got a quarter mile before I was too winded.

“Anyway, I was determined to quit smoking, and I did,” he said. “Got through the academy, and even through my recruit period. But after a year or so, I picked it up again. Had a partner who smoked, and it was hard, really hard, not to start again.

“Then I met Tammy when she got a job as a dispatcher at the department. Asked her out, but she told me she didn’t date smokers, said we smelled like a campfire,” he said with a laugh. “I was head over heels for her right off the bat, so I decided to quit again. It wasn’t so easy the second time, but I had a goal, so I managed to stop. Barely. But gotta admit that after I talked her into marrying my sorry butt, I started smoking again.” He shook his head.

“Guess I figured I’d trapped her by then and could get away with it.” He glanced at Abigail, who was watching him with an amused expression. “Turns out I was wrong,” he drawled, making her laugh. He noticed Clara look their way from where she was talking to Debby and Beth with a somewhat shocked expression. He figured the ladies must not laugh much.

“So, once again, I white knuckled it to quit. That was seven years ago,” he said, “and I’ve fought it every day since. Craved a cig something fierce, especially after dinner and first thing in the morning. That is, until I accepted Jesus. Then, it was like that vice that ate at me all the time just sort of went away.”

The woman gave him a disbelieving look that made him laugh. Nathan put his hands up. “I swear, I’m telling you the truth. But that’s not all that changed when I accepted Jesus.” He sobered then. “I’m dying,” he admitted. “Found out about a year ago that I have a rare disease. Life expectancy isn’t longer than a couple of years.” He shrugged. “No idea where I am on that timeline, but I do know that I was having some pretty severe symptoms up until that night when I couldn’t deny God’s existence any longer. The night I met demons and angels,” he added with a smile.

“After that, my symptoms have sort of eased a bit. A lot, actually.” He’d noticed the emotions had leveled out and his thoughts had become more normal, but it wasn’t until that moment that he realized his tremors and weakness seemed to be abating as well. He glanced at Abigail.

“My point in all that was that we might not be able to change ourselves for good… but Jesus can. He makes us new. Gives us hope and purpose. Steers us away from the things that might hurt us.” He motioned to the others.

“He’s kept us safe, away from the Neos. Miraculously provided for us.” He reached back to the belt loop where he’d hung his water bottle and pulled it off the clip ring. He shook it at Abigail.

“This bottle never empties,” he told her. “I can’t explain it, other than the fact that Tammy and the kids—before I’d gotten right with Jesus—prayed that the Lord would provide water for us.”

He took a big drink, then offered her some, but she shook her head. Nathan took another healthy swallow, then held it up so she could see he’d consumed more than half. He dropped his arm.

“Just this morning, Tammy was looking for firewood, then found herself flat on her back, just when two Neos soldiers were walking by. That was God. Then she discovered that we’d all camped just a hundred yards or so away from a huge Neos compound. Tammy, all by herself mind you, managed to kill a Neos with a stick and steal that truck,” he said, pointing at the huge vehicle. “And she managed to drive it back to our camp when the woman can’t drive a stick,” he laughed. “That was all God.”

Nathan put his water bottle back up and showed it to Abigail. It was completely full. The woman’s eyes widened so much Nathan thought they might pop right out of their sockets.

“He wants to take care of you, too, hon,” he said, hoping the endearment didn’t offend her. He grinned. “He wants you in the family. Wants us to be brother and sister. What do you say to that?”

Abigail stared at the water bottle, a shocked expression on her face. After a few long moments where she opened and closed her mouth several times, as if not knowing what to say, she looked up at him.

“I… I don’t know what to say,” she stammered, then pointed at the bottle. “I mean, that’s a trick, right?”

Nathan laughed. “Nope, not a trick. It’s a miracle.” To prove a point, he opened the bottle and took another long drink. He put the cap back on and looked at her. “God wants to do the same for you. He wants to fill you with His presence, to give you living water,” he said, suddenly remembering a verse he’d recently read. “The living water is His Holy Spirit and once you have the Spirit in you…” He paused to look up, then closed his eyes in silent devotion. It was several long moments before he opened his eyes and looked back at Abigail with a smile.

“Once you have the Spirit inside of you, I can promise you that you’ll never regret making the decision to accept Jesus. It’s amazing, truly amazing.”

Abigail had been staring at the bottle he held by his leg, but now she was looking at him with the same awed expression.

“I… I don’t know what to think about that,” she said as she motioned to the bottle that Nathan knew was once again full, “but I do know that I want whatever it was that caused you to have that expression you just had.”

Nathan grinned at her. “That, my soon to be sister, was the love of Christ smiling at you through me.”


Chapter 4

AFTER NATE talked to Abigail, Tammy had been surprised that the woman was more receptive to hearing about God and less antagonistic. In fact, she asked a lot of questions, questions that seemed to surprise her friends.

And angered Clara.

It was apparent that the young woman believed in God. It was even more apparent that she hated Him, blaming Him for the deaths of her three children. While it had been the Neos who’d fatally shot her children after they’d kidnapped her, Clara was insistent God was to blame.

She didn’t want to hear anything to the contrary either.

It made for difficult times when the group would get together for meals and one of the elders would pray for a blessing over the food. Clara would make disgusted-sounding noises and comments about how stupid praying was or how it was a waste of time to pray to someone who didn’t care about you. Tammy’s back teeth hurt from clenching her jaw to keep from saying something.

She’d been praying for patience. A lot.

They’d ended up staying at the house for two days, since they hadn’t had a chance to rest before having to pack up and leave the area where the Neos had made their compound. She knew Nate wanted to argue that the group could rest in the back of the truck while he drove, but thankfully he seemed to decide to keep the argument to himself.

Now that they did have the truck with the full fuel tank, they would get to Florida in just days. Tammy couldn’t stop thanking the Lord enough for that miracle.

Some of the others had tried singing her praises, telling her how brave she’d been to approach the Neos soldier, how gutsy it had been of her to hit the man over the head. Tammy had stopped that praise immediately, telling the group that the only reason she was still alive—and not in the Neos’ compound—was because God Himself had helped her.

That alone was enough to humble her immensely.

During the evening meal the night before, Juana—Jim’s wife—had insisted that Tammy tell the story to the new group of women. When she’d tried to explain how God had handled everything, how He’d stopped her from being spotted by the soldiers in the woods, then had given her the idea to take the truck, Clara had argued every point.

“You hit a branch,” she’d said with a sneer. “That wasn’t God. It was a tree.”

Then, “Any one of us would have thought about taking that truck. You were just lucky that you got a good hit in and knocked the guy out.”

“I killed him,” Tammy had argued, though she was careful to not sound like she was boasting, knowing that it should gall her to think about the fact that she’d taken a human life, Neos soldier or not.

“And with a stick,” she added, shaking her head. “That was definitely God.”

Clara had tried to argue some more, but Tammy had put her hand up. “I was there,” she told her sternly, “and you can’t argue with my story. I know what happened and how it happened, since. I. Was. There,” she repeated, enunciating each word. The woman had glared at her, but thankfully hadn’t said anything further.

The second evening, as the group gathered for the evening meal, Tammy made a point to not sit anywhere near Clara. She had a slight pang of guilt over that, thinking that she should be witnessing to the woman, but as her former pastor’s wife used to say, “That woman is about to make me lose my loving feeling.”

Tammy was afraid she might try to shank Clara with a fork if she said one more derogatory thing about the Lord.

Jasmine was seated to the left of Clara, Debby on her right, at the big dining table in the large house that must have been the home to a big family at one time. Tammy wondered where all the people had gone, since most homesteads they passed on their journey had seemed to be deserted. It was a strange thing.

Most of the animals, as well, seemed to have just disappeared. It was rare to see even a bird flying overhead. She wondered countless times if God had moved His creatures somewhere else, to safety, since the world was now overrun with Satan’s terrorists.

They were blessed to be eating a home-cooked meal, something Tammy had thought she’d never have again. The house had a fully stocked pantry, filled with canned meats, vegetables and dry goods, so Ida, Debby and Martin had made shepherd’s pie, biscuits and fruit pies for dessert. They were even able to cook everything inside, since the home had a nearly full propane tank, and the appliances were all gas.

Once again, Tammy found she didn’t want to leave. Why go to Florida when we’re safe and comfortable here?

With the realization that the Neos had a compound just a few hundred miles away, though, the desire to get as far away as fast as possible overrode the homestead yearning. She just hoped—and prayed—that the commune or whatever it was in Florida wasn’t near the enemy as well.

She was ready to hunker down and wait for the end of the world to come.

Tammy was seated catty-corner from Jasmine and Clara and listened covertly to their conversation. Jasmine was very shy and softspoken and she worried that the girl would get slammed by the brash and coarse Clara. Tammy wanted to be ready with her fork in case that happened.

She winced at her thoughts. Sorry, Father. I don’t mean to be so… ugly.

“What did you do before the collapse?” Jasmine asked as she took a bite of her meal.

“I was a civil rights attorney in Boston,” Clara said, surprising Tammy. With how much the woman cursed, she assumed she’d been a prison guard or something.

Jasmine made the appropriate impressed sounds, but Clara just scowled down at her plate. “All that time, wasted,” she said as she stabbed a few green beans. “Time I could’ve spent with my kids.” Her voice caught at the last bit and Tammy glanced up to see Jasmine put her fork down so she could put a sympathetic hand on the woman’s arm.

“I know how you feel,” she said.

Tammy frowned at the girl’s words, hoping she wasn’t going to relate something like losing a beloved pet or whatnot. Clara would have her head if she did.

“I lost my little girl too,” Jasmine said, her voice choking. Tammy’s frown deepened, still worried the girl was going to mention a cat or parakeet.

“She was in preschool when the collapse happened,” she went on.

Tammy’s frown turned to raised brows, though she turned back to her food in pretend concentration. She had known Jasmine for a little while, and this was the first she’d heard about her having a child.

Clara asked her a question that Tammy didn’t hear. “It was the Neos,” Jasmine answered, venom in her voice. “They came into town one day, saying they’d been sent by the new government to keep law and order. At the time, we were all so thankful because everything had gotten so crazy.”

Clara nodded and murmured in agreement. Tammy noticed the woman didn’t seem antagonistic at all now, which she was very grateful for.

“The Neos were there for maybe two weeks when they started rounding up men to join them,” Jasmine continued. “Didn’t matter if you wanted to or not, cuz they were dragging men out to their trucks and throwing them in. It was like those old World War Two movies where they showed the Nazis dragging the Jews from their homes.” She shook her head. “It was insane.”

“I was living with my dad,” she continued, a rueful smile on her face, “had been ever since I found out I was pregnant and the ‘father’,” she said with air quotes, “didn’t want anything to do with Leah. Even said he doubted she was his. I should’ve gone on the Maury Povich Show, I guess,” Jasmine said with a small laugh. ‘The test results say Leah is your child!’” she said with a fake announcer voice. Clara shocked Tammy by chuckling.

“Anyway, the Neos came to our house to get my dad. Problem was, my dad had been medically retired after a back injury when he was working construction. The poor man could barely walk. The soldiers didn’t care,” she said with no small amount of hatred. “They grabbed him right out of his recliner. I’d been in the kitchen when they just walked into our house and when I heard the commotion, I came out and started yelling at them to stop hurting Dad. That’s when Leah came out of her room,” Jasmine said in a near whisper.

She sniffled for a moment, dabbing her eyes with a napkin. Whoever owned the house had even stocked a huge supply of paper goods and Tammy was thrilled to be able to use something so simple as a paper napkin once again.

Jasmine sighed heavily before continuing. “When my baby came out, she got upset that her Papa was being hurt. She ran toward the soldiers before I could stop her and grabbed one by the pants leg, crying to let him go. The soldier turned around and shot her.”

The sob that escaped Jasmine was matched by Clara… and Tammy. And a few others close to them who’d apparently been listening as well.

No one bothered pretending they weren’t l after that.

It was a few moments before Jasmine was collected enough to continue. “After Leah was… after that, my dad went crazy, fighting them, trying to get to her. I just sort of collapsed in a heap next to her. There wasn’t anything I could have done though,” she whispered. She shook her head hard, as if trying to shake the memories out.

“My dad was the next Neos victim,” she sniffled. “I’m sure I would have been next—or they would have taken me for… well, you know—but I think I must have freaked them out or something. I’m not sure what I looked like at that point, but the men just dropped my dad’s body and backed out of the house like they were scared.” She turned a wobbly smile Clara’s way.

“I know now that it was probably the angels that saved me that day. They must have appeared in that moment and scared the soldiers off.”

Clara made that derisive sound that Tammy was growing far too sick of hearing. “Angels,” she said with a huff. “If that was the case, then why didn’t they save your baby? And why didn’t they save mine?”

Jasmine nodded her head. “I thought like that too for the longest time. But then I met Juana when I’d been wandering from town to town, just a lost soul with nowhere to be. She took me in, fed me, clothed me, bathed me. Told me about Jesus. Helped my shattered heart heal when I didn’t think I even had one left.” She smiled slightly.

“It was Juana who told me that, even though Leah’s death had been such a horrible tragedy, that my baby was with Jesus. That she wouldn’t have to suffer through all this end time stuff that’s going to be so hard. It was then that I realized that if my dad hadn’t been killed that day as well, he would have probably grieved himself to death. I think he loved my daughter even more than I did.” She smiled again, this time more fully.

“But no one could love her more than Jesus does. And now that I know she’s in His arms, I don’t grieve. I just get excited to see her again.”

Clara was quiet for a long time. She moved her food around on her plate, though didn’t take a single bite. The rest of the table finished their meal quietly, speaking now and then in hushed tones. It seemed as if the entire group knew that the Holy Spirit was working on the woman.

Tammy also knew that, just as she was, they were praying.

After a while, Ida and Martin got up to cut the pies, while some of the others stood to gather dishes. Tammy stood as well and stacked her plate with Nate’s as she continued to pray.

She was heading to the kitchen when Clara finally spoke to Jasmine.

“What do I need to do for that? To see my kids again… in Heaven, I mean.”

Tammy almost dropped the plates.

The grin was face splitting when she walked into the kitchen. “Clara’s accepting Jesus right now!” she whispered to the others. There were hushed exclamations and praises at that, and they waited for quite a while before heading out into the dining room again.

Jasmine and Clara were hugging and crying. Tammy grinned over their heads at Nate, who had tears in his own eyes. He smiled at her.

“Another one for Team Jesus,” he mouthed, making her laugh.

After Clara’s shocking acceptance of Jesus, they hadn’t even finished their pie when Abigail also decided to accept Him. After watching the woman who’d been so adamantly against all things “God” humbly ask Him to forgive her and to become her Savior, Abigail decided that she needed to do the same.

That just left Tina, but Tammy knew that Carl had been witnessing to Kayla and Keith and it would be just a short time before the woman’s own kids brought her around. And, if not, then Tammy decided she would tell the woman all about Him herself.

It was at that decision that Tammy realized she’d never shared Jesus with anyone, other than Nate. Her own husband, just a weeks’ old Christian, had evangelized more than she—a self-proclaimed Christian for as long as she could remember—had.

That’s changing right now! she decided.

“Come help me do dishes,” she told Tina with a smile. The woman looked at her in question but didn’t argue as she stood from the dining table, gathering dessert plates as she did.

“It sure is nice to have hot water, huh?” she said to the woman who Tammy guessed was a little older than herself as she filled the sink. They even had dish soap. “It’s funny, the things we took for granted before, like hot water and soap,” she said as bubbles began to form. Tina didn’t comment, but she smiled and nodded as she handed her a stack of plates.

Tammy scrubbed while Tina waited to dry. As she handed her a clean plate, Tammy prayed for the words to say to reach Tina for the Lord. They worked in silence for a long while before Tammy finally spoke.

“How did you meet Clara and Abigail?” she asked, hoping that normal conversation might break the ice.

The woman was quiet for a bit as she dried the dessert plate she held and set it on the counter. “We were… in the Neos compound together,” she said in a small voice. “Same barracks.”

“Oh,” Tammy said, feeling awful for bringing up a bad memory. “That must have been horrible.” She shook her head. “Of course it was horrible. I’m sorry, I’m just trying to make conversation, but apparently I suck at it.”

That drew a small chuckle from Tina, who accepted a serving bowl from Tammy. She shrugged. “It’s okay. I mean, it isn’t okay, but it’s not your fault that you brought it up. You didn’t know.”

“Yeah, but I should have known,” Tammy said as she scrubbed at a baked-on spot. “I mean, I know you were all… there. I should have figured that’s where you met.”

They were quiet again for long moments when Tammy finally spoke. “This world is falling apart, isn’t it?” Tina huffed a sound of agreement but didn’t comment.

“It’s crazy how fast it happened too. I mean, one month Nate and I were thinking of buying a new car and the next month we couldn’t afford even a gallon of gas for the one we had. When food is the only thing you’re worried about, you know it’s bad.” She shook her head.

“Well, and safety. I can’t tell you how many times I thought I was a goner,” she said, glancing at the dark-haired woman beside her. “Even neighbors I’d known for years turned ugly when the cupboards were bare. It was like the collapse turned everyone into some sort of beast.”

Tina nodded as she picked up a stack of plates to put away. Tammy was still surprised at how many household goods had been left behind by the owners. Again, it made her wonder what had happened to them, and she figured that she probably didn’t want to know.

“Yeah,” Tina agreed as she returned to the sink, “people just reverted back to their caveman days.”

Tammy grimaced at the comment, wanting to argue against the evolution theory, but she also knew that wouldn’t be helpful in trying to win her over to Christ.

“They definitely turned into something I didn’t recognize,” she said instead. “It’s a shame that they don’t have any hope.”

Tina made a sound reminiscent of Clara’s recent noises of disgust. “Hope,” she said, “like there’s anything to be hopeful about.”

And there’s the opening I need, Tammy thought with a smile to herself.

“Well, when you have Jesus in your life, there’s a lot to be hopeful for,” she said as she glanced at the woman with a smile before shaking head. “I’d turned from Him for a long time, living my life like everyone else and never even considering godly things or ways. But then after the collapse happened, I was suddenly reminded of the fact that I was still a Christian and that I didn’t have to be fearful of what would happen, because I know what’s going to happen.”

Another annoying sound greeted her words. “Yeah?” Tina said with less friendliness than she’d had before. “And what exactly do you think is going to happen? Are aliens going to land here and take us off to some new planet like those crazies were saying when this all started?”

Tammy laughed, remembering seeing a news story about that right after the economy took its tumble, before the electricity had been turned off. The alien theorists were just sure that the global collapse had been caused by an alien race who needed willing humans to repopulate their own world. They said the aliens wanted to make it too difficult to live on earth, hoping humans would be more than happy to fly away to a new home.

The craziest thing was that a lot of people fell for it.

“Not exactly,” Tammy said with a grin as she pulled the plug to let the dishwater drain. She shrugged her shoulders, trying to ease the muscles after washing so many dishes.

“We’re not leaving the earth,” she told Tina, “at least not permanently. Jesus is going to recreate it, making a new heaven and a new earth for His believers. But until then, He’ll provide for us and help us through this awful time.”

Tina rolled her eyes. “Yeah, seems like He hasn’t done much for you so far.”

“Oh, He has!” Tammy argued as she leaned her hip against the counter and crossed her arms over her chest. “He’s kept us safe, He’s healed wounds, provided food and water and there’s no denying He helped me take out a Neos soldier when I stole that truck out there,” she said, motioning to the front of the house where the truck sat.

Nate had questioned the intelligence of parking the big truck with the Neos symbol on the door in front of the place they were staying, but Jacob had insisted the believers pray over the truck and ask that the Lord make it invisible to any enemy.

“You just got lucky,” Tina argued back. Tammy shook her head.

“Luck had nothing to do with it. I hit that man over the head with a stick. Knocked him silly on the first try. And that was inside the cab of the truck, where I couldn’t even get a good swing! When I hit him the second time, he was dead. There was no way I could have done that on my own.”

Tina shook her head as well, and started to argue again, but Tammy rushed on. “I managed to drive that big ol’ truck and I’d never driven a stick shift before. And we were able to pack up our camp and get out of there without being spotted.”

She could tell the woman was still struggling to believe her and Tammy decided to quit trying to convince her. “Look,” she said with a smile, “I could argue with you all day that God is real, that Jesus is who He said He is, but I know it won’t do any good.” She shrugged. “All I can say is that there isn’t a single thing you could ever say to change my mind about Jesus. I just wanted to tell you about Him, to tell you that you can have hope even through all this hardship.”

“Yeah?” Tina said with a bit of a curled lip. “And why is that?”

Tammy smiled kindly, though she really felt like shaking sense into the woman. “Because He loves you and He wants you to join His family too, just like Abigail and Clara did earlier.” She laughed. “Seriously, if Clara could accept Jesus, anyone can.” Tina’s lips twitched at that, but she didn’t join in the laughter.

Tammy impulsively reached out and put her hand on Tina’s arm. “I know you’ve been through a lot—more than anyone could imagine. And your kids…” Her voice cracked with emotion and she cleared her throat with a small head shake. “But Jesus can help heal you, and Kayla and Keith too. In fact, He wants to help you. He wants you to give Him all your cares and worries and let Him just take over your life.” She grinned widely.

“When you finally get to that point of total surrender, it’s a pretty amazing feeling. Like, you don’t have to really worry about anything, just trust that He’s got your back no matter what. And when the time comes that you have to leave this chunk of dirt, it’s so freeing to know that you’ll be spending eternity with Him.”

Holy Spirit, please work on Tina now. Soften her hard heart.

Tammy would have given her right hand to have Tina say the words, the sinner’s prayer, right there in the kitchen of some family who’d long deserted the place. But it was apparent that it wasn’t the right time. She had to comfort herself with knowing that she’d at least planted—and maybe watered—some seeds.

It was up to the Holy Spirit to make them grow.

Tina murmured something about needing to check on her kids and Tammy gave her a somewhat sad smile as they walked back into the dining room. The others were lounging around the dining and living areas, while the younger kids worked on some puzzles and Carl and Keith were taking turns playing the guitar.

Tammy smiled when she noticed Kayla staring at Carl. If this were a cartoon, she’d have hearts shooting out of her eyeballs, she laughed to herself. Carl was oblivious to the girl’s adoration, which Tammy thought was a good thing as she moved to sit on the arm of the recliner Nate was resting in. They didn’t need to be chasing after two young teens now.

The house was growing darker, and Abigail got up to light some candles. Martin went out to the truck to retrieve the solar-powered lamps he and Bette had bought before the collapse. Tammy envied them for their foresight, wishing she’d been doing some “prepping” for the end times back when she would have been able to do so. But if she had, she wondered if she’d be relying on God the way she was, the way she’d told Tina she did.

Abigail went to a bookshelf along one wall in the living room and after studying the titles for a moment, pulled a book down. She then walked over to Ida and asked if she’d help her start studying the Bible. Clara asked to join in as well.

Tammy caught the old woman’s eyes, then she glanced at Tina, who was standing near the kids, watching their activities with a slight smile. Tammy shook her head slightly and Ida nodded.

“Let’s start in the Book of Romans,” she said rather loudly, and Tammy knew that was for Tina’s benefit, making sure the girl heard. “Now, I know you two just got saved, but we need to go over the basics. What’s called ‘The Romans Road’.” She flipped through the Bible, then held it toward the window, trying to catch the fading light as she read.

“Here we go, in chapter three: ‘There is none righteous, not even one; there is none who understands, there is none who seeks for God; all have turned aside, together they have become useless; there is none who does good, there is not even one,’” she read, then slid her finger down the page. “And here, in verse twenty-three: ‘All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.’”

Tammy covertly glanced at Tina and could tell the woman was listening, though she was pretending not to.

Ida flipped through some pages. “Then here in six twenty-three: ‘For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.’” Ida grinned at the younger women.

“That’s the gift you accepted tonight ladies. Now, we have some more steps on the road. Here in chapter five, verse eight: ‘But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.’ Thank You Yeshua!” Ida said. She thumbed through some more[AP1] pages.

“And here in chapter ten: ‘If you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved’.” Ida smiled at the women. “That’s what you did tonight. You first admitted you were a sinner. Remember the first two verses I read that said no one is righteous and that we’re all sinners in need of forgiving.

“Then you realized that you have to be punished for those sins.” Ida shuddered dramatically. “No one wants to go through that. You’d be crazy to want to.”

Tammy glanced at Tina, but the woman was still just staring at the kids. She noticed that Keith and Kayla were looking at Ida, though.

“But in that same verse we learn that we have been given a gift—through Yeshua’s—Jesus’s—death on the cross, He paid the price for all our sins. And to make it even better, the forgiveness that He paid for with His very life is a free gift to us! All we have to do is accept the gift by accepting Him as our Savior. By confessing that Yeshua is Lord and believe that God raised Him from the dead after His crucifixion, you accept that gift of forgiveness, which also means you get to live in Heaven with Him forever!”

Ida closed the Bible and handed it to Abigail, who took it carefully and hugged it to her chest like the precious thing that it was. Tammy was so thankful that they still had Bibles, had access to God’s Word. She wondered how long it would be before the Neos declared the Holy Word to be illegal and started collecting them.

Good luck getting mine, she thought with a scowl.

The old woman held out a hand to each of the ladies. “Let’s pray for all of those who are trying to survive this awful time without knowing the Lord, because the Lord knows how incredibly difficult it will be for them without His help.” She glanced up at Tammy and winked.

“Abba Father,” Ida started, “thank You for the incredible blessings You’ve given to us, how You’ve provided for us and protected us. We know that we wouldn’t have survived as long as we have without Your hand. I thank You for these precious women here who have accepted Your amazing gift of salvation and are now part of our family. Bless them and watch over them, Father.”

“And please open the eyes and soften the hard hearts of those who are stubbornly refusing to acknowledge that You love them so very much that You would have died just for them and only them. But we stand amazed that You died for every single person in this entire world because You are such a loving, merciful God. I pray that Your Holy Spirit will reach these lost souls before it’s too late, because we all know how short the time is now. We’ve all lost loved ones and know that our own death could be right around the corner. Don’t let another precious minute go by without bringing more of Your children to You. Thank You, Father. Amen.”

The others who’d been listening all said “amen” and opened their eyes to find Keith and Kayla standing in front of Ida. The usually brash elderly woman smiled kindly at the children. Before she could ask them what they wanted or needed, Kayla spoke.

“I want to have… what you said. I want to live in Heaven.”

“Me too,” Keith said, nodding.

“That makes three of us,” Tina said with a laugh in her voice and tears in her eyes.

Ida’s eyebrows rose and she looked at Tammy. “Well, the Holy Spirit sure doesn’t waste any time, now does He? Hallelujah!”

Tammy could have sworn she heard the angels singing that evening.


Chapter 5

THE RIDE across Tennessee seemed just a bit lighter once the new believers joined them. Questions were asked, gospel songs were sung, faith was rebuilt and hope was restored. In no time at all, they crossed into Alabama. Martin had taken over driving, insisting that Nathan join the other new believers in the back.

Nathan argued at first, but he knew it was just stubborn pride causing it. Ida and Jacob—who had been Christians the longest—were leading the discussion, while Carl played the guitar whenever they felt like worshiping.

Nathan had to admit it was a great experience.

Since they were going to need to travel on actual roads for the next portion of their trip, Martin had donned the Neos uniform they’d taken from the dead soldier. He was alone in the cab for appearance’s sake, though he joined in on the discussion being had in the back occasionally.

“The Sunday I got saved, I left church and went to the bar to watch football,” Martin laughed.

“He got stupid drunk too,” Bette added. “I was fighting mad, let me tell you. I’d had such high hopes that morning once he walked the aisle that he’d change his evil ways,” she said with a chuckle.

“I did,” Martin argued. “It took a bit, but the Holy Spirit started working on me and it wasn’t long before I no longer had the desire to do those things. The old was made new, like that passage you just heard.”

“Same here,” Debby said. “Got saved and didn’t really feel any different. I thought it would be like an ‘ahhh’ moment, but it was more like a gradual change. My thoughts and feelings changed. I started to realize a lot of the things I was doing were wrong, like living with my boyfriend. I insisted we get married. Terrence wasn’t happy about that,” she said with a choked laugh.

Nathan knew that Debby’s husband had been conscripted by the Neos and that she hadn’t seen him in over a year. She had no idea if he was alive or dead, and said she hoped it was the latter, because otherwise, he’d be an enemy of God. She still held the hope that he would have accepted the Lord, since she’d witnessed to him enough during their marriage that he knew the truth.

The woman wiped her eyes. “I pray for him,” she said. “All the time.”

Beth, whose boyfriend had also been taken by the enemy, put a hand on the woman’s knee. “I pray for Jason all the time too. That’s the best we can do… it’s the only hope we have for them.” Debby gave her friend a wobbly smile and nodded.

Jacob was telling the group about some of the miracles he’d experienced in his nearly sixty years as a believer when Martin called back, “We’re gonna need one of those miracles right now, cuz there’s Neos up ahead!”

The group sucked in a collective breath and Nathan’s heart started pounding. While Martin might be wearing the uniform, he didn’t have the Neos tattoo on his right wrist. And if they were stopped and they decided to inspect the truck…

His jaw worked furiously at the implications.

“Honey, it’ll be okay,” Tammy said next to him as she grabbed his hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “There isn’t anything man can do to us.” Her smile turned rueful. “Well, I mean, they can do stuff to us now, here on earth, but they can’t have our souls, and that’s what’s most important. We win in the end.”

He nodded, though his gaze was on the terrified eyes of the women and children sitting across from him, those who’d suffered so much already at the hands of the enemy.

Nathan decided he would die before he let anything else happen to them.

“Let’s pray,” Ida said loudly. “Come on, everyone grab the hand of the person sitting next to you. Martin, can you hear us?”

“Loud and clear, ma’am.”

“Jacob, you start,” Ida ordered. Jacob grumbled something about “bossy women,” but he cleared his throat.

“Heavenly, holy, righteous Father, we thank You for Your provision and for Your hand upon us. You have proven Yourself a faithful friend, a loving Lord and a gracious God. We need You to help us now. We are going to face the enemy—Your enemy—and we cannot do so without Your help.”

“Jesus, save us!” one of the women called out. Some of the others, and the children, joined in with the simple prayer.

There were more cries for help, but then Martin called out, “Okay, be quiet. We’re almost there. Looks like a roadblock.”

Nathan prayed silently, and he assumed the others did as well. Father… Tammy calls you ‘Dad’ sometimes, and I like that. Dad… He remembered a recent scripture Tammy had read, about believers being adopted into God’s own family, that by accepting Him, they earned the right to call Him “Abba.” He remembered that word from his Hebrew school days.

Daddy… he smiled to himself at the term of endearment that seemed so appropriate for a new Christian, a new child of God.

Help me help them, Daddy. Show me what I can do. Give me the strength to fight if need be. Give me the wisdom to—

He straightened then when a sudden idea came to him, one he knew wasn’t his own.

“Everyone, mess up your hair!” he called out. “Hurry! Mess up your clothes too. Make it look like you’ve been in a fight.” He glanced around the truck, looking for something that might help the illusion. There was a streak of grease along one of the walls, probably left behind from equipment that had been hauled at one time. He ran his fingers along it, scooping a bit up. He then smeared a little under his eye, then turned to Tammy and rubbed a little on her cheek, to her protests. His wife hated to be dirty.

He then scooted across to the others and smeared a little grease on arms, legs, faces, until nearly everyone looked like they were sporting bruises. Nathan sat back and grinned at the group. In the dim light of the back of the truck, they certainly looked like they’d been beaten up. If only it weren’t broad daylight, he thought. If the enemy opened the back of the truck and let the light shine on them, he doubted the ruse would work.

Nathan took Sissy from Tammy and tucked the little girl into his side, farthest from the door, hoping she’d be hidden from sight. Lou was old enough to know that she needed to be still and quiet, but he was afraid Sissy might draw attention to herself.

Please keep her quiet, Daddy…

The truck pulled to a stop. “Now, everyone put your hands behind your back, like they’re tied,” he murmured. “Lean over, like you’re tired and have no hope. Some tears would be good too.”

“No problem with that,” one of the women choked out. Several of them started crying softly and Nathan’s heart clenched, knowing it wasn’t all an act. They were likely terrified of being in the Neos’ clutches once again.

Someone from outside the truck spoke then, the voice too muffled to hear what was being said.

“Got some prisoners,” Martin said. Nathan breathed a sigh of relief, realizing that he hadn’t clued the man in to what his plan had been, but Martin must have figured it out himself.

The man spoke again, and Martin growled, “Help yourself. But if you delay me too long, I’ll be sure to tell my commander who it was that held me up.”

Nathan grinned. Good man, Martin.

There were some more unintelligible words from the soldier, then he called out in loud enough to be clear. “Evans! Search the back of this transport.”

The group sucked in another gasp and Nathan cringed when he heard the latch on the truck’s door being released. Daddy, help!

A loud, ominous creaking came from the door as it was pulled open, like a foreboding of what was to come. Just as the light from outside filtered into the bed of the truck, the light that would reveal that they weren’t actually tied up, weren’t actually suffering from recent beatings, a darkness settled over the area. Nathan glanced toward the door to see the Neos soldier named Evans look up with a frown.

“Where did that cloud come from?” he asked the soldier standing behind him with a rifle pointed into the truck. “That looks like a wall cloud.”

“What’s that?” the other soldier asked. Evans shrugged.

“The kind that makes a tornado,” he said simply.

The kind that God makes when He wants to scare you, Nathan thought, barely able to keep the grin off his face.

Out of the corner of his eye, Nathan watched as Evans turned back to the truck and squinted. The soft cries of the women and sniffling of the children were the only sound to be heard. Nathan continued praying for God’s help.

The men stared into the truck and Nathan wondered what all they were seeing, if God was creating an illusion, or if He’d just made it dark enough that the soldiers couldn’t get a close enough look. Whatever they saw seemed to satisfy them, though, when they closed the door.

The group breathed a collective sigh of relief. “Thank You, Father,” and “Praise You, Jesus” were whispered.

They could hear some more muffled voices again, and Martin’s reply, snapped angrily enough to make one think he was a superior. But what he said shocked the group.

“Not that I should have to explain to you,” he said with what Nathan assumed was a sneer, judging by the sound of his voice, “but we took their belongings as well.” Nathan flinched, realizing he hadn’t taken the time to hide the tents, backpacks and all.

“Now, if you’ll hurry up and give me the rest of those prisoners,” Martin said inexplicably, “I’ll be on my way.”

Nathan turned to stare at Tammy, whose face mirrored his own shock. “What’s he talking about?” she murmured. He shook his head.

The soldier must have protested, because Martin then snapped, “Well then, let’s call my commander and see what he has to say about that.”

Nathan shook his head again, bewildered by Martin’s words. The man seemed to know exactly what to say and how to say it, because in just a few short moments, the back door creaked open again—still with the dark cloud overhead—and three men and two women were unceremoniously tossed inside. The new group moaned as they tumbled onto the hard surface of the truck bed, bloody and beaten.

The doors were slammed shut and the believers immediately moved to help the newcomers, pulling them up against the side of the truck, murmuring to them that they were safe now.

Tammy helped Nathan drag one of the men toward them and he pushed him into a sitting position, though the man slid over, almost falling. Nathan grabbed him by the shirt to hold him in place.

“Hold on, buddy,” he murmured. “We’ll get somewhere we can stop and help you out.” Nathan hoped his words weren’t a lie; the man was a bloody mess and he had doubts the man would survive the day.

The truck finally started forward again after what seemed like an eternity of tense moments, though Nathan knew in reality it had probably only been ten minutes or so. The group remained silent until Martin finally called back, “All clear! And hang on, cuz I’m going pedal to the metal to get away from here.”

There was a distinct feeling of increasing speed as Martin did as he said. Nathan knew the truck wasn’t designed for speed, but the man was forcing the truck to its limits. Nathan didn’t blame him. He was just as anxious to be far away from the enemy.

After about half an hour—precious time Nathan wasn’t sure the newcomers had—Martin slowed the truck to a stop after driving across what must have been rough terrain, judging by the tossing they received. The injured moaned, though the man leaning on Nathan never made a sound.

Not a good sign.

“We’re hidden, off the road,” Martin called back as he turned the truck of. Nathan watched as he yanked the Neos cap off his head and threw it onto the floorboard. He didn’t blame him; no one wanted to wear the mark of the beast.

The group shuffled around then, grabbing belongings as they waited for Martin to open the back door. Though the truck had originally been designed with a latch on the inside, it had been removed, apparently to prevent escape. Nathan wondered how many Neos prisoners had been transported in the thing… and how many ended up dead. The thought made the hair on the back of his neck stand up.

It wasn’t until Nathan turned slightly, jostling the injured man, that he made a noise. A low moan escaped his lips as Nathan slid him gently to the floor of the truck. With the back door opened, shining the now-uninhibited light inside, he could see that the man was barely recognizable as a human.

His face was so swollen, he looked almost animalistic. Cuts riddled his cheeks and nose, most likely due to punches from someone wearing rings, or brass knuckles. His nose was bent at an angle, though it had a curve to it near the tip, indicating it was likely broken in several places. The man’s lips were split and thick, crusted with blood. Nathan wondered if he was missing teeth, as well.

His head was misshapen, lumpy, indicating many blows to his skull, so it had to be assumed he had internal head injuries. As for the rest of him—an obviously broken arm which would need to be set; either cracked or broken ribs, judging by the cracking sound Nathan winced at as he ran his hands down his torso; a broken leg; and who knew how many internal injuries. The man needed serious medical care which they weren’t capable of providing.

Lord, this man needs Your help. Please don’t let him die until we’re sure of his salvation.

It was amazing, he realized, to have such concern over a lost soul. The Lord was certainly changing the way he thought and felt.

The others started to unload the truck and Nathan looked outside, realizing Martin had found another wooded area for them to camp in. He glanced at his wife, who held the sleeping Sissy. Nathan smiled slightly; the child slept better than any other person he’d ever encountered. It was sad testament to how she’d been treated though, when Carl had said it was because his sister finally felt safe.

Safe, he thought with a huff, in this day and age. Crazy.

“I better not move him,” he told Tammy, motioning to the unconscious man. “He’s too injured. I’m afraid I might do more harm than good.”

Tammy nodded. “I’ll at least get a blanket we can put under him. This floor isn’t too comfortable.”

She carefully placed the little girl on top of a duffel bag, then scooted out of the truck. While she was gone, Nathan carefully ripped the man’s t-shirt down the middle, wincing as he did. He was covered in wounds and, though his skin was a deep amber, he could see dark bruises lining his torso.

Deciding to uncover the man as much as possible, Nathan tried to be gentle as he removed his sneakers and then his blood-stained jeans, thankful that they were the loose-fitting type. It only took a few tugs to get them off.

He pulled out his pocketknife to cut the rest of the t-shirt away and was surprised to see a large tattoo of a cross on his right biceps.

“Christian, huh?” he murmured. Of course, he knew that just having a tattoo, or wearing a cross necklace or some such, didn’t make one a believer. But still, it gave him a little hope that if the man didn’t live—which seemed more and more likely as he saw the extent of his injuries—at least there was a chance he was going to end up with Jesus.

Tammy came back then and tossed two blankets into the truck. “I’m going to get everyone’s water bottles and pour them into a bucket so we can clean him up.” Nathan nodded, knowing the Lord would refill the bottles as always.

He certainly was a God of miracles.

Thank You, Father, for all You’ve done. I don’t think I tell You that enough. I’m really… I’m just really amazed by You.

“He knows.”

Nathan looked up in surprise, his eyes widening when he saw a man sitting just a yard away, his back against the side of the truck. He was a large man, muscular, and Nathan supposed he would be considered good-looking with dark hair and strange eyes that seemed to change colors with his movements.

The man looked back at him with a smirk. “You don’t remember me, Nathan?”

Nathan shook his head, unable to form proper words in that moment. His mind reeled with questions—Where the heck did this guy come from? And how does he know my name?

Those were just a few of the questions bombarding him.

The man tilted his head to the side as if listening, then he grinned. “I came from the Father, and I know your name because the Father sent me to you.”

“The Father…” Nathan blinked a few times. “You mean, the Father?” The man laughed.

“Yes, the One and only.” He put his hand out then and Nathan hesitated a second to take it.

“I am Camael. We met when Zadkiel called the Heavenly Host to assist you with the demon horde.”

Nathan’s mouth flopped open and closed a few times. “You’re… you’re…”

“A Warrior Angel in the Heavenly Host, yes,” he said with a grin. Nathan was almost blinded by the brightness of the man’s… the angel’s smile. It was then that he noticed a slight glow around the guy, just like the other angel he knew as Chris, except Camael’s glow was a gold color, rather than the blue that Chris sported.

“Archangel, actually,” Camael continued. “The angel of courage, strength and…” He paused, head tilted again. After a second, he smiled.

“I am here to assist you in these times.”

Nathan frowned a bit. “I thought Chris… uh, Zadkiel was supposed to do that.” He knew from his time in Hebrew school that Zadkiel was the angel of freedom, mercy and benevolence, and he knew what most of the Hebraic angels’ positions were, but for some reason he couldn’t recall what Camael’s duties were. In fact, he was drawing a blank completely on the angel.

He didn’t doubt the truth of his words, though. He was pretty sure the being sitting just feet away was an actual angel and not a demon in disguise. For one thing, there was the glow and from what Nathan had seen of demons, they not only didn’t glow, they actually seemed to suck in the surrounding light, like a blackhole of sorts.

But there was also a strange feeling of awareness, like he knew the angel. Or had known him before. It was sort of a déjà vu feeling, but stronger. He’d had that same feeling a time or two in his life when encountering other people, feeling like he’d known them before, but this was a far stronger impression. It was like he’d been… related to the angel.

Which was insane.

It made him wonder again if his CJD was coming back to bite him. The symptoms had been getting better each day, to the point that he’d had some hope that he’d been in remission. The tremors were nearly gone, the foot drag and weakness was completely gone, and his mental and emotional state seemed to be nearly back to normal.

He didn’t have time to dwell on the terrifying thought that the symptoms were returning, though, because Camael spoke. “Zadkiel does encourage the end times believers,” he agreed, confirming that they were, in fact, at the end of the age. Not that Nathan had much doubt, what with all the insanity going on around them.

“But the Father has legions of angels He uses to deliver His messages, to encourage and to offer aid when required. Such as when you were confronted with a horde of demons,” he added with a smile so bright that Nathan couldn’t help but return it.

Nathan nodded. “I’m still learning all this stuff,” he said. “It seems most of what I learned as a child was pretty accurate, but the, uh, New Testament things are still sort of a mystery.”

Camael smiled again, this time a bit softer, less blinding. “There is much to know, but you already know the important things. You know that the Father is your Abba. He wants you to know that He loves that you started to call Him ‘Daddy’.”

Nathan’s smile returned. “I couldn’t help it… it’s comforting to know that He loves us that much that He would allow us to be so, um, so intimate with Him.”

The angel nodded. “Yes, He loves all His creation.” His strange eyes slid to the open door of the truck as he gazed outside. “Though He will be destroying the earth He so painstakingly created soon.” He looked back at Nathan. “But He will rebuild it, making it into something much better. At least the Holy City and Garden will be incredible.” He grinned again. “I’ve already seen it,” he added, wagging his eyebrows.

Nathan laughed at that. From what he’d seen of angels so far—which, admittedly was just two—they weren’t quite the stuffy, ready-to-call-down-brimstone types he’d been taught they were. In fact, they seemed pretty easy-going and almost… American. He figured they fit into whatever culture they were helping though.

“Back to why I’m here now,” Camael said, drawing Nathan away from his thoughts. The angel motioned to the injured man at Nathan’s side, and he looked down at him, shocked that he’d practically forgotten the man.

“Kalameet accepted the Lord many years ago. He was a leader in his church, what you call a pastor. But he has walked away from his faith,” he said, his tone sad. “He needs encouragement to return to the Father.”

Nathan nodded as he stared at the man. “I guess that means he’ll live. I was worried about that. It’s hard to tell just how bad off he is.”

Camael stared at Nathan for a long moment. “He will not survive,” he said, contradicting his own words. Nathan stared at him in confusion. “Not unless you heal him.”

Nathan barked out a laugh. “Me?” He shook his head. “I had just the bare minimum of medical training, just enough to pass the police academy.” He motioned to Kalameet, still a bit stumped that the angel knew his name, though he supposed it shouldn’t be surprising, since he had a direct line to the Father.

“If Kalameet were having a heart attack, I could do chest compressions. Or if he were having a baby,” he said with another laugh, “I could at least play catcher. But this guy needs some serious medical attention. At the very least, bones set. At the very worst, surgery. There’s no one here—”

“You can do it,” Camael insisted as he pointed at him. “You don’t need all the fancy human medical equipment. The Father has given you the gift of healing. Don’t you remember healing Tammy in the forest when she injured her leg?”

Nathan frowned; he remembered that day, because it was the first time he’d started questioning the existence of God, at least in the far back corners of his mind. When his wife had prayed for her leg to be healed—and it had miraculously stopped bleeding immediately and looked like it was days old, rather than a minutes-old injury—he hadn’t had an explanation. But to think that he had something to do with that?

He shook his head.

“Don’t doubt,” Camael warned. “You’ve done enough doubting your entire life, don’t you think?” Nathan reluctantly nodded; he couldn’t deny it. The angel pointed at him.

“You need to believe, Nathan Diamond,” he said with a stern parental-type voice that made Nathan laugh. Camael grinned at him. “You’ve recently read about the mustard seed. The Lord said if you had faith even as small as that minuscule seed, you could do great things. Do you think that the Christ lies?”

Nathan frowned and shook his head. Camael nodded and continued. “Then why would you think He wasn’t telling the truth when He said that to His disciples? The Lord gives to each of His children the gifts He wants them to have. The problem is you humans have convinced yourselves that the miracles of Scripture are no longer capable of being performed. You discount the reality of the heavenly realm that exists around you, denying the demons and we, angels, exist.”

“The church of today thinks has built a box of what is safe to believe, and you refuse to think anything else exists outside of that. Though the gifts are right there in scripture, you think that somehow things have changed, that God’s Word is no longer valid, or that those things were only for the first church,” he said with a smirk.

“You discount every miracle as chance, luck, or coincidence. You explain away the inexplicable as misunderstanding or confusion. And when a believer shows unwavering faith and steps outside that box, you laugh at them and call them crazy.”

The angel shook his head. “I have never understood that, not in all the millennia I’ve walked the earth.” Nathan’s eyes widened at the reminder of how old the angel was. He looked like he was even younger than he himself, but he also knew looks were certainly deceiving.

Camael stared hard at Nathan, long enough to make him squirm. “You have been given the gift of healing,” he said sternly. “But if you continue to doubt it, continue to doubt that the Lord would use you in such a way, then believe me when I say that He won’t. He’ll find someone else to use and then you will spend eternity lamenting that you walked away from a calling. You do not want to do that.”

Nathan started to argue, but the words wouldn’t come, almost as if they were being stopped at his lips. He realized that he was thankful for that; if he had argued, denied the gift once again, then, as Camael said, the Lord would give it to someone else.

He looked back down at Kalameet, who was still unconscious and puffed out his cheeks as he blew out a breath, then glanced back at the angel to ask how he was supposed to heal him.

But Camael was gone.

Nathan closed his eyes and tilted his head back. Lord, I have no idea what to do here. And honestly, I can’t believe You want to use ME. But I’m not going to doubt it…

“All things for which you pray and ask, believe that you have received them, and they will be granted to you.”

Nathan smiled and just sat for a moment, relishing the feeling of having the Creator’s voice within his very being. He then opened his eyes and looked back down at the unconscious body. He bit his lip as he thought. Not having any idea what to do, other than pray, Nathan figured he should at least put his hands on the man. He reached out for Kalameet’s head, but then paused.

If I heal his head first and he wakes up, he’s gonna be in pain. Might be best to heal the rest of him first.

With that, he decided to start at the bottom and work his way up. The man’s right leg was bent at an odd angle and his ankle looked like it was also broken. It was swollen and much darker than the surrounding area. He reached out tentatively and gently held his hand over the bone, closing his eyes.

“Father, I have no clue what to do here, so I need Your help.” He laughed then. “Well, even if I did know what I was doing, I’d need Your help anyway. Not like I have the gift of healing on my own. Heck, I can’t even put a Band-Aid on myself…”

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to ramble,” he said as he shifted, straightening his spine. “Okay,” he said with a heavy sigh. “Um, heal this ankle. Or maybe it’s his whole foot. Just heal the whole area here, Father. Please,” he added.

For a long moment, Nathan didn’t think anything was happening. He peeked through a half-closed eye to see if the ankle was fixing itself, but it looked the same. He bit his lip again, wondering if there was something else he should be doing.

“Ask in faith…”

Nathan smiled. “Okay, Daddy,” he said. He could almost feel the Lord smile at that. Instead of closing his eyes, he looked up, pushing aside all doubts and insecurities. It wasn’t easy, but he knew it was necessary.

“You said I had the gift of healing, and I believe everything You’ve said to me so far. So, Father, Daddy, heal this ankle and foot.” He wondered if that was too simple of a prayer, if he should have prayed longer and harder. He just had no idea what he was doing.

Nathan almost jumped when he felt something leave him, like a small jolt of electricity. It was akin to a static charge, except it didn’t zap him—it seemed to shoot from his hand. He glanced down at Kalameet’s ankle, his eyes widening when he saw that it looked much better. Maybe not one hundred percent, but better.

He moved to his leg, this time gently putting his hand over the injury. “Father, I ask in Your will to heal this man’s leg.” That time, Nathan watched in fascination as the leg straightened, moving back into place with a snap that made him flinch.

“Ouch,” he murmured as he glanced at the man’s face, but he was still unconscious. “Okay,” he breathed. “Arm next.” Nathan continued to move over Kalameet’s body, asking for healing for all the injuries he could see, as well as those he couldn’t. He asked the Lord to make the man even better than he’d been before being beaten.

Nathan had no doubt the man’s body was healed, though there were still bruises as evidence of what he’d gone through. He wondered if the Lord wanted Kalameet to remember what had happened, and to know Who it was that had healed him.

His face was much less swollen by the time Nathan reached for the man’s head. Since Kalameet had remained unconscious for all the healing so far, Nathan knew that his brain had to be severely injured.

“But that doesn’t matter, does it, Yeshua? You’re the Great Physician, after all,” he murmured as he placed his hands on the man’s skull.

Nathan winced as his hands felt the contours of the lumps, evidence of severe blows. He figured Kalameet had a skull fracture—possible several—and who knew what else going on. He breathed out a sigh.

“Father God, You’re the Creator, so You alone know what’s going on in Kalameet’s head, how he’s injured. Heal him now, Daddy. Heal his brain, knit his skull back together, make him whole. And wake him up.”

It was a long moment of the strange electrifying feeling before Nathan chanced a glance down at the man. Eyes so dark they reflected his own face stared back at him.

“Dude… who are you and why are you holding my head?”


Chapter 6

TAMMY WAS shocked when Nate jumped out of the truck, then turned to help the man who’d been near death. She stared open-mouthed at the two of them. Nate laughed at her expression.

“Turns out God gave me the gift of healing,” he said simply. She was sure she was going to catch a mouthful of mosquitoes.

“But… but…” she stuttered but couldn’t get any words out. The man smiled at her and held out his hand.

“Kalameet Kula—never mind. What do last names matter anymore?” he asked with a shrug. “Just call me Kal.”

“Kal!” a woman’s voice yelled, and they turned to see one of the women waving, though she did so rather weakly.

Kal smiled. “That’s Anya, my wife. Better go tell her I’m not dead yet.”

That made Tammy grin, though she was still dumbfounded. She looked back at Nate, who had a satisfied smile on his face as he watched Kal and Anya reunite, hugging carefully.

He looked back down at her. “Like I said, God gave me the gift of healing.” He thumbed toward the truck over his shoulder. “Met another angel, too. This one’s name is Camael. He’s the one who told me about the gift.” He grinned. “Turns out I had it even back in the forest when you got that stick in your leg.”

Tammy’s eyes widened further. “But… but how… how did you…”

Nate laughed and shrugged. “Felt the same way at first. But Camael—and the Lord—told me that I just needed faith. Said we don’t have the gifts because we don’t believe. Or something like that.” He smiled. “I think we need to study up on the spiritual gifts, cuz there’s probably more we’re not using.”

Tammy nodded, though she was still too shocked to comment. She briefly closed her eyes. Father, forgive me for being so faithless. Help me to stop being such a doubter. I know You’re real and all, so yeah, the things Your Word talks about have to be real too, right?

They walked over to the rest of the group and Nate knelt before Anya. “May I?” he asked. She blinked in question with the one eye that wasn’t swollen, then turned to look at her husband. Kal smiled.

“It’s okay,” he told her as he reached out to lace his fingers with hers. “I mean, the dude healed me, so…” he shrugged.

“I didn’t heal you,” Nate corrected him, “the Lord did through me.”

Kal got a look on his face that Tammy recognized all too well… it was the look unbelievers got whenever the Lord’s name was mentioned. Anya, too, had the same expression.

Regardless of their lack of belief, Anya let Nate put his hands on the various parts of her body that she said hurt. She told him one of her feet felt like it had broken bones, so he started there, moving to one of her knees, then a hip that she said a Neos soldier had kicked, and then both hands. When she said her breasts hurt where they’d twisted them, Nate balked. He glanced back at Tammy.

“Uh, maybe you could help me here,” he suggested. Tammy nodded, then glanced at the woman for permission. She nodded. Tammy gently laid her hands over her breasts and Nate put his hands on top of hers.

“Father, my sister Anya has injuries to her… breasts,” Nate said, and Tammy knew that the man’s face was red. It was rather funny that he’d been a police officer, but he got embarrassed easily over such things.

“Heal them now, Abba Father.” Tammy was once again surprised by the simple healing prayer Nate prayed, but so far, they seemed to be effective. She nearly fell back, though, when she felt a jolt of what felt like static zap through his hands, into hers, then on into Anya’s chest. The woman sucked in a deep breath, then hissed.

“That’s so much better,” she said softly. “Thank you.”

Tammy gave her a small smile, then looked over her shoulder at Nate. Her husband shrugged. “It’s not me you have to thank. God wanted you to be healed.”

Anya’s face closed off again at the mention of the Father, but Tammy didn’t have time to ask where their beliefs lie. Judging by the fact they were obviously Indian-Americans, she wondered if they were Hindu or Buddists or something[AP2].

Nate asked her to go with him to the others in case he needed her help again, but the other woman, Katrina, didn’t have any “embarrassing” injuries. Tammy stood by while she watched her husband lay hands and pray over each of the others.

Raj—who said he was Anya’s brother—had been nearly as bad off as Kal, though he’d been conscious. Nate spent a lot of time praying over the man’s torso, saying he felt like he had internal injuries, then once Raj said he wasn’t in much pain any longer, he moved on to J.D., Katrina’s husband. He, too, had taken quite a beating.

Katrina’s injuries seemed to be more emotional or mental… the scars that remained unseen. Tammy wondered if she’d been abused in the same way Tina and the others had. She was extremely fortunate that she had no experience with rape herself, so she sought out one of the new believers for their help.

When Tammy found the ladies working on setting up some tents, she explained the situation and told them her fears for Katrina. It appeared that Anya had escaped that particular horror, hopefully. Tammy made a mental note to keep an eye on her, just in case.

Surprisingly, it was Clara who volunteered to talk to Katrina. Tammy smiled to herself as she took over for the woman as she walked off. From telling you off to being the first to want to help… The Lord had certainly done an amazing work on her.

The group, joined by the older kids, sang gospel songs as they worked. Tammy was amazed that the women—who’d admitted they’d never been in church—knew the words. She figured the Lord was giving them the song in their heart.

In time, they’d gotten four tents up and were working on the fifth when Nate walked toward them. He had a funny look on his face and Tammy handed the tent stakes she was holding to Tina and walked over to meet him.

“What’s wrong?” she asked as she put her hands on his forearms. The man was sweating, and he lifted his arm to wipe his brow, so Tammy dropped her hands.

“I’m… um, I think that… I…” Nate shook his head, as if trying to clear his thoughts. He breathed deeply for a few moments, eyes closed, then looked back down at her. The stricken look on his face nearly took her breath.

“Nate, what’s wrong?” she said, more demanding that time.

He squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them again to look at her, but they seemed a little out of focus. He opened his mouth then and made a sound but seemed to be having trouble forming words.

Tammy looked around the area, then moved him to a stack of duffel bags. “Sit,” she ordered, then hurried off to find her bottle of water. Though she was worried over her husband, she still thanked the Lord for His provision when she saw the bottle was once again full.

Nate’s hand shook so badly as he brought the bottle to his lips that she took it from him and poured some of the liquid into his mouth. A frown creased her brow when she realized that the man seemed to be having trouble even with swallowing.

What’s wrong with him? She thought with no small amount of worry. He’d been fine, happy even. The symptoms from his disease had lessened over the past week to the point that she sometimes forgot he even had the CJD. But now, it seemed like all the symptoms had come back with a vengeance.

Or maybe it was something else.

“Are you having a stroke?” she asked the man. He blinked at her a few times, as if trying to understand her words. Tammy’s frown deepened. She had no idea how to help him, or what to do for him. She didn’t even know what was wrong with him.

But then she remembered…

“Honey, you can heal yourself!” she said with a grin. “There’s no reason why you can’t. God gave you the gift, so why not use it on yourself?” She shushed the little voice in the back of her mind quoting scripture. “My grace is sufficient for you.” She knew that to be true, that God’s grace was truly all they needed, but there was no reason to start doubting that He’d heal Nate, not unless He said He wouldn’t.

Nate still seemed to be confused, so Tammy set the water bottle down on the ground, then grabbed his hands. She paused for a moment, not knowing where to start, but then moved them to his head. Nate fought her a little, as if confused about what she was trying to do, but thankfully, he let her put his hands on his head.

“I don’t know if you need to lay your own hands on your head,” she admitted with a shaky smile, “but just humor me. I’m sure the Lord will heal you regardless.” She tried to sound certain, but there was just a niggling doubt, the fear that He wouldn’t, that Nate’s time had already come.

She wasn’t ready to lose him yet.

“Father, please, give me more time with him,” she pleaded as she held Nate’s hands on his head and closed her eyes. “Don’t take him from me yet. Restore him as he was before the CJD. Heal him from the disease,” she murmured.

“Heal me from the disease,” Nate said, repeating her words and startling her. Tammy opened her eyes to see her husband already looked better. His skin wasn’t so pale, he wasn’t shaking, and even the sweat on his forehead had dried. In a few seconds, Nate opened his eyes and grinned.

“It’s gone,” he said in a whisper. “The disease… it’s gone!”

Tammy returned the grin. “But, how do you know?” she asked, immediately feeling bad for doubting. It wasn’t that she thought the Lord couldn’t heal Nate; she just doubted—a little—that He would.

Nate slipped his hands from under hers and held them out. “Steady,” he said. “I’d felt a lot better over the past few weeks, but still felt the tremors just under the surface, like they were ready to come back at any moment. And I felt better mentally and emotionally, but still questioned myself. Like, asking if I was thinking right.” His grin returned.

“I’m thinking right.”

Tammy laughed in relief and hugged Nate around the neck. She was so relieved, so happy that he’d been healed from the life-threatening disease that she started crying. Her hold on him tightened.

“Hey, hey,” he said, his voice muffled against her neck. He said something else that she couldn’t understand. She loosened her hold and leaned back.

“What?”

Nate laughed as he sucked in a breath. “I said, ‘you’re choking me’,” he laughed. “I don’t want to survive a deadly disease, only to be taken out by my wife who has a choke hold that would shame any pro wrestler.”

Tammy huffed and whacked Nate in the chest with the back of her hand, but then she laid her hands on his cheeks and smiled softly as she leaned forward to give him a kiss.

“I will thank the Father every single day that we have left on this earth for letting you stay with me,” she whispered. She kissed him again. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” he said against her lips.

“A-hem,” they heard behind them. It was overdone, along with throat clearing. Tammy glanced over her shoulder to see Tina and Abigail watching them with matching poses, arms crossed over their chests, hips jutted to one side. Tina cocked an eyebrow.

“Get a room,” she said, making Tammy and Nate laugh. Tammy loosened her grip on her husband’s neck.

“Sorry, not sorry,” she told the women as she turned to face them. It was then that she noticed the kids behind them, giggling behind their hands.

She motioned back at Nate. “Guess what?” she asked. “The merciful, gracious, amazing, loving, awesome, glorious Father has decided to heal Nate from his disease!” she said with a grin that felt like it was going to crack her lips.

The women’s eyes widened, then they rushed forward to give Nate hugs, praising the Father as they did so. The kids as well, came up and hugged him, though Kayla seemed rather hesitant. She was still afraid of men, but Tammy knew, like Lou, she’d get better, especially when it came to Nate.

He’d become Lou’s favorite person.

Tammy told them about Nate’s newfound gift, since they hadn’t witnessed the healing he’d done on the new group. The women were a bit shocked, and Tammy didn’t blame them. After all, true healing wasn’t something that she’d ever even heard of in her life. There were always those who faked being healers, mostly for fame and fortune, and there were doctors who had a “gift” for medical healing, but a true first church type of healer, as in Paul and Peter?

She’d never heard of such a thing.

As her husband filled the women in on his meeting with Camael and the events afterward, Tammy pondered it. She wondered how many gifts had been overlooked throughout the generations, how many were dubbed as “nonsense” or even witchcraft back in the day.

And it also made her wonder if she had been given a spiritual gift that she was ignoring, or if the Lord had offered it to her at one time, but she’d never truly believed in such a thing.

It made her sad to think about.

After a little while, they made their way back to the others. Martin was filling the new group in on what had happened, how they’d come to be in possession of a Neos truck and uniform, and how he’d seen them in the Neos pickup truck at the checkpoint and had demanded that he’d be “given the prisoners.” When they tried to thank him, Martin put an immediate stop to that.

“Don’t thank me,” he said sternly. “Thank God. He’s the one who got you out of there, and who got us all through that unexpected checkpoint.”

“Yeah,” Nate agreed. “He gave us a cloud just when we needed it, so the Neos wouldn’t see that we weren’t really injured, that we were healthy and all. I’m pretty sure he made that soldier think we were on our last legs, like Kal here had been,” he added as he gently clapped the man on the shoulder.

Tammy noticed that the new group still had that same wary, “don’t talk about godly things” look to them. It made her want to shout His praises, to make them hear His truth and to know that He was who He said He was.

Instead, she added, “Yeah, and if God hadn’t helped me back in those woods, helped me kill a Neos with a freaking stick,” she said with a grin, “then we’d still be walking across Tennessee, and you’d still be in Neos’ custody.” She looked at Kal.

“And you’d probably be dead.” The man grimaced, but he nodded. He couldn’t deny that was true.

“I honestly think the Lord had it all planned just so that we could rescue you,” she continued as she waved at the new group. It was then that she noticed Clara had an arm around Katrina’s waist, as if holding the woman up. Katrina looked a bit shell-shocked.

“I know what you went through was horrible, obviously,” Tammy continued in a softer voice. “But you need to know that it wasn’t God’s will that you be taken by the Neos—”

“No, I think it was,” J.D. interrupted. He shot a glance at Kal, who was frowning back at the man. Tammy frowned at that oddity.

J.D. turned back to her. “Honestly, I think God was trying to get our attention.” He shook his head. “It worked, gotta say. After that experience—” his voice caught and he glanced at his wife, though Katrina kept her focus on the ground.

“Well, after what all Kat and I went through, then to get rescued like we did… gotta say that I’m listening, Lord,” he added as he looked up and closed his eyes.

Tammy smiled at that, but it faded when she glanced back at Kat, as J.D. called her, to see that she had both hands on her face. Her shoulders shook as she obviously sobbed, while Clara moved her arm to the woman’s shoulders, then led her away from the group.

J.D. watched them walk off, his expression heartbreakingly sad. He blinked a few times, then cleared his throat. He shot another glance at Kal before he spoke again.

“Kal here was our pastor,” he said, shocking Tammy. With the way the man had acted, she’d thought for sure he wasn’t a believer. Nate stiffened by her side, and she wondered if he was just as shocked.

“But when things started happening the way they did… uh, when, you know, the rapture didn’t happen and all…” His voice trailed off, like he didn’t want to continue.

There was an uncomfortable silence for a few moments.

“You fell away from your faith,” Martin supplied. J.D. glanced at the man, then nodded.

“Yeah. We all did. Pretty much decided there was no God.” He shrugged. “I mean, if the rapture didn’t happen, then what else in the Bible wasn’t true, you know?”

“I think a lot of us felt that way,” Martin said. “I know I did at first, but I decided to trust the Lord, to know that He was still on the throne and that I just had to have faith that He’d either get me and Bette through this time or take us out of it.”

“It was hard for me at first too,” Tammy said. “I mean, I had walked away from my faith for a long time,” she admitted with a glance toward her husband. She didn’t blame Nate for that time of being a prodigal; in fact, she’d fallen away before she’d even met him. But him not being a Christian, and actually being so adamantly against Christianity, made it easier to stay on the wide road leading to destruction.

“Things got so bad so fast after the collapse,” she continued. “People just lost their minds. It was a scary time, and I was pretty sure it was the end. The beginning at least. I started worrying that the rapture had happened, and I’d missed it since I’d been off doing my own thing. But people I knew who were faithful believers, were still here, so I didn’t know what to think. They were confused too.”

“I started getting convicted, feeling the need to get right with God once again. After that, I felt like he was telling me to just trust Him and to quit questioning everything I’d been taught.” She shrugged. “I guess things just aren’t happening like we thought they would.”

Jacob cleared his throat, drawing attention. “My Jewish ancestors longed for the coming Messiah, watched for Him for centuries. Every generation waited with expectation that they would see the Christ finally return. The scholars watched for the signs, poured over the prophesies, searched for any evidence for when He would come.” The old man shrugged his frail shoulders.

“But the Messiah did not come as they thought He would. They expected an earthly king, a conqueror of nations that would topple evil governments. The prophesies indicated the Christ would release the people from their bondage. The Jews wrongly assumed that meant a physical state, when Yeshua released those who would trust in Him from their spiritual bonds, gave them freedom from the bondage of the law. The Messiah was right in front of them, but because He did not fit into the box they had created for Him, they refused to accept His truths.

“I believe we are faced with the same situation now. We were taught—and believed—that Christ would come in a certain way, at a certain time. But I think we have been making a lot of wrong assumptions, just as my ancestors did. Now, we have to pray and trust that the Creator will reveal to us what He wants us to know, what He wants us to do. It is now the time to have the greatest faith we can have.”

The group was quiet after that. Even the children played silently. Tammy felt like the Holy Spirit was moving among them, touching each heart with the truths that He wanted instilled in them. She knew it was her turn when she got goosebumps on her arms, closing her eyes as she felt the whisper of a thought.

“Trust and obey.”

“I will, Father,” she whispered, too low for anyone to hear. But she knew Her Father heard her. “I love You and adore You and will lay my life down for You.”

The pledge was heartfelt, though it brought a bit of a thrill of terror. She wasn’t afraid of death, especially if it meant becoming a martyr, but she wasn’t too sure she was ready for the dying part. Especially if it meant being in the Neos’ hands. They were known for their brutality.

It was a long while before Raj broke the silence. “I can’t speak for my sister and bro in law,” he said as he glanced at Kal and Anya, “but as for me, I will serve the Lord.” He grinned and Tammy was struck by how handsome the man was. And young. She figured he was probably in his mid- to late-twenties.

She was surprised when Kal nodded, and Anya as well. “I have a lot of forgiveness to ask for,” the former pastor said. He looked at Jacob. “Your words have cut me right here,” he said as he put a fist over his heart. Anya nodded as tears streamed down her face, leaving clean tracks in the dirt. Tammy winced, wondering if the woman hated being dirty as much as she did. They would have to find a way to bathe soon, especially for the newcomers, since they were covered in dirt and blood.

It wasn’t as surprising when J.D. also agreed that he needed to get right with God, to ask for forgiveness. It also wasn’t surprising that Kat never said a word. She almost seemed to be in a sort of catatonic state. Her husband kept glancing her way, but she seemed content to cling to Clara for support and comfort.

Since Tammy knew that Clara had been through a similar situation, it wasn’t surprising. Maybe they’ll help each other heal.

She sighed then, wondering how many more difficulties they were going to face as they tried to survive the times. After the collapse, when everything had been so difficult, every day a challenge, she thought it couldn’t get worse. Until it had. And that was her greatest fear—not knowing what was coming next.

“Take courage, fear not. Behold, your God will come with vengeance; the recompense of God will come, but He will save you.”

Tammy smiled. Thank You, Father. I guess I need to work on not fearing, huh? She sucked in a deep breath as she watched Kal, Anya, Raj and J.D. kneel on the ground, heads bowed, each praying to the Lord, asking for His forgiveness.

She got down as well.

When J.D. finished praying, Tammy said, “Father, I’m so sorry for being fearful, for doubting You. Forgive me for being afraid. I know that You will be with us in the fire, just as You were with Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. The way You were with Daniel in the lions’ den. And with David through all his turmoil with Saul. And, of course, with Jesus as He suffered so much and then died for us.” Her voice caught and she had to pause for a moment to collect herself.

Her throat was tight when she continued, “No more fear, Father. From now on, I want to be a warrior for You. I want to be a lion, not a sheep. Help me—help us, all of us—to stand firm and fight the good fight. Make us strong, knowing that You are in front of us, at our side, and behind us. Fill our hearts with courage, and our minds with the knowledge of how—and when—You want us to do battle with the enemy.

“But most of all, Father God, help us to bring Your children home to You.”

Tammy supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised at the shouts of “Amen!” that surrounded her then, but she wasn’t. She was thrilled.

They had a battle to win.


Chapter 7

YOU KNOW, THIS would be a lot easier if we’d just take the interstate,” Jim grumbled from the passenger seat. “These back roads are a nightmare to navigate.”

Nathan glanced at him. “I know, but I don’t think we need to be going down the interstate,” he said for the third time. “Don’t want to run into Neos.”

“Yeah, but this road takes us right through Huntsville,” Jim argued as he pointed at the map in his hands. Nathan had turned off the GPS in the Neos truck after they’d been stopped at the checkpoint, fearing that it was somehow tracking them. It was doubtful they knew their truck had been stolen, but by now Nathan figured they knew the truck was missing and probably assumed the soldier Tammy had killed was AWOL.

“I know, but it seems to me that the Neos tend to infiltrate the smaller cities and towns first. It’s a good strategy, if you think about it—increase your numbers by taking over the less populated places, then branch out into the big cities.”

“Yeah, but who’s to know if they’ve already moved on to the big cities?” Jim continued arguing. “We have no way of knowing.”

Nathan nodded. “I know, but that’s where we just have to trust the Lord to direct our paths,” he said with a grin at his friend. Jim screwed his mouth to the side at the comment, then laughed while shaking his head.

“Can’t exactly argue with that. You don’t fight fair,” he added with a pout.

Nathan laughed too. “Just telling the truth, brother.” He pointed at a road sign. “See if you can find a way around Huntsville, just in case.”

Jim gave him a look. “Trusting in the Lord, eh?”

Nathan grinned. “Maybe it was the Lord who put the idea in our heads.”

After studying the map, Jim directed him on a twisty path that had the others in the back yelling out that they were getting car sick.

“You can’t be car sick,” Nathan hollered. “It’s a truck.” He laughed when Tammy reached through the cab and smacked his arm.

It took more than a dozen turns and side roads before they were able to skirt around the big city, but they were soon heading south again. Nathan smiled when he heard singing from the back.

“Long and winding road keep on leading me. Up ahead I see a sign that points me, straight ahead, to my victory.”

“Smart alecks,” he said, laughing. Jim was grinning as well.

Nathan was amazed at how easily the group came together and became close friends so quickly. There were a few who tended to stick with each other and only joined in with the group as a whole whenever it was necessary—Clara and Kat came to mind—but by and large, they all seemed to really enjoy each other’s company.

He was also shocked at how quickly Kal and his group had gotten past their feeling that the Bible had been wrong in the pre-tribulation rapture teaching. Jacob had confessed that he’d been given a vision about a group of believers who had strayed from the faith, but who would come back, and he’d been praying vehemently for them before even meeting them.

“In the end times old men will have visions,” Martin had said, laughing when Jacob poked him with his cane.

“I might be a silver fox,” he told the younger man, “But I can still beat some sense into you.”

“Only because I can’t run with my bad knees,” Martin countered with a grin.

It made Nathan glad that they had such a strong group now, both strong in their relationships and in their faith. Once the newest group had sought the Lord again, it was never a surprise to hear calls of “Praise God!” or “Thank You, Jesus!” continually, no matter where they were or what they were doing.

He was also so thankful that the Lord had seemed to choose to heal him. He no longer had any strange feelings, no longer felt weak, and had slept better in the past few days than he ever remembered doing.

Tammy had spent the first day after his healing watching him carefully. Nathan didn’t think it was because she doubted the Lord had truly healed him; he figured it was because she was just so amazed that He had. Nathan felt the same way.

I’m not worthy of Your blessings, Father, he prayed as he drove down the two-lane highway heading toward Guntersville. But I am so very grateful that You have been so kind to me. You are a very good God. Holy Helper. Incredible Instructor. Just Jehovah. A kind King. Loving Lord. Merciful Messiah. Nurturing, um, Negotiator. Perfect Parent. Umm, Quality, uh… heck. Got stumped.

Nathan grinned when he was sure he heard the Lord laughing and chuckled himself.

“What’s so funny?” Jim asked.

Nathan looked at his friend. “Nothing. Just making Dad laugh.”

Jim smiled at him. “Never thought to call God ‘Dad’, not until you said it,” he admitted. “But it kinda feels right.”

Nathan nodded, then looked back at the road. His eyes widened and he slammed on the brakes as he swerved onto the grassy shoulder, grimacing when the truck lurched over an eroded area. From the back, bodies tumbled, and shouts of protest and pain rang out.

“Sorry!” he yelled back, “But there’s a guy in the middle of the road.” His heart pounded as he looked in the side mirror, frowning when he saw that the man hadn’t moved an inch from where he’d stood before Nathan swerved off the road.

“Is everyone okay?” Jim called out. There was some grumbling, but one of the women said no one was really injured, just bruised.

Nathan looked at his friend, cocking his head toward the road. “Might need some backup on this one,” he said. Jim nodded and they both opened their doors and hopped down from the truck.

“Hey, you okay?” Nathan called out. The man never moved, not even a flinch to acknowledge he heard them. He just stared to the north, down the two-lane as if waiting for someone or something unseen.

“Hey, man,” Jim said, “we just want to—”

The man dropped to his knees suddenly and put his hands behind his neck, lacing his fingers together. Nathan’s eyes widened as he glanced at Jim, who returned the look. What the? Jim mouthed. Nathan shrugged and shook his head as he walked closer to the man.

He kept a wary eye on the guy as he approached, expecting some sort of trick, waiting for a weapon to be pulled. But the man just kept his head bent, hands on his neck, elbows out to the side. It was a position Nathan had ordered people into throughout his career as an officer, one designed to allow for easy handcuffing and less chance of attack.

The man didn’t even look up as they approached. “Just take me,” he muttered as they got close. “Take me to Jacksonville.”

Nathan exchanged another look with Jim. “Uh, we are going to Florida,” Nathan said, “but—”

“Not Florida. Alabama,” the man mumbled. “The compound in Jacksonville.”

“The… compound?” Jim asked. “You mean, a Neos compound?”

The man nodded. “Yeah. Please, just take me.”

The men looked at each other again and Jim stepped a little closer to the kneeling man. Nathan knew he was checking the man’s wrists, looking for the telltale tattoo. He looked up at Nathan and shook his head.

Well, that’s a relief at least.

“Why would we want to do that?” Nathan asked. “We’re trying to get away from the Neos, not drive right into their hands.”

That comment caused the man to look up, shock on his face as he looked between the two of them. He dropped his hands, placing them on his thighs as he turned to look back at the truck.

A frown pinched his eyes as he looked back at them. “I… I thought when I saw the truck that you were soldiers.”

Nathan grinned. “Nope, we just stole the truck.” He reached out then, offering the man a hand which he took as he helped him off the ground.

Nathan and Jim introduced themselves with a handshake. “Chuck,” the man said, still eyeing them warily.

“So, why would you want to go to the Neos’ compound?” Jim asked. Nathan nodded, wanting to know as well.

The man sighed and closed his eyes, seeming to be trying to gather himself. After a long moment, he looked at them.

“My wife and kids were taken by the Neos,” he said with a gravelly voice. “Last I heard, they were at Jacksonville.”

Nathan frowned; it wasn’t like the Neos to take children. They had no use for them. Unfortunately, the use they had for women wasn’t related to joining their forces.

Nathan shook his head slightly at his thoughts; maybe it was better that the women weren’t press ganged [AP3]into serving as soldiers. Either way, it was a bad situation.

“And you were hoping you could rescue them?” Jim asked. Though Nathan knew his friend was incredulous, he’d kept his tone kind.

Chuck shook his head. “No. I’m not stupid. Don’t have any delusions that I’d be able to pull something like that off,” he said with a huff of a laugh. “I was… I was just hoping I could see them again.”

Nathan’s chest ached at the man’s words. Though he and Tammy had never had any kids of their own, he knew that he’d feel the same way if he had. And especially in wanting to see his wife again. Be with her until the very end.

He smiled slightly. Now that the Lord had healed him, Nathan realized that they would be together to the very end… hopefully. At least there’d be a better chance of it now.

Father, I really don’t want to go through this end time stuff without my wife at my side, but I know it’s selfish thinking too, wanting her to stay with me. Guess I don’t know what I’m asking…

He was brought out of his prayer by Jim’s next words. His friend glanced at Nathan, then said, “Maybe we can… do something to help you.” He shrugged. “Don’t know exactly what, but we could at least get you near the compound.”

Nathan started to protest, to say that was crazy, that there was no way they were going to get anywhere near the enemy, at least not intentionally. But the hopeful look on Chuck’s face stopped him from voicing his thoughts.

He sighed as he gave Jim a look. “Well, we’ll have to run it by everyone else,” he said. “That’s not a decision one person should make, not when it involves the whole group.”

“Group?” Chuck asked as he looked back at the truck. Jim laughed and clapped the man on the shoulder as he turned him. They started walking toward the truck.

“Yeah, bunch of us have found each other,” Nathan said. “We’re all Christians. By the way, do you know Jesus, Chuck?”

By the time they walked the few yards to the truck, Nathan knew two things—One, Chuck wasn’t a Christian; and two, like Clara, he blamed God for taking his family away from him.

Nathan almost grinned with anticipation of seeing the man set straight.

It wasn’t surprising that their original group wanted to help Chuck; after all, Jacob and Ida and the others were very strong in their faith and knew that if God led them to it, He’d bring them through it. But it was shocking that the people who’d been most abused by the enemy were the most adamant about it.

The shadows were lengthening as they headed down the little highway. Nathan had asked Martin to take over the driving, since he’d done such a great job at pretending to be a Neos before that the other soldiers hadn’t even thought to ask to see his tattoo.

He sat next to Tammy, holding her hand as they prayed quietly for guidance and protection. Nathan also silently thanked the Lord for keeping them together, as he was feeling a lot of sympathy for Chuck and his situation. Nathan just couldn’t imagine being without Tammy… and especially worrying and wondering what was happening to her at the hands of the enemy.

A shudder went through him at the thought.

“Don’t worry,” Nathan heard Tina tell Chuck. They were sitting directly across from them, and even though the truck was noisy as Martin drove down the two-lane highway that was riddled with potholes, he could hear everyone clearly. It was as if his hearing had improved as the Lord had healed him from his disease. Years of heavy metal music had done its damage to his hearing, to the point that his doctor had told him he’d need hearing aids by the time he was forty, but now it seemed as if it had been completely restored.

Yet another blessing he had to be grateful for.

“We’ll do everything we can to find your wife and kids and get them out of there,” Tina said as she patted the man’s hand.

Chuck shook his head as it hung low, his chin nearly touching his chest. Nathan wondered if the man was trying to hide tears. He wanted to tell him there was no need, no one in their group would think less of him for crying. After all, the poor man had plenty to be sorrowful for.

“I’m not sure if we can save them,” Chuck told her, his voice low enough that Nathan had to strain a bit to hear, even with his improved hearing. “Or if there’s anything left to save,” he added on a croak. He put his hand over his face.

Tina slid her arm around the man’s shoulders. “Hey, hey, it’s okay,” she told him. “I was forced into… service for the Neos too,” she admitted. Nathan was impressed that she’d been able to say those words without even a break in her voice. The Lord had certainly been working on healing her.

Chuck dropped his hand, his face red as he turned to the woman next to him. “You’re just saying that—”

“No, I’m not,” Tina interrupted as she held up her other hand. “Me and…” she glanced at Clara and Abigail, but the women weren’t looking their way. Apparently only Nathan could hear what was being said by the pair. He set aside that strangeness for later. He didn’t want to think about it just yet.

“Some of the others here in our group,” Tina said instead of using names, “were captured by the Neos and were in the compound at Lebanon… Tennessee,” she clarified. “I was there three months.” she said with a shudder so violent that even in the dim light, Nathan saw it.

Tina seemed to remember who she was talking to—a man who didn’t know what his family was experiencing in that moment—and she gave him a wobbly smile.

“My point is that I survived. And the others did too. Yeah, we came out with some scars and… broken spirits,” she said as she glanced at Kat, who once again was sitting with Clara. The two women had formed a bond through their mutual experience that Nathan thought was pretty amazing. Kat had even begun to come out of her shell and was starting to join in during their worship times before meals.

“But God is so good, and He healed us,” Tina continued. Chuck rolled his eyes and shook his head, but Tina ignored it. “So, don’t stress yourself over them just yet,” she added as she gave the man a gentle shake before dropping her arm from his shoulders.

Chuck sucked in a deep breath, then nodded. He started to say something, but Martin called back, “We’re about five miles out. Start praying for… this whole thing.”

“Like we haven’t been praying already,” Ida yelled back in a snappish voice. Nathan grinned at the old woman. She was generous, kind to the children and to those who’d been abused the most, but she had a harsh tongue at times with everyone else. Jasmine, in particular, seemed to get the worst of the tongue lashings, but surprisingly, the overly shy young woman held her own just fine. Their exchanges were a pretty humorous thing to watch.

“Let’s pray,” Ida said loudly, contradicting her own words. There were chuckles at that, but as Ida shot a stern look around the truck, people sobered, though Nathan couldn’t stop his lips from twitching.

Everyone grabbed the hand of the person next to them, but Chuck balked. Tina laughed and grabbed his hand, forcing him to hold hers. Kal was on the man’s other side, and he grinned, his teeth startlingly white against his dark skin.

“C’mon man, don’t leave me hanging,” he said as he held his hand out. Chuck made a face, but he took his hand.

“Fine, but I’m not praying to God,” he said, practically spitting the word out.

Kal shrugged. “That’s okay. We’ll pray for you.”

Ida, who was sitting just two people down from Chuck, must have heard him. “We’re asking for the Lord to help us rescue your family, so you might want to soften your attitude a bit, young man,” she snapped. Nathan winced, thinking that she could have been kinder. He expected Chuck to yank his hands out and move away, but he surprised him when he nodded and mumbled an apology.

“I’ll start,” Jacob said, amusement in his voice as he stared at his wife. Nathan was amazed that the man still had so much affection for the woman. He wasn’t sure he’d have as much patience with Tammy if she acted like Ida had. But then, maybe the woman had earned her right to be snippy, having lived so long and survived the things she had.

“Heavenly Father, Lord God, we ask that You watch over us as we enter into the presence of the enemy. Your enemy, Father. We are on a mission to rescue whoever we can, and we know that we can’t do it without Your help.”

“That’s right, Father,” Ida said. “We can’t do anything without You, especially not something so crazy as this. You’re going to have to keep Your hand on this whole thing, because only You know what we’re facing.”

You’re not facing anything, Ida, Nathan thought to himself, because we’re going to make sure you and Jacob stay in the truck.

“Make us invisible,” Beth added. Nathan startled a bit at hearing the young woman speak. She was even more shy than Jasmine.

“Yeah,” Debby agreed. “That’s a good idea. Make us invisible, Dad. We don’t want them Neos seeing us. Let them look at the truck, not think anything of it. And let them see Martin as one of them. Don’t let them wonder about him.”

“Amen,” Jim said. “Just like before, make the soldiers think of Martin as one of their own and not one to be questioned. Like he’s in authority.”

Juana, Jim’s wife, spoke up then. “Yes, Father, Holy God, we know that You can do this. We know that You go before us and prepare the way. Help us to save the people who are not the enemy, who have not taken the evil mark on their bodies.”

“You are still the God of miracles,” Raj added. “We need one now.” He laughed. “We need a lot of them, actually.”

“Keep us safe,” Tammy said. “All of us. Especially the children, Father,” she said. Nathan smiled; his wife had really taken to the kids. He opened his eyes and glanced toward the kids near the cab of the truck. They’d piled the tents, duffel bags and backpacks up as a makeshift barrier to hide them from anyone who might look into the back of the truck. He hoped it was enough to hide them, but also knew the Lord could easily make them invisible, as Beth had prayed.

“And help them keep quiet,” Nathan said. “For once,” he mumbled, chuckling when Tammy elbowed him in the ribs. “We know we have a big undertaking in front of us, Daddy, but we know that You can do great things through us. And now, it kinda feels like we’re heading into hell itself, but we have all confidence that You’ll go with us. Give us a great victory today as we storm hell’s gates.”

“Okay, keep quiet,” Martin called out then. “We’re at the gate.”

The truck slowed and Nathan held his breath as he reached for Tammy’s hand once more. He continued to pray in silence that the soldier at the gate wouldn’t question Martin and wouldn’t think twice about letting him in. He strained his ears to hear what the soldier would say to the man, but after stopping for less than a minute, they were moving again.

“Didn’t even question me,” Martin said, sounding like he was trying to talk without moving his lips. “Just waved us through.”

“That’s the Lord’s doing,” Carl told him from behind the makeshift barricade. “Just remember that He’s going before us. We don’t got nothing to fear.”

“We don’t have anything to fear,” Tammy murmured. Nathan smiled; his wife should have been a schoolteacher. She’d spent the past month trying to get Carl to correct his grammar, but Nathan figured it was a lost cause. Besides, what did it matter now? It wasn’t like the kid was ever going to apply to college or anything.

He shook aside the thoughts heading down a road leading to depression. He needed to stay in the moment, to be aware of what was going on around them in case he was called on to act.

The thought made him smile. Before he’d accepted Christ, Nathan had always thought he needed to be the protector, the one who acted first in the difficult situations. Now, his thinking had completely turned around. He wasn’t ready to jump out of the truck at the first sign of trouble; rather, he would ask the Lord what he should do—if anything—first.

The truck bounced up, launching the passengers a few inches off the bed. There were a few startled cries, but they were hushed by the others. A few women—and Jim—shrugged sheepishly as they mouthed “Sorry.”

Now that they were inside the enemy stronghold, Nathan considered their crazy plan. It was so crazy—and simple—that it might just work. Hopefully.

Martin was going to drive slowly through the compound to try to figure out where most of the prisoners were being held, then the plan was to park and wait until it was dark before going in.

After that… well, it was anyone’s guess. God would have to work out the details. All Nathan knew that it was probably going to be a lot harder getting out than it was getting in.

Either the compound was immense, or else Martin was going in circles, but they were driving for a very long time before the truck finally stopped.

“Found it,” Martin said quietly. “Soldiers guarding the area, so stay quiet.” Before anyone could respond, Martin opened his door and climbed out of the truck.

“Man, that was a long drive,” he said to someone. Nathan was still amazed by the blessing of good hearing.

“Where’d you come from?” a man asked. Nathan was surprised it was a friendly question, not a demand for answers.

“Lebanon,” Martin responded, using the town where Tina and the others had been. “Gotta head back again tonight too,” he said with a moan.

“Man, that’s rough,” the other man said. “So, you’re here for the prisoners?”

Nathan’s eyes widened as he turned to Tammy. She returned the look with a grin. “We asked the Lord to pave the way for us,” she whispered. “Guess He did.”

“I’ll say,” Nathan whispered back, then paused to listen to Martin’s answer.

“Yep,” he said. What sounded like a hand slapping someone on the back caught Nathan’s ears. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get them ASAP and get back on the road. Already got a half-full truck from a stop in Livingston.”

“Livingston?” the man said[AP4], surprise in his voice. “Man, you’ve been doing some long-haul trucking. Hauling cattle,” he added with a laugh. Nathan frowned as his fist clenched. He would have liked nothing more than to go out there and show the soldier just how hard a bull could hit.

Tammy must have known what he was thinking, because she squeezed his other hand.

“Well, let’s get them outta there. You gotta watch out for the one with the white blonde hair; she’s a little crazy. The little…” his voice trailed off as they walked away from the truck.

“Okay everyone, act like your hands are tied behind you again,” Nathan instructed the group, watching as they did as told. “Kids, you stay quiet, okay? Not a sound.” They didn’t agree, so he asked, “Did you hear me?”

“Yeah, we heard you,” Carl said, “but you said not a sound, so we didn’t answer.” Nathan chuckled.

“Should we make it look like we’re beat up again?” Debby whispered.

Nathan shook his head, then realized she couldn’t see him in the gloom. “No, it’s too dark to matter. Just hang your head again though. Look distressed.”

“I am distressed,” a voice grumbled that Nathan recognized as Ida. “My bum is asleep, and I have to pee like a camel that sucked down a whole watering hole by itself.”

“Shh!” someone hissed. Nathan grinned, assuming it was Jacob. Or maybe Jasmine.

It was a short while before the back doors were yanked open and one by one, bodies were unceremoniously tossed into the truck. Nathan kept his head down, but his eyes widened when he saw woman after woman, hands bound behind their backs, being thrown at their feet. He was even more surprised when three men—again, as Kal had been, beaten beyond recognition—were tossed in as well. Two moaned in agony at the rough handling of their already-abused bodies, but one didn’t make a sound.

Not a good sign. He just hoped he could heal him in time.

There was some commotion outside the truck and Nathan tilted his chin to look at what was causing it, but it was too dark to see anything.

“This is the one I warned you about,” the soldier said, apparently to Martin. He laughed. “She’s a handful. Gotta say I prefer the fight to the ones who just lay there.”

A muffled sound, followed by a grunt of pain met his ears. “You little bit—” the soldier yelled. Nathan heard the distinct sound of a hand slapping a face, but no cry of pain followed.

It was just a few seconds later when another body was tossed into the truck. Though it was dark, the white blonde hair of the woman was easily seen. She hit the bed with an “oof,” then rolled into one of the other prisoners, who groaned in protest. The woman mumbled something, and it was then that Nathan realized she’d been gagged.

He was startled when the doors slammed shut and it was a brief moment before they started moving again.

“Now we just have to get back through the gate,” Jim said a bit louder now that they were moving. “Better be praying about that.”

“Like we’re not all praying already,” Ida said again.

The light of the moon shone through the windshield and into the back of the truck, illuminating the prisoners sprawled on the floor. Nathan watched as the blonde woman pushed herself into a sitting position, struggling with her bonds. Nathan pulled his knife out of his pocket, then moved forward to cut her loose.

He felt bad for her, more so than the others, because he knew she’d been hit just before being tossed into the truck. Plus, the thought of being gagged made his skin crawl—to him, it was akin to being choked.

As soon as the plastic tie was severed, she yanked the gag off and turned to the person she’d rolled into. “Sorry,” she said. “Couldn’t exactly catch myself with my hands tied like a freakin’ rodeo calf.”

Nathan frowned; he recognized the voice. But the hair was all wrong. The woman he knew with a voice like the one with hair that practically glowed was a redhead.

He could hear Chuck sniffling and figured that none of the women in the new group had been his wife. Nathan wondered about his children, but he knew Martin wouldn’t have left without asking about them.

He had a bad feeling that they were all dead.

As they’d easily entered the Neos compound, they just as seamlessly left. In fact, none of the passengers had known that they were out of the enemy stronghold until Martin called back, “We’re outta there and back on the highway! Praise the Lord and thank You, Jesus!”

There were cries of praise and laughter through the group then and Nathan realized that the newcomers were probably confused, not knowing they’d just been rescued.

“By the way, we’re not Neos prisoners,” he said. “And our driver is one of us. We just rescued you.”

He scooted over to cut the others loose, but the blonde stopped him when she threw her arms around his neck and sobbed.

“Nate! Thank God. Oh, thank You, Jesus!”


Chapter 8

TAMMY STARED at the woman clinging to her husband like a baby koala to its mother. She seemed familiar but didn’t look like anyone she knew.

The woman was blubbering, going on about how glad she was to see him, how awful things had been, something about her husband and a bunch of other things Tammy couldn’t make out. Nate had tentatively put his arms around the woman—most likely just to keep her from choking him to death—and he looked back at Tammy with a slight shake of his head.

Apparently, he didn’t know who it was either.

But when she said “Gerald” very clearly, they both stared at each other with widened eyes.

“Felicia?” Nate asked as he untangled the woman from his neck. Tammy stared hard at the woman who was married to Nate’s best friend. She had been friends with Felicia, too, but they weren’t close. The Felicia Tammy had known had red hair and looked a lot different. Of course, that had been nearly a year before and they’d all changed a lot since then.

The sobbing woman wiped her eyes with the palms of her hands, much like a child. For some reason, that tugged at Tammy’s heart, and she reached out to pull her into an embrace, which started the crying all over again. For no reason she could fathom, Tammy joined in.

She figured it was just a release from the tension over the past few hours. Or maybe it was because she’d had her own husband’s death hanging over her head, and it was obvious that Gerald was dead.

Nate awkwardly patted their backs, which made Tammy want to laugh. Her husband could negotiate with a kidnapper and convince him to turn himself in or talk someone down off a bridge who was bent on suicide—but ask him to comfort a crying woman and he became about as useless as a wooden frying pan.

The other ladies moved closer, and Tammy laughed when Ida shoved Nate aside. “Go on, boy,” she snapped, “go talk football with the men.”

“There isn’t football anymore,” one of the other men replied. Tammy wasn’t sure who it was, but Ida aimed a sharp look in his direction.

They let themselves be comforted by the other women and separated when Jasmine offered them clean cloths to blow their noses. After doing so, Felicia looked at Tammy. Even in the dim light, she could see that the woman had lost a lot of weight, more than even she had herself.

“Gerald’s… he’s…”

“I know,” Tammy said as fresh tears pricked at the back of her eyes. “I’m so sorry. But maybe it’s better that he died—”

“He’s not dead,” Felicia interrupted with a head shake. “It’s worse. The Neos press ganged him into service.”

Nate sucked in a sharp breath and Tammy looked back at him. His face said everything that they both were thinking: If Nate’s best friend, a man he’d known since high school, was with the Neos… he was now their enemy.

Tammy closed her eyes as she felt another round of sympathy come over her for her husband. Gerald had been more than a friend to Nate; he’d been someone Nate trusted with his life. A fellow police officer and confidante. They’d been so close, Tammy had often wondered if they were “soul mates,” much like David and Jonathan had been.

They’d been even closer than brothers.

“Where is he?” Nate asked. Tammy pursed her lips; she knew him too well, knew what he was thinking. If there was a chance to get Gerald out, get him away from the enemy, then he was going to take it.

“I don’t know,” Felicia said quietly. She’d always been somewhat of a harsh woman, brusque. Tammy always had the impression that she didn’t take much off anyone. It was understandable, with her position as a burn unit nurse. Anyone in that position would have to be tough.

But now… the woman was a shell of her former self. Fragile. Broken.

It was sad to see how she’d been broken, how the fight had been taken out of her. But then Tammy recalled the soldier’s words, his warning to Martin to watch out for Felicia. Apparently, not all her fight had been stolen.

Nate sighed. “Well, we’re just going to have to pray for the Lord to show us what to do. To tell us where he is.”

Felicia’s head whipped up at his words. “Pray… you?” She looked back at Tammy, a question in her eyes.

Tammy laughed. “Yeah, he’s saved. Accepted Jesus as his Savior. And I got right with God too… not long after the collapse.”

Despite the darkness of the truck, Tammy could see Felicia smile. Tammy had known the woman—and Gerald—were Christians. In fact, she’d been uncomfortable around them, which she now knew was due to being convicted by the Holy Spirit for her own backslidden ways. And she also realized that discomfort was probably what had kept her from getting close to Felicia over the years.

A sudden thought occurred to her. “Oh, I have your Bible,” she told the woman. Though she hated to give up the precious book, it didn’t belong to her. She’d taken it with the intention of reading it on their journey, then handing it over to Felicia when they met up with them again in Florida.

Felicia nodded. “I’m glad. We’ll share it,” she said with a wobbly smile. “That means you went to the house.” She looked back at Nate, who had moved closer to the unconscious man on the floor. Tammy assumed he was going to try healing him and wondered if he should wait until the truck was stopped, since they were bouncing all over the place down the pothole infested highway.

“Did you figure out Gerald’s clues?” Felicia asked.

Nate laughed. “Yeah. We got into the pantry and the cellar. Thank you for all you left behind for us.”

“Yeah,” Tammy agreed. “The food was amazing… but it turns out the guns were truly a lifesaver.”

Felicia tilted her head in question, but Tammy waved it off. “It’s a story for another time,” she said as the truck lurched. She knew the drill—that meant that Martin was heading off into another wooded area to make camp for the night.

Nate handed his knife to Raj, who managed to get the other prisoners cut loose while Nate hovered over the unconscious man. Tammy squinted into the gloom, trying to see if her husband was doing his healing thing or not. She was kind of hoping she’d see a glow or something coming from his hands. That would be cool…

Felicia moved over next to Nate. “Too dark,” she mumbled. “Can’t see anything.”  She reached out to touch the man somewhere near the head, though Tammy couldn’t quite make out what she was doing. “Think this one’s a goner.” She wondered if Felicia had felt for a pulse… that apparently wasn’t there.

“We’ll get stopped soon,” Jacob told her. “We have some solar lamps. Plus, the Lord has blessed us with a full moon tonight.”

“Does that mean we can have a campfire?” one of the women asked. Tammy thought it might have been Juana. There were murmurs of agreement from the others. It was only when they thought the fire might not be able to be seen that they would build one. Full moon nights were the safest… that and camping in thick wooded areas.

“Possibly,” Nate said as Felicia moved to one of the other men. Tammy smiled; by unspoken agreement, the group had made Nate the man in charge. At least, most of the time. Occasionally he’d make a decision that some didn’t agree with, so they’d have to talk it out and see what was best.

She was proud of her husband, of how calm and collected he always was, how level-headed. At least he was now, now that the Lord had healed him from that awful disease that stole his ability to be rational and reasonable at times. She would be forever grateful to the Lord for that blessing.

It was a little while of bumping along before Martin picked a spot. Jim had joined him in the cab once they were away from the Neos compound and Tammy had heard the two of them arguing over the area as they drove. Martin wanted to stop in the thickest part of the woods, while Jim thought they should find a clearing so they could see whatever might be coming at them.

Martin won, apparently, when the back doors were opened, and the moonlight trailed through thick trees surrounding the truck.

They crawled out of the truck, but Felicia didn’t want the severely injured moved, not until she could examine them.

Tammy started to protest, to tell her that her husband had the gift of healing. “But Nate can—”

“This one has a wound on his back that’s gonna need stitching,” Felicia said.  “Does anyone have anything we can use for that?”

“Just sewing thread and needles,” Jasmine called out.

Tammy grimaced at the thought of Felicia stitching the man with the brightly colored thread Jasmine had. Now that moonlight was streaming in through the back door, she could see her husband reach out his hands to the unconscious man’s legs while Felicia fussed over one of the other men. She wondered if the woman had decided the other guy was too far gone to mess with.

She motioned toward them. “Nate has the gift—”

“That’ll have to do,” Felicia said to Jasmine. “How about something we can use to sterilize the wound?”

“Hold on,” Tammy said a bit louder. “Nate can heal—”

“Whiskey,” Juana offered with a laugh. “It’s for pain relief and disinfecting.” Tammy looked at the woman, eyebrows raising in question.

Juana grinned at her. “We have three bottles of it,” she told her. “Got it from one of the abandoned houses we came across. At least they were plastic bottles, so they’re not so heavy, though I made Jim carry them.”

Tammy laughed, then watched as Jasmine dug through the bags before handing her sewing kit to Felicia. Juana, too, came back with a bottle and handed it to the woman. She looked back at Nate, who had moved to the man’s abdomen. His eyes were closed, his face etched with lines of concentration.

Oblivious to what was going on behind her, Felicia opened the bottle Juana handed her and sniffed it. “Ew,” she said, shaking her head. “That smells worse than the bug killer we used in the burn unit.” She shrugged and held the bottle to the man’s lips. He jerked back but managed to swallow some.

Tammy thought about the man getting stitches, drunk or not, and winced. “Nate can heal that—”

“You need to get some more in you, buddy,” Felicia said sternly. “You aren’t gonna like what I have to do, but you might like it better if you’ve got some giggle juice in you.”

Tammy smiled slightly at Felicia’s words. The transformation in the woman from just moments before was something to behold. She was quick, efficient, issuing orders that she expected to be obeyed, and seemed to have a firm grip on the situation. It was impressive, considering how she’d seemed to be falling apart just before that.

But she refused to listen.

Tammy huffed a sigh, then looked back at Nate to see how he was progressing. Rather than concentrating on the man, though, he was looking at her. He turned to look at Felicia, who still had her back to him as she tried to force the man needing stitches to drink some more “giggle juice,” then looked back at her and shook his head slowly.

Let her do it, he mouthed. Tammy frowned slightly, then it dawned on her that Nate realized something she hadn’t; Felicia needed to be busy. Needed to feel needed. Necessary. It was the only thing keeping her from falling apart. She nodded and he smiled, then went back to healing the man.

TAMMY DECIDED to [AP5]busy herself with helping set up camp and it was sometime later before a dazed Felicia climbed out of the truck and plopped down on a log next to Tammy, where she was cooking a rabbit that she’d stabbed onto a leaf rake they’d found at the house Tina and the others had been staying at.

“That’s handy,” Felicia mumbled, looking a bit frazzled as she stared at the fire.

“Learned it in Girl Scouts,” Tammy said. She noticed Felicia kept looking back at the truck.

“Something wrong?” she asked the woman.

Felicia glanced at her, then shook her head. “I… I… um, well, I…”

“Are you okay?” Tammy asked as she moved the handle of the rake under her arm so she could reach out to put her other hand on Felicia’s shoulder.

The woman shook her head again, as if trying to rattle her brain cells into submission. She looked back at the truck as she finally answered.

“That guy… the one who was dead…” Felicia shook her head again. “Well, obviously not dead dead, maybe mostly dead.”

Tammy laughed. “Okay, Miracle Max, just tell me.”

Felicia pointed at the truck. “The mostly dead guy is in there, sitting up, talking,” she managed to get out as she turned wide eyes toward Felicia. “That’s weird enough, but you know what’s even weirder?” Tammy shook her head, but Felicia went on, “His face—you saw it, right? Like raw hamburger with some hair sticking out?” Tammy winced at the description but nodded. Yeah, she’d seen it, unfortunately.

“Well, he’s like… normal!” Felicia said. “I mean, he’s bruised up, but… how is that even possible?”

Tammy shrugged. “Nate was given the gift of healing.” She smiled. “The Lord has really blessed him since he got saved. Even healed him from that disease he has.”

Felicia’s eyes were so wide, it was almost comical. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Tammy rolled her eyes. “I tried. Several times.” She waved her hand toward the direction of the truck, though they could barely make out the outline of it with the moonlight filtering through the trees. “When you were going to stitch that man up, I tried to tell you.”

“But… that’s… that’s crazy,” she said as a crease formed between her brows. “People don’t just heal like that.”

Tammy gave her a look. “Really? You’re a Christian, you know better. It’s right there in the New Testament, about how Paul, Peter, John… they all healed people, just like Jesus did.”

“Well yeah,” Felicia said, “but that was back then. It’s just not done today.”

Tammy laughed. “It is hard for us to accept, huh?” she said with a shake of her head. “But the Lord can do whatever He wants, and if He wants to give my husband the gift of healing, then…” she shrugged.

Felicia turned to stare at the fire once again. “Wow,” she breathed after a long moment. “I guess I shouldn’t doubt, but if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes…” she turned to look at Tammy. “I really wouldn’t believe it.”

Tammy pulled the rake off the fire, then shook the meat off into a pan she’d set beside her chair. It wasn’t often they had actual meat, but thanks to Carl and Keith spotting what Carl had called “a herd of hares,” they would be eating well that night. It was a good thing, since there had been even more added to their group.

“Yeah,” she agreed as she poked more rabbit meat through the rake’s tines. Never in her life had she eaten game meat, but since the collapse, she swore she’d eat a gopher if she could catch one. The freeze-dried meals they carried with them were great, she thought, and she was certainly thankful to have them. But fresh meat was a real treat.

She finally knew how the Israelites felt when they’d crossed the desert after leaving Egypt, when they griped about eating manna every day.

“It was hard for me to believe at first too,” she admitted. “I think Nate did a lot of questioning himself,” she added with a smile toward her friend. Martin walked up then with a cast iron skillet, which he set on a rock at the edge of the fire.

“Whatcha got there?” Tammy asked.

“Root veggies,” he said. Tammy grimaced before she could stop herself, then smoothed her expression.

“Some you picked?” She would never admit it to Martin, but some of the things he found to eat—which he’d learned from his Cherokee grandmother—were downright awful. But at least they were edible. Barely.

“Yeah, plus I added a few potatoes we got from the house.”

Tammy nodded; they all kept referring to the house where they’d found the ladies and kids as “the house,” like it was their own place or something. It was a strange thing, just walking into some stranger’s home like you belonged there, then using their belongings and eating their food as if it was your right to do so.

It had bothered her at first, but even before he’d gotten saved, Nathan had pointed out that the places they were taking things from were long abandoned, and that the times they lived in could be considered war time, when pretty much anything goes.

“It’s sort of every man for himself,” he’d said. “We take what we need, leave something for someone else who might need it.”

Though it made sense, it was still difficult to change a lifetime of thinking that stealing was stealing, no matter if anyone was around to know it or not.

“Well, I guess I should see what I can do to be useful,” Felicia said as she stood. A strange look crossed her face. “I guess the group doesn’t need a healer, since Nate’s got that… ability,” she said, sounding almost sad. She lifted a shoulder. “Oh well, surely there’s something I can do.”

Felicia walked off before Tammy could say anything. She felt a little bad for the woman, knowing that she felt somewhat useless. But God Himself had given Nate his gift and she wasn’t going to suggest that he not to use that gift, just to spare Felicia’s feelings.

“She’s gonna need a purpose,” Martin said quietly from across the fire. Tammy glanced up at him.

He pointed in the direction Felicia had walked off. “Thinking she’s wanting to keep busy, so she doesn’t think about what all happened to her. Back there, I mean… with the Neos.”

Tammy nodded, though she hadn’t even thought of that. But the man was right; if Felicia had too much time to think, she might curl up inside her mind, just like Kat had done. Clara had spent a lot of time over the past few days talking to the woman, consoling her, but she was still a bit… lost.

A sigh left Tammy’s lips, knowing she didn’t want Felicia to go through the same. In the “old world,” she would have said it would have been healthier to work through all the trauma, not to shove it aside by working hard or distracting herself… but now, it really didn’t matter. The time was too short to dwell on any bad feelings or psyche-destroying events.

It was all they could do to survive.

“I’ll talk to Nate,” she said to the man who was stirring his root concoction with a stick. “See if he has any suggestions.” He didn’t look up, but he nodded.

She turned the rake over to cook the meat on the other side. Rabbit was a lean meat, she’d learned, and didn’t take long to cook. It burned easily too, so she was being careful to hold it far enough above the flames. After a few minutes, she shook the meat off into her pan, then loaded the rake once again.

Once Martin was satisfied his vegetables were cooking and not burning, he walked off to find some seasonings. They didn’t have a lot—just some salt, pepper, garlic powder and a few other jars of herbs. Tammy knew that once those ran out, and once the freeze-dried meals were all eaten, the group was going to have to learn to be happy to have bland, plain food.

She smiled to herself; we Americans are sure spoiled, she thought. People in the third-world countries are probably weathering this time just fine. It was strange to think, but she realized it was true. The poorest people of the world probably hadn’t even noticed a difference in their lives after the global economy crashed. When you have nothing, there isn’t anything to lose.

The Bible story about Lazarus and the poor man came to mind then. She thought about how Lazarus must have had a “charmed” life—probably eating and drinking to excess, whooping it up at parties. And then there was the poor man, forced to beg because he had literally nothing at all.

And who had come out on the better end?

Just like now with the end times, except the poor of the world are better off now in the physical realm. She was nodding to herself when a voice startled her out of her thoughts. “Need help?”

Tammy smiled up at Abigail. The woman had been pretty antagonistic when they’d first met—not as much as Clara, but still—and now she was becoming a pretty close friend.

“I only have one rake,” Tammy said. Abigail laughed as she sat on the log next to her, pointing at the meat sizzling over the fire.

“And to think I was one of the ones who laughed at you when you wanted to take the rake along.”

Tammy grinned. “I think you said, ‘Are you planning on doing some gardening when we get to Florida?’”

Abigail snorted out a laugh. “Yeah, sorry. That’s a pretty great idea, actually. I wasn’t sure why you wanted it, but now I see.”

Tammy shrugged as she flipped the rake over. “It’s something I always used when Nate and I went camping, which wasn’t often. Learned it from my Girl Scout leader, who used it for hotdogs. It was a lot faster to cook for twelve hungry, griping girls that way.”

Abigail hummed in agreement as they stared into the flames. They’d kept the fire fairly small, not wanting to make one large enough to draw attention, but big enough to cook on and warm themselves by. Though they were pretty far south, the nights were growing chilly as the season headed deeper into Autumn.

“Why is it campfires are so comforting, but the flames of Hell are so terrifying?” the woman asked. Tammy glanced at her.

“Actually, I learned something recently about that. Hell actually isn’t fiery and all like we’ve always thought. That’s the Lake of Fire, and that’s at the very end of time, after the thousand-year reign of Jesus.”

Abigail shot her a look. “Really? That’s not what I was taught.”

“I know,” Tammy agreed. “Same here. But Hell is actually worse than that fiery pit we thought it was. At least, I think so.” She turned and stared directly at her new friend.

“Outer darkness, the Bible says. Weeping, gnashing of teeth. Jacob said the outer darkness is unlike anything humans have ever known, complete blackness.” She shuddered. “That would terrify me more than anything.”

“Yeah, same,” Abigail muttered. “No wonder people will be weeping and gnashing.”

Tammy hummed. “Yeah, but Jacob also said that the incredible sorrow the lost souls will experience there is due to knowing they were wrong about God, about Jesus. That they’ll remember all the opportunities they had to get right, to turn their lives over to God, and they’ll spend eternity knowing that they were idiots.” She grinned when Abigail huffed out a laugh.

“Well, he might not have put it that way,” Tammy admitted. “But once I came back to the Lord after running away from Him for so many years, I looked back at all the stupid stuff I did during that time… and, yeah, I was an idiot.”

“I’m just glad that I got right when I did,” Abigail added. She bumped Tammy with her shoulder. “I’m thankful you came to us when you did.”

Tammy smiled at her, bumping her back. “Me too. That was the Lord’s doing, though. We sure can’t take credit for it. He knew that all of you were going to accept Him. He just sent us to give you the invitation.”

Abigail nodded. She started to say something, but then paused. “What?” Tammy prompted.

Her friend gave her a sideways glance. “Well, it might sound stupid, but I kinda think that God’s telling me that I need to help spread the word too, to tell others about Him. I just—” She paused, as if gathering her thoughts. “It’s just that I wonder if I’m supposed to go somewhere else to do it.” She shrugged. “You know, like split away from the group.”

“Not just yet,” came a woman’s voice that startled them. They looked up, across the campfire. Tammy laughed.

“Chris! Good to see you again!”

The angel, once again in disguise as a young, attractive blonde woman, grinned as she made her way around the fire, sitting next to Abigail. Tammy made the introductions, though she knew it was unnecessary, at least on the angel’s—whose real name was Zadkiel—part.

Abigail turned a wide-eyed look toward Tammy. She knew what the poor woman was thinking: Where in the world did she come from?

Tammy grinned at her friend, then held out a hand toward Chris. “Chris—or Chrissy—is an angel. A real angel. From Heaven, I mean.”

Abigail’s face morphed into a look of skepticism that made Tammy laugh. “No, I’m serious. She—he—really is an angel. Just in disguise at the moment.” She looked at Chris. “Why are you back in the pretty girl glamour anyway? Making us scruffy chicks feel kinda bad, dude.”

Chris grinned at her, the blonde curls bobbing, catching the glow of the flames. “It’s less intimidating,” she said, then gave Abigail a meaningful glance. Understanding dawned then and Tammy nodded.

A woman who’d been recently abused and raped by numerous men probably wouldn’t have responded well to a huge, glowing angel in man form.

Duh, she thought to herself.

“So, not to be rude,” Tammy continued, “but… why are you here?”

Chris’s grin widened. “You mean you doubt I’m here for the rabbit on a stick?” She glanced at the rabbit cooking over the fire. “Or on a rake.”

Tammy let out a little squeal as she suddenly remembered she was supposed to be cooking. She quickly flipped the rake over, grimacing at the sight of the scorched meat.

“Great,” she muttered. “Not sure if that’s going to be edible.”

“It is,” Chris said, staring at her with a grin. Her eyes flicked back to the meat and Tammy followed the look. The meat was no longer burned; instead, it looked like it was perfectly cooked.

“Cool trick,” Abigail said at the same time Tammy said, “Thanks!”

“To answer your question,” Chris went on while Tammy pulled the rake away from the flames and dropped the meat into the pan. That was the last of it, so she propped the rake against the rocks of the firepit.

“I’m here to answer some questions,” Chris continued, looking at Abigail. “For one, yours about feeling the need to leave the group. It’s commendable that you want to share the Gospel with others, and Abba—the Father—is pleased that’s where your heart is,” she added with a smile, “but the time isn’t right for you to do that just yet. In the meantime, you have a handful of new believers here that don’t know they’re believers yet.” Chris grinned at confusion on Abigail’s face.

“I know how you feel,” Tammy laughed. “She means the people we rescued tonight. Felicia is a Christian, but maybe not the others?” She said it with a question as she glanced back at Chris. The angel shook her head.

“No, but they will be. Got word from Abba just a little while ago,” she added with another smile. “Thanks to you all, the angel choir has been getting in a lot of concerts.”

Tammy laughed again. “Well, I hope it’s not just our little group accepting Jesus in these end times.”

Chris sobered then. “No, there are others. But the majority of humans don’t want to accept the truth.” She shook her head. “I’ll never understand that.”

They were quiet for a little bit, then Abigail surprised Tammy by speaking up. “I guess I can understand it,” she said in a quiet voice. “At least in my case… and others like me.”

“How do you mean?” Tammy asked.

The woman shrugged. “It’s hard to believe there’s a God who cares about us,” she admitted, “especially when there’s so much… awful stuff going on all around.”

Chris made a thoughtful sound and the women turned to look at her. Tammy’s eyes widened when she saw that the angel was… well, angelic. No longer a small woman, but in his full heavenly glory, complete with blue glow. Abigail sucked in a gasp.

The angel motioned down his body. “Just in case you have any doubt that Abba isn’t real,” he said with a grin. His expression smoothed then, almost to one of sadness.

“Never doubt that Abba loves you. Loves all His children, even those who won’t come to Him, won’t accept Him. The reason there’s evil in the world is because of sin.” He shrugged his massive shoulders.

Abigail smiled as she stood. “Well,” she said, looking between the angel and Tammy, “I’m going to go use my newfound desire to share the word with those children and welcome them to the family.” She gave them a little wave as she walked off to find the newcomers.

Tammy smiled after her. “It’s pretty empowering when you know someone is going to accept the Lord,” she mused, looking back at Zadkiel. “It’s less intimidating. Too bad God doesn’t point out the ones who will and won’t accept Him.”

Zadkiel’s mouth twitched in a small smile. “That would make it easy, wouldn’t it? And allow you to be lazy,” he added, his mouth turning up into a full grin that faded all too quickly. It was nearly blinding.

“It all comes down to man’s free will,” he went on, “which honestly, in my vast experience with humans, means committing as much sin as you think you can get away with.” Zadkiel shook his head sadly.

“You would not believe some of the things I’ve witnessed. The atrocities. Abominations. It’s sickening,” he murmured with a pain-filled voice.

Tammy swallowed hard at that, overcome with disgust for mankind. How could humans be so awful?

“Do not judge so that you will not be judged.”

As the voice she was coming to know so well filled Tammy’s head, she winced at the Lord’s reminder.

Sorry, Father. I know You’re right, of course. I have no right to judge anyone, not when my own sin is staring me in the face.

“But,” Chris—now Zadkiel—continued, “in this time, many will come to accept the Lord. Never give up trying to reach the lost. Lately I’ve seen some humans come to salvation that I thought were firmly in Lucifer’s hands.”

Tammy nodded; her husband had been one of those “humans.” She said another prayer, thanking the Lord once again for Nate’s salvation, though the stubborn man had to see a horde of demons to finally realize what she’d been telling him was true—there was a God… and there was a devil. She smiled when she remembered seeing the legion of glowing angels that had appeared that night to chase away the demons.

That brought up a question… she looked at Zadkiel. “Why is it Cam… Cam…”

“Camael?” he supplied. She smiled and nodded.

“Yeah, Camael. Why is it he appeared to Nate instead of you? You’ve been the one who’s come around so far.” She offered the last bit for Abigail’s benefit, but she doubted she’d heard, since the woman was staring in wonder at the angel.

Zadkiel looked at Tammy for a long moment, long enough that she wanted to squirm. Finally, he answered in a soft voice.

“I’m the angel of freedom, benevolence and mercy,” he told her. “I offer assistance and provision when needed. Help to free prisoners—and yes, I was with you tonight when you went into the enemy compound. Why do you think you got in and out so easily?” he asked with a grin.

As before, the grin slid off his face. “But as for why Camael appeared to Nathan… well, he is the angel of courage and strength.”

Tammy smiled at that; her husband was certainly strong and courageous, but he had a tendency to doubt himself. She was glad the Lord had sent an angel to help him overcome the doubts.

Zadkiel stared at her again and by his expression, Tammy had a feeling she wasn’t going to like what he had to say next.

She was right.

“Camael is also the angel of war. He is appearing to those who will fight the enemy in physical battle.”


Chapter 9

NATHAN FELT a little bad for healing the newcomers, which he thought was a strange thing. It wasn’t that he was sorry for doing so, of course, but he knew that Felicia felt like he’d stolen her thunder. Or rather, he’d taken away the possibility of her having a useful purpose.

The empathy he suddenly had, the way he’d seemed to be able to hone in on others’ feelings after getting saved, was startling. At other times it was alarming, especially when he didn’t really know how to react properly.

When Felicia had mumbled something about finding Tammy, Nathan had been relieved. He’d never been good dealing with emotional females, but now that it seemed like he could actually sense their feelings… it was a bit overwhelming, to say the least.

Leonard, the man he’d healed first, was talking quietly with Will, the one with the wound Felicia had been ready to stitch. She’d just been sterilizing Jasmine’s sewing needle with the whiskey when she noticed Leonard sitting up. Nathan would never forget the look on Felicia’s face when she saw the man had been completely healed—shock, disbelief and maybe a little disappointment.

Now that it was just him with the newcomers—the men anyway; the women had scurried out of the truck on the tail end of the other ladies—he decided to talk to them, to see where they stood with the Lord.

Time was short and Nathan didn’t want to waste any more of it.

Brad, the third man of the group, was staring out through the back doors of the truck, into the night. He had a dazed look on his face that Nathan figured was a bit of PTSD. It wasn’t surprising, not after coming out of an enemy camp like that.

“Hey, how’re you doing?” he asked the man as he scooted over next to Brad, who was leaning against the back wall next to the opening to the cab.

Brad didn’t even look his way, but he gave a slight nod. Nathan wasn’t sure how to interpret that.

He turned to look out into the night, to try to see through the man’s eyes. The moonlight streaming through the canopy of trees was rather beautiful, he thought, silvery beams cascading to the forest floor, shimmering as Autumn’s offering of tiny, winged creatures soared through them.

A snort escaped him. Great… I’m turning into some sappy poet type. This emotional stuff is not exactly good for my machismo.

“Nice night,” Nathan said. Brad nodded again. Nathan glanced at him again; the man seemed to be staring at nothing, lost in his thoughts.

“You okay, man?” he asked. “I mean, are you really okay? I can’t imagine you are,” he went on before Brad could just nod again, “not with what all you went through. Not that I know, but I can sort of imagine.”

That earned him a sour expression as Brad turned his head to look at him for the first time. “Can you?” he asked. “Can you really imagine? Do you have any idea what it’s like to find yourself captured by soldiers that you know are working on the wrong side of the fence, then watch helplessly as they drag your girlfriend off—”

The corners of his mouth turned down and he pushed his chin out, obviously trying to fight off the emotion threatening. Nathan put his hand up.

“I didn’t mean to—”

“You have no idea what it’s like,” Brad went on, his voice even more brittle-sounding, “to watch as they brutalize your woman right in front of you. To fight against the zip ties they’ve trussed you up with until your wrists bleed. To scream at them until your voice is so hoarse, it’s barely more than a croak. To beg them to stop, to tell them you’ll do whatever they want, to just stop—” His voice caught again, and he looked away, back to the moonbeams that he likely wasn’t even seeing. Nathan wondered if he was just reliving the horrors he’d escaped from.

It also made him wonder what had happened to his girlfriend, if she was one of the women they’d rescued, but he was frankly afraid to ask. The last thing Brad needed was another question to set him off.

A long time passed with the two men sitting quietly, staring out into nothing. Nathan prayed for help, for wisdom, of a way to reach the bitter, heartbroken man at his side.

"Tell him your story.”

Nathan sucked in a breath at hearing the Lord’s voice again.

“I had a terminal illness,” he explained, breaking the silence after releasing a deep breath through his teeth. From the corner of his eye, he saw Brad glance at him. “Right before the collapse, doc told me I had a year, maybe two.” He looked at the man next to him, who was frowning slightly.

“So… anytime now?”

Nathan offered him a small smile, along with a head shake. “If I hadn’t been healed, then yeah.”

Brad’s eyebrows rose at that. “How in the world were you healed when ain’t nobody affording a doctor now?”

Having come from a rather small town, Nathan had heard the physicians in their town were offering emergency medical care in trade for food or other supplies. But that was before the Neos came in and took over. They wanted all services to go through them… so they could regulate who got it, and who didn’t.

Last he’d heard, you had to have a Neos tattoo just to get a wound stitched up.

“I didn’t,” Nathan continued. “The disease was taking over, and fast. Got to where I could hardly walk and I was alternating between biting my wife’s head off and barely keeping myself from getting physical with her, to crying over the fact that I’d been thinking that way.” He shook his head.

“For a guy who hadn’t shed a tear since I was a kid, and who had never raised a hand to anyone smaller than me—well, it was pretty hard to deal with. More so for Tammy.”

“But then my wife turned her life over to God. Started praying and reading the Bible out loud all the time. Annoyed the crap out of me,” he laughed.

“I bet,” Brad muttered, a sneer in his voice. Nathan nodded.

“Yeah, but then she started praying for crazy stuff. Like miracles. And, I kid you not, whatever she prayed for, she got.”

Brad straightened a little at that. “Like what?”

Nathan shrugged. “First it was for a bad wound to be healed. And by bad, I mean, she had a hole in her leg I could have stuck my little finger in. To the bone. And we were out in the woods, so—”

“Infection city.”

Nathan chuckled and nodded. “Yeah, I was scared to death she was going to end up losing that leg… or worse. But she sat there, blood pouring from the wound, closed her eyes, and asked the Lord to heal it.” He turned to Brad, lifting his eyebrows.

“And I’ll be darned if He didn’t do just that.” He shook his head. “I mean, it wasn’t healed like it wasn’t there, but the wound closed over, stopped bleeding and looked like it was a week old instead of minutes old.” He shook his head again.

“Craziest thing I ever saw. But then she started praying for other stuff, like asking that the Lord would make us invisible to some Neos that were just feet away. I swear, there was no way those two soldiers could have missed us, but they did.”

“Then she asked for food. Got it. Shelter. Same. Water…” he pulled out his water bottle—once again full—and shook it. “This thing never empties,” he told the man who suddenly looked very skeptical. Nathan shrugged.

“I could show you, but the Lord tells us not to test Him.” He’d learned that reading from Tammy’s Bible the night after he’d shown Abigail the water miracle, and he’d asked the Lord to forgive him, promising he wouldn’t do that again.

“Wait… does that mean you’re a, uh, you believe in God now too?”

Nathan nodded. “Yeah,” he said, and he could sense Brad tensing. “I fought it though. Man, did I fight it,” he said, shaking his head. “But I couldn’t argue with what was going on in front of my face. Tried too though. I think Tammy wanted to choke me most of the time for my stubbornness,” he laughed.

“Then one night we met Jacob and the others—I’ll introduce you to everyone later—and the men got a hold of me and started telling me about God, about how He’s real and how He wanted me to give my life to Him. Told me their stories, kinda like I’m telling you.”

“But even then, I fought against it. Didn’t want to hear it. But God…” He shook his head with a chuckle, then nodded. “But God… He showed me something that made me realize not only was He very real, but there was also a spiritual realm I had no idea about.” He turned toward Brad so that he could see how serious he was.

“Dude, I gotta tell you… demons are real. Saw them myself. And they’re not those stupid red skinned, pitchfork carrying things you see in movies or cartoons.” He shook his head. “They’re… terrifying, man. Huge. Several stories tall. And completely black, like all the light just sucks into them. Like walking black holes.” He closed his eyes for a moment at the horrifying memory.

Brad was silent as Nathan collected himself, silently thanking the Lord for sparing him from that fate, of having to spend eternity with those creatures. After a long moment, he opened his eyes and saw the man staring at him, his own eyes blinking rapidly.

“I… I…” Brad swallowed and gave himself a little shake. He cleared his throat. “I wanna say that you’re crazy and I have this urge to get the heck outta this truck, but…”

“But… God,” Nathan supplied with a grin. Brad shook his head.

“Nah, man, but… demons. I mean, I could say you’re off your rocker about that, but I saw your face when you talked about them. I—” He paused and scratched his head. “I swear, I could see the demons through your eyes. Weirdest thing ever,” he muttered.

Nathan tried not to chuckle. “I know. I know, brother. Believe me when I say they are real. But you also gotta believe me when I say that God loves you and He wants you to give your life to Him, just like I did. He doesn’t want those demons to have you, man.”

Brad blinked a few times and just stared at him long enough that Nathan thought he’d broken him. Or maybe it’s just the Holy Spirit working…

It seemed like forever before Brad finally reacted. He ran a shaking hand over his face and sighed as he dropped his arm, seeming to deflate as he dropped his head back, hitting the truck wall with a thunk.

He stared at the roof when he finally spoke. “All those years Gloria kept telling me He was real,” he murmured. “Never believed her. Always thought religion was some crutch, something she used to make herself feel better… and to make me feel bad,” he added with a self-deprecating laugh.

Brad rolled his head to look at Nathan. “But after seeing those… those things through your eyes, or whatever…” He shook his head again. “Weirdest thing,” he repeated on a whisper as he shut his own eyes. Another sigh lifted his shoulders before he opened his eyes again, staring at Nathan.

“Yeah,” he said, seeming to come to a decision. “Yeah,” he repeated with a nod. “I want that. I want God,” he said, surprising Nathan. He thought he was going to have to do a lot more convincing.

“At least if I get to go to Heaven,” Brad continued, “I might see Gloria again.” His voice caught and he cleared his throat.

Nathan wasn’t sure about that, or about the man’s motives for wanting to get saved, but he figured that was all up to God to fix. He led him in a simple prayer that Tammy had taught him, then hugged Brad and welcomed him to the family.

Leonard was next… but he didn’t take any convincing at all. It seemed he had died, at least briefly, before Nathan had gotten to him. He’d seen a glimpse of Hell.

It had terrified him.

“You can’t even imagine it,” he told Nathan as his hands shook almost violently. “It’s so… dark. I mean, like you can’t see anything at all. And the sounds…” His whole body shuddered at the memory as he put his hands over his ears, as if to stop the memory of those who’d chosen to go to the place of outer darkness.

When he dropped his hands, he asked Nathan if he knew what he needed to do to go to Heaven. Nathan had been more than happy to tell him.

The newly saved men stayed next to Nathan when he moved over to Will. The older man looked like he was sleeping, though Nathan knew better. He could tell he was trying to avoid talking to him.

“How are you doing?” Nathan asked as he slid next to the man. All he received for a response was a grunt.

It seemed as if the trees outside parted then, allowing more moonlight to filter into the recesses of the truck bed. Nathan stared at the man who was trying so hard to ignore him, taking in the etched contours of his too thin face, lined with creases that showed he’d led an angry, bitter life.

But there was something more to the face than what was just on the surface. Nathan frowned, thinking it was a trick of the light, but he tilted his head one way and then the other and it didn’t change.

“Do you see that?” Brad whispered. Leonard murmured in agreement.

“Not just me then,” Nathan said quietly. There was something else there… or someone else.

A demon!

Nathan blinked furiously and was tempted to scoot back, away from the hateful creature he so feared. All he wanted to do was shove himself out of the truck and run off to find the comfort of his fellow believers.

“Greater is He who is in you than he who is in the world…”

Nathan closed his eyes when the comforting voice washed over him. He sucked in a deep breath, then let it out through pursed lips. Okay Daddy, tell me what to do. I have no idea.

He didn’t get an answer and wondered if he was supposed to do anything at all. Maybe the Lord was going to use someone else to help the man. He hoped that was the case, because after seeing the truth of what demons really were, he didn’t want to on the same continent with one.

But he also had a strong desire to help the man, to rid him of the demon he probably didn’t even know was possessing him. He also didn’t want the man anywhere near the others, not like he was anyway. Waiting for “someone else” to do something wasn’t an option.

“Can’t we, uh, lay hands on him or something?” one of the other men whispered.

Nathan glanced over his shoulder and shrugged, giving them a wide-eyed look. “I have no idea.”

“What are you idiots blathering about?” Will snapped. He’d opened his eyes while they were whispering and was giving them a glare.

Nathan sucked in another breath. Now that his eyes were open and he was angry, the demon was even more evident within him. It was as if a semi-transparent black mask had been laid over the man’s face.

“Um, I know this is going to sound strange, but would you mind if we, uh, prayed for you?” Nathan asked.

“Yeah,” Leonard agreed. “We all, uh, just prayed and we feel a lot better.”

Will’s frown succumbed to a scowl as he glared harder at them and cursed. “Why in the heck would you want to do that? And why would I let you?”

Brad gave a nervous laugh. “Well, honestly, you can’t stop us from praying for you,” he said. Nathan shot him a glance that said, Not the way to go about it, buddy. Brad gave him an unapologetic smile.

“But it would, uh, make us feel better if you would let us pray for you,” he went on. “Can’t hurt, huh?”

Will scowled at them for a moment longer, then shrugged as he leaned his head back against the truck wall and closed his eyes. “Whatever.”

The three men grinned at each other, then quietly scooted closer to the demon-possessed man. Each of them held out a hand—not quite touching him but hovering just above his legs and one of his arms.

Nathan mouthed one, two, three! and they all put their hands on Will, who jumped at the contact. Nathan started praying before he could shove them away.

“Father God, in the name of Your Son, Yeshua,” he prayed, using the Savior’s Hebrew name, “I command this demon to leave Will now!” Brad and Leonard cried out the same prayer as well. Will—or maybe it was the demon—thrashed against them, fighting to get away, but they kept a firm grip on him while they continued to pray.

In just seconds, Will jerked violently, as if vomiting. Nathan’s eyes widened as he watched the demon literally crawl out of the man, like a layer of inky blackness peeling away, screeching in fury as he did so, as if the bandage felt the pain of the pull, rather than the wearer.

And in a heartbeat, it was gone.

Will sucked in a deep breath, then blinked rapidly as he looked between the astonished men. Nathan didn’t know why he was so surprised the demon had left; they had prayed in the Lord’s name after all. He knew he still had a lot of growing to do in his faith.

“A mustard seed, child…”

Nathan grinned at that. I know, Dad. Working on it.

“I… I’m… uh,” Will looked around, taking in the truck, the men, the view outside. Nathan knew nothing at all about demon possession, but he certainly knew the look of someone who was confused.

“It’s okay,” he told the man as he put a hand on his shoulder. “The demon is gone.”

“Demon?” Will asked as he stared at Nathan. He noticed that the lines on the man’s face that had exhibited a life of misery seemed to have relaxed a bit. He looked less angry. Maybe a little less bitter too.

“What are you talking about?” Will looked at Brad and Leonard in turn, before focusing on Nathan once again.

Nathan scrunched up his face. “You had a demon, uh, in you. Possession, I guess.”

Will tilted his head to the side, as if considering his words. “That’s crazy,” he said, a skeptical look on his face.

“Yeah, but it’s true,” Brad supplied.

Leonard nodded. “Yeah, I saw it as well. Scary sh—uh, scary stuff,” he said with a sheepish look at the others, who grinned at him.

“I’m still cleaning up my language,” Nathan told him. “It’s one of the things the Lord’s convicting me about.”

“The Lord,” Will said in a scoffing tone. “Don’t tell me you’re those religious types.”

“Nope,” Nathan said with a pop. “No religion here at all. But I do have a great relationship with God, with Jesus, and with the Holy Spirit,” he said with a grin, then motioned to Brad and Leonard.

“And these two just gave their lives to Christ, like minutes ago. Yet, here they are, seeing demons and helping exorcise them.” His grin widened. “God works in mysterious ways.”

Will stared hard at him, then shook his head. “I’ve never been one for all that God mumbo-jumbo,” he said as he crossed his arms over his chest. It was an obstinate pose. “In fact, back before the collapse, I was a pretty famous author. Wrote several books talking about how ridiculous religion is and how it’s the cause of a lot of the troubles we face as a society. The hypocrisy, the exclusion, the demonizing of anything you fanatics find morally repulsive—all of the reasons why society as a whole is in such a state of disarray. You Christians keep outsiders in bondage,” he finished with a sneer.

Nathan blinked at the man. “Well, I don’t know much about that—”

“Wait,” Leonard interrupted, “don’t tell me you’re Will Williamson.” Will eyed him as he reluctantly nodded.

Leonard grinned. “You wrote ‘Draining the World: Christianity Pulls the Plug’! I did a paper on that book in college for my Humanities class.” He glanced at Nathan.

“Will’s a pretty famous atheist.”

Nathan was a bit shocked to hear that, but he shrugged. “That might have been due to the demonic influence,” he said as he looked back at the older man. “But now that that’s gone, I bet you might be more open to hear the truth.”

Will smirked. “Not likely.”

Nathan grinned at the “challenge accepted” moment. “Well, indulge me anyway. I’m sure a man of your intellectual prowess is up to the challenge of hearing a viewpoint that differs from his.”

Will paused, but then he slowly nodded. “Of course. I have no doubt that I will be able to refute anything you say.”

For a moment, Nathan felt a bit of panicky doubt. He wasn’t an intellectual, not by a long shot. In fact, throughout his life, he’d usually made fun of the “book worms” of the world. That was before meeting Jesus and knowing that God made all types of people and that he wasn’t the judge of a single one of them. Only Jesus could do the judging.

But then he remembered that he had the truth… the Way, the Truth and the Life. He didn’t have to worry about having the right words, the best delivery, or the most convincing argument.

All he had to do was speak the truth.

A thought popped into his head that made him smile. Could it be that simple? But then he remembered the scripture that talked about coming to Jesus as a child…

“Jesus loves me, this I know,” Nathan started singing. It was a children’s song that he’d heard Carl singing to the other kids, but for some reason, it had stuck with him. The song often popped into his head throughout the day. The simplicity of it was… refreshing.

“For the Bible tells me so. Little ones to Him belong—”

“They are weak, but He is strong,” Brad joined in. Nathan grinned at the man.

“Yes, Jesus loves me,” they sang. Leonard started singing with them then, loudly off-key, but it was a welcomed addition.

“Yes, Jesus loves me. Yes, Jesus loves me. The Bible tells me so.”

Their voices grew louder for the second chorus. “Jesus loves me, He who died, Heaven's gate to open wide. He will wash away my sin, let His little child come in. Yes, Jesus loves me, yes, Jesus loves me. Yes, Jesus loves me. The Bible tells me so.”

As they trailed off, Nathan smiled at his fellow singers, surprised that the other two men knew the song. He himself had never heard it before, not until Carl started singing it to the younger children. He wondered if the Lord was putting the words in their hearts in that moment.

He looked back at Will to gauge his reaction. His eyes widened when he saw tears streaming down the man’s etched face. A little sob escaped Will and he put his fist to his mouth, trying to gain composure.

“My Gran used to sing that to me,” he whispered after a moment. “When I was a boy. She always told me that Jesus had a calling for me, that I was going to be a great man of God. When she got sick and I prayed that God would take her pain away, to make her happy again, she—” his voice broke on another sob. He shook his head, then wiped his eyes angrily.

“She died instead. God took her from me, the one person in my life who loved me unconditionally,” he spit out bitterly. “That was sixty years ago, and I’ve hated God ever since.”

Nathan nodded. “I get that. I do,” he said with a nod. “But Leonard here said you’re known for being an atheist?” he said with a questioning voice. Will lifted his chin and nodded.

Nathan smiled. “Then tell me how you can hate God if you don’t believe in Him?”

Will’s head reared back at the question and Nathan rushed on. “It’s obvious you believe in God—you admitted it just now. Said you blamed Him for taking your Gran when you were little. But, Will… you prayed for your Gran’s pain to be taken away.” He smiled softly at the man. “Don’t you think that by taking her away from this earth with all its ugliness, with all its hardships, that God was answering your prayer?” Nathan shook his head slowly.

“I’ve learned recently the saying ‘absent from the body is present with the Lord’. Well, seems to me that your Gran got exactly what you asked for… freedom from pain and being with the Lord as a believer would mean she had indescribable joy!”

He reached out and put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “You prayed your Gran right into Heaven, brother. And I bet she’s asking the Lord to soften your heart right now, to accept Him… so that you can see each other again. And so you can be with Jesus, because He loves you so much.” He smiled.

“The Bible tells me so.”

Will stared hard at Nathan for a long time, but a look of comprehension came over the man, like the shutters being slowly pulled up to let in the early morning light. Nathan stared in fascination as the man’s entire countenance changed… from hopeless to hopeful.

For what Nathan would bet was the first time in a very long time, Will laughed.

“Jesus loves me,” he said, awe in his voice as he grinned at the men. He thumped his chest. “He does. I can feel it. I know it, without a doubt. I never knew… I mean, I guess I knew when Gran was telling me He did, but…” He shook his head.

“I spent so many years fighting against God,” he said with anguish as he turned sorrowful eyes to Nathan. “Can He forgive me?”

Nathan grinned. “He already did. When He died on the cross for you, He had already forgiven you. You just have to accept that gift. Tell Him you accept Him. Tell Him you’re sorry. And make sure that you put Him in the driver’s seat of your life.” He laughed. “Jesus is the only one who knows where we’re going, so the cockpit is the best place for Him, right?”

Will laughed, then the men all put their hands on the man’s shoulders as Will prayed, accepting the Lord into his heart.

Nathan chuckled when they were done as he wiped his eyes. “I swear, I feel like I could conquer the world since accepting the Lord, but I’ve never been more emotional in all my life. I’m like a crybaby warrior.” That drew laughter from the others, but he noticed they, too, had suspiciously bright eyes, sparkling in the glow of the moon.

“Well, I guess we ought to get out there and see what we can do about helping out,” Nathan told them as he motioned toward the open truck doors. He also knew that he needed to find Chuck, to make sure the man was okay. He hoped Jim had at least been talking to him since finding out his wife and kids weren’t at the Neos compound.

Nathan felt a twinge of guilt for letting the others deal with setting up camp, but he knew his job had been far more important. He said a quick prayer, thanking the Lord for all He was doing, and for using Him in such a powerful way.

He sighed then. Despite all the joys of seeing the lost coming to salvation, he still had the unwelcome task of dealing with both Chuck and Felicia. The poor woman had basically lost her husband, and Nathan had lost his best friend. The weight of that realization put a damper on the joy he’d been feeling.

“What’s wrong?” Brad asked. “You look like you just got a pile of bricks dumped on you.”

Nathan gave the man a small smile. “Just thinking about my best friend,” he said. “He and his wife had been heading to Florida, trying to get to some sort of commune in the Keys, but I guess they got caught. Felicia said Gerald had been forced to join the Neos,” he added with a grimace. If he only had some sort of idea where Gerald was, maybe there would be a chance of getting him out. The Lord had certainly helped them earlier when they’d entered and left the Neos compound without even a hiccup… anything was possible.

“Wait,” Brad said. “I knew a Gerald, and he mentioned his wife. He called her ‘Fel’ though. Maybe it’s the same guy… Gerald Bonavita?”

Nathan’s eyes widened. “Yeah! You know him?” he asked, excitement making him breathless. “Do you know where he is?”

Brad flinched. “Yeah, I do. He was sent to the Neos compound in Port Valley.”

Nathan frowned. “Where is that?” Brad shrugged and opened his mouth but was interrupted by Leonard.

“Georgia,” he supplied. “Southwest of Macon.” He gave the others a sheepish look. “I’m a geologist and I minored in geography. It’s about a hundred and fifty miles from here.”

“Okay,” Nathan breathed. “That’s not too far. About a week’s walk…” He sighed then as he looked back outside, toward the camp. He could see the campfire not too far away and thought he could make out people sitting around it. It was a comforting sight, knowing that there were other like-minded people within shouting distance. Others who would want to help save one of their own. But he couldn’t ask them to risk it.

No, rescuing his friend was going to be something he’d have to do on his own.


Chapter 10

BY THE TIME Nate joined the others at the campfire, Tammy had started to wonder if the man was just going to stay in the truck with the new men. She’d joked with the others that maybe they were having a sleepover.

“Reliving their childhood,” she’d grinned.

“Do they ever not relive their childhood?” Ida had asked. “Seems to me that most men spend their twenties and thirties trying to prove how they’re so mature—while still pulling some of those idiotic death-defying stunts that would prove the opposite—then spend their forties and fifties trying to prove they’re still young enough to keep up with the younger crowd.”

That comment drew a grunt from Jacob and some friendly frowns from the other men, who quickly ended up grinning at the elderly woman.

“What about their sixties and seventies?” Bette asked with a pointed look at Martin.

“What?” he asked with a frown. “I ain’t sixty.”

“Yet,” she pointed out. “You have a few weeks to go.”

Martin’s frown faded into a look of dismay. “Oh yeah,” he muttered, then shrugged. “Back before all this stuff started happening, before the collapse and all, that probably would have freaked me out, thinking about how old I was getting. Now… well, now I guess it doesn’t really matter, does it?”

“I’m just glad you can’t go out and buy a shiny red Corvette, get hair implants and join a gym,” Bette laughed. “The best you can do now to satisfy your male menopause is to chauffeur us around in that big ol’ truck, wear a hat to hide that hairline of yours that’s heading south, and do some pushups now and then.”

Martin’s frown returned at his wife’s words, but it didn’t last long, not when the rest of the group was laughing.

“Man, we’re laughing with you, not at you,” Kal said through his snickers as he rubbed his own receding hairline.

“Well, considering Kal’s on the verge of being in the group of trying to prove he’s still young, I think he’s empathizing,” Anya added with a wry smile directed at her husband.

Kal stared at his wife for a moment. “You do know that a woman is supposed to be quiet, right? Scripture says ‘seen and not heard’.”

That drew hoots of laughter from the men, with most of the women crossing their arms over their chests and giving the former pastor a withering look.

“Think you might need to get back into the Bible, young man,” Ida said as she pointed a bony finger Kal’s way. “That scripture that says women are to be quiet in church was directed at a specific group of women who were causing problems—”

“I know, I know,” Kal laughed as he held up his hands in surrender. “I was just joking. Don’t get your granny panties in a wad,” he added with a white-toothed grin.

“Why you—” Ida started as she acted like she was going to stand. She quickly gave up the pretense. “Never mind,” she grumbled. “Me and my panties are just fine over here where we’ll be pouting.”

It was the most light-hearted Tammy had ever seen the woman, and she couldn’t stop grinning… at least, not until she looked over and noticed that Felicia was staring into the campfire, a sad expression on her face. Chuck, too, where he sat across from them, next to Jim who was talking quietly with the man.

Tammy reached over and put her hand on Felicia’s knee. “Hey,” she said softly. “It’ll be okay. We’ll keep praying about Gerald, okay? God will return him to you, I just know it.”

Felicia smiled slightly, though she never took her eyes from the fire. “Yeah,” she sighed. “I hope you’re right. It’s just… if he…” She turned toward her then and the haunted look on her face made Tammy’s breath catch. Felicia squeezed her eyes shut.

“If he takes the mark… then there’s no hope for him, is there?”

Tammy released the breath she’d been holding as she paused, praying that the Lord would give her the right words to say, the wisdom to speak the truth.

“I… honestly, I don’t know,” she admitted, her heart lurching when Felicia seemed to deflate in front of her as she looked down at the ground. She supposed the woman was looking for a happy-happy joy-joy answer, but there just wasn’t one to give.

But then something occurred to her.

“You know, we have to be willing to take the mark of the beast,” she continued. Felicia glanced back up at her. “And I know Gerald’s a believer—even though he was pretty good at hiding that from Nate.”

Felicia grimaced. “Yeah, he felt bad about that too. After he got saved just before we got engaged, he went out of his way to not let on that he’d accepted Jesus whenever he was around Nate. He was afraid it would… put him off, I guess.”

Tammy smiled and nodded. “Yeah, believe me, it didn’t make my own relationship with the man too great when I turned back to my faith. But, look what happened!”

Felicia smiled again with a nod. “When Ger and I were walking across… wherever it was we were. When we were walking toward Florida,” she corrected, “we talked a lot. About the things we wished we’d done before the collapse. About what we would have changed if we knew then what we know now. You know, about all our regrets.”

Tammy nodded; she knew all too well about regrets. She felt like she’d wasted most of her life chasing after stupid things, worldly things, when she should have been telling everyone she met about the Lord. If I knew then…

“One of the things Ger talked about the most,” Felicia went on, “was how he wished he’d witnessed to Nate. Told him about Jesus. Told him the truth.” Her eyes slid back to the fire, seeming to be lost in her thoughts.

“Well, it all turned out,” Tammy said. “And I have a feeling that Ger was planting seeds all along, even if he didn’t know it.” Felicia nodded again, though she didn’t comment.

“But anyway, Ger’s a believer,” Tammy continued, “and he knows better than to take the mark. If they force him to take it and he refuses, then he’ll be okay.”

Felicia puffed out a breath. “He’ll be dead, you mean.” She said it so quietly, Tammy had to strain to hear. She wrapped her arm around her friend’s shoulders and pulled her into her side.

She wanted to offer comfort, to say that Gerald would be fine, that he’d escape the Neos… but it would be a lie and Felicia knew it too. Instead, she sucked in a deep breath.

“Maybe,” she whispered, “but at least he’ll be with the Lord. What a blessing, too, to not have to go through all this awful stuff.”

Felicia sniffled, but she gave Tammy a wobbly smile as she nodded.

“Let’s pray for him,” Tammy suggested. Felicia nodded again.

“Father, thank You for all that You’ve already done for us. You’ve provided and helped us. Protected us,” she added, having to clear her throat against the emotion, the gratitude, as she recalled how Felicia had said the Neos, while physically abusive to her, had never raped her. I kept praying for protection and it was like God distracted them whenever they’d come near me, she’d said with no small amount of awe in her voice.

While the other women hadn’t been so blessed, Tammy knew that they hadn’t been believers when they were in the hands of the enemy. They hadn’t known about the power of prayer, and the God who answers them.

“Now we ask that You help Gerald,” Tammy continued after a brief pause to collect herself. “Protect him too. Keep him safe from the Neos, from the enemy. And if… if it’s Gerald’s time to, um, go, then we just ask that You give him a swift, painless death and welcome him into Your loving arms quickly. Amen.”

“Amen,” Felicia whispered. She turned and looked at Tammy with grief-filled eyes. “It’s kind of a weird thing, asking God to kill your loved ones,” she said with a choked laugh that made Tammy wrap her other arm around the woman until she was holding her in a tight hug.

“Everything okay?”

Tammy released Felicia and turned to look at Nate as he approached. The other men—who’d had various stages of injuries the last she’d seen them—were behind him, looking around at the group crowded around the campfire. They were immediately welcomed, and introductions were made.

“Do you know Jesus yet?” Ida asked the newcomers in a snappish voice. The group chuckled at her brashness and Tammy was grinning when she answered Nate.

“We’re okay,” she said as she nudged Felicia with her shoulder. “We were just praying that the Lord would spare Ger… that He’d take him home quickly.”

Nate gave her a lopsided smile as he sat next to her on the log, leaning over with his arms on his thighs so he could see Felicia as well.

“Don’t sign his death sentence just yet,” he told them. His eyes flicked back to Tammy, the firelight catching the look on his face, one that held a hint of regret. She frowned.

“What?” She knew her husband well enough to know that he was planning something she wasn’t going to like.

Nate looked at Felicia for a moment, then turned to gaze at the fire. Tammy knew it was because he was trying to avoid looking at her. Whatever he was going to say was going to be bad.

“I found out where Ger is,” he said. Felicia made a small noise as she gasped. Nate turned to look at her.

“I’m gonna go get him,” he told the woman. “At least, I’m gonna get him out of there, away from the Neos.” He chanced a glance at Tammy then and she struggled to keep what she was feeling from taking over her face.

More than anything, she wanted to scream at him, to tell him he was crazy, to demand that he stay with her and not risk his life like that. That she needed him with her and that it was stupid to do something that would likely take him off the earth so soon. Especially after he’d been given a healing from his condition.

But she also knew those words would make her the biggest hypocrite on the planet, since she had just prayed that the Lord would take Gerald quickly. If it was okay for Felicia to lose her husband, knowing that he’d be safe and happy with the Lord, then why wasn’t it okay for her to lose Nate?

Because it’s MY husband… Tammy thought, bitterly laughing to herself at her selfish thoughts.

Instead of saying all the things on her mind, she took a long, deep breath, releasing it on a hiss, followed by a nod.

“Okay honey,” she said. “I know it’s something you have to do.”

Nate’s eyes nearly bulged out of his head at her words. It made Tammy laugh, despite how devastated she was feeling. She put her hand on his back.

“The Lord gave you back to me, whole,” she said quietly, “and I thank Him for that mercy every day. But maybe He spared you from the CJD just so you could go get Ger out of the enemy camp.”

The angel’s words from earlier came back to her then. Nate is a warrior, she told herself, and he’s going to battle the enemy. She hadn’t doubted Zadkiel’s words then, knowing they came from God Himself.

She just hadn’t expected that battle to happen so soon.

Nate nodded finally. “Thank you,” he said quietly, then huffed out a laugh. “I think I was dreading telling you what my plan was more than I was dreading the mission itself.”

The ladies laughed at that, and Felicia wiped her cheeks, then stood to move around Tammy. She bent and wrapped her arms around a startled Nate, murmuring her thanks and told him they’d be praying for him all day, every day, while he was gone.

Felicia released him, putting her hands on his shoulders. “And I’m going to hold onto the belief that you’re gonna get Ger outta there.” She glanced at Tammy before looking back at Nate.

“And both of you are gonna come back to us. Meet us in the Keys,” she grinned.

“That reminds me,” Nate said as Felicia stood and returned to her place next to Tammy on the log. “That map you left for us at your house—the path you marked out stops at the Gulf, at Blue Mountain Beach.” He frowned, tilting his head. “How are we supposed to get to the Keys from there?”

Felicia laughed. “I told Ger it was confusing, that he should put some instructions, but he was worried someone else might get a hold of the map and find us… find my dad’s place,” she amended. She shrugged.

“My mom and dad have been doomsday preppers for as long as I can remember. It’s why he bought the place in the Keys, to have a safe place to go, get away from society whenever it took a dive,” she explained. “The plan has always been that if—when—things got bad, Mom and Dad would bug out to get set up and would leave a boat for others.” She shrugged. “I know where the boat’s gonna be, but no one else does. Frankly, I’m not sure how Ger expected you to find us.”

Tammy grinned at her friend. “I bet he figured the Lord would lead the way.” Felicia returned the smile. It was nice to see some hope on the woman’s face.

“I think you’re right.”

“What are you all gabbing about over there?” Ida yelled from across the fire. Tammy turned and smiled at her.

“Just talking about Nate’s mission,” she said. She glanced at her husband in question. She wasn’t sure how much he wanted the others to know, but he just smiled and nodded.

“He’s going to Georgia to rescue his friend… Felicia’s husband,” she added as she put her arm around Felicia’s shoulders again.

“No he’s not,” Ida said sternly, while Jacob pointed his cane at Nate.

“You are not going into enemy territory, young man,” Jacob growled. Tammy’s eyebrows lifted at the man’s stern tone. The usually kind, soft-spoken man sounded every bit as stern as his wife in that moment.

“Uh, yeah, I am,” Nate argued. He glanced at Tammy. “Even Tammy’s okay with it.”

“I’m not okay,” Tammy corrected as she frowned at Nate, then turned back to Jacob and the others, “but I’m trusting the Lord to move in the situation and to go before him, paving the way.”

She didn’t add that she was trying to come to terms that she knew it was likely she wouldn’t see him again… at least, not this side of Heaven.

“Well, I’m not okay with it either,” Jacob scowled, “and while I know the Lord can work out the situation, to give you the miracle you need to get your friend, I also know that He doesn’t want you doing stupid things that put yourself in danger.”

Jacob glanced around the campfire, at the others. It was then that Tammy noticed one of the men they’d rescued was sitting next to the old man and she figured he must have been the one to fill Jacob in on what Nate was planning.

“Now,” Jacob said as he struggled to push himself to a stand while leaning heavily on his cane, “there are over twenty of us here who get a say in this. We’re a unit now; a family. One of us doesn’t get to blow off half-cocked without us all agreeing.” He stared hard at Nate for a moment, then looked at each member of the group.

“Every one of us are Christians,” he said with a grin. Tammy’s eyebrows went up at that and she glanced at Nate, who nodded with a smile. He must have witnessed to the men after he healed them, she thought as pride for her husband swelled up in her.

She knew Abigail—via the Holy Spirit, of course—had been successful in witnessing to the new women, who’d gladly accepted the Lord. Even though they’d been sorely abused at the hands of the enemy, the women were now smiling and laughing, happy to be free… both physically and spiritually.

“And that means that we do things as a family,” Jacob continued. “Kids! Get over here!” he yelled. “You got a say in this too.”

He waited while Carl led the children closer to the campfire. Tammy smiled at Carl as he dutifully watched the younger kids approach the fire, making sure they didn’t get too close.

The boy was more man than many she’d met who were much older.

Once the kids were settled—the younger ones finding a welcoming adult willing to give them a lap with Sissy once again insisting Nate hold her—Jacob continued.

“Nate here,” he said, shifting his weight off his bad leg so he could point his cane once again, “has it in his head that he’s going to head off into enemy territory to rescue his friend.” He moved his cane to Felicia.

“That gal’s husband.” He put his cane back on the ground, folding his hands on the top. “Now, because we’re a family, we’re going to vote on if we let Nathan run off by himself like he’s thinking he’s going to. Now, put your hand up if you think he should do that.”

Besides Nate, Felicia and Tammy, not a single hand went up. Tammy reached over and grabbed her husband’s hand when he started to move Sissy to her so he could stand. She knew he was going to make a stink.

“You can always sneak off,” she whispered to him, too low for anyone to hear. He paused, then jerked his head in a nod.

Sissy pulled her thumb out of her mouth. “That’s not nice,” she said with a pout. Tammy gave the little one a soft smile and nodded. She didn’t like the idea either, of going behind the others’ backs, but she knew that Nate would never forgive himself if he didn’t do everything he could to rescue his childhood friend.

He’d beat himself up for whatever time was left.

“Now,” Jacob went on, “let’s see a show of hands of who thinks Nathan should rescue his friend.”

Tammy gave Nate a confused look. “Isn’t that what we just voted on?” she asked. He shook his head with a shrug.

All hands went up, causing even more confusion. Jacob clapped a few times. “It’s settled then. We’ll leave tomorrow.”

“Wait,” Nate said as he stood with Sissy in his arms. “You can’t mean that you’re all going to go with me?” Tammy could hear all the emotions in his voice… denial, fear and worry, but mostly awe.

She turned to Felicia and grinned. The woman looked like she was about to faint dead away, so Tammy put her arm around her shoulders again.

“Of course, that’s what we mean,” Jacob said, sounding every bit as snippy as his wife could get. “We’re family son,” he said again in a much kinder voice. “And family sticks together.” The old man shrugged. “Besides, it would be nice to see the Lord work another one of His miracles like He did today.”

Nate really couldn’t argue, and he sank back to the log, a dumbfounded expression on his face.

“Besides,” Jim said, “it would take you too long to walk to Georgia and it’s not like we’re gonna give up our sweet ride for you,” he said as he thumbed over his shoulder toward the truck. The others chuckled at that, but there were nods of agreement.

“We’re like the Musketeers,” Juana said with a grin. “All for one and one for all.”

Sissy pulled her thumb out once again. “You can’t leave me, Unca Nate,” she said as she put her little hands on his cheeks, forcing him to look at her. “Auntie Tammy gets too tired carrying me.”

Everyone laughed at that, and Nate grinned as he gave the little girl a kiss on her forehead. “Well, I guess that settles it,” he announced to some cheers. “We’ll all go together.”

After that, the group stood to make their way to their tents, although the newest additions headed to the truck with blankets and sleeping bags, since there weren’t enough tents to go around.

“Hey, maybe we can swipe some tents from the Neos while we’re at it,” Martin laughed.

“And some medical supplies,” Felicia added. She glanced at Nate. “Or maybe we don’t need those…”

Nate shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. I don’t know how long the gift will last. The Lord might want to give me something else.”

“Maybe He’ll give you the Gift of Picking Up After Yourself,” Felicia told him as she lightly punched his biceps. “That would be a new one for a guy.”

Nate frowned at her, while Tammy laughed. “Wouldn’t that be cool,” she drawled to her friend, pointedly ignoring her husband. “But I think the gift of Not Misplacing Everything You Own would be even better.”

Felicia grinned. “Back when we weren’t having to do our business behind trees, the gift of Putting the Toilet Seat Down would have my vote.”

Nate made a snorting sound while Tammy continued looking at Felicia. “That’s definitely a good one too. I’m kind of partial to the gift of Admitting When You’re Wrong.”

Felicia giggled. “I think even God would say that one wasn’t in the male design plan.”

The two women laughed for a bit as they went back and forth until Nate threw up his hand—the one that wasn’t holding Sissy—and stomped into the tent, muttering about “ridiculous women.”

The pair laughed for a bit, but the night quickly grew chilly now that they were away from the heat of the fire.

“Come on,” Tammy finally said as she tugged Felicia through the tent flap. They were already sharing with Carl and his sisters, so she figured one more wouldn’t matter. The other ladies were bunking with Tina, Abigail and Clara… partners in the crimes committed against them.

Tammy made a mental note to say a few extra prayers for all those who were dealing with the trauma of what had happened to them while in captivity.

Once they were settled down, Tammy tried to get comfortable, but it seemed that she could feel every lump, every bump, every tickle. She could swear there were bugs in the sleeping bag, and she had to fight back that particular fear.

After she tossed for the fourth or fifth time, Nate turned to her. “Having trouble?” he whispered.

Tammy chuckled. “Obviously,” she whispered back. “I’m having Princess and the Pea moments here. I just can’t get comfortable.”

“Me either,” Carl said from across the tent.

“I can’t sleep,” Lou added.

“Makes four of us,” Felicia said from her side of the tent.

“Five,” Nate sighed, “though Sissy is out like a light.” The little girl insisted on sleeping right next to him every night, which Tammy thought was cute. Nate grumbled about it to Tammy, but she knew that he secretly loved knowing the little girl felt protected and safe with him.

“Well, we need to get some sleep,” Tammy groaned. “We need to be on our toes tomorrow and there’s no way we’ll sleep in the back of the truck.”

“Sissy will,” Carl laughed. “She’s gotten to where she can sleep anywhere.”

“Only as long as Nate’s close by,” Tammy said.

The group got quiet as they all tried once more to go to sleep, though there was quite a bit of rustling going on. After about five minutes, Tammy was ready to get up and go for a walk in the woods.

“Jesus loves me, this I know,” Carl started to sing quietly. “For the Bible tells me so.”

“We were singing that earlier,” Nate said, surprising Tammy. She had no idea her husband knew the song, although Carl was fond of singing it.

“Little ones to Him belong,” Carl continued, “they are weak, but He is strong.”

The others—sans Sissy, who snored softly instead—joined in, their voices quiet since the tents were set up so close together. But it wasn’t long before they heard the others surrounding them singing as well.

Tammy smiled to herself at hearing the simple song being sung by God’s kids on the night before they headed into enemy territory. She prayed then, prayed for guidance. She prayed for protection. Prayed for strength and courage when facing the enemy. She asked the Lord to continue healing the spirits of the people who’d been abused by the Neos. And when her eyelids finally grew heavy and she started drifting off to sleep, she asked the Lord to give her husband the gift of Admitting When He’s Wrong.

A smile tugged at her mouth when she could have sworn she heard Jesus laughing.


Chapter 11

THE PAIN was overwhelming at times. Other moments were more numbing than anything else. And then there were the hours where devastating loneliness took over.

But in every moment, in every time, it was agonizing.

The beatings should have been the worst part of the ordeal. Or maybe the taunting, the outright bullying, trying to force compliance. Between his body and his psyche, he knew he was close to succumbing.

He really just wanted it to end.

At one time, he’d pondered the situation he found himself in. Had gone through all the “what ifs” and “what thens.” Made determinations based on arrogance, statements that were now embarrassing in their ignorance.

A self-deprecating chuckle escaped him then. As they say, “If I only knew then what I know now…”

“If I knew then what I know now, I would’ve put a bullet in my head when I had the chance,” he muttered.

“What was that?”

Gerald shook his head at the man standing next to him, his pose mirroring his own. “Nothing,” he said as he turned his eyes back to the compound below, to the cloudy gray sea of enemy soldiers who thought he was one of theirs simply because he wore the same stone-colored uniform.

The occasional black spot could be seen amongst the drab, like a sea lion caught in the waves of a stormy ocean. Those were the officers, the men in charge. They made the life and death decisions for the rest.

Usually, it was death.

A small sigh escaped him then. He’d spent months avoiding the Neo Geo Task Force, running and hiding, slipping away in the dark of night to try to reach the hallowed shores of the Gulf of Mexico where safety might be just a stone’s throw away. And it had been a stupid, careless mistake that had led him to where he was now.

But being press-ganged into the Neos wasn’t the worst of it. No, the most painful thing, the agony that kept him up at night and on a razor’s edge of just throwing himself off the three-story tower he stood on, was not knowing what happened to his wife after they’d been captured.

And he knew… he knew exactly what had happened to her. His brain just refused to acknowledge it.

The south end of the camp was the one he avoided if at all possible. It was the first place he’d gone though, once he knew the layout of the compound. The hope that he’d might find Felicia there had caused him to risk a severe beating if he’d gotten caught out of rank, but it was a chance he’d had to take.

He’d gotten that beating… three days’ worth of beatings actually. And for nothing. His wife hadn’t been there.

But a dozen other haggard, half-starved, destroyed souls had been.

And now he avoided the area.

If Felicia had been in that barracks, he would have done whatever it took to get her out. As they said, “risk life and limb.” Even if it meant death to both of them… it was preferable to the alternative.

He’d been thinking about death a lot lately. It had been less than a month, not even a handful of weeks, since they’d been captured, but he’d seen enough of the Neos to know that they were the enemy—the enemy of the United States. The enemy of all the countries they’d already invaded, and those still to come. The enemy of life as the world had known it.

The enemy of all mankind.

The antichrist, Felicia had talked about after he’d first gotten saved, just before she’d accepted his marriage proposal. In the end, the antichrist comes and takes over the world. But we won’t be here, because Jesus will come get us first.

Later, she’d said she’d been having doubts about the belief that they wouldn’t have to suffer in the end. She told him she’d been reading the Book of Luke, and it had been as if “scales were removed from my eyes, just like Paul.”

When the disciples asked about the end of the age, Jesus Himself said to be alert, praying that they’d have the strength to escape all the things that were going to happen.  That doesn’t sound like believers are going to be spared, does it?

It had been Felicia’s shifting belief that had led them to do what they could to prepare for the end times. They’d built a hidden pantry, storing food and water. He’d stockpiled weapons and ammunition. They’d bought an off-road vehicle that would take them to Florida when the time was right. They were ready for whatever came their way.

Except for a global financial collapse. There was no way they could have prepared for that.

So, they’d run, since the time had certainly seemed right to head to Florida. But they couldn’t afford to buy the fuel needed for such a long trip. Only the very rich—and the Neos—had the luxury of motorized transportation. It was a daunting idea, traveling such a long way by foot… but it was their only option.

Along the dusty roads they traveled, they joked that they hoped they’d become martyrs during the tribulation, so that they might rule with Jesus in the millennium. I’m going to make sure no one gets out of line, Felicia had laughed. I think Jesus already has that job, he’d laughingly replied.

He could still see the smile she’d given him then, of the laughter making her eyes sparkle as the moon had highlighted the deep emerald. They’d taken to traveling at night to avoid catching the enemy’s notice and he’d come to love watching his wife’s expressions whenever the moon was bright. Something he’d taken for granted during the years of plenty when they’d been too busy with their careers to pay much attention to each other.

Felicia’s hair had started reverting back to its natural pale blonde color by then, the roots stark white against the hennaed red she’d insisted on. People look at me weird, she’d told him when she first went into nursing school and decided to dye her hair. Even the instructors act like I’m not there, like I’m some sort of ghost.

The red had faded quickly over the following weeks as they trekked toward the south. And with every inch of near-white that was revealed, her hair glowed brighter in the dark of the night, to the point Gerald insisted she wear a hat when they traveled.

Her hair was like a beacon for any who might be watching.

And unfortunately, they were watching.

Now that he’d been with the enemy as “one of their own” for a while, he knew exactly how they watched.

The night they’d been captured had been so dark, he’d been hesitant to travel, worried about what was unseen. Yet an uneasiness had settled over him, a feeling of impending doom and he wanted nothing more than to get closer to their destination, to their hope of earthly salvation.

He’d told his wife he thought she wouldn’t have to wear the hated hat that made her scalp sweat in the muggy heat of the southern summer nights, that it was so dark that night, even her Casper hair wouldn’t be seen. She’d laughed and punched him in the stomach.

That was the single, stupid mistake he’d made that had led to their capture when the clouds had parted to reveal a full moon… and Felicia’s glorious hair that was more angelic than ghostly was easily spotted by a Neos patrol scout.

The ultimate “wrong place at the wrong time.”

Another sigh left him, this one loud enough to draw the attention of the unnamed soldier standing guard next to him. He turned slightly toward him, shifting the rifle he held at the ready, his sleeve sliding up enough to reveal the Neos tattoo on his right wrist.

Gerald knew without a doubt what the mark was; it was obvious to anyone who had even the smallest bit of biblical knowledge. It would be a short time before it was his turn to accept the mark, or not. His commander didn’t know that he was going to choose the “or not.”

It was a death sentence.

No Name went back to staring at the compound when Gerald didn’t acknowledge him. He didn’t want to talk to the guy, didn’t care to know his name, or any of the names of the enemy soldiers he’d been forced into company with for that matter. They weren’t friends, they weren’t coworkers.

They were enemies.

He’d been told the tattooer, the man who issued the mark of the beast—though they didn’t actually call it that—was scheduled to arrive first thing in the morning. Gerald fought back another sigh at that thought, though he supposed his impending death would be preferable to pretending to be on the enemy’s side.

He just wished he could see Felicia one last time, to tell her all the things he should have said through the years. To make sure she knew she was loved, more than she ever could know.

Regret was a funny thing; you never had it until you couldn’t change the thing you regretted most.

If I’m going to die anyway, I might as well take out as many of these psychopaths with me as I can.

He startled at the thought that scurried through his mind like a lizard across a hot rock. No Name turned his way again.

“Bugs biting,” Gerald muttered as he glanced at the man. The soldier gave him a look that said he thought he was a wuss, but again, Gerald ignored him.

From up here, I could wipe out half the compound. He barely managed to stop the jolt at that thought. Shoot No Name first, then turn the AR on the rest of them…

The thoughts went against everything Gerald had ever believed in. He’d been a policeman, a peace officer, one sworn to serve and protect, not kill and destroy.

They’re the enemy…

What he suddenly, and shockingly, found himself contemplating was abhorrent in every way. Only insane people did the things he was thinking of doing, those who had nothing to lose, nothing and no one live for…

…people like me.

His forehead creased at his thoughts. While it was true that he was at the end of his time with possibly just days left on the green earth, Gerald just couldn’t see himself going out like that, in the proverbial blaze of glory, a pile of ammo at his feet.

You might save others if you did…

That was the thought that brought his arguments up short. What if that was the case, that he might actually be saving people by eliminating some of the enemy? And it would be so easy to do, to just mow them down as they went about their evil minion business thirty feet below. He could easily take out dozens, maybe even hundreds, before anyone could stop him.

Gerald turned to the north and took a few steps away from No Name. They were supposed to stand with their backs to the east, guarding the west end of the compound, but in that moment, he cared little what No Name or anyone else thought of him looking to the north… toward the place he’d called home for most of his life.

He closed his eyes. Father, I need Your help here. I’m having some crazy thoughts… but maybe they aren’t so crazy. Maybe they’re exactly what You want me to do. And I know I haven’t been too great with talking to You lately… well, maybe not ever… and I’m sorry for that. Sorry I haven’t relied more on You and less on me. But now I really need Your help, because I have no clue what to do. Please… just help me.

“If you open fire, you would kill one hundred nineteen enemy soldiers. Give or take.”

The deep voice at his back caused Gerald to spin around, weapon at the ready. He had no idea how No Name knew what he was thinking, but it was a sure bet the man was going to take him out before he could take out others. Gerald decided he was going to act first.

Only it wasn’t No Name who spoke.

The man before him wasn’t wearing a gray uniform and wasn’t carrying a rifle. No, he was wearing what Gerald’s mind told him was actual metallic armor, much like a knight would have worn centuries earlier, only this armor was contoured to the man’s large, muscular body. And, rather than a rifle, he held a sword, just as a knight would have.

But the strangest thing about the dark-haired man with eyes that seemed to flash with different colors—besides the fact that he towered over Gerald’s own considerable height and had wings—was that he was surrounded by a glowing golden aura.

“Who… what…” Gerald was having trouble coming to terms with everything concerning the man before him. If he even was a man. First, how had he gotten on the tower? There was no way anyone would be able to access the top, not without going through the four armed sentries at the bottom. Second, the guy was impossibly large, like a caricature of a Viking—something only a comic book artist would render.

And third… how did he know what he’d been thinking?

The man—or whatever he was—put out his hand. “I am Camael.”

Gerald shifted his rifle to his left arm, then woodenly shook hands with him. The guy’s hand—which entirely encompassed his own—was warm at least. He’d half-expected it to be cold, like he was dealing with a demon or something.

But the guy certainly didn’t look demonic. In fact, he looked rather…

“Angelic,” Gerald whispered before he could help himself.

Camael grinned. “Yep,” he said. “Warrior Angel of the Heavenly Host. Archangel, actually,” he added, but it was without any hint of pride.

Gerald frowned. “I thought Michael was the archangel.”

Camael actually rolled his eyes. “Why do humans always say that?” he muttered, as if to himself.

Gerald was so caught off-guard by that, he laughed. But the sound of his own laughter reminded him of where he was and he quickly glanced around. He’d seen a soldier get shot just the day before simply because he’d chuckled at something. Gaiety in any form was not tolerated by the Neos.

But No Name was still staring off toward the west, as if he had no idea what was going on to his right. Gerald frowned at that, then looked out over the compound and saw that no one was looking up at them with awed expressions on their faces as they saw the angel towering above them.

It was as if business was going on as usual.

“They can’t see me, or hear us talking,” Camael said by way of explanation. “For the meantime, we are basically invisible.”

Gerald nodded, as if that explained everything. Truthfully, though, he had no explanation for what was going on, so anything the so-called angel said was just as good an explanation as anything he could come up with.

But something told him that Camael was telling the truth. That he truly was an angel. Why he was there, at that time… well, that was another question.

He sucked in a breath and let it out slowly as he stared up at the immense heavenly creature before him. “Okay, so what is it you have to tell me?” he asked. “I mean, that is what angels do, right? You’re like messengers or something.”

The angel graced him with a crooked smile. “Yes, we do that. But we’re also encouragers, enforcers… and protectors.”

Gerald tilted his head at the angel. “So, what is it you’re here to do? Encourage?” He looked out over the compound before turning back to the angel. “Because I don’t need any encouragement for what I’m about to do. And if you’re here as an enforcer… well, I’m not sure that God doesn’t approve of what I’m about to do, because those guys out there—”

The angel held his hand up, which served its purpose in instantly silencing Gerald. It was almost supernatural, the way he didn’t seem to have the ability to go on, to continue with his tirade.

“I am not here to encourage you, nor to tell you that you are wrong.” He crossed his huge arms over an even more impressive chest as he glanced out over the compound below.

His strange, multi-colored eyes found Gerald again. “I am here to tell you that there are others here like you—those who are believers, who know the Christ or who will soon, and who haven’t taken the mark that will damn them for all eternity.”

Gerald sucked in a breath. He had no idea that any of the other Neos soldiers were like him, who didn’t wholeheartedly believe all the garbage being spewed by the Neos command. If there were others there who weren’t brainwashed minions…

The breath he’d sucked in left him in a whoosh… I’d been about to kill them. Kill my fellow Christians.

The angel before him nodded slowly, as if able to read his thoughts. Camael tilted his head for a moment, then laughed.

“I cannot read your thoughts,” he said, seemingly contradicting his own words. “But the Father can,” he went on to explain, “and He will sometimes tell me what you humans are thinking. Right now, He wants you to know that He does not want you to kill any of His followers. That is not what your purpose here is.”

Gerald frowned at that. “My purpose?” he asked, confusion coloring his words. As far as he knew, he no longer had any purpose, not since he’d been kicked off the force when there was no more money to fund the department. The crazy thing was, he would have worked for free just to help keep some semblance of law and order in a city that had quickly crumbled once money meant nothing.

After that, he thought his purpose had been to keep his wife safe, although Felicia was pretty handy in that department herself. She was what he would have called a “scrapper” in his Brooklyn neighborhood.

His chest ached at the memory of his wife fighting the soldiers who’d grabbed her when they’d been spotted. She’d left two of them bloody… and one without the ability to ever father children. But then they’d hit her hard enough to knock her out.

Gerald clenched his fists. “What is my purpose then?” he asked, wanting and needing to redirect his thoughts from that horrible night.

Camael smiled. “Your purpose is to fight,” he said, completely contradicting himself again.

Gerald’s frown deepened. “You just said—”

“You are not to kill your brothers and sisters,” the angel interrupted. “But you are to fight the enemy,” he added as he moved his arm to sweep over the area, indicating the compound below. “The Neo Geo Task Force is your enemy. They are the culmination of all the evil that has been given free rein in this time. The ‘antichrist’ as you label it.”

Gerald cocked his head, a confused look on his face. “But I thought the antichrist is an actual person. Just one guy.”

Camael nodded. “The last son of perdition is, yes,” he said. “He is the head of all the evil in this age. But there are many antichrists now. Many who do not want to follow the Lord, who refuse Yeshua.”

“Yeshua?”

The angel gave him a look that was reminiscent of the eye rolling he’d done earlier. “Jesus,” the angel said. His tone was so condescending, Gerald laughed, which drew a seemingly reluctant smile to Camael’s face.

“Sorry,” Gerald laughed. “I don’t mean to be dense.”

Camael nodded. “You do not mean to, but it is a condition of your race.”

It was Gerald’s time to roll the eyes. “Wow, full of yourself much?”

The angel tilted his head. “I’m not aware of that expression,” he said, sounding aggravated. “I believe I need to speak with Zadkiel. You Americans are most confounding, and he of all my brothers has spent the most time with you.”

Gerald had no idea who—or what—Zadkiel was, and he didn’t really care. What he wanted was an answer to the question he had.

“Look,” he said with a wave of his hand toward the compound, much as Camael had done before, “all I want to know is if I should start shooting up the place or not.”

Camael surprised him by grinning. “You are a warrior,” he said, sounding taken aback, as well as impressed. “And one that is willing to use judgment, rather than going headlong into a fight without knowing if you battle for the right side or not. A commendable trait,” he added, and Gerald had to fight the strange urge to preen or something equally ridiculous.

The angel reached out and put one of his massive bear claws on Gerald’s shoulder. He had to lock his knees to keep from succumbing to the weight just from that hand.

“I will enjoy this assignment, I believe,” Camael said with a grin. He released Gerald’s shoulder then and stepped back, glancing down at the compound once again.

“While I would like to say that you could annihilate all those below, it would cause… problems,” he said as he turned his strange eyes back at Gerald. The angel tilted his head toward the compound without looking at it.

“Many of those humans are possessed by the enemy.”

Gerald frowned again. “Possessed? You mean, like demon possession?” He hadn’t heard of such a thing since he was twelve and his Nonni Eva had insisted that their parish priest perform an exorcism on her cat, appropriately named Diablo. Gerald always doubted the cat was actually possessed, but he did have a penchant for leaping off high places onto unsuspecting people passing below, digging his claws in as he did. Nonni thought the cat could fly.

Father Dominic hadn’t been too successful with his exorcism and had left Nonni’s bleeding and cursing all felines to the fiery pits of Hell. An unconcerned Diablo spent that afternoon napping in his favorite sunny window… the cat’s version of Heaven.

The priest hadn’t been successful on any front that day.

“Not sure what other kind of possession there is,” the angel drawled, a wry look on his face. Gerald felt his cheeks heat.

“Yeah,” he admitted. “But… why would it cause problems if I shot them? I mean, especially if they’re demon possessed.” He wondered if the angel meant that the enemy soldiers were only the enemy because they were possessed. Maybe there’s a chance for them…

“Because when you kill a possessed human, the demon leaves the host immediately. As a warrior angel, I am obligated to battle with the demon once released.” He glanced over his shoulder at the compound, then turned back to Gerald with a crooked grin.

“While I am a very good warrior, I don’t think I could defeat that many demons, and that would leave them to find new hosts.”

Gerald shuddered at the thought of being possessed. “Yeah… that wouldn’t be good.”

“No,” Camael agreed amicably, “and my brothers in arms are occupied elsewhere at the moment.” The angel sighed, another human trait that caused Gerald to blink in surprise.

“We have been very busy in this time,” he went on, “and it will only get worse as the evil ones bring down the numbers of believers. Soon the earth will be overrun with Lucifer’s disciples.”

Gerald must have made a face, though he wasn’t aware of it, because Camael gave him a sympathetic look. “Though the end of the age is a troubled time and fraught with difficulties and trials, do not forget Who wins in the end.”

A smile tugged at Gerald’s mouth as he nodded. “Yeah, I’ll keep that in mind.” He turned back toward the compound and motioned with his hand. “But in the meantime, what am I supposed to do now? You said there were others like me, who’ve been forced to be here but haven’t taken the mark… am I supposed to rescue them somehow?” That was a daunting thought, and one he couldn’t even contemplate accomplishing.

Camael tilted his head again, as if listening. His weird eyes turned to look toward the east then and he stared out over the surrounding forest as if seeing something that Gerald couldn’t.

After a moment, the angel turned back to him with a smile. “Not by yourself,” he said, rather cryptically. He motioned to the east end of the tower, which was basically a sheer drop down to the edge of the forest, since the tower straddled the compound fence.

“You must go down there now,” the angel said. Gerald’s eyes widened as he looked at the ground thirty feet below, then turned back Camael. He looked pointedly at the angel’s massive wings.

“Easy for you to say,” he muttered. “I can’t exactly fly you know.”

Camael grinned at him. “I know. But don’t fear, little warrior. You won’t fall. The Father has a great purpose for you here in the earthly realm.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “And no one will know that you have left, or where you have gone. At least, not for a little while,” he added with a grin.

Gerald glanced at No Name, who was still staring out over the compound like he had no idea what was going on just to his right. He then turned to lean over the back rail of the tower.

“You’re sure I’m not going to plunge to my death, screaming like a five-year-old girl with a spider in my hair?” he asked the angel. When he didn’t get a response, he looked back over his shoulder.

But he was alone.

Gerald sighed. He’d been hoping Camael would have at least flown next to him as he climbed down, just to make sure he didn’t slip or something. He threw his leg over the railing, spinning his rifle around to rest against his back, then hooked his legs around one of the tower’s metal legs as he clung to the railing with his hands, afraid to let go.

He craned his neck to see that it was about twelve feet down before he’d come to the first supporting cross brace, then another twelve to the one below that. Gerald closed his eyes. “I can do this,” he told himself. “I rappelled farther than that in the Army.” Yeah, but you were tied off on your harness then. He shook the thought away.

“Okay, here we go,” he whispered. Just before his fingers released the death-grip he had on the railing, Gerald looked up. “Well, Father, I need Your help here.” He glanced back down and then shut his eyes.

“Just get me safely to the ground without screaming like a little girl.”


Chapter 12

DUDE, WAS that you screaming like a little girl?” Nathan asked as he ran forward to embrace a shocked Gerald. His friend laughed as the two men hugged each other tightly and Nathan had to blink back tears of gratitude. Just like that little girl…

Gerald pushed back to clap him on the shoulder. “I can’t believe you’re here!” he said breathlessly. Nathan wasn’t sure if it was due to the excitement of seeing his old friend, or the death-defying stunt he just pulled.

Speaking of… “What the heck were you thinking just then?” Nathan asked as he punched his friend in the shoulder before motioning to the tower lookout above. “That had to be forty feet—”

“Thirty,” Gerald laughed. “And never mind that—how did you find me?”

Nathan stared at his friend for a moment, asking the Lord to pave the way so that he’d be able to witness effectively to him. While he knew Felicia was a believer, Gerald had never made the commitment.

He decided direct truth was the best. “Long story,” he said, then motioned toward Brad. “Met this guy—”

“Brad!” Gerald said and stepped forward to give the man a hug. “Man, I thought the Neos would’ve taken you out by now.”

The man laughed. “Nah, seemed the Lord had other plans for me.” He grinned. “Got saved the other night. And last night, God gave me a dream telling me that Gloria was okay. She’s with Him now,” he added with a catch, though he was still smiling.

Nathan walked up to the two men. “Brad here told us he knew you and said you were sent here,” he said, motioning to the huge compound behind them. He knew they should probably be quiet, move back under the cover of the trees, but the excitement of seeing Gerald basically rescuing himself—and the timing of it—had made him a bit careless.

“Come on,” he said as he put a hand on Gerald’s shoulder. “Let’s get back into the trees before we’re spotted.” He shook his head. “Man, I can’t believe we don’t have to storm the place, shooting it up to get you out. It’s a relief… and sort of a letdown,” he laughed.

Gerald chuckled, but he didn’t move. “Don’t worry about them,” he said, and Nathan knew he meant the Neos. “They’re not worried about being attacked. Figure no one is dumb enough,” he added with a grin. “Those towers are for watching their own.”

Nathan looked back up at the massive structure. For whatever time was left in his life, he knew he’d never forget the terror of watching Gerald sliding down that post. And how he even knew it was Gerald, and not some other nameless Neos soldier, was only because Camael had told him exactly where to find his friend.

He’d been pretty upset when the angel had popped in to give them the intel but had just as quickly disappeared again. Nathan thought he could have at least gone with them into the compound, help them fight the enemy.

Now he knew why he hadn’t stayed. Gerald had basically been handed to them.

“We need to go back in there,” Gerald said, shocking him out of his thoughts—and his gratitude over not having to bust into the enemy camp. They’d been lucky so far—No, we’ve been BLESSED, he corrected himself—to have slipped past Neos’ detection, but he didn’t want to press his luck. Or his blessing.

“Why the heck would we do that?” Jim asked as he stepped up. He introduced himself to Gerald.

“I was told there were others in there, others that haven’t gotten the tattoo. I’m supposed to get them out.”

Nathan frowned as his eyes slid down to Gerald’s right wrist, though it was covered with his uniform. His friend must have read his mind, because he pushed his sleeve up and showed them clean, unmarked skin. Nathan’s knees almost buckled in relief.

“How’d you mange to avoid that?” he asked. Gerald shrugged.

“They only have a handful of guys doing the tattooing and they rotate around the compounds. Our guy—” he winced at that. “Their guy,” he corrected as he motioned again to the compound at their backs, “was scheduled to arrive here first thing in the morning. But I wasn’t gonna take it anyway.”

Brad made a sound. “You know the only other option—”

“Yeah, I know,” Gerald said. He grinned then. “I was planning on going out in a blaze of glory, take the whole compound out.” He chuckled. “Well, as many as I could anyway.”

Nathan grimaced at the admission. The way his friend laughed about killing others—and of his own suicide—was a real testament to how their lives had been completely flipped upside down.

“Well, you have others here to help you now,” Nathan said. He smiled then. “Come on, let’s get back to the truck where the others are, and we’ll regroup.”

“There’s more of you?” Gerald asked as they started into the wooded area.

“Yeah, lots more,” Jim said with a laugh. “We were just the recon team.”

Gerald nodded and glanced at Nathan. “What are the odds that you’d be right here where I was at just the right time?”

Nathan pursed his lips, as if in thought. “About a billion to one,” he said. Except that I know Someone you don’t… Someone who knows everything.

“Yeah,” Gerald said, though he sounded unconvinced it had been a coincidence. Nathan wondered if the man might have started questioning his beliefs, considering that there might be a God after all.

They walked for a dozen more yards, the men all lost in their own thoughts, before Nathan spoke again. It was time to share Jesus.

“Hey, Ger, I gotta tell you something—”

“I was just gonna tell you something,” Gerald interrupted with a laugh.

Nathan smiled. “Okay, you go first.”

“No, you go first.”

“Seriously, you go first.”

“No, you—”

“Look, Chip and Dale,” Jim interrupted with a laugh. “One of you needs to go first, or else I’m gonna start singing and no one, not even the Lord Himself, wants to hear that.”

The others laughed, and then Nathan spoke.

“I wanted to tell you—”

“I was just going to tell you—” Gerald said at the same time.

“About Jesus.”

“About Jesus.”

Nathan and Gerald stopped and looked at each other, mouths agape, then they burst out laughing before hugging once again.

“I can’t believe you accepted the Lord!” Gerald said as they released each other.

“I can’t believe you did either!”

Gerald winced. “I did years ago, man, back before Fel and I got married…” His voice trailed off and Nathan knew he was thinking about his wife. He had to fight to keep the grin off his face and he shot a warning glance at Jim when the man started to tell him his wife was just another few dozen yards away.

Nathan was a bit shocked that Gerald had gotten saved and had never said anything. Had never witnessed to him. But he also knew back then, he probably would have blown up at his friend, called him names and possibly ended their friendship. His hatred of all things religion back then was an ugly thing.

“C’mon,” he said, instead of dwelling on the past and all the mistakes he’d made, “let’s get to the truck.”

NATHAN KNEW Gerald was going to be shocked—and relieved—to see his wife, but he had no idea the man was going to completely fall apart when she’d come running up to them, throwing herself into her husband’s arms.

Gerald had collapsed to his knees, bringing both of them crashing to the forest floor where he hugged Felicia to him, sobbing against her neck.

“I thought you were dead,” he cried over and over as he rocked her like a baby. Felicia clung to his neck, crying as well, though Nathan knew her tears were of relief that he was all right.

“I thought you were too for the longest time, ever since that night…” her voice trailed off and she squeezed him tighter.

“I’m so sorry,” Gerald wailed. “So sorry. I should have done more. Should’ve protected you—”

Felicia released her grip on him and shoved at his shoulders, though it was ineffective since she was sitting on his lap.

“That’s stupid!” she yelled. “Don’t let me hear you say anything like that again! There was no way you could’ve done anything. There were what, ten of them? We did what we could, though,” she added with a grin. “At least they knew we weren’t going easily.”

Gerald didn’t seem to want to accept her consolation as he kept shaking his head. Felicia rolled her eyes, then hugged him back to her.

“I love you, you big dummy,” she said. Gerald started sobbing again and it was enough to make Nathan turn away, eager to get away from the emotional scene. He’d leave the couple to their reunion and when they were ready, they’d talk about what they were going to do to rescue the unmarked people in the Neos compound.

It was quite a while later when the pair joined the others at the truck. Gerald had been understandably impressed that they even had a Neos truck, and even more so when he found out that the “timid Tammy” he’d known before was the one who’d stolen it.

And the fact that she’d managed to kill a soldier… Gerald told Nathan he knew the Lord had definitely been involved.

“Well, let’s just hope He’s involved now,” Nathan told his friend. “We’re going to need all the help we can muster to get into the compound, find the people we need to rescue, and make it back out alive.”

Gerald smiled. “The Lord’s in on it. I know, because an angel told me so.”

“Oh yeah?” Tammy asked. “Was it Zadkiel or Camael?”

Gerald had blinked at her several times. “Uh, Camael.”

She grinned. “Well, that’s good, because he’s the archangel of war… and some other stuff,” she said with a wave. “If he told you we’re going to rescue them, then it’s a done deal.”

Nathan rubbed his hand over the back of his neck as his wife sauntered off to help gather the children into the campsite. They’d decided to keep the children in the woods, along with Jacob and Ida and any others who didn’t feel like they would be useful in a war with the enemy. And because no one else wanted to stay back, they’d had to draw straws just so they’d have enough people to help watch the kids.

Carl had insisted on going with them, although Nathan fought against it. Strangely, it was Tammy who had intervened on the kid’s behalf.

“He already took out one soldier,” she reminded him. “Carl is nearly a man and we can use all the help.” She’d pulled him aside to whisper in his ear then.

“Besides, if he dies today, then it’s a blessing, isn’t it? He won’t have to suffer through the rest of it.” It had been the same argument she’d used when he’d balked at her going along as well. And it was one he really couldn’t argue with.

Nathan had reluctantly agreed after that, though he made it a point to tell Carl to stay either with him, or with Gerald. At least that way he knew the kid would be with two people who were actually good shots.

The plan was to have two of the most fit of the bunch climb the outside of each of the towers, take down the soldiers there, steal their uniforms and weapons, and then slide back down to join the others. Once they were changed into the uniforms, they’d use the truck to enter through the front gate, as if making a delivery.

Gerald said the Neos were surprisingly disorganized, besides being arrogant in assuming no one would dare infiltrate the compound and promised the soldiers manning the gates wouldn’t even look twice at them.

The women were going to sit in the back of the truck, once again pretending to be captured prisoners, and once they were inside, they were going to head to the south end of the compound where Gerald said the women were kept. Each of the ladies carried a handgun and a knife… and each couldn’t wait to use them.

“Payback,” Tina had grinned.

The men in uniform were going to pretend to be on assignments as they moved about the camp. Gerald thought that those who hadn’t taken the mark yet would be corralled into one building, but he had no idea which building that would be.

The Lord was going to have to lead them.

It was just after noon when they pulled the truck up to the compound, keeping under the cover of the forest trees. Those who were going to climb jumped out and ran for their assigned towers. Since the compound was so large, those who had the east tower had quite a way to run. Everyone was supposed to be back within twenty minutes.

Those who stayed in the truck prayed fervently for the others to be successful… and for their safety. When everyone returned within fifteen minutes—including Clara and Kal, who’d drawn the east tower—they knew their prayers had been answered.

An unexpected blessing was delivered through Jim, who’d climbed the north tower. “There was an extra body up there,” he’d grinned as he held out two uniforms. “An officer. Got a black uniform.”

Gerald grinned broadly. “Now we can pretty much go wherever we want.” He looked at Kal. “Hey, man, not to be, uh, racist or anything, but either you or Raj should put the black one on. Most of the Neos officers are Middle Eastern.”

Kal gave him a look. “I’m from California,” he said. “And Raj grew up in Utah.” Then he shrugged and smiled as he held out his hand for the uniform. “But hey, our gorgeous caramel skin has its perks, eh?”

Once they were suited up, they climbed back into the truck. Nathan decided to drive, with Kal in the passenger seat, playing the “angry officer.” He glanced down at the fuel gauge, grinning when he saw that it was still full. Just like their water bottles, the Lord was miraculously providing.

As Gerald predicted, they passed through the front gate without any problem at all, though they had to hold back their laughter when the two gate sentries about snapped their spines as they saluted Kal.

“It’s good to be the king,” Kal quipped as they drove through. Nathan burst out laughing, though he stopped himself quickly. Gerald had already warned them about keeping a stern, sober expression.

“Mel Brooks, eh?” Nathan asked. Kal’s lips twitched in response, but he didn’t speak since they were driving through what looked like a mob of soldiers.

“Ger wasn’t kidding about being disorganized,” Nathan muttered as he waited for soldiers to dart out of his way. “Looks like a flock of doves running around who forgot they could fly.”

It took longer than he’d wanted to reach the south compound, but once they were there, the others in back had immediately hopped out and started ushering their “prisoners” out at gunpoint.

“Get inside!” Gerald growled as he pushed Felicia. She glared at him over her shoulder, promised retribution in her eyes.

“Yeah, yeah,” Gerald muttered as he fought his smile.

The women—acting believably defeated—trudged up the barracks steps and in through the door. Gerald and the others—minus Kal and Nathan—followed them in. In just moments, they were walking back out, with three times the number of women in tow.

“We’re gonna need a bigger boat,” Kal said. Nathan gave him a sideways glance.

“Jaws? Seriously?” he chuckled.

Once the women were in the truck, the men climbed in, closed the doors and started off again. As usual, the Lord was involved, because one of the new women had overheard a guard talking earlier in the day about having to round up those needing a tattoo and taking them to the Training Center.

“That’s where they do indoctrination,” Gerald had said with a sneer. “Brainwashing, really. Makes you wonder if that’s where they receive their assigned demon.”

Nathan hadn’t really been surprised to find out that demons were possessing a good number of Neos. It made sense, really. After talking to Will about his own demon—which he never knew he had, though he’d admitted that he’d never felt “right”—he knew that they could lead you to make decisions you never would have made on your own. Sins you never would have considered committing.

Gerald navigated the tents for Nathan, directing him to the Training Center tent, which was nearly as large as the officer’s quarters. They pulled up to the back and just the uniform-wearing men got out.

“See what we’re up against,” Nathan said. “Don’t shoot unless you have to, or else we’ll bring the whole camp down on us.” He nodded to Kal, who led the group into the tent.

It was dark inside and it took a minute for their eyes to adjust, but when they did, Nathan’s widened.

There were at least one hundred men inside.

Thankfully, there were only a handful of soldiers, who were easily taken care of with knives. Nathan was impressed with the group of men—none of whom had ever had any type of training—and how well they’d handled the situation, especially with killing another human being. He’d mentioned it to J.D., who’d managed to slit one of the soldier’s throats.

“After what they did to Kat, piece of cake,” he’d spit. Nathan nodded; he could understand the man’s bloodthirstiness. He’d feel the same way if it had been Tammy who’d been abused at the enemy’s hands.

The men who had been “corralled” watched the mini-massacre with shocked expressions. Nathan and his group held their rifles at the ready.

“Now,” Kal said in an angry voice, loud enough for all to hear, “who wishes to receive the tattoo and pledge allegiance to Fisher Fakhir Faheem and to the Neo Geo Task Force?”

Nathan startled both at hearing Kal’s question—one they hadn’t talked about—and at hearing the former U.S. president’s name. But he’d heard Faheem was the one responsible for the Neos’ takeover, thought it was still shocking. He barely managed to keep his expression bland though.

A bunch of hands went up, though not nearly as many as Nathan would have expected. Jim motioned with his rifle for those who wanted to comply to come to the front of the tent, where he led them off. Nathan wasn’t sure what the man was going to do with them—they obviously hadn’t planned everything out.

“Now, the rest of you—you do know that refusal of the tattoo means death, do you not?” he growled. There were a few head nods, some bored expressions, and some out-and-out hostile ones.

“We are here to take care of those who will not take the tattoo,” Kal said, his voice angry again. He glanced at the others holding rifles. They raised them, trying to be more threatening. Kal looked back at the crowed.

“Any of you wish to change your mind?”

Surprisingly, even faced with being shot, no one else raised their hands. Nathan fought back his smile.

“Okay then,” Kal said in a much friendlier voice, “you can come with us. We’re here to rescue you.”

GETTING OUT OF the Neos compound wasn’t going to be as easy as getting in, Nathan realized once they’d manage to “procure” two more trucks. Gerald had said the soldiers wouldn’t pay them much attention, but it seemed someone had raised the alarm.

He figured it was the men Jim had moved to an empty tent, then told them to “stay put.” Apparently, they hadn’t, and someone must have figured out what was going on.

The three trucks drove around the compound as they were being chased by soldiers, shooting. Thankfully, though, the trucks they’d stolen were armored like the one Tammy had taken, so the bullets weren’t an issue for those in the back. The drivers, however, were trying to drive while huddled down.

“Just ram the gates!” Jim yelled to Nathan.

“No, don’t!” Gerald shouted from the back. “They’re reinforced steel. You’ll never make it.”

“I thought the Neos weren’t worried about invasion!” Nathan yelled back.

“They aren’t—well, not really,” Gerald called. “Just don’t hit the gates!”

The sound of bullets hitting the truck was making Nathan flinch. When the passenger window shattered, he felt blood trickling down his face.

“Hopefully from the glass and not a bullet wound,” he muttered. His adrenaline was spiked too high for him to feel any pain.

He dodged a soldier by instinct, then realized how dumb that was, then changed his tactic to trying to run as many over as possible.

“What was that?” someone called when the truck bounced.

“Organic speed bump!” Nathan yelled back. “How are we supposed to get out of this compound if we can’t ram the gates? Driving in circles isn’t exactly accomplishing anything,” he griped. “Although playing ‘Frogger’ is kind of fun,” he muttered when he rammed another soldier.

Lord, forgive me if my attitude about killing the enemy is wrong. And, by the way, do You think You could make a way for us to get out of here?

He didn’t expect an answer, at least not right away. But when the Lord answered that prayer, He answered it in a big way.

Just as Nathan was prepared to ignore Gerald and slam the truck into the gates when he circled back around, the ground shook violently. The truck veered to the right and Nathan was barely able to keep it from rolling over as the left side came off the ground. There were terrified shrieks coming from the back and cries of pain when the truck’s left side slammed back onto the ground, bouncing several times violently.

He wondered if the truck’s axle had broken, or if someone had lobbed a grenade at them, launched a rocket, or something else. But then he noticed that the entire compound was shifting and shaking, the ground rolling like a bedsheet being flicked up onto a bed.

With wide eyes he watched as the massive towers came crashing to the ground like they were made of balsa wood, smashing the soldiers below who were trying to regain their feet as the earth upheaved itself. With a deafening screech of bending metal, the steel fence that surrounded the compound buckled as well, falling over like the walls of Jericho. All around the compound, tents collapsed, dominoes succumbing to the flick of a finger.

Complete chaos.

Earthquake! Nathan had never experienced so much as a tremor, but there was no doubt that the earth was rocking.

And he also knew that it was unlike any earthquake the earth had ever experienced. He did the only thing he could. He screamed.

“Daddy… save us!”
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Chapter 1

TO SAY IT was “difficult” to drive on what was the equivalent of a lunar landscape was the biggest understatement Nathan could have ever made.

It wasn’t difficult… it was nearly impossible.

“Can you try to miss at least some of the holes?” Ida yelled from the back of the truck. It was the third complaint the old woman had made in the past five minutes and Nathan was starting to wish Gerald, who was driving the truck behind him, had picked her up instead.

Of course, there hadn’t been time to stop and make travel arrangements, not with the earth shuddering underneath them and the things of earth and man falling down around their heads. It had been all they could do to get out into open area where trees and buildings weren’t toppling over, threatening to crush them.

They’d managed quite a feat just in managing to get everyone tossed into the trucks before the forest they’d camped in came down on their heads. With the ground rumbling and rolling from what had to be the largest—and worst—earthquake mankind had ever experienced, Nathan knew it had been only thanks to God’s good and wonderful grace that they’d survived.

But maybe surviving isn’t such a great thing now…

He sighed at his thoughts. He’d been rolling thoughts of suicide over in his mind just weeks before when he’d had the threat of a fatal illness hanging over him. But now that the Lord had cured that disease, he was thankful to be alive. At least, he had been before the realization of just how bad things were going to get settled in.

“Sorry!” Nathan called out to the group in the back. “I’m doing the best I can.”

He grimaced when the truck lurched yet again, eliciting more groans of pain from those in the bed behind him. While Ida and the others certainly had a reason to gripe, what with the truck was listing and bouncing with jaw-breaking intensity, there wasn’t anything Nathan could do about it. The landscape was completely destroyed, with no flat piece of ground anywhere to be found. Normally, such a terrain would require careful and slow maneuvering.

But Nathan couldn’t go slow, couldn’t carefully make his way around and through the overturned ground. Not when the enemy was chasing them.

For the hundredth time since they’d escaped the Neos’ compound—which he also knew was God’s grace thanks to the planet-shredding quake—Nathan wished Gerald or Jim had taken the lead in their crazed flight across the broken ground. He was tired of taking the blame for everything that went wrong.

“I’m Moses,” he’d told his wife just the week before when they’d been simply trying to make their way to Florida via actual roads, and not trying to escape the enemy while dodging rolling rocks and tumbling trees.

“What do you mean?” Tammy had laughed.

“I’m Moses,” he’d repeated. “Or just like him, with the griping Israelites and all. I know how the old man felt, and it sucks, to say the least.”

Tammy had been helping him study the Bible since he’d given his life to Christ, learning about the Man he now called Savior. But Nathan knew all the stories about Moses, thanks to Hebrew school when he’d been a boy. The icon of all things Jewish had suddenly become much more real to Nathan once he’d found himself leading a group of people with all their issues and differing personalities. And complaints.

Nathan jerked the steering wheel to the right, narrowly missing what looked like a piece of steel sticking out of the ground. His mind tried to process what in the world it could have been, and he wondered if it was the remnants of a windmill or some piece of farm equipment. The renewed shouts from the back complaining about his driving made his jaw ache from the clench he put to it.

“I can’t help it!” he snapped. “I’d be glad to let any of you drive if you think you can navigate this bombing range any better!”

Other than a few groans of pain when he hit yet another crevice, there was silence from the group.

“That’s what I thought,” he muttered as he checked his side mirror, making sure Gerald was still behind him. Jim was driving the third truck and Nathan hoped Gerald was watching out for him as well. He glanced at the radio on the dash, wishing he could use the trucks’ radios to communicate, but he didn’t dare take a hand off the steering wheel. His grip was so tight, he wasn’t sure he even could.

Though it was early afternoon, it was dark enough that he could barely make out the shape of the truck behind him. The clock on the dash said it two-twenty-seven and he glanced toward the sky to see where the sun was. Through the thick dust that hung in the air, he could barely make out the hazy round shape to his right.

At least they were still heading south.

Hopefully, Nathan thought. He glanced again at the truck’s dashboard and frowned at the GPS unit that had inexplicably stopped working either during or after the quake. None of the other trucks’ units were working either.

They’d come to rely on the bit of technology but knew that they’d have to revert back to old school ways—and that didn’t even include a map, since the terrain was completely uprooted and unrecognizable. Now they’d have to navigate like the sailors of old… via the sun, moon and stars.

Of course, it would have been easier if they could actually see the celestial bodies.

Nathan wondered how long the dust would hang in the air, virtually blinding them to their surroundings. A day or two at least, he figured. It was certainly making travel difficult—as if it wasn’t bad enough that they were traveling sans roads, not being able to see well enough to avoid all the pitfalls in their way made it nearly impossible.

But they had stolen tough military trucks, he reminded himself, trucks that were built for driving on rough terrain. Bet they never tested them on the surface of the moon, though, he thought with a humorless chuckle as he whipped around yet another unidentifiable obstacle.

While the earth had finally settled after what had been an unprecedented twenty-three minutes of shaking—Nathan knew exactly how long it had been because he’d checked the time just before it started—the landscape was now the equivalent of a nuclear test site.

Maybe worse…

Nathan glanced in the mirror again, this time trying to see Jim in the rear. He thought he saw a silhouette of the truck, but he couldn’t be sure. The only good thing about the thick dust cloud was the fact that the enemy wouldn’t be able to see them either.

Father—Daddy—please keep us safe. Keep us hidden from the Neos. I know You sent Your angel to tell me that I would have to fight them, but I don’t want to risk all of these people. We’ve got old and young with us.

And now we have all those new men and women we rescued. We didn’t even have time to see if any of them were injured. If they are, please keep them as comfortable as possible until I can heal them. Well, I mean, You could heal them, obviously. And yeah, it’s You who’s healing through me anyway. But You know what I mean.

Nathan grimaced at his thoughts… and his convoluted prayer. He always thought that prayers had to be offered through a Rabbi. His only knowledge of Christian prayer had come from the few times he’d seen an evangelist or some such person on television, which led him to believe one had to say “Heavenly Father,” “Father God,” or some such every four or five words in order to make it clear who was being spoken to.

Tammy had quickly set him straight on that.

“Just speak from your heart,” she’d told him. “Jesus doesn’t expect us to be all flowery or formal in our prayers. And He sure doesn’t want to hear His name constantly,” she’d laughed when he’d told her what he thought God expected.

“Can you imagine if I talked to you like that?” she’d continued. “‘Nathan, I want to tell you something, Nathan. Oh, dear husband, please hear what I have to say, Nathan.’ Ugh!”

They’d had a good laugh over that, and he’d tried to be open and honest whenever he spoke to God since then, but he wasn’t sure if God really wanted to hear all his rabbit trail prayers.

“The Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words…”

Nathan smiled to himself; he’d never get over how amazing it was to actually be able to talk to the Creator of the Universe, but to actually hear His voice… Wow. Apparently, it wasn’t a normal thing to hear God speak—Tammy said she herself had just started actually hearing His voice after the end times had started.

The Tribulation, she’d called it. They’d been studying that in the Bible, too, as a group. After learning about all the things that were going to happen, Nathan had no doubt that was exactly where they’d found themselves.

He remembered there’d been the prediction of earthquakes. Wars. Famine. Death. Families turning on one another. And it’s just going to get worse.

Nathan shook his thoughts away and concentrated on his driving. The time they found themselves in was proving to be the most difficult situation anyone could have ever imagined, but while he was alive, Nathan decided he was going to make the most of every minute.

After all, he’d promised God he would.

It was long while later before he huffed out a sigh of relief when the path ahead seemed to clear a bit, at least of debris. The ground was still upturned and impossibly uneven, but at least the area seemed to be free from fallen trees and boulders. He made a decision then that he hoped he wouldn’t regret.

“I’m pulling over,” he yelled to the others in the back. “We need to stop and reassess the situation.”

Ida stuck her head through the opening of the cab. “You’re a real gem, Officer Diamond.”

Nathan rolled his eyes, though he couldn’t help the smile that twitched at his lips. “Sassy ol’ lady,” he mumbled, while Ida laughed. He opened the driver’s door and climbed out of the truck, then went around to the back to open the double doors so the others could get out.

He watched as Gerald and Jim pulled their trucks up behind them and waited for them to let their groups out of the trucks. Once again, he thanked the Lord for providing the transportation—even if they had stolen them from the enemy. He knew that God allowed for “spoils of war,” and they were most certainly at war with the Neo Geo Task Force… the new government that was the epitome of evil, led by the antichrist.

The two new trucks they’d stolen just before the earthquake had literally rocked their world were nearly identical to the one Tammy had stolen a week before from a different Neos compound. Nathan was pretty sure the trucks had come from the Middle East. Just before the economy crashed, he’d read an article about them in a magazine while sitting in his doctor’s office. He remembered it well, which was strange, since that had been the day he’d found out he only had a year or two to live.

The fact that the Neos had trucks from the Middle East was a puzzle.

“What’s up?” Gerald asked as he approached, Jim following close behind. Both men looked as shook up as Nathan felt himself.

Nathan glanced behind them, looking for Tammy. In the pandemonium during the quake and trying to escape the Neos who, despite the world crashing down—and pushing up—around them, had given chase, Nathan wasn’t sure which truck his wife had ended up in. He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw her talking to some of the women they’d rescued just before the quake.

He looked back at the people gathering around him, all with questions on their faces. Nathan maneuvered his head, trying to get the tense muscles in his neck and shoulders to loosen. He noticed Gerald and Jim looked a bit stiff as well.

“I just figured this was as good a place as any to stop and regroup,” he said with a shrug, then smiled when Lou ran up to him and wrapped her little arms around his legs. Nathan put an arm around the girl’s shoulders as he motioned toward the trucks.

“We got all those new people who’d probably like to know what’s going on,” he told them. While many of their group had approached him to hear what he had to say, most of the newcomers were hanging back in small groups of their own. Nathan wasn’t even sure how many people they’d rescued, since it had been immediate pandemonium once they were in the trucks and trying to escape the Neos compound.

They moved toward the others and Nathan picked Lou up, setting her on the hood of the first truck, then climbed up on the bumper so he could be seen. He was shocked at how many people they had in their group now; even in the darkness, he estimated it was well over one hundred.

“For any of you who don’t know, we stole these trucks from the Neos.” He patted the hood of the truck he stood on. “This one came from the compound at Lebanon and the others from the compound you were at. Apparently, the Neos didn’t appreciate their trucks being stolen back in Jacksonville, because there were at least six Jeeps chasing us when we left, even while the earthquake was going on.” He shrugged. “Guess the trucks are hard to come by.”

“That’s not why they chased you,” a woman’s voice called out. Nathan squinted, trying to see the speaker through the gloom. He was surprised that none of them were hacking and coughing due to all the dust hanging in the air.

A woman pushed her way through the group to stand in front of him. Nathan realized she was younger than him, maybe in her early twenties. She pointed toward one of the other trucks, the one Jim had been driving.

“That one is full of cases of DANs,” she said. “That’s why the Neos chased you down. They want them back.”

“Dans?” someone asked.

“DANs are sniper rifles,” Nathan replied, though he frowned. They were Israeli rifles, known for amazing accuracy over incredible distances. It was another puzzle how the Neos came into their possession.

“Yeah,” the woman replied. “We got to test them when I was stationed in England. They’re pretty sweet.”

“Sweet” wasn’t how Nathan would have described a weapon. The comment was another indicator of the woman’s age.

“Are they a .338 caliber?” one of the new men asked. She nodded and he thumbed to the second truck, the one Gerald had been driving.

“There’s at least a hundred cases of .338 ammo in the back of that one.”

Nathan’s eyes widened and he glanced at Tammy, who grinned. He returned the smile, then looked back at the group.

“It seems the Lord has provided once again,” he laughed. “This time, rocks for our slings. And the slings.”

Those in their original group chuckled, but there were a few confused looks from the newcomers. Nathan didn’t concern himself with it. He knew those who weren’t believers would be giving themselves to the Lord soon enough.

After seeing what He was capable of, they’d be crazy not to.

“So, we need to decide what we’re going to do now,” Nathan continued. “Do you want to stay here for a few days and chance having the Neos come up on us, or do you want to keep on driving?”

“Where are you heading?” a man asked.

“Florida,” Gerald answered before Nathan could. “My wife’s folks have a, uh, safe haven in the Keys.”

One of the new women sucked in a breath. Nathan glanced over, squinting once again to see her. She started crying, and Clara—who the Lord had changed from being brash, angry and bitter into a comforter—rushed over to put her arm around the woman’s shoulders.

“My kids are in the Keys,” the woman said with a sob. “I’d been taking care of my grandmother in Huntsville when the crash happened. My mother was supposed to trade off with me every other month, but I couldn’t get back to Florida,” she sniffled. “When I tried to make it back on my own, I got caught by—” her voice caught and she shook her head. “By the Neos,” she gritted out. She looked at Clara.

“I haven’t seen my babies in eight months,” she wailed. Clara wrapped her other arm around the woman, trying to comfort her as best she could.

Nathan had never been good with emotions, so he cleared his throat. “Well, now you have a chance to get back there.”

Gerald glanced at him. “The Keys are pretty huge, bro,” he said, then looked toward Clara and the woman.

“Where ‘bouts in the Keys is your family?”

“Stock Island.”

This time, it was Felicia, Gerald’s wife, who spoke as she stepped up. “My family’s place is in Dredgers.”

Nathan had no idea where they were talking about; all he knew was the Keys was a group of islands that hooked west off the far southern shore of Florida. But the woman who’d been separated from her kids seemed to know exactly where Felicia was talking about, because her tears began anew.

“I’ve been praying for a way to get to my mom and kids,” she cried. “And now I have it!” Nathan figured the two keys must be close to each other and he wanted to ask for clarification, but the woman’s tears made him fidget and clear his throat.

Tammy laughed softly as she patted Nathan on the leg, looking up at him. “It’s okay, big guy, us ladies will handle all the emotional stuff. You just focus on the shoot ‘em up stuff.”

He grinned down at his wife, then looked back at the woman who’d said she’d had experience with the sniper rifles. She was standing, hands clasped behind her back and feet apart, as if waiting for orders. With that stance, along with her dark hair tightly pulled back into a ponytail, there was no question she was former military. He would have known immediately, even if she hadn’t admitted it.

“I’m Nathan Diamond,” he told her, loud enough for everyone to hear. “I’ll let the others introduce themselves.”

“Tasha Phillips,” she replied with a nod.

Nathan didn’t bother asking for her rank, because it no longer mattered. He didn’t even care what branch she’d served in; all that mattered was the fact that she knew how to shoot a sniper rifle and he forced himself not to do a little happy dance. It was such a relief to have someone else to help with defense.

Now, if I can only get someone to take over the navigation…

“Excuse me… Nathan?” a man said, drawing his attention. Nathan glanced down to see a small, unassuming man who looked like he’d probably been an accountant or some other type of desk jockey.

He frowned at his assumption, remembering that the Lord didn’t look on the outward appearance. Tammy had said that David, who would eventually become one of Israel’s greatest kings, was just a kid not much older than Carl when the Lord picked him.

“Yeah?” he said, trying to sound friendly as he jumped down from the truck’s bumper, then turned to pull Lou off the hood. He set the girl down and she immediately took his hand. Nathan knew the timid child was feeling fearful around the newcomers… especially the men. He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze.

“I’m Bill,” the man said. “Uh, Bill Parker.” Nathan released Lou’s hand so he could stick his own out for a shake, which the man hesitantly returned. Lou wrapped her arm around his leg instead.

“What can I do for you, Bill?” Nathan asked as Tammy stepped closer, smiling down at Lou as she ran a hand over the girl’s tangled hair.

Bill glanced at Tammy, seeming to relax at seeing her there. He looked back at Nathan and did a weird little twitch thing with his shoulders.

“Uh, well, I was wondering if you know where we’re going. I mean, I know you said the Florida Keys,” he rushed on. “But with the, uh, earthquake and all… well, I was just wondering if you knew which way to go.”

Nathan frowned. It was almost as if the man had just read his mind when he’d been thinking about navigation.

“Well, to be honest, I was just trying to get the heck outta Dodge, if you know what I mean.” He waved in the general direction of where they’d come from. “After escaping from Jacksonville, I was just trying to get as far away from there as possible. But I was trying to at least keep to a somewhat southerly direction.”

Bill nodded. “I think you did a fine job of that,” he said, glancing at the sky obscured by the dust cloud. “But… uh, I just wanted to, um, offer my services as a navigator.” He took a tentative step forward. “You see, I am… was… a, uh, well, a marine navigator. When the financial collapse happened, I’d been in D.C. working on a program that could, uh, calculate position based on the topography of the ocean’s floor.” He motioned toward the surrounding landscape.

“I think I might be able to help you navigate this, uh, new terrain.”

Nathan wanted to laugh at the quick answer to a prayer he hadn’t even said, though his brow creased in confusion. “How’s that?”

Bill lifted a shoulder. “Got lots of experience navigating by the sky. Had to learn it in case of instrument failure since we were out at sea so much… before I moved to D.C., that is.”

Nathan looked up at the dark grayness of the sky above them. “Well, hope this stuff will clear up before long so you can do just that.” He looked back down at Bill. “Because I’m not real sure what direction we’re heading, to be honest.”

“I don’t think it’s going to,” a male voice said, drawing their attention. Nathan watched as Leonard stepped up. “Clear up, I mean,” he said as he glanced at Bill. He introduced himself to the man and they shook hands. Nathan realized how funny it was that they were still holding to customs like that, what with the world falling apart.

“Why do you say that?” Nathan asked.

“I’m a geologist,” Leonard explained. Nathan nodded, remembering then that Leonard had told him that when they first met.

Leonard waved his hand. “Though an earthquake of the magnitude we just experienced has never happened before—at least, not in recorded history—I’m pretty sure that the dust will be with us for a long time.”

“How long?” Bill asked before Nathan could.

Leonard shrugged. “Months. Maybe longer.”

Nathan frowned. “But… won’t that mean it’s going to get cold? Since the sun can’t get through,” he clarified.

“Yeah,” Leonard said. “It’s likely.” He grimaced. “And I don’t think any of us are prepared for that.”

Tammy had been quiet until then. “We don’t need to worry about that,” she said with a smile. She looked at Bill when she continued. “Jesus will take care of us. He has so far,” she added with a shrug.

Bill made a face that was difficult to interpret, though he didn’t comment. Nathan wanted to grin, realizing that they needed to give the newcomers the truth about what they were experiencing… and the truth about God.

He called for everyone to circle around closer, then started out by asking for a show of hands for who wanted to stay where they were for a while—and possibly having to fight the Neos. It was almost unanimous for staying.

“We’re a big group—” Nathan started.

“Thank you, Officer Obvious,” Tammy interrupted with a laugh. Nathan gave her a look that made her grin.

“—and most of us don’t know each other all that well,” Nathan continued, ignoring his wife’s comment, “so if you have any experience at all with fighting, shooting a rifle, anything like that, please see Tasha.” The woman raised her hand so people would know who she was.

“I haven’t asked her yet, but Tasha has been volunteered to head up our, uh, weapons training, I guess,” Nathan continued.

“That’s what we called ‘voluntold’ in the Army,” Tasha laughed, shaking her head. “But I’ll be glad to head it up.”

Nathan grinned. “Do you think you can grab some of those rifles and ammo and get some others set up to secure a perimeter?”

Tasha nodded. “Absolutely.” She spun on her heel and marched toward the third truck, announcing that anyone with any weapons training needed to follow her.

Nathan looked back and saw that Gerald was frowning after Tasha. He wondered if his friend thought he should have been put in charge of the “team.” Truthfully, Nathan hadn’t thought about it. Tasha just said she had experience with the new weapons they’d acquired, so it made sense to put her in charge of it.

Lord, don’t let me step on any toes here, he prayed silently. I don’t want to cause problems. And, frankly, I don’t even want to be in charge of this group. Just seems like that’s what’s been thrown at me. Need You to lead me and guide me though, because we both know I’ll screw it up on my own.

A thought occurred to him then and he turned to Gerald, putting his hand on the man’s shoulder. “This here is Gerald,” he announced, “and he’ll be in charge of security.” He grinned at his friend’s shocked expression.

“Another voluntold-eer,” Gerald laughed, though he nodded. “Yeah, I’ll head it up.” Nathan smiled at him and patted his shoulder, then turned to Bill.

“Bill is our new navigator and Leonard is the man to see with questions about what’s going on, what to expect with the aftereffects of the earthquake and all.”

Bill nodded, though Leonard looked like Nathan had just pulled the pin on a grenade and handed it to him.

“I… I, uh…” the man stuttered, then glanced around at the others. “I don’t, uh, know what I can help with. I mean, my field of study was geomorphology, though I did some undergraduate work in tectonophysics. I’m no tectonologist though,” Leonard added with a snorting, self-deprecating laugh as he pushed his glasses back up with his index finger.

Nathan was suddenly reminded of the Rick Moranis character on Ghostbusters, the accountant who spoke about financials as if everyone understood what he was talking about.

“Are you the gatekeeper?” Nathan glanced over to see who had spoken quietly just behind him, though he had a pretty good idea who it was. He grinned when he saw he was correct… Kal frequently referenced movie lines and Nathan found it funny that the man had been thinking the same thing he had.

“Get outta my head,” he murmured to Kal. Even in the gloom, Nathan could see the man wink at him.

“Well, that’s okay,” Nathan said as he turned back to Leonard. “Whatever you know about sifting sand might be useful. Especially if you can keep us from driving over some ground that might not be too stable.” He glanced around, wondering if there was any stable ground left. Leonard nodded though.

Nathan looked back over the crowd. “If anyone has any expertise of any kind that might help us in this situation, let me know. We have to all stick together now, those of us who refused to take the mark of the beast.”

“Mark of the beast? Sounds like a bad movie,” someone laughed.

“What’s that?” another asked.

“The Neos tattoo,” Nathan clarified. “If you’d taken that, if you’d sworn allegiance to the Neos—and to Faheem—then you would have damned yourself. They’re Satan’s army.”

“Don’t know ‘bout that,” one of the men drawled. “All I know is I wasn’t gonna follow them. They’re crazy. Was bad enough that they forced me to join ‘em.”

Nathan nodded, but before he could reply, Debby—one of the women they’d been traveling with—squealed, “Jason?” The man who spoke spun around and shouted, “Debby!” The couple pushed through the crowd, then launched into each other’s arms.

“I thought you were dead!” Jason practically yelled.

“And I thought you’d taken the mark like Nathan said!” Debby cried.

Nathan glanced at Tammy, noticing his wife’s eyes were glistening in the dim light. She looked up at him with a grin.

“Jason is Debby’s husband. He was conscripted a long time ago,” she explained. “Him being here is another miracle from the Lord.” She looked back at the happy couple who were oblivious to the others around them.

Nathan left them to their reunion as he turned back to the rest of the group. “Back to the tattoo… if you read the Bible, the Book of Revelation talks about the ‘mark of the beast’.” He waved his hand, indicating Tammy, Gerald and Felicia, Leonard, Kal and a few of their original group who’d stepped closer.

“We’re believers… Christians,” he continued. “And we know that the Neos’ symbol is that mark. The Bible describes the mark as being three sixes,” he said as he motioned toward the truck door behind him where the symbol was emblazoned. Many in the group turned to look at it, though it was hard to see. There were murmurs of surprise when a few noticed the sixes for the first time. Nathan supposed it wasn’t obvious what it was, not unless you knew you what to expect.

Nathan waited until the group turned back to him. “We’re also pretty sure that Faheem—the former U.S. president,” he clarified, in case anyone in the group wasn’t American, “is the antichrist, the man the Bible tells us will lead the world toward ‘peace’,” he added with air quotes, “though that peace won’t last. He’s also the one who will basically take over the whole world and wage war on those who refuse his mark.”

There were some surprised grunts and gasps at that, along with quite a few mocking sounds.

Nathan put his hand up. “I know a lot of you don’t believe what I’m saying, or believe the Bible is true. Or maybe you don’t even believe in God.” He shrugged. “Was there myself just a few weeks ago,” he admitted, then grinned.

“But I can tell you that God is very real. Yeshua—Jesus—is real and is who He said He is. And the Bible is true… every word. Some of you might be like I was—thinking Christians are crazy, delusional, whatever. If I hadn’t seen some things—spiritual things—for myself, I probably would still be laughing at them.” Tammy elbowed him in the ribs then, making him chuckle.

“Believe, don’t believe,” Nathan told them with a shrug as he crossed his arms over his chest. Lou tightened her grip on his leg as he did so, and he took a moment to smile down at her before looking back up at the group.

“That’s up to you. But one thing I’d ask you to think about is the fact that the earthquake we just experienced was like nothing else we’ve ever had.” He turned toward Leonard. “Right?”

The man nodded. “Yeah, Nathan’s right. I wrote several papers on shifting tectonic plates with their corresponding fault lines and I can tell you that it was always assumed the largest quake would never top a ten on a seismograph.” He made a face. “If I had to guess, I’d say that quake was at least at twelve. Maybe even as high as a fifteen.” He shrugged. “We geologists always said that was impossible.”

“Nothing is impossible with God,” Gerald said with a small laugh. There were a few others who joined in agreement.

Nathan nodded. “Yeah, exactly. Man says we can’t have an earthquake stronger than a ten, God knocks it outta the park with a fifteen or whatever. All I know is that the Bible has been dead-on accurate with everything that’s happened so far. Jacob here—” he motioned toward the old man who was leaning against the second truck’s bumper, propped up with his cane, “—just told us that he thinks we’re about halfway through the final seven-year period.”

“What seven-year period?” someone asked.

Nathan scanned the crowd, giving them a somber look. He uncrossed his arms and put a hand on Lou’s back, as if he could protect her from what he was about to say.

“The final seven years left of mankind’s time on earth.”


Chapter 2

TAMMY WASN’T sure if Nate was trying to push the newcomers away, or to draw them to Jesus. Whichever it was, he wasn’t successful.

The new group they’d rescued at the Neos compound seemed to be somewhat receptive to hearing biblical truth. And while some of them were openly laughing at what her husband had to say, others seemed to be… concerned by what Nate told them.

But even the scoffers didn’t have an argument about the fact that the world seemed to be turning over on itself.

After Nate’s talk, he asked if anyone wanted to give their lives to Jesus, to accept Him and His offer of salvation. Sadly, only a few raised their hands, but Tammy had to remind herself that any saved soul was worth whatever effort it had cost to give them the Gospel and extend the invitation.

The few who raised their hands were led in the sinner’s prayer, then Jacob and Ida took them under their wing, telling them they would teach them about “Yeshua” and His plan for their eternity.

When they’d walked off with the older couple, Nate turned to her. “Well, I guess a handful is better than nothing, huh?”

Tammy knew her husband was disappointed in the lack of response to his invitation, and she patted him on the arm. “Just let the Holy Spirit do His work, honey,” she consoled him. “You have no idea how many seeds you planted tonight, or how many you watered. It’s up to the Lord to do the harvesting.”

Nate nodded, though Tammy could tell he was still disheartened. She wished she could do something—say something—that would encourage him, but as she told him, they had to step back and let the Holy Spirit work on the hearts of the newcomers.

She turned toward the trucks. “We might as well see if we can find our backpacks and the tent. The kids are probably wiped out after all the stress of the day. I’d like to get somewhat setup before night falls.” She glanced at the dark sky then, seeing nothing but gray, though it was probably closing in on early evening.

“If we can figure out when that happens,” she muttered with a shrug as she held out a hand for Lou to take. “C’mon, sweetie, let’s find the other kids.” The little girl was reluctant to leave Nate behind, but was obedient, as always.

The other children were in a group, near a relatively flat area. Some of the surrounding land seemed to have escaped the worst of the earthquake, which she knew was probably why Nate had chosen to stop when he did.

She laughed when she saw the two oldest kids, Carl and Kayla, along with Sissy—Carl and Lou’s little sister—performing a “play.” The other children were sitting on the ground in a semi-circle, watching with rapt attention like it was an award-winning Broadway show.

Tammy’s laughter died when she realized the trio was reenacting the time she’d been captured by a crazed man… and Carl had shot him right between the eyes.

It wasn’t something young children should be witnessing, she thought. But then she reminded herself that they were going to be seeing a lot worse in the next few years.

If they lived.

She had to furiously blink back her tears as she led Lou to a spot next to the others, then whispered in a ragged voice that she and Nate would come back to get them when it was time for dinner.

Her heart felt like an anvil sitting in her chest as she made her way back to the trucks. It was so hard to think about the possible death of the little ones she’d grown so attached to, yet at the same time realizing it would really be a kindness, a blessing, if they did… go. Before things got worse.

She huffed out a laugh. “If that’s the best way I can console myself, I need to work on my motivational skills,” she muttered to herself as she made her way back to Nate.

He frowned at her as she approached. “What’s the matter?”

She shook her head, not wanting to voice her thoughts. If she did, she was sure she would have a breakdown. Instead, she forced a smile as she motioned toward the first truck.

Tammy had always been one to try to make the best of any situation, but Nate certainly made that difficult with his moodiness and tendency to be grumpy. She’d often jokingly called him “Eeyore,” saying that he was the “woe is me” type. Sadly, that was an accurate nickname.

He proved it just moments later.

“I have a feeling it’s going to be like being at the North Pole now,” Nate grumbled. Despite the sadness that had come over her like a heavy cloak, the grumbling made her want to laugh, though she also wanted to just punch him. Hard. And repeatedly.

“Maybe,” Tammy said as she moved to the back of the truck. There was a good chance they’d left things behind in their haste to escape the forest during the earthquake, but she was fairly certain their belongings had been launched into one of the trucks when they’d been desperately trying to gather everything while the earth had been rolling underneath them.

She heaved a sigh at the memory of that horrible time just hours before. The quake had been terrifying, and she’d been sure they’d be swallowed up by the earth at any moment. But she also knew that devastating earthquakes were just one of the things that were going to happen during the end times, which sealed her feeling that the kids would be better off joining Jesus sooner than later.

We all would.

While Tammy had an idea of what was going to happen during the Tribulation period, she’d never believed she would have to live through it. The wars, natural disasters, famine, death… it was a desperately frightening time to find oneself.

Would have been nice if the rapture had happened like the preachers always taught…

She shook those thoughts away, refusing to give in to the doom and gloom that plagued her husband. If it killed her, she told herself that she’d be happy and joyful… and would look on the bright side. She glanced at the spot where the sun’s glow was barely visible through the dense cloud, a wry smile on her lips. Finding the “bright side” might prove to be a challenge.

Nate helped her climb into the truck’s bed, and she crawled over the stacks of boxes containing the rifles Tasha had talked about. Tammy was a bit shocked that they’d come to have such weapons; she’d always thought the Lord wanted them to be peaceful. And meek.

“There is an appointed time for everything… a time to love and a time to hate; a time for war and a time for peace.”

She startled—and smiled—at hearing the Lord’s voice in her head. “Thank You, Father,” she murmured. She needed the reminder that what they were facing had been appointed. Planned. God knew exactly what was going to happen, and when.

“What?” Nate asked as he climbed into the truck behind her.

“Nothing,” Tammy said as she felt around near the cab of the truck, hoping to find their duffels. “Just talking to Dad.”

Nate had told her that he’d recently taken to referring to the Lord as “Dad” or “Daddy.” He said that Camael, the angel who’d visited him, told him that the Father actually liked hearing Nate call Him that. It had made Tammy smile at the time, thinking of how close her husband had gotten to the Lord in such a short time.

But it also made her envious.

Having grown up in a rather stilted, rigid church, she always thought she had to be reverential when praying—“Heavenly Father” being the preferred way to address the Lord.

And while she knew that the Lord deserved all respect and reverence—and fear—she also felt deep down that there should be more to a Christian’s relationship with the Father than just that. She needed for there to be more.

She longed for… intimacy.

When she was about Lou’s age, she’d made the mistake of telling her mother how she felt not long after a particularly moving study during a Vacation Bible School class. She’d told her that she felt like God was wanting her to crawl up in His lap and get a big hug from Him.

Tammy later found herself on the wrong end of a belt when her father—head deacon of their church—decided to “beat some fear of the Lord into her.” That was the day she’d learned she could never trust her mother with any confidence.

And that her father was a monster wearing sheep’s clothing.

She was startled out of her thoughts—and those soul-wrenching memories—when Nate asked, “Find anything?”

She shook her head, though she doubted her husband could see it in the darkness of the truck’s bed. It was startling how dark it was, even though it was still daytime. The darkness that they were dealing with seemed almost stifling. Like a thick, weighted blanket of gloom. So thick, it seemed you could cut it if you found a knife sharp enough.

Outer darkness…

“It’s like Hell,” she murmured to herself, then sucked in a breath, needing to fill her lungs as it suddenly felt she was suffocating. Drowning in the dark. Several more inhalations followed, though it felt like she would never be able to fill her lungs with enough air. The atmosphere was just too… crushing. It was almost like being underwater, like she was drowning.

Her breaths quickly turned to gasps, a staccato of panic.

“Hey, hey,” Nate said as he pushed closer, putting his hand on her back. He started rubbing her in small circles. “Deep breaths,” he crooned. “Breathe in…” He paused while she did what he said.

“And out.” She slowly let her breath out, though it was a stuttering sound.

“In… and out,” Nate repeated slowly while she obeyed. It took several agonizingly slow, deep breaths before she felt a little better. At least she no longer felt like she was going to be crushed at any moment.

“I haven’t… had a panic… attack in a long… time,” she said, her words coming in short bursts. He continued rubbing her back which annoyed her, yet offered comfort at the same time.

“You’re okay,” Nate murmured. “It’s fine. I know things kind of suck right now—”

“Understatement,” Tammy laughed with a wheeze as she tried to control her breathing. Even though things had been awful for the past few years, what with the global financial collapse, losing everything to the point of near starvation and homelessness, coupled with the subsequent inability to see her therapist, she hadn’t lost herself to a panic attack like that.

Nate chuckled. “Maybe,” he admitted. “But we’ve got each other. And the kids,” he reminded her. “They need us to keep our sh—our stuff together.”

Tammy managed to laugh despite her condition. Nate had been trying hard to clean up his language since he’d gotten saved. She appreciated that, especially since he’d been prone to using the Lord’s name as a curse word before.

“Sorry,” she said after a moment, when her heart had slowed to a near normal rate, and she could breathe without thinking about it.

Nate sat back on his haunches, removing his hand from her back as she shook herself slightly, trying to throw off the feeling of his touch. It wasn’t that she didn’t want her husband’s comfort; in fact, normally she would crave it. But she felt dirty and itchy, her clothes clinging to her skin in a way that made her want to strip and roll in the grass like a dog.

Tammy knew she’d give just about anything for a bath or a shower.

“Don’t apologize,” Nate said as he shoved a crumpled bit of fabric aside that Tammy thought might be one of the group’s tents. They had nineteen tents which had been just enough for their group, but with the addition of the others they’d rescued earlier in the day, she wondered what they were going to do with everyone.

She dug through a few more piles—some clothing, others tents and bags of supplies—as she pondered the situation.

Lord, I know You said You would provide for us. You said that we didn’t need to worry about our clothing or food, that You take care of Your own. But what about the newcomers? It’s obvious some of them aren’t believers… or maybe none of them are. Will You provide for them too? Or do we need to figure something out? Like right now—we need a place for them all to sleep. And do we have enough food? I don’t think so. In fact, I’m sure we don’t. I mean, we had plenty for our little group, but now—

“I fed a multitude with a few bagels and lox. What? You think I can’t feed one hundred twenty-three people now?”

Tammy huffed out a surprised laugh. She’d heard the Lord speak to her before—since the Tribulation had started, she’d heard His voice often—but He’d always spoken via scripture. That was the first time she’d heard Him speak like they were having a conversation. And He’d done so with an overly-done Jewish accent.

He’s funny! she thought as she grinned to herself.

“What’re you laughing at?”

Tammy turned to look at Nate, barely able to make out his features. “The Lord just spoke to me,” she said. “And He made me laugh.”

“Yeah? What’d He say?” he asked as he dug through another pile. She was starting to think all their backpacks and duffels had ended up in one of the other trucks.

For some reason, Tammy didn’t want to share what Jesus had said. It was a private conversation, and though it had been a simple statement, she was going to cherish it like a precious jewel.

“We have one hundred twenty-three people now,” she said instead.

There was a pause and she figured Nate was thinking about all the semantics of caring for so many, much as she had.

“Huh,” he murmured as he pulled the tents toward the door. “And that was funny why?”

Tammy waved his question away, though she doubted he saw it. “I don’t think our stuff is here, though it’s hard to see,” she said by way of deflecting.

It worked when Nate huffed, “For the bazillionth time, I wish I’d brought a flashlight with us.” He was still grumbling to himself as he started down the steps. “But at least we found the tents. Most of them anyway. Let’s get them outside so the others can start setting up too.”

“Yeah,” she agreed with a sigh as she stood and grabbed a few piles. The truck was so large she could stand comfortably inside, though some of the taller people, like Nate, had to stoop to enter and exit.

She paused at the doorway and turned to look back into the gloom of the back of the truck. It’s large enough for several dozen people to sleep in, she thought with a smile as she mentally rolled her eyes for not thinking of that before. With three trucks and nineteen tents, along with countless sleeping bags and blankets, they had more than enough space and comfort for everyone to be able to sleep.

Okay Jesus, we’ve got the sleeping arrangements down. Food’s on You.

She waited for a moment, wondering if she’d hear His voice again, but she was met with silence. She had to tamp down her disappointment.

“What’s up?” Nate asked as he stared up at her from the bottom of the steps. She hauled the tents out of the door and handed them to him as she answered.

“I was just thinking that the trucks are big enough for a lot of people to sleep in,” she said with jerk of her shoulder as she moved down the steps. “And the Lord’s got the food handled,” she added with a grin.

“I didn’t have any doubts,” Nate said as he followed her out into the dusty dreariness. Tammy glanced at him, eyebrows raised. His lips twitched.

“Learned that lesson with the water bottles,” he said. “The Lord always provides.”

She nodded. “Yeah, He promised to provide for His kids,” she agreed. “I was just worried about the new people. You know, if they aren’t believers, if—”

“They will be,” Nate interrupted. She looked at him in surprise and he grinned again. “Camael told Gerald they would. Ger just told me a little while ago after my botched witnessing.”

Tammy smiled and nodded again at the reminder that her husband’s friend had been visited by the angel just before the rescue.

“If you had let me finish,” she said as she poked him in the ribs while they walked to the next truck, “I would have said that the Lord already assured me that He’s got it covered. But I didn’t know the new people would accept Him.”

Nate made a sound she couldn’t interpret. “Honestly, I’m starting to think just about everyone we come across is going to be open to hearing the truth,” he said. “I think the Lord’s gonna send His kids to us.”

Though Tammy doubted that would be true, the assurance in his voice startled her. While Nate was a very new believer, she was amazed at how much faith her husband was exhibiting. She knew he still had his occasional doubts—mostly regarding his own abilities—but he was already more trusting than most other Christians she’d known in her lifetime. Including herself.

I’m sorry, Father, she prayed silently with a sigh. I don’t want to doubt You again. I know You always keep Your promises and that You can do anything.

“Well, yeah, there was that whole ‘creating the universe’ thing I did. That was pretty awesome.”

The dry tone to the “voice” in her head made Tammy bark out a loud laugh. Nate turned to stare at her and the look on his face made her laugh harder.

“I’m sorry,” she said through her giggles as she waved a hand in front of her face, “but the Lord… He’s just cracking me up.” Her face felt tight with the wide grin implanted on it as she shook her head, in awe of the fact that the Heavenly Father would speak like that, with slang and humor. It certainly wasn’t the way she’d always thought He’d speak, which was more… formal.

“Yea verily, I say unto thee that thou hast a fun Father.”

Tammy laughed so hard then others in the area turned to see who was making such a racket. She couldn’t help it, and being one to never draw attention to herself, she just hoped it was dark enough no one could tell who it was.

She was still chuckling when they climbed into the next truck—and climbed right back out again.

“Sorry!” Tammy yelled. She felt like her face was going up in flames from what she’d just witnessed.

“Uh, guess we should’ve knocked,” Nate drawled as they both laughed.

“Yeah, we should’ve known Debby and Jason would want to, uh, continue their reunion in private.”

“We’ll come back in about ten minutes,” Nate called out as they walked toward the third truck. This time Nate pounded on the side and Tammy yelled out, “Anyone in there? We’re coming in!” Thankfully, that truck was empty.

That time they found their backpacks, along with the others’ belongings, in the third truck. Tammy had figured everything they needed would have been in the second truck, the one that was… occupied. She was glad Murphy’s Law hadn’t applied for once.

It didn’t take long to set up their tent and get the kids’ beds situated. Tammy sighed once it was done and planted her hands on her hips.

“Well, I guess we’re set up to stay for a while.” She glanced at her husband, but he had a faraway look. She nudged him with her shoulder. “How long do you think we’ll stay here?”

Nate seemed to shake himself back into awareness as he looked down at her. “Uh, well, I’m thinking just a day or two.” He waved his hand. “If this dust doesn’t show signs of clearing by then, I think we’ll have to assume it’s not going to.” He shrugged. “Then there’s no sense in waiting. Frankly, I’d rather get to Florida as soon as possible. This area just feels… I don’t know. Like oppressive.”

“Yeah,” she agreed. “Maybe not as bad as when we ran into all those demons,” she said with a shudder. The memory of that night, when they’d first met Jacob and his group—along with a demon horde and a legion of angels—was a bit much for her human brain to take.

Nate nodded. “Yeah, it doesn’t feel like there’s a bunch of demons around or anything. It just feels… I don’t know. It feels like we’re just not supposed to be here, you know?”

Tammy returned the nod. She did know what he meant. While she’d been glad to stop to “reassess the situation” as Nate had said, it just didn’t feel like it was a safe place to be. More than anything, she longed for somewhere that didn’t have the threat of the Neos hanging over it.

“I’m just glad you have Tasha and Gerald on top of things,” she said with a smile as she put her hand on his arm. “And I know how hard that was for you to delegate. You are the takeover king, after all.”

Nate gave her a smirk for that comment, though he didn’t argue. He really couldn’t, not while being honest anyway. He’d always been the type to just do it himself so it was done “the right way”… aka, Nate’s way.

“It wasn’t easy,” he surprised her by admitting. “But I was feeling a little, uh, overwhelmed. It started when I was thinking I needed a navigator, because I honestly don’t know how to get us to Florida now that we can’t even follow the map. Then Bill shows up with experience in navigation and I thought ‘Well, that was convenient’, but I knew it was God’s doing. After that, it was easier to delegate,” he said with another shrug.

Tammy smiled at her husband and patted his arm. “Well, I’m glad you’re learning those lessons before you burn yourself out. We don’t need you stressed out and upset, then beating a rock with a stick and ruining your chance at seeing the promised land.”

Nate laughed at her comment, They’d been reading from both the Old Testament and the Book of Revelation for the past few weeks. Jacob would lead them in both studies every night after dinner, but whenever they’d retreat to their tent for the night, Nate wanted to know more, to learn more. It made Tammy happy that her husband had an insatiable appetite for God’s Word, but at the same time, she felt like a slacker for not wanting to study the Bible every chance she got.

“Come on,” she said as she moved to the tent flap. “Let’s see about getting a dinner meal organized and then we can call it an early night.”

The others were busy, either setting up their own tents, or else performing the endless chores that needed doing thanks to living like nomads. Tammy smiled at a few people as they passed by, stopped to help a few who needed extra hands, and then made her way to the pile of supplies they’d left outside of the third truck.

She noticed Debby and Jason standing near that pile. Debby’s eyes widened when she saw them, then turned her face into her husband’s shoulder. Tammy wanted to laugh at the woman’s sudden shyness, wanted to tell her it wasn’t necessary, since she’d already seen more of both of them than she ever wanted to see.

“Is anyone taking care of dinner?” she asked Juana, one of the women from their original group. Tammy had the thought that it was rather stupid of her to think of “the original group” like that, when the longest relationship she had with any of them was just a few months.

Juana shook her head as she dug through a bag Tammy assumed was the woman’s own, or else her husband’s. “I don’t think so,” she said. “At least, I don’t think so. Why?” she asked as she looked up at Tammy. “You want the job?”

Tammy laughed. “Oh yes, please,” she drawled. But then she remembered the Lord’s words from earlier… that He would provide all they needed.

She thought maybe dinner was a good time for a lesson in the reality of God.

Moving to the pile of duffel bags and backpacks, Tammy found one that she knew had some of the “Meals Ready to Eat,” or “MREs.” They were the same packs that the military issued to soldiers, sailors and marines. Jim and Juana had brought them, and she looked at her friend.

“Do you mind?” she asked as she held up the pack. Juana gave her a look.

“Of course I don’t, silly,” she laughed. “You know what’s mine is yours.”

“And what’s mine is yours,” Tammy said automatically. It had been their group’s “creed” from day one. Sort of a Musketeers motto. All for one and one for all. It reminded her of the first church described in Acts and seemed the perfect way for a group of true believers to live. It was just a shame that it had taken the end of the world for them to do so.

She picked up the pack and pulled on just one of the MREs, then glanced up at Nate, who was watching her, interest on his face. She wiggled the meal pack.

“You wanna call everyone together? We need to pray over the meal… and ask the Lord to provide,” she added with a wink. Nate grinned at her, then hopped up on a boulder to announce that they were going to have dinner.

Once everyone was gathered around, Tammy put her hand up so Nate could help her up on the rock.

“Do you want to pray, or do you want me to?” she asked her husband.

He seemed to contemplate it for a moment. “I know it’s out of your comfort zone, but could you? I think the newcomers are leery of me now.”

Tammy nodded. Nate was right—talking to a handful of people was no big deal for her, but over one hundred? Most definitely out of her comfort zone. But she also trusted that the Lord would help her.

She turned and looked out looked over the group. It was hard to see everyone in the gloom, which was actually helpful in calming her nerves. She held up the MRE and lifted her face to the sky.

“Father, there are over a hundred people here,” she said in a loud voice, “but we’re going to trust You to provide for us. Multiply this—” she turned the package over and squinted at the writing. She had to clear her throat to keep from laughing, “—rib shaped barbecue flavored pork patty meal, so that we have more than enough for everyone to eat their fill, just as we read about You doing in the Bible. In Jesus—oh! And also please continue miraculously filling our water bottles. In the Lord Jesus’ name, amen.”

There were more “amens” than Tammy thought she’d hear, but figured a lot of people said it automatically without realizing it. She handed the meal packet to Nate since he had a knife to open it with, then watched as some of their original group members walked through the crowd handing out plastic plates and utensils.

Tammy knew for a fact they had exactly twenty-eight plates, because she’d counted them herself when it had been her turn to wash them for the first time, but God provided miraculously even for the dinnerware, when every person in the group ended up with a set. She grinned at Nate and nodded to him. Her husband opened the package and prepared the meal.

“Come one up here and get your food!” she called out. There was a bit of a rush at first, probably due to people thinking there was only one MRE and they wanted to be first in line. Tammy wanted to be surprised at the selfishness, but she wasn’t. It was rather typical behavior for the world—the “every man for himself” attitude. None of the people she knew to be believers had come forward, which made her smile.

After a few minutes, there were murmurs in the crowd.

“There’s still food,” she heard.

“Where’s it coming from?” The voice sounded awed.

“It has to be some trick.”

Of course, there’s always the doubters, Tammy thought as she rolled her eyes at Nate, making him chuckle.

“Go around the back and see if they have a stash behind that rock.” Tammy watched as one of the men sidestepped around the rock, then walked around the back and the other side. He went back to the others he’d left behind.

“Nothing back there. I swear, he’s just pulling food out of the little bag and handing it to his wife. Weirdest thing I ever saw, like those magicians with the scarves.”

“Yeah,” another man murmured, “but the magician always has the scarves up his sleeve. That dude’s wearing a t-shirt. Besides, I doubt he’d be able to hide that much food.”

“True. He is pretty skinny.”

Tammy burst out laughing at that, then turned toward the hazy forms. She wished she could see them, look them in the eye.

“It’s not a trick,” she called out, loud enough for all the others in the area to hear. She knew almost the entire crowd was questioning the miracle in hushed whispers.

“The Lord—Jesus—is providing for us,” she said. “Just like I said He did so long ago, feeding thousands with just a few fish and loaves of bread. You’ve seen His miracle here for yourselves.” She pointed at the nearest person, not even able to tell if it was a man or woman.

“And did you notice that your water bottles haven’t run out? They’re full, just like I prayed, asking the Lord to provide our water.” She watched as several people held their bottles close to the face and heard more shocked exclamations.

“That’s right,” Tammy continued. “Another miracle from God. If you don’t believe me, ask any of your rescuers about the amazing answers to prayer we’ve seen in just the past month. Heck, just the rescue effort to get you all out of the Neos’ compound was thanks to several miracles.” She paused for a moment, letting her words sink in.

Nate must have thought she was done, because he put a hand on her back. Tammy put a hand up to stop him from speaking, offering a smile to soften the action.

She turned back to the crowd. “Now that you’ve seen the miracles and can’t deny that God is real, you have a question to answer: Are you going to accept Jesus as your Lord and Savior, or are you going to wait until you die and realize it’s too late then to make up your mind? Once you’re dead—” She waved her hand, indicating the upturned landscape, “—which could be at any time since we have no way of knowing what’s coming our way next, it’s too late. You can never change your mind, never accept Jesus then. You’ll spend an eternity in torment, wishing you hadn’t been so stubborn.”

“Harsh,” Nate murmured, and Tammy slammed her elbow back into his torso. He grunted with a chuckle.

“Now,” Tammy continued, “who wants to accept Jesus Christ today?”

She wasn’t surprised at all when the Lord worked another miracle.


Chapter 3

NATHAN WASN’T happy about staying three days at the new campsite, but he had to keep reminding himself it’s not about me, a hard lesson to learn when he’d been pretty self-focused for most of his life.

The Lord had certainly been working on him in that area, he thought as he sat in the back of the first truck that Kal was currently driving. The former pastor and his brother-in-law had approached Nathan earlier that day when they’d been packing to leave and told him they felt like the Lord wanted him to rest and not take on all the stress of driving.

Of course, Nathan tried to argue, but Kal had laughed and clapped a heavy hand on his shoulder. “Just let us take some of the burden off your shoulders.”

“Yeah, bro,” Raj had agreed. “Even Moses learned to delegate.” Nathan had finally relented, though he was still itching to take over.

“Relax,” Tammy laughed as she sat next to him in the darkness of the back of the truck. Leonard had been right—the dust hadn’t gotten any better. In fact, the atmosphere had gotten even worse… now there was smoke adding to the misery. Fires had sprung up all over the landscape, further cloaking their part of the world with air that was barely breathable. They’d all taken to wearing face coverings as a result. Even in the back of the truck, the air was barely breathable.

It made conversations a chore, as it was difficult to tell who was speaking, let alone to hear what they were saying with their mouths covered. As a result, people were only talking to those closest to them.

“I’m trying,” Nathan told his wife as he laced his fingers with hers. He winced at the feeling of her skin against his—both of their hands were gritty. They hadn’t been able to properly bathe in weeks.

He sighed as he ran his other hand over his face, forgetting that he had tied a piece of cloth there. He pulled the material back up and closed his eyes. “It’s just hard, especially knowing how much it sucks to drive across this landscape.” The truck lurched at that moment, then bounced, cementing his words.

Groans came from the others. “Sorry!” Kal yelled from the front. “Blame that on Raj… he’s supposed to be navigating!”

“Which is kinda hard to do when we don’t have any lights!” the man’s brother-in-law countered.

“Call Bill on the radio!” Nathan yelled. “He’s the navigator.”

“Yeah,” Raj called out, “well that doesn’t help in spotting rocks and—Shoot! Tree on your right!” The truck lurched again as Kal apparently didn’t miss the obstacle.

That was another thing making Nathan edgy… the fact that they were being forced to travel “incognito,” with no headlights. Gerald’s newly formed security team had spotted some lights in the distance earlier and it was presumed they were vehicles. Since it was more than likely Neos, the group unanimously decided to try to make the drive south in near complete darkness.

Though it was about noon, the sun was barely visible. With the added smoke in the air, it was now more of a strange dark greenish color than the yellow hazy glow it had been with just the dust. What was really odd, though, was the moon. The night before, it had been more visible than the sun during the day… and it had been a crimson color.

“A blood red moon,” Jacob had said, awe and a bit of trepidation in his voice as he addressed the group. “The Book of Revelation describes such a thing. ‘I looked when He broke the sixth seal, and there was a great earthquake; and the sun became black as sackcloth made of hair, and the whole moon became like blood; and the stars of the sky fell to the earth, as a fig tree casts its unripe figs when shaken by a great wind.’”

Nathan had been suitably impressed that the old man could quote Scripture like that.

“Does that—the stars falling part—mean we’re gonna have asteroids now?” one of the new believers had asked. It was pretty amazing that all one hundred twenty-three people in their group had accepted the Lord. They no longer scorned and mocked, instead asking questions that were awe-filled and insightful.

“No,” Jacob had answered, surprising Nathan. He’d thought the same thing, that they’d be faced with things falling from the sky.

“The scripture is referring to Satan and his followers being thrown out of Heaven,” Jacob told the group.

“I thought Satan—Lucifer, or whatever—was already kicked out of Heaven,” someone else said.

“No, if you read the Book of Job, you will see where he was able to visit Yahweh—God—asking for permission to torment humans. But now, they are here,” Jacob continued, his voice grave. “Evil beings will walk among us at all times now… and they are angry.”

The memory of the demon horde he’d witnessed the month before made Nathan shudder. Tammy murmured, “Are you cold?” with a bit of surprise.

“No,” Nathan laughed. They were both sweating along with everyone else in the back of the truck. While he’d thought the temperature would drop thanks to the thick layer covering the upper atmosphere, instead the temperature had risen. A lot.

Leonard had scratched his head over that. “It’s not normal,” he’d admitted. “Although I’m not a climatologist, everyone knows if the sun’s rays are blocked for long enough, the temp’s going to go down. Maybe the heat is due to all the fires,” he’d shrugged.

It made sense, Nathan supposed. And while the heat was certainly uncomfortable—making their already itchy, unwashed bodies even more miserable—he was thankful they weren’t having to deal with cold weather that none of them were prepared for.

The heat was another reminder that the Lord would provide for all their needs. While they were sweaty and miserable, if the temperature had dropped just thirty or so degrees from what it had been, they would have been dealing with chilled bodies and illnesses.

That made him wonder if he still had the gift of healing—and if he could heal an illness like a cold or the flu. He’d only used the gift for healing wounds so far and hadn’t had to use it for a while. He had the strange desire to come across someone who was hurt or sick, just to see if it still worked.

He chuckled at his convoluted thoughts. The idea that he wished for someone to be hurt just so he could “check” his gift was ludicrous; but what was worse was worrying that the gift had been taken away. If it was, it was. The Lord gives and the Lord takes away.

“What?” Tammy asked. He shook his head. Telling her his thoughts frankly wasn’t worth the breath.

They bumped and shook along for quite a while before Kal suddenly slammed on the brakes while Raj cursed.

“Sorry, sorry!” Raj called out. “Bad, bad word. Somebody needs to spank me. But there’s a guy out here!”

Nathan and a few of the others got up to move to the front of the truck so they could peek into the cab. Raj rolled his window down and leaned out.

“You okay, man?”

Nathan couldn’t make out the words in the mumbled reply. “Yeah?” Raj asked. “Well, we’re going to Florida, if you want to come.”

In normal circumstances, one person making such a decision would likely have caused an uproar in a large group, but Nathan knew that no one in their crowd would complain about helping people out. Especially now, with the craziness going on.

Kal and Raj both got out and talked with the unseen man for a few moments, then Kal called out, presumably to the truck behind them. “Hey, turn your lights on for sec!”

In just a moment, light seemed to chase away the gloom, though it was just tiny rays squeezing their way through the frame of the truck’s back door. Nathan thought about how Christ’s light was like that… just the tiniest ray from God could brighten the deepest darkness.

Nathan moved to sit next to Tammy once again, though he stayed alert in case he needed to jump into the cab and out of the truck. He knew that Tasha and Laredo, a member of Gerald’s security team, were in their truck, and armed with the DANs Tasha had taught the team how to use. He himself had two handguns on him, Tammy had another, and his duffel contained two more rifles.

Just in case.

A few moments later, they heard the latch disengage and the back doors opened, letting in even more light that was nearly blinding. The passengers held up their hands as they squinted toward the opening.

“Hey everyone,” Kal said, “this here is Steve and Patty. They’re gonna hitch a ride with us.”

Those closest to the door reached out to help the couple in. Nathan watched as a very frail-looking woman was lifted into the truck by Raj, followed by a man who crawled inside on his own, though he didn’t look in much better shape.

The group greeted the newcomers and Tammy scooted forward to offer her water bottle to Patty. Someone else offered theirs to Steve. The man gulped greedily.

“Thanks,” Steve rasped as he handed the bottle back. “Sorry I drank it all. Haven’t had any water since before the quake.”

Nathan’s eyes widened at that. The quake had been over three days earlier. He watched as Patty sipped at her bottle, though it seemed she was having trouble holding it. Steve leaned over and helped her.

“She’s pretty weak,” he said to those around them. “We haven’t eaten in… well, I don’t know when.”

“Oh no,” Tammy said, her voice muffled by the rag covering her face. It was until then that Nathan realized the new couple didn’t have any kind of face protection. They’ve got to be suffering from all that dust and smoke, he thought.

“We have food, but it’s not in this truck,” Tammy continued. “Kal!” she called out. “Can you get a couple of meals out of the other truck?”

“On it,” the man said, and Nathan watched as he trotted off.

Steve started coughing then and Nathan grimaced at the confirmation of their lungs being compromised. Patty looked like she needed to cough as well, but just didn’t have the strength. He frowned; from what little health training he’d had, he remembered that whenever a human breathed in foreign substances, if they didn’t cough, severe problems could occur.

The thought of that drew him to Patty for some reason he couldn’t explain.

Nathan stood and moved to the couple. Tammy glanced up at him, a question on her face. He smiled; it was nice to be able to see his wife again, if only thanks to the headlights of a truck, and with half her face covered.

“I think I can help,” he told them as he knelt beside Patty. Steve stiffened, instantly on the alert. Nathan put his hands up.

“I’m not going to hurt her,” he reassured the man as he motioned to Tammy. “This is my wife, Tammy. She’d kick my butt if she even suspected I was thinking of causing anyone harm.”

Tammy laughed as she looked at Steve. “It’s true. I would,” she said with a nod.

Steve visibly relaxed then nodded, though he retained a suspicious look. “What are you gonna do for her? You some kind of doctor?”

Nathan smiled. “Something like that,” he said. It wasn’t really a lie; if the Great Physician gave him the ability to heal then it was almost like he was a doctor. At least, that’s what he told himself as he scooted closer to Patty.

He looked at the woman, noticing her sunken eyes and gray complexion, although the latter could have been due to the filth covering her face. Nathan figured everyone now looked pretty much the same—gray, sallow, lifeless.

Nathan couldn’t wait to jump into the ocean when they finally reached the Gulf. Getting all the grime off his body would feel amazing. He knew Tammy would be even more appreciative of the “bath”; his wife really hated to be dirty.

It was amazing how many things had changed since the global financial collapse, he thought—besides the obvious in not being able to buy anything, not even food—there was the complete lack of modern conveniences they’d grown so dependent on. Readily available food; hot water—for that matter, any water—and soap; a soft bed and a roof over their heads.

And not feeling like you were going to be attacked at any moment.

He sighed softly as he reached out a hand, placing it on Patty’s leg. The woman didn’t flinch, didn’t jump, but she just stared at the contact as she let her husband continue to feed her sips of water. Nathan knew then that she was literally at death’s door when she didn’t even question what he was doing.

Nathan closed his eyes as he tried to summon the healing power he’d felt before. It didn’t come, so he scrunched his face, trying even harder. Still nothing. It was then that he heard—or felt—a still, small voice whispering to him.

“Speak the words out loud. They need to know the healing comes from Me.”

Nathan wanted to punch himself for not realizing that himself, that the Lord should have been given all the glory for the healing. It knew it was sinful pride that had kept him from realizing that.

He tilted his head up. “Father, Lord Jesus, I ask in Your holy, precious name that You heal Patty now.”

It wasn’t a fancy prayer, but Nathan knew that it was answered when he felt the newly familiar spark of healing—energy, for lack of a better term—leave his body and seep into Patty’s. He closed his eyes as he imagined that energy, that power, flow through the woman’s battered, injured, sick body.

Patty arched her back as she sucked in a deep breath. Nathan opened his eyes just in time to see Steve lunge forward to shove Nathan’s hands off his wife, but Tammy was quicker. She grabbed his arms.

“Let him heal her,” she told the man sternly. “God Himself has given my husband the gift of healing. Let him use it. You don’t have any other hope,” she said as she nodded toward the frail woman who looked like she might die at any moment. “Your wife is barely alive,” she added quietly.

Steve visibly swallowed as he stared at the woman who was slumped with her eyes closed. He reluctantly nodded, then sat back.

“Good,” Tammy said, encouragement in her voice. “Just trust Jesus to heal Patty.” Steve pursed his lips, but he nodded again. Nathan wondered if he was reacting to her comment, or just to the stress of the situation.

He stared at the man for a moment, then started to pray again, though he had to cough to clear his throat; even with the rag around the mouth and nose, dust and smoke managed to make their way in and choke a person. Patty opened her eyes then and looked at him in question. Nathan smiled at her encouragingly, then closed his eyes.

“Father, I ask You in Your Son Yeshua’s name to strengthen Patty,” he continued. “Give her renewed energy and health.  Heal her from all that’s causing her distress—physical, mental, emotional, and especially spiritual. Reveal Yourself to her now as You heal her—body, mind and spirit. Heal her from any illness or disease that may be affecting her—”

Nathan jerked again when he felt the still unfamiliar jolt of electric-type energy flow from him, doubting he’d ever get used to the feeling. He opened his eyes to see if  Patty was reacting to the sensation as she had before, but she had her eyes closed.

He tried to remember just weeks ago when Tammy had put his own hands on his head, sort of forcing him to heal himself. The time was fuzzy, though, because he’d been so confused, unable to form a coherent sentence thanks to a sudden worsening of his disease. The disease the Lord had completely healed him from.

When the buzzy feeling stopped, Nathan thanked the Lord for His healing, for all His miracles. “Amen,” he said. “Amen,” Tammy said next to him.

“Amen,” Patty said, her voice sounding much stronger than he would have thought the frail woman would sound. Nathan opened his eyes and looked at her, then tried to contain his shock.

She looked like a different person—a healthy, vibrant version of the emaciated, half-starved and nearly dead woman he’d just seen.

Patty smiled as she sat up. “Wow, I feel great,” she said as she looked at Steve. The man stared at his wife with his mouth hanging open, completely in shock. He blinked a few times, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing, then turned to Nathan.

“You… you fixed her,” he breathed. He turned back to his wife, the look of awe on his face almost laughable.

“No, the Lord healed her,” Nathan corrected. “I’m just the worker. He’s the boss,” he added as he pointed up with a grin that he realized they wouldn’t see thanks to his face covering.

“Now,” he continued as he held out a hand to Steve, “let’s ask the Lord to heal that cough of yours too.”

Steve had been so reluctant for him to help Patty, but once he saw the way the Lord had healed his wife, he didn’t hesitate for a second as he gave Nathan his hand. The man even bowed his head and closed his eyes.

Nathan prayed for Steve’s healing and strengthening. It was just seconds before the man laughed.

“I feel better already,” he beamed when Nathan looked up. Like Patty, Steve’s color had returned, and his face even looked like it had filled out from the gauntness he’d had earlier.

“Thank You, Father,” Nathan said as he looked up. “You are a very good God.”

“That He is,” Tammy agreed with a laugh.

Nathan looked back at Steve and Patty. “Would you like to know Him? God, I mean. You just have to accept Jesus as your personal Savior to have the assurance you’ll spend eternity with Him, in Heaven.”

Steve shook his head, surprising Nathan. The man glanced at his wife and Nathan noticed Patty looked like she was about to burst into tears.

“We, uh, we would like that,” Steve said as he darted another glance toward his wife, “speaking for myself anyway.” Patty nodded though and Steve patted her leg. He looked back at Nathan.

“Problem is, we have… well, a problem.”

Nathan tilted his head, frowning. There wasn’t anything that could keep them from accepting the Lord.

He shook his head. “There isn’t any sin too great that Yeshua—Jesus—can’t forgive you for,” he argued. “His blood—”

Steve interrupted his speech when he pulled the sleeve of his shirt up, turning his hand over. Nathan’s eyes widened when he saw the Neos’ tattoo. Patty sobbed then and he looked at her. She, too, had her hand held out, palm up, revealing the hideous symbol.

“Oh,” Nathan breathed while Tammy made a sound of distress in the back of her throat.

“Yeah, oh,” Steve said derisively, though Nathan knew it wasn’t directed at him. The man jerked his sleeve back down and Patty fisted her hand, turning it back over to hide the tattoo on her own wrist.

“We got the stupid things when the Neos first rode into town making all kinds of claims and promises,” Steve said, bitterness coloring his words. “Food, health care, housing. They even promised to give us dog food,” he added with a choke.

Patty patted her husband’s arm as she looked between Tammy and Nathan. “Lark was our baby,” she said as tears slid down her cheeks. She glanced at Steve. “We never could have kids, and so our furbabies were our children,” she laughed with a sniffle.

“When the collapse happened, we all just about starved,” she continued. Nathan and Tammy both nodded in understanding. They’d been in the same position.

“There was barely enough food for us, let alone our three dogs.” She wiped angrily at her tears as they spilled down her face. Steve wasn’t faring much better.

Patty glanced at her husband. “We had to… to make the very tough choice of… putting two of our dogs down,” she finished in a near whisper.

Kal interrupted when he called out then, asking if they were ready to leave as he handed two meal packs to the person nearest the back door. Nathan held a hand up as he squinted into the truck’s headlights and shook his head.

He pulled his rag down. “One minute,” he mouthed. Kal glanced at the new couple, then gave him a nod. Nathan watched as the man turned to talk to someone, probably Gerald or one of the other security people. They’d likely be antsy, ready to leave and not wanting to sit out in the open, especially with their lights on.

“Go ahead,” Tammy urged.

Patty sucked in a breath and put a trembling hand to her forehead. “I know they’re just animals,” she murmured, “but like I said—they were our kids. It was the hardest decision ever.” She shrugged, a helpless gesture. “But Bitsy and Boots were old anyway and their health wasn’t good.” She waved her hand.

“Looking back, it was a real kindness to shoot them when we did so they wouldn’t have to suffer through all this mess.”

“Yeah, but Lark was young,” Steve said as he, too, wiped his face. He turned forlorn eyes to Nathan. “Just a year old. I found him out hiking. Seemed someone had dumped him in the woods and the poor pup was barely alive. Couldn’t have been more than four or five weeks old when I found him.” He shook his head angrily.

“I—we—nursed that pup back to life. Got up at night every two hours to feed him droppers of formula. Kept him in our bed so’s he wouldn’t get cold, cradling him like a baby. Didn’t take no time ‘til he was a bouncing, playful dog. I loved my boy—”

His voice broke and he sobbed again, while Patty rubbed his back and held him close to her, rocking him like a child.

She looked over her husband’s head. “Fast forward to after the collapse,” she said, continuing the story. “Neos come to town, making all their promises to take care of us, to stop all the crime that got so bad. Like Steve said, they even promised to take care of our pets. We just had to get the mark,” she said as she released Steve’s head so she could hold out her arm again, anger making her cheeks color.

“Like idiots, we believe them. We were desperate enough to believe just about anyone who promised help at that point. Seems everyone else was too, judging by the lines waiting to get the tattoo. Took us two full days to get in,” she said bitterly.

“And for nothing. It was all lies. Oh, sure, they gave us food at first. Medicine for those who had conditions, like diabetes or whatever. But it barely lasted a month before the ration trucks started coming less and less often. By the time they would come, people were pretty desperate.” She turned woeful eyes at them.

“Desperate enough to eat a dog.”

Tammy sucked in a breath and Nathan’s eyes widened as he remembered reading in the Bible about people eating their own children when faced with starvation. The couple’s dog had been like a child to them, and he couldn’t imagine what it had been like for them.

If it had been any other time in his life, he would have been much more shocked. But with the way everything had changed in the past year or so… well, he knew people did desperate things when faced with starvation.

Patty must have read their thoughts as she shook her head. “Oh no, I didn’t mean us. There was no way…” her voice trailed off as she seemed to consider her words and Nathan wondered if she was thinking the same thing he had been—when things were that bad, yeah, there was “a way.”

“Our neighbors,” she said, not having to finish the sentence. Steve’s shoulders shook even harder. Patty rubbed her husband’s back as she stared at first Tammy, then Nathan.

“Anyway, it’s only been a few weeks since… since that all happened. After that, well, we just left Meridian and headed east.” She made a motion to shrug, though it was limited due to the hold she had on her husband.

“Where were you heading?” Tammy asked, her voice sounding strained, probably due to the emotional story.

“We didn’t know,” Steve said, surprising them. He pushed himself up, straightening as he once again wiped his face. “We just wanted to get outta there, you know? Get away from the Neos and all.”

Unfortunately, they’re everywhere, Nathan thought ruefully. “Speaking of—” he said as he leaned over. “Hey, Kal! We can get going again,” he called out. “You want me to drive?”

The man reappeared at the back door. “Nah, I’m good,” he said as he glanced to his left. “That is, if Raj will pay more attention—Ow!” he said with a laugh as a fist appeared in their line of sight, hitting Kal in the arm. The man chuckled as he closed the doors, shutting them in virtual darkness once again. Nathan sighed, already missing having the light. The “virtual” became “actual” just moments later when the truck behind them turned their lights off once again.

Patty made a noise of distress. “I know,” Tammy said. Nathan thought it sounded like she was patting the woman’s hand. “We hate the darkness as well, but we have Jesus to light the way.”

A heavy sigh greeted that statement. "Yeah,” Patty murmured. “If only we’d turned to Him instead of trusting the Neos.” A distressed sound came from Steve at that—one of agreement and resignation.

Nathan knew exactly how they felt. When he’d been fighting the calling from the Lord, which he now knew had been the Holy Spirit working on him, he’d been against God. Didn’t want anything to do with Him… or His people, for that matter. It had been very hard to accept Tammy’s renewed faith during that time.

And then one night he had an angel tell him that his time was up, that he’d been given his last chance. He’d thought that he’d blown that chance, that God would never accept him… and he’d wanted to take himself out.

He just hoped Steve and Patty didn’t become suicidal as well.

“Well, I know the Bible says that once you take the mark, you’re doomed,” Tammy said. Nathan winced, wondering why in the world his wife was rubbing salt in the wound.

“But the Lord is a God of forgiveness,” she continued. “And truly, I think dooming yourself by taking the mark is more about turning your back on Jesus and accepting the antichrist as your ‘savior’,” she said with a tone of disgust.

“Heck no, we never did that,” Steve said. “When we got the tattoos they had a man walking up and down the line with a bullhorn, telling people that they needed to swear allegiance to Fisher Faheem,” he said with a snort. “Like we would do that. Never liked the man when he was president, didn’t vote for him, so why would we wanna accept him as our ‘savior’?” he added, the last word said with repulsion. “Faheem couldn’t save a fly in a bowl of soup.” Nathan chuckled at that.

“Hmm,” Tammy murmured. “I just wonder if maybe the Lord might forgive you for the tattoo… especially if you didn’t swear allegiance or whatever. It would be worth it to ask Him.”

“How—” Patty started.

“Yeah, how?” Steve interrupted.

Nathan felt a strong tug then, an overwhelming desire to help. It was similar to how he’d felt when Patty had first collapsed in the truck, knowing she was at death’s door, but this feeling was even stronger. More urgent.

He fumbled in the darkness and grabbed Steve’s hand. The man stiffened. “It’s okay,” he said. “Take your wife’s hand. Tammy?” He smiled when Tammy bumped his arm, then found his hand.

Once they were all holding hands, Nathan said, “I’m gonna pray for you, then you need to pray. We’ll help you do so, but if you really, truly want the Lord to forgive you, you need to mean it. Feel the prayer in your heart. Seek His acceptance.” He sensed the couple nodding, so Nathan tightened his grip slightly on the hands he held.

“Heavenly Father… Daddy,” he said with a smile. “Thank You that we have the ability to call You ‘Daddy,’ that we know You care about us as a loving earthly father cares about his children, but so much more. Because You are so much more.

“Steve and Patty want to accept You, Father. They want You to be their Daddy too. Please, hear their prayers.” He paused for a moment. “Repeat after me,” he murmured. “Father, I know now I did the wrong thing in taking Your enemy’s mark and I’m not worthy of Your forgiveness.” He paused again, waiting for the couple to repeat his words.

“But You are a great and loving God.” Patty choked as she repeated those words, but managed to get them out. “And You have forgiven your enemies before.” Nathan searched his brain, trying to think of an instance. He smiled when one came to him.

“Nebuchadnezzar was a proud idol worshiper,” he continued, waiting for the couple. “He even wanted the people to worship him, calling himself a god. Yet, You forgave him.” Tammy made a sound and Nathan wondered if he’d gotten something wrong, but she stayed silent. “Please, forgive us now. Accept us as Your children. Let us spend eternity with You.”

After Steve and Patty finished the prayer, Nathan felt another jolt of the healing power leave him. The other three jerked as well and he expected them to release his hands, but both Steve and Tammy held tighter. In just seconds, though, Patty started laughing, while Steve released a loud “whoosh” of breath.

“I, uh, I think that…” Steve sucked in more air and Nathan had the impression the man was shaking his head, as if to clear it. “I think that… well—”

“I think our tattoos are gone,” Patty said, wonder in her voice.

“Yeah,” Steve agreed. “My wrist is burning, but not like pain. More like…”

“Like a warm, comforting touch,” Patty said, sounding teary. “Oh, thank You, Jesus! Thank You!”


Chapter 4

EVEN THOUGH they figured they had been somewhere in southern Alabama, Nate guesstimated it would take another few days to reach the beach where Felicia said her dad would have left a boat for them.

“Normally, we’d be maybe a couple of hours away,” Nate had said before they’d started out on their trip. “But with how slow we have to drive now, it’s going to take a heck of a lot longer.”

That had been two days ago. Tammy kept praying they were getting close to the ocean. Her body couldn’t take much more of the punishing ride and she knew the others felt the same, judging by the whining and moaning.

Nate was driving once again, since the craggy, hilly and treacherous terrain was torturous to navigate, and the drivers couldn’t last more than a few hours at a time.

“It’s bad in the back,” he said as he jerked his head toward the truck bed, “but try driving. Beats you up pretty bad.” His words were confirmed when the steering wheel lurched out of his hands when they hit yet another unknown obstacle.

The others in the truck bed yelled out in complaint and Tammy pursed her lips to keep from telling them off, even though she’d been guilty of complaining from the back herself over the past few days. Until Nate decided to drive again, she’d stayed in the truck’s bed, and she’d had no idea how hard it was on the driver. She had a new respect for the men and women who’d taken on the task.

Tammy knew her husband was tired, sore and sick of dealing with all the ordeals they’d been faced with. He was back to his grumpy self, too. Since she was used to Nate’s moodiness, she’d insisted on riding shotgun, helping him drive across the crazy terrain. It was a nearly impossible task. Even Bill, their self-appointed navigator, had given up trying to help when there were so many previously unknown obstacles in their path.

Tammy didn’t blame Nathan for his mood. She was feeling rather snippy herself and was looking forward to sitting on a beach somewhere, if only for a few hours… even if it was out in the smoky, dusty atmosphere.

Hopefully, the air will be better in the Keys, she thought, but she wasn’t holding out hope. Sancho, one of the men they’d rescued from the Neos compound, had said that he thought maybe it wasn’t just an earthquake that had caused the bleak and unbreathable air. He said the Neos had been discussing the fact that nukes were going to be launched.

“Wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what caused the earthquake,” the man had said over dinner a few nights before. “If they launched more than one, it’s possible a lot of what we’re seeing is nuclear fall-out.”

That had sobered the group and there were murmurings of worry, concerns for radiation sickness. But then Jacob, with his typical wisdom, reminded them of some important facts.

“It does not matter what man does in this time,” he said as he washed down his meal with his water. He held up the bottle and jiggled it. “The Lord provides for His people, remember? Not only has He graciously given us unlimited clean, wonderful water, but He also provided the extra water bottles we needed for all the new brothers and sisters who have joined our group.

“If the world’s atmosphere is now polluted with the toxins of these weapons, what does it matter to us? It is not like we will survive this time and end up with cancer.” He waved his hand.

“It will not be long before we are with the Lord, feasting at His table. That is what we have to look forward to, so remember this time is but a dot, a speck, on history’s timeline.”

Tammy thought about Jacob’s words from a few nights before, wondering just how long they had before the actual end of things. She worried for a while about how bad things might get, if they’d have any more run-ins with the enemy, or if they’d have more injuries and illnesses to deal with.

The angel Camael had warned them that they’d be fighting. Since he was the archangel of war, Tammy figured he knew what he was talking about. She hated the idea, hated to kill anyone—even if they were God’s own sworn enemies. It just went against her nature.

But nothing was the same any longer. The world had flipped completely on its head. Throughout history, there were times of war, stories of evil men and women who were so horrible their acts were inconceivable. Satan seemed to have been running the show for thousands of years.

And yet, that was nothing… The evil they thought had been so rampant throughout the ages was nothing compared to what walked the earth now. It was as if Satan had been given free reign to do what he wanted.

She paused at that thought, remembering the scriptures that she’d learned when she was younger, those that spoke of the rapture and how the church—or, rather, the Holy Spirit—would be removed. She tried to remember it.

“For the mystery of lawlessness is already at work; only He who now restrains will do so until He is taken out of the way.”

Tammy smiled. Thanks, Father. She considered the verse and wondered if the rapture theologians had misunderstood. Maybe that verse meant that the Spirit was going to be taken from believers, rather than the believers themselves being taken during that time. This time, she corrected herself. Maybe the Spirit had to be removed so that the lawlessness would continue unchecked. After all, Jacob had surmised that Satan and his demons were now sentenced to earth duty and were really running amok.

If so, then she thought that might account for the fact that believers were now actually hearing the Father speaking. And they were being visited by angels—in full angelic glory. Rather than “losing” the Spirit and being left to flounder on their own, maybe God had just changed the way He communicated with—and helped—His children.

“Is it possible that we got it so wrong?” she murmured.

The noise from all the jostling and lurching of the truck drowned out her voice, so Nate didn’t even glance her way.

“Watch out!” she said suddenly. “Big rock on the right.” Her husband deftly steered around the obstacle.

“Thanks,” he muttered as he wiped the sweat from his brow. Tammy pulled her shirt away from her sticky body and used it to fan herself as she went back to her pondering, staring out into the darkness. It was mid-afternoon, but there was no way to tell that. The strangest thing now—besides the fact that the country looked like it had been rototilled—was that night and day were the same… light so dim it was barely there.

“Tree to your left,” she said absently. What if that scripture just meant that the Lord was no longer going to govern what Satan did here? she thought. What if the enemy has carte blanche now? Would make sense, since everything is so crazily evil now.

She was still thinking that over when Nate suddenly stopped. She mentally shook herself and turned toward him.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. He glanced at her, then pointed out the windshield.

“You’ve been doing a great job paying attention to stuff I might hit, but you aren’t looking far enough ahead,” he said.

Tammy squinted through the windshield but didn’t see anything in their way. In fact, the ground strangely seemed relatively flat ahead of them. At least, not upturned like the rest of it.

Nate reached down and turned the headlights on. Tammy frowned at that, because they’d kept them off so far on their journey. But her eyes widened when she looked back to the front.

“Beach!” she exclaimed, then turned to the others in the back. “We finally arrived!” she yelled. There were shouts of “Hallelujah!” and clapping. Tammy laughed as she looked back at Nate. Her smile melted though, at his expression.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, frowning. She couldn’t imagine why Nate would be upset that they’d finally made it. They’d all been looking forward to jumping in the ocean and getting clean, for one thing. For another, getting to the islands and hopefully away from the enemy was certainly something they’d all longed for.

Nate looked at her. “What do you see out there?” he asked as he turned on the high beams. Tammy looked back out of the windshield, squinted again, then shrugged.

“Sand. Beach. Some downed palm trees. Why? What do you see?”

“The same thing,” Nate said as he looked back out. “But that’s all I see.” He turned to her again, a slight frown creasing his brow.

“Where’s the ocean?”

Tammy’s mouth dropped open as she stared out again. He was right; they should be able to see the water from where they’d stopped, but it was sand for as far as the headlights reached.

They didn’t say another word as they opened their doors and climbed down from the truck. Nate went around the back to open the door for the others, then rejoined Tammy where she stood staring out at the expanse. Even through the rag she had tied on her face, she could tell there was no smell of salt water, and no sound of waves lapping at the shore either.

“Maybe we just need to drive farther?” she suggested. Nate shook his head.

“Can’t. I’m afraid these trucks will bury themselves up to their axles in the sand.”

That made sense, she supposed. The rest of the group joined them then.

“Whatcha looking at?” Kal asked as he stepped up.

“Nothing,” Nate told the man as he crossed his arms over his chest. “Nothing but sand.”

“Yeah,” Kal drawled as he glanced at Nate. “Don’t you kind of expect that at a beach?”

Nate tilted his head at the man and gave him a look that made Kal grin. Nate put his hand out. “Do you see any ocean out there?”

Kal’s grin fled then as he too squinted into the gloom past the light being cast by the truck. “Uh, no… shouldn’t it be, like, right there?” he said as he pointed.

“That’s what I thought,” Nate said with a sigh. “Well, come on, let’s go see if we can see the sea.” That caused some chuckles and Tammy patted him on the back.

“You’re too young for dad jokes.”

Nate told the others their small group was going to walk out and see what they could find, then they headed out across the sand that was surprisingly hard and packed. They walked for several minutes, but they still couldn’t see or hear the ocean. They did come across a lot of dead sea life, though, rotting in the heat.

The smell was… not pleasant.

“Glad we have scarves,” Kal said as they moved around what looked like the carcass of a small whale. “But it’s not helping much.”

Tammy fought back a gag as she nodded. Anya, Kal’s wife, wasn’t as successful in fighting back her nausea, and had to stop while she heaved onto the sand. That caused some others—who’d probably been holding their own sickness at bay—to lose it as well.

“Sorry,” Anya said sheepishly as she wiped her mouth, then replaced the scarf over her face.

Tammy watched her actions, then linked her arm through hers. “I was hoping there would be a nice ocean breeze to relieve us of having to wear the stupid rags.”

Anya nodded. “Me too. This sucks even more.”

After about five minutes of walking, the group decided to head back to the others with the disappointing news.

“Maybe it’s not such bad news,” Kal said. Tammy smiled; the man was always an optimist.

“Why isn’t it bad news?” Nate asked him as they trudged back to where they’d left the trucks.

Kal shrugged. “Well, we found out that this sand is hard enough to drive the trucks on,” he said. Tammy looked down in surprise, realizing that the man was right. The sand where there had once been ocean was firm, firm enough that it should easily support the heavy transport trucks.

“And since the ocean has sort of disappeared,” Kal continued, “I figured we could just drive to wherever it is we’re supposed to go.” He shrugged. “Gotta be faster to drive than to use a boat or whatever.”

Tammy nodded, realizing that the man’s logic made sense. Of course, Nate had to pause and consider what Kal was saying, picking it completely apart in his brain and then trying to piece it back together like it was an IKEA dining room set.

“Yeah, I think you’re right,” Nate finally said when they were a rock’s throwing distance from the rest of the group. “This sand is pretty hard. I guess it’s because it used to be underwater.”

“Yeah, man,” Kal said. “Once we get past all the turned up sand on the beach area, it should be pretty easy to drive to the Keys. Just hope they’re still there.”

Kal’s words sobered Tammy. She wondered the same thing, if the earthquake had sunk all the islands or something. She glanced over at Gerald and Felicia, but they were far enough away that they couldn’t have heard what they’d been talking about. She prayed then that Felicia’s parents were okay and that they’d be able to get to them.

When they got back to the rest of the group they’d left behind, Nate filled them in on what they’d discovered—that there seemed to be no ocean, but the sand was firm enough to drive on.

The group was understandably saddened about the first part of the news—everyone had been looking forward to taking a dip in the Gulf waters to get clean. But they were happy that they would be able to continue traveling in the trucks… and without all the bumping and jerking.

After they all filed back into the trucks, they started out across the sand. “It’s weird,” Tammy admitted after they’d driven less than a mile.

“What is?” Nate prompted as he looked at her. Now that they didn’t have to watch every inch of the road as they traveled, he was much more relaxed behind the wheel.

“Just that we’re driving on what was once the ocean floor,” she told him. “I mean, it’s unheard of, you know? I wonder what stuff we might see.”

Nate laughed. “It’s not like we’re driving down into the Mariana Trench.”

Tammy gave him a look. “I know that,” she snapped when he kept chuckling. “But I was just thinking we might get to see something cool. You know, like that whale.”

Nate made a face. “Yeah, I could do without seeing anymore dead, bloated, about-to-explode sea creatures, thank you very much. That was pretty gross.”

“I know,” Tammy agreed. “But still… I’ve never seen a whale up close, either alive or dead. It was kind of interesting, I guess.”

Nate nodded. “Yeah,” he said, though he didn’t sound like he really agreed. “But what I’m most looking forward to seeing is this commune that Felicia said her family has.”

“I just want to get clean,” she moaned. “At this point, I’d throw myself into a mud puddle and roll around like a well-fed pig.”

“You and me both,” Nate laughed. “I was hoping for at least a rain shower, but not with this smoke now,” he said as he leaned forward to look up at the sky for the umpteenth time. Tammy knew he was hoping for a clearing, a break in the ugly covering above.

“I’m more worried about the nuclear fallout coming down with the rain,” she said. “But then, I have to remember what Jacob pointed out—that we don’t have long here. Nuclear fallout shouldn’t even be a worry, I guess.”

“How long do you think we have?” Nate asked. She shrugged. It had been a topic of discussion when she’d been riding in the back with the others.

“There’s no way to tell for sure,” she said, “since we don’t know what’s going on in the world. Like, if the antichrist has proclaimed himself as God and all. Or if the two witnesses have appeared yet.”

Nate nodded as he inched forward on the sand. He was still driving as slowly as they had when navigating the wrecked terrain and Tammy knew it was because he was afraid of sinking the trucks into the sand.

“Wouldn’t it be better to drive faster?” she asked as she glanced at her husband. “I mean, if you go slowly, aren’t you sort of giving the truck more time to sink?”

He pondered her question, then laughed. “Yeah, maybe,” he allowed. “I don’t really know.”

“Right?” she said with a laugh. “Don’t think anyone’s driven on the bottom of the ocean before. At least, not while it was without water.” They were heading in a downward slope and Tammy fully expected the truck to start slipping on the sand, but it seemed no different than if they’d been traveling on a paved road.

Nate sped up a bit and then he even turned on his headlights. She looked at him in question and he glanced her way with a smile and a shrug. “We’re pretty far out in the, uh, ocean now,” he explained. “And we’re going downhill, so I figure the lights aren’t going to attract any attention. And we’re not sinking, so I guess the sand’s pretty hard-packed. Probably from all the compression due to the weight of the water. Or whatever.”

Tammy laughed. “Great explanation, Mr. Einstein,” she teased. Nate laughed as well. She was just glad her husband’s mood had lightened… and that they could get to their destination faster. But then Nate hit the brakes and stopped.

She looked around in confusion. There wasn’t any reason to stop that she could see. “What are you—”

“Felicia needs to lead,” Nate said. “Don’t know what I was thinking, taking point again.” He turned to look at her with a crooked smile. “I have no idea where this place is.”

They got out of their truck and walked to the truck behind them. While Nate went to the driver’s side to talk to Gerald, Tammy went to the passenger side. Felicia opened her door and Tammy grinned up at her.

“Red letter day,” she told her friend. Felicia lifted an eyebrow in question. Tammy motioned toward the driver’s side with her chin. “Nate just said he didn’t know where he was going,” she told her with a grin.

Felicia feigned a gasp and put her hand over her heart. “Oh my, a male admitting that? I think this might be the end of mankind!”

Her comment made them both laugh, but they sobered quickly, realizing just how true the statement was. “If only,” Tammy said with a wry smile. “Would be nice to have this all over and done with.”

Gerald interrupted them when he asked Felicia to drive, saying she had a better grasp of where they were going. Felicia told him she wasn’t really sure, since she’d never gone to the place from the ocean side.

Tammy felt a pinch of guilt, wishing she knew how to drive a stick shift so that she could have been helping drive over the course of their journey, but she pushed it aside. Felicia couldn’t handle kids and Tammy adored them, so she figured they each had their own gifts and ways of helping.

“Not everyone can plant. Some have to water, and some have to harvest. And don’t get Me started on the ones who just want to eat.”

Tammy snorted out a surprised laugh at that, then waved off the confused look Felicia gave her. Gerald once again interrupted the question his wife had been about to ask.

“Guess we’ll just drive around until we see some people,” he laughed. “Hopefully they’ll be friendlies.” Nate nodded, then slapped the door of the truck. Tammy winked at Felicia, then followed her husband.

Felicia drove a lot faster than Nate, to the point Nate was cursing. Tammy smacked him in the arm.

“Language,” she admonished, like she was a schoolteacher and he, one of her students. Nate gave her a look that she only caught thanks to the lights of the dashboard. It made her laugh.

They drove for a long time when Felicia pulled over, shutting the truck’s lights off. Nate pulled up alongside and Gerald rolled the window down.

“Think we outta stop for the, uh…” he glanced at the sky, then shrugged. “Night? Pretty sure we have a long way to go until we reach the Keys, and I’m sure the folks in the back would like to get out and stretch. I know I would.”

Nate looked around the area, thinking how strange it was that it had once been underwater… and not that long ago. When they’d walked out on the seabed before, the sand had still been damp.

“Yeah,” he sighed. “Sounds good.”

Tammy laughed and Nate turned back to her. “You don’t sound like it ‘sounds good’,” she teased. He just grunted.

She knew her husband was in a hurry to get to wherever it was they were heading. He had been the same way for months, ever since they left their hometown. She knew it was because he felt exposed, out in the open. He wanted a place to hunker down, where he could get his back to a wall and watch for approaching enemies.

Tammy wondered if Nate had missed his calling as a military strategist. Or a hockey goalkeeper. Maybe a wolverine, she thought with a laugh to herself.

The group was more than happy to get out of the trucks—the kids especially. They took off, whooping and squealing, chasing each other and throwing seashells. Carl walked up to Tammy and stood beside her, watching them.

“Kids,” he said, shaking his head. Tammy had to bite back the smile that threatened at his comment, since Carl was barely a teen himself.

They both burst out laughing, though, when Lou picked up a piece of seaweed and started chasing Keith with it. It was especially funny because Lou was just seven herself, yet the boy was eleven… and he was squealing like a young girl.

It was so good to see Lou acting like a normal kid for a change, Tammy thought to herself. The child’s past had been one of abandonment when her parents had died, then after, of abuse and neglect when in foster care.

The other kids, as well. Carl and his sisters had seen more than their share of mistreatment, but so had Keith and Kayla. Even Tina, their mother, wasn’t sure what all they’d suffered at the hands of the Neos when they’d all been taken into “custody.”

Tammy wished that there was more time left on earth, more time that the kids could just be kids, to live without fear of being compromised in some way. To just grow up knowing they were loved and would be taken care of.

“They’re My kids,” the Lord told her. “And I love them more than anyone could. Their life with Me will be better than any other they could have had.”

Tammy smiled. “I know, Lord,” she whispered. Carl glanced at her, a smile on his young face.

“Still hearing from Dad?” he asked. Most of their group had taken to calling the Lord “Dad” after Nate had started praying with them.

She nodded. “Yeah,” she breathed. “I was just boohooing a little, but as always, He straightens me out,” she said as she smiled at the boy. Carl smiled back as he nudged her with his shoulder. Tammy nudged him back, then turned to him as she looked him up and down.

“What?” he asked, his dark brown eyebrows nearly coming together.

“I think you’ve grown at least two inches since we—” she started to say “found you,” but changed it. “Since we all came to be a family.” She’d just realized the kid was as tall as she was.

Carl’s frown morphed into a fond smile. “Yeah, it’s nice having food,” he admitted. “And being able to sleep without—” his voice caught, and he cleared his throat. “Without… worrying.”

Tammy nodded, swallowing against the emotion clogging her own throat. The poor kid had been thrust into a caretaker role for his sisters for several years, and Nate confided to her that Carl blamed himself for the abuse Lou had suffered, thinking he hadn’t protected her well enough.

“Speaking of food,” Tammy said, completely changing the subject. “I better go help set up camp and all. Think you can ride herd on these nutcases?”

He laughed as he nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “They’ve never been to a beach before. At least now I don’t have to worry about them drowning in the ocean.”

Tammy grinned as she patted the boy on the shoulder, then turned to walk toward the trucks. The others were pulling tents and bags out and she moved next to Bette, taking a heavy bag from the older woman.

They had half the tents set up when Carl’s innocently joking statement came back, haunting her. Tammy dropped the sleeping bags that she held, then made some lame excuse to the others as she went in search of Nate. She found him talking to Tasha and Gerald about setting up a “perimeter” or some such thing.

He turned when she approached and must have read the concern on her face, because he made his own excuses, meeting met her before she reached the group.

“What’s wrong?”

Tammy bit her lip as she looked around, though she couldn’t see very far in the eerie red glow of the moon. She turned back to Nate.

“You don’t think the ocean’s going to come back, do you?” She waved her hand. “I mean, while we’re sleeping or something.”

Nate barked out a laugh. “Well, that’s up to God, not me.” Tammy rolled her eyes and whacked him with the back of her hand.

“I’m serious,” he said with a chuckle as he rubbed the spot on his stomach where she’d hit him. “How in the world would I know something like that?”

She sighed as she nervously looked around again, feeling like the ocean was going to return suddenly, devouring them with a giant tidal wave.

“I know, but…” Her eyes found his again. “You know how I feel about drowning.” She’d had nightmares about it since she was a young girl.

Nate’s grin faded as he pulled her into an embrace. Tammy’s nose wrinkled at the body odor coming from her husband but knew she didn’t smell any better.

“I know, hon,” he said as he kissed the top of her head. “But the therapist said those nightmares were the result of feeling helpless, right?” She nodded against his chest. “From the abusive piece of—from your dad,” he corrected with a sigh.

Tammy nodded again as Nate continued. “They weren’t harbingers or anything,” he soothed. “And besides, if God wants to take us out—to take us home—then He’ll do it His way and I doubt He’s going to let us suffer like that.”

She released a long breath as she felt herself relax. Nate was right; the Lord promised to take care of them, to provide for them. And He had—food, water, shelter, even the trucks and the fuel to run them. He’d even helped them escape the Neos, several times.

Another thing they’d noticed lately was the days seemed shorter, just like scripture said the end days would be, “for the sake of the elect.” Yet another way Jesus cared for His children.

Tammy nodded against Nate, then stepped back. “Sorry,” she murmured.

“No need to—”

“Not you… Dad,” she said with a grin. “I owe Him an apology for not trusting that no matter what happens, He’s in charge, despite the fact that Satan seems to be running the show now.”

Nate nodded. “Yeah, but like in our Bible study the other night, we know that Satan can’t really do much to God’s kids—”

“Just cut off our heads,” Carl grinned as he loped up to them. Tammy didn’t miss the look Nate gave the kid, one that said Way to go… now you gave her something else to worry about.

Carl’s smile faded at that look. “Uh, I mean—”

Tammy laughed. “It’s okay. We know that’s a possibility,” she shrugged. “And hey, beheading doesn’t sound like such a bad way to go, right? I mean, it’s really a quick and painless death. And then we’ll be martyrs and get to reign with Jesus for the millennium.”

“‘Cept we don’t know if beheading is pain—”

“Who’s watching the kids?” Nate interrupted Carl with a warning growl.

Even in the dim light, Tammy could see the boy’s face color as he gave Nate a pleading look, as if silently begging his forgiveness. She had to bite her lip to keep from laughing.

“Uh, Kayla’s watchin’ ‘em now,” he said, as he focused on Tammy while still darting nervous glances at Nate. “I came to ask if ya got a bag or somethin’ we can use to collect seashells. The little girls are kinda fascinated by ‘em.” He winced. “But not all of ‘em are empty, so they’re kinda stinky.”

Tammy did laugh then. “Yeah, well the whole place smells bad, so I doubt a bag of shells, empty or not, is going to make much difference.” She told Carl where to find a bag he could use, then they watched as the kid ran off.

Nate sighed as he wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “I wish we could have had kids of our own,” he surprised her by saying. Tammy smiled, though she shook her head.

“Not me.”

Nate’s head whipped around to stare down at her. Tammy gave him a rueful smile. He knew that she’d always wanted kids, but it had never seemed like “the right time” during their marriage.

“Why not?” Nate asked her, confusion coloring his words. Tammy turned her head to look at him. She’d thought it was obvious “why not.”

“Because I’d hate to have our children suffering through all this with us,” she admitted. “I hate that Sissy and Lou are having to go through it. At least the older kids kind of understand what’s going on. They get why we have to travel all the time and don’t have luxuries like video games and showers.”

Nate chuckled. “I bet the little ones don’t miss the showers.”

Tammy smiled as she nodded. “Yeah, probably not.” Just brushing the girls’ hair was an exercise in patience and trying to wipe their faces and hands was akin to baptizing a cat. “But you know what I mean.”

Nate nodded. “Yeah, I do.” He kissed the top of her head again. “But I also think that Sissy and Lou are here now, with us, so that they can experience what it means to be in a loving family. A loving earthly family, that is.”

Tammy’s heart felt like it was going to melt at her husband’s words. “Maybe you’re right,” she murmured. “Maybe it’s the Lord’s way of preparing them for how much love they’re going to have from their heavenly family.”

“Permit the children to come to Me; do not hinder them; for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.”

She smiled then when she heard the Father’s voice once more.

“Amen, Daddy. Amen.”


Chapter 5

THE NEXT DAY they set out early, as everyone was eager to reach the place that had become somewhat of a Shangri-La, a safe haven, in their minds. Nathan just hoped they wouldn’t be disappointed… or find that the enemy had taken over their anticipated paradise.

It was possible; the Neos seemed to be taking over the world.

Though they were driving along the irregular and wavy ocean floor, it didn’t take long before they started to climb in elevation. In about an hour, they reached an island.

“Land ho!” Tammy called out, making Nathan and the others in the back laugh.

“Fastest ocean cruise ever,” Nathan said as Felicia stopped in front of them. He navigated to the passenger side and Gerald rolled down the window.

“What do you think?” the man asked as he waved toward the island.

Nathan stared at it for a bit. As far as he could tell, it was just a dark blob in the distance.

“Don’t know,” Nathan admitted as he rubbed his jaw. “Don’t see any lights or anything. No movement that I can see.”

“Yeah,” Gerald agreed. “But with the smoke and all, kinda hard to tell if anyone’s there.”

“Well, one thing’s for sure,” Felicia said, “if there is anyone there, they’ve already seen us.”

Nathan winced at that, realizing he should have suggested they turn their lights off again, but he really hadn’t known they were so close to the Keys. He had a suspicion Gerald and Felicia didn’t know either. He glanced at his friend’s wife.

“Do you think that’s the island we’re looking for?”

Felicia turned to stare out the windshield, seeming to contemplate it. “Hmm,” she murmured. “I don’t think so.” She turned to look at him after glancing at Gerald.

“Dredgers wasn’t off by itself like that,” she said as she pointed to the land mass. “There were other islands around. I mean, I know I said I wasn’t sure if I would know it coming from the ocean side, but this doesn’t look right at all.”

“Is it possible the other islands, uh, washed away?” Tammy asked. “Wherever the water went, I mean, maybe they went with it.”

Nathan turned back to her and shook his head. “No, islands don’t actually float,” he told her. “They’re like underwater mountains, but you just see the top part of them.”

“Oh,” she said, her face coloring. He smiled, taking pity on her.

“I only know that because I did a paper on islands in geography back in high school.” Tammy gave him a grateful smile and he turned back to the Bonavitas.

“Well, Mr. Chief of Security, what do you think?”

Gerald turned to stare out at the island, then shrugged. “Well, it’s the only place around, so we might as well see what’s there.” He motioned to the truck that pulled up alongside Nathan’s.

“But let’s get Tasha and her group to ride up top with those rifles, just in case.”

Nathan thought it was a great plan, so he left Gerald and Tasha to the planning while he and Tammy and Felicia told the others what they were going to do.

“Just try to stay as quiet as you can, especially if you hear something outside of the truck,” Nathan told the group in the back of the truck, giving an extra stern look to the kids. They all nodded solemnly.

He pulled his nine-millimeter from the back of his pants and handed it to the closest person, a woman he thought was Beth, but he wasn’t good with names. Or faces, for that matter. I should probably pay more attention to these people, Nathan thought. Especially since I’m apparently their leader.

“Use it if you have to,” he told the woman. “If you don’t know how to shoot—”

“I know how,” she interrupted him. Nathan nodded, then closed the truck doors, stepping aside so a few of Gerald’s team could climb the ladder to position themselves on the top of the truck.

Once everyone was situated, they slowly made their way to the unknown island, keeping their lights off.

Nathan was surprised at the nervous feeling that had come over him as they neared the land mass. He figured he should be better trained than that, and more prepared than most of the others in their group who had no security or military type training. But then again, he’d worked for a police force in a small town that had its fair share of petty crime, but rarely had any criminal activity that required drawing his gun. He’d often joked that he was like “Sheriff Andy.”

Tammy must have sensed his tension. “Let’s pray, everyone,” she called out to the others in the back. “I’ll start. Abba Father, we need You to protect us now. If there are any enemies here, please shield us from them. Keep us safe from any attack. Give us discernment in knowing who is friendly and who isn’t.”

Some of the others murmured prayers from the back, though Nathan couldn’t hear them. He knew God could hear, though, and that’s all that mattered. And he felt better already.

Gerald had taken over driving the truck in front of them once again and Nathan glanced up, thankful to see those acting as their defense crouched on the top of the truck. It meant they were putting themselves in the line of fire first, and it was something Nathan was proud of them for doing. It was good to know that the group was willing to give their lives for their brothers and sisters.

The sentries on top of the truck tensed, rifles at the ready as they approached the land. Through the gloom, Nathan thought the island looked strange, more uniform than what would have naturally occurred. He frowned at it, taking in the length that disappeared into the darkness, then the shorter side to their left. The lines were too straight to be rock and dirt.

“That looks like some sort of building, doesn’t it?” Tammy murmured. Though she didn’t see it, Nathan nodded.

“Yeah, but it’s one heck of a big one.”

Gerald turned to the west side of the island, and they followed him up the steep incline of sand leading to what would have been the shore, if there had been water. He stopped then and waved an arm out the window to the other trucks, motioning for them to pull up alongside. They all rolled their windows down.

“What’s up?” Martin asked, who’d been driving the third truck. He kept his voice quiet enough that only Tammy heard him, so she relayed the question to Nathan, who turned to ask the same of Felicia. She motioned to Gerald.

“We think this is an old fort,” she told them. “I was here once when I was a kid. It was like a tourist place. Can’t remember the name of it,” she shrugged. “If that is what we’re seeing, we’re pretty far west of the Keys,” she added unhappily.

Tammy relayed the information to Martin, who suggested they send a few members of the security team in to do “recon” and see if the place was deserted. Nathan thought it was a good idea.

“If it is deserted, this would be a great place to stay,” he said as he glanced up at the towering walls. “Easy to defend, great for observation…” He looked up at the sky.

“Well, if we could see anyway,” he added wryly. Gerald climbed out of his truck and conferred with the security team. Within minutes, a small group spread out to see what they could find.

“In the meantime, I suppose we could at least get out and stretch our legs,” Tammy suggested. Nathan shook his head.

“Not a good idea,” he said as he motioned toward the fort. “Not until we know there aren’t any unfriendlies here.”

Tammy pursed her lips and looked like she wanted to argue, but instead sighed and nodded, though she crossed her arms over her chest and Nathan could have sworn her bottom lip stuck out. He almost laughed but thought better of it.

It was a long time before the team came back. Nathan figured that was due to the island—or fort, if that was what it was—being so big. At least it seemed that way, judging by the height of the walls and the length that he could see. Felicia had said she remembered it being massive, but that she couldn’t be sure since she’d been so young.

“No signs of anyone,” J.D. announced as he trotted up to the trucks.

“Amazingly, the place is still intact,” Penny, one of the new women to join their group, said. She looked over her shoulder at the fort. “No signs of quake damage. And it’s perfect from a defensive standpoint. From the top of the walls, you can see for miles.” She winced then. “Well, if we could see, we could see for miles,” she amended with a wry smile as she looked at J.D.

“And funny story,” Raj said. Nathan had been surprised when the fun-loving man had asked to join Gerald’s team. “There’s cannons still here,” he grinned. “Too bad they’ve been cemented in. Worthless,” he shrugged. “Oh, and the ocean is out there, on the other side,” he said nonchalantly as he pointed to the south.

There were cheers and exclamations at that, and people started insisting that they “hurry up.” Nathan smiled as he started the truck, knowing that everyone was just as anxious as he was to get into the water.

Nathan took the lead again as they drove along the west side of the fort toward the south. Raj said the water was quite a way out, which would explain why they hadn’t heard the waves. Once they reached the corner where the west met the south wall, Nathan could see the water about fifty yards out.

He was surprised that Raj had been able to see it from that distance, but then he noticed that the air seemed clearer. He pulled the rag from his face and rolled down his window.

“What are you doing?” Tammy asked. Nathan pointed out the windshield.

“The sky looks lighter here, doesn’t it?” She turned and stared up, then nodded as he stuck his head out and sniffed.

“No smoke,” he grinned as he turned to look at her. Tammy yanked her scarf off, then rolled her window down and did the same.

“Hey, everyone!” she yelled to the others in the back. “There’s no smoke out here! The air is a lot better!”

“I don’t think there’s any dust either,” Nathan said, raising his voice over the cheers coming from their group. “At least, not nearly as much.”

“Makes sense,” Tammy nodded. “There wouldn’t be any fires out here since there isn’t anything to burn and no dust, since there isn’t any dirt,” she laughed.

“Might be an ocean breeze too now,” he added. The air was still hot, but it also didn’t seem as stifling as it had been on the shore. Or on what had been the shore.

Instead of stopping at the fort, Nathan headed back down the lip of the island, straight for the ocean. He stopped just shy of where it was lapping at the sand.

“That’s weird,” Tammy said as she climbed out of the truck. Nathan joined her as they stared out at the water of the Gulf of Mexico, which was known for being a deep turquoise. The water in front of them had a distinct red color.

“Maybe it’s a reflection from the sky,” he told her as he wrapped his arm around her shoulders, hoping that was true. The alternative was to what was causing the strange color wasn’t something he really wanted to think about. Maybe some sort of nuclear fallout. Or blood.

“Yeah,” Tammy said, though she didn’t sound convinced.

“C’mon,” Nathan said. “Let’s at least go see if we can bathe in it. I’m just hoping it’s not too cold.”

His wife laughed then, knowing how much he hated cold water. Back before the collapse, she used to tease him about being a lobster… the boiled type.

“Okay,” she agreed as they walked toward the softly lapping water, the others following close behind. She called out for the kids then, and Nathan felt a pang of guilt that he’d forgotten about them, even for a moment. He just wasn’t used to being a “father” in any way.

When Lou ran up to him and hugged his legs, Nathan smiled softly at the girl as he lifted her into his arms. Sissy held her arms up for Tammy, who quickly answered the unspoken request. Carl stepped up beside them, grinning as he saw his sisters were firmly in their arms. It was obvious that he trusted them to keep the girls safe.

Nathan laid his free arm around the teen’s shoulders. “Let’s go get clean,” he told Carl.

“I don’t wanna bath,” Sissy whined as she stuck her thumb in her mouth. Tammy laughed and kissed the child’s cheek.

“Well, you need one, sweetie,” she said as she continued walking into the gentle surf. “You smell like an old goat.”

“I like goats,” Sissy argued, making them all laugh. All but Lou.

“I don’t wanna bath either,” she said quietly, her little body stiff against him. Nathan glanced at Carl. The boy had confided in him that “bath times” at their foster home had often ended with Lou being accosted by the man who was supposed to be a surrogate father to the kids.

Nathan sighed as he gave the girl a gentle squeeze. “It’s okay, honey,” he told her. “I’ll be right here, and I won’t let anyone hurt you. Not ever again.” He winced as he realized that wasn’t a viable promise, not with the way the world was heading.

Father, Daddy, please help me protect these children and show them Your love. Give me the ability to love them like You do.

He sucked in a deep breath then as he set Lou on her feet, taking her hand as the waves reached to her ankles.

“Let’s walk into the water together, okay?” he said, trying to sound optimistic. Tammy set Sissy on her feet as well, and they held the girls’ hands while they walked deeper into the water, the girls squealing first in fear, then delight.

Nathan was a bit surprised that the water didn’t deepen like he thought it would. They were fairly far out in the Gulf, but it was as if the ocean had receded so much that it was barely a fraction of what it had been.

It took a quite a bit of walking before they were deep enough to actually bathe. He held Lou close to him as he scrubbed the girl’s hair with the sand from the ocean floor, then moved back to shallower water where she could stand on her own comfortably so that he could wash his own hair.

Even though they weren’t using fancy shampoos or soap and they were still fully clothed, just being in the water and scrubbing their itchy, filthy hair with the rough sand felt luxurious. Nathan had never appreciated a shower or bath like he did in that moment.

After the group had their fill of scrubbing in the salty water, they made their way back to the trucks. Those who had stayed behind to watch over the trucks then headed out into the water for their own “bath time.”

“I guess we should figure out where we’re going to make camp,” Nathan told the rest of the group. “We can get set up while the others are bathing. Leave one of the trucks for them.”

The fort was vast, an endless catacomb of walkways and rooms. While Nathan had originally thought the structure had long and short sides, once inside he realized it was built in a hexagon, with rooms lining every side that were open to both sea and the interior of the fort.

It had a slightly oppressed feeling to it and Nathan got the impression that it had been some sort of prison at one time. He pushed aside the uneasiness at the thought of how many souls could have died within the walls.

The sound of nearby laughter caught his ears then, chasing away the uneasiness. Not surprisingly, most of the group had chosen “rooms” in the same area. Though Nathan knew it was a survival instinct, the need to “circle the wagons” so to speak, he was glad for it. If there was an emergency, it was comforting to know back up was close by.

“I’m not sure we really need the tent,” Tammy said, drawing his attention back to their space. She motioned to the ceiling above. “It’s plenty warm and even though there aren’t doors or windows we can close, I think it’ll provide all the shelter we need.”

Nathan nodded, though he still liked the idea of having the tent. Admittedly, the polyester wasn’t much by way of “protection,” but it just felt… cozier.

“Let’s go ahead and set it up,” he said. “I just like the idea of having it around us.” Nathan knew he was probably being ridiculous, but for whatever reason that he couldn’t really explain, he just wanted the fabric surrounding them.

Tammy helped him set up the structure that had been “home” for over a month, then they headed out to meet with the others. It was getting near to dinner time.

They had parked the trucks in the center courtyard and Nathan had asked the group to meet there after they’d settled.

“Seems like this is as good a place as any to have our meals,” he told them. “At least it’s a central meeting place.”

When everyone had gathered around in somewhat of a circle, Nathan asked Jacob to bless their food. The old man shuffled to the center of the group, then leaned heavily on his cane as he closed his eyes, tilting his face to the sky. He started praying… in Hebrew.

While Nathan remembered some of the language from his school days, he’d forgotten most of it. But when Jacob started praying, he was startled to realize he understood every word. And what was even stranger was that he knew everyone else did too.

“Baruch atah adonai elokeinu melech haolam.” Blessed Are You GOD, our Lord, King of the World.

“Hamotzie lechem myn ha'aretz,” Who brings forth bread from the ground, “Boreiy pree hagafen,” Who creates the fruit of the vine. “Shehakol Nihyah bidvaro,” Everything was created through His words.

There was a round of “amens” following that, and the believers then ate their meals while joking, laughing, praising.

Though Nathan laughed along with the others, he thought that it was amazing the group could be so joyful, especially considering their circumstances.

He knew a lot of the happiness could be attributed to having a safe place to stay finally. The fort was easily defensible on all sides and the security team was taking shifts to make certain there was a watchman for all four directions. After running and hiding for so long, it was nice to not have the need to keep one eye looking over your shoulder at all times.

It was a nice change after all the months of fear.

They finished their food, then Jacob stood in the midst once again to offer the bracha acharonah, the after-meal blessing. Nathan wondered if the others realized they were hearing Hebrew and not English. He also knew that no one in their group would question where the ability came from.

The Lord was certainly working amongst them.

After the trash was gathered, Carl led the group in some praise songs as he played the guitar. It was something they hadn’t been able to do as a group, not with the need to stay quiet all the time. Nathan grinned at how loudly the people sang. Even though a lot of them were far off-key, he knew that their Father was smiling at His children in that moment.

The worship and praise was interrupted when Kal cleared his throat as he stood after the fourth song. The man looked slightly terrified, which wasn’t a look Nathan was used to seeing on his friend’s face.

“I… I’m feeling like I need to say something,” Kal began as he ran a hand over the back of his neck. He shook his head as he dropped his hand. “No, that’s not right,” he corrected himself. “I am sure that the Lord is leading me to say a few words.” A sigh lifted his shoulders.

“I haven’t, uh, spoken like this in a long time,” he admitted with rueful smile. “I was a pastor back in the day and had a pretty nice little church. But then when all the, uh, bad stuff started happening, even back before the financial collapse, I’m ashamed to admit I quit believing. Quit trusting. In fact, I walked away from the Lord, completely turned my back on Him when all the believers weren’t taken up before the tribulation started.” He waved his hand.

“I just realized a lot of you might not know what I’m talking about,” he said with a chuckle. “And it doesn’t matter. All that does matter is that I got on my knees and asked the Lord to forgive my stupid self. And amazingly, He did.” Kal shook his head.

“He is a good and gracious God, isn’t He?” There were murmurs of “amen” at that. “And no matter what we have to go through here on earth, He will be with us. He’ll help us out, like He already has. He’s protected us and provided for us. Heck, Felicia said this place we’re standing in used to be surrounded by a moat, but God even fixed that so we could drive right in.

“And yeah, it’s obviously a hard time to be alive, but He’s got a plan for all of it. It was written thousands of years ago, as a matter of fact.”

Kal started pacing. “Some of you are still questioning that plan. I know, cuz I hear you talking.” He clasped his hands behind his back as he turned in a slow circle.

“You’re worried about how all this is gonna play out, what’s gonna happen to you… to us. If we’re gonna live, or if we’re… not,” he said as he glanced to the children.

Sissy was once again on Tammy’s lap, sucking her thumb. Lou was in her usual spot beside Nathan. The older kids were sitting with Carl across from them. Once again, he was taken aback by the fact that there were so few children still alive now. They had over one hundred adults, and only five kids.

“I feel like the Lord wanted me to tell you that it doesn’t matter,” Kal continued, drawing Nathan out of his thoughts. “None of it does. None of this does. This… earth, I mean, is just the place we call home for now. It’s not our true home. It’s more like a rental,” he said with a grin, his teeth startlingly white against his darkly tanned skin.

“Our real home is in Heaven, with the Lord. Yep, that’s right. We are children of God. Princes and princesses.” Lou sucked in a breath next to him and Nathan glanced down at her. She was staring at Kal, but she seemed to feel Nathan’s eyes on her, as she turned to look up at him.

“I’m a princess?” she whispered. Nathan grinned and nodded.

“Yep, you sure are,” he murmured. “You’re the daughter of the Most High King, so that makes you His princess.”

Lou nodded. “Cool.”

Nathan wanted to laugh; of course, a little girl would think being a princess was “cool.” He fully expected her next question to be “Where is my crown and my gown?” but she kept quiet, her attention on Kal.

“Our real home is a mansion,” the former pastor continued, though he smiled at Lou, leading Nathan to think he’d heard the child’s comment. “So yeah, we’re just renters here. We’ve been in a race to take up space in a place that’s not our base.” He paused when everyone chuckled.

“This planet just isn’t our home, not at all,” Kal continued. “So we don’t need to worry about what’s going to happen to us here. God’s in charge, after all. He isn’t going to let something happen that isn’t in His perfect plan. We just have to know that He’s sitting on His throne, waiting for all His kids to finally admit they’re His kids—like all of us did—and then BAM!” he yelled as he pounded a fist into his other hand, then spread all his fingers out like an explosion.

“At the last trumpet sound, we’re with Jesus. For, like, ever, man,” he grinned. “And after meeting all of you and getting to know you, I gotta say… we’re gonna have one heck of a party!”

There were loud hoots and yells at that, a testament to the fact that the entire group was feeling safe in that place. They’d spent the past years whispering and murmuring, trying to stay quiet so as to not draw attention from the enemy.

Nathan was still grinning when the group said their goodnights, standing to make their way to their respective “rooms.” They’d barely made it to the stone steps when a loud whistle caught their attention.

“Incoming!” someone from atop the fort’s walls yelled. Nathan’s eyes widened as he looked to the sky, but then realized whoever it was who’d yelled had meant someone was coming their way, not that missiles were about to be dropped on their heads.

He shoved Lou toward Tammy and told her to take the girls to their room while he took the steps two at a time to the top of the walls, not at all surprised to see that others had already rushed up one of the other sets of stairs. More followed behind Nathan as he ran toward the sentry who’d sounded the alarm, realizing as he drew near that it was Penny.

The woman pointed to the north. “About a klick out. Headlights coming our way.”

They all turned to look where she was pointing, which was the direction they’d come from earlier. Nathan tried to remember how far a “klick” was; police didn’t use that terminology and he’d never served in the military.

“A little more than half a mile,” someone said, as if answering his unspoken question.

Penny held her rifle up, looking through the scope. “Wish this thing had night vision,” she grumbled. “But from what I can see, we’ve got two transports and possibly three or four Jeeps with fitty guns up top.”

“Fitty guns?” Nathan asked, his eyebrow raised.

“Fifty cal machine guns,” one of the other men muttered. Nathan thought his name was Bruce.

Really need to learn who everyone is, Diamond, he reprimanded himself.

“So probably not friendlies,” Penny drawled.

“Yeah,” Nathan agreed as he rubbed his jaw. “But we also can’t assume they’re Neos either. Might be another group like ours, who managed to steal some vehicles.”

“Possibly,” Penny said, though she didn’t sound convinced. “Guess we’ll know when they get closer and open fire. Or not.”

Nathan winced, but he glanced at the fort beneath his feet. The thing was basically impenetrable, at least for normal ammo. He wasn’t sure about the heavier guns.

“These walls can withstand a fifty caliber, right?” he asked. Penny shrugged.

“Depends on what they’re using. If it’s one of the APs, then, yeah. No prob. But if it’s SLAPs…” her voice trailed off as she gave a little head shake.

“SLAPs are metal busters,” Bruce, or whoever he was, explained. “Doubt these brick walls will stop one, no matter how thick they are.”

Nathan’s heart skipped a beat at that bit of news. He started worrying about Tammy and the kids, wondering if they’d be safe where they were. There was only one outside wall between them and whoever it was coming at them.

“Well, we have to play the waiting game now,” Penny said as she kept her sight trained on the approaching vehicles. “What do you want me to do if they’re not friendlies?”

Nathan paused. That was the big question… what did he want to do about it? If they were Neos, then he absolutely wanted to shoot them before they had the chance to shoot first. But… what if they were like Steve and Patty, who had accepted the mark of the beast without really knowing what it meant? If they’d never actually sworn allegiance to Satan, but had just been deceived into taking the mark through coercion or fear that they wouldn’t be able to provide for themselves, what then?

He shook his head, knowing it did no good to run through “what if” scenarios. The bottom line was, if the people coming at them were aggressors, then they would be dealt with. There really was no other option.

But Nathan prayed the Lord would protect anyone who was innocent.

There were long, tense moments as those on the wall waited to see what the verdict was. Penny wasn’t the only one training a rifle on the oncoming vehicles; there were at least six others that Nathan could see. It was a relief to know that they had people who were willing to step up and take charge of the defense of the group.

“They’re Neos!” Penny called after a few minutes. “I can see the uniforms. And looks like they’ve got NVDs.”

Nathan turned a questioning look to Bruce. “Night vision devices,” he translated.

“Yep, and they’re looking right at us,” Penny announced. “Incoming!”

That time, Nathan knew that meant that a weapon of some sort was being fired in their direction.

He just hoped that it didn’t hit Tammy and the kids.


Chapter 6

TAMMY WAS tired of waiting to find out what was going on, if the enemy was approaching or what. She wanted to jump up and run out of their “room,” which was barely more than a cell, and demand to know what was going on up top.

But another part of her wanted to stay exactly where she was, sitting in their tent and comforting the girls who were obviously sensing the stress of the moment. Although they’d tried to protect the little ones from knowing what was going on, they were surprisingly attuned to the world around them.

“Is Nate gonna be okay?” Lou asked, worry in her tone as she stared at Tammy. Her heart clenched at the worry etched into the child’s face. No one that young should ever have to deal with so much turmoil and fear, Tammy thought.

“He’ll be just fine,” Tammy assured the little girl, praying that was true. Father, please keep Nathan and the others safe. Don’t let anything happen to them… well, at least, nothing outside of Your will. I don’t want to ask for anything that isn’t in Your plan. Just… just don’t let them die tonight. I’m not sure what I would tell these kids.

An unexplainable calm came over her then and Tammy smiled as she kissed the top of Sissy’s head, then Lou’s. “The Lord is in charge of everything,” she told them. “He won’t let anything happen that isn’t in His plan.”

“I know,” Lou sighed as she burrowed into Tammy’s side, her slim arm slipping over Tammy’s stomach. “I just love him,” she whispered. “I don’t want God to take him away from me.”

Tammy blinked furiously at the threatening tears. The child had already suffered so much in her young life; it wasn’t fair for her to have to be subjected to so much worry.

But life isn’t fair.

Tammy shook away her thoughts and gave Lou a little squeeze. “He’ll be fine,” she repeated. “Let’s pray first for everyone on top of the walls, and then we’ll play a game, okay?”

“I wanna play princess,” Sissy announced. Tammy laughed. After Kal had announced that they were all “princes and princesses,” she knew the girls were going to hone in on that comment.

“Okay, we can do that,” Tammy told her. “Now, grab your sister’s hand and let’s ask Jesus to keep everyone safe, okay?” The girls nodded, so Tammy started praying.

“Father, Daddy, we ask that You’ll protect Nate and all the others who are on top of the wall defending us from whatever is coming our way. If it’s the enemy, I pray that You will let us win the fight. And if it’s not the enemy, if it’s someone like us who is just looking for a safe haven, well, I ask that You’ll reveal that to Nate and the others before they start fighting.”

“Don’t let nothing bad happen to them,” Sissy whispered.

“Yeah,” Lou added in agreement. “Bring Nate back to us. Don’t let him get hurt.”

Out of the mouths of babes, Tammy thought with a watery smile.

“Amen,” she said exuberantly as she hugged the girls to her. “Okay, now I think you both should be the princesses, and I’ll be the queen. We’ll fight off the evil dragon trying to storm our castle!”

They were deep into their play when it seemed like the entire fort rocked with an explosion. Pieces of brick rained down on the tent above them as the girls shrieked. An acrid smell of decay seemed to wash over them as Tammy snatched the kids up and pulled them to her to comfort and protect them. But that lasted just a moment before an intense feeling of needing to flee came over her.

Another explosion blasted the wall as she bolted out of the tent and ran toward the hall, wincing as she felt something hit her in the shoulder blade. Lou cried out when she almost dropped the girl and Tammy yanked her back up, ignoring the pain.

When she reached the door, she glanced over her shoulder, eyes widening in horror as the wall they’d just been sitting near collapsed, with a portion of the roof quickly following, crushing the tent.

We’d be dead if we’d stayed there… She also knew they would have been hit by brick debris in the first blast if it hadn’t been for the tent. She wondered if Nate had somehow sensed that when he’d insisted they put the tent up.

Tammy swallowed hard as she ran toward the inside walls of the fort, thanking the Lord for giving her the foresight to run, though she didn’t know which way to go. She was afraid of taking the stairs, since they were closer to the outside wall than she’d like, so she ran along the corridor, hoping to find another way to the courtyard below.

She cursed herself for not exploring the fort more when they hadn’t had the threat of invasion hanging over their heads. She vowed then that if she was ever in another situation like the one she found herself in, she would make sure she knew all the exit points and quick escape routes.

Yet another explosion showered them with brick debris and the girls screamed out in terror. Tammy forced her legs to move faster as she ran, hoping she was running in the opposite direction, rather than toward the enemy. It was difficult to know, since she didn’t know which way the Neos were coming from.

“It’s okay,” she told the girls as she continued to run. “The Lord will protect us.” Please, Father, please don’t let the girls get hurt.

The pain in her back was becoming almost unbearable and the last thing she wanted was for one of the children to be hurt as well. And protect the other kids, she added to her prayers even as she wondered where Carl and the others were.

Yet another blast from behind them seemed to rock the fort on its foundations and Tammy ran faster, envisioning the brick ceiling above crashing down on them.

There was another set of stairs up ahead, and she ran with renewed vigor, hoping they were far enough away from the blasts coming from the unseen assailants. She realized that not knowing what she was facing—and from where—was worse than seeing the enemy face to face.

“We’re going to go down to the courtyard,” she told the girls as she reached the stairs, then ran as quickly as she could down the moss-covered stones. It occurred to her then that was probably what they’d smelled before after the first blast, the overpowering musty odor—decades of decay between the bricks and stones being released.

Even though the atmosphere was oppressively hot and there hadn’t been rain for more days than she could count, she thought it was rather amazing the thick green moss still managed to survive enough to hinder her progress. Tammy wished she had as much fortitude as that plant.

“Run with endurance the race that is set before…”

Her steps faltered and she almost stumbled when she heard the Lord’s voice, which sounded like an admonition. “Help me, Jesus,” she mumbled as she slipped and slid down the slick steps.

With feet slipping out from under her on the last five steps, Tammy sucked in a breath at the realization that Sissy was going to be crushed underneath her as they slammed into the stones below. She shrieked as she turned her body at the last second, careening with the ground on her back while the breath exploded out of her. Pain shot through her body from the injury she’d received before as a moan caught in her throat, not having the breath to expel it.

“Are you okay?” Carl yelled as he ran up to her. He lifted Lou from Tammy’s chest, handing the girl to Kayla, then plucked the whimpering Sissy from her shoulder. Tammy couldn’t speak, but she nodded, relief filling her damaged, aching body that the older kids were okay as well. Tammy forced a wobbly smile, despite the agony tearing through her.

Carl helped her up with his free hand, though she would have preferred not moving at all. But the hard stones weren’t exactly comfortable, so she allowed the kid to pull her up. She had to cling to his arm for a moment to steady herself.

“I don’t think you’re okay after all,” Carl said. The censure in his voice would have made her laugh, but she still hadn’t caught her breath.

Tammy sucked in a tiny bit of air with an “eep” sound, then another and another until her lungs finally filled, though that caused another round of torturous pain to shoot through her. She wanted to ask Carl to look at her back, to see just how bad it was, but knew they needed to get into the courtyard and away from the building that seemed to be threatening to come down around their heads.

Without the burden of the girls, Tammy was able to make it to the grass and nearly collapsed, but Carl kept a firm hand on her arm as he tugged her along. She was amazed at the strength of the teen, with being able to carry his sister with one arm and pull her along with the other. In just moments, they were far enough away from the building to feel somewhat safe.

Tammy collapsed onto the grass near a tree as Carl set Lou down. Kayla—still holding Sissy—moved to sit next to her and the little girl immediately leaned over into Tammy’s arms. She grimaced at the pain that shot through her left arm at that.

“You okay?” Kayla asked, a worried frown on her face. Tammy gave her a smile that was probably more of a grimace as she nodded.

“Just winded,” she wheezed.

“You look kinda white,” Kayla said.

Carl sat on her other side while Keith plopped down in front of them, staring at the area of the fort they’d just escaped from. Explosions were still shattering the building, clouds of brick dust filling the air, choking the thick atmosphere even further. Rapid gunfire could be heard coming from the top of the fort and Tammy’s heart skipped when she thought of Nate on the walls, exposed to enemy fire.

“We need to pray,” she wheezed. She held out her right hand for Kayla to take, then dropped her left off her lap, palm up. Carl reached out and grabbed it, causing Tammy to stiffen as her arm pulled against the injury.

“You go first,” she whispered to Carl. The boy gave her a funny look, but he nodded.

“Jesus, we need Your help here,” he said. “Them Neos are shootin’ up the place and seems our friends are outgunned. But You got the biggest guns of all, so we’re gonna just wait for You to take them awful Neos out.”

Tammy squeezed Kayla’s hand, a silent encouragement for her to pray next. She really didn’t think she had the breath to do so herself. It was a little concerning, since she knew the lack of air wasn’t due to knocking the wind out of her. She’d gotten her breath back after that, but once they ran to the courtyard, it became harder and harder to breathe.

“Daddy God,” Kayla said in her tiny voice. Tammy always thought the pre-teen sounded a little like a mouse cartoon character. Her voice was even higher and softer than Sissy’s.

“We don’t know what’s going on out there, ‘cept the bad guys are trying to blow us up. Can You please do something about it?”

Despite the pain that was encompassing her as her strength in turn lessened, Tammy smiled. She just knew the Lord loved the prayers of children. They were so simple, so sweet.

“Yeah, God,” Keith said, “take those jerks out.”

Tammy chuckled, if only mentally, at that. Okay, maybe not all of them are sweet.

She started to wheeze out her own prayer, but Sissy surprised her when she pulled her thumb out of her mouth. “Daddy up there,” she said as she pointed to the sky, “You gots to save us cuz we can’t fight cuz we’re just peoples and those guys are debils.”

Tammy laughed at that, even though it caused excruciating pain to shoot through her spine and used up the last of her breath. She gave Sissy a kiss on her cheek and the child popped her thumb back in her mouth, leaning her head against her chest. Tammy closed her eyes, willing the pain to stop and hoping she could force some more air in her lungs.

“And God,” Lou whispered from where she sat on Carl’s lap, “You gotta heal Tammy, cuz she’s bleeding all over the place.”

Tammy opened one eye and looked at the child, but Lou was staring at the ground behind her. Carl leaned over to see what his sister was looking at then shouted something. Tammy couldn’t make out the words as blackness darkened the edges of her vision.

“Tell Nate I love him,” she whispered as she fell over onto Carl and Lou.

THE SOUND of trickling water was confusing, and she struggled to make sense of it. The relocated ocean shore was too far away from the fort to be heard, and even then, waves lapping at the sand didn’t make the silvery melody she was hearing.

As she peeled her eyes open, she was struck by the brightness. It had been over a week since the earthquake had overturned the earth, sending clouds of noxious dust into the atmosphere, blocking the sun’s light. Her eyes were unaccustomed to such luminescence, and she winced at the pain… but quickly realized there was no pain.

In fact, the injury in her back no longer pained her. She tentatively sucked in a small breath, then another, larger one, smiling as her lungs filled with sweet-smelling air. Even before the quake that had changed the environment so drastically, she’d never encountered such a clean smell. It was as if the entire earth had been bathed in a cleansing rain. A smile grazed her lips as she filled her lungs again and again.

After a long while of just enjoying the freshness of clean air, she pushed herself to a sitting position, only then realizing she’d been lying in a bed of wildflowers in colors she’d never seen before. Normally, she would have been sneezing as her allergies reminded her pollen was an enemy, but she didn’t have even the slightest tickle in her nose or her throat. Another deep breath followed that realization as she enjoyed the fragrance.

The area was incredible, a riot of colors she knew she’d never experienced before. The sky above was the expected color, but it seemed to be in fifty different shades, each overlapping the other, creating a kaleidoscope of blues.

Her hand ran over the tops of the flowers, noting shades of purple, yellow, crimson and orange that she’d never encountered on earth. Even the stalks of the flowers seemed… greener.

She turned her face toward the sound of the water, noting a stretch of lush grass outside of the wildflower patch and a creek beyond that, lined with countless types of trees, all thick with leaves. Her feet seemed to have a mind of their own as she pushed to a stand and found herself next to the creek in the span of a heartbeat.

A step through the trees revealed the sparkling diamond effect of the water as it cascaded over smooth stones along the creek bed. The water was so clear, so pure, she could make out every pebble lining the bed. She bent, knowing before her fingers trailed through the ripples that it would be cool to the touch.

“Taste it.”

The voice should have startled her, coming from nowhere… and everywhere at the same time. But she recognized the voice and her heart leapt within her. She turned and smiled.

“Lord,” she breathed.

He smiled, His teeth so shockingly white against His dark skin that she was forced to blink. He looked nothing at all like she’d pictured… and yet, she knew she’d know Him anywhere, even if He hadn’t spoken.

His eyes seemed to twinkle, catching the light in a way she’d never seen before. It was then that she realized His eyes weren’t any particular color… they seemed to be all the colors.

“Yep,” He said with a pop as He waved His hand, indicating the place she’d found herself. “Welcome.”

She smiled as she looked around the area for a moment, still enchanted with the phenomenal colors outside of any spectrum she could conceive. Her smile faded as she turned her gaze back to Him.

“Am I…”

“Nope,” he said with another pop that made the corners of her mouth lift. He pushed off the tree He’d been leaning on. “Taste the water,” He repeated as He motioned toward the crystal-clear liquid.

She did as she was told, closing her eyes at the shockingly fresh taste. It was unlike anything she’d ever tasted. It was… heavenly.

He chuckled then, enticing her eyes to open again. She saw that He was holding out a hand.

“Come,” He said. She didn’t hesitate to reach out, but balked at the last minute, her fingers curling into a fist. He tilted His head to the side, a question on His face, though she had the idea He knew exactly what she was thinking.

“You’re not ‘too dirty’,” He scoffed, confirming her thoughts. “You’re My child, My precious daughter.” He wiggled His fingers. “Now, take My hand and come along.” The words sounded like a command, but she knew it was her choice to follow Him… or not.

The idea that she might not want to follow Him was ludicrous, unimaginable, and caused her chest to ache in a way she’d never felt before. She quickly put her hand in His, jolting slightly at the feel of His skin. It felt… real, she thought as she stared at it. Human, if that were possible. She realized she’d been expecting something more foreign. Alien, even.

“Like this?” He asked and she glanced up, eyes widening as she stared into a long face, broad at the top and narrowing at the chin, comically green with huge black eyes. Those eyes blinked a few times. In a moment, before she could blink herself, He was back to normal, grinning.

She couldn’t help but burst out laughing. He turned and started walking along the creek, tucking her hand into the crook of his elbow. “I love that sound.”

A slight frown crossed her brow. “What sound?” she asked as she turned to gaze at the trickling creek. He didn’t answer, so she glanced back at Him.

He was smiling again. His face held no worldly beauty but was incredibly glorious in its own right. Those indescribable eyes held her spellbound, and she sensed He could see all the way into her soul.

It was then that she realized He wasn’t any taller than her. In fact, they were the same height. She had no idea the Lord would be so short.

“The sound of your laughter,” He explained, bringing her out of her thoughts. His smile deepened. “And I’m not short,” He added, yet another reminder that He knew her every thought. “You’re just not short now either.”

“Oh,” she laughed as they slowly made their way down the creek. She wondered where it went, and where it came from. He didn’t tell her, and she didn’t ask.

They walked in silence for a long time, but questions niggled in her mind, teasing her, begging to be asked. Of course, He anticipated them and turned to her, a dark brow rising.

She cleared her throat. “If I’m not dead, how can I be in Heaven?”

He patted her hand where it rested on his forearm. “You’re not dead,” He said simply. “Sorta kinda, but not really,” He added with yet another smile, surprising her with a wink.

She laughed again. “But—”

He patted her hand again, a silent and gentle admonishment. “You’ll be returning soon,” He said, then waved His hand. “This isn’t Heaven. This is more of a… corridor.”

“I see,” she said, though she really didn’t. He laughed as He made a “tsk” sound.

“You should never lie,” He said. “That’s a big no-no. Might get you in trouble with the Big Guy.”

She barked out a laugh. “You mean You?”

He grinned at her again as He led her around a tree, back out into the meadow. She blinked in confusion, realizing they were back in the same place she’d awakened, though they’d walked for a very long time.

They stopped in the middle of the lush grass, and she flexed her toes, suddenly realizing she was barefoot. That surprised her more than anything, for some reason. The grass was soft and strangely comforting. It reminded her of something… of a time in her life when she didn’t have any cares or worries, though that seemed like more of a fantasy than anything else. A memory tickled at the back of her mind, like a feather in a breeze that she couldn’t seem to catch.

He put His hands on her shoulders. Normally, such a thing would bother her. Nate was the only one who could touch her like that without causing a panic attack. But the Lord’s hands were comforting. Incredibly so.

“Tamara Elaine,” He said, using her full name. She hadn’t heard it in so long, it startled her. She’d always hated it. Her father had named her and insisted on using both first and middle names at all times. His memory caused an involuntary shudder to course through her body.

The Lord smiled gently. “You no longer have to carry the burdens of your childhood,” He said, His voice as soft as that wafting feather. “Give them to Me. My shoulders are broad.”

Her eyes misted, His face becoming blurry. “I… I don’t know how,” she admitted with a whisper.

His eyes softened, His smile kind as He brushed the tears from her cheeks with His thumbs. “Yes, you do,” He admonished gently. “First, you need to forgive him. I know he hurt you,” He said when she started to protest, to try to explain why she felt the way she did, though she knew He already understood.

“But you should know that your earthly father suffered in the same way he treated you. Even worse. And his father before him. And so on. The evil one was involved in many generations of your family,” He added sadly, startling her.

“Every time you remember, when you think back to a hurt or wrongdoing, imagine a little boy suffering twice as badly. Then think of that abused child growing into an adult and not knowing how to treat his own child. All he knew was what he’d learned.”

She shook her head, knowing she was arguing with the Lord, the Creator of the universe, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. “But I’m not like that,” she protested. “I don’t treat Lou and Sissy like my father treated me.”

He smiled again as His hands gently squeezed her shoulders. “No, you don’t,” He agreed. “That’s because you have Me and I lead you to choose better. To act better.”

“But my father was a deacon…” She’d turned away from religion—from her faith—as she grew older for that very reason. If a godly man could be so cruel, then she’d wanted no part of it.

He gave a shake of His head, the slight movement causing His dark hair to brush His shoulders. Tammy stared at it, smiling as she noted it was curly. It was then she realized He was exactly how she thought He would look—longish hair, white robe, easy smile. She wondered if He was showing her what she wanted to see. Or what she expected.

“Your earthly father wasn’t My child,” He said, again with sadness coloring the words. Surprise widened her eyes, and she opened her mouth to ask another question.

“There will be many who will say ‘Lord, Lord’, remember?” He asked before she could speak.

She closed her mouth and nodded, suddenly saddened to know that her father wasn’t saved. Even though he was an extremely cruel man—her body bore many scars to attest to that fact—she didn’t want him to suffer for all eternity.

The Lord sighed. “I wish that all would come to Me,” He said. The mourning in His voice was so tangible, it made her swallow hard against her own emotion. He offered a smile then, though it was still tinged with pain.

“The ‘free will’ thing isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

Despite the emotion and the topic of their conversation, she laughed as she shook her head. “No, I imagine it isn’t. But You wouldn’t want a bunch of robot children following You around, would You?”

He smiled again, this time a bit brighter. “That’s been preached in more pulpits than even I can count,” He laughed. “But no, I wouldn’t. Better to come to Me because of love than with a shove.”

She laughed at that. “Sometimes a shove is needed.”

He nodded. “Yes, but that’s where My kids come in.” He smiled again. “You and all the others, you give the shoves when they’re needed.”

That stopped her as she considered what He was saying. Realization dawned then as she shook her head. “But… I’ve been so… so bad at shoving, er, at telling others about You,” she admitted, shame coloring her words and her cheeks. “I… I feel like I failed You.” Her eyes filled then at her admission, and she hung her head.

He surprised her by lifting her chin with His finger. “You have let a great many opportunities pass by,” He agreed. “I have put you in the path of many of your brothers and sisters, but you chose to walk on by rather than tell them where they belong. And better, to whom they belong. You’ve listened too many times to My enemy’s lies, telling you that you couldn’t or shouldn’t share My truth.” He shrugged.

“But that doesn’t mean I love you any less.” A smile tugged at His mouth. “I will always love you, daughter. You are My princess, you know.”

She laughed through her tears, once again startled when He wiped them away. “Oh yeah,” she choked out, “no tears in Heaven.” She waved her hand. “Or wherever this is.”

He grinned. “You can cry here all you want,” He told her. “Though I’d prefer it if you didn’t. I’d much rather hear you laugh again.”

They turned and walked again by unspoken agreement, toward the wildflowers. She wondered if this was the moment that she’d have to return… and every fiber of her being wanted to stay. With Him.

When they were in the middle of the flowers—where she’d awakened—He stopped and turned toward her. The smile on His face was once again blinding and she squinted.

“You need to go back,” He told her.

It felt like her heart was going to sink to her toes and a denial formed on her lips. A slight shake of His head stopped it from spilling forth.

“This isn’t your time,” He told her gently as He brushed the hair back over her shoulder. “Soon, but not yet. Now you need to go back and help the others fight the enemy. You are a warrior princess, after all,” He grinned.

She frowned, a bit confused. “But I’m not—I’m not really much of a fighter,” she argued.

He tilted His head. “You are more of a lover,” He agreed. The comment caused a giggle to slip past her lips and He graced her with another smile.

“But you are needed in the fight,” He continued. “It may not be with weapons of war that you fight, but you will fight a different type of battle… one with words. With My truth.”

Another frown creased her brow. “But how…”

“By doing what you’ve been doing,” He said as He put His hands up. “Tell others about Me. Tell them that I love them and want them in My kingdom. Give them the truth, the words that you have in your Bible. And show them My love.”

He smiled again and she watched with a pang as His face started to fade. She didn’t want to go, didn’t want to return to that place, to the hardships… and to the enemy they’d face. She put out a hand, trying to grasp His once again, but it was too late. His words trailed after her as her world blackened once again.

“And don’t forget… you have nothing to fear, for I am with you. Always.”


Chapter 7

THANK YOU, Jesus,” Nathan breathed when movement in the courtyard below caught his eye and he realized it was Tammy, kids in tow. A smile even made its way to his lips when he saw that the older kids had met her. He watched as they all made their way to safety among the trees in the inner courtyard.

Tension unrelated to the enemy’s attack had crawled up his spine while he’d been on top of the fort’s walls while knowing his wife and the kids were down below, likely in range of the enemy fire. He shrugged his shoulders while cracking his neck, forcing the tightness to flee.

Nathan turned back to watch as those with the stolen rifles shot at the approaching enemy, holding them back. It was the only thing keeping the Neos from blowing all of them off the top of the fort—they couldn’t get close enough.

But they were sure doing some damage to the centuries’ old building. Every round that hit sent chunks of bricks flying, along with more dust to add to the already suffocating atmosphere. He wondered how long it would be before the structure gave way, sending them all hurtling to the hard sand below. Or worse… burying them in the rubble.

He breathed yet another sigh of relief in knowing his family was safe.

His lips twitched then at the thought. A family. But it was true, he knew. Those kids were his and Tammy’s just as sure as if they’d been born with their DNA. And it was possible that they were an even closer family than most blood relations, thanks to the bond they’d formed while trying to survive.

He was certainly closer to those kids than he’d ever been to his own parents.

Another round hit the wall to their north and Nathan winced as the top of the wall shook. There was no doubt the Neos were using the ammo Bruce had called “metal busters.” It was pretty effective on brick too. It felt like the place was about to disintegrate beneath them.

“How much ammo can they have?” he asked no one in particular.

“A lot, apparently,” Tasha grumbled as she fired another shot. “Trying to conserve our own, but it’s blamed hard to see where I’m shooting.” Penny, on her stomach to Tasha’s left, murmured her agreement.

There were only six others shooting and Nathan made a mental note to talk to Tasha about training anyone who could handle a rifle, which was pretty much everyone in their group. They needed a lot more by way of defense, obviously.

“We can ask God to give us some night scopes,” one of the men said. Nathan glanced his way.

“Yeah, true,” he said. “Lord, we need all the help we can get here! And some night vision, uh, stuff would be good.”

There were some exaggerated “amens” from the group, especially those shooting into the dark. “And please keep the building together while You’re at it,” Nathan mumbled. “Thanks for keeping my family safe, though,” he added as he glanced over his shoulder to look at them in the courtyard below. His eyes widened and he almost fell off the wall then.

There were three glowing angels standing behind him.

Some of the others must have seen the angelic beings at the same time, because there were shouts and frightened cries. The shooters stopped as well, probably so they could see what was going on.

The Neos didn’t stop firing at them though.

Another round hit then, and it must have been right below their feet, because it felt like the top of the wall lifted a few inches before settling down once again. Nathan could have sworn the wall dropped lower than it had been.

“That was a little too close for comfort, huh?” one of the angels asked. Nathan had to squint against their glowing aura, but he’d recognized the voice as belonging to Chris. Zadkiel, he corrected himself.

He realized most of the others were staring wild-eyed at the angels. “It’s okay,” he told them. “They’re with us.”

“We’re with the Father, actually,” Camael said as he stepped forward with a grin. Nathan smiled slightly and nodded to him.

It was then that he realized the angels all had different colors to their aura. Zadkiel’s was a blue, Camael’s a gold, while the other unknown angel who sported an impressive frown had somewhat of a purplish-pink color to him. Nathan wanted to grin when he realized it was Sissy’s favorite color.

Zadkiel must have noticed him staring at the unnamed being. He hooked a thumb at him. “That’s Metatron.” Nathan turned wide eyes at Zadkiel. The angel grinned.

“He’s been called ‘Grumpy-tron’ recently,” he said as he crossed his arms over his massive chest and glanced at his heavenly comrade. Metatron’s frown turned to a scowl at that. Nathan thought the nickname suited him, though he kept the thought to himself.

“Only by a human rodent who should be tucked into a cage and tossed in a dark hole somewhere,” Metatron growled.

Zadkiel flinched. “Ouch, harsh. You know you love her, dude. You’re just in denial.”

The scowling angel bristled at the comment, but he didn’t confirm or deny it. Nathan shook his head at the beings before him, once again shocked at how human they could seem… if humans were twelve feet tall and glowed like a disco ball.

Zadkiel turned back to them. “I’m Zadkiel,” he said by way of introduction to the others, “although I go by Chris and sometimes Chrissy when I’m feeling extra cute.” He motioned with a head nod toward the angel on his other side.

“This is Camael.” He nodded toward the enemy below, wincing when another round hit the wall. “Cam’s your best bet to help with these yay-hoos.” Zadkiel grinned. “He’s the butt-kicking angel.”

Camael actually rolled his eyes as he elbowed Zadkiel. He gave a stern look to the humans before him, who were starting to relax a bit. Nathan knew that was thanks to Zadkiel’s antics.

“I’m the archangel of strength, courage—” Another round hit then, interrupting him. He sighed. “And yeah, war.” Nathan couldn’t help but grin at that.

“Cool,” Penny said. She stood and held out her rifle. Nathan was a bit surprised the woman wasn’t acting as awe-struck as the others. She waved her hand at the enemy below. “Have at it.”

Camael grinned at her, though he shook his head as he pulled a massive sword from the scabbard on his back. “I prefer this.”

The woman’s eyes widened. “Well, okay then,” she said. “Though I wouldn’t recommend getting close enough to use that thing.” Another blast rocked the fort, confirming her words.

Camael’s grin widened, as if he was enjoying the fight he hadn’t yet participated in. “While that would not be a problem for me, I do not need to get close to them.”

As a demonstration, he pointed his sword over the wall. The humans all jumped when some sort of bolt shot out of the end of the glowing weapon, resulting in an explosion below. Penny immediately put her rifle back up, taking aim.

“Now that I can see them thanks to your fireworks show…” She popped off six quick rounds, then pointed the rifle in the air.

“Done,” she said with a grin. Zadkiel tilted his head to the side, as if listening.

“Great,” he sighed. “Now we have to go deal with demons.” He glanced at Nathan. “Be right back.”

All three angels disappeared at once. The sudden darkness at their departure was startling. Someone laughed behind him, and Nathan turned. They all started talking at once.

“That was—”

“Thought I was losing my—”

“We all saw that, right? I mean—”

“I did ask for help—”

Nathan held up his hand, though it didn’t do any good. The group was still talking, murmuring.

“The angels will be back in a little while,” he said, raising his voice to be heard over the clamor. He knew how the others felt; he’d been awestruck the first time he’d encountered an angel as well. And when he’d seen an entire legion of them… he was still shook up from that vision.

“Did they say they had to deal with demons?” Tasha asked. Nathan grimaced as he nodded.

“Yeah, when someone’s demon-possessed and dies, the demon gets released so the angels have to take them out, or whatever. It’s not something you want to see, because—”

Almost as one, the group rushed to the edge of the wall, peering over into the darkness below. Nathan shook his head as he sighed; he’d had his fill of seeing demons the night he’d accepted the Lord.

They were terrifying.

But I have the Lord now, he reminded himself. And He tells me not to fear, not even the demons…

Nathan started to move to the west edge so he could watch the show that seemed to have the others enthralled, judging by their exclamations and cheers. Obviously, the angels were winning.

Before he took two steps, though, he heard another sound that caused his heart to stutter.

“Tammy!” Carl shouted. Though it was far away, Nathan could tell the kid’s voice was panicky, frightened. It was enough to make him turn and run for the steps leading down to the courtyard, leaving the others to their demon show without a backwards glance.

The kids had Tammy on her stomach by the time he reached them, gasping for breath. Nathan didn’t know if it was due to fear, or just not being used to running. He slid on his knees along the grass as he reached her side.

His jagged breathing stopped when he saw all the blood—and the gaping wound on his wife’s back, just under her left shoulder blade. It was deep and wide enough that he could have put at least three of his fingers into it.

A sobbing Lou launched herself at him then, wrapping her little arms around his neck as she buried her face there. He absently patted her back as he stared at his wife.

She wasn’t breathing.

He started to move Lou off his lap, but the child just clung tighter. “Lou, honey, I have to help Tammy. You have to let go so I can use both hands, okay?” It took a moment for his words to register, but then she released him and scooted off his lap, standing at his side as if she was afraid to get too far away.

Carl was trying to hold it together, Nathan realized as he glanced at the kid. The young teen’s chin was quivering, his pale skin blotchy with bright pink patches and his eyes were red-rimmed, tears threatening to spill.

“I can heal her,” he reminded the kids, hoping and praying that was still true. They sniffled and nodded as Nathan closed his eyes.

Father, if only this one last time, give me Your gift of healing… please.

Nathan sucked in a deep breath, then opened his eyes as his hands hovered over his wife’s body. If she had already… he shook his head, not wanting to even think those thoughts. But they came anyway.

I don’t think I have the gift of raising the dead.

He forced himself to concentrate on what he was doing, although in truth he still had no idea how the healing worked, or what he was supposed to do, what his part was in it, if anything. He just knew the Lord had given him the gift and he was going to make certain he didn’t abuse it, take it for granted, or do anything to cause others to think it was his doing.

“Father, please heal Tammy now,” he prayed out loud. “Seal this wound and stop the bleeding,” he continued as he felt the zapping sensation in his hands. He felt a slight pressure on his shoulder and knew that Lou had put her hand there.

“Fix Tammy, God,” the little girl whispered. “We need her.”

“Yeah,” Sissy agreed from the other side of Tammy’s prone body. “And we loves her.” The child’s voice was muffled, and Nathan knew she was speaking with her thumb in her mouth.

“Please, Father,” Carl choked out then while Keith and Kayla both murmured in agreement.

Nathan had to swallow the emotion back down as he continued praying for healing. Tammy still hadn’t awakened and he was starting to worry that something else, something more serious, was wrong with her than just the wound he could see.

“Heal anything we can’t see, Father,” he continued. “Whatever is wrong, please, just take care of it. Don’t let her be taken from us…” His words choked off as he realized what a selfish prayer that was. She would be far better off without having to go through all the suffering of the tribulation period. But Nathan knew he wouldn’t be better off without her.

And neither would the kids.

“For the kids,” he murmured quietly. They’ve suffered enough loss already. Please don’t take someone else they love…

The staticky feeling left his hands suddenly and he opened his eyes. Tammy still hadn’t moved, but he was surprised to see a long brick shard next to the wound. It had obviously pushed out during the healing and Nathan stared at the offensive thing still covered in his wife’s blood. It was at least six inches long and he knew it had to have punctured her lung.

There wasn’t anything else for him to do but continue praying. He told the kids to gather around, trying to offer an encouraging smile for Kayla and Keith, who were still shy around him.

“Let’s pray, okay?” he said, trying to keep his voice from breaking. As far as he could tell, Tammy still wasn’t breathing.

As one, the little group started praying that Tammy would be okay, that she’d wake up, and as Sissy put it, “Don’t lets her be dead.”

It was just a few moments, probably less than a minute, when Tammy moaned. They stopped praying and Nathan’s heart lurched as he helped his wife roll over and sit up.

“Are you still hurt?” he asked as he ran his eyes over her, searching for any injuries his healing ability might have missed. She seemed to contemplate it for a moment, then shook her head.

“I don’t think so.”

He frowned. “Then why did you moan?” It had been a sound of pain, he was certain.

Tammy’s frown matched his as she pushed her russet hair out of her eyes. She actually glared at him. “Because I was just talking to Jesus and now I’m here,” she said with disgust as she waved her hand around.

The hurt must have shown on his face, because her frown softened as she reached out to grab his hand. “I didn’t mean that I don’t want to be with you,” she amended, a smile touching her lips. Tammy turned and put her arm around Sissy, then put her hand out to grasp the other kids’ hands in turn.

“And with all of you,” she grinned. She turned back to Nathan. “It’s just that where I was—with Jesus—it was so… peaceful. And beautiful,” she added as her smile turned into something so profoundly joyful, it made his breath hitch.

“Jesus is… amazing.” She shook her head. “No, that doesn’t even come close to describing Him.” A crooked smile found its way to her mouth. “I don’t think any words could.”

Nathan smiled as he nodded, though he couldn’t help the pang of jealousy that prodded at him. While the angels were amazing and certainly a sight to behold, he knew they would be dull when compared to the Lord Himself.

The confirmation that she really had died pinched at his chest. It was somewhat terrifying to think of losing her, but he also remembered his earlier thoughts that were less selfish.

“Well, I’m just glad you’re back,” he told her as he leaned forward to give her a quick kiss, his lips twitching when the older kids made gagging noises behind him. Someone said “Eww,” as well.

“I’m not ready to lose you just yet,” he said, admitting his vulnerability.

Tammy’s smile mirrored his own as she ran her hand through his now-clean hair. “I’d feel the same way if the situation was reversed. But—”

She pursed her lips then, as if refusing to say what had been on her mind. “What?” Nathan prompted as he shifted off his knees, sitting on the grass. The fact that there was still grass in the courtyard was rather amazing, with all the heat and lack of sun.

Tammy pulled Sissy down onto her lap, kissing the top of the child’s head when she laid it against her chest. Tammy looked around the courtyard, then up at the sky, a frown creasing her brow once again.

“What?” he prompted again. Her eyes found his.

“I miss the blue,” she admitted with a rueful smile.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “It’s been too long since we’ve seen the sky.”

She nodded. “Yeah, but I was actually talking about just now, when I was with the Lord. You wouldn’t believe how beautiful the sky was. And all the other colors!” she gushed. “I really can’t describe it,” she added, shaking her head. “I’m pretty sure there aren’t such colors here on earth.” Her mouth pursed then.

“Especially now, when everything is just sort of… red and black.”

Nathan nodded, again having to shove the jealousy down. He knew he’d eventually get to enjoy see what she saw, but for now, he had a mission.

Speaking of… “I hate to save your life and run,” he laughed as he pushed himself to a stand, “but I need to get back up with the others.” Not that I was really doing anything, but maybe they might need someone to make a decision. Of course, Tasha seems more than capable of running things.

Maybe I’m not really needed any longer.

Nathan shoved those thoughts aside. Carl asked if he could go with him, and of course Keith wanted to as well since he was Carl’s constant shadow. Though only two years separated the two, the boy certainly looked up to the young teen.

He started to argue against it, but then he decided there was no reason to stop them. The enemy had been eliminated, they had angels helping out, and there was a good chance the boys might be needed to help fight some day.

Tammy told him she’d find a different room—and see if she could find some blankets they could use, since theirs were buried under a brick wall—and Nathan gave her another kiss while he left with the boys.

“Try not to die this time!” he called out over his shoulder.

“No promises!” she yelled back. While her sass was usually funny, that time it made him frown again.

“Not like we got that much time left here anyhow,” Carl said as they reached the stairs. “If Tammy dies soon, it’s not gonna matter, cuz you’ll see her again soon nuff.”

Nathan turned to him with a brow raised. The kid always seemed to read his thoughts.

“Yeah,” he sighed as they began to climb. “I have to keep remembering that. It’s hard, though.”

“It’s your survival instinct,” Keith said. “God gave it to us so we don’t do stupid things.”

The boy was at the age where he was always trying to add something to the conversation, trying to show off or make himself sound smart, but that time, Nathan had to agree with him.

“You’re right,” he laughed as he clapped him on the shoulder. “God knows what He’s doing, that’s for sure.”

For the first time, Nathan noticed that the stairs were slippery with moss, and he wondered absently how Tammy had made it down them with the girls without breaking something. He was just thankful she had made it out.

When they reached the top, Nathan was a little disappointed to see that the angels weren’t there. The group was still crouched down, looking to the north. A lot more people had joined them, and he wondered if the angels were still fighting the demons. He saw Gerald and Felicia, so he made his way toward them.

Tasha and the others with the rifles were once again on their bellies looking through their sights, probably hoping for an up-close view of the evil creatures. The thought made Nathan shudder.

“What’s—”

“Get down!” Gerald hissed at them as they approached. He waved his hand frantically, motioning them to crouch. Nathan put a hand on each boys’ shoulder as they all squatted.

“What’s going on?” he asked. Gerald glanced at him, his eyes widening when he seemed to notice the boys for the first time.

“More Neos approaching,” he growled.

“Better get them outta here,” Felicia added, hooking her thumb at Carl and Keith.

“Nah,” Carl said, while Keith shook his head. “We can help. Y’all got guns?”

Gerald gave the teen a dubious look, but before he could answer, Tasha called out over her shoulder. “We need more of the DANs from the truck! Someone needs to go get us an armload and a couple cases of ammo.”

“On it!” Carl said as he grabbed Keith’s arm.

“Careful on those steps!” Nathan called out.

“Mother hen,” Penny teased from where she was on her belly, staring through her sight. “Got four more trucks heading our way,” she said. “Can’t tell if they’re transports or not. If they are, I guaran-darn-tee you they’re loaded with Joes. Gonna need those rifles ASAP.”

Nathan started to stand so he could help the boys, but one of the men with the rifles yelled, “Incoming! Eye to the sky!” He looked up, but he couldn’t see anything.

But then the courtyard behind them exploded.

“Grenade launchers!” Penny yelled.

“Get everyone outta the yard and over to the other side of the compound!” Tasha yelled in turn as she fired a few shots then and the others with rifles did the same.

Nathan couldn’t think straight, not with knowing Tammy and the kids were in the courtyard. Or had been. He could only hope they’d all moved to another area of the fort like she said she was going to do.

But then he remembered Carl and Keith…

He was on his feet and running toward the stairs when chaos broke out behind him. Another explosion sent brick debris flying as Nathan was knocked off his feet from the impact. Several more followed in quick succession, adding to the confusion. Screams of pain rang out before the dust settled.

Nathan pushed himself to his feet, staggering slightly as he wondered if he’d been hit. He didn’t think so, but then he could practically feel the adrenaline running through his body and knew it was an effective pain killer.

He paused as he tried to shake his muddled thoughts back in line—part of him wanted to continue heading to the stairs, feeling a strong desire to get to the boys and to check on Tammy and the girls. But a bigger and more urgent part said to help those he knew were hurt, especially since it wasn’t certain those below were injured.

Please Father, Daddy, let them be okay…

A disgruntled sound came from him as he spun and ran for the group. There were bodies everywhere and it was evident more than a few were already dead. Nathan swallowed hard, hoping his friends were all right.

And of course, he felt guilty for having that thought as he ran toward the broken bodies scattered about the top of the wall. He prayed as he listened for any sound of life, looking for any movement.

The first person he came to was a bloody mess, slashes, cuts and gashes covering their body. It looked like their leg had been completely severed. Nathan swallowed against the rising nausea that surprised him in its strength. He’d never been one to balk at the sight of blood, but the sheer volume of the liquid on the body before him was enough to make even the staunchest combat medic queasy.

Nathan knew the person barely recognizable as a man wouldn’t live much longer as he quickly laid his hands on first the torso, then the head, praying for repair of all the damage. He then squeezed his eyes shut as he put his hand on the leg that was clinging by tendons and tissues, praying that it would reattach itself somehow. It was an impossible feat.

“Nothing is impossible with God.”

Nathan smiled. “Thank You, Daddy,” he whispered, knowing that He would hear the prayer even as chaos still reigned around them, screams of pain and cries for help filling the night.

Knowing the man would live—and his leg would be healed, impossibly reattached—Nathan quickly moved to the next body, and the next. Though he worked as fast as he could, he knew there were those who were dying before he could reach them. There were just too many needing healing.

“What can I do?”

The voice startled him, and he blinked with unseeing eyes as he stared down at the woman before him with a gaping abdominal wound. She’d died just as he reached her; Nathan had heard the rattling gasp as her life left her.

It was Tina, the mother of Kayla and Keith.

“Nathan, what can I do?” The voice was insistent, and he forced his eyes up, realizing Clara was standing next to him, concern on her face. She was one of the women who’d been with Tina, and he remembered the night they’d found her and the other women, along with Kayla and Keith. Back then, there was just a handful of them. Now, there were so many.

And so many had died without him even knowing their names.

Once again, he cursed himself for not embracing the group as his own family, learning their names, their stories, their heartaches and their hopes.

Never again… from now on, I’m getting to know everyone we have. Whoever lives through the night… a soft sob left him at the thought.

He blinked again, trying to focus.

“I can’t save everyone,” he murmured as he motioned around the area. So many bodies… so much death. His eyes found the woman’s again. “I don’t know what to do.”

Clara smiled at him. “You’ve done so much already,” she said, even as she glanced at her dead friend who he hadn’t been able to save. Nathan expected her to scream at him, to blame him for Tina’s death, but instead, the woman was encouraging him… with a smile even.

“You’ve saved a lot of people who never would have lived without your help.”

His head shook violently, though he wasn’t aware of causing it. “No, it was the Lord,” he told her. “Not me. Only Him.”

The woman’s smile softened. “I know,” she said as she patted his back. “But tell me where I can help.”

Nathan looked around the area, suddenly realizing there were a lot more alive than dead, though most looked like they didn’t have much longer. He looked at her again.

“Is… is Felicia alive?” he asked, afraid to hear the answer. Clara frowned slightly.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Let me see…” She turned then and left him with Tina’s body. He’d been given the gift of healing, but not that of raising the dead, remembering his earlier thoughts when he’d been afraid he’d already lost Tammy.

Nathan choked back the tears as he lifted a hand crimson with the blood of others and pulled the woman’s eyelids down. The words caught in his tear-clogged throat, but he forced them out.

“You’re with Jesus now,” he whispered. “Tell Him ‘hi’ for me.”

Clara came back a moment later. “Felicia is helping,” she breathed, sounding out of breath. Nathan forced his eyes up. She hooked a thumb over her shoulder.

“She said she’s patching people together until you can get to them, but—” she smiled then, albeit a bit sadly, “—you, and I quote, ‘better hurry your butt up.’”

In normal circumstances, Nathan would have likely laughed at that. But there was no humor to be found when so much blood covered him, when he’d failed so many. The people who’d died because he hadn’t reached them in time… like the woman lying at his feet, he thought as he pushed himself to a stand.

His feet felt like lead as he followed Clara, though he knew he was running behind her. There was an urgency that propelled him along, even seemingly against his will. It was a bit odd, feeling like he was no longer in control of his own body, though he supposed it was a good thing, because he just wanted to crawl into a corner and suck his thumb, much like Sissy.

That drew his thoughts back to his wife and the children, wondering for the millionth time since the latest explosions if they were all right. A part of him wanted to leave the injured to see if they’d survived, to find out if they were fine, or if they’d been among those who’d lost their lives that night… though he knew that loss meant gain for them. Absent from the body is present with the Lord.

Lucky them.

It was as if he were watching a movie filmed from above as he moved beside Felicia, who was frantically trying to hold a chest wound together. There was blood coating her arms, clear up to her elbows.

Nathan held out his own hands, staring at the flaking blood, the drying evidence of some lives saved; more so of others lost. He then glanced out over the wall, thinking of the ocean just a few hundred yards away, imagining its cleansing coolness washing away all the evidence of the horrors of the night.

“Hurry, he’s dying!”

The voice brought him out of his thoughts and Nathan gave himself a shake as he looked back at Felicia. She was staring up at him, eyes pleading and panic on her face. Tears streaked through the grime covering her cheeks, red brick dust from the explosion… and blood from her own wounds.

Her glistening eyes turned back to the body on the ground next to where she knelt. Nathan followed, eyes widening when he realized Felicia was holding her husband’s heart in her hands. Literally.

“Gerald,” he whispered as he sunk to his knees, hearing the final death rattle as he did so. He was too late.

His best friend, the man who’d been with him through those dark days of high school when he’d been bullied, called “Little Jew Boy” and shamed for having to leave for Hebrew school at noon every day.

The first time he’d met Gerald, Nathan had been in the bathroom, crying. Gerald had forced him out of the bathroom stall, told him that he wasn’t alone anymore, that he’d help him out, help him fight the bullies. Nathan had started crying all over again as relief filled him. He would no longer be alone to fight battles he’d never win.

“Hey, you’re crying all over my shirt,” the kid had complained, though his tone had been joking. They’d been best friends after that.

They’d talked every day, spent holidays together, compared family horror stories and girlfriend fiascos. The man who’d changed his life and had changed his own plans for a military career and instead had followed Nathan into the police academy just so they could “stick together,” had just breathed his last breath.

Knowing it was already too late, hoping he was wrong and praying that the Lord would have mercy on them and spare the man they both loved, Nathan grasped Felicia’s hand, sticky with her husband’s blood, then put his other on Gerald’s chest.

“Lord,” he croaked, “You have to save him. Save Gerald. Heal him. Please…” It was the simplest prayer he’d prayed all night so far, but he didn’t have it in him to be any more eloquent, any more descriptive.

Holy Spirit, pray for me…

He knew he was squeezing Felicia’s hand too hard, probably hurting her, but Nathan couldn’t find it within himself to release her. She was a living, breathing lifeline, the only connection he had to his friend besides his hand on the man’s chest that had been ripped apart.

Nathan sucked in a deep, stuttering breath.

Felicia sobbed next to him, and Nathan’s shoulders sagged. He’d failed her. Failed Gerald. Worse, he’d failed God.

The woman yanked on her hand, the slickness from her husband’s blood allowing it to slide out of his tight grip. Nathan didn’t blame her for not wanting to touch him. He wouldn’t blame her if she turned on him, wanting to take his own life, retribution for his failure in saving her husband.

“Gerald,” she cried. Nathan’s body curled in further, wishing he could join his friend. For the second time that night, he thought that death had to be better than what he was going through.

A voice startled him out of his thoughts then, and his eyes flew open.

“Hey, bud… you’re crying all over my shirt.”


Chapter 8

GOD’S HAND was with Tammy yet again when another explosion rocked their little world just as she and the girls had moved out of the courtyard. They’d no sooner stepped onto the stone path leading into the south end of the fort when something fell from the sky, leading to a blast that sent grass and debris flying skyward.

It had landed in the area beneath the tree where they’d been sitting just moments before.

“Thank You, Jesus,” Tammy breathed as she hugged the terrified girls close to her.

“We were just there,” Kayla said, her voice choking on her tears.

“I know, sweetie,” Tammy told her. “God is protecting us though.” They stood under the protection of the fort walkway, watching as the tree they’d sat under caught fire. Tammy turned her eyes toward the trucks, then looked skyward again.

“Kayla, take the girls and go that way,” she urged as she pointed toward the east side of the fort. “Stay on the walkway and hurry.”

“Where are you going?” the girl asked as she sniffled. Tammy knew she was asking a lot from a terrified twelve-year-old, but it couldn’t be helped. She needed to get the trucks out of the line of fire from whatever it was the Neos were launching at them, but there was no way she was going to take the girls with her.

“I have to get the trucks out of the way,” she said as she ran a hand over Kayla’s hair. “It’ll be okay. Just hurry and get on the other side and I’ll be there as soon as I can.” The preteen swallowed hard, and Tammy waited for more argument, but she nodded, then grabbed Lou and Sissy’s hands.

“C’mon, let’s go find a cool place to stay tonight!” she told the younger girls with far too much enthusiasm. The little ones stared up at Tammy for confirmation and she nodded.

“It’s okay,” she smiled. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.” They both looked like they wanted to argue as the tears continued to run down their cheeks, but they nodded almost in unison and turned back to do as they were told.

“Keep them safe, Jesus,” Tammy murmured as she looked back to the courtyard, then up at the red night sky. “And me too, please,” she added as she sprinted across the courtyard toward the trucks. “Although it would be nice to see You again…”

It was somewhat surprising that no one else was in the courtyard, especially after hearing the explosion. Their group was over one hundred people now and Tammy wondered where in the world they all were. It would have been nice to have some help moving the trucks out of the way.

The first truck was the one she herself had stolen from a Neos compound. She threw the door open and climbed inside, thanking the Lord when it started immediately. She stalled it when she first started off, griping at herself for not remembering to give the thing enough gas.

“Would’ve been nice if it was an automatic,” she muttered to herself as she turned the key, then tried again, making sure to push on the gas pedal as she released the clutch. The truck lurched forward so hard her head snapped forward then back.

“Ugh, I’m going to need Nate to do some healing on my neck now,” she grumbled. She didn’t bother trying to change gears as she inched her way to toward the east end of the compound, hoping it would be far enough away from the line of fire.

As she was running back to the second truck, she saw movement near the back and would have breathed a sigh of relief if she hadn’t been so out of breath. Someone else must have realized their only transportation was in jeopardy of being blown to bits and came to help.

But as she got closer, she realized it wasn’t someone who could help drive the big transports—it was Carl and Keith.

“What are you doing here?” she wheezed as she reached them, bending to put her hands on her knees, trying to catch her breath. She hadn’t realized just how big the compound was and even though she’d gotten in pretty good shape over the past few months, that had been from walking—not running.

“We have to get rifles to the guys up top!” Carl yelled as he climbed into the truck. His eyes were wild, and he was breathing heavier than she was. She recognized the signs of an oncoming panic attack.

“Calm down, hon,” she told him as she straightened. “I need to move the trucks out of the way so they don’t get hit with another… whatever that thing was.” She glanced to the sky once again, fully expecting yet another projectile to come at them.

“Grenade,” Keith said as he took two rifles from Carl, who ran back into the darkness of the truck. The kid set them on the ground.

Tammy didn’t question why he thought it was a grenade, though she doubted that could be true. There was no way anyone could have thrown one so far. Keith seemed to read the look on her face.

“Grenade launcher,” he said with a shrug, as if reading her mind.

Tammy blinked at the kid, then turned to Carl, changing the subject as a thought occurred to her. “Hold on. I can drive the truck to the stairs, and you can unload it there.”

Carl dropped the rifles and Tammy flinched as the metal clanged against the bed of the truck. She hoped he hadn’t broken the weapons, because it seemed they were going to need all the firepower they could get. The Neos were heavily armed.

“No weapon that is formed against you will prosper.”

Tammy smiled at that. Sorry, Father. I somehow keep forgetting that You’ll fight our battles for us. She picked the other rifles up off the ground and handed them to Carl.

“Hop in, Keith,” she told the kid, but he ran past her to the other truck.

“Gotta get the ammo!” he yelled. Tammy frowned, wondering why those in charge of such things hadn’t moved the ammo into the other truck with the rifles. She thought it was a better idea to have some rifles and ammo in each of the trucks, just in case they lost one.

Mental note—talk to Tasha about that.

She ran to the other truck to help Keith with the boxes that he was working to pull out of the big cases. They were incredibly heavy, and she struggled along with him just to get it up and out of the case. They dropped it on the truck bed with a loud thunk, then another before shoving them toward the back door.

Tammy glanced at Keith. They were both breathing heavily from the exertion. “Okay, so I guess we’ll be driving this one to the stairs too,” she said with a laugh. “C’mon, let’s get the rifles over there first, then we’ll get the ammo.”

She yelled at Carl to hang on while she and Keith climbed into the front of the truck. It took her several tries to get the truck going again and she was gritting her teeth by the time they started across the courtyard. Of course, the unhelpful advice and comments from Keith weren’t helping her stress.

“Don’t let the clutch out so fast,” the kid instructed. Tammy gave him a look that he returned with a lopsided grin. “And you don’t need to give it so much gas. Just clutch out and gas down at the same time, nice and easy.”

She huffed. “And how do you know how to drive a stick?” she snapped, probably because he was laughing after she popped the clutch again when he insisted she needed to shift “at least into second. We can run faster than you’re driving.”

“Grandpa’s farm,” he told her. “Nothing automatic for the old man. Learned how to drive when I was eight,” he added with pride in his voice.

Tammy gave him a sideways glance. “Well, if I thought you could see over the steering wheel, I’d let you have at it.” She ignored the niggling thought that she wasn’t much taller than Keith. It hurt her pride to think an eleven-year-old was a better driver than she was, but her pride was dealt a fatal wound to realize that same child almost looked her in the eye.

They managed to reach the stairs without any further whiplash-inducing jerking—or obnoxious comments—and they jumped out of the truck. Keith reminded her to set the parking brake.

“Know-it-all brat,” she muttered under her breath as she climbed back in to set the brake, then hopped out to round the back of the truck. Tammy knew she wasn’t being fair; Keith had just been trying to help. In a sarcastic, condescending pre-teen way, that is.

“What was that?” Carl asked just as Keith reached them from the other side.

“Nothing,” Tammy answered with a fake grin.

They started unloading the rifles, stacking them near the stairs, then all three of them climbed into the cab to drive back to the truck with the ammo. Tammy kept nervously checking the sky, waiting for another grenade while simultaneously telling herself to quit worrying about it, that God would take care of them.

It had been quite a while since the first grenade hit, though, and she wondered if it had been a one-time thing, if the Neos only had one grenade. She considered the possibility that one their group had taken out the one doing the launching, hoping that was the case.

Of course, no sooner did she have that thought then she found out she was wrong.

Tammy jerked the wheel hard to the right when a column of grass and dirt shot up right in front of them with a roar that caused all three of them to scream. The truck tilted, lifting from the ground. The scream caught in her throat when she thought they were going over, but truck dropped back to the ground with a hard bounce.

She’d no sooner released the breath she’d been holding when yet another explosion rocked the truck again. Another scream caught when she knew there was no way she was going to be able to keep the truck on the ground that time.

“Hang on!” she shouted over the boys’ terrified cries. “We’re going over!”

A pained grunt huffed out when she hit her shoulder on the driver’s door as the truck tipped. Carl, who’d been sitting in the middle, slammed into her, followed by Keith.

“Jesus, protect the boys!” she yelled, slamming her eyes shut as the ground approached.

They never made contact, though.

Tammy opened her eyes when several seconds had passed and they weren’t crushed. In fact, the boys were no longer pressing against her. She turned to stare at them and noticed they were gazing out of the windshield with dazed expressions. She followed their gaze, eyes widening as she stared at the huge, glowing angel she didn’t recognize. He was so tall, she had to bend over to peer up at his face, then blinked at the being’s expression.

All the angels she’d encountered so far had either worn neutral expressions or friendly ones, as was the case with the angel she knew as Chris. Not the one before them, though; instead, he was scowling.

Even stranger—his glowing aura was a beautiful fuchsia color. Maybe that’s why he looks so grumpy, she thought a bit hysterically. Not exactly a masculine color…

“You are at war with the forces of darkness,” he said after a moment, voice booming almost as loudly as the exploding grenades. “You should be fighting,” he said, pointing to the top of the fort where the others were, “not driving around like maniacs.”

Tammy barked out a laugh at the comment. She rolled her window down and leaned out. “We’re not just ‘driving around’,” she said once she found her voice. “We’re trying to get more rifles and ammo.”

The angel’s eyebrow lifted at that, and Tammy couldn’t interpret his expression, whether he was impressed or doubting the truth of her statement.

Keith rolled his window down as well. “Yeah, and you’d be a big help if you could get the ammo for us. It’s too heavy and you look pretty strong.”

The angel actually smirked, but he surprised them by nodding. He turned then and walked to the other truck, eating up the distance in just a few strides. Tammy knew her mouth was hanging open as she turned to the boys, who wore matching incredulous faces.

“How—how did he know where the ammo was?” Carl asked as he stared out the windshield.

“Yeah, and how does he know how to drive?” Keith asked moments later when the truck started coming toward them.

Tammy laughed, though it sounded a bit crazed. “I’m wondering how he fit in the truck in the first place.” But then she remembered the time she’d first met Chris, who’d appeared as a very small woman, even smaller than she was herself.

The angel pulled up in front of them and rolled the truck’s window down. His scowl was back in place. “Are you coming, or are you just going to sit there with your mouths gaping like a panting canine?”

Without waiting for a response, the angel drove off toward the stairs where they’d left the rifles.

The trio stared after him for a moment, then laughed as Tammy put the truck in gear and bucked after him. Her left shoulder was killing her, but she managed to shift and steer with just her right.

“Even the angel drives better than you,” Keith laughed. Tammy leaned around Carl and shot the kid a look, though she couldn’t help laugh.

“You’re right. But he does have some spiritual help.”

“So do you,” Carl chuckled. “You just have to ask.”

Tammy opened her mouth to say something smart, but the kid was right. She’d just spent some glorious time with the Lord Himself, yet here she was again, doubting herself.

“Lord, help me drive this truck better!” she yelled, making the boys laugh. “And thank You for helping us, and for sending that grumpy angel here.”

She could swear she heard the Lord snicker at that.

Tammy navigated the truck to the stairs, then they all jumped out to help unload the ammo from the other truck, but the angel already had two cases under each arm—and Tammy knew that each case held four boxes, with each box weighing at least fifty pounds—as he smirked at them.

He turned and headed up the stairs as he called over his shoulder. “Bring the rifles with you.”

“Yes, drill sergeant,” Tammy muttered. The boys snickered as they all bent to grab weapons. They each carried an armload up the slippery stairs, dropping them at the top.

Tammy’s heart sunk when she saw that the group had suffered a devastating attack, with bodies—and pieces that she tried not to look too closely at—scattered everywhere. The metallic smell of blood hung in the air, and she swallowed hard against the saliva that filled her mouth… and the bile that rose in her throat.

She looked around frantically, then breathed a sigh of relief when she spotted her husband feverishly working, trying to heal all the injured.

It looked like too many hadn’t made it.

The boys seemed to gravitate toward the gore, but she called out to them before they could walk off. “C’mon, let’s get the rest of the rifles.” With the reminder of their mission, Carl and Keith turned to follow her as they headed back down the stairs.

They all struggled with the remainder of the rifles, each trying to carry more than they could easily manage. Tammy grappled with the armload she had picked up, then used her knee to help Keith get his load balanced. Carl dropped one of the rifles he’d picked up and the weapon spun on the stones, sliding along the walkway. He hurried after it.

“Leave it!” Tammy called after the kid. “We have enough—” A blast cut off her words as more grass and dirt exploded skyward. Instead of the middle of the courtyard, this one hit close.

Just feet away from where Carl had been standing.

“Carl!” Tammy wasn’t sure who yelled the kid’s name, her or Keith. But it was screamed loud enough that she knew it had to be heard by Jesus Himself in Heaven.

Yet another grenade hit on the outside of the walkway’s overhang, raining brick debris down as sharp shards shot out in every direction. A scream caught in her throat as Tammy stared at the pile of bricks where Carl had been just seconds before.

Keith made a strangled sound, but Tammy ignored him as she let the rifles clatter to the stones before her feet started forward of their own volition. Her only focus was the mound of bricks in front of her. Please God, please God, please God… it was all she could pray.

Tammy was vaguely aware of Keith running alongside her as she reached the pile and started frantically tossing broken bits aside. The pre-teen worked just as desperately, trying to uncover his friend.

Her fingers ached as she continued tossing the debris into the courtyard, but she couldn’t stop. She had visions of the child buried under so much weight, terrified and injured, and she moved even faster as she frantically tossed the pieces aside.

But as they finally neared the bottom of the pile, Tammy knew their efforts had been a lost cause. There was no way the boy could have survived she realized as a sob tore from her throat.

It was several moments later when they finally uncovered Carl. He was on his side, arm thrown over his head as if trying to protect it from the ton of debris that had landed on him. Tammy’s heart clenched at the sight of the boy’s body, obviously broken beyond repair.

“Carl,” Keith sobbed as he shook his friend’s shoulder. Tammy reached out to stop him, knowing it was too late, but she paused, astonished when the teen moaned as he rolled to his back. She’d thought he had already breathed his last.

Carl opened his eyes, then blinked a few times, as if trying to focus. Tammy noticed the kid’s eyes were slightly crossed and had to assume he had a head injury. It would figure, since he had blood pooling under his skull.

“Get the plate of the truck that hit me?” Carl chuckled, though it was cut off with a hacking cough. When the episode subsided, he looked at Tammy and the seriousness of his expression caused her breath to hitch.

“Take care of my sisters, ‘kay?”

She bit her lip to cut off the sob that threatened to escape, tears flowing freely as she forced herself to nod.

“I will. They’re my kids now,” she choked out. “All of you are.”

Carl smiled at her comment. “So blessed we… found you,” he wheezed out.

Tammy smiled at him as the tears streaked down her cheeks. “We found you, so we’re the blessed ones,” she said as another sob caught in her throat. Carl smiled again as his eyes closed.

“Maybe,” he allowed. “Think the Lord brought us together…”

“Yeah,” she breathed. Keith choked on his own sob then and Tammy turned unseeing eyes toward him. She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, then reached out to wrap an arm around the kid’s shoulders. She didn’t know how she was going to tell him that not only had he lost his friend, but she was sure she’d seen his mother among the dead at the top of the fort.

“Gonna go be with Jesus now,” Carl whispered, drawing her attention again.

Tammy sniffled loudly and nodded, though he couldn’t see it with his eyes closed. She was just amazed that he’d lived this long, with having his body crushed.

“Good,” she forced out through a sob. “He’s really amazing. You’re going to love Him.” Though in selfishness, she wanted to ask the Lord to save Carl, to let him live, she knew that it was a real blessing for him to go.

Eyes still closed, Carl smiled. “Already do,” he murmured. “Already do…” With that, his last breath left him with a wheeze while his body seemed to deflate.

Keith sobbed harder as Tammy wrapped her arms around the boy while trying to hold it together herself. He turned and buried his face in her chest, much as a very young child would.

They held onto each other for a little while, but then another blast shattered the moment. They barely acknowledged it as they continued to cling to each other, grieving. It seemed like a long time that they mourned while clinging to one another, though Tammy knew it had only been a few moments before another explosion shook the ground, followed by another just seconds later.

She pulled away from Keith, pulling the hem of her t-shirt up to wipe his face. His tears had tracked through the brick dust, giving the appearance that he was bleeding. She’d seen enough gore for one lifetime.

“Carl’s safe now. And happy,” she said, forcing a smile. “But we should get up to the others. They could use our help.”

She wasn’t sure how much help Keith would be, or herself for that matter, but she didn’t want to be stuck in the line of fire from the grenades being lobbed their way.

At that thought, she glanced up, looking to the east and hoped the girls had made it to safety. Please Lord, please keep the girls safe. And don’t let them be afraid…

Another grenade exploded then, close enough that they were showered with dirt and grass. Tammy forced herself to get it together, then stood and pulled the sobbing Keith away from his friend’s body as her heart broke all over again. She tugged him toward the stairs, hoping that giving him something to do would help alleviate his sorrow even as she realized that doing so was giving her something to do.

Two more explosions sounded behind them as they half stumbled, half ran toward the stairs. Absently, she grabbed an armload of rifles, noting Keith did the same.

She felt somewhat comforted once they were running up the slippery stone steps. Logically, she knew it wasn’t safe there—for that matter, it wasn’t really safe anywhere—but having a ceiling over their heads just seemed more reassuring than being out in the open.

She ignored the little voice that said Carl had been under another such “ceiling.”

For the countless time that night, she breathed a sigh of relief as they reached the top and stepped out onto the top of the wall. Though they were more exposed on the top of the fort than they’d been in the courtyard below, it was somewhat easier to deal with. At least from their vantage point on the wall, they could see when something was coming their way.

After dropping the weapons next to the others they’d brought up before, Tammy steered the boy away from the worst of the gruesome scene and pushed him toward the area where she saw Nate huddled over a body.

Nate huffed out a small laugh as they approached, though she knew it wasn’t for her… he hadn’t even seen her. He seemed to be happy that whoever he’d been working on had recovered. The woman sat up suddenly and Tammy smiled when she saw it was Penny.

“Thanks, dude,” the woman laughed as she patted Nate on the arm. He grabbed Penny’s hand and pulled her to a stand.

“Anytime,” Nate said as he patted her back. Penny gave him a disbelieving look.

“Let’s not make this a habit,” she mumbled as she pushed away and stood, immediately barking orders.

Another explosion hit the courtyard behind them, and Tammy cried out, drawing Nate’s attention. She knew the girls had to be terrified and she wanted to get to them as quickly as possible. Nate stepped toward her.

“We brought you rifles,” she said as she motioned to Keith. The kid was staring at his feet and Tammy wondered if he’d seen his mother’s body. She hoped not. It would be better to just tell him that she’d died, rather than seeing how it had happened.

Nate nodded, then bent to lay hands on yet another victim. She noticed Penny had taken up her position again and was firing into the darkness. Tammy gritted her teeth, hoping she took out the person responsible for all the death.

Her husband’s lips moved in a silent prayer and Tammy’s eyes looked at the person he was working on, though she couldn’t tell who it was. There was just too much blood.

“Got another one over here!”

Tammy turned to see Felicia waving from the north side, where she was kneeling by another body. Nate didn’t seem to hear her as he continued praying over the body before him. In just seconds, though, whoever it was sat up, wiping the blood from their eyes, blinking in confusion.

“Juana?” Tammy asked as she bent to help the woman to her feet. Juana nodded, still looking confused. Nate stood then and Tammy noticed that her husband was covered in blood. Her heart lurched for a moment, before realizing it probably wasn’t his own.

He looked tired, defeated. She wondered how many lives he’d saved that night… and how many he hadn’t gotten to in time. Tammy knew that was going to wear on Nate, the knowledge that he hadn’t been able to save everyone.

A wave of nausea hit her then when she realized she was going to have to tell him about Carl.

Juana walked off, still seeming dazed. Nate didn’t look like he was much better off.

“Over here,” Tammy said as she grabbed his hand, wincing at the sticky slickness, knowing it was Juana’s blood. With her other hand, she grabbed Keith by the arm and tugged him along behind her. The boy seemed to be almost catatonic, and she wondered if Nate would be able to heal that sort of thing. Broken bodies were one thing, but broken minds…

She shook her thoughts away as she led her husband to Felicia.

The former nurse was holding someone’s hand, though once again, Tammy couldn’t tell who it was. Once they drew near, she saw short gray hair and knew it was Chuck. He was covered in blood and even Tammy could tell he was already gone. She thought it was a blessing, since the man had never recovered over the loss of his wife and kids to the Neos.

“See if you can do something,” Felicia said as she gazed up at Nate. Tammy frowned then, wondering why the woman hadn’t realized the man was already dead. But then she noticed the tight expression on Felicia’s face and wondered if all the death around them was getting to her.

“Hey,” she said as she dropped the guys’ hands and stepped forward, kneeling to put her arm around the woman’s shoulders. Like Nate, Felicia was covered in blood and gore, all the way up to her elbows and all over the front of her shirt.

No wonder she’s a bit crazed.

“Chuck’s already gone, sweetie,” she said softly, tugging to pull Felicia away from the body. She struggled against it, though, turning pleading eyes to Nate.

“You can heal him, right?” she asked as she looked back at Chuck. “He’s not that bad, really. I’m sure you can heal him. You fixed Gerald and he was a lot worse.”

Nate took a step forward, swaying slightly. Tammy narrowed her eyes at her husband, thinking that he didn’t have much more left to give. She also knew that he wouldn’t quit until he made sure everyone who could be saved, was.

“He’s gone, like Tammy said,” he murmured. “Too late.” Without another word, Nate turned and stumbled toward the next body. Tammy wanted to go after him, to make sure he was okay, but she didn’t want to leave Felicia, who also seemed to have snapped.

“I’ll go with him,” Keith said. Tammy nodded gratefully, surprised that the kid had come to himself… and that he knew her thoughts, and her indecision.

“Just don’t tell him about… you know,” she said with a sad smile. The boy nodded, then turned and walked over to Nate. Tammy watched as the boy put his hand on the man’s back, a silent offer of comfort that brought tears to her eyes.

“Come on,” she told Felicia sternly. “Chuck is already partying it up with Jesus. Let’s go find someone you can still help.”

Felicia didn’t fight her then as they stood, but she turned forlorn eyes to Tammy. “Why?”

Tammy cocked her head. “Why what?”

Felicia shook her head as if to clear her thoughts. “Why heal them? I mean, if they’re going to Heaven, isn’t it better to just let them go?” She waved her hand at the carnage. “Why make them suffer through this?”

Tammy blinked a few times at Felicia’s sudden change of direction. But it was a very good question and one she didn’t have an answer to. Instead, she just shrugged.

“Because it’s what we do… we help people. Except I don’t know how to do any of that healing, the medical stuff that you and Nate know. I just do whatever else I can to help.”

Felicia looked like she wanted to argue, but someone cried out, obviously in pain, and her instincts seemed to kick in. The woman rushed over to them to offer what aid she could, and Tammy followed close behind, though she kept glancing toward Nate.

She didn’t know the man on the ground in front of them, but knew he’d been one of those who’d come from the Neos compound, one who’d refused to take the tattoo. He didn’t look too bad off, not like some of the others she’d seen—who’d died from their wounds—but then she noticed a piece of metal sticking out of his thigh.

“It didn’t hurt, not until I tried to pull it out,” he gritted through clenched teeth. “Now the pain is… bad,” he said, managing to huff out a laugh.

Tammy didn’t doubt that it hurt, not with the size of the thing protruding out of his leg. Felicia looked closely at it, gently moving his leg which caused him to scream out again.

“Sorry,” he gasped. “Sorry. Don’t mean to be such a baby.”

Felicia laughed at that. “I’ve seen grown men bawling over ingrown toenails,” she told him. “You have every right to yell and scream all you want. But I wouldn’t advise moving too much.” She pointed at the metal. “If I’m not mistaken, that’s embedded in your femoral artery. If I take it out, you’ll bleed to death in minutes.”

The man made a face, but then he shrugged. “Oh well, get to be with Jesus then,” he added with a smile, though it was more of a grimace.

Felicia looked up at Tammy. “See? That’s what I’m talking about.”

Tammy shook her head. “I know, but the Lord still has a purpose for us here. It’s up to Him who stays and who goes, not us. We’re just supposed to tell everyone about Him and His love for them.”

Felicia stared at her for a minute, then looked over to where Nate had been. Tammy’s eyes followed, noting that Nate had moved on to another person, once again praying. Keith was kneeling next to him, with his hands on them as well, adding his prayers.

Tammy smiled at that. It was a real testimony to how Christians should be… no matter what kinds of awful things were happening in your own life, if someone needed you, you acted.

Those were two very real truths in the world they found themselves in, Tammy thought. All kinds of awful things had happened, were happening, and a lot more were around the corner. The bowl judgments worsened with each one that was poured out.

And they all needed each other.                                


Chapter 9

NATHAN WAS so tired, he could barely think. In fact, he was fairly certain he was functioning only because God was keeping him going.

For what reason, he didn’t know.

The succession of explosions on the top of the fort had killed forty-three people. Many of those he’d tried to save, but for whatever reason that only the Lord knew, they weren’t able to be healed.

At first, he’d felt like it was his fault, that he failed them, that he’d lost his gift of healing. He’d wondered why, frantically searching his brain, trying to think of any sin that he’d committed that would have caused him to lose the gift. He knew he’d slipped a few times with his mouth, letting curse words out here and there, but he wasn’t really sure that was a sin. He’d gotten angry a few times, but again, he didn’t think that was really a sin either. He hadn’t broken any of the Ten Commandments, at least.

But then he’d come up to a man whose name he once again didn’t know, who was nearly dead from a head wound. In fact, Nathan had thought the man had already passed by the time he’d gotten to him. But the man had twitched slightly, so Nathan had dropped to his knees beside him, prayed for healing… and the man sat up, completely healed.

Nathan quit trying to make sense of it then, of those who could be healed and those who couldn’t. It was completely in God’s hands, not his, he reminded himself. But it still hurt when someone died while his hands were on them.

It was the death that was causing most of his exhaustion, he knew. If they all healed, all lived, then he figured he could go on all night. But each body was approached with apprehension, wondering if their life would be spared, or if he’d have to listen to them take their last breath, feeling defeat crush down on him once again.

Logically, Nathan knew he wasn’t to blame for any of it. Not the explosions that tore bodies into pieces; not the fact that he couldn’t get to each person in time to save them; and not the lives that slipped through his fingers even when he did reach them before they’d breathed their last.

God gave, and God took away.

But he was so exhausted that he knew he wouldn’t be able to think straight if someone had drawn a line for him. It seemed that using his healing gift took a toll on his body. He understood then why Jesus Himself had felt the power leave Him when the bleeding woman had reached out to touch His robe. There was a drain that came with the gift.

He was also worried about Tammy… and Keith. The two of them had a haunted look about them, like they’d shared a tragedy that neither was willing to acknowledge. Nathan wasn’t stupid; he knew something had happened. The fact that Carl had left with them but wasn’t with them now gave him a pretty good indication as to what it was that was causing them to look like they’d lost their best friend.

What was worse was that Tina, Keith and Kayla’s mother, had been among those he hadn’t been able to reach in time. He moved from body to body, healing those he could with Keith trailing behind, making sure to steer clear of Tina’s body, all while knowing that he had failed the kid. Failed his mother. And his sister.

Yet, he didn’t say anything.

“Nate!”

The voice was frantic enough to draw him out of his thoughts and caused him to turn to see Tammy waving at him, motioning him to join her. He looked down at the body before him, realizing it was yet another he’d been too late to help, then he stood and trudged to where Tammy waited with Felicia.

He recognized the man on the ground before them; it was Bruce, the man who’d apparently been in the military, since he knew a lot of the terminology that Tasha and Penny were prone to spitting out. At least, he thought that was the man’s name.

A huge piece of shrapnel was protruding from the man’s thigh and Nathan had to admit he was pretty impressed Bruce was holding it together as well as he was. It had to be extremely painful.

“Can’t remove it,” Felicia said as he reached them. She nodded to the metal. “If I pull it, he’ll bleed to death.”

Nathan nodded as he wearily sunk to his knees next to her. Tammy put her hand on his shoulder, and while it didn’t improve the situation, didn’t mitigate his exhaustion, he appreciated the gesture.

“Okay, you pull it out while I ask the Lord to heal him,” he told his friend’s wife. She nodded, but Bruce stiffened, cursing.

“Hey, don’t I get a say? I mean, I’m not liking the odds here.” He nodded to Felicia. “You pull that thing out and I’m gonna bleed to death.” Bruce looked at Nathan.

“But you can heal me?”

Nathan nodded. “Yeah, Lord willing, I can.”

Felicia made a sound and Nathan turned to look at her, but she was looking at Bruce. “Just a minute ago, you were willing to die, to be with Jesus. And now you’re freaking out about dying. Make up your mind, man!”

“It’s the instinct,” Keith said from behind them. Nathan glanced over his shoulder. He’d almost forgotten about the kid. Keith motioned to Bruce. “The will to live. It’s just human instinct.”

Bruce actually managed to chuckle at that. “Yeah, but—”

Felicia unceremoniously yanked the metal out of his leg then, which startled Nathan and caused Bruce to scream. But Nathan paused only a brief moment before putting his hands on the man’s leg, asking the Lord to heal it. Judging by the spray of blood that emanating from the wound, there wasn’t much time at all.

In just seconds, the blood stopped spurting and Nathan could feel the wound start to close. He thanked the Lord for His healing and for using him as a vessel, for giving him the gift, then opened his eyes just in time to see Tammy whack Felicia with the back of her hand.

“I told you it wasn’t up to us who lives or dies,” his wife said. Felicia stuck her tongue out at Tammy, making them all laugh, even Bruce, who looked like he was going to be sick.

“Okay, fine,” Felicia huffed. She pushed herself up, then offered a hand to Bruce, helping him to stand as well. “Okay, big guy, go do your bang-bang thing or whatever.” She motioned to Nathan as he stood. “I’m sure there are more people here who need our help.”

The man trotted off, no evidence of having had a three-inch wide piece of metal in his leg. Felicia glanced at Nathan, then turned to look over the bodies still strewn about.

“Guess we better see if anyone else is needing some healing.”

Nathan shook his head as he put his arm around Keith’s shoulders. “No, everyone who could be healed was,” he said with a sigh heavy enough that Tammy put her hand on his back and rubbed in circles, presumably to offer some comfort. It didn’t help.

He tilted his head to the sky, reddish with the moon. He would never get over the fact that the light of the day and night were almost the same… very dim, even in the middle of the Gulf where the smoke and dust was much less.

Daddy, I need some encouragement. Please. This is just so hard… so much death.

“They are with Me now. Don’t worry about those who you couldn’t save. Just keep doing what I told you to do.”

Nathan smiled. “Yes, Sir,” he murmured.

Tammy patted his back then. “Talking to God?”

He nodded as he opened his eyes and looked down at her. “Yeah,” he sighed, but that time it was more of a happy sound. “Getting some encouragement.”

Tammy smiled, but she seemed to remember something then as the smile melted away. She closed her eyes briefly, then seemed to steel herself as she looked at him again, darting a worried glance at Keith.

“I really don’t want to tell you this,” she said as she gnawed on her bottom lip, a sure sign that she was upset. “But… well, I was helping, uh, get the rifles and all and…” Her eyes filled suddenly, and she looked away.

“Carl’s dead, isn’t he?” Nathan asked quietly as he tightened his arm around Keith while reaching out with his free arm to pull Tammy into his chest. She sobbed against him as he kissed the top of her head. Keith, too, shook next to him.

“It’s okay. Dad just told me they’re all with Him now. Every single one of those who died tonight. That’s pretty awesome to think about.”

Tammy nodded against his chest, though her body continued to shake with her sobs. Nathan tightened his hold. He knew she had gone through an awful lot of stress in just a few hours—including nearly dying—and she was entitled to a good cry.

It didn’t last long, though.

She pushed back from him, wiping her face with her palms, much like a child would. The sight pinched at his heart, and he wanted to pull her back to him.

“I have to get to the girls,” she said as she looked at Keith again. “I left Kayla in charge of getting them to safety… and now I have to tell the little ones that their brother is—” Tammy choked on the words.

“He’s with Jesus,” Nathan said with a small smile. “I heard it first-hand.”

That brought a smile to Tammy’s mouth as well and she nodded. “Yeah. I’ll just tell them that.” Her shoulders lifted, then she seemed to deflate as she turned to take in the bloody scene around them. “I just wonder how many more we’re going to lose before this is all over.”

Nathan started to say, “All of them,” but he didn’t want to bring her down. They just needed to keep reminding themselves that they might lose battles, that the time they found themselves in belonged to the enemy, but in the end, all the believers won.

Tammy reached out a hand to Keith and the kid took it without any hesitation as Nathan released him with one last squeeze of the kid’s shoulder. He wanted to go with them, but Tammy insisted that he stay and help deal with the dead. It wasn’t a task he was looking forward to, but it was necessary.

Walking back to where Tasha and the others were still taking shots into the blackness, Nathan made sure every dead body he came across at least had their eyes closed. For some reason, lifeless eyes with no light, no spirit, was creepy.

He noticed that quite a few more people had joined in the shooting. He stepped up to Gerald, putting a hand on his friend’s shoulder after he fired a round. Gerald looked up at him.

“How’s it going?” Nathan asked as he crouched next to the man. “Are you getting any Neos?”

Gerald nodded. “Some. I think one of us took out the as—uh, the jerk that was lobbing grenades at us. I don’t think they’ve figured out that someone else could take over that job, thank You, Jesus.”

Nathan chuckled. “Yeah, seems to me that the Neos are pretty disorganized.”

Gerald nodded as he fired again. “This would be a lot easier if we could just see what we were shooting at,” he grumbled, then looked at Nathan. “But you’re right. The time I spent with them was one head-scratching moment after another. There were plenty of leaders, but no one seemed to be in charge. No one made decisions, at least not that I saw.”

Nathan made a sound of agreement. “Guess that works in our favor,” he nodded. He noticed a rifle on the ground then and looked around for a box of ammo. There had been a moment of stunned silence earlier when Metatron had walked onto the top of the fort and dropped about eight hundred pounds of ammo at their feet. The angel had promptly disappeared after that.

Loading the rifle took just a few seconds, though he wasn’t familiar with it. He’d had enough experience with all types of weapons, though, and most operated in much the same way. He then put the rifle to his shoulder and looked through the sight. He squinted, then put his eye closer to the sight.

Even with that, he still couldn’t see what to shoot at. There were large dark forms in the sand below, presumably vehicles, but even they were hard to distinguish. Some looked like smaller vehicles, possibly Jeeps, and others larger.

“Lord, we could use some light here,” he said as he flinched when someone from below shot too near to where they were crouched to be comfortable. He slowly moved his rifle to the left, thinking he saw movement, but he couldn’t be sure.

All of a sudden, though, a red glow—nearly matching the sky above—outlined the bodies of their enemies. Nathan sucked in a breath, as did the others around him. They all began firing, watching as one by one the enemy fell.

In just seconds, there were no more glowing bodies, and a cheer went up among the surviving believers. Nathan was certain it was heard for miles.

“Thanks, Dad!” he yelled over the cheering.

“You’re welcome, boy.”

“Great, more demons to deal with,” a voice said behind them. The group turned to see the angel trio once again. Nathan grinned at them.

“We did our job, now go do yours.” Almost as one, the angels lifted a brow at his comment that was close to an order, but Zadkiel grinned and “shot” him by making his hand look like a handgun. The group all laughed while the angels disappeared.

There was a scramble to grab rifles again so that they could see what was going on below. Nathan didn’t want to watch; he’d had his fill of demons. It was just a few moments later when there were murmurs of disappointment.

“Can’t see anything,” someone said. “Just a bunch of darkness.”

Yeah, Nathan thought, that would be the demons. He walked off with a shudder.

NATHAN DIDN’T think he would have to travel again so soon, but after their fight with the enemy, Felicia had started worrying about her parents at their compound in the Keys.

Gerald offered to go check on them, but that idea was nixed by the group, who decided they’d all go. That idea was nixed by those who’d been put in charge—Nathan, Gerald, Tasha, Penny and Brad, who had been a top mechanic before the economy took a dive. He was now in charge of their little motor pool.

And thanks to her invaluable advice and help during the fight with the Neos, Penny had been put in charge of battle strategy and she and Tasha were working to train everyone how to shoot.

“We’ll send a team,” Nathan said when the group protested. “There’s no reason to put everyone at risk.” The others finally agreed, and they put together a team of twenty people to make the drive that they estimated would take a full day, even though the distance between the fort island and the Keys was well under one hundred miles.

Nathan had a war with himself, wanting to stay with Tammy and the kids, especially after having nearly lost her coupled with losing Carl; but his sense of duty and responsibility to the group pulled at him.

“Go,” Tammy urged. “We’ll be fine here. You’ve left plenty of guards to watch out for the enemy, even though they can’t see too far.” She’d paused then, thinking as a frown creased her brow.

“It’s weird that they found us, don’t you think? Twice even.”

Nathan had though it was strange as well, though he hadn’t thought on it too much. But after his wife brought it up, he considered it further and had gone to find Brad.

“Do you think there might be tracking devices on the trucks?” he’d asked the man. Brad had looked a bit surprised at that, but then he’d scowled.

“Son of a gun, I bet there is,” he said as he ran toward the trucks and the newly acquired Jeeps. After locating the trackers, it took a few hours to remove the devices, then another hour to drive them out into the middle of the Gulf and toss them in the water.

Nathan felt better knowing that the Neos couldn’t track them any longer, but he worried about those they’d killed having contacted their “base” or wherever they’d come from, letting them know the location of the fort. But after three days in which they didn’t see any enemies approaching, they decided it was safe for the team to leave for the Keys.

Felicia insisted on going, which made sense. She wanted to talk her parents into coming with them back to the fort. While she knew her parents’ little farm was great for self-sufficient survival, she’d admitted it wasn’t good at all from a defensive standpoint.

Since they had no idea how many people might be at the farm, they took three of the now five transports they had. “At this rate, we’re gonna end up with the entire fleet of Neos’ vehicles,” Brad had joked when they’d collected the new vehicles after the latest battle. “Just need some aircraft and we can start our own military branch.”

“We’re already in the army,” Tasha had grinned. “God’s army.”

“Land up ahead,” Gerald’s voice came over the radio, startling Nathan out of his thoughts. He was bringing up the rear in their little convoy, with Gerald in the lead.

“Do you think it’s Papa Bear’s cave?” Brad asked, who was driving the second truck. “Papa Bear’s cave” was the code they were using for Felicia’s parents’ place when talking over the radio.

“Unclear,” Gerald said. “Possibly. We’ll know in a few.”

As they drew closer to the island, Brad pulled next to the passenger side of Gerald’s truck, while Nathan came up on the driver’s side. They rolled all the windows down so they could talk.

“What do you think?” Gerald asked, looking at Nathan, who leaned over to peer around Penny, who was riding shotgun with him.

“What do you mean, what do I think?” he laughed. “How should I know? The last time I was in the Keys was on Spring Break and I frankly don’t remember much of that weekend.”

That caused some chuckles. “What do you think?” Nathan asked Felicia. “You’re the only one out of the bunch of us who might have the slightest clue of where we are.”

Felicia shook her head. “No idea. Like I said before, everything looks a whole lot different coming from the ocean side… especially when the ocean’s been moved to the south.”

Nathan had to agree. “Well, guess we need to start somewhere. Might as well be this place. Just need to be careful.”

“Thank you, Captain Obvious,” Felicia drawled.

Nathan tried to give the woman a stern look, but it was ruined by the smile tugging at his lips. Tammy called him “Officer Obvious,” and fairly often. Nathan wondered then if he did state the obvious too often.

As they got closer to the land mass, Felicia’s voice came over the radio. “Now that we’re closer, I know this isn’t it. We’re going around.”

Nathan let out a long sigh. “Tired of driving?” Penny asked. “I can take over.”

He shook his head as he gave her a rueful smile. “Afraid I’m a horrible passenger. I’d be telling you how to drive. ‘Watch out for this! Look out for that!’” he added, raising his voice.

Penny chuckled. “Not exactly a lot of stuff to hit out here on the ocean floor,” she drawled. “Pretty sure I could make it there without too much chance of crashing into a seashell or a dead turtle.”

Nathan grinned at her. “Yeah, but I know me… I’d be yelling about those too.”

The woman crossed her arms over her chest and smirked. “Then I’d just throat punch you. Problem solved.”

Nathan laughed, though he didn’t doubt that she would do that. Not for a moment. After that, they started talking about their training—his with the police force, hers with the Marines—and that led to their childhoods and families.

“Haven’t talked to my folks since I joined up in twenty-twenty,” Penny said with a nonchalant shrug that belied the emotion in her voice. “Dad thought the Corps wasn’t ‘right for a lady’,” she added with air quotes and so much sarcasm, Nathan laughed.

“Guess Dad hadn’t noticed that I had never, not once, never ever worn a dress in my life. Heck, I wore a tuxedo to prom,” she laughed. “Not much lady material here.”

Nathan laughed again. “I guess some parents don’t pay much attention,” he agreed. “Mine… well, they paid too much attention. I couldn’t breathe without them making sure they knew about it. If I stepped one toe off the Pharisaical line they drew in the sand, I was toast.”

Penny shot him a questioning look. Nathan grinned back at her. “Pharisaical, meaning super Jew. That was my parents,” he smirked. “Did you ever see that movie, uh, something about a Greek wedding… where the woman marries a non-Greek guy.”

“My Big, Fat Greek Wedding,” Penny supplied.

Nathan’s brow rose and she laughed. “What? I might not like dresses, but I do love me some chick flicks.” She shrugged. “Used to, anyway. So sue me.”

He laughed again. “Yeah, well the father and mother in that movie were exactly like my parents, except where everything was about the Greeks, mine were all about the Jews.”

“Did your father spray Windex on everything?” Penny quipped.

Nathan chuckled. “No, Starbucks was the answer to any and every problem or ailment. ‘You have a cold? Drink a Starbucks coffee’,” he said in an overdone Hebrew accent. ‘You know that a Jew started Starbucks, right? Oh, you broke your foot? You need a Starbucks banana nut bread’.”

Penny laughed, probably more than was necessary, though Nathan knew it was likely due to nerves. They were all a bit nervous about what—or who—they might come across.

“Totally serious,” Nathan responded. “Mom and Dad were a bit… difficult,” he admitted. He glanced at the woman in the passenger’s seat. “The first time I took Tammy to meet them was the last time.” He shrugged, trying for a nonchalant, uncaring gesture, though he knew the woman saw through it. “They were so rude to her that there was no way I was ever going to put her through that again.

“I saw Mom and Dad a few times after that,” he continued, “but then I quit going around to see them. It was just too hard,” he admitted, though he was surprised that he had. It was rare that he talked about his past, much less the relationship—or lack of—that he had with his parents.

Lord, please bring my parents to You, he prayed. I know they’re stubborn and refuse to recognize You as their Lord, but please open their eyes, their hearts and their minds to know that You are who You say You are. Show them the truth. And please forgive me for being angry and bitter toward them.

Penny sighed then. “Yeah, and now we’re wishing we could just see them again, huh?” The pain was evident in her voice.

“Yeah,” Nathan said softly. “But we can always pray for a miracle, right?” He laughed. “God has sure been showing off lately.”

That made her laugh with him. “Absolutely. Just letting me join the family was miracle enough.”

Nathan nodded. “Same. I had a lot of repenting to do for the attitude I had all my life toward Christians.”

“Yep,” Penny agreed. “But don’t forget what Kal said in his sermon the other day—we were forgiven when we accepted Jesus and we don’t need to keep dumping salt in our wounds, cuz they’ve already been healed.”

Nathan smiled as he nodded. Kal had been giving regular sermons, jumping right back into his pastoral duties.

After that they didn’t speak, lost in their thoughts, though Nathan could hear the low murmurs of the others in the back. Each truck had a driver and someone riding shotgun, with three or more others in the back. And they were all armed, because they had no idea what they were going to be facing.

It wasn’t long before they came to another land mass, this one seeming much smaller than the other they’d passed by.

“I think we’re at the tail,” Felicia’s voice announced over the radio, using the code word for Key West. “Hard to tell though.” There was a rustling sound then and they could hear her arguing with Gerald.

“Just drive and let me navigate,” she snapped when he said something they couldn’t make out. “You’ve never even been here.” Another mumble in the background.

“Yeah, well fine, how ‘bout you let me drive and you tell me where to go, Mister ‘I can’t ask for directions because it might emasculate me’. The last time you navigated, we ended up in Chicago when we were supposed to be in Milwaukee, remember?” More mumbling. “Oh yeah, it worked out just great,” she drawled, “Chicago was loads of fun, but I missed my cousin’s wedding!”

Nathan and Penny both snorted out a laugh. “Guess she doesn’t know to let go of the mic button, eh?” she asked. Nathan shook his head as he continued laughing at his friends’ griping.

“Oh shoot,” Felicia said into the mic, “guess you all heard that. Oh well, we’re gonna head north around the, uh, tail in front of us. Dre—er, I mean Papa’s cave—” Mumbling interrupted her.

“Oh, whatever!” Felicia snapped. “They know what I mean. Okay, fine, Papa Bear’s cave should be just a bit farther to the east. There, does that make you happy, Captain Corrector?”

“This could get real entertaining if she keeps forgetting to release that button,” Penny laughed.

Nathan was fairly surprised that the islands were still intact after the quake. He’d expected that a tsunami or something would have wiped them out, but instead, just like near the fort, the ocean had receded. They couldn’t even see it from where they were. At least it made reaching the Keys a lot easier.

A short while later, Felicia announced, “Pretty sure this is it.” They stopped the trucks and examined the land to their right. As usual, it was difficult to make out much, but Nathan thought he saw some light not too far in the interior of the island.

He grabbed the mic. “What do you think?” he asked no one in particular. “Thinking I see some light over yonder.”

“Me too,” Brad said. “Pull up so we can talk.” Nathan did as he asked, while Gerald backed his truck up to the other side.

“I like yelling across the trucks better than hearing you two fight on the radio,” Brad laughed as he looked at Gerald. Nathan was fairly certain Felicia’s face was red, though it was hard to tell just by the dashboard light.

“So, are you sure this is Dredgers?” Nathan called out to Felicia. She nodded, though added a shrug.

“Pretty sure.”

Nathan sighed. “Well, we’re not going to get any rescuing done sitting here in the sand. Might as well go see what we can see.”

“Let’s send in a recon team,” Penny suggested. “I’ll head it up, take five others and scout it out.” Nathan thought that was a great idea and Penny called out to the others in the back of their truck.

“Saddle up, cowgirls, we’re riding!” Nathan chuckled at the woman’s words as he watched her grab her rifle and jump out of the truck.

“Phew, this stuff stinks!” she said as her feet sunk into the sand. “It’s a lot softer than the sand by the fort too.”

Nathan frowned at that, then looked out the windshield, squinting. He wanted to turn his headlights on, but he didn’t dare. He glanced back at Penny.

“Are there tracks that you can see? Human or vehicle?”

She looked down at her feet, then down between the trucks. “Just ours from what I can see, but the sand does look… I don’t know. Just turned over, I guess.”

“Hmm,” Nathan said. “Okay, well just be extra careful. Treat it like you’re in enemy territory.”

She nodded, then slung the rifle’s strap over her shoulder as she ran to the back of the truck to let the others out.

It took less than ten minutes before the team was back. “Friendlies,” Penny announced as she climbed up on the truck’s running board so she could see everyone in the trucks. She grinned then. “Well, sort of. You’ll see what I mean when we get there.”

“Was there anyone who looked like they could be my mom or dad?” Felicia asked, hope in her voice.

Penny laughed. “Darlin’, there were a lot of ‘anyones’ who could be your parents.” With that, she opened the truck’s door, hopped onto Brad’s running board, then leapt back into Nathan’s truck, closing the door behind her at the same time. He grinned at that.

“Cool move,” he said as he started the truck. Gerald turned his truck to the south, then Brad and Nathan followed, again bringing up the rear.

“So, what was that about back there?” he asked, knowing he didn’t have to explain.

Penny just grinned. “Oh, you’ll see soon enough.” Nathan frowned at her, but it was just a few minutes later when he knew exactly what she was talking about as they pulled up to an area where several small buildings stood… and a virtual parking lot of RVs.

There was a large group of people standing in a half-formed circle, watching their approach. They looked a bit angry, arms crossed over chests or fists planted on hips, scowls on their faces. Despite the fact that they were driving Neos’ trucks, not a single one of the group looked frightened. Of course, that might have been due to their ages… Nathan figured there wasn’t a single person under the age of seventy-five.

“Now you see what I meant,” Penny laughed. “It’s a whole flock of gray geese.”

Nathan chuckled, but then his smile faded. Penny noticed and frowned. “What?” He glanced at her, then pointed to the group.

“Two of those geese are my parents.”


Chapter 10

TAMMY WAS thrilled when one of the sentries on top of the fort wall announced that their trucks were returning. It had been three days since they left, far longer than Nate had thought it would take them.

She’d been praying nearly non-stop since he left. She tried to occupy herself with other activities—playing with the younger girls, who hadn’t even batted an eye when she told them their brother was with Jesus—and consoling Kayla over the loss of her mother.

But it was Keith she was most worried about. The kid was far too quiet after losing both Carl and his mother.

She knew he was also worried about Nate. Both Carl and Keith had taken to her husband, putting him in a father-figure role that she’d never thought he’d be cut out for. But Nate had surprised her… a lot. He seemed to be taking his clues on parenting from Jesus Himself.

Knowing the trucks would be pulling into the courtyard, Tammy wanted to run down to meet them. But Sissy had misplaced her shoe and despite both Tammy and Lou telling her she could go barefoot—and Tammy offering to carry her—Sissy had nearly had a meltdown. Tammy told the older kids to go ahead while she and Lou helped look for the shoe.

It was five minutes later before they found it and by the time they reached the courtyard, everyone had unloaded from the trucks. Tammy was shocked to see so many elderly people—and even more shocked to see the caravan of RVs that had parked inside the courtyard.

Nate spotted them and waved them over to where he stood next to one of the trucks, talking to some of the older people. Lou dashed ahead, slamming into Nate’s legs as she hugged him. He laughed, then bent to pick the girl up, tickling her as he did so, though Lou just wiggled. It hurt Tammy’s heart that the child still hadn’t learned to laugh.

Sissy tugged on her hand, obviously wanting Tammy to hurry. She let go of her hand. “Go ahead,” she told her and chuckled when Sissy skipped across the distance, squealing when Nate scooped her up with his other arm. Both girls rubbed his face, apparently intrigued by the three-day-old scruff he had growing. Nate always insisted on shaving every day, even though that now meant using a sharp knife to do so.

Tammy slowed her steps so that the girls would have a little “me” time with the man who’d taken the place of daddy in their lives, though the scene before her had her blinking rapidly at the moisture gathering in her eyes.

“Stupid sissy girl,” she muttered to herself. “I need to grow a pair like Penny or Tasha and quit being so emotional.” As if knowing her thoughts, Penny laughed then. It was overly loud, bordering on obnoxious and Tammy wondered if the woman might be trying too hard to fit into a mold she’d created for herself.

Forcing her emotions back under control, Tammy grinned as she walked up to Nate, eyes on his handsome, smiling face. He noticed her approach and he darted a glance to the gray-haired couple he’d been talking to, the smile leaving as he did so. The couple had their backs to her, so she didn’t see or hear what could have caused her husband’s reaction.

Tammy frowned slightly, but stepped to Nate, putting her face up for a kiss. He obliged, though it was a much quicker peck than she expected to receive after being apart for three days.

“Eww,” Lou and Sissy chimed, making Tammy laugh.

“Someday, you won’t be saying…” Her voice trailed off as she realized what she’d been about to say. There won’t be a “someday” for them. They’re not going to be here long enough to fall for a boy.

Even though she knew the girls would be with Jesus in Heaven, the thought of them never growing up still pained her. Nate gave her an understanding smile, though it left quickly when he glanced over her head at the couple she’d forgotten about.

“Oh, I’m being rude!” Tammy said as she turned, a welcoming smile on her face. That smile fled even faster than Nate’s had when she saw his parents.

Ira, Nate’s father, actually tilted his chin up so he could look down his nose at her. “Hello, Tamara,” though it sounded more like, “Hello, vile gentile woman who stole our lovely Jewish son and turned him against us.”

“Just Tammy,” she replied as she leaned into Nate, even though he still held the girls. Lou must have sensed something was wrong, because she patted Tammy on the head. She leaned back and smiled up at the child, then winked, trying to let her know everything was okay. Not that it was, but still…

She looked back at Ira and Ayala, both staring at her like they’d just smelled something nasty. Even though they were in the middle of the Tribulation, Nate’s mother was pristinely put together. Even her hair was styled, and she was sure the woman was wearing makeup. Tammy thought that it was a real testament about deceiving looks… that someone so nice-looking on the outside could have such a mean spirit.

Though she felt deflated at the fact that Nate’s parents were still holding a grudge, she refused to let it show. She plastered a smile on her face. “I’m so glad that you both are safe. How did you come to be in Florida?”

Ayala sniffed, then glanced at Ira, who was busy looking over Tammy’s head, making sure she knew that he thought she was too far beneath him to grace with his attention. Tammy resisted the urge to kick the man in the shins.

Going to need Your help here, Father.

Nate’s mom didn’t even bother answering. Instead, she turned her attention to her son. “You must stay with us,” she told him with a beautiful smile as she turned and waved in the direction of the RVs. Tammy had no doubt theirs was the biggest, the fanciest, and the most expensive.

“We have plenty of room.”

I’d rather sleep inside that rotting whale carcass, Tammy thought, though she kept the smile on her face.

“That sounds great, Mom,” Nate said, and Tammy had to fight to keep her face from morphing into a grimace. She wondered how far it was out to the carcass.

“We have two more kids you haven’t met yet, but if you have enough room, it would be nice to sleep in an actual bed. I know the children and Tammy would appreciate it too.”

“And going potty in a potty,” Sissy said around her thumb. Nate laughed while Tammy forced her face to maintain her smile.

Ayala’s face fell then as Ira’s mouth tightened. “Oh,” Ayala said as she glanced at Tammy, “I… I don’t think we have enough room for everyone.”

Tammy felt Nate stiffen. “That’s fine,” he gritted out. “Just the kids then. Tammy and I are fine with where we’ve been staying,” he added as he glanced at her. Tammy could sense that Nate was just testing his parents; he knew that she wouldn’t leave any of the children with people who were strangers to them… and neither would he.

She looked back to see Nate’s mother darting a look at the children. “Well, I don’t think that we’re, um, equipped for children.”

Ira made a disgusted sound. “That motorhome cost two hundred thousand,” he snapped. “I’m not going to have it wrecked by two… street urchins,” he added, his lip curling as he barely glanced at the girls.

“And we’re outta here,” Nate said as he spun around and walked off.

Tammy was so shocked by Ira’s rude comment that she stood stock still as all the things she wanted to say—but knew she shouldn’t—ran through her mind.

She knew it was the Lord Himself who held her tongue. And her fist from punching the arrogant, self-centered creep right in the nose.

It would be sooo satisfying if You’d let me, Dad.

She could swear He was laughing at her.

Tammy glanced at Ayala, noticing the woman’s pinched expression, complete with flaring nostrils. She wondered how two such awful people could have raised such a wonderful man.

She might not have the go-ahead to punch Ira, but that didn’t stop Tammy from taking a step forward. She could tell by the way he stiffened that he was fighting with himself not to take a step back, out of swinging range. He must have been reading her thoughts.

Tammy resisted the urge to poke Ira in the chest as she tilted her chin up at him. “Those ‘street urchins’ as you called my girls have been through hell,” she said, damning her emotions as her voice caught and her eyes filled, “at the hands of evil men who thought they should be used as punching bags… and worse,” she said, breathing heavily through her nose as she fought to contain the rage that overcame her whenever she thought about what those two little angels had gone through.

“After losing their parents last year, just days ago they lost their brother. And our other kids, Keith and Kayla, just lost their mother—after being caught and captured by Neos… they were there for months.”

Tammy sucked in a deep breath, trying to get her anger under control. “They certainly don’t need a self-righteous bas—jerk like you shaming them,” she gritted out, watching as Ira stiffened. Her eyes narrowed as she pointed in the direction Nate had gone.

“They are God’s precious children, and He loves them even more than Nate and I do, which is saying a lot.” She sniffled as she ground her jaw, trying to get her emotions under control. It truly was all she could do not to just smack Nate’s father.

Get behind me, Satan, Tammy thought, even as she wondered if the man before her had a demon within him. The way she wanted to do battle with him made her wonder.

A sudden thought occurred to her that caused her to deflate, knowing it came from the Lord. She stuck her chin out once again.

“And even though I don’t know how it’s even possible, Jesus—Yeshua,” she said, using His Hebrew name, “loves you too.” She glanced at Ayala. “Both of you. And He’s even willing to forgive you for being such awful people, if you’d just ask Him.”

With that, she spun on her heel and stalked off, asking the Lord to forgive her for not giving a better testimony. I shouldn’t have been so angry. Sorry.

“Child, I’m just glad you didn’t flatten the man’s nose. It’s quite a schnoz he has, isn’t it? You probably would have hurt your hand.”

Tammy barked out a laugh loud enough to draw attention. Though she was smiling, she swiped angrily at her tears, again cursing the fact that she was ruled by her emotions.

There were a lot of new people that Nate and his group had brought to the fort and Tammy forced a smile on her face as she nodded in friendly greeting as she passed. She was intent on finding Nate and the girls, wanting to make sure the children hadn’t suffered from Ira’s harsh words. She was just thankful that Keith and Kayla hadn’t been present, since they were old enough to understand the cruelty from Nate’s parents.

She smiled when she saw that Jacob and Ida were moving about the courtyard, greeting the newcomers, making them feel welcome. She wondered how the couple would react when they reached Nate’s parents, secretly hoping Jacob would let them have it.

Ugh, sorry, Lord. I keep having unkind thoughts. Truly, though, she would have liked nothing better than to put Nate’s parents in their place, though she knew that it wasn’t her job, or what the Lord wanted her to do. It would have been nice, though, to have really told them off.

An idea occurred to her then and she changed direction, steering toward Jacob and Ida. If anyone could get through to the snooty Ira and Ayala, it was the Edelmans.

Jacob was busily telling a couple about all their adventures since the Tribulation began, while Ida was busy correcting her husband.

“…then we got to Cincinnati—”

“It was Cleveland.”

Jacob shot his wife a look. “Cleveland then.” He looked back to the couple before them who were old enough to be Tammy’s parents, and young enough to be the Edelmans’ own kids.

“There was a riot going on,” Jacob continued. “Looters, buildings burning. It was complete chaos. Ida and I barely fled with our lives.”

“We heard about the riots from friends,” Ida said with a look to her husband. “We never even saw what was going on.”

“Anyway,” Jacob said, louder than was necessary, “it was only by the grace of the Lord Himself that we came to be here.”

“Amen,” Ida said, nodding.

Despite her earlier anger, Tammy’s lips were twitching by the time she made presence known. Jacob and Ida introduced her to the new couple, then Tammy told the Edelmans what she wanted from them.

“We’d be happy to,” Jacob said, a gleam in his eye as he turned and started to hobble off. “We’ll get those shmendriks straightened out.”

Tammy didn’t know what a “shmendrik” was, but it must not have been a nice word, judging by the way Ida smacked her husband’s arm.

“What?” Jacob protested. “From what our Tammy says, it must be true.”

They were still arguing when Tammy made her excuses to the couple she’d just been introduced to—and, in her state had promptly forgotten their names—and made her way over to Nate.

Her husband was still holding the girls as he gave her a questioning look. “Where were you?”

She shrugged. “Well, I sorta told your dad off, then I went and got Jacob and Ida.” She offered a lopsided grin. “I sicced ‘em on your parents.”

Nate literally threw his head back and laughed. Tammy hadn’t heard him laugh like that in so long, she’d almost forgot what it was like to hear it. She grinned, especially when Sissy pulled her thumb out of her mouth and stared at the man, open-mouthed.

“You okay, Daddy?” she asked.

That made Nate stop laughing as he looked at the child in his arms. He looked at Lou then, and Tammy knew he was wondering how she was going to react to her sister’s words. Lou offered something then even rarer than Nate’s belly laugh…

… she smiled.

Nate choked on a laugh-sob as he hugged the two little girls tighter to him. “I’m just fine, Love Bug,” he told Sissy. He kissed both girls on the cheek, then set them on their feet.

“I saw Keith and Kayla heading to the cantina,” he said, referring to their makeshift kitchen area. “I bet they’re going to see if Miss Debby has any more of those little fried pies.” That was all the urging the girls needed to skip off across the courtyard.

After watching them to make sure they got to where they were supposed to go, Nate stepped behind Tammy and wrapped his arms around her, bending to kiss her cheek. She winced at the feel of his stubble against her skin.

“You need a shave,” she laughed. “You’re like a woolly mammoth.”

“Sasquatch,” Nate countered, burying his face in her neck, making her squeal. She pulled away from him then, turning so she could hug him herself.

“Missed you,” she said as she brushed his dark hair off his brow. It was getting long, she realized, almost reaching his eyes and the back was below his collar.

“Ditto,” he said, knowing it would make her roll her eyes. She didn’t disappoint, making him grin. But it faded quickly.

“I’m sorry about my parents,” he said. “They’re—”

She held up a hand. “Don’t apologize for them,” she said sternly. “You’re not your parents and you don’t need to make excuses for them.” She shrugged. “I’m just going to pray that their hearts are softened so that the Lord can get through to them.”

“Or Jacob beats the Lord into them with his cane,” he said with another grin. Tammy laughed.

“So, tell me why it took you three days to get back.” She’d been expecting the group back the morning after they’d left and the extra time they were gone had been an exercise in trusting the Lord that everything would turn out as He wanted it to.

Another chuckle escaped Nate at that. He motioned around the courtyard. “Have you talked to any of these people?” he asked. “They’re the most opinionated, stubborn group I’ve ever come across. Even Penny said she’d captured prisoners in Afghanistan who were more cooperative.”

Tammy laughed. “Well, they’re the baby boomer generation—and some from even before that. They’ve been through a lot of stuff, so I guess they’re entitled to their opinion.”

“Yeah,” Nate allowed, “but not when we’re telling them that the Neos might be beating down their door any minute and all they’re worried about is whether we have ‘laundry facilities’,” he added with a high voice that made Tammy giggle.

Nate shook his head. “Took a lot of convincing to get them to pack up and come with us. I thought Penny was going to lose her mind. She’s used to people following her lead and she’s probably the most stubborn person I’ve ever met, but she met her match with this group.”

Tammy felt a twinge of jealousy at his words, knowing he and Penny had paired up for the trip. But she shook the feeling away, realizing it was ridiculous. Nate had never given her any reason to doubt his fidelity.

And besides, you dork, they were with a big group. Oh, and let’s not forget we haven’t bathed in nearly a week, and that was just in the ocean. Not exactly romantic when you smell like a swamp rat.

Nate took Tammy around, introducing her to the new people. Tammy was impressed that he remembered so many names; he had a tendency to not pay that much attention to people. When she questioned him about it, he told her that the Lord was helping him remember.

“I need to get closer to our group,” he admitted. “After the attack and losing so many—a lot who I didn’t even know their names—I realized that I needed to start thinking of us all as family.” He smiled ruefully.

“We’re all in this together, like it or not. Good, bad, whatever, we need to get close and stay that way. Besides,” he continued with a grin, “we’re going to be together in eternity, so we might as well get used to each other now.”

“Does that mean the newcomers are saved?” she asked. She knew full well Nate’s parents weren’t believers, at least not in Jesus. Not yet, she told herself.

Before Nate could answer, they heard Jacob calling for the evening meal. They’d fallen into a routine of having Jacob bless the meal, then they’d eat and Kal would give a sermon after. It was one of Tammy’s favorite times of the day.

Once they were settled and those who were fulfilling the role of “kitchen staff” served the meals, Jacob stepped up to say the blessing. This time, though, he spoke in English, which Tammy knew was for the benefit of those who didn’t have the Lord to interpret for them.

“Father in Heaven, Lord of all the earth, Creator of the universe above and all the creatures below, we thank You for Your blessings, even as we struggle in this time we find ourselves in, which we know is the end of the age.

“Your prophets foretold of this time, Yahweh Yireh, our Provider. We know that You will continue to take care of us, to provide for our needs, and to lead us and guide us in the way that You want us to go.

“Now, I know that there are those here tonight who do not know You. But there are some here who know You as El Shaddai, God Almighty, but they do not know You as Yeshua, the Messiah, the Beloved Son, Holy One of Israel.”

He paused and Tammy peeked over at Nate’s parents. Ira was scowling and Ayala looked like she wanted to bolt.

“Open their eyes now, Yahweh Tsidkenu, Lord of our Righteousness,” Jacob continued. “Break their hearts of stone, reveal Yourself to them. Show them Your glory. We know we are at the very end of the age and there is no time left. Soon it will be too late. Do not let their stubbornness carry them right into she'ol, into hell. Bless this food now, Father.”

Tammy almost laughed at how Jacob had tucked that onto the end of his prayer, like an afterthought, when he was supposed to be asking for a blessing for the food in the first place.

She stole another glance at Nate’s parents, who were sitting across from them. They had little in the way of chairs at the fort, but those who’d come in the RVs had pulled out lawn chairs. Of course, Nate’s parents’ “lawn chairs” were nicer than any furniture she and Nate had ever had in their apartment. Several even had battery-powered lanterns, which they’d set up around the perimeter. It made things rather cozy.

The group was quiet as they started eating. Keith and Kayla chatted quietly next to them while Tammy helped Sissy by cutting her meat into little bites, when a gasp drew her attention. She grinned when she saw the glow.

Lou surprised her—and Nate—when she pushed up and ran to where the angel trio stood in all their glowing glory. Sissy was quick to follow, knocking her food off her lap. Tammy caught it just before it hit the ground while Keith and Kayla laughed.

Many in the group slowly pushed to a stand at the sight of the angels. The newcomers had such shocked expressions Tammy was afraid they were going to have heart attacks and strokes before they could accept the Lord. She said a quick prayer, asking for that not to happen.

The girls ran right up to the angels, and it was such a shock to see them react like that to strangers that Tammy knew her mouth was gaping. Nate’s too. The two sisters were frightened of anyone new, especially men, yet they ran right up to the towering beings and practically danced in excitement.

“I knew you’d come back!” Lou squealed. Tammy looked at Nate with wide eyes, his expression matching her own. The child had never spoken above a near-whisper.

Sissy didn’t speak, but she slammed her little body into Metatron’s legs, hugging the grouchy-looking angel. The heavenly being actually smiled as he patted the child’s head.

Zadkiel bent down to scoop Lou up, making her giggle. The girl threw her arms around his neck and squeezed.

“I missed you too, little one,” the angel told her as he patted her back.

“Hey, what about me?” Camael asked as he held his hands out. Lou giggled again and Zadkiel released her as she launched herself at the angel of war, who swung her around like a rag doll.

Tammy blinked at the sight, shaking her head slowly in disbelief. Metatron had even picked Sissy up and was tickling the girl, making her shriek and wiggle. She looked at Nathan again.

“Um, they obviously know each other… but the girls have never been with us when the angels appeared, have they?”

Nathan slowly shook his head. “I don’t think…” He paused for a moment, thinking. “No, no they haven’t.”

“I wish Lou would be that playful with us,” she admitted wistfully.

“Yeah.”

After a few seconds, Tammy looked back at the newcomers. It was always fun to watch a “first timer’s” reaction. Most were still staring in shock, blinking rapidly as if trying to clear their vision. Others were whispering to each other, eyes wide. Her eyes found Nate’s parents.

They, too, were wide-eyed and open-mouthed. But rather than the awed expression that the others had, Ira and Ayala looked… terrified.

Tammy nudged Nate, motioning with her chin toward his parents. He frowned slightly, but then shrugged as he looked down at her.

“I’m trying to do the ‘honor your mother and father’ thing, but with those two the only way I can do that is by avoiding them,” he said with a small smile that Tammy returned.

“Well, I guess that’s okay, until the Lord tells you otherwise. He might want you to witness to them.”

Nate rolled his eyes. “I tried, back at the Keys. Let’s just say they thought I had suffered a brain injury when I told them I’d accepted Jesus. I think they’re just waiting for me to recover.”

Tammy laughed at that, shaking her head. “Yeah, your parents are something else,” she admitted. “Still not as bad as mine though.” It was then that she remembered the Lord telling her that she needed to let the past go, to forgive her mother and father.

“Help me forgive them, Jesus,” she breathed. Nate glanced at her but didn’t say anything as he put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into him.

“Yeah,” Kayla said then, drawing her attention. The girl was staring at her lap, her food untouched. “You never know when it’s the last time you’ll see them.”

Tammy smiled softly at the girl as she ran a hand over her hair. There wasn’t anything she could say to comfort the kids about their mother’s death, though they’d both admitted they knew they mother was with Jesus and that they’d see her again.

The kids didn’t know Tammy’s story, one of an abusive father and neglectful mother. Or that her father had already died and was lost forever. She’d never be able to tell him that she forgave him, even if it wasn’t true. Yet.

The angels put the girls down, who then ran back to where their adoptive family was sitting. Nate and Tammy both laughed when Lou and Sissy threw themselves into their arms.

“How do you know the angels?” Kayla asked.

“Yeah,” Keith said. “I only met that mean one. Well, I guess not ‘met’ him, but saw him before.”

“Which one is the mean one?” Lou asked, confused. Keith pointed.

“The pink one.” That made Tammy bite her lip, again wondering if the color of his aura might be causing Metatron to be so cranky. It was rather funny to think about.

“That’s Meaty-tron,” Sissy said. “He’s not mean. He’s my friend,” she added with a frown at Keith.

Tammy couldn’t help but laugh at the child’s mispronunciation of the angel’s name. She glanced over at him, wondering if he’d heard and then her eyes wandered over his impressive stature, muscles upon muscles. Maybe ‘Meaty-tron’ is accurate after all.

Zadkiel stepped forward then. “We apologize for interrupting your meal,” he announced, his voice booming more than usual. “But Abba wished for us to appear to you once again.” He glanced at the newcomers, giving them a nod.

“And to you who have never met us or encountered one of the Heavenly Host, greetings.” He spread his arms. “As you can see, angels are real. God is real. Yeshua is who He said He was—” he glanced at Nate’s parents, “—the Messiah.”

Tammy watched Ira straighten at the angel’s words, that stubborn look plastered on his face once again. She wanted to run over and kick him in the shin. Ayala at least had a look of fear… an, “Oh no, what have I done?” expression.

“But,” Zadkiel continued, “you also need to be aware that, just as angels and the Holy Trinity are real and true, demons also exist.” He waved toward the original group.

“Ask any of your hosts about that,” he said as he crossed his arms over his chest. He nodded at Nate.

“Nathan here witnessed an entire demon horde.” Zadkiel grinned. “And a legion of angels right after he accepted Yeshua as his Savior.”

Nate grinned back. “That’s right,” he said, raising his voice to be heard. The angels didn’t have to raise theirs—they had booming voices.

“The demons are…” He shook his head. “Frightful. If I never encounter another one as long as I live—” Nate winced. “For the short time that will be anyway, that’ll be fine with me.”

Tammy watched the Diamonds to gauge their expression. Even in the dim light coming from the lanterns, she could tell that Ayala had paled considerably. Ira still looked like a slight breeze would snap the man in half.

Just one hit, Father. Just let me smack him one time…

She didn’t get an answer, not that she was expecting one.

Camael stepped up next to Zadkiel then, while Metatron stood scowling at everyone. Tammy didn’t miss it, though, when he glanced at the kids and winked. Sissy giggled.

“Besides showing you the reality of Heaven and Hell, we are also here to give you a message—the Father wants you to prepare to go to Israel.”


Chapter 11

NATHAN WAS so angry with his father that he wanted to do the man harm. The violent thoughts that came over him were alien to him, at least when it came to his family. He’d never wanted to punch someone more than he did in that moment.

While his mother was sobbing in Tammy’s arms, who was trying valiantly to soothe her, his father was shouting at her.

“How could you fall for such rubbish?” he yelled, stabbing his finger in the air toward his wife. “Don’t you know it was all a trick? These people—” he said with a sneer aimed at Tammy, “these Christians are full of lies and deceit. They’ve tried tricking us, God’s people, for two thousand years! Since the faked resurrection of their so-called Messiah to the torture of our own people by them trying to force us to believe their lies—”

“Ira, calm down,” his mother wailed. She wiped her cheeks as she gently pushed away from Tammy. Nathan was still in a state of shock over the fact that his mother had turned to his wife for comfort when his father had started his tirade.

“I will not calm down!” The veins on his father’s forehead were bulging and his face had turned an ugly purple. He looked like he was on the verge of literally exploding.

After the angels’ appearance, every single person who’d come with them from the Keys had accepted Jesus… all but Ira Ismael Diamond, the most stubborn man on earth, Nathan was sure.

Instead, his father had gone on a rant, telling all the new Christians what “idiots” they were for believing the lies. When it became apparent that no one was listening to him, he’d turned on his new believer wife. He’d been screaming at her for nearly half an hour so far.

“Papa, you need to settle down—”

The man spun on him, turning his pointing finger Nathan’s way. “Do not speak to me, you traitor!” he screamed. “You are even worse than your mother! I can almost understand her falling for this scam you people have tried to pull. She is gullible. But you—” He shook his head, dropping his hand.

“From you, I expect common sense.” His father sucked in a deep breath. “How could you be so… so stupid?”

Nathan sighed and ran a hand over his face. He looked over to Jacob and Ida, who had the kids. He’d sent them to the older couple once his father started railing. The last thing he wanted was for the man to turn on them too.

“Av,” he said, using the Hebrew name for father, “there is no scam. No con.” He waved in the direction the angels had been. “You saw for yourself the angels. You heard their testimony. How can you still not believe that Yeshua is the Messiah?”

Instead of getting through to him, the words seemed to incite his father further. The veins bulged even more, to the point Nathan expected them to burst, leaving his father to bleed to death.

“You… you… you’re…” The man sputtered, so angry that it seemed he couldn’t form words. “I… you…” He put a hand to his head then and stumbled backward.

His mother cried out as the man went down. “Ira!”

Nathan ran to his father, falling to his knees beside him. “Papa!” he gasped. “Papa! What’s wrong?” He thought he knew the answer to that, though he wasn’t a medical expert. His father was having a stroke.

His father seemed to be trying to speak, opening and closing his mouth several times, though no sound came out. The blood vessels in his eyes burst, filling the whites with red as Nathan realized he wasn’t breathing.

Nathan quickly put his hands on his father’s chest, closing his eyes. “Lord, Yeshua, I ask in Your Holy Name that You heal my father now. Show him through this that You are who You said You were. That You are the Messiah, the Savior, the Lord of Lords and King of Kings.”

He glanced down, fully expecting his father to be healed, but instead he was met with unseeing eyes staring up into the dark red sky. Nathan’s own eyes filled then. He’d been too late. His father had died not accepting the Lord.

His mother was sobbing behind him, and he knew that Tammy was holding onto her once again as she cried, “Ira, Ira,” over and over. Even though his mother didn’t know about his healing ability, Nathan felt like he’d failed her. He decided to try again, even though he knew the Lord hadn’t given him the gift of raising the dead.

This time, he put his hands on his father’s cheeks. “Yeshua, please,” he choked out. “Please heal my father. Don’t let him pass from this earth without accepting You. Reveal Yourself to him, heal him, bring him back to us…” His shoulders heaved with emotion then as tears fell from his eyes.

Nathan had never been close to his father. The man had been a stern dictator in their house, not one to show love or affection, not even with his mother. Nathan had always longed for a sibling just so he’d have company, so that he wouldn’t feel so alone in a family that barely tolerated his presence. As he grew older, though, he realized that it would have been unkind to wish the reality of his life on another person.

But still… the tears continued to fall at all the “what might have beens.” If only he’d gotten through to his father, if he’d accepted the Lord, maybe he would have had a changed heart, been kinder, gentler, more forgiving and less abrasive and strict.

And he would have been in Heaven for eternity. Instead…

His shoulders shook again when he felt a touch. He sniffled as he turned to see Lou standing next to him, concern etched on her little face. Nathan gave the girl a wobbly smile, then put his arm around her, burying his face in her neck. She patted him on the back.

Sissy came up then, hugging him on his other side. “Sorry,” he heard Keith say, presumably to Tammy. “They got away—”

Nathan wrapped his arms around both his girls, hugging them close. He then released them and motioned to Keith and Kayla, who looked unsure of what to do. The kids smiled slightly, then stepped forward, hugging him as well. Nathan knew in that moment, with four children sharing his pain, that he’d make sure that they always knew they were loved. That they were wanted.

He wouldn’t be like his father.

It was just a few seconds later when he heard Tammy gasp and his mother cried, “Ira!” Nathan pulled away from Kayla to look down at his father. The man was blinking, turning his head from side to side.

“Thank You, God,” his father breathed. He focused on Nathan then, swallowing. “You were right, son,” he croaked. “Yeshua is the Messiah.”

His mother started crying harder then as she crawled over to her husband, picking his head up and kissing his cheek. “You believe?”

He nodded. “I… I just spent…” He laughed humorously. “I’m not sure how long it was. It seemed like a very long time, but now—”

“Did you get to see the corridor to Heaven?” Tammy asked as she stepped over to them. Nathan looked up at his wife, taking in her beautiful smile, knowing she was remembering the time she’d spent with Jesus.

His father actually looked at her, probably for the first time. He surprised them by shaking his head. “No, I… I got to see… Hell,” he said with another hard swallow. He shook his head, then struggled to sit up. Nathan held out a hand for him.

The old man rubbed his face with a shaking hand as he glanced around at the group. He even looked at the children, Nathan noticed with some surprise.

“It’s real,” he said, looking back at Tammy. “Hell is real.” His eyes found Nathan. “And so is Yeshua. He is just as you said, son. The Messiah.”

Nathan grinned at his father as he nodded. “I know. You don’t have to convince me. He talks to me all the time.” He motioned toward Tammy. “Both of us.”

“Me too,” Keith said. “Yeah,” Kayla agreed with a nod.

“Jesus talks to us,” Lou said as she leaned against Nathan. He patted her back. “Me and Sissy. And Carl before he gots to go to see Jesus,” she added with a rare smile. Nathan made a mental note to ask the child later how she and Sissy knew the angels.

His father made a noise that brought Nathan’s attention back to him. “He talked to me too,” he admitted. “In… in Hell.” He shuddered. “It is worse than I ever imagined,” he admitted, a stricken, sickly look on his face.

“Jesus was in Hell?” Tammy asked, sounding confused. Nathan looked up at her, knowing how she felt.

Nathan saw his father nod out of the corner of his eye and turned his attention back to him. “Yes. He told me that He holds the keys to Heaven and Hell. He wanted me to see what… what awaited me if I did not accept Him.” He shook his head.

“I have to do that.” He turned pleading eyes to Nathan. “Right now. What do I need to do?”

Nathan wanted to cheer and do a “happy dance” as Tammy would say, but instead, he nodded, then held out his hand. His father stared at it for a moment and Nathan wondered if he was thinking the same thing… When was the last time we even touched?

After just a brief hesitation, he put his hand in Nathan’s, causing him to smile. “Papa, Jesus wants you to be with Him in Heaven. He died so that you could be with Him, because no matter how strictly you followed toh-rahʹ, you have still sinned. You are still stained in the Father’s eyes. But Yeshua took that stain from you when He became the Sacrificial Lamb. Do you understand this?” His father nodded.

“Then you just have to repeat after me—Yeshua, I know I’m a sinner. I know I’ve failed to keep Your commandments. But I know that You are the Messiah, the Deliverer. I thank You for sacrificing Yourself for me and I ask that You forgive me now and let me be with You forever in Your kingdom. Amen.”

His father blinked after that. “That’s it? It is that easy?”

Nathan laughed as he nodded. “Yep, it’s that easy, Papa. No hoops to jump through. Yeshua said to come to Him like the little children, because we are His children.”

His father turned his eyes to the kids standing nearby, who stared back at the old man with wide eyes. He turned back to Nathan, the haunted look back in his eyes.

“I was so mean,” he whispered as he darted another glance toward the kids. “I don’t know how to—”

Lou interrupted them by stepping forward. She hesitated for the briefest of moments, then shocked Nathan—and his father—when she put her arms around the man’s neck.

“Welcome to Jesus’s family,” she said. “And to ours.” She released him, then put her hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “This is my daddy.”

Nathan choked on a laugh as he whipped his arm around the girl, pulling her down on his lap. He kissed her cheek, then motioned to his father.

“And this is my daddy,” he told her. He looked at his father, giving him a warning look. “So that means he’s your grandfather.”

His father winced slightly, and Nathan was afraid he was going to deny that, crushing the little girl’s feelings again. He clenched his jaw, praying he was wrong.

He was.

“Actually, you may call me Papa Ira,” he told Lou with a smile. He then grabbed his wife’s hand. “And this is Nathan’s—er, your daddy’s mother.”

“Call me Mama Ayala, sweetheart.”

“Mama Ay… Aya…” Lou struggled. His mother repeated it, then Sissy stepped up, tossing herself at the old woman.

“My Mamala,” she chirped. Everyone laughed and Nathan’s eyes teared as he watched his formerly bitter mother hug the precious child to her. She even kissed Sissy’s hair, dirty though it was.

“Mamala sounds like a wonderful name,” she told the girl, then insisted Lou give her a hug as well.

Nathan sat there, a bit stunned at the change that had come over his parents so suddenly. They had called for Keith and Kayla to join them as they all sat on the ground—Nathan didn’t remember a time he’d ever seen his mother do such a thing—and they chatted with the kids, getting to know them.

Tammy patted his shoulder to get his attention. She tilted her head, indicating they should leave them be. He stood, then followed her as they walked off, leaving his parents doting on the kids.

The rest of the group was busy preparing to go to sleep for the night and Nathan looked up, watching as Penny supervised the “changing of the guard,” switching to the night crew of sentries who would make sure the others were safe as they slept. He smiled; it was nice to see how everyone worked together, each performing a duty that kept things running smoothly.

“What’s on your mind?” Tammy asked, breaking him out of his thoughts.

He shook his head as he rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, first, I’ve never ever seen my parents act like that,” he said as he glanced over his shoulder. His mother was laughing at something Keith said—another sight he didn’t remember ever seeing. The most his mother ever managed was a slight upward tug of her lips.

“They certainly have changed in just a short time,” Tammy agreed.

Nathan huffed out a laugh. “A ‘short time’ doesn’t even describe it. My father just accepted Jesus minutes ago, and now look at him.” He paused to turn and wave toward the group. His father was sitting with Lou on one knee and Sissy on the other, aptly listening to whatever the girls were saying, like they were offering insider trading secrets for his stocks.

“And my mother—” he shook his head as he turned and started walking again. They had after-meal clean up duty to get to. “I never thought I’d see the day that my mother would let you hug her, much less hold her while she cried.”

Tammy laughed. “My shirt’s still wet,” she said as she pulled at the material, waving it back and forth. “It’s just amazing how it turned out. I mean, with them accepting the Lord and all. Never thought I’d see that day.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” They stopped at the circle where they ate their meals, picking up arm loads of trash. Everyone would stack their meal trash into a pile and those who’d volunteered for the duty would gather the trash and bury it outside the fort walls, in the area where Felicia said a moat used to be.

They didn’t speak again until they reached the moat. They dropped their loads into the darkness below, then Nathan hopped down before turning to help Tammy. Thankfully, the moat wasn’t too deep.

While they didn’t have shovels, the sand was easy enough to dig. It didn’t take long for them to hollow out a fairly large hole and they pushed the trash into it, before climbing back out to go gather the rest of it.

Once that chore was done, they went back to check on their family. Nathan’s parents insisted they all stay with them in the RV, which made him bite his lips to keep from smiling at yet another turn-around. Nathan and Tammy declined, thinking it would be too crowded with four adults and four kids, but the children were more than happy to stay in the fancy vehicle with their new grandparents.

After Nathan and Tammy settled down for the night, she whispered, “So, in all the excitement after the angels left—with your dad and all—what do you think they meant by saying we’re supposed to go to Israel?”

He shrugged, jostling her where she rested against his shoulder. “I think they meant just what they said… we’re supposed to get ready to go to the land of my ancestors,” he said with a chuckle.

“Yeah, but… I mean, how are we supposed to go?” she asked, her voice betraying her worry.

Nathan tightened his embrace around her shoulders. “We don’t need to worry about the how. You know the Lord will provide the way. Look at how He made sure we could get to where we are safely… He moved the entire ocean! Since He created all things, I’m sure He can figure out how to manipulate that creation to accommodate us.”

Tammy chuckled, the movement shaking him, much as he’d done to her earlier. “It’s funny,” she whispered into the darkness, “how I used to tell you we could rely on the Lord to take care of us, and now you’re telling me the same thing.”

Nathan grunted in reply. “Yeah,” he agreed. “The Lord has definitely changed my way of thinking.”

His wife yawned loudly. “Yep, He has,” she murmured as Nathan felt her relax against him. That was one thing he envied about her… Tammy could fall asleep in just moments, while he would lie awake for hours, thinking, pondering. And sometimes worrying.

Despite his admonishment to her, Nathan still felt the doubts creeping up, threatening to choke him with his insecurities. He knew he’d heard Camael correctly; they were to prepare to head to Israel. And like he’d told Tammy, the “how” of it was up to God, because he sure had no way of knowing how that was going to happen. For all he knew, the Lord was going to just drop them off in the holy land.

One thing was for certain, though… Nathan knew that whatever was in their future, whatever it was that they were going to have to deal with, he knew none of it was going to come easy. Nothing that they were going to face was going to be simple. Or pleasant. In fact, he was sure of one thing…

…the end couldn’t come fast enough.


Chapter 12

TAMMY WAS ready to pull her hair out by the time they finally started out for Israel, mostly because the Lord had been silent about exactly how they were supposed to get all the way across the Atlantic Ocean.

But the hair-pulling desire was also due to having to deal with the others.

“Are they always like this?” she had grumbled to Nate earlier as the group was gathering their belongings. She’d had to walk off from where she’d been helping put away the RVers’ lawn chairs when the fourth person told her she was “doing it wrong.”

“Who?” He was busy trying to help Juana and Jim fold up their tent. Tammy was actually a little grateful their tent had been buried under a ton of rubble. It was too large to easily put up and take down and since the temperatures had climbed so much, there really wasn’t any reason to sleep inside of one. She preferred a folded-up blanket to lay on outside.

Not that it was any cooler outside than inside. And not that there really was an “inside” to the fort.

“The old folks,” Tammy had told her husband. She’d honestly never had any experience in dealing with anyone older than forty or fifty.

Nate had grinned at her. “Yep. They’ve been around a long time, and they know the right way to do things. And they’re not shy in telling you that your way is wrong.”

Tammy could appreciate that. In fact, she’d learned a lot from Jacob and Ida, and now was learning even more from the others, despite their stubbornness in trying anything “new.” She just wished the older people wouldn’t be so insistent that their way was the only way.

“Turn that chair around,” Arnold, one of the newcomers, had snapped at her. Tammy had just finished stacking all his chairs on the back of his RV and gotten them tied down. She told him so, but he shook his head.

“You have to take them all off and turn that first one around the other way, or else it’ll scratch the paint.” Tammy had stared at the man, blinking for a few moments. What difference does it make if the freaking paint gets scratched? In another year or so, it’s all going to be turned to ash.

After spending twenty minutes doing as Arnold asked, she’d gone over to help Cora roll her fake grass carpet up. Why the woman had insisted on putting the thing out was beyond Tammy, but she didn’t say anything as she got down on her hands and knees to roll it up. Cora had made her redo it three times before she was satisfied.

Her back teeth ached from all the jaw clenching.

Tammy shook her thoughts away as she turned her attention to her own tasks. She was getting batty, trying to deal with everything and everyone. The worst part of it all was for some reason, just because Nate had been placed charge of the group, people decided that she was the “co-manager” or something. They came to her with the petty, everyday problems and Tammy had no idea most of the time how to help them.

As if conjuring them by her thoughts, Clara and Katrina walked up to her then. “Should we put our tents in the transport trucks, or one of the Jeeps?” Clara asked.

Tammy paused in folding the girls’ clothes and gave the pair an incredulous look. “Uh, I don’t know,” she said. Why would you ask such a ridiculous question? “I guess in the transport trucks like we’ve done before.” Duh.

“Okay,” Clara said, motioning toward the big trucks. “Which one?”

Seriously? Tammy forced herself to keep a straight face, though she really wanted to roll her eyes. Is this a test of my patience, Lord?

“It doesn’t matter. Uh, just make sure they’re out of the way in case we need to get to the rifles.”

Tasha and Penny had decided her idea for keeping loaded rifles and extra ammo in each vehicle was smart. Tammy wondered if that was when everyone decided she was the Keeper of All Answers to Stupid Questions.

Clara and Kat walked off then and Tammy huffed out a breath. Kayla was helping her fold and the girl made a face that made Tammy laugh.

“Right?” she asked, shaking her head. “Some people—”

“Hey, Tammy?” Kal said as he trotted up. “I couldn’t find Nate and I was just wondering what I should do about the flat tire on one of the Jeeps.”

Tammy couldn’t help but bulge her eyes at the man. “Uh, change it?” she said incredulously. “And Brad’s the one you need to talk to about the vehicle maintenance, remember?”

“Oh yeah… right.” Kal hurried off and Tammy turned to Kayla, open-mouthed.

“Does common sense get burned up with heat?” she asked as she shook her head while fanning herself with her hand. The clothes were finished, so she tucked the little shirts and shorts inside one of Nate’s t-shirts, creating a sack to store them in. Kayla did the same with her clothes, adding Keith’s to the pile as well.

“Nate’s shirts are going to be stretched out,” the girl laughed when she held up the bulging bundle. Tammy smiled.

“Yeah, but he won’t mind. The looser the better in this heat,” she said with an exaggerated “Whew!” as she fanned her own shirt away from her body. The sweat was running down from her hair, into her eyes, stinging. After the fourth time of having to wipe her face, she angrily tore a few inches of hem from her shirt and wrapped it around her forehead.

“Great idea,” Kayla said, doing the same, though Tammy laughed when she noticed the girl used one of Keith’s shirts rather than her own. After she tied it around her head, she grinned.

“We’re gonna start a trend.”

Tammy chuckled. “Yeah, the latest in ‘hot fashion’.”

They took the bundles of clothes and tucked them into one of the duffel bags, their bedding into another. They then headed over to help Debby with gathering all the MREs and other freeze-dried meals at the cantina. The RVers had brought along a whole lot of food themselves and everyone had donated what they had to the collection. It made meal time more pleasant by having a lot more variety, including food that didn’t need to be reconstituted, a nice change.

Reed and Susan, Felicia’s parents, had started a huge garden when they first headed to their little farm in the Keys and had managed to can a massive amount of fruits and vegetables, which were a very welcome addition to the dried foods.

But the glass jars brought their own share of headache in regard to storage. Felicia’s parents had stacked their RV top to bottom with the jars when Nate and the others finally talked everyone into leaving their little commune and many of the jars had gotten broken on the short journey to the fort, spilling all over the RV’s interior. Susan said she never wanted to even think about eating pickled okra ever again.

The solution to the jar problem was to spread them out amongst all the other RV’s, filling cabinets and drawers. It was another “problem” Tammy’d had to solve for the group.

Most of the group had already finished packing by the time Tammy and Kayla collected their duffel bags and lugged them over to the transport trucks. People were already sitting in the back, so they had to try not to trip over feet and legs as they dragged the bags to the wall against the truck’s cab, where they kept their supplies. Once that was done, Tammy straightened.

She put her hands on her hips as she stared at the others. They seemed to be waiting for her to say something and for the tenth time in the past hour, she wondered where Nate was. He and several of the men went missing right about the time the group had started packing.

If they’re just trying to get out of work, then they can unpack all the supplies when we stop. And serve the meal, she thought with a bit of anger.

Her spiteful thoughts pricked at her conscience, and she deflated, dropping her hands as she glanced around the bed of the truck.

“C’mon,” she said as she walked toward the doors, “we need to get into a group and pray for the trip.”

She went around to the other vehicles, gathering the rest of the group. Nate, Gerald, J.D. and Bruce still hadn’t shown up. She glanced around, thinking that some others might be missing, including a few of the older gentlemen. She frowned, wondering where in the world they could be.

“Has anyone seen—” before she could complete the sentence, the missing men came from out of the darkness, lugging something behind them that she couldn’t make out.

But when they got closer, the smell that assaulted her nostrils made her want to vomit.

“What is that?” Tammy said as she held her hand over her nose, waving her other hand in front of her face. The others in the group were doing the same thing.

Nate grinned as he looked over his shoulder. “Fish parts. Whale, I think.” Tammy’s frown turned to a scowl.

“If you think we’re going to eat—”

“No,” Nate laughed. “Rick here got the idea to make a drag to pull behind the last vehicle in our caravan.”

Tammy scrunched her face up. “Why in the heck—”

“Cover our tracks,” Rick said. He grinned, his weathered face crinkling in lines that indicated he smiled often. “Used to do the same thing in Nam, ‘cept we used tree branches. Since the trees here got blowed up…” he motioned toward the courtyard, then crossed his arms over his chest as he looked over his shoulder.

“We headed out to get seaweed but found a big carcass instead. It’s gonna work great,” he grinned like he’d solved a major world problem.

“Well, the smell alone should be enough to put off anyone from following us,” Ida said. “Not sure I’ve smelled anything worse, not since David, our youngest, poured a gallon of milk down one of the floor vents. Didn’t find out about it until months later when the weather got cold, and the furnace came on for the first time. The whole neighborhood complained. Hoowee, thought we were going to have to burn that house down just to get rid of the smell.”

The group laughed, then moaned as they recovered their noses, a few gagging in the process.

“You get used to it,” Nate said. “I can’t even smell it anymore, not after dragging it half a mile.”

Tammy lifted a brow at that. “Well, you’re definitely nose-blind,” she said, “because that thing reeks.”

“Yeah,” Kal agreed. “And we’re gonna have to draw straws to see who gets stuck in the back of the last vehicle.”

Nate pursed his lips. “Well, guess it’ll be us,” he said, motioning to the men who’d gone with him and Rick on their journey. “We’re already used to the smell, apparently.”

“But that’s only six people,” Tammy argued. “Even with the Jeeps, we need to put at least fifteen in each truck, so the others aren’t so crowded. It’s a long way to Israel…” her voice trailed off as she remembered then that she still had no idea how they were going to get there.

But if the Lord told us to go, He’ll provide the way.

“Jacob and Ida are riding with us,” Cora announced. Tammy stared at the woman, wondering if she and Ida would rip each other’s hair out before they stopped for the first night. The two of them were an awful lot alike.

“And the kids are coming with us,” Ayala said. Sissy was clinging to the woman’s hand, with Lou on the other side. Tammy smiled at the sight. Nate’s parents and the younger girls had been pretty inseparable. Keith and Kayla had taken to them, as well, though the pre-teens didn’t show it as much.

“In fact,” Jack, Cora’s husband, added, “the RVs have plenty of room in them. There’s no reason for anyone to ride in the back of a truck.” There were murmurs of agreement from the older crowd at that.

“Except for you bunch,” Ida said, pointing her finger at Nate’s group. “You all can ride in the back of the last truck, and whoever’s driving that thing can make sure to stay way back. Wayyy back.” The group snickered at her comment, though there was a lot of head nodding.

Nate grinned. “We’re going to make a pit stop in the ocean once we get this carcass attached to the truck. We’ll wash up. Get the stench off.”

“Don’t see how washing in fish water is going to take the smell of fish off you, but whatever,” Ida said with a dismissive wave as she turned toward Cora. The two elderly women climbed up into Cora and Jack’s RV and closed the door without looking back.

Tammy snickered, then turned back to her husband, leaning back when another wave of stench nearly bowled her over. “Dude,” she moaned as she covered her nose again.

Nate put his hands up. “Okay, we’ll get the thing tied on and then head out to wash.”

“Hurry up, because we’re waiting to pray for the trip!” she called out.

“And to pray that you come back smelling better,” Kal muttered. “Only the Lord can work that kind of a miracle.”

The group hung around, chatting about nothing in particular after Nate and the other men headed out to wash in the ocean. They hadn’t been gone for long, though, when they came running back… still stinking.

“Eww,” Tammy protested as her husband ran up to her. “Why—”

“Neos on the way!” Nate yelled as he ran to the back of one of the trucks, hoisting himself in without even slowing.

“They’re coming from the south!” Gerald wheezed as he, too, ran to one of the trucks. Nate was already tossing rifles out to people. The group all scattered, each running in separate directions.

Tammy searched frantically for the kids, breathing a huge sigh of relief when she saw Kayla was herding them all toward the fort, but then she realized they were headed toward the south wall.

“Kayla!” she yelled. Surprisingly, the girl heard her through the clamor and turned. Tammy started to point toward the north end of the fort, but hesitated. The last attack, the Neos had come from the north along the west wall. It was possible there were more than just those the men had seen.

What if they’re surrounding us?

She didn’t know what to do, what to tell Kayla, so she just shook her head and motioned the kids to go on.

“Father, they’re Your kids,” she muttered as she ran to grab a rifle. She wasn’t going to just hang back and let the others fight this time, not when so many people she cared were being threatened.

“You need to watch over them. Protect them, Jesus!”

She knew Nate would balk at her wanting to fight, so she ran to the truck where Gerald was handing out rifles. He didn’t even glance her way as he tossed the weapon to her. Tammy moved out of the way so the next person could grab one, and she stared at the thing in her hands. She’d only ever shot a handgun before, and the rifle looked a lot more complicated than the three-eighty she had.

Hearing Tasha barking orders near the southwest steps, Tammy ran over. The woman saw the rifle in her hands, gave her an approving nod, then started to turn.

“Wait,” Tammy said. She held the rifle out as Tasha turned. “Can you show me how to use this stupid thing?” she asked with a grin.

Tasha smirked. “First of all,” she said as she took the rifle and held it up, “it isn’t a ‘stupid thing’ girl. The DAN is one of the top-of-the-line sniper rifles. Show it some respect.”

Tammy rolled her eyes. “Fine. You’re a good rifle,” she said as she reached out and petted the cold metal. “Nice rifle. Best ever. Who’s a good rifle? Who’s a good rifle?” she cooed in a baby voice, making Tasha laugh.

A grin twisted Tammy’s mouth, despite the tension. “Now, hurry up and show me how to kill one of those evil creeps.”

“I’ll show you how to kill a whole lot of them,” Tasha proclaimed, then proceeded to give her a very quick run-down on the rifle.

Tammy hoped she remembered everything Tasha told her as she took the stairs two at a time. She was winded by the time she reached the top, thankful she hadn’t slipped on the mossy steps. She hurried around to the south side, where most of those already up top had gathered, nodding to Penny as she crouched down next to the woman.

“Tell me what I can do,” she wheezed out. Penny snorted.

“Catch your breath, because you won’t be much good at sniping if you’re huffing and puffing.”

Tammy didn’t bother telling the woman she doubted she’d be very good at “sniping” regardless, since she’d never even fired a gun until the past year.

Penny pointed out toward the ocean. “Nate said the enemy was coming from the south, by sea. Would’ve taken them a little while to disembark and organize, though I doubt they’ll do a very good job of that. Neos are a flock of headless chickens in my opinion.” She put the rifle up, looking through the sight.

“Wish we could see better, though I am thankful the air’s a bit clearer out here. I’m guessing they’re about two klicks out.” She glanced at Tammy, then at the others who’d joined them, all staring at her with equally blank expressions.

“About a mile,” Penny sighed. Tammy got the impression it was testing the woman’s patience to have to explain every little detail. “We’ve got maybe ten, fifteen minutes, tops.”

While they were waiting, Tammy was tempted to ask Penny for another lesson on the rifle, since Tasha had run through it so fast. But she didn’t want to cause any added stress. Instead, she closed her eyes.

Help me in this fight, Father. I have no idea what I’m doing. It was simple, but as soon as she prayed, she felt a sense of peace surrounding her.

“Thank You,” she whispered.

Penny squinted at her over her shoulder. “What was that?”

Tammy shook her head. “I was praying.”

The woman nodded. “That’s a good thing. A very good thing.” She pushed herself up onto her knees, placing her rifle on the ground before her.

“Listen up, people!” Penny called out. “Tammy here is gonna lead us in prayer before we start this fight. Grab a hand.”

“What? Me?” Tammy stared at Penny wide-eyed. The woman had her hand out, obviously expecting Tammy to take it, so she did automatically.

“Yes, you,” Penny said a bit snappishly. “Get going,” she ordered as she closed her eyes.

Tammy huffed out a laugh at the brusque order, even as she fought back a bit of panic. She’d never once prayed out loud in a group setting and it was a bit unnerving. But then she realized how ridiculous she was being. The people around her were family; and, besides, she wasn’t praying for their benefit—she was praying to God.

Once everyone had a hand, forming a very lopsided circle, Tammy tilted her head back and stared at the reddish sky, wishing the Lord would give her His Word again.

She closed her eyes. “Father, I… I don’t even know what to ask. Give us favor today, obviously,” she laughed. “Uh, make our aim true, don’t let us be afraid.” Her shoulders lifted as she tried to think of something else. Help me, Jesus. I don’t even know what to pray.

She sucked in a deep breath then and the words suddenly tumbled from her lips. “Blessed be the Lord, my rock, who trains my hands for war, and my fingers for battle; my lovingkindness and my fortress, my stronghold and my deliverer, my shield and He in whom I take refuge, who subdues my people under me.”

Tammy’s eyes snapped open at that. It wasn’t what she’d meant to pray, and she knew that the Lord had given her the verse. There was no way she would have remembered it otherwise. She smiled when the group said “amen.”

Penny gave her hand a squeeze before releasing it. “Good job. Now that we’re prayed up, we need to spread out along this wall. Get comfortable, because we might be here awhile. And don’t forget—don’t put your eye right up against the sight when you fire, not unless you wanna look like a raccoon.”

Tammy picked up her rifle and ran along the wall. She found a spot near the east end and dropped down, wondering if the girls were below her. She asked the Lord again to keep them safe as she crawled onto her belly to the edge of the wall, putting the rifle up so she could peer through the sight.

It took some getting used to, looking through the scope with one eye. After a few moments, though, Tammy could see more clearly than she thought possible.

And she knew it was the Lord’s doing.

The Neos were still pretty far away; how many “klicks,” she had no idea. But she could see them clearly, outlined in red, just like Nate had told her he’d seen the week before when they’d been fighting off an attack. He told her he knew it was the Lord’s doing, giving them a clear view of the enemy and she could see what he meant.

Tammy wondered if the rifle could shoot such a distance, whatever that distance equated to. Both Tasha and Penny seemed enamored of the weapons, and Tammy had no doubt that it was an amazing sniper rifle. But it was up to the Lord to make it effective in their situation.

“Give me a steady hand, Father,” Tammy breathed as her finger found the trigger, training her sights on one of the glowing red figures in the distance. She could tell they were coming toward them.

“Train my hand for war and my fingers for battle,” she said, reciting the earlier psalm she’d prayed. “You are my shield and my deliverer, in Whom I take refuge…” She closed her eyes as she squeezed the trigger.

Opening her eyes again immediately after, she looked through the sight and saw one of the glowing figures drop. She then clenched her jaw as she trained her rifle on the figure that was standing next to the one that had dropped. Another easy squeeze of the trigger toppled that one into the sand as well.

Four more took their place in the sand in quick succession before the enemy fire turned their way, though it was short of its mark by several hundred feet. Tammy managed to dispose of three more enemy before she heard Penny yell out to the others to “start firing!”

Tammy wanted to laugh at the order, though she wondered if that was a wrong reaction. She was killing people, after all, Taking lives. Yet at the same time, she knew she was removing evil from the world.

Though it might be few in number, it was a heady feeling.

A part of her wondered if she’d feel regret later—when the “dust had settled” so to speak. When the adrenaline had waned and the excitement at finally being able to do something ebbed. She doubted it though; the satisfaction of doing something for the Lord, in removing those who were God’s very own enemy, was just too edifying.

The others around her fired their weapons and as Tammy peered through the rifle’s sight, she saw many more fall, their red aura extinguishing. It was then that she saw another glow, shining much brighter than the enemy’s…

She realized the angels were off in the distance, fighting the demons she and the others were releasing as they killed their hosts. And there were a lot more angels than just the trio who’d been visiting them.

Tammy took down three more enemies when she felt a touch on her shoulder. She blinked in confusion for a moment before looking up to see her husband standing next to her, concern on his face.

“Are you—” He stared out into the darkness south of them, his mouth formed into a tight line. Tammy doubted he could see what she could through the rifle’s scope, while at the same time wondering where his rifle was.

Nate looked down at her once again, concern on his face. “Are you okay?”

Tammy’s eyes blurred at the question. Or rather, at the worry and fear behind the words. Nate wasn’t just wondering if she was “okay”—he wanted to know if she was feeling remorse from taking a life.

She wanted to laugh, though she kept the amusement to herself. She’d taken a lot of lives that night; Nate had just walked up on the tail end of her shooting spree.

“I’m fine,” she said with a nonchalant shrug as she put her eye to the rifle once again, squeezing the trigger when she had yet another enemy in the crosshairs.

“Just taking out those who are beyond salvation,” she said, firing on two more in quick succession. Though it was impossible, the enemy seemed to have the ability to replicate itself, as more and more soldiers took the place of the fallen. Relieving the world of their evil presence seemed to be an unending task.

“Hon,” Nate said as he put his hand on her shoulder once again. Tammy shrugged his touch away; it was hindering her ability to aim properly. Another enemy fell then as she pulled the trigger.

“I really love this rifle,” she admitted as she swung around, trying to find another Neos soldier who needed killing.

“Hon,” her husband repeated. His tone was more urgent then, concern lacing the tiny word. Tammy paused, pulling away from the rifle’s sight and looking up at the man she trusted more than anyone except God Himself.

Nathan smiled when she finally gave him her full attention. “I just wanted to—”

A big red stain suddenly flooded the front of her husband’s shirt. He put a trembling hand up, encircling the spreading stain as he stared at it, like it was an offensive intruder. Several seconds passed before Nate looked back at her.

“Tammy…” She startled at the sound of her name on Nate’s lips. He never called her by her name, instead, choosing terms of endearments. Tammy dropped her rifle and pushed herself to her knees just as Nate collapsed to his own.

She caught him before he fell over.

“Nate!” She barely recognized the panic-stricken voice as her own.

The man in her arms—one who had always been so strong, a rock in her world, the proverbial pillar of strength—shuddered, then fell sideways.

“Nate!” That time, her cry must have been more urgent than before, because she sensed several people running up to them. Tammy growled as she hugged her husband’s prone body even closer, feeling much like a feral dog. She didn’t want anyone else near him.

His eyes fluttered open then, blinking several times as if trying to focus. Tammy leaned closer, noticing that his pupils were tiny pinholes. While she was fascinated by the change in the man she had loved for so long, she was also terrified that she was about to lose him.

Nate’s next words did little to alleviate her fear. “I love you,” he breathed. Tell the kids… love them… too.”

Tammy’s cries filled the air, to the point she was sure God Himself heard them from His throne in Heaven.

“Nate!”


WAITING

Book #4 in the Saints of Salvation Series

By

VJ Dunn


This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizations is entirely coincidental, except in the mention of public figures such as celebrities, bands, authors, et al.

© 2021 VJ Dunn, Library of Congress Registry Pending.

eBooks are not transferable. They cannot be sold, shared or given away, as it is an infringement on the copyright of this work.

All rights reserved. This book or parts thereof may not be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise — without prior written permission of the publisher, except as provided by United States of America copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher, at “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the address below.

Scripture quotations taken from the (NASB®) New American Standard Bible®, Copyright © 1960, 1971, 1977, 1995, 2020 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission. All rights reserved. www.lockman.org

HEA Publishers

PO Box 591

Douglas, AZ 85608-0591

Or email: author@vjdunn.com


Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12


Chapter 1

NATHAN HAD to blink a few times to make sure his eyes were working properly. It took several more blinks to convince himself that he was, in fact, truly seeing a canopy in such a deep azure that he knew he’d never seen such a color in his lifetime.

He’d certainly not witnessed a blue sky at all for several months.

The air, too, had such a fresh quality to it that he wasn’t sure his nose could be trusted. After choking on the dusty, smoky atmosphere for so long, he was surprised he even remembered what clean air was supposed to smell like.

Certainly not like this… he thought as he filled his lungs once again. Like the blue of the sky above, he’d never experienced air like that.

A gentle breeze stirred the sweet-smelling air then, soft grass tickling his cheek as it did. Spreading his fingers out, he brushed his hands over the tops of the blades, marveling at the texture. Again, another oddity—grass so soft that he could have curled into a ball and slept like an exhausted infant atop the green bed.

Where am I?

Nathan pushed himself to a sitting position and looked around the meadow he found himself in. A frown creased his brow as he considered the lushness of the vegetation; most everything green had died in the preceding months, thanks to the excessive heat and fires, and the lack of sunlight due to the denseness of the smog.

But the meadow was green—overly green, he thought, in shades and tones he’d never encountered—without any evidence of dryness or scorching.

He didn’t think he was on earth any longer.

That thought caused his frown to deepen as he considered the possibilities. Alien abduction? But then he mentally rolled his eyes. Highly unlikely, he thought with a derisive snort. But… what?

Nathan had no clue.

The sound of running water close by led him to stand. He started walking without much thought given to where he was going, simply following the trickling sound. It seemed to have a strong pull on him, most likely due to the lack of water in his own world now.

Again, the thought that he wasn’t on earth—or at least, he wasn’t anywhere near Florida where he’d last been—flitted through his mind. As he drew nearer to a thick grove of trees, he pondered it, wondering where he could be, and how he had come to be there.

The last thing he remembered was getting shot.

He rubbed his chest at the sudden memory, forcing himself to dredge up more reminders of what he’d been doing before he’d awakened in the meadow. Their little group of survivors had been readying themselves for another fight with the Neos, spreading out along the top of the fort wall, watching as the enemy approached from the south. Tammy had been on a shooting spree, he remembered, and he’d been shocked at how easily his gentle, loving wife had killed.

He remembered being a bit… concerned by her bloodthirstiness.

Glancing down at his chest, he was surprised to see that there wasn’t any injury. Not even a hole in his shirt. No pain, either.

“I’m dead,” he announced to the universe in general as he paused to look up into the trees. Not a bird, nor even an insect could be seen. It seemed he was all alone, though that idea didn’t evoke the fear that he thought it should have.

“It’s the only explanation,” he continued muttering to himself. “But where I am is still the question.”

His announcement was met with silence, other than the gentle sound of water cascading over stones. Nathan turned back toward the trickling, pushing his way through the vegetation to find its source.

Once he broke through the greenery lining the shores, he was met with the sight of a gently flowing brook, with water so clear he could see the stones lining the bottom. The light caught the water as it moved over the rock bed, making it twinkle as if diamonds were somehow floating on top.

Another frown drew his brows together as he wondered at that… about the light. He hadn’t seen the sun, though the sky was clear, but it was very bright. He lifted his face and looked around, trying to determine where the sun was.

“The Son is right here,” a voice said, startling him. He turned to see a man squatting just a few feet away, trailing his fingers through the water. Nathan’s face etched in confusion; the man hadn’t been there just moments before.

The man turned toward him then, grinning. Nathan almost fell back when he immediately recognized Him, though he’d never seen the Man before.

“Lord,” he breathed.

Jesus’s grin broadened as he nodded. “That would be Me,” He said. “Don’t look so surprised. You were just wondering where the light was coming from.” He stood then and ran His hands down, indicating His body. “Well, here I am,” He said with another grin.

The confusion was still clouding his mind as Nathan wondered if he should stand or continue kneeling. Or maybe fall flat on his face at the Lord’s feet. He had no idea what the right thing was to do.

Jesus threw His head back and laughed, the sound bringing a smile to Nathan’s own face, though he had no idea why. Just hearing the Lord laugh was enough to bring him joy.

After a moment, the Lord put His hand to His forehead as He continued chuckling while shaking His head.

“You’re too much, kid,” He said, His shoulders lifting again as He continued to laugh. He dropped His hand and stared at Nathan, the broad smile back on His face.

“You think way too hard. Just go with the flow, man.” At that, Jesus put His hand out and Nathan automatically reached out to grasp it. For some reason, he was surprised the hand felt so… normal.

Jesus grinned again as He pulled him to a stand. “What were you expecting?” He asked as He stared at Nathan, who noticed then that the Lord’s eyes were strange, yet mesmerizing… no one color could be assigned to them. They seemed to be all the colors.

It was then he remembered Tammy saying the same thing, trying in vain to describe the amazing eyes the Lord had. He glanced around then, remembering more of his wife’s awe-filled words.

“The stream had the most amazing water. It tasted like… like nothing I’ve ever tasted.”

“You wouldn’t believe the colors! I’ve never seen any shades of green like that. And the flowers—red, purple, gold and pink, but unlike anything else on earth.”

“And the sky! There were so many shades of blue that I couldn’t count them if I’d tried.”

Jesus chuckled then, drawing Nathan’s attention back to Him. The Lord was still grinning, his teeth startlingly white against his dark skin. He certainly looked Jewish, though unlike any depiction Nathan had ever seen of Him.

“Your wife was pretty awe-struck when she was here.”

Nathan huffed out a laugh at that, realizing the Lord could read his mind. “She was,” he agreed. “She still talks about it. About You.”

Jesus nodded as He turned and started walking. Nathan assumed he was supposed to follow, so he hurried to step up beside Him, then he wondered if he should stay behind Him. His steps faltered and the Lord laughed again, shaking His head.

“Thinking too much again,” He muttered, reaching out to put a hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “It’s okay. Just enjoy your time here.”

Nathan nodded as he gazed around the area again. The trees lining the brook were tall with densely placed leaves, as vibrantly green as the meadow’s grass had been. Though the strip of woods wasn’t wide, it was thick with foliage—low-growing shrubbery and vegetation. On earth, Nathan would have said it was a fire hazard, that the heavily overgrown little forest would be ripe with fuel for a wildfire.

But this isn’t earth.

The Lord laughed again, and Nathan smiled, realizing it was a wonderful sound.

“We don’t have fires here,” Jesus said as they made their way along the trickling brook. “That’s something reserved for the other guy.”

Nathan laughed at that. “Oh yeah, fire and brimstone and all that.”

Jesus shook His head. “Actually, no. Hell isn’t on fire like you’ve seen. Artists over the centuries have gotten it wrong.” He glanced at Nathan. “Hell is… much worse. Completely dark. Cold. And the only sounds you hear are the mournful wails of those who realize they were wrong.”

“Weeping and gnashing of teeth,” Nathan supplied. It had been something that Tammy had told him over and over again when she’d been trying to get him to accept the Lord.

Jesus nodded, though He didn’t say anything. Nathan looked at Him and sucked in a pained breath at the expression on the Lord’s face.

It was a look of utter grief.

Nathan had the strangest idea that he could actually feel the Lord’s sorrow, manifesting as a sharp pressure in his chest, much like the intense pain he’d felt when the bullet had embedded itself in his heart.

“When Tammy was here,” Jesus said after a long moment, “she came to the realization that she’d failed to tell people about Me, that she’d let a lot of opportunities pass by. I told her that I depended on My children to tell their brothers and sisters about Me.” He glanced at Nathan.

“It’s up to you to save them.”

Nathan felt like his eyes were going to bug out of his head at the Lord’s words. Jesus laughed when He saw his expression.

“I just mean that you need to tell everyone you come across about Me,” He went on. “We don’t want to lose anyone. I don’t want to lose anyone,” He added, His voice tinged with sorrow again. “Far too many have been lost already.”

Nathan nodded. “Yeah,” he sighed. “I’ve tried telling everyone we’ve come across about You,” he said, his mind going back to the large group they’d rescued from the Neos. He hadn’t been very successful in reaching them. In fact, the group had been somewhat antagonistic, and it had been Tammy who’d been able to reach them… with the help of a miracle.

“And you’ll have many more opportunities before this is all over,” Jesus said with another smile.

Nathan frowned. “So… that means I’m going back?” He tried not to sound disappointed, but knew he’d failed when Jesus laughed again.

“Yep. You’re not done on earth yet. In fact, you’ve got quite a while to go yet.”

Nathan’s eyes widened yet again. He didn’t think the Lord would give out information about the future like that.

Jesus laughed loud at his thoughts. “Of course I give you information about the future,” He grinned. “Haven’t you read the Book of Revelation? Daniel? Zechariah? And about a dozen others?” He teased.

Nathan grinned back. “Well, no, not all of them. Baby Christian, remember?”

Jesus clapped him on the shoulder as He turned back toward the trees. “But you’re learning a lot,” He continued as He made His way through the brush, “and the most important things you already know.” The Lord glanced over His shoulder at Nathan.

“Like how much I truly love you,” He added with a smile.

Nathan’s eyes felt a bit misty, and he blinked rapidly. “I love You too,” he said.

“I know you do,” Jesus said as they broke free of the trees and stepped into the meadow. “And that makes Me very happy. When My children love Me, when they choose to follow Me, it brings beauty to the world.”

It was then that Nathan noticed the carpet of flowers. He hadn’t seen them before and wondered if the Lord had put them there in that moment. He glanced at Him, only to see that He was looking back at him, smiling.

“So, back to what I was talking about earlier,” the Lord said. “I need you to just keep doing what you’ve been doing,” He added as He walked toward an area that Nathan was sure was the place he’d awakened. How they ended right back there, he had no idea.

“Magic,” Jesus said, wiggling His fingers.

Nathan laughed. “Did You just do jazz fingers?”

The Lord grinned again, then turned fully toward Nathan, putting His hands on his shoulders. Nathan was suddenly uncomfortable, not knowing if he should look Him in the eye or stare down at the ground. What he really wanted to do was fall on his face at His feet.

Jesus chuckled and squeezed his shoulders slightly. “What I really want you to do now is go back to your wife who is currently having a major freak fest.”

Nathan barked out a startled laugh at that, but before he could comment on the Lord’s word choice, He continued.

“You still have the gift of healing,” He told him, relieving Nathan of one of his worries. “But it won’t always… work,” Jesus added, seeming to hedge His words. Nathan wondered at that but figured if the Lord wanted him to know exactly what He was talking about, He would have been more precise.

Jesus turned then and they walked toward the area Nathan had first found himself. “You’re going to have a lot of struggles and setbacks to face,” He said softly. “The time grows short, and the enemy is going to step up his attacks.” Jesus shook His head, then stopped again, turning to Nathan.

A heavy sigh lifted His shoulders. “The last thing Lucifer wants is for more of My children to find their way to Me,” He admitted, sadness once again tingeing His words. “Many of those you’ll encounter will be possessed by demons,” he continued with a cringe.

“But there are still many left who haven’t heard the Good News. And that’s where you come in,” He said with a smile.

Nathan frowned. “What do You mean?”

Jesus surprised him by reaching out and folding him in a tight hug. He then patted Nathan’s back and released him, once again smiling.

“Bring your brothers and sisters home, son.”


Chapter 2

NATE! OH NO!” Tammy wailed as she clutched her bleeding husband. She’d let him crumple to the ground before realizing what had happened to him and felt a twinge of guilt for that, wondering if he’d hit his head when he fell.

But she also knew it didn’t matter—a concussion wasn’t something she needed to worry about, not when Nate was currently bleeding to death. Literally.

Tammy rocked back and forth, vaguely aware that others had joined her, some crying while others babbled about Nate’s injury.

“Can’t he heal himself?” a man asked. Tammy glanced up and blinked away her tears, staring at Raj, who was bending over, staring at Nate with a frown on his face.

Anya, Raj’s sister, hit him with the back of her hand. “Not if he’s already de—” She paused, a stricken look on her face as she looked back at Tammy.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“I’m not dead.” Tammy swung her head back to Nate, surprise widening her eyes. Her husband was looking back at her… and strangely, was smiling.

Despite her tight grip on him, Nate was able to push himself to a sitting position, then tugged on his shirt to straighten it. He glanced down, wincing when he spotted all the blood as he ran a hand over the wetness.

“Gross,” Nate said, bringing Tammy out of her stupor. She huffed out a shocked laugh.

“How are you—” She shook her head, trying to clear it as she wiped the tears from her cheeks. Nate accepted Raj’s hand, who then pulled him to a stand. Her husband turned toward her and held out his hand, which she took while realizing she was shaking. Badly.

Nate chuckled once she was up as he reached out to pull the hem of her shirt up and wiped her face. “You smeared my blood all over your face,” he said with a grin.

She returned his smile with a frown. “Why are you so happy?” she asked, anger coloring her words. Nate’s grin widened.

“Because I just saw Jesus,” he said with a shrug. “And now I know how you felt when you came back from the dead.” He glanced around the area, taking in the others in their group who were still shooting at the approaching enemy.

While Tammy wanted to hear her husband’s story, she came to herself and tried to pull him back down, but he resisted.

“Get down!” she begged. “You were already hit once.”

Nate laughed while he shook his head, then looked out over the fort wall. It was the same place he’d stood when he’d been shot.

“The Lord told me that I’m going to be around for a while,” he admitted while squinting into the gloom. Tammy turned to follow his gaze, wondering how many more enemy soldiers were out there. Their group had been shooting at them for what seemed like an hour already and she figured there couldn’t be that many left. She had shot at least ten herself.

Nate’s words sunk in then and she looked back at him. “You’re… you’re going to survive the Tribulation?” she asked. If so, that gave her a lot of hope… and relieved a lot of her worries.

Her husband shrugged. “Dunno,” he said. “All I know is Jesus said I was going to be around for a while,” he repeated as he turned to look down at her, another smile playing about his lips.

“Guess that means I’m immortal.”

Despite the immense tension she’d just been feeling, Tammy barked out a laugh. “Not exactly. But if you survive the Tribulation, it means that you rule with Jesus in the new kingdom.” Just the thought of that was… amazing. She hoped she would survive as well, so they could be together.

Nate cocked his head. “Huh. That’s cool,” he said before giving another shrug. “Doesn’t matter though. I’m just glad that I’m His kid, you know?”

Tammy laughed again while nodding. “Of course. But still, it’s pretty awesome to know that you’re going to survive for a while. That would make you feel pretty invincible.”

Raj must have been listening to their conversation, because he leaned around Nate then.

“Did Jesus say that you’d survive without any injuries?”

Nate and Tammy both stared at the man. Tammy pursed her lips. “Well, way to ruin the good mood.”

Anya whacked her brother again, apparently having also been listening. “Yeah,” she agreed. “Way to ruin the mood, dork.”

Nate laughed again. “It’s okay,” he said, wiggling his fingers. “The Lord also said I still have my healing gift, so if I get injured, I can heal myself.”

“Just don’t get so injured you can’t,” Raj said, then squealed when Anya hit him again. Tammy grinned at the grown siblings, acting like kids.

“Yeah,” Tammy said as she looked at Nate, then motioned to his shirt. “Don’t let something like that happen again. I don’t think I could handle another near-death experience.”

Nate seemed to see something in her expression, because he reached out to pull her into his chest. Tammy balked, though, pushing away.

“Go change,” she told him. “I’ve had enough of your blood on me for one day.” She looked down at her own shirt then, grimacing when she saw that she was already covered in it.

“C’mon,” Nate said as he swung an arm across her shoulders, turning them so they could head to the stairs. “We’ll be back,” he called out over his shoulder. “Don’t let up on the shooting.”

“Shouldn’t we stay and help?” Tammy asked, suddenly remembering they were still in the middle of a battle while she was vainly worried about having clean clothes. A wave of guilt swept over her then.

Nate paused for a moment, looking back toward the others who were in various positions—some on their stomachs, others kneeling, while some hung over the edge of the wall. All were shooting at the enemy, though.

Her husband looked back down at her, smiling slightly. “The enemy is going to be around to torment us for a while,” he said as he led her down the stairs. “And there will be times when we’ll have to dig in and fight. But we also need to take care of ourselves. Even Jesus took naps,” he added with a grin as they reached the bottom of the stone steps leading out into the courtyard, a place that held a lot of mixed emotions for Tammy.

The courtyard was the place where they’d first gathered as a group when they’d found the fort. They’d shared meals, worship time and preaching from Kal. It was where dozens of senior citizens had given their lives to Jesus—Nate’s parents included.

It was also the place where Carl had died, his young life cut short far too soon, though Tammy still thought dying in the times they found themselves might just be a blessing.

The courtyard was where she, too, had died. Nearly, anyway. And it was from there that she’d come face-to-face with Jesus Himself.

Nate didn’t speak again as they walked across the now dying grass toward the room they called home—and Tammy was pretty certain that room had been a prisoner’s cell at one time. Nate led them between the RVs that were occupying the courtyard, waving at a few of the elderly who hadn’t been able to make it to the top of the fort to fight the enemy.

“Is the battle over?” one man called out from where he stood between two of the larger RVs as he leaned heavily on a cane. Tammy thought his name was Ernesto, remembering that he’d been a refugee from Cuba during the seventies. The man still had a rather thick accent.

“Nah,” Nate responded. “We’re just… taking a break. Keep praying!” Ernesto waved at them as he turned to climb back into his camper.

They didn’t speak again as they headed toward the space they slept that could hardly be called a “room,” since it didn’t even have a door or any covering on the window. But it had been “home” for a little while and Tammy was grateful for it.

Once they both changed their bloody shirts, Tammy turned to walk back out into the courtyard. For some reason, she felt anxious to get back to the others, to take up a weapon and do what she could to help keep the enemy at bay. Nate stopped her though, when he put his hand on her arm. She looked at him in question.

Sighing, he pulled her into a tight hug. As she laid her head on his chest, she could hear his strong heartbeat, a miracle since she was certain the organ had stopped beating just a handful of moments before. Tammy's hands involuntarily clutched at the back of his clean shirt as she considered the fact that she'd almost lost him.

“I gotta say, I’m not too happy knowing that I’m going to be around for… however long it is,” Nate said with a chuckle. Tammy poked him in the sides.

“Well, I’m glad,” she said as she pulled away to give him a good frown that made him grin. “I’d hate to go through this without you.”

Nate’s smile fled as he nodded. “Yeah, I had the same thought when you—” His voice caught, and he cleared his throat. “You know,” he finished, his voice deeper, rougher.

Tammy nodded, then gave him a wobbly smile. “Well, guess we’re stuck with each other for a little while longer,” she said with more cheeriness than she felt. “But, if I have to be here, I’m glad you are too. It sounds selfish though, doesn’t it? I mean, I should have been happy that you wouldn’t have to suffer through… all this.”

Nate nodded again. “Yeah, exactly. Same thoughts I had. While I should have been happy—relieved, even—that you wouldn’t have to face whatever is coming our way, I didn’t want to lose you. Guess that makes us pretty selfish jerks, huh?”

Tammy laughed at that as she turned to walk out of their room, still feeling a strong desire to return to the top of the fort wall, to help the others.

They wove their way around the RVs once again, greeting some of the group that were lingering outside. Most wanted to know how the fighting was going, if they were holding off the enemy.

“We’re doing fine,” Nate reassured them, surprising Tammy. It was nearly a lie, since he had no way of knowing how they were holding up, if they were winning the battle or not. But considering Neos weren’t storming the fort, she supposed he was correct.

Nate’s parents were outside of their camper, and they waved them over. Tammy suppressed the sigh that threatened to escape. It wasn’t because she didn’t like his parents; since they’d accepted Jesus, they’d been getting along just fine. She was just feeling anxious to get back to the fight.

Lou ran up to Nate, wrapping her thin arms around his legs, while Sissy grinned at them around the thumb that was always stuck in her mouth. Ira, Nate’s dad, was holding the child, which made Tammy smile. She certainly appreciated the Diamond’s help in watching the kids.

Kayla stuck her head out of the RV then and grinned at Tammy. She smiled back at the preteen, giving her a wink. Kayla hadn’t wanted to stay at the RV with “the geezers,” as the girl had said, but Tammy had told her that she needed her help to keep an eye on the little ones, since she wasn’t sure if Nate’s parents could handle them. Kayla had perked up at the thought that she was needed… and trusted.

Of course, Tammy knew the Diamonds were perfectly capable of taking care of the children, but it helped keep Kayla from wanting to join the fight.

Keith, too, had been just as insistent as his sister in wanting to help fight the Neos. Tammy told him that wherever he went, Lou wanted to go, and she didn’t want the little girl getting in the way—and she certainly didn’t want to risk her getting shot. But then, she didn’t want any of the kids getting hurt.

She watched as Nate bent to pick Lou up, kissing the little girl on the cheek. A smile tugged at Tammy’s mouth. She and Nate had never tried to have kids of their own, though it was something they talked about for “sometime in the future.” That future had never come for them, and yet, they found themselves the parents of four orphans.

And one deceased.

Tammy swallowed against the lump that formed in her throat whenever she thought of Carl’s death. The thirteen-year-old had died in her arms, the first death she’d ever experienced. Knowing that he was going to spend eternity with Jesus had certainly helped with the pain, but it was still hard. She missed him, missed his jokes and his know-it-all attitude that she knew as common in teenagers. She knew Nate missed the boy too, maybe even more than she did.

But now they had Carl’s sisters to care for, as well as Kayla and Keith, both recently orphaned thanks to yet another Neos’ attack. Considering Kayla and Keith had also spent months inside a Neos’ prison camp… well, Tammy knew the kids were in need of a lot of understanding and love.

She just hoped she and Nate were both up to the challenge.

“What’s up, Dad?” Nate asked after a few moments.

The older man shrugged, a bit too nonchalantly. “Just wanted to know how things were going,” the older man said. “You know,” he added as he glanced over his shoulder toward the top of the fort wall, “up there.”

Nate laughed, surprising Tammy. “Well, we can’t exactly give you a status report, since we’re down here and not up there,” he added with emphasis. “We were just headed up top to rejoin the fight.”

Ira twitched a bit at his son’s comment, looking again to the top of the fort wall. “Well,” he said as he glanced back at his son, “let me know if you need any help.”

Tammy wanted to laugh, though she knew it wouldn’t be kind, and bordering on rude. Nate had asked his father to help out in the fight when they’d first heard that the Neos were approaching, but Ira had balked, making what Tammy thought were lame excuses —“I’m too old to fight,” and “I have to take care of Ayala. Plus, we can watch the grandkids…”

But now that he knew they were holding their own, he wanted to join in the fight? It was all Tammy could do to hold her tongue.

Ira and Ayala were brand-new believers, she reminded herself. They had a lot to learn about what it meant to be a Christian, and how to live in a community that placed fellowship and brotherhood above self-interests. She knew she had to give the older couple a break.

But it was difficult.

After giving hugs to all the kids—and of course the eleven-year-old Keith grumbled about that, although Tammy knew he secretly loved the affection—Nate and Tammy headed toward the stairs.

Shots were still ringing out as they climbed the steps and Tammy felt the urge to get to the top as quickly as possible. When she started taking the steps two at a time, Nate laughed.

“The Neos aren’t going anywhere,” he said from behind, teasing in his voice.

“I know,” she called back over her shoulder, “but for some reason, I feel like I need to get up there as fast as possible.” Tammy didn’t hear what her husband’s response was. As they drew near the top, the gunfire was deafening.

Nate said he was going to check the group for injuries that might need healing and Tammy didn’t waste any time as she hurried to where Penny and Tasha were shooting over the wall while flat on their stomachs. Tammy thought the two women were rather formidable—and admirable—and was glad they were on their side.

Crouching down beside the women, Tammy squinted out into the dark. Even though it was still daytime, late morning, the near horizon was too gray and dimly hazy to see much. But strangely, she could make out large silhouettes moving about in the near distance.

She frowned in confusion as she watched the dark figures moving about, wondering if they were a lot closer than she thought. Glancing to where she knew a large animal carcass lay bloating in the heat, she gauged the distance from that to the enemy and realized that they were actually farther away, not closer. Which meant that the shadows were incredibly large.

No, not shadows…

“Demons!” Tammy breathed, then frantically looked around for the angels that should have been disposing of the evil creatures. But she didn’t see any of the tell-tale glow from the angels’ auras.

“Yeah, that’s what we realized a little while ago,” Penny said as she stared through her scope. “Kept trying to shoot the darned things, before realizing that the ammo was going right through them.” She turned her head and frowned at Tammy.

“Where are your angel buddies?”

Tammy laughed at that as she reached for an extra rifle on the ground next to Tasha. She held it up and looked through the scope. “They’re not my buddies,” she told the woman as she stared at the demons. “They’re everyone’s.”

“Well, they need to get their glowing fannies over here and deal with this,” Penny said, her tone commanding. Tammy laughed again.

“Ma’am, yes ma’am!”

The women all turned to look behind them and Tammy grinned when she saw Chris, the angel also known as Zadkiel, grinning back.

“Chris!” she said. “We were just talking about you.”

The angel’s smile broadened, somewhat startling in the gloom. “I know.”

She cocked her head, indicating the area where the demons were moving about. “You gonna do something about those things out there?”

Tammy wondered if Chris could take all the demons on by himself. There were at least a dozen that she spotted. Tasha fired then, drawing her attention. The woman sighed.

“I can’t tell if I’m shooting soldiers or demons,” she grumbled.

“Well, if they fall down after you pull the trigger, they’re probably soldiers,” Penny drawled. Tasha chuckled and bumped her with her shoulder.

“I was waiting on some backup,” Chris said, finally answering Tammy’s question. The angel crossed his arms over his massive chest, drawing her eyes to the outfit he wore.

She’d never noticed before—having been too in awe of the sheer size and glow of the angels—but he was wearing some type of armor. It looked metallic, though she couldn’t be sure in the dark. It was layered, sheets of the metal or whatever material it was, overlapping. It reminded Tammy of something, something she couldn’t quite place.

After a few moments of staring at the glowing angel before her, Tammy realized that the armor reminded her of a Roly-Poly. She barked out a laugh, causing Chris to turn to her and lift an eyebrow.

He looked back out at the demons while Tammy bit her lip to keep from asking if he could fold himself into a ball and roll around.

She also noticed something else about him which made her frown. “Why aren’t you glowing?” she blurted out.

The angel glanced at her, then back out across the dry ocean bed where the Neos—and demons—were still running about. He shrugged.

“Didn’t want to draw attention,” he said, lifting his chin to indicate the enemies to the south.

Tammy figured that made sense, though she had yet to see an angel without the glow. Even when they presented themselves in human form, they had a bit of shininess to them. But Chris was just as dull and drab looking as all the humans on the fort wall.

It was strange.

“So, ya gonna head out, or what?” Penny asked as she looked back at the angel. “Getting hard to tell what’s human and what’s not. Tired of wasting ammo on demons.”

Chris stared at the woman for a few seconds, then disappeared without another word. Tammy frowned at the space he’d just been.

“That was weird,” Tasha muttered, while Penny hummed in agreement.

“Yeah,” Tammy agreed. “I thought so too. He wasn’t acting like his usual self.”

“Which is also weird,” Penny snorted. Tasha giggled and shoulder-checked the woman again, knocking a laughing Penny sideways.

“Hey, look,” Penny said after she settled back into position. “Angel’s out there kicking demon butt.”

Tasha and Tammy both put their rifles up, looking through the scopes. “Now he’s glowing,” Tasha pointed out unnecessarily. The blue aura was so bright, Tammy felt the need to squint into the scope.

The angel was moving so fast as he spun and slashed at the blackness of the demons that he left a blue trail behind him. Swirls and whorls of azure illuminated the darkness, as if a dancer twirled and gyrated while trailing a neon ribbon.

It was quite a show.

“That there is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen,” Penny muttered. There were surprised cries from the others along the wall, who were obviously watching the same thing.

“Sure is,” Tasha said.

“Glad to see he’s glowing again,” Tammy murmured in agreement. “I was kinda worried for a bit.”

From her peripheral vision, she saw Tasha turn toward her. “Worried about what?”

Tammy shrugged as she continued to stare through the rifle’s scope. “Just thought it was weird that he didn’t have the glow before. Like… I don’t know.” She shook her head, not really wanting to voice what she’d been thinking.

“Like he wasn’t on the right side anymore?” Penny asked from the other side of Tasha.

“Leave it to Penny to be blunt,” Tasha chuckled.

Tammy huffed out an embarrassed laugh. “Yeah, but that’s accurate,” she admitted. “I was kinda worried about that. For a second or two.”

“Well, with the way he’s dispatching those demons, I’d say he’s still on our side,” Penny said.

“Oh look!” someone called out to the east of them. “There’s another one.”

Tammy looked back out on the southern horizon. Sure enough, a golden glow had joined the azure swirls. As she watched, a kelly green suddenly appeared also, along with the startling fuchsia shade she knew belonged to Metatron. The gold was most likely Cam.

Considering how many demons she’d spotted, Tammy was glad that Chris had his “backup.” Apparently, the group had been successful in winning their battle.

She jumped slightly when first Tasha, then Penny, fired their weapons. “Lot easier to see with those angels lighting it up,” Penny said, firing again.

Tammy was embarrassed that she’d been too enthralled with the glowing show to pay attention to what was happening with the Neos. But she realized Penny was right when she turned her rifle toward the distant shore where the receded ocean lapped against the sand. The enemy had beached their boats and were starting to disembark when the group had begun picking them off, one by one.

If it hadn’t been for the sniper rifles they’d stolen from the Neos that allowed them to shoot from such a great distance, it was likely they would have either all been killed by now, or else taken prisoner. In the case of the Neos, Tammy knew she’d rather die.

Women were not treated well by the enemy.

She shot two soldiers in quick succession, then watched as more dark shadowy shapes rose from where the men had fallen. The green glowing angel was on them immediately.

“Do all the Neos have demons?” Tasha asked, voicing the question Tammy had just been wondering herself.

“Seems that way, doesn’t it?” she replied as she stared through her scope. Other than the glowing trails of the angels taking care of their spiritual enemies, she didn’t see any other movement.

“Do you think we got them all?”

Tasha chuckled. “Well, we didn’t personally—”

“Probably got about ninety percent though,” Penny interrupted. Tasha laughed outright.

“Okay, maybe,” she allowed. “But to answer the question I think you’re asking, yeah, I think all the humans have been taken care of.”

“Cool,” Penny said as she put her rifle down, then sat up, stretching her back and shoulders as she moved her head from side to side. She put a hand on her shoulder and rubbed it with a wince.

“I’m getting too old for the sniping business.”

Tasha and Tammy sat up as well, Tasha moaning as she did so. “Agreed,” she groaned. “Next time, let’s get some lawn chairs or something.”

For some reason, that made Tammy laugh. Maybe it was the relief that the fight was over, that, as far as she knew, no one from their group had died. Except Nate, she told herself with a grimace. But whatever it was causing it, she laughed much harder than she should have. Tasha and Penny joined in after a moment, clapping each other on the back, then moaning again.

“I’m so stiff, I feel like I could snap in a brisk wind,” Tasha groaned as she stretched her back.

“Same here,” Penny grimaced, pushing her shoulders back. “I think we ought to start an exercise program. Something that’ll help us shooters.”

Tammy grinned. “Ira and Ayala have some old CDs in their RV,” she told them. “We could have ‘sniping to the oldies’ sessions.” Penny gave her a look that made her laugh harder.

“We should do some stretches before a fight,” Tasha suggested. Penny also gave her a look.

“Yeah, that’ll go over. ‘Excuse me, Mr. Neos Soldier’,” she said with a higher voice, “‘could you wait a minute before shooting at us so we can limber up?”

The trio was still laughing when Nate walked up, a grin on his face. “No casualties,” he announced.

“Other than you,” Tammy drawled, making his grin widen.

“And just a few injuries,” he continued without commenting. “Mostly black eyes and two broken noses from putting the scope right against their faces.”

Penny rolled her eyes and looked at Tasha. “Told you we needed more in-depth training.”

Tasha returned the eye-roll. “Yeah, well, be sure and schedule it with the Neos so the next fight doesn’t interfere with our classes.”

The group headed toward the stairs but stopped when four angels suddenly appeared before them. Tasha didn’t recognize one of the angels and assumed he’d been the one responsible for the beautiful green glow. Especially since he’s glowing green now, duh, she laughed to herself.

“Nice to see you again, Zadkiel,” Nate said with a grin. “Cam, Metatron,” he added, nodding to the others. He looked at the last one in question.

“Sandalphon,” the angel said, nodding in return.

“Dude,” Penny breathed, staring up at the angel. Tasha knew what was causing the woman’s awe; while they were all ridiculously and impressively large, Sandalphon was even taller, standing a head and shoulders above the others.

The angel’s lips twitched. “Yes, I know. Center for the angel basketball team, right?”

Penny and Nate both laughed at that, though Tammy and Tasha looked at each other, shrugging. Tammy didn’t know about the other woman, but she had no clue about basketball herself.

“I have already heard that,” Sandalphon said, “though Zad had to explain what this ‘basketball’ was.”

“Zad”—Chris—didn’t even crack a smile, or acknowledge his angel brother’s words. Tammy stared at him, wondering again what was wrong. He wasn’t acting like himself. Not at all. Her earlier worries that Chris was no longer on their side came back to her then.

His eyes slid to her, as if reading her mind. She felt her face color as she turned to look at the ground.

“We must go,” Chris suddenly announced. The other angels looked at him in question, but when Chris disappeared with a blue flash, they quickly followed with puzzled looks.

“Huh,” Nate huffed out as he looked at the others. “That was weird.”

The other women murmured their agreement as they continued down the stairs, turning the conversation to other topics as they went. Nate followed, interjecting bad jokes that made Tasha and Penny both laugh and groan.

Tammy brought up the rear, lost in her thoughts. She tried to convince herself that it was ridiculous to think that Chris could have turned on the Lord, even though he was acting so strange. He was a trusted servant of God, for Pete’s sake. And an archangel to boot… the highest of the Heavenly Host. But one thought nagged at her.

Lucifer had been an archangel too.


Chapter 3

MAKE SURE you stay back,” Ida snapped at Nathan. “Way back,” she added with a wrinkled nose and a sneer.

Nathan bit his lip to keep from laughing. “Yes, ma’am,” he said with a mocking salute. She narrowed her eyes at him, then wagged a finger that made him burst out in laughter that couldn’t be helped.

“She sure don’t like the smell of fish, does she?” Bruce asked. Nathan glanced back at him from the driver’s seat.

“I don’t think it’s the smell of fish,” he drawled, “but it’s the smell of dead, rotting, oozing, seeping fish that she finds offensive.”

Gerald, riding in the passenger seat, waved his hand, a dismissive gesture. “I don’t even smell it. Do you?”

Nathan shook his head slightly. “Not really, but I have to admit when I changed my shirt after I got shot, I noticed that you guys kinda stink. Not sure if it’s cuz of the fish though,” he added with a grin.

Gerald reached over and punched him in the arm. Nathan was still laughing and rubbing it when the caravan in front of them started moving.

“How far ahead should we let them get?” J.D. asked from the back of the truck. Nathan looked over his shoulder at the older man, feeling bad when he saw the sweat pouring off his forehead. It was darned hot, even worse in the back of the truck where there weren’t any windows.

Nathan had the air conditioner blowing at maximum speed, but it wasn’t enough to stave off the rising temperatures. It seemed that the Lord was intent on cooking the earth. Coupled with the ever-present darkness, it was pretty miserable.

At least we don’t have the smoke hanging in the air here, he reminded himself as he started to pull out once the last truck was a few dozen yards ahead. They were traveling with three of the Neos trucks in the front, the caravan of RVs and travel trailers in the middle, with the last three military trucks bringing up the rear.

Since Nathan and his group were dragging the carcass of what had likely been a whale, they were in the far back. The hope was that the carcass would cover up their tracks and not draw the Neos to them once again.

Gerald reached over and grabbed the mic for the truck’s radio. “Nice and slow,” he said. “Don’t draw attention.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Felicia said over the radio. “You’re not even in the truck with me and you’re still backseat driving!”

That made everyone in their truck laugh, including Gerald. “Well, someone has to keep tabs on you,” he told his wife. “The Lord Himself would be afraid to ride with you.” He turned and grinned at the other men.

“Let’s see what she has to say about that.”

Nathan shook his head; he knew Gerald and Felicia loved each other, but they constantly picked on one another. Usually, it was funny and he appreciated being an audience to their antics, but sometimes one of them would take it too far and feelings would get hurt. Personally, he was glad he and Tammy didn’t have the same type of relationship.

It was several long moments before Felicia’s voice came over the radio again. “We’re stopping at Stock Island,” she said simply, like she’d announced they were going to stop for ice cream.

Nathan looked at Gerald in question, but his friend just shook his head as he moved the mic back to his mouth.

“Come again?” he said. “Did you say Stock Island?”

“That is correct,” came Felicia’s terse response.

Gerald frowned and lifted the mic once again, but Felicia spoke before he could reply.

“Apparently you forgot the promise we made to Dorothy that we’d see if her mom and kids were still… uh, there.” The “were still alive” that she’d started to say hung in the air.

Gerald looked at Nathan. “Dorothy?”

Nathan shrugged and shook his head. “No idea, man. I feel bad about it, because I should know everyone’s names. I’ve been working on that, but I’m still clueless with most of the women.”

His friend nodded. “Yeah, but that’s kind of their own fault, since they stick to themselves most of the time.”

Nathan looked at him, eyebrows lifting. “Do you blame them? Think about what most of them have been through.”

Gerald winced at the reminder that most of the women in their group had come from Neos’ captivity. He nodded, then put the mic back up.

“Roger that,” he said.

“Oh, knock it off,” Felicia snapped. “You’re not playing cops anymore.”

Nathan and Gerald both laughed. “Roger that,” Gerald replied again.

A new voice came over the radio. “You’re stepping into a world of trouble with your old lady,” Raj laughed. He and Kal were taking turns driving the third truck in their group.

Gerald and Nathan grimaced. While they both knew he meant well, they also knew Felicia was going to take exception to Raj’s words.

“I am not an ‘old lady’, Raj,” she snapped, the venom clear in her voice.

“Oh boy, here we go,” Gerald said.

“He didn’t mean anything by it,” Tammy said over the radio. She was riding shotgun with Penny in another truck. “No need to get upset.”

“I think we need to maintain radio silence, unless it’s an emergency,” Martin piped in. At least Nathan thought it was Martin. It was a little hard to tell.

“Agreed,” Gerald responded. “Never know who’s listening.” He looked at Nathan, grinning. “Well, at least we won’t have to listen to Fel chewing poor Raj out.”

Nathan chuckled. “I’m sure she’ll give him the lecture when we stop.”

Gerald nodded. “Yeah, but we don’t have to hear it. Again,” he added with a frown. Nathan laughed again. Felicia really hated being called an “old lady,” and they’d both been subjected to her lecture about how disrespectful it was several times.

Though they weren’t traveling on roads, but rather driving across the sand where the ocean had receded—probably when the massive earthquake had shaken the region—they made good time. Nathan had worried that the RVs and vehicles pulling travel trailers would bog down in the sand, but it was hard packed and made for easy travel.

“How is the carcass working?” he called out to the others in the back of the truck. Brad, their “motorpool” mechanic, had fixed the doors so they could be opened from the inside and Nathan heard it opening.

“Good!” Bruce yelled back. “Don’t see any tire tracks at all. Just a trail of rotting fish parts.”

“Well, the stench alone should keep anyone from wanting to follow us,” Gerald laughed.

Nathan nodded with a grin. “True that. After attaching the chains around that thing and hooking it to the truck, we all reek pretty bad. I thought I was doing good with changing my shirt, but I’m pretty sure that smell is embedded in my skin.”

“I don’t even smell it anymore,” Gerald said as he held his arm up to his nose and sniffed. “But Ida made sure we knew that everyone else’s noses were working just fine,” he added with a chuckle.

It was just a few moments later when the brake lights of the truck ahead of them lit up. Sancho, who was driving that truck, actually put his right turn signal on, making Nathan laugh.

The island to the south of where they stopped was dark, which Nathan thought wasn’t unusual, since, as far as he knew, there was no more electricity thanks to the earthquake. And even before that, very few could afford utilities thanks to the economic collapse. It made him wonder what the world was using for currency now.

While he liked being away from all the politics and whatnot, he thought sometimes that it would be nice to know what was going on in the world around them.

But then… maybe not. He just knew they needed to get to Israel and find other Christians along the way. Or those who would become Christians.

He parked the truck and watched as a figure ran back to them. Since they were a rather large caravan, it took a little while before they drew close enough to recognize. Gerald rolled his window down.

“What’s up?” he asked Penny.

She put her hand to her nose as she glanced toward the carcass in the back. “Dang, that’s bad,” she muttered, then looked back up at Gerald.

“Figured we needed to take a recon party in, see what we’re up against.”

Gerald nodded. “Can you handle it, or do you want me—”

“On it,” Penny interrupted, then grinned. “You don’t smell a whole lot better than that disgusting lump of flesh back there,” she added with a nod toward the carcass. Gerald grunted.

“Smart aleck,” he laughed, then waved as Penny trotted off.

They watched as a few more shadowy figures joined her, then the group headed toward the island. Gerald turned to the others in the back.

“Might as well get out,” he told them. “No sense sitting back there cooking while we wait.”

“Just don’t get near any of the others,” Nathan warned them with a grin. “Ida will have our hides.”

“No, she won’t,” Bruce argued. “She can’t stand the way our hides smell.” That drew laughter from the men as they climbed out of the truck.

“How far do you think the ocean is from here?”

Nathan glanced at J.D., brow raised. “Why? You thinking of going for a swim?”

J.D. surprised him by nodding. “Kat won’t let me get near her, not until I get this smell off me.” He sighed and looked toward the row of vehicles in front of them, a wistful expression on his face.

“Sure would like a kiss.”

That made Gerald laugh, though Nathan nodded in understanding. J.D. and Katrina had been separated for a long time, both at the hands of the Neos. He didn’t blame the man for wanting to spend as much time as possible with his wife.

“Well, I think it’s too far to get out, wash, and get back,” Nathan grinned. “But I’m sure Bruce would be glad to give you a kiss.”

At that, Bruce offered a hand gesture to Nathan that had them all laughing.

It didn’t take long for Penny and her group to return. “No sign of the enemy,” the woman announced. The group then decided to drive onto the island, once they asked Dorothy for a last known location of her mother and her children.

She’d said her mother lived in a mobile home park near the center of the island, though as they drew closer, it seemed most of the buildings had been flattened during the earthquake. Nathan was beginning to doubt if anyone had survived.

“Straight ahead,” Dorothy’s voice came over the radio, where she was riding in the first truck. “I think, anyway.” The fear was evident in her voice. “It’s really hard to tell. Nothing looks the same.”

“Just do the best you can,” Gerald answered. “And if you see anyone, stop. We need to rescue as many as possible.”

"Thank you, Captain Obvious,” Felicia’s voice sounded over the radio. Gerald laughed.

“The Lord definitely has a sense of humor.”

Nathan looked at his friend in question. Gerald shrugged. “He gave me Fel, after all.”

Nathan laughed. “Yeah, or maybe the joke’s on Fel, because He gave you to her.” Gerald scrunched his face up at that, making Nathan laugh harder.

“It’s good to hear that,” Gerald said. Nathan glanced at him, and his friend shrugged.

“You laughing, I mean. Until the past month, I can’t remember actually hearing you laugh. I mean, really laugh.”

Nathan nodded. “Yeah, I get you. It’s funny… go figure now that everything is so bad, so difficult, I have more reasons to be joyful.”

Gerald returned the nod. “Yep. And it’s all because of Jesus.”

“He’s the only reason.”

It was just moments later when Dorothy spoke over the radio again. “Guys!” she practically yelled. “I can’t believe it, but my mom’s mobile home park is intact! I mean, it looks like it survived the earthquake just fine.”

Nathan squinted ahead but knew that he wouldn’t be able to see much, not with the gloom, plus the thirty or so vehicles ahead of them.

“That’s pretty cool,” Gerald said.

“Yeah,” Nathan agreed. “Gotta be the Lord’s doing. Guess whoever we’re going to find here are brothers and sisters.”

“Funny that tornadoes always seem to go after the mobile homes, but they survive an earthquake just fine,” Gerald said as they drew closer to the little park and could see all the homes standing.

“Maybe it’s because they’re not on a foundation?” Nathan wondered. “Like they have the ability to sort of roll with the punches, or whatever.”

Gerald glanced at him. “Which is the opposite of what scripture says—to build your home on a firm foundation.”

Nathan laughed as he put the truck in park, and they jumped out. “I think that was talking about building your Christian life, your faith, on the firm foundation of Christ,” he said, clapping a hand on his friend’s shoulder.

Gerald turned his head to look at him as they rounded the back of the truck to meet up with the other men. Nathan couldn’t interpret the look.

“What?”

His friend shook his head. “You already know more about scripture than I do, and I’ve been a Christian a lot longer.”

Nathan grinned. “Well, you’ve always been lazy when it comes to studying. Remember the academy?” His grin widened at Gerald’s scowl. “You waited until the night before to cram for your tests. You barely passed all your writtens.”

Gerald narrowed his eyes at him, then poked him in the gut. “Yeah, but I passed the physicals with flying colors, tubby.”

Nathan laughed good-naturedly; they’d always teased each other about Gerald being “dense” and Nathan being overweight. Of course, neither was true. Gerald was very smart, just lazy when it came to bookwork. And while Nathan had been overweight for most of his life, it certainly wasn’t the case any longer, not since food was somewhat scarce.

Of course, the Lord had proven that He would provide whatever they needed, food being just one of the miracles He’d given them.

While most stayed behind, some of the group headed toward the park, with Penny and a few of the other security team members taking the lead. Tammy had a firm grip on Dorothy, Nathan noticed. The woman looked like she wanted to race ahead.

Dorothy indicated which home was her mother’s, so Penny and the team walked up to it.

“Hello, Mrs. López?” Penny called. “Anyone home? We’re here with your daughter, Dorothy.”

Nathan saw one of the curtains flicker, while Dorothy yelled out something in Spanish. In just seconds, the front door flew open and two teenaged boys jumped out.

“Mama!” One of the boys called as he raced toward Dorothy. The woman broke down in sobs as she clung to the boys who were taller than her.

“I was expecting little kids,” J.D. laughed as the others watched the reunion. “Dorothy kept talking about ‘her babies’.”

“Guess a mother’s kids will always be her babies, no matter how old they get,” Bruce added. “I know my own mother always called me her ‘little boy’,” he laughed, though Nathan caught a suspicious sheen to the man’s eyes.

An older woman hobbled out of the mobile home then, heavily leaning on a cane. Even from the distance, Nathan could tell she was crying.

“Dorotea!” she cried. Dorothy pulled back from her boys and ran over to help her mother down the steps, then the two hugged and cried some more.

It was a few minutes later when other residents came out of their homes and Nathan watched with wide eyes as more than one hundred people started surrounding them.

“We’re gonna need a bigger boat,” Kal murmured in Nathan’s ear. He jumped; he hadn’t even noticed the man walk up.

Nathan laughed. “I swear, I’m going to have to put bells on you, man.” It wasn’t the first time that Kal had managed to startle him like that.

Kal grinned, white teeth flashing in the gloom. But then his smile faded as he glanced around, taking in all the park residents.

“No, but seriously,” he sighed. “If all these peeps decide to come with, we’re gonna be tight on space. And by the way—you guys seriously reek. No one will want to ride with you.”

Gerald stepped up and put his hand on Kal’s shoulder, who cringed, probably thinking Gerald was rubbing the rotting fish smell on him.

“Didn’t you just give a sermon about trusting the Lord?” he asked the former pastor, ignoring the comment about the stench. “Seem to remember just a few days ago—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Kal laughed. “It’s easier to preach and teach than it is to know and sow.”

Gerald laughed, while Nathan rolled his eyes. “Man, that’s probably one of the dumbest things you’ve said so far. And that’s saying a lot.”

The men laughed as Raj walked up, demanding to know what they were talking about.

“Oh, nothing,” Kal said, winking at Gerald and Nathan, who just grinned. Raj had a reputation for being extremely nosy… and paranoid.

“Were you talking about me?” Raj asked with a frown.

Kal widened his eyes almost comically. “What? No… why would we be doing that?” He put a hand on his heart in a dramatic show. Raj’s eyes narrowed further.

“What were you saying about me?” he demanded. Before Kal could tell his brother-in-law that he was joking around, a shrill shriek pierced the air and the men spun around to see what was going on, weapons at the ready.

“Penny!” a woman’s voice screamed. They watched as the woman in question turned, mouth ajar.

“Lonnie!” Penny exclaimed as she spun her rifle over onto her back in order to embrace the woman, who leapt at her.

“Uh, do you think they’re, um, partners?” Gerald asked.

Nathan shrugged. “Dunno. Don’t care. Not my judgment.”

“Yeah, I know,” Gerald said. “Was just wondering.”

“Again, not our concern,” Nathan said. Kal and Raj—and even J.D. and Bruce—murmured their agreement.

The two women hugged for a long time, then separated when Penny set the smaller woman on the ground. Penny put a hand to Lonnie’s cheek; it was such an intimate gesture that Nathan looked away.

After several long moments, Penny called out. “Guys! This is Lonnie. She’s my best friend’s little sister.” She huffed out a laugh. “Not so little now.”

“No, not a kid anymore,” Lonnie said with a laugh.

“I still can’t believe you’re here,” Penny told the young woman. “But what happened to Becky?”

Even from the distance, Nathan could see how Lonnie’s face fell at the question. It was obvious the answer wasn’t going to be pleasant.

“She's… with the Neos.”

Penny made a noise of distress, then started hammering the girl with questions. It was just a few moments before Lonnie held up a hand.

“She wanted to go,” she said, sadness coloring her words.

“What?” Penny practically shrieked.

Lonnie just nodded. “Yeah, I felt the same way. Tried to talk her out of it. But once Becky got something in her mind, that was it. You know that. You know how stubborn she could be.”

Penny shook her head, then turned to the group, throwing her arm over the girl’s shoulders. “Funny how the Lord works, huh? We grew up in Pennsylvania, yet here in the Keys, I find someone I know. God is good.”

“All the time,” most of the Christians chimed in.

Lonnie pulled away from Penny to stare at the woman. “You… you’re a Christian?” she asked, disbelief in her voice.

Penny laughed and nodded. “I know, right? Crazy. But, yes ma’am, gave my life to the Lord not too long ago.” She grinned and gave Lonnie a little shake. “Best thing I ever did. And I guarantee it’ll be the best thing you do too. Time’s short, Lonnie Bug.”

The girl laughed. “I got saved in high school. Right after you and Becky joined up.”

Penny whooped and wrapped the younger girl up in a hug. “That is the best news I’ve had in a while!”

The other park residents drew closer then, seeming to finally realize the newcomers weren’t going to cause problems. Gerald nudged Nathan when Tammy started to approach. He turned to look at his wife.

She smiled and nodded over her shoulder at the others. “Think you better do an invitation?”

He frowned slightly. “We just barely got here. I don’t think I should just jump right into the ‘do you want to accept Jesus’ questions, do you?”

Tammy laughed. “No, I meant, invite them to come with us. We’ll witness on the way, once they’re all trapped in vehicles with us.” Nathan matched her grin, then nodded as he walked over to Dorothy’s mother’s mobile home and climbed up the short steps.

“Hey everyone!” he called out. “Gather around.” Once the group came near, he motioned to the others.

“We’re all headed to Israel,” he told them. “You’re welcome to come with us. We’ve got plenty of food and water. We’re well armed, as well.”

There were confused questions, mostly asking “Why Israel?” though a few people started crying and laughing. Lonnie included.

The girl explained as she stepped forward, motioning to some of the residents who were grinning. “We’ve been feeling led to go to Israel,” she said with a grin. “But there are just a handful of us, and we didn’t know how to get there.”

Nathan grinned down at her. “Well, the Lord answered that prayer.” He waved at Dorothy and her family, who were still hugging each other. “Dorothy has been separated from her mother and boys for over a year and the Lord brought us together, then here. He sure works miracles, doesn’t He?”

“Amen to that!” one of the men said. “And my family—” he waved to a woman and four other adult women who were likely his daughters, Nathan thought— “would love to go with you.” He glanced around at the other residents.

“It’s not safe here,” he said, sobering. “We’ve managed to avoid a visit from the Neos, but we all know it’s just a matter of time. Been watching the news and know that they’re in every country now, all but Egypt and Israel.”

Nathan’s eyes widened. “You have television?” he asked.

The man nodded. “Yeah. Most of the park was put on solar back before all the craziness started, before the crash. But all you can watch, all that’s on, is the ‘Neo Geo Task Force Network’,” he said with an eye roll. “But at least you can kind of get an idea of what’s going on, once you read between all the lies they’re telling.”

“So, no different than before the crash,” Gerald quipped, drawing laughter from the group.

“Well,” Nathan continued, “if you don’t mind, I’d like to see the broadcast before we head out. Kind of get an idea of what to expect on our journey.” The man nodded, then introduced himself as Mark.

A few more residents stepped up, saying they wanted to come with them to Israel as well, though more than half said they wished to stay behind and “take their chances.”

“We’re so far out, I doubt them Neos are gonna bother with us,” one rather grouchy man said. “‘Sides, what’re they gonna do with us anyhow?”

Movement from the corner of his eye caught Nathan’s attention and he turned to see Penny step up. She was scowling at the old man.

“Well, having spent several months as a prisoner in a Neos’ camp, I can tell you what they’ll do with you.” She motioned around the group. “The women will be used as sex slaves for one thing. And those demonic as—” She caught herself from saying the curse word that Nathan knew was on her lips.

Penny shook her head, as if shaking away the memories. The woman that Nathan thought was one of the toughest he’d ever come across then sucked in a deep, shuddering breath. Her voice was watery when she continued.

“They don’t care how young the girl is either,” she said. “Or how old. But the old men—those who they deem too old to be useful,” she added with a pointed look at the scoffer, “are taken out of the equation.”

She looked around at the new group, many of whom were much older. Nathan wondered if the place had been a senior citizen’s park.

“I don’t want to use scare tactics to get you to come with us,” she continued. “And what this gentleman here said could be true—you may never see the Neos out here. But remember, that if you do… well, just know that we’re most likely going to be your only fighting chance against them.”

Tammy stepped up on the mobile home’s stairs, moving to stand next to Nathan. “What Nate and Penny here aren’t telling you is that most of the Neos soldiers we’ve come across are demon possessed. Like, actual demons.”

There was the expected scoffing from a few of those listening, but they were quickly silenced when every member of Nathan’s group agreed with Tammy, describing the blackness of the beings from the spiritual realm, and how they’d witnessed angels fighting against them.

It was difficult to argue with thirty eyewitnesses.

After that, a few more people decided to join them, but it was far less than what Nathan had hoped for. He covertly listened to the arguments that those who wished to stay behind gave to their friends who’d chosen to leave.

He had an idea then.

“Hey,” he called out, gaining the group’s attention, “do you mind if we gather the rest of our group and stay here overnight? We could use a break before we head out again.”

He shot a look at Tammy when she started to protest, giving a little shake of his head. He knew what she was going to say— “You’re tired from driving for two hours?” She pursed her lips, thankfully not voicing her thoughts.

The others agreed, and Gerald headed back to their truck to call the others in the one truck they’d left behind with the RVs, telling them to head their way.

“I think the biggest obstacle to getting people to leave here is the older ones don’t want to leave their home,” Nathan murmured to Tammy. “Pretty sure the thought of driving so far is pretty daunting to someone elderly.”

His wife huffed out a laugh. “It’s daunting to someone who’s only thirty.” Nathan grinned. He couldn’t argue with that. It was an impossible task for mere humans. But he knew they weren’t traveling alone.

He was still humbled by the fact that the Lord continued to miraculously provide the fuel for their stolen Neos trucks. So far, the fuel gauges hadn’t moved a fraction. All the trucks still read “full.” He knew that the Lord would provide the fuel for the RVs and vehicles pulling the travel trailers, as well.

But getting non-Christians, or doubting believers, to truly understand God’s ability to provide for His children was sometimes difficult. He hoped that the older people in their group might be able to relieve the fears of the others.

They milled around, talking about nothing in particular, until the rest of the group showed up. Nathan watched those who didn’t want to travel with them as they eyed the RVs and he wondered what they were thinking.

Within seconds of stopping, doors were flung open, and members of their group began alighting.

“So, who’s being stubborn?” Ida loudly announced as she stepped down from the RV she’d been traveling in. “Seems like we need a talking-to.”

That caused some laughter, although some of that was nervous sounding. Nathan wondered if the new group was intimidated by the RVers, or if it was just Ida that intimidated them. The Lord Himself knew that the old woman made Nathan nervous.

Ida made her way toward Nathan, apparently having decided his vantage point was ideal for whatever it was she was going to announce. He and Tammy stepped down from the steps, giving the woman enough room.

“Now then,” Ida said, her voice surprisingly loud, “what seems to be the problem? Why are there hold-outs on our offer to take you with us? Don’t you know that there is safety in numbers? Why in the world would you want to stay here—” she waved her hand, indicating the mobile home park, “—when you can come with us and experience something never before seen in the world?”

There were confused murmurs at that, then one brave soul called out. “What’s that? What is it we haven’t seen before?” they asked for clarification.

Ida grinned at the crowd. “Why… the moment the Lord decides to take back His kids. And His world.” Her smile broadened at that, and Nathan could swear the woman suddenly glowed, much like the angels did when in human form.

“That is something no one would want to miss. Now, if you’re worried about how we’re going to travel, just know that those of us who are ‘well-seasoned’,” she said with a cackling laugh as she motioned to the camper caravan, “get to travel in comfort, in these big homes on wheels. These younger kids,” she added as she hooked a thumb at Nathan and Tammy, “can go in the trucks. They’re better able to handle that. But as for me? Well, I much prefer heading to Israel while reclining on a comfy sofa. Now, who’s going to come with us?”

Nathan laughed when all the hold-outs raised their hands.


Chapter 4

THE CLOSER they got to Africa, the hotter and darker it got. Tammy was starting to regret the trip, and, judging by the complaints of the others, they were too.

“I can’t breathe,” Will whined. It was the fourth or fifth time he’d said the same thing. Tammy figured a former author would have more words.

“None of us can,” Kat snapped. “Just shut up about it already.”

Tammy’s eyes widened. Kat was always soft-spoken, seemingly easily intimidated. It was understandable, since she’d been traumatized as a Neos’ prisoner. Tammy knew the woman would eventually come out of her shell… but she’d never thought it would be as a snapping turtle.

“Uh, maybe you’d be more comfortable in one of the RVs,” she told Will. Leonard—one of the men they’d lost at the fort during the fight with the Neos—had once said that Will had been pretty famous for writing books that were mostly anti-religion and anti-God. Leonard had been pretty impressed by the man.

There’s nothing impressive about the guy now, Tammy thought. Like the rest of the group, he was itchy, sweaty, tired, aching and just plain miserable.

Will shook his head at her suggestion. The group had made the decision that anyone over the age of sixty—and the kids—could travel in the relative comfort of the campers, but Will had stoically declined, though Tammy knew the man had to be seventy if he was a day. At the time, she’d been impressed with that… but now she just wished they didn’t have to listen to him whining every five minutes.

“You should have heard the Israelites in the dessert. ‘We’re hungry! Oh, but we don’t want YOUR food… we want meat! No, there’s too much meat! Take it away! Blah blah blah.”

Tammy barked out a laugh at that, causing others to look her way. She waved a hand.

“Sorry, the Lord was just telling me something funny.” Some of them nodded with knowing smiles, while others gave her a look that was more wishful than anything. She knew that the Lord didn’t necessarily speak “aloud” to everyone in the group.

She felt sorry for those who didn’t get to hear His voice.

Tammy had been discussing that very thing with Kal and his wife, Anya, a few weeks before. Tammy wondered why some of the believers would be hearing the Lord’s actual voice now, when they never had before.

“It might be because we don’t have all the noisy distractions now,” Kal said, then shrugged. “Been thinking about it myself,” he admitted and glanced at Anya. “We’ve discussed it too. Anya—”

“Can speak for herself,” the woman had interrupted with a look at her husband that made him laugh. She’d turned back to Tammy.

“I agree with the noise. We don’t even have the sound of electronics any longer. No refrigerators humming in the background, no fans spinning or air conditioners blowing. Although it would be nice, huh?” she grinned as she fanned her face. “But I also think that the Lord Himself is speaking to His kids now because the Holy Spirit is no longer with us.”

Tammy had been surprised to hear the woman speaking aloud the thoughts she herself had.

“I mean, I should have noticed when the Spirit left me,” Anya continued while Kal nodded. “Looking back, I think that it happened just before the crash. It was then that I started to… well, to backslide a bit. I quit reading my Bible, started listening to secular music—and not anything good either,” she added with a head shake. “Songs about ‘booties’ and such are not exactly spiritual,” she’d laughed, though it sounded self-deprecating.

“And I seriously never wanted to go to church.” She had shot a sideways glance at her husband. “Which is bad for the pastor’s wife,” she added with a laugh. “But I think not having the Spirit was also what caused us to fall away even more when the rapture didn’t happen like we thought.” She’d shrugged. “It was like God wasn’t even real to me by then.”

Kal had nodded. “Same with me. I felt like such a fake, like I was one step away from being an atheist, yet there I was, pastoring. Dealing with the congregants was torture. So was writing my sermons. It was nearly impossible to come up with topics.” The man’s face had darkened then as he’d rubbed the back of his neck and stared hard at the ground.

“Hate to admit it, but I, uh, stole some online sermons. The last few months before the Neos showed up, none of the things I preached about were mine.”

Tammy had laughed when Anya whacked her husband. “Kalameet Amil Kulasinghe! I cannot believe you would do such a thing! Why, I’m ashamed to call you husband!”

Kal had laughed and rolled his eyes. “Says the woman who just admitted she wanted nothing to do with church,” he’d drawled. “Get behind me, Jezebel. Your pointed tail is showing.”

The ladies had laughed at that.

Tammy’s lips curled at the memory of the conversation. She’d come to love all the members of their group, but she had a special fondness for the Kulasinghes and Raj.

Though they might have had a laugh over it, Tammy also agreed with Anya. She no longer felt the Holy Spirit at all, though truthfully, she’d never really had a strong connection with Him. Not like some others she’d met.

But she’d always known the Spirit was there, was sort of hanging out in the background, just waiting for her to let Him have more control of her life. Now, more than ever, Tammy wished she hadn’t been so stubborn and had let Him have free rein to do with her what He wanted.

She didn’t like to think about all the godly appointments she’d missed.

The Spirit was no longer present, she was almost certain. But the Lord Himself was making Himself known more and more, like He had to have some contact with His kids.

“Like the perfect Father, always wanting to know how His children are doing,” she whispered.

“That’s because I love you.”

Tammy smiled. “I love You too.”

“I love you so much I died for you,” He whispered. “I don’t want you to die for Me though.”

Her smile faltered at that reminder, but before she could answer, He spoke again.

“I want you to live for Me.”

She sucked in such a deep breath that it made her cough due to the smoke in the air. Now that they were away from the Gulf of Mexico and halfway across the Atlantic—which was also now dry sand—the smokiness had unfortunately returned. The air seemed thick, pungent. If you opened your mouth, it had a bitter, metallic taste to it.

In other words… not pleasant.

Instead of trying to answer the Lord while trying not to hack out a lung, she just nodded in acknowledgment. I’ll try, Lord. I will definitely try.

“What did I tell you about that? Call me Daddy. I like that a lot more.”

Tammy smiled again and nodded, not caring what those around her thought of her strange behavior. A few of the group from the mobile home park were in the back of the truck with her, and she noticed they were looking at her with worried expressions, like they were afraid she was going to lose some screws.

It made her laugh. “I’m not crazy, I swear.”

“Well, she’s a little crazy,” Raj drawled. Tammy stuck out her foot to kick him, which made the man squeal like a little girl as he quickly moved his legs away.

“Shut it, Raj,” Tammy mockingly threatened, “or I’ll shut it for you.”

The man flipped both hands palm up and motioned toward her. “See? She’s a little crazy. Maybe a lot.” Tammy tried to kick him again, but he just laughed, grabbed her by the ankles and yanked, which left her flat on her back.

Once she was upright again, Tammy was laughing too hard to speak. Most of the others in the back of the truck started laughing as well, even Will. It made Tammy happy that they could find humor in such an awful situation.

The group grew quiet once again and Tammy milled over her thoughts, which she finally spoke out loud.

“How much longer do you think we have?”

“The adult version of ‘Are we there yet?’” someone snickered.

“No, we’re not there. We’re here,” another voice said. Tammy thought it was Patty, the woman they’d picked up who, along with her husband, had a Neos tattoo, until the Lord had mercifully removed them.

More laughter followed that.

“Okay, all you smarty pants,” Tammy chuckled. “I don’t mean Israel, duh. I meant, how much longer do you think we have until, you know, the end?”

That quieted the group and Tammy could almost feel the tension her comment brought… and the questions.

“I mean, we don’t really know what all is going on in the world to guess where we are on the Tribulation timeline. I know some of you were able to watch television back on Stock Island,” she added, “but that was worse than the news before the crash.” She laughed then, shaking her head. “Hard to tell what was truth and what wasn’t.”

“Well, the two witnesses are in Israel,” someone said from the darkness at the back of the truck, “so we’re at least halfway.”

“No, farther than that.” Tammy thought it was Steve, Patty’s husband, who spoke. “The witness have been in Israel for… well, for a while now. At least a year.”

“Longer than that,” someone else called out. “I would say over two years now.”

“And they’re supposed to wreak havoc for three and a half years,” Raj said.

“They’re not ‘wreaking havoc’, dork,” Anya told her brother.

“Well, what do you call shooting fireballs out of your eyes then?” Raj countered. Anya reached over and Tammy thought she pinched his arm, judging by the girly squeal Raj gave, making everyone laugh.

“Always the joker,” Anya huffed. “I always thought he should have been a stand-up comedian.”

“Anyway,” Tammy said loudly, though there was laughter in her voice, “back to the question.”

It was quiet for a bit, but then Kal finally spoke. “Well, at least another year would be the best guess.”

Tammy nodded. While it was less than she’d thought, the idea of trying to survive another twelve or so months with the heat, the smoke, the darkness… it was discouraging.

Apparently, everyone else thought so as well, since the back of the truck grew very quiet, each lost in their own contemplations. It was quite a while before anyone spoke, and then it wasn’t one of those in the back of the truck.

“Do not concern yourselves with how much time you have left before the end comes.”

Tammy snapped her head up, eyes widening when she saw one of the angels, glowing in a beautiful green color. There were gasps from most everyone, especially the newcomers who had never seen an angel before. Some cried out in fear.

She struggled to remember the angel’s name, having only met him once. The memory of Penny calling him “dude” as she stared up at the huge angel made her lips twitch, then she remembered he, like Metatron, had a rather strange name.

The angel’s eyes found her. “Sandalphon,” he said with a slight smile. “Though most humans call me Sandy.” He sighed. “And now my angel brethren do as well.”

For some reason, that made Tammy want to laugh and she couldn’t help doing so. The angel cocked his head in question.

She waved. “Sorry. What were you saying?”

Sandy stared at her for a moment, as if trying to figure her out. Tammy had the desire to squirm under his scrutiny, but she managed to stay still as she gazed back at him. It hurt a little to do so, since he was so bright in the dark truck.

Finally, he spoke. “Do not worry about how much time is left in this realm,” the angel said, his voice strangely reverberating. Tammy thought she could actually feel his words, like they were somehow entering her body and rolling around, looking for a place to latch on to.

“Not all of you will survive this time,” Sandy continued. “Many believers will die at the hand of the enemy… many will become martyrs,” he stated matter-of-factly. “That is a great honor.”

Tammy wasn’t sure she agreed with that assessment, though she knew those who were beheaded during the Tribulation for their testimony would reign with Christ during the thousand years. But getting your head cut off… the idea caused a shudder to run through her.

Lord, just give me the strength to get through whatever You have for me.

The angel stared at her again and Tammy got the feeling he was listening, probably to the Father. “You will endure,” was all he said.

Tammy pursed her lips, wishing she had more info. Like, am I going to live through the Tribulation? But she also knew the Lord didn’t always share exactly what was going to happen… probably so His kids wouldn’t freak out, she thought with a snort.

“I am here to encourage you,” the angel continued as he looked around the dark truck. Tammy saw Felicia leaning over from the passenger seat, watching the angel in the back with wide eyes.

“You will face many trials soon,” he cryptically added. “You must remember that your enemy is not your brother or sister. Your enemies are the powers of darkness, those you call soldiers for the Neo Geo Task Force and those who have not accepted Abba’s offer of salvation.

“From this time forward, all those who have taken the mark of the beast are condemned,” the angel went on and Tammy was sure he made a point to look at Steve and Patty. She was so grateful that the Lord had removed their marks, which they’d taken under duress.

Thank You, Jesus, for being so merciful, she prayed, though it saddened her to realize that no one else would be forgiven in the same way now.

“You will find many of your brethren along the way,” Sandy continued. “Most will need help physically as well as spiritually. Be prepared to search for them, as they will be hiding from you, thinking you are the enemy.”

Tammy winced at his words; she’d wondered and worried about traveling in Neos’ trucks. While it wasn’t a gift she was going to complain about—if they hadn’t managed to steal the trucks, they would have been walking to Israel—they were also a hindrance for that very reason. But at least the Neos wouldn’t be so quick to go after them.

Not unless they know about their missing trucks. She shoved that thought aside with a head shake; it didn’t do good to worry about things that hadn’t happened. Yet.

“Be vigilant,” the angel said, bringing Tammy out of her thoughts. “Be strong. Trust the Father. Do not falter. And stay faithful… to the end.”

With that, the angel disappeared in a flash of green light.

“Well, that was fun,” Raj drawled. “Very inspiring.” He squealed yet again when Anya punched his arm.

Tammy chuckled, though she couldn’t argue with his sarcasm. The angel’s words hadn’t been very uplifting, especially the warning that a lot of them would become martyrs.

“It would be nice if they’d say something like, ‘See ya later’, before poofing off to wherever it is they go,” Patty said. At least, Tammy thought it was Patty. Her eyes were still trying to adjust to the darkness once again.

“I think it would be nice to have an angel with us all the time,” she said.

“For protection,” someone agreed.

“Yeah, that,” Tammy allowed, “but also for the glow.”

“They’re kinda big,” one of the men said. “They’d take up too much room.”

“Well, maybe we can get them rolled up in a ball,” Tammy said with a grin she was sure no one could see. “Stick ‘em in a corner. Like our own holy, glowy, roly poly.” There was a spattering of laughter at that.

“How come you don’t punch her when she says stuff like that?” Raj whined, then said “Ow!” again. Tammy wondered what abuse Anya had inflicted on her brother that time.

“Because she doesn’t annoy me like you do,” Anya told her sibling. With the way they fought, Tammy wondered if they were close in age. Possibly even twins.

She frowned then, realizing that she didn’t really know any of the others that well, even those she’d traveled with for months. Since the earthquake and resulting horrible atmosphere, talking wasn’t something they did much. She sighed at the missed opportunity of getting to know her brethren when they’d been in the Gulf with the clearer air.

Thankfully, the air in the back of the truck was still fairly clear. Once they were inside, most of the group had foregone wearing face coverings, so that made it easier to have a conversation. Tammy decided it was as good a time as any to get to know her friends better.

“So, Anya and Raj, are you two—”

Before she could form another word, Felicia shouted from the front. “Neos up ahead!”

The group scrambled to grab the rifles they’d stashed at the front of the truck bed. Tammy snatched one up, then passed a rifle to Felicia, who was warning the others via the truck’s radio. She hung up the mic, then took the rifle Tammy held out. Her friend grinned at her, though there wasn’t any humor to it.

“Guess I’m riding shotgun, literally,” she quipped.

Brad, who was driving. Gave her a look as he nodded at the rifle. “That’s not a shot—”

“I was kidding,” Felicia snapped, rolling her eyes at the older man. “I swear, some of you need to buy a sense of humor.”

Despite the tension of facing the enemy, possibly with another fight ahead, Tammy smiled as she realized that it seemed Felicia was snippy with all men, not just Gerald. And for whatever reason, the men were usually more than happy to hold their own with her.

As she crouched between the seats, she looked out into the darkness, where a distinct line of vehicles could be seen lined up bumper to bumper. Tammy squinted, trying to see the vehicles better, but it was just too hazy.

“How do you know they’re Neos?” she asked her friend. Brad had started slowing the truck and Tammy had an urge to tell him to speed up instead, ramming through the barricade of metal ahead. They might not survive it, but as the lead vehicle, at least they could pave the way for the others to get through.

Felicia shrugged. “Who else would be blocking the road like that?”

“Technically, they’re not blocking ‘the road’,” Brad added as he brought the truck to a near crawl, still dozens of yards away from the vehicle blockade. “They’re in the middle of what was the North Atlantic.”

“Shut it, Brad,” Felicia muttered. Tammy wondered if the woman had spent too much time with the man, since Gerald—and Nate—were in the last truck of their caravan.

“We could go around them,” Tammy suggested. Brad shook his head.

“They’d just chase us down. And since they have Humvees along with the personnel transports, they’d be able to catch us pretty easy.”

“So, then we fight them,” Felicia said. “There’s no reason to go making assumptions that we’ll have to start shooting now.”

“Yeah,” Tammy agreed. “We might not have to fight them at all. Maybe we can get Kal to put on the Neos officer uniform—”

“Not that again,” Kal moaned from the back. “Just because my skin doesn’t burst into flames when I step into the sun doesn’t mean I should have to play the Arab dictator.”

“But you’re so good at being the bossy jerk no one likes,” Raj interjected. Tammy heard another squeal and a scuffle.

“Children, please!” a woman called out. “We’re dealing with a situation here!” Tammy didn’t know who it was, but she was thankful for her.

Felicia picked up the radio, but Brad put a hand on hers to stop her.

“What?” she asked. “I was just going to see what the others thought.”

Brad shook his head, then pointed out the windshield. “We’re pretty sure those are Neos trucks, right?” Felicia gave him a look that said she thought he’d just dropped his whole bag of marbles.

He stared back at her. “If you use the radio, they’re gonna hear everything you say on their radios.”

Felicia and Tammy both made an “O” with their mouths and Felicia hung the mic back on the holder.

“Well, now what?” she asked. “I mean—”

“We’ve got company,” Brad said as he pointed at the side mirror. Felicia turned her head to look, but Tammy had to lean around her friend to see what Brad was talking about. The other trucks were pulling up beside them, forming a line.

Felicia and Brad both rolled down their windows to speak to the people in the trucks next to them. All parties kept their voices so low that Tammy had to strain to hear them. Frustrated—and stiff from kneeling on the hard truck bed—she scooted back and sat down next to Raj.

“I don’t know why they’re being so quiet,” she complained. “We’re pretty far away from the others. I doubt they’d be able to hear.”

“Yeah, but better safe than sorry.” He hooked a thumb at his sister sitting next to him. “Take Anya, for instance. She should have played it safe and married her college sweetheart, Don. But she didn’t and now she’s sorry.”

“Hey!” Kal protested from Anya’s other side. Raj didn’t look at him, instead choosing to grin at Tammy, who shook her head.

“Always the comedian, like Anya said. Are you ever serious?”

The man’s smile slowly disappeared from his handsome face as he seemed to be caught in a memory. It was just seconds, though, when he visibly shook away the thought and shrugged.

“I learned a long time ago that it’s better to have laughter in your heart than tears on your face,” he said with a slightly sad smile. “As Jesus warned us, in this world we will have trouble. I’ve just found it’s easier to deal with all the sadness if I start out smiling.”

Tammy gave him her own soft smile at that, then patted the man’s hand. She started to ask him what had happened in his life to cause him to be sad—and prompted him to have the attitude he now did—but a voice on the radio silenced all of them.

“Insurrectors!” the heavily accented voice barked. “You are in possession of stolen Neo Geo Task Force vehicles. Surrender immediately!”

“Insurrectors,” Raj said, mimicking the man. “Give us our toys back, you big meanies,” he whined. A few people chuckled, but most stared at each other with wide, frightened eyes.

“What do we do now?” Tammy asked no one in particular. She didn’t expect an answer, but then Brad called back.

“They’re pulling out to circle us. Get ready to start shooting!”

Raj surprised Tammy by laughing. She looked at him with a surprised glance, which he shrugged off.

“We might get to see Jesus today,” he grinned. “I can’t think of anything better than that!” He pushed himself to a stand and moved toward the back door.

Tammy smiled at the reminder of something Nate had said recently—that he was immortal. At least, until Jesus Himself decided otherwise.

“We have nothing to fear but fear itself,” she said, paraphrasing a quote she’d heard once as she stood and followed the others to the back door.

“So, what are we doing?” someone asked from behind her. “Just waiting until we hear gunfire and then go out shooting, or what?”

Tammy felt, rather than saw, others staring at her in question. It wasn’t the first time that the group had turned to her, like she was some kind of leader. Truthfully, it was a bit aggravating.

Knowing that they were waiting for an answer, she turned back toward the front of the truck.

“What are we doing?” she yelled back to Felicia and Brad.

“Not dying!” Felicia replied, drawing laughter from the group. Tammy could almost feel the tension drain from them.

“But that isn’t such a bad thing, is it?” she asked no one in particular as she nudged Raj with her shoulder. He smiled at her.

“Nope,” the man replied. “Not being here is being with Jesus, right?”

A horrible thought occurred to Tammy then—they had several of the newcomers from the mobile home park and she wasn’t sure of their salvation. Guilt immediately assailed her as she felt like she’d failed them. All the Christians in their group had.

She whirled around to the others who had encircled them.

“If there are any here who haven’t yet accepted Jesus, we need to fix that now!” she urged. “There’s a very good possibility of dying right here, right now, and if you aren’t sure where you’re going to end up after death, then let’s make sure that you do! The Lord wants you to be with Him… all of you. He wants every single human to live with Him forever in the beautiful paradise He’s created for us. All we have to do is accept Him as our Lord and Savior to make that happen. Now, who wants to live forever?” she asked.

Though it was dark in the back of the truck, she could see several hands shoot up. Kal quickly led the group in a simple sinner’s prayer, then made it a point to hug each one—an act made awkward since they were all holding rifles—and welcomed them into the family of Christ.

Tammy had to wipe the tears from her cheeks, though she was grinning. “Okay, now that we’re all ready to face whatever comes our way, let’s pray.” She glanced at Kal, expecting the pastor to take over, but he surprised her by nodding in her direction.

“Go ahead,” he urged.

Tammy looked toward the cab of the truck. “Felicia, Brad!” she called. “Come back here. We’re gonna pray.”

She waited until the pair climbed into the back of the truck with them, then Tammy told everyone to form a circle and take the hand of the person next to them. She then tilted her head up and closed her eyes, imagining that Jesus was right there in the midst of them… and believing that He was.

“Lord, we need Your help now as we head out to fight Your enemy. We know that there’s a good possibility we won’t all make it out of this alive, but we’re not afraid, because we know that we belong to You and that we’re going to spend eternity with You. That’s all that matters.

“Give us courage, strength and wisdom. Make our aim true now, Father, and help us defeat Your enemies. Amen.”

“Amen,” the others said, then Raj opened the back door and they jumped out into the darkness, and into the unknown immediate future.

But not a single one of them was afraid.


Chapter 5

NATHAN WAS worried about Tammy. Though she was just three trucks away, it might as well have been three miles.

It was all he could do to keep from running to her, tossing her into the back of a truck and driving away from the danger.

He closed his eyes as he joined the others from their group at the back of the stolen Neos’ truck, the stench from the fish carcass all but forgotten as they faced a much more unholy threat.

Their group was small, since no one had wanted to travel with the “guts and gory guys,” as Raj had nicknamed them. But Nathan knew that he would trust every single one of the men with him with his life… though that mattered little, since they were all nearing the end of all life itself.

Help us now, Lord. We can’t do this on our own.

Nathan opened his eyes and looked around. The enemy was coming around on their flanks, barely more than a shadowy line of indistinguishable vehicles, far enough away to stay outside the range of handgun fire. He huffed out a laugh at that; apparently, the Neos didn’t know that their sniper rifles had been stolen as well.

He put his rifle up and looked through the scope. Trucks like the ones they’d stolen, along with Humvees and Jeeps. He turned to look at the line to the south, seeing much the same, with the addition of a Bradley. That wasn’t good… those vehicles had missiles.

“We’re outgunned and outmanned,” Gerald muttered next to him, looking through his own scope. Nathan nodded; his friend was right, unfortunately.

Bruce laughed and all the men looked at him.

The big guy shook his head as he grinned. “We ain’t out nothin’,” he drawled. “We got the Lord on our side. Ain’t no one gonna beat Him.’

That brought grins to their faces, then Nathan prayed out loud. “Lord, we know that there’s a possibility not all of us will make it through this fight,” though I know I will, he prayed silently, “but we also know that if we don’t make it through this, we’ll be with You on the other side. So, just keep our aim true and our deaths painless.”

“Amen!” the others said exuberantly.

“Well, I don’t know about you all,” J.D. said as he put his rifle to his shoulder and aimed toward the north, “but I’m ready to start taking some enemy out.”

“Same,” Bruce murmured, shouldering his own rifle. Gerald and Nathan did the same and started firing toward the group on their north side.

The enemy vehicles started veering left and right as the men—along with all the others who started shooting after Nathan and his group did—took out the drivers. Through their scopes, they watched as the soldiers seemed a bit panicky, those out in the open scrambling to take cover.

“Heeere, Neo Neo,” Gerald called softly. “C’mon, show yourself.” He fired off another round. “Good boy,” he chuckled.

“That’s ‘bad boy’,” Nathan corrected as he shot two more soldiers who’d stupidly peeked around the truck they were hiding behind.

“They’re not very smart, are they?” J.D. asked as he also fired his weapon, though to the south.

“Nope,” Bruce responded, shooting several times. “Dang, I need more practice,” he grumbled. “Wastin’ ammo.”

Nathan laughed as he shot another soldier who tried to make a run from a Jeep to the truck in front of him. He looked over his shoulder at Bruce.

“Two shots to take out one man isn’t exactly bad shooting.”

Bruce pulled his rifle away from his face and turned to grin. “I hit two with two,” he corrected. “But I was tryin’ to get a third one who was standing behind one of ‘em. Three for two.”

Nathan returned the grin, then went back to picking off soldiers. As he continued firing, he held off the shudder when he noticed some demons in the area. Knowing they were being released upon enemy deaths, he wondered where the angels were.

As their group’s shots died off, with no more movement from either the north or south, Nathan laughed.

“Well, that was eas—”

“More headed this way!” someone shouted. “From the east!”

The men hurried around the truck, eyes widening when they saw a huge contingent of vehicles heading toward them… with a lot more armed vehicles.

Bruce whistled. “Man, they got Strykers, a couple Cougars, more Bradleys. Heck, they even have an Abrams!”

Nathan felt a moment of real fear then, struggling to remember Who was in charge. It was difficult, though, when faced with so much firepower. He felt like they were throwing rocks…

“David and Goliath,” he laughed at the sudden realization. The others glanced his way and he grinned.

“We might have giants to face, but the Lord is bigger than all of them. All of this,” he added as he waved toward the group coming up on them. He didn’t voice out loud that he was reminding himself of that fact as well.

His words seemed to bolster the men once again and Nathan marveled at how easily they could bounce right back into worry. One moment, they’re charging straight ahead into the fight with no fear at all and then the next they were cowering and wetting their pants.

“Just like Elijah running from Jezebel,” he heard the Lord laugh. Nathan smiled.

Guess I’m in good company then.

The enemy was quickly approaching without keeping the distance the others who’d tried to flank them had. Nathan wondered then if they’d sent the smaller vehicles out just to see what their group was capable of.

“Not much,” he murmured too low for anyone else to hear as they moved to the back of the truck again to take positions. “But nothing is impossible with God.”

“You got that right, kiddo.”

Nathan couldn’t help but laugh at that and Gerald glanced his way. Nathan shook his head.

“Jesus is funny.”

Gerald grinned and nodded. “Yeah, He’s not at all like I thought He’d be. Not the God I was taught about growing up.”

Nathan nodded, smiling wryly as he took a few shots at the closest approaching vehicle. Of course, like Bruce said, he was just wasting ammo.

“No kidding,” he told his friend as he turned back to him. “You should have known the God I grew up with.” Gerald’s grin widened, knowing how Nathan had grown up with Jesus-hating Jews.

That brought Nathan’s thoughts to his parents, who were in one of the RVs to the west of them. If the battle they were facing didn’t go their way, Nathan was immensely thankful knowing that his parents were now Christians. It was certainly miraculous how the Lord had brought them together, then had been able to break through the ten feet of rock wall around his father’s heart in order to get the stubborn man to accept the truth.

God never stopped amazing him.

A flash of light caught his attention and he looked to the south, seeing the distinct angelic glow in several colors near the enemy’s flank. It was a relief that the angels were finally taking care of the demons, because knowing the evil beings were lurking around was… concerning.

There was a different light in the darkness that drew his attention to the east, just before a loud explosion behind him caused all the men to yell out.

“They hit the RVs!”

Nathan wasn’t sure who yelled that, but he turned, watching in horror as a column of flames and smoke rose in the air from the middle of the RV caravan. Before he could truly process what had just happened, two more explosions lit the dark sky, sending fragments of metal into the sky… more pieces of what had once been home to innocent old people he’d talked into coming with them on their crazy journey across the world.

And now they’re dead.

As if it would help shut out the pain of knowing his friends—and possibly his adopted children—had become victims in Satan’s war against humanity, he slammed his eyes shut.

Lord… Nathan didn’t even know what to pray, but somehow felt that Jesus knew what he was trying to say. It wasn’t enough comfort for the turmoil he felt though.

Forcing back the sob that tried to escape, Nathan gritted his teeth and stood, rounding the truck as he moved toward the enemy, intent on stopping them. One of the men yelled at him—probably Gerald, he thought—but Nathan ignored him as he stalked his prey.

“You’re committing suicide!”

Despite the pain, Nathan actually laughed at that, though it sounded a bit maniacal. “I’m immortal,” he called back. “Jesus told me so!” With that, he moved forward, firing rapid rounds at the enemy drivers as they approached.

As before, some of the vehicles veered left and right as their drivers were taken out of the fight, though others continued on, straight and true to their course. Nathan realized those vehicles had armor protection and likely had bulletproof glass.

Help me, Jesus, he whispered in his mind as he continued firing in short bursts to save ammo.

Another Humvee swerved off into the vehicle beside it as Nathan shot through the windshield, killing the driver. The other men stepped up beside him, joining in the battle against the approaching vehicles.

But there were so many.

He turned instead to the vehicles that were lobbing grenades and missiles. He might not be able to stop the vehicles, but he could at least do something about the projectiles being lobbed at his friends and family.

Before another shot could be fired, though, he watched in confusion as the headlights of the vehicles seemed to disappear. All of them, the entire line, just vanished right before his eyes.

Stalking forward, just yards away from where the enemy had been, Nathan stared wide-eyed at the crevice in the ocean floor that hadn’t been there just moments before.

Wide enough to have swallowed an entire regiment of enemy soldiers… and their armored vehicles.

Nathan walked to the edge of the crack in the sand and peered down into the darkness. It was so black that he couldn’t see anything past a few feet, and he knew that even with the brightest floodlight, he still wouldn’t be able to see any evidence of the enemy.

The earth had swallowed them whole.

He stared into the abyss for a long time, wondering if the enemy had been taken straight to Hell via the seemingly bottomless crevice. Wondering if they’d face judgment immediately, or if they’d be tortured by Satan and his demons until the Lord brought them to stand before Him sometime in the future.

Nathan wasn’t sure how it all worked, but in that moment, he was immensely grateful that he wouldn’t be one who had to face a vengeful God.

Movement from behind brought him out of his thoughts. Nathan turned to see Gerald approaching, wide eyes on the crevice. After several long moments, he looked at Nathan.

“Uh, guess God decided to take care of them for us?” His statement was in the form of a question, as if he didn’t really believe what he was seeing right before him. Nathan chuckled as he put his arm around his friend’s shoulder, letting his rifle drop to the side.

“He promised to take care of His children, one way or another.” He sighed then, dropping his arm. “Speaking of, let’s go see who we’ve lost.” It was certainly not something he wanted to do, but reminded himself that whoever had been killed was now with the Lord.

Lucky them. Uh, I mean, blessed.

Though the walk toward the still-burning area to the west was a short one, it was the most difficult journey Nathan had ever gone on. While he wasn’t worried about finding the dead, knowing they would now be at peace, he was more concerned about who was gone. If they lost more kids… he swallowed hard at that thought.

But the idea that some might have survive and could be injured quickened his steps and soon he and Gerald were jogging across the sand.

There were at least three campers that had been completely blown to pieces, and that many more that appeared to be damaged beyond any hope of repair. Nathan ran to the first one, a travel trailer. Dodging burning debris which looked like parts of a roof, he peered inside.

“Hello?” he called out. There was no answer, but he wondered if someone might have been unconscious or otherwise unable to answer, so he pulled himself up into the shell of the vehicle.

Carefully stepping around holes that had burned through the flooring, Nathan glanced around, trying to figure out whose trailer it was. A crunch underfoot caused him to look down, frowning at the broken glass. He didn’t think it was from a window; the glass was too thick. It looked more like a jar. That was when he noticed the acrid smell of vinegar and realized it had likely been some of the home-canned food the older group had brought with them. Since they’d split the jars up among most of the RVs and trailers, that wasn’t a clue as to whose camper he was in.

Not finding any bodies, Nathan stepped back out, catching sight of Gerald as his friend climbed out of an RV that had been knocked on its side. Nathan recognized the vehicle as the one belonging to Jack and Cora. Gerald saw him and shook his head sadly. Nathan’s heart clenched when he remembered Jacob and Ida had traveled with them. He’d miss the old man with his wise advice and the way he could look at you and sense what was running through your head. They’d had many long conversations over the past year.

But his heart was really aching over the loss of Ida. Though she had always been terse and snippy, she was also loving and kind. She had always reminded him of a candy he’d loved as a child, sour on the outside, but so sweet on the inside, it would make your teeth ache.

Nathan swallowed hard. “See you soon, my friends” he whispered into the darkness.

Movement to the east caught his attention and he saw the rest of the group making their way toward them and he quickened his steps. He had to find to find out what happened to the kids before Tammy reached them, feeling desperate to spare her from seeing anything too gruesome.

He motioned to Gerald. His friend and former partner from the police force seemed to know exactly what he wanted, and they both scanned the area, trying to find Nathan’s parents’ RV. It was difficult with the carnage.

They ran from vehicle to vehicle, moving sections of roofs and walls from the destroyed campers that had fallen against the few vehicles that had managed to survive the blasts, desperate to find survivors. But the intact campers were strangely empty.

Gerald headed toward the remains of a trailer, though there was so little left of it, it was difficult to tell what it had once been, while Nathan walked toward a partially intact RV. The entire east wall of the thing had been shredded, looking as if a giant monster had clawed down the side.

“Hello?” he called as he peered through the door that was hanging askew by just the bottom hinge. “Everyone okay?”

There was no answer, and he pushed inside, his heart sinking when he saw two mangled bodies just inside, as if they’d moved to the door to see what was causing the commotion outside.

It was obvious they had died instantly. The blast that had hit just outside their RV had done quite a bit of damage to the metal vehicle, but even more to the humans. Nathan had no idea who the couple was.

Gingerly stepping over the bodies, he moved further into the tilting structure, treading carefully on the unstable floor. His heart stuttered when he recognized a plaque still hanging on the wall of what had been the dining area. Home is where we park it… the Diamonds.

It was his mom and dad’s RV.

Nathan blinked against the tears that suddenly formed, realizing the bodies by the front door belonged to his parents. Swallowing hard against the lump that had formed in his throat, he forced his feet to move toward the bedroom in the back… wondering if that was where he’d find the bodies of his kids.

It was.

Sinking to his knees, Nathan clutched Lou’s broken and limp body to his chest, sobbing as he rocked back and forth, his tears raining down on her lifeless face. The child had suffered so much in her short life at the hands of evil men, but she’d managed to trust him. Nathan knew she’d even loved him.

“I loved you too, little bug,” he whispered brokenly.

Sucking in a shuddering breath, he lowered Lou to his lap. Little Sissy was on the floor next to him still clutching her little doll. He pulled her twisted body up, hugging her to him as well. His heart broke all over again when he realized it was the child’s favorite place to be—cradled in his arms.

He allowed himself just a few moments of grief before gently lowering the girls’ bodies onto the floor and pushing himself up. It was then he saw Keith and Kayla on the bed, the pieces of the game they’d been playing scattered about.

Nathan allowed himself another moment of grief over the loss of the older children. They, too, had suffered much, mostly at the hands of the Neos. Nathan lamented over the fact that he and Tammy hadn’t had more time with them, but what they had had been full of love and fun.

He straightened the older kids’ bodies so they were side-by-side, then lifted the little girls, placing them next alongside. He then tugged on the doll in Sissy’s hand until her lifeless fingers released it. He sobbed again as he stared at their little bodies that had once been so full of love and life, now just empty shells.

“Take good care of them, Yeshua,” he whispered.

“You know I will. And know that they did not suffer but went quickly. All you lost today died painlessly.”

Nathan nodded, not trusting his voice in that moment.

He turned and forced his feet to walk back to the door. He bent, intending to straighten his parents’ bodies, but he paused as he realized he didn’t want to have their blood on him. It was a strange thought, but it bothered him.

“Be at peace,” he said as he stepped over the bodies once again and nearly fell outside.

Nathan braced himself against a piece of what looked like a frame of one of the trailers. The metal was hot, but he didn’t care; he just needed something to hold onto in that moment.

“How am I going to tell Tammy?” he murmured to himself, running a weary hand over his face. Though the kids had been with them for too short a time, he knew that his wife felt as he did—those were their kids, just as if they’d been their own blood.

“Nathan!”

Gerald’s voice brought him out of his grief-filled thoughts and he turned to see his friend waving frantically at him from the midst of more camper ruins.

“Got someone injured, but alive over here!”

That spurred Nathan to move, though he caught sight of the rest of the group just reaching the edge of the carnage. It wouldn’t be long before Tammy discovered the bodies in his parents’ RV.

“Found my folks,” Nathan said as he knelt next to a bloody man he recognized as Martin, one of the “originals” of their group. Nathan put his hands on the leg next to him that was twisted at an odd angle.

“They’re gone,” he continued, silently willing his healing gift to straighten the leg and knit the bones back together. He felt the zinging tingle as his gift started to work, then lifted his eyes to stare at his friend.

“The kids are all gone too.”

Gerald’s face fell and Nathan was surprised to see his friend’s eyes fill as he shook his head.

“Oh man, I’m sorry—”

“It’s okay,” Nathan interrupted, moving his hands to Martin’s torso, praying for healing of the gash ripped along his stomach near the spleen. “But can you stop Tammy from seeing them?”

Gerald nodded as he paled at that. He hurried off as Nathan continued healing Martin. It was several minutes later when the man blinked, looking around in confusion.

“Nathan?” he asked. “What’s going on? Why aren’t you fighting the Neos?”

Nathan didn’t trust his voice just then, but he cleared his throat as he picked up Sissy’s doll. “God took them out for us,” was all he said as he helped Martin to sit up. He stood then and started to walk off to look for more survivors, but the man’s next words stopped him.

“Do you know where Bette is?” Nathan glanced over his shoulder, then ran a hand over his face, wincing at the wet stickiness of Martin’s blood.

“I’ll see if I can find her,” was all he could promise in that moment. If she’s luck—blessed, then she’s gone.

His thoughts grew darker as he found more bodies—including Bette, whose body he found several yards away from where Martin had been—but no more survivors.

It was draining him, he realized, finding death and more death, but no one he could help. He kept trying to remind himself that they were better off, that they didn’t have to suffer any longer through the Tribulation, but the anger at the enemy and the despair at the thought of being helpless clawed at him.

Nathan was just about to find a hole to crawl into when he noticed a travel trailer off to the side, away from the others.

It was scorched on the outside and he assumed one of the missiles had landed near it. But it otherwise was mostly intact and he moved toward it.

“Anyone in there?” he called as he cracked the door. He didn’t want to see any more lifeless bodies and promised himself that if he didn’t get an answer, he’d just close the door and walk away.

A moan greeted him in response, so he yanked the door open fully and stepped inside. He squinted into the darkness of the trailer, then spotted several figures on the floor near the bedroom. He hurried to them.

He recognized one of the bodies as Isabella, Dorothy’s mom. He assumed the other two were Dorothy’s sons. Nathan reached out and put a hand on the young grandmother’s arm. She moaned again.

Closing his eyes and praying for healing for injuries he couldn’t see, Nathan’s concentration was broken when another sound pricked at his ears. He opened his eyes to see Lito, the oldest of the teens, pushing to a sitting position. He put a hand to his head with a grimace.

“Now I know how Dorothy felt,” he groaned, then cracked an eye at Nathan. “From Oz, not my mom,” he clarified with a slight grin. But then he noticed his grandmother.

“Abuela!” he cried and reached for her, but Nathan put up a hand.

“I’m healing her,” he told the boy. Lito looked at him with wide eyes, then looked back down at his grandmother, his eyes soon sliding back up. Despite his earlier bitter despair, Nathan smiled.

“God gave me the gift of healing,” he told the teen, then nodded toward the other body still lying beside Lito.

“Is your brother…” He let his voice trail off, not really wanting to voice the question.

Lito blinked a few times, then turned and looked down. “Fredo!” he cried, then reached out and put a hand on his brother’s chest. The younger boy stirred, then frowned as he pushed up on his elbows.

“What?” he asked grumpily, like he’d just been awakened from a nap.

Lito let out a relieved laugh. “Just making sure you’re okay.”

Fredo’s frown deepened as he sat up fully and looked around. “Why wouldn’t I—Abuela!” he yelled, just as his brother had moments before.

Lito put a stilling hand on his brother’s shoulder to keep him from crawling to their grandmother. “Nate is helping her,” he told him. “Let him work.”

Fredo squinted at Nathan, then back at Lito. “He’s not doing anything,” he whispered, as if imparting a secret.

Nathan couldn’t help but chuckle. “I’m healing her,” he said as he moved his hands to Isabella’s sides, praying silently for healing of anything injured inside. “Well, God is using me to heal her,” he amended when he felt broken ribs.

The boys sat in wide-eyed silence as Nathan moved to their grandmother’s head, placing his hands on either side as he sought to heal any injury to her brain. Seconds later, the woman’s eyes flew open, just as confused as Lito and Fredo had been upon awakening.

“Abuela!” the boys both cried in unison. The older woman laughed when they launched themselves at her, hugging her tightly.

“Not so hard,” Nathan told them with a laugh, “or else I’ll have to heal her all over again.”

Isabella’s eyes flew to him, widening so much the crow’s feet on the sides smoothed, though her face was fairly unlined regaradless. Nathan realized she couldn’t be more than her mid-fifties. “You’re a curandero?”

He tilted his head, unfamiliar with the term. He shrugged. “The Lord gave me the gift of healing,” he said, putting his hands up. “I just let Him use me.”

She nodded, then told Lito to help her sit up. Isabella then put her hand on Nathan’s shoulder.

“It is good you do this,” she said in her heavily-accented English. Nathan was almost certain she was from Cuba.

He smiled at the older woman. “I don’t know about that. I just know that the Lord told me I had the gift of healing, so that’s what I do.”

Isabella stared at him for what seemed a long time. “You also lead the people,” she said with assurance. “They look to you, knowing that you are close to the Father, that you listen to el Señor.”

Nathan nodded. “I try to,” he agreed. “I don’t always know what I’m doing, though,” he admitted with a self-deprecating shrug. “More times than not, I doubt myself. Doubt that I’m doing the right thing.”

Isabella grabbed his hands in her own then, squeezing them. “Do not doubt,” she said as she tugged on his hands, pulling him toward her.

“The Lord has great plans for you, Nathan Diamond.” His eyes widened at the use of his last name, knowing that there was no way she would have known it.

The older woman stared intently at him for so long that he wanted to pull his hands from hers and move away, to leave the camper and find others who might need his healing power. But he also knew that Isabella wouldn’t let him leave.

Not without a fight.

He noticed the boys taking turns in staring at him and their grandmother. It seemed that they’d never seen the woman acting the way she was, as a prophet of sorts.

Isabella pulled his hands, tugging him off-balance so that he fell towards her. Nathan was afraid he was going to fall on top of the woman he’d just healed, but she didn’t seem to be worried.

“Now you need to see to the others,” Isabella announced. “We are fine, but there are more who need your healing.”

Nathan nodded, glad for an excuse to be away from the woman who made him so uncomfortable. He pushed to a stand, then glanced at the teenagers.

“I’ll, uh… I’ll see if your mom is okay,” he announced. “I’m sure she is,” he hurried to add. “We didn’t have any casualties in the, uh, in the trucks.” Probably not wanting to blow their own stolen trucks up, the Neos had fired right over them, instead hitting RVs and campers, those who had been most vulnerable.

And the most innocent.

He supposed that was what was bothering him the most as he stepped out of the camper trailer and into the bleak smoky atmosphere that seemed to be the norm for the world now. It was the hardest thing to deal with, the fact that those who had been completely blameless had been the ones to die.

It was completely unfair.

“I tell you that He will bring about justice for them quickly. However, when the Son of Man comes, will He find faith on the earth?”

Nathan startled at the sound of the Lord’s voice in his head. No, not the voice, he thought. He’d heard the Lord’s voice so many times lately that it wasn’t startling, not any longer. But the words, the scripture Jesus quoted… well, that was startling.

“I hope that I’m found to be faithful when You return,” he whispered, slamming his eyes shut. “Oh, please, Father, help me to be brave and to always trust in You.”

Heading toward where the others were gathered, picking through the wreckage of what had once been their friends’ homes, Nathan felt a stab of fresh pain when he saw Gerald talking to Felicia and Tammy. He wondered what his friend had said to keep Tammy from searching for their children.

His wife saw him approaching and ran to him. Nathan recognized the moment she knew the kids were gone. The pain of the realization was etched on her face.

He wrapped his arms around her as she sobbed quietly against his chest. Nathan had no words for her, nothing that would come close to offering her comfort. Instead, he silently offered his love and solidarity as he held her.

Surprisingly, the moment didn’t last long, ending when Tammy pushed away and swiped her hands over her cheeks. She didn’t look as lost, as pained, as he’d expected, which was a surprise. It was even more shocking when she offered a small smile.

“Well, we know they’re with Jesus,” she murmured. “And you know that your parents are too. We’ll see them all again soon.”

He nodded. It had been a true miracle when his Jesus-hating parents had suddenly accepted the Lord’s offer of salvation. Nathan had been shell-shocked when they had… and, truthfully, he was still amazed by the act. It had been such an insurmountable thing, getting his Jewish parents to accept the “Gentile’s Messiah.”

But then, the Lord worked on the impossible.


Chapter 6

FORCING HER mouth into a smile for Nate’s sake was the hardest thing Tammy had ever done. But she knew her husband was worried about her, knowing how difficult it would be to find out that the children they’d had for such a very short time were… gone.

It was all she could do to keep her emotions in check as she put on the brave front, telling Nate that she wanted to help search the wreckage for other survivors. She was relieved when he didn’t argue, only warned her to stay away from his parents’ RV.

Tammy didn’t ask why. She didn’t want to see the kids’ lifeless bodies. She’d rather remember them laughing, cuddling, sleeping…

When he held out Sissy’s doll, Tammy had barely been able to hold back the sob that clogged her throat, sniffling back the threatening tears as she turned away, clutching the doll to her chest.

She didn’t have a destination, so she headed to where she thought Felicia was. Though she’d never been close to the woman before the collapse, since they’d been brought together during the Tribulation, they’d become fast friends.

Felicia wasn’t at the pile of camper rubble where she’d last been. For some reason, that brought her tears closer to the surface and Tammy was afraid she was headed for a real breakdown. It wasn’t something she wanted witnessed, so she moved away from the carnage, toward the north.

Trotting on the ocean floor was surprisingly easy, though she kept her head down to watch for things that might trip her. And to hide her tears.

No one questioned where she was going, but she supposed they were all busy helping search the wreckage… and mourning those who hadn’t made it.

A fresh round of tears filled her eyes and she walked a bit faster, eager to be away from the scene, though a stab of guilt pierced through her at leaving the others to handle the gruesome task. It was moments later when she startled, realizing she’d reached the line of Neos vehicles. She hadn’t meant to walk so far.

Bodies of enemy soldiers littered the area and Tammy carefully averted her eyes. The last thing she wanted was to drum up images of what her kids might have gone through…

She shook her head, trying desperately to keep those thoughts at bay. Spying a wide bumper on one of the trucks, she moved to it, sitting as she turned toward where she’d left the others. They were far enough away that she could barely make out their shadowy forms as they moved about the smoldering campers.

A heavy sigh left her then as she let the tears freely flow. They quickly turned to soul-shattering sobs, bowing her over as she clutched at her chest, her body shaking as the emotion poured itself out, splattering onto the dry sand at her feet.

Though it felt like her heart was going to fall right out of her chest, the sobs subsided more quickly than she would have thought. Sitting up, Tammy wiped at her cheeks, then used her shirt to dry her face.

“Lord,” she whispered, “I know they’re with You now. Please tell them that I love them and I’ll see them soon.”

“Are you done?”

The snarling voice wasn’t what she expected to hear after praying and Tammy spun around, eyes widening when she saw an enemy soldier standing at the side of the truck she was sitting on. She jumped up and faced him, not missing the fact that he was bleeding from multiple areas, though unfortunately, none of them looked like mortal wounds.

Too bad.

She wasn’t surprised that he had a gun pointed at her. Rifle, she corrected herself automatically. Tasha would have chewed her out if she’d heard her call the weapon a gun, she thought while wondering if she were a bit hysterical.

The man didn’t say anything, just stared at her. Tammy started to ask him what he wanted, but then realized she was too afraid of the answer, while at the same time telling herself she didn’t need to be afraid at all.

She remembered when she’d visited Jesus in the place He’d called a “corridor.”  He’d told her that she had a purpose, that she’d bring others into the Kingdom.

But He hadn’t specifically said that she’d live to the end. Or that she wouldn’t be… hurt.

Tammy put her hands up and the man’s eyes turned to stare at the doll she still clutched. “What do you want?” she said, asking the question despite her fears.

The soldier laughed and stepped closer. He was very pale, almost ghostly and she wondered if that was a natural color for him, or if it was due to blood loss.

“I want a lot of things,” he said as he came around the front of the truck, his lip curling up in a sneer. Though his meaning was clear as his light-colored eyes trailed down her body, drawing a shudder, she wasn’t worried. For one thing, the man was in no shape for those types of things.

And for another, she’d kill herself with the knife in her boot before she let him.

In that moment, she wished she had her rifle, but she’d set it down when she’d gone to talk to Nate. When she’d known just by the sight of his face what had happened, and had been both reluctant and desperate to get to him.

She swallowed down the new tears at that thought.

Tammy schooled her features into a bored look as she crossed her arms over her chest. She even tilted her chin down, as if to say, “And? Hurry up, I don’t have all day.”

Her actions caused the man to scowl. Tammy stared at him, thinking that even without the ugly Neos’ uniform, he’d be unattractive. His small nose was flat, his thin lips barely a slash across his face, and his forehead was too broad. While she knew she shouldn’t judge people by their looks, she figured it was okay when it came to the enemy.

He took a threatening step closer and she had to force her feet to stay planted in the sand, keeping the uninterested look on her face. The fact that she wasn’t showing any fear seemed to infuriate him and he pulled the rifle to his shoulder as if to shoot her.

Tammy tilted her head to the side. The Lord had also told her when she’d nearly died that she was a warrior princess, but would fight the enemy with words. Her lips quirked into a smile.

Jesus had done the same with Satan, so…

“Scripture says that no weapon formed against me will prosper,” she said with a nod toward his rifle. A flash of recognition shone in his eyes and Tammy remembered wondering if all the Neos soldiers had demons. Maybe not, she thought, but I’m pretty sure this one does.

She grinned then. “‘And the great dragon was thrown down, the serpent of old who is called the devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world; he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him’,” she quoted, somewhat startled that the verse had spilled forth from her like that, though she knew it was the Lord’s doing.

The soldier sucked in a deep breath and staggered back a step. She gave him a fake wince.

“Ooh, I bet that sucked, huh?” She swept her hand out. “I mean, one day you’re in perfect paradise, then you make one very bad decision about which team to play for and BAM! You’re stuck here… hell on earth.”

Tammy dropped her arms and advanced on him. “‘You are of your father the devil’,” she continued quoting, “‘and you want to do the desires of your father.’” The man stumbled back a few more steps, eyes wide on her. It was as if she was shooting him with arrows.

Or stabbing him with the Sword of Truth, she thought.

“‘He was a murderer from the beginning’,” she went on, stalking toward him, “‘and does not stand in the truth because there is no truth in him. Whenever he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies.’”

His eyes widened as he let the rifle fall to his side, hanging by the shoulder strap.

Tammy grinned at that. “‘But for the cowardly and unbelieving and abominable and murderers and immoral persons and sorcerers and idolaters and all liars, their part will be in the lake that burns with fire and brimstone, which is the second death.’”

The soldier took another step backward, tripping on something and falling to his backside on the hard sand. Tammy stood over him.

“But the Lord is faithful, and He will strengthen and protect you from the evil one.”

With that, the man shuddered and Tammy watched in fascination as a blackness crawled up him, over his body, as if consuming him from the bottom up.

Her eyes widened and she took a step back, suddenly realizing that, despite her bravado, she didn’t want to be anywhere near whatever it was making its way over the soldier. The blackness seemed as if it was death itself.

But it wasn’t just black, it was the complete absence of color, so dense that it seemed to suck in whatever light was around it.

Demon!

She sucked in a breath as she took another frightened step back, ready to turn and run.

“Though you walk in the midst of trouble, I will revive you.” The Lord’s voice filled her head and Tammy took a deep breath, willing her pounding heart to calm down.

Thank You, Daddy.

Tammy stiffened her spine then as she stared at the demon. She took a fortifying breath and stepped back up to the man surrounded by darkness.

“‘For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places.’”

A keening wail came from the demon then as it finished its climb up its host. Tammy looked a little closer then and realized that the evil creature wasn’t on the outside of the man as she’d thought, but was within him, almost like it was under his skin.

She shuddered at the thought of that.

The soldier’s body convulsed as the demon spewed from him, like a geyser of inky oil. But instead of pouring onto the sand, it formed into a semblance of a man and stood.

About two stories above her.

Where are the angels? She wondered with a small amount of panic, while at the same time knowing the Lord was with her and she didn’t need to be afraid. Knowing that was comforting, but the towering demon was so incredibly frightening that the fear seemed to overtake her reason.

The creature growled, though Tammy couldn’t see a mouth. It was more like a man-shaped column of black smoke as it shimmied and shifted, its movements almost graceful. If she hadn’t been slightly terrified, she realized the sight before her would have been rather fascinating.

It was hard to imagine that the terrifying creature before her had been an angel at one time. The Heavenly Host was so attractive, glorious in their true form, that it was impossible to think the seemingly black hole of evil had held the same beauty at one time.

She said as much. “I can’t believe you could have been a beautiful angel,” she said, forcing herself into a casual arms-crossed stance again as she looked him over with a sneer. She uncrossed one arm and waved a hand, indicating his… body.

“This… this thing that you are now is really gross,” she continued, again wondering if she was hysterical. Or crazy. Really shouldn’t poke the bears, Tamara, she told herself. Or bully the demons.

“I mean, seriously,” she went on, ignoring her thoughts, “it’s like thick cigar smoke or something. Or LA in December. Just looking at you makes me want to cough. Hack up a lung. Yuck.”

The demon seemed to take offense at her remarks, Tammy thought with no small amount of glee… and the still-present fear in the background. The nearly forgotten soldier even sucked in a breath at her words and she glanced at him. She could swear the man gave her a warning look.

She shrugged the fear away. “‘Submit therefore to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you.’”

That time, the demon himself took a step back, then another. Tammy advanced on him.

“You’re not going to win this fight,” she announced. “God’s very own children are withstanding you. Resisting you. And we have nothing to lose,” she grinned, “because our lives ending here means the beginning of our true lives in paradise.”

The demon stepped back again as the soldier scrambled to get out of the way. Even though the creature seemed to be somewhat incorporeal, Tammy knew that he had substance.

She grinned again. “‘And they overcame him because of the blood of the Lamb and because of the word of their testimony, and they did not love their life even when faced with death,’” she quoted. “That is where we are now… overcoming your master.”

With that, the demon turned. Tammy worried that he was going to run away, escaping the torment of hearing God’s very own truth. She wondered again where the angels were, silently questioning why they weren’t dealing with their enemies.

But instead of fleeing, the demon did something even more surprising—he launched himself at the soldier.

While Tammy stood by, mouth agape in shock, she watched as the demon reentered the soldier. It wasn’t an attack, though. It was more like smoke being forced into a bottle with a bellows.

The soldier’s body shuddered and convulsed as the demon reentered him, but it was just seconds when he was back on his feet. Tammy braced herself for another attack, knowing that she wouldn’t survive that go-round. He was going to shoulder his rifle and shoot her.

He left her in even more shock when he turned and ran.

She was still staring off into the darkness in the direction where the Neos soldier had fled when a voice startled her, causing her to spin around.

“What are you doing out here?” Penny asked as she approached, rifle at the read and eyes wary as she examined the enemy’s line of vehicles. After a few moments, the woman’s eyes found hers.

“I saw you walk off and figured you needed some time to yourself,” she admitted. “But when you didn’t come back, I figured I better come looking.”

Tammy nodded. She’d been surprised to see Penny, half expecting to see Felicia or Nate approaching. But for some reason, she was glad it was the battle-hardened former soldier who’d found her.

She turned to stare back out into the darkness. “There was a man,” she said, “a Neos soldier.” Her voice was barely more than a croak and she was unsure if Penny heard her or not. She motioned in the direction she’d last seen the man running.

“He ran off.”

Penny made a noise that Tammy couldn’t decipher. She turned to look at the woman she’d come to respect.

“He had a demon.”

Penny nodded. “Most do, I’m finding.”

Tammy’s nod mirrored hers. “Yeah,” she agreed. “But this one came out of him and I talked to it. Quoted Scripture,” she said with a smile at the memory. She glanced back at Penny.

“And then he went back into the man and he ran.” She pointed lamely in the direction the soldier had fled.

Penny sucked in a sharp breath through her nose, releasing it through her teeth. It was that action that made Tammy realize the air wasn’t as bad where they were; in fact, it was even clearer than it had been at the fort.

The two women were silent for a while, staring into the darkness when Penny finally spoke. “You know, maybe the Lord sent that man, that demon-possessed soldier, here so that you could see what the kids are missing.” Her voice caught, surprising Tammy.

Penny glanced at her, as if embarrassed to have been caught showing emotion. She cleared her throat, looking away. “I mean, you know, all this bad stuff. Demons, enemy soldiers with no morals, no conscience.” Her eyes found Tammy’s again and even in the dim light, she could tell Penny had a haunted look to her.

“It’s better that they’re gone,” she whispered. Tammy wondered if she was afraid to say the words out loud, and she nodded, murmuring agreement. She could tell that her reaction had shocked Penny.

“You’re right,” she admitted as she turned away, walking back toward the others. Penny fell in step beside her. “A year ago, I would have been completely devastated. Maybe even six months ago.” She shrugged.

“But now that everything has gotten so much harder, and the Neos are a constant threat, well… really, it’s hard to be upset when people go.”

“As long as they’ve accepted Jesus,” Penny added. Tammy smiled.

“Thank Jesus all of our group who’ve… gone, had gotten saved.”

The woman smiled at her, reaching to pat her shoulder. “And that’s all that matters.”

IT TOOK two more days before they reached the coast of Africa, though they had no idea exactly what country they were in.

“We should be fine if we just head directly south,” Bill, the group’s navigator, said as he studied a map. Tammy watched the man from her position in the back of the truck, wondering how in the world he could tell where they were… everything was so torn up.

For some reason, it seemed as if the African continent had seen the worst of the earthquake. After reaching the coast—which they only realized they had because they were no longer driving in sand—they’d stopped to take stock of their situation.

Someone mentioned the tumbled land, wondering why the continent seemed so much worse off than the United States had been. Leonard—the geologist who’d traveled with them before being killed in the fight at the fort—had assumed the earthquake had been a global one. But after witnessing the completely devastated African landscape, the group wondered if the U.S. had just experienced some sort of side effect of an African quake.

“Like a sort of tsunami, but the ground instead of ocean?” Nate had questioned. He shrugged. “Guess it’s possible, but—”

“No, I think this was caused by the nukes that were launched,” Mark said. When the group looked at him, he lifted a shoulder. “I mean, I saw something about that back at the mobile home park when we had television.” He waved a hand to indicate the overturned ground that stretched for as far as they could see.

“This looks like ground zero of a nuclear blast to me.”

That had caused worry over the aftereffects of such a blast, concerns of radiation and the like. The group’s murmurings had gotten louder at that until Nate had to whistle shrilly to get them to stop.

“We were worried about that very thing,” he admitted, “when we first heard about the nukes being launched. But then one of our elders—” His voice caught at that and Tammy put a hand on his back. He smiled down at her, then cleared his throat.

“Jacob, who we lost during the last fight, reminded us that it really doesn’t matter if we get radiation sickness now. Or cancer. Whatever. Our time is short regardless, right?”

Her husband’s words seemed to calm the group and most offered reluctant smiles as they returned to their vehicles to start what looked like was going to be a treacherous journey. Tammy watched them walk off, chuckling when Lito and Fredo pushed and shoved each other as they made their way to one of the few remaining RVs. Dorothy smacked both boys in the back of the head as she climbed the steps before them.

After the last fight with the Neos, they’d lost everyone over the age of sixty… and everyone under the age of fourteen. Dorothy’s teen boys were the only children left, though both of them were more man than child.

Nate and Gerald had taken the boys in the last truck with them, taking turns showing the boys how to use the sniper rifles, while practicing aiming, shooting at seashells and sea life carcasses out the back of truck as they drove.

Thankfully, they’d ditched what was left of the rotting whale, or whatever it had been, after the last fight. The group insisted that the men who’d managed to smell as bad as the fish drove to the edge of the ocean—which had receded even farther to the south—so they could wash.

But when they’d returned, they told the others that the sea was now red… presumably from blood.

“You can see dead stuff floating in it,” J.D. had told them. Nate had nodded.

“And it smells worse than we do.”

“That’s hard to believe,” Felicia had muttered as she held a hand over her nose. Tammy thought the woman was a bit over-dramatic, but she was right… their husbands still reeked. And as each day went by, they seemed to get riper.

She dropped her hand from Nate’s back and sniffed it covertly. But now that they were on land again—away from the “ocean”—the smoke was once more hanging in the air from burning vegetation, and it was all she could smell. Tammy hoped most everything would have burned out by then.

“All the trucks are still full,” Brad, the group’s mechanic, announced as he wiped his hands on a rag that looked dirtier than his hands had been. He grinned as he planted his fists on his hips.

“God is still providing.”

“Amen,” most of the group agreed.

“And the food is still full,” Jim announced as he jerked his thumb over his shoulder toward one of the trucks. “Juana and I just did an inventory and it’s like we haven’t even touched the supply,” he grinned.

Nate held up his water bottle. “And the Lord keeps our water going,” he added with a head shake. Tammy smiled, knowing that her husband was still in awe of the Lord’s provision.

“Let’s have a moment of praise to thank the Lord for all He’s done,” Tammy suggested. The group murmured in agreement.

“Who wants to start?” Tammy asked.

Surprisingly, Lito raised his hand. Tammy nodded to the teen, smiling.

“Father… uh, Jesus,” Lito said, stuttering a bit, “I just want to say thanks for letting me and Fredo still have our Abuela and our mama. I, uh, don’t really know You, at least, not like some of the people here, but… well, from I can tell, You’re pretty awesome.”

There was a round of “amens” at that and then Tammy asked if anyone else wanted to speak.

“What’s there to say after that?” Felicia asked with a laugh. The group joined in, then headed to their respective vehicles.

“Just remember to keep radio silence unless it’s an emergency,” Tasha called out as they walked to the trucks.

Tammy laughed and Nate looked at her in question. She motioned toward Tasha, climbing into the back of one of the other trucks.

“Gerald’s supposed to be in charge of security, but Tasha barks out orders more than anyone.”

Nate laughed too. “And Penny,” he said as he tossed his arm over her shoulders, then gave her a light squeeze. “All you women are bossy.”

Tammy gave him a fake gasp as she poked him in the ribs. “I heard that,” Felicia called out from behind. Nate turned to grin at their friend over his shoulder as he hurried off to help people get loaded.

“Man’s right,” Gerald grumbled. “Bunch of bossy bit—”

Whatever the man was going to say—and Tammy had a pretty good idea—was cut off when his wife slugged him in the stomach. Though it was in fun, Gerald doubled over, then fell to his knees, clutching his stomach.

The women laughed at his antics, but Gerald didn’t let up. Finally, Felicia rolled her eyes and grabbed her husband’s arm.

“C’mon, enough already,” she laughed. “They don’t have the Academy Awards anymore.”

“Not joking,” Gerald wheezed.

Tammy looked at Felicia, noting that the woman had a concerned look on her face, though it was also colored by confusion, as if she wasn’t quite sure whether to believe Gerald or not. When he fell onto his side on the blackened ground, made black by the vegetation that had long since burned, Felicia cried out, falling to her knees beside him. Tammy rushed to their side.

“Ger!” Felicia cried as she tried to roll her husband to his back, but he yelled out and curled further into a ball. She turned panicked eyes to Tammy.

“What’s wrong with him?” she gasped. Tammy shook her head.

“I don’t know, you’re the nurse.” As if needing the reminder, Felicia started rapid-firing questions at Gerald.

“Where does it hurt? Are you nauseous? Does your chest hurt? What about your shoulder? Your jaw?”

The man didn’t answer a single one, seemingly in too much pain. Felicia turned tear-filled eyes up at Tammy.

“I didn’t hit him that hard,” she whispered, guilt crossing her face. Tammy put her hand on her friend’s shoulder.

“I know. This isn’t from that.” At least, she didn’t think so, though it was a strange coincidence. “Let me go find Nate, okay? He can heal Ger up in no time.” Felicia nodded, then looked back at her husband, who had turned a very sallow-looking yellow. Tammy frowned and rushed off.

She couldn’t find Nate and was starting to panic, especially when she heard Felicia scream, “Nate!” her voice full of panic. Tammy worried it was too late for Gerald.

Father, please don’t take another one from us, she prayed as she ran from truck to truck, asking if anyone had seen her husband. He’d been gone less than five minutes, but seemed to have disappeared.

After making sure he wasn’t in any of the trucks, she ran to the three RVs and two travel trailers that made up the tail end of their group, all that was left of the huge caravan. She didn’t think Nate would have gone there, since they were traveling in the trucks, but she had no idea where else he would be.

It was the second RV where she found him… and it was with no small amount of shock that when she yanked the door open, she found her husband in Dorothy’s arms.

“What…” she shook her head, knowing she wasn’t seeing what she thought she was as the pair separated. Neither had a look of guilt on their face, which she’d expect if something fishy had been going on.

“Gerald needs you,” she rushed to say. “Something’s happened—” She didn’t have to say anything else as Nate leapt out of the door, ignoring the steps completely as he started running back toward the trucks.

“Where is he?” Nate called over his shoulder.

“Where you left him,” Tammy called back, as her mind jumped from what she’d just witnessed. She forced the thoughts aside and kept praying for Gerald. And Felicia.

Even though their friends “fought” all the time, everyone knew it was in fun. Gerald and Felicia loved each other immensely and Felicia would be devastated to lose him.

They rounded the truck where Gerald had collapsed and Nate slid to a stop on his knees, dusting his friend as Felicia held him against her, sobbing.

“It’s too late,” she wailed. “He’s gone.” Tammy’s heart clenched at that announcement and hurried to kneel next to the woman, wrapping her arms around her, hugging both her and the man Felicia cradled.

Nate didn’t even pause as he put his hands on Gerald, though on his chest. “It was his stomach,” Tammy told him. “Somewhere around that.”

“I hit him,” Felicia cried. “I think I ruptured something!”

Nate shook his head, though he didn’t take his eyes off his old friend. “I doubt you could hit that hard,” he told her as he moved his hands to Gerald’s stomach. “Maybe if you kicked him…”

Tammy watched as Nate closed his eyes, knowing he was praying for healing. She, too, was afraid it was too late for the man, but she also knew that God worked miracles all the time. She closed her eyes and added her prayers.

Daddy, please… we’ve lost so many already. Please don’t let Gerald go too. It’s selfish, I know, because he’d be at peace with You and wouldn’t have to suffer anymore, but it would be pretty hard here without him. So, let me be selfish and ask that You send Gerald back to us.

“Dang, that sucks.”

Tammy opened her eyes and stared down at Gerald, while Felicia gasped and cried, “Ger! You’re alive!”

Her husband squinted up at his wife, then looked at Nate as he pushed himself to a sitting position. He surprised everyone when he shoved Nate so hard, he fell back.

“Thanks a lot, jerk,” Gerald muttered. Tammy’s mouth hung open as she released Felicia and moved to help Nate stand.

“Uh, you’re welcome, jerk,” Nate returned. “For saving your life.” Nate smirked at his friend, then reached out to help the man up, though Felicia seemed reluctant to release him.

Gerald huffed out a laugh. “Well, you two should understand,” he said, motioning between Tammy and Nate. Understanding dawned on her.

“Ohhh,” she murmured excitedly, “you were with Jesus?”

Gerald’s grin widened as he nodded. “Yeah, and can I just say Wow.” He shook his head, then wrapped his arm around Felicia who had moved to plaster herself against her husband, both arms wrapped tightly around him.

“I’m starting to feel a little left out here,” the woman grumbled. “All three of you have gotten to meet the Lord up close and personal. It’s not fair,” she whined.

Gerald laughed. “Well, considering you have to die or be near death to meet Him, I’m glad you haven’t.” He gave her a squeeze. “Besides, we’ll all get to meet Him soon. Real soon,” he added as he winked at Nate. Tammy wondered what the Lord had told Gerald that He hadn’t told them.

The couple moved back to the truck they’d been riding in, while Tammy and Nate turned back to their truck. They’d just reached the back door when Tammy turned to him.

“Well, now that the excitement of Gerald’s death is out of the way, we have another one to worry about.”

Nate tilted his head in confusion. “Who’s?” Tammy gave him a look she knew he couldn’t interpret.

“Yours.”


Chapter 7

NATHAN HAD no idea what Tammy was upset about, but it was clear whatever it was had caused her to be really angry.

Scary angry, in fact.

As they settled into the back of the truck that Raj was taking a turn driving with Anya riding shotgun, Nathan stared at the side of his wife’s face. She wouldn’t look at him, wouldn’t even glance his way. By the expressions crossing her face, Nathan could tell Tammy was alternating between anger, confusion, doubt, possibly praying in intervals, and then back to anger.

He figured she was going to wear herself out soon enough and they wouldn’t have to discuss whatever had her panties in a wad, which was fine with him. He put his head back against the side of the truck and closed his eyes.

He was exhausted and didn’t want to have some emotional discussion.

Sleep had just started to take over when Tammy spoke. “Do you want to tell me why you were hugging Dorothy?” she snapped. “I mean, it’s okay to hug people,” she hurriedly added, shaking her head, as if unable to clear her thoughts, “but that wasn’t exactly a hug. That was more like a… like an embrace!” Her voice raised enough at the last bit that some of the others turned their way. Kal caught his eye, eyebrow raised. Nathan just shrugged at the man.

I have no clue.

But then he remembered how Tammy had found him in the RV that Dorothy, her mom and boys were now occupying. It had been their neighbor’s from the RV park, but Mr. Reynolds had died during the Neos attack when he’d made the fateful decision to hang out in Jack and Cora’s RV… that had taken a direct missile hit.

He supposed it could have looked like he was hugging—embracing, he corrected himself wryly—the woman. But his wife should trust him and know that he wasn’t going to be out looking for “fun” on the side.

As if, he snorted to himself. He’d never once been unfaithful to Tammy, and that was even before he’d gotten saved. There was no way he’d do something like that, especially not now that he knew Jesus personally.

The last thing he wanted to do was disappoint the Lord… or tick off his wife.

“I wasn’t hugging—or embracing—Dorothy,” he said, trying to keep the laughter out of his voice, though it was rather funny. Tammy gave him a sideways look, as if knowing the struggle he was having.

“Thinking back, I guess I probably would have thought the same thing if I saw what you did,” he admitted. “But what you actually saw was me healing her back. She’d hurt it lifting some of the RV pieces.” His wife made a noise that suggested she didn’t quite believe him.

“And what you didn’t see,” he continued with twitching lips as he fought back that darned laugh, “was Isabella and the boys sitting at the dining table, watching us.”

“Oh,” Tammy breathed, glancing at him.

“Yeah, oh,” he said, finally letting the laugh out as he reached out to put his arm across her shoulders. “Honey, I have never cheated on you. Never even thought about it. Not even when the diner hired that former exotic dancer. You remember—the one who was constantly falling out of her top.”

Tammy made a noise at that, then pushed her shoulder into him, nudging him to the side. “I should be mad that you noticed her ‘falling out of her top’, but it was kinda hard to miss, huh?”

Nathan laughed again, though he was wise enough not to comment. “Seriously, though, that’s the last thing you ever have to worry about with me. And besides, who wants to, uh, get frisky now? We’re all stinky, sticky and sweaty.”

That made her chuckle. “True. Sure would be nice to bathe. The last time we were in any water was back at the fort. That was a long time ago.”

“Too long,” Nathan agreed with a sigh. “And now the water’s bloody. Doesn’t look like we’ll get a chance to bathe for an even longer time.”

“Guess we’ll just go into Heaven stinking like old gym socks.”

He huffed out a laugh. “More like old gym socks that were worn every day for a year without being washed.”

“After walking around in cow manure.”

“Dog poop.”

“While chasing a pack of skunks.”

“And walking through a sewer.”

“Eww, okay, gross. You’re making me want to climb out on the top of the truck if that’s what you think I smell like.”

Nathan laughed again. “It’s what we all smell like. Thank the Lord we’re all nose blind now.”

“True that.”

They didn’t speak for a long time after that and Nathan tried dozing off again. But his brain was on overdrive, trying to figure out a way they could bathe. Truly bathe. The best they’d been able to do was use their drinking water for quick sponge baths. It was hardly adequate with the smoke clinging to their skin and the way they sweated.

Daddy, would You provide a way for us to get clean? he prayed. Really clean, I mean. We’re all feeling pretty gross here.

“And I don’t want you coming here smelling like that.”

Nathan barked out a laugh, causing others to look his way. He just pointed up and received knowing nods. Apparently, everyone had been hearing from the Lord lately.

That made him think about Tammy wondering if the Holy Spirit had left the earth. Many of the group had said they “no longer felt Him.” Nathan wasn’t sure what they were talking about, because he himself had never felt like he’d had another presence after he’d accepted the Lord. One question nagged at him, though.

Nathan turned to the pastor. “Hey Kal.” He waited until the man looked his way. “If the Holy Spirit isn’t here anymore like Tammy wondered,” he waved his hand to indicate the others, “then does that mean demons could possess us?”

Kal shook his head. “Nah, man. The Lord marks His people in the end times so that the evil ones know we belong to Him.” He paused for a moment and tilted his head to the side. “Which makes me think Tammy’s idea might just be right—without the Spirit, we’d need something to mark us as His.”

Nathan nodded. “Yeah, and also—”

“What is that?” Anya cried from the front while Raj yelled the same. Nathan paused as they all leaned forward to look through the opening between the cab and the truck bed.

A huge black cloud was headed right for the caravan. Someone yelled “demon!” but others argued against it.

“No, demons have the shape of a human. That’s more like smoke.”

“Yeah, but smoke doesn’t travel. That’s moving toward us, and a lot faster than we’re driving!”

Nathan squinted out the windshield into the darkness. “That looks more like… like a swarm of bees. That’s weird. I would have thought all the wildlife had died off by now.”

Tammy sucked in a sharp breath and Nathan glanced at her. His wife’s eyes were huge in her face, illuminated by the truck’s dashboard. She turned to him.

“Those aren’t bees,” she murmured. “I think those are the locust creatures we read about in Revelation.” At her declaration, Kal made a choking sound and Nathan looked at him.

The pastor turned to him. “That mark the Lord gave us?” he said, obviously not expecting an answer. “You’ll be glad to have it now.”

Nathan frowned, trying to remember what the Bible had said about the locust invasion, but truthfully, he’d been more interested in the political goings on the prophecy spoke of and where they were on the timeline.

The fall of all the world’s governments and resulting need for one currency… that had happened almost immediately after the economic collapse. Pestilence, famine, wars… the pestilence had occurred before the collapse when new viruses had swept the globe and famine had certainly made its mark once the world found itself without any money to buy food. As for wars… well, they’d heard about the nuclear war and were seeing evidence of that now on the African continent.

Earthquakes… no need to even wonder about that one, he thought. One-world government… the Neos were obviously that entity. One-world religion… when they’d been back at the mobile home park, watching Mark’s television, the Neo Geo Task Force Network had a broadcast talking about the world’s religious leaders coming to some sort of “peaceable agreement,” whatever that meant.

As for the rest of it, he had no idea what was going on. But one thing was for certain—they were fast approaching the very end of the world as they’d known it.

“What should I do?” Raj cried out.

Kal shook his head, though his brother-in-law wasn’t looking at him. “Nothing, bro. Nothing you can do.” He maneuvered between the seats then and grabbed the mic for the radio. Nathan reached out automatically to stop him since they were supposed to keep radio silence, but then he realized this was as close to an emergency as anything else they could have encountered.

“No one panic,” Kal announced. “I’m pretty sure these are those locust creatures we read about in Revelation. We’ve all got the mark of God on our foreheads, and they can’t touch us.”

He hung the radio back up, then patted Raj on the shoulder. “Just keep going. No reason to stop.” Raj nodded, then slowly started moving forward again, driving right toward the swarm.

The creatures parted as they neared, in a rather mesmerizing swirl. Nathan was reminded of starlings when they’d startle and take flight in a seemingly choreographed pattern.

As they drew closer, the swarm broke off in sections, each smaller group moving toward a vehicle. Nathan held his breath when their “assigned” swarm came closer.

And went under the truck.

“Where’d they go?” Anya asked, though no one could give her an answer.

“Maybe we ran over them?” Raj asked hopefully.

“I think they’re just looking for a way in,” Kal replied. That caused distressed murmurs.

“They’re not allowed to hurt us,” Kal reiterated. “Remember? If we have the mark of God on us, they can’t do anything to us.”

Most of their group nodded, though Nathan could sense the tension as each person waited to see what would happen.

Anya let out a little scream then, drawing everyone’s attention to the cab.

One of the creatures had managed to crawl through the truck’s air conditioning system and was wiggling through one of the vents on the dash. Nathan stared in fascination; these were obviously intelligent creatures.

“What do I do?” Kal’s wife squealed as she pushed into her seat, as if trying to shove herself all the way into the bed of the truck.

“Nothing, sweet,” Kal replied as he reached out and put a hand on her arm. “Just let it do its thing. They have to examine us, I think.”

It was seconds later when the locust like creature managed to work its way through the slats in the vent. Nathan’s eyes widened when he saw the size of the thing—it was at least the length of his hand, and with its wings spread, easily as wide. It was the largest flying insect he’d ever seen.

And hands-down the scariest. The thing hovered like a hummingbird as it first moved to Anya, then Raj. It seemed frustrated by what it saw, so it buzzed between the seats to the bed of the truck.

Nathan fought back his own panic at seeing the thing up close when it moved to stare at him. Besides being huge, it was freaky, with a face that was almost human looking with long hair, but with fangs that reminded him of a tarantula. It was as if God had taken a doll’s head and attached it to a caterpillar-like body with scaled armor, and wings that Nathan were almost certain were made of metal.

Despite being grotesque-looking, the worst thing about the creature was the stinger that curled up behind it. Resembling the tail of a scorpion, but larger, it had a needle-sharp tip at least as long as Nathan’s pinky finger. Being stung by that would be excruciating.

He had no doubt that the locust creatures had come from the very pits of Hell itself.

No one spoke as the thing made its rounds, though there were a few gasps when several more made their way into the truck. But once they realized that the insects weren’t going to harm them, the group seemed to release a collective breath.

Raj rolled down his window. “Okay, you had your fun,” he yelled. “Now, go find someone you can actually torment!” Anya rolled her window down as well, and the others laughed when the creatures did as Raj said, flying out the window and disappearing into the gloom.

“Phewww,” Kal said as he blew out a breath. “That was… well, that was scarier than I thought it was going to be.”

“Did you see the stingers on those things?” a woman—Nathan thought it was Patty—asked. “I sure am glad Steve and I got those danged Neos tattoos off us.”

Nathan shook his head at the memory of that, when he’d been healing the couple of sickness and near-starvation, but the Lord had chosen to also remove the tattoos they’d taken under duress. It had been a true testament to the Lord’s amazing mercy.

“That’s not what saved you,” Nathan told her with a smile. “It was the fact that you accepted Jesus and He marked you as His own.”

Patty nodded and Juana spoke up then. Ever since she’d nearly died during the fight with the Neos at the fort, the woman had been strangely quiet. Jim, her husband, had said she was like that with him, as well.

“It’s rather awesome to think that we have God’s own signature on us, isn’t it?” she asked with a smile.

“Yeah,” Jim agreed, smiling at his wife. “Kind of makes you feel invincible, huh?”

Nathan could have sworn Juana got a haunted look then, but she managed a smile, nodding to her husband.

“Well, might as well keep going,” Raj said as he started off once again. “Bet we won’t have to worry too much about running into Neos now. They’re gonna be too busy fighting off those locust things.”

Nathan pursed his lips as he thought about that, but Raj was right. From what the Bible said, the creatures would torment non-believers for months. Judging by the size of the things, they were going to put a whole lot of hurt on God’s enemies and they would be too busy dealing with them to be going after their group.

He grinned at Tammy. “This day just got a whole lot better.”

THE DAY couldn’t have ended any worse, Nathan thought. They’d barely made any progress over the impossibly rough terrain which had seemed to get rockier and hillier the farther east they traveled. He estimated they’d only managed twelve miles, though they’d been driving all day.

“At least we have shelter,” his wife said. “And food. Water.” She hugged him around the waist. “And each other.”

Nathan chuckled as he wrapped an arm around her, noticing she was wearing her favorite purple shirt, though it was so dirty it was more an eggplant color. He knew whenever she wore that shirt, it was because she was trying to make herself feel better, yet there she was, trying to cheer him.

Impossible task, he thought to himself, wryly. It had been such a long day in the back of the truck. He much preferred driving, but a lot of the others did too, so it was only fair that they all get a turn. At least when you were driving, you had something to do.

Of course, they tried to fill in the long day with discussions, Bible study and even worship songs. But that only lasted an hour or two before everyone simply got too tired to continue. Bouncing around on the hard bed of a truck was wearing on a body. And, apparently, the mind as well.

“Quit trying to cheer me up,” Nathan said as he kissed the top of Tammy’s head, even though she protested, complaining about her hair being too dirty. Of course it is, he thought. Just like our clothes, our skin, or… everything. Nothing had changed over the months. He was used to feeling like a grimy, grungy slug. At least, that’s what he kept telling himself.

“I’m not trying to cheer you up,” Tammy said as she squeezed him. “I’m trying to stop you from heading into the impending gloomy mood.” She leaned back to look up at him. “We’re all suffering, you know. And we all have the same fears and doubts, along with trying to trust all that Jesus promised us. We’re no better than the Israelites,” she laughed.

He grinned along with her. “There have been a lot of times I felt the same way,” he admitted. “That I knew how Moses felt leading the grumbling Hebrews through the desert. ‘Moses’,” he said with a whining voice, “‘I don’t like this water. Can you make wine come out of the rock? How about a nice merlot?’”

Tammy laughed harder at his high-pitched, nasally voice. The others milling around the area, stretching their legs after the long ride, laughed too, even though his teasing was directed at them. Nathan wondered if they knew that. Probably not, or they wouldn’t be laughing.

“Well, I guess we should help get the food out,” he told Tammy as he turned to walk to “food truck,” the Neos truck stacked with their freeze-dried food packs. All the fresher canned food the older people had brought along had been blown up in the last attack. Nathan sighed, knowing it was just a matter of time before the rest of the group started whining about the food packs… wanting “merlot.”

They had walked just a few feet when a loud whistling sound drew their attention skyward. Tammy gasped and Nathan’s eyes widened at the fiery object streaking across the dark sky. The others in the group cried out in alarm.

“What is that?”

“What’s going on?”

“Is it heading toward us?”

Nathan had the same questions, but felt a little bit of relief when the projectile—which he suspected was a missile—shot past them, heading toward the Atlantic they’d just crossed.

Or maybe it’s heading to the U.S.

He shook that fear-filled thought away, knowing it didn’t matter now if the U.S. was hit by nuclear weapons. It would just mean that people would die faster, instead of starving to death, or whatever else might be coming their way. And he was reminded of the angel’s words—that it was now past the time that anyone would turn to the Lord.

“Well, at least it passed over us,” someone said, amid nervous laughter. Nathan had the opposite thoughts… too bad it didn’t hit right here.

Shaking those thoughts aside, he and Tammy continued to the food truck and started helping Juana unload the packs, handing them out to the people who gathered around. Though they knew the Lord was still miraculously providing for them, they still only ate one meal a day and everyone looked forward to it.

Once they formed a place to sit—rolling uprooted trees into somewhat of a circle—Nathan and Tammy sat on a log next to Gerald and Felicia.

Kal moved to the center of their haphazard circle to ask for a blessing.

“Heavenly Father, we thank You for all You have done for us. Thank You for taking those among us who would have suffered the most with what’s coming. We know they’re with You now and that’s something we’re all looking forward to. If we’re to die here on this earth, then please make our deaths quick and painless. But if we’re supposed to make it through to the end, then please keep paving the way for us.

“Thank You for the food we’re going to eat now and help us keep our focus always on You. You are a very good God. Amen.”

Nathan paused at Kal’s words as the others tore open their military food packs, most forgoing the chemical heater that came with them. It was so hot you could just put your food on a flat rock for a few minutes to heat it.

He absently opened his packet as he mulled over what the pastor had said. Those who would have suffered the most… It was true, he suddenly realized, embarrassed that he hadn’t thought of it before. But all those who’d been taken home to Heaven so far had either been elderly or very young. It was truly a blessing for them to have been kept from the worst of the suffering that he knew was coming their way.

The last year of the Tribulation period was going to be the worst. The Great Tribulation wasn’t going to be “great” for any human.

He shook those thoughts away, again forcing himself to trust that Jesus would bring them through it. We’re relying on You, Daddy. Take care of us. Like Kal asked, if we’re going to die here, please make it quick and painless.

Nathan opened his main course, not even caring what it was. There was a good variety of meals, but, like those who’d been in the military before said, after a while there was no difference between the spaghetti and meatballs and the barbecue beef. It all started to taste the same. Penny called the Meals Ready to Eat “the Three Lies—they ain't meals, they ain't ready and they dang sure ain’t edible.”

He had barely taken a few bites when the ground started to shake, throwing him off the back of the rotting tree. Tammy fell down beside him with a cry.

Nathan pushed himself up to his knees and helped Tammy up as well, but he didn’t dare try to stand, not with the earth rocking beneath them. It would be pointless. Tammy, though, tried to get to her feet. He tugged on her hand.

“Just wait for it to stop!” he yelled over the groaning and cracking sounds the ground was making. He’d never heard anything like it in his life—and it was so loud, it actually hurt.

Others in the group were screaming and Nathan wondered how many of the cries were of fear and how many were of pain. The newfound “healer” in him wanted to run to them and do what he could to help, but he had to wait for the earthquake to stop.

The last earthquake—the largest one in history, according to their now-deceased geologist—went on for a long time. It had seemed like it was never going to end as it rippled across the landscape, tearing down trees, buildings and even mountains, while at the same time pushing up new hills and opening crevices so deep one couldn’t see down past a few feet.

And it appeared this quake was going to be at least as strong. Maybe worse.

Tammy cried out and Nathan reached for her, but she rolled away from him before he could grab her. He knew it wasn’t voluntary; the earth itself took her away from him. She yelled, a fearful sound, while he crawled toward her. But the ground wasn’t having any of that.

Nathan was tossed even farther away from Tammy as the quake seemed incredibly to grow in intensity. It seemed impossible to survive it as the ground continued to roll, overturn and shake.

“Lord!” he cried out. “If we’re supposed to survive to the end, then You have to help us!”

Almost instantly, the shaking, rolling and tumbling stopped.

Nathan lay prone on his back staring up at the smoky sky, gasping for breath as he tried to get his emotions under control. The intense fear and helplessness he’d just experienced was unlike anything he’d ever felt before. Completely at the mercy of the earth and Creator, he’d been little more than a rag doll dragged across the ground.

But while it had all been happening, he knew that he was supposed to be trusting in the Lord to take care of them.

“Brace yourselves for aftershocks!” someone yelled. Nathan tried to calm his heart and slow his breathing as he listened to cries coming from the others. It was just a moment before he forced himself to a stand, looking around to see where he was needed.

But his first thought was of his wife.

“Tammy!” he yelled, listening intently for an answer. He didn’t receive one.

“Tammy!” Nathan cried out again as he began making his way over the ground that was impossibly more overturned than it had been before. It was as if the earth was trying to turn itself inside out. “Where are you?”

Panic seized him as he stood atop a large mound of dirt and searched the area. The smoky atmosphere seemed to have cleared a bit—probably due to the fires being extinguished thanks to the ground rolling atop itself—although there was quite a bit of dust hanging in the air.

Frantic, his eyes roamed the indescribable landscape, searching for any signs of his wife. It was an impossible task, though, with the terrain being filled with both high dirt mounds and deep crevices.

“Lord,” he cried, “help me. Please, Daddy, help me find her.” Nathan choked out the last bit as his eyes landed on a tiny bit of color in the distance. Sticking out of a crack in the earth, he saw what he thought was purple.

“Tammy!” he yelled as he stumbled down the mound he’d been standing on. In most circumstance, on normal terrain, the distance would have taken him just seconds to cross. But it was nearly five minutes before he finally dropped to his knees beside the crevice, chest heaving from the effort it had taken to get to her.

At first, Nathan thought that he was too late, that it was just his wife’s shirt that had caught on a branch sticking out of the ground. But as he forced himself to lean over and peer into the darkness, he saw that Tammy was dangling by the neck, caught up in her shirt.

“Tammy!” he cried again as he reached down to grab her, terrified either the shirt or the stick would give way at any moment. From the awkward angle she was hanging, the only thing he could reach was her shoulder, so he dug his fingers in, grimacing because he knew he was hurting her.

If she was still alive.

Shaking those thoughts aside, Nathan squeezed her flesh, pulling her closer to the side of the ravine. He then grabbed the shirt wrapped around her neck and prayed that it would hold—and that he wasn’t choking her further—as he pulled her up.

Once he dragged Tammy’s limp body up onto flat ground, Nathan immediately put a hand on her neck and another on her chest, praying fervently for healing. His heart thudded painfully when he realized she wasn’t breathing… and that he couldn’t feel a heartbeat.

He threw his head back. “Please, Father!” he choked out. “I know it’s selfish, but I don’t want to go through this time without her. Don’t take her from me. Not yet.” His eyes were blurry with tears as he ran his hands over her head, neck and chest, all the while pleading with the Lord to heal his wife.

“Are you seriously trying to cop a feel right now?”

Nathan blinked furiously as he looked into Tammy’s face, shocked when he saw that her eyes were open, a smirk on her face. He laughed then, though it was more of a sob as he pulled her to a sitting position so that he could wrap his arms around her, burying his face in her neck.

“I thought you were gone,” he said, the emotion of the past few moments leaking out in his voice. Tammy slid her arms around his waist.

“Me too,” she said. “But I didn’t even get to see Jesus this time,” she added with a grumble that made Nathan chuckle. He didn’t ask where she had been though. He was just glad she was back with him.

“Come on,” he said, after a moment. “We need to see if others need help.” It was a certainty, what with all the screams he’d heard while the ground had been overturning once again. He wondered if the rocket they’d seen soaring overhead had caused the tremendous quake. It was likely.

Hours later, they’d discovered that their group had been cleaved in half yet again. Everyone who’d died that time had been over the age of forty. Nathan wondered why that was, if the Lord was purposely leaving only the young to survive to the end.

Lito and Fredo had lost both mother and grandmother, but the boys weren’t inconsolable like Nathan would have thought. In fact, when he and Tammy had found the teens, they’d seemed somewhat exuberant. Tammy had tried mothering them, to console them, but the boys weren’t having any of that.

“An angel came and told us Mama and our abuela are with el Señor now,” Lito had said with a grin. “And guess what?”

“He told us we get to be Remnant Warriors in the Millennium!” Fredo blurted out, drawing a scowl from his brother, who’d apparently wanted to share that information.

Nathan frowned. “Remnant Warriors?”

“Yeah,” Lito enthused. “Totally bad as—” He caught himself with a sheepish look to Tammy, who frowned.

“Uh, really awesome warriors who get to fight Satan’s army!” Lito continued.

Nathan’s frown deepened. “Satan’s army?” He thought they were doing that then, during the Tribulation.

“After the thousand years of peace,” Tammy explained, “Satan will be released to tempt the world again. Just for a short while,” she added.

Nathan hadn’t heard about that, but then their Bible studies had revolved around what was happening then, with the end of the world.

He knew it was going to be enough just to get through that.


Chapter 8

THEY DECIDED to stay where they were and regroup after the second huge earthquake literally rocked their world. Tammy was glad for the reprieve from traveling, even if it did mean dealing one-on-one with grumbling, griping people.

It was understandable, of course. Many had lost family. All had lost friends. Most were consolable, knowing the people who’d died weren’t really “lost,” but had been spared from the suffering to come. That knowledge didn’t stop them from blaming Nathan though.

“We should have stayed at the fort,” Sancho complained. “At least then maybe we wouldn’t have lost so many people.”

Tammy doubted he was right, but they had lost an awful lot. Their group was down to less than thirty.

“You don’t know that,” Tasha snapped. “There’s no way of knowing if the fort survived the quake.”

“Quit looking in the rear-view mirror,” Penny added just as snappishly as they decided to take stock of what they had left for supplies.

“Well, I doubt it could have been worse than it was here,” Sancho grumbled, a few of the others joining in.

Nate hadn’t said anything to defend himself, which Tammy knew was typical of her peace-loving husband. She always wondered if he’d excelled in the psychology classes taught in the police academy, because Nate certainly preferred the “kinder, gentler” way of settling arguments.

As for her, she’d rather just shoot the antagonists and be done with them.

Tammy shook her head at her thoughts. I’m sorry, Father, she prayed with a heavy sigh. I don’t mean to be so… difficult.

But it was ridiculous, she thought. Not that people were upset over losing loved ones; that was understandable. Blaming Nate, though, was insane. There was no way anyone would have known that another off-the-scale earthquake was going to happen. Or that even more people would die.

“Look,” she bit out, “there’s no reason to try to lay blame. Like Tasha said, we have no idea what would have happened if we’d stayed at the fort. For all we know, it was leveled.”

Penny—always on Tasha’s side—nodded. “That’s right,” she agreed. “We could have been buried under tons of rubble there just as easily as falling into one of these cracks,” she added, motioning to the innumerable crevices that had opened up across the land.

“We need to remember that these are some crazy times,” Kal said, using his calm “pastor voice” as Raj called it. He turned to look at the others. “We have to stick together.” Many of the others nodded.

“Yeah,” Tasha agreed, “what Kal said. “Seems we’re in this for the long haul. We need to make sure we have each other’s back.”

Sancho made a derisive sound. “Well, I for one think that you all are crazy. I think we should go back to the fort. At least there we stood a chance of defending against the Neos. Out here—” he motioned toward the dark area outside of their vision, “we have no idea what awaits us.” There were murmurs of agreement from some of the group.

“What awaits us ‘out there’,” Tammy said with more snarl than she intended, but she was angry with Sancho and those who were agreeing with him, “is whatever God intends for us!” She huffed out a sigh of frustration after glancing at her husband, who wasn’t offering any defense or rebuttal.

“We all felt the call to go to Israel,” she reminded the group. “And yeah, maybe it’s going to be harder than we thought—” Like Penny, she swept her hand to indicate the land that was even more overturned than it had been before, “—but we have to trust in the Lord, to know that He has our backs.”

Kal grinned at her with a wink as Nate gave her a quick hug. Some of the group murmured their agreement, though some others smirked at her words. Sancho being one of those.

“Look,” she told the young man as she stepped forward to put a hand on his arm, his muscles tensing at her touch, “we don’t know exactly what the future holds. But we do know that it’s going to be hard. We know that things are going to get a lot worse than they are right now.” She tried to soften her words as she squeezed his biceps.

“But like Penny said, we need to stick together. Now isn’t the time to be stubborn and argumentative,” she added with a soft smile.

Her words didn’t have the desired effect; in fact, just the opposite. Sancho’s face hardened as he pulled away from her grip on his arms. He glanced over his shoulder at the others behind him.

“Whoever is with me, whoever wants to head back to the fort where we might stand a chance at fighting the Neos off, come with me.” With that, he stalked toward one of the few remaining trucks.

At least they’re taking one of the smaller ones, Tammy thought. She’d half-expected the group to demand half the trucks that were left.

Nate started toward him, presumably to stop the man. Tammy put her hand on her husband’s arm.

“Let them go,” she murmured as they watched the dozen plus group as they headed toward the stolen Neos’ truck. Penny had a grip on Lonnie’s arm, trying to talk her young friend from leaving, but Tammy knew the girl had a crush on Sancho and would probably follow the hothead anywhere. She just hoped she wasn’t following him in a worse situation.

Tammy looked up at Nate, though he kept his eyes on the backs of those who were following Sancho.

She knew he felt like he’d been betrayed.

Her husband sighed so heavily his shoulders lifted, then with a glance at her, turned toward those who’d decided to remain. The devastated look on his face tore at her.

“Do you remember that movie The Day After Tomorrow?”

Tammy frowned, trying to remember. “Is that the one where the earth basically freezes?”

Nate nodded. “Yeah. Remember the main character telling the people who wanted to leave that they had to stay inside because the temperatures were going to drop so much nothing would survive it? Well, they didn’t listen, and they died.” He glanced over his shoulder as the others started one of the trucks.

His eyes found hers. “That’s how I feel right now. Like they’re heading to their death.” Nate’s voice caught at the last word and Tammy tucked her hand in the crook of his elbow, leaning her head on his arm.

“Well, that might very well be true,” she admitted, “but we all have to keep reminding ourselves that it’s not such a bad thing to die now. We seem to keep forgetting that part.”

Nate huffed out a laugh as he ran his free hand through his hair. “Yeah,” he agreed, “that survival instinct is pretty strong though. It’s hard to get past that, the desire to survive.”

She nodded against his arm. “But we will survive. Everyone in our group accepted Jesus,” she reminded him.

It was his turn to nod. “Yeah, kinda weird, isn’t it?” he asked as they reached one of the trucks. She looked at him in question. “That we barely have to give the invitation and people just jump at it,” he clarified.

Tammy shook her head. “Not weird at all. The world is crumbling down on our heads—literally,” she said with a wry grin, “so it stands to reason that people are afraid. We’re all staring death in the face, so if someone offers some hope for a future beyond this… this mess, it makes sense that you’d want to jump at that.”

Nate nodded as he climbed into the back of a truck and looked around. “Yeah, you’re right.” He shrugged. “Sad that it takes the end of the world to get through to some people.”

“Or witnessing a legion of demons, realizing that there is a Hell… and a Heaven,” she reminded him with another wry smile.

Even in the dark, she could see his lips twitch. “Yeah, yeah,” he said. “So, some of us are more stubborn than others.” He sighed again. “Nothing in this truck except rifles.”

Nate jumped out and they moved to the next truck, which had been rolled a surprising distance away. Getting to it over the shifting terrain was a challenge.

“Nothing in here either,” Nate murmured as he climbed out of the back. Tammy could have told him that. She was fairly certain all their food and other provisions were lost, having witnessed two of the trucks sliding into the crevice she’d almost ended up in herself. While she wasn’t certain, she’d thought one of those had been the food truck; the other, the truck that had their extra clothing and sleeping bags.

At least we still have weapons, Tammy thought. She felt a small twinge of pride at that, because she was the one who’d suggested they made sure all the trucks had a stash of rifles and guns. But that was short-lived when she reminded herself that they couldn’t eat ammo.

Once they’d made the rounds of all the vehicles, Tammy realized she’d been right; all their provisions, with the exception of weapons, had been lost.

“Now what?” she muttered, on the verge of tears. Nate chuckled and wrapped his arm around her waist, kissing her temple.

“Now we do what we’ve done all along; we trust the Lord to take care of us.”

Tammy laughed as she closed her eyes against the impending moisture gathering there. “Oh yeah, duh.”

This is all on You now, Lord.

“C’mon,” Nate said as he turned them to head back to the others.

“Why don’t we just take one of the trucks?” Tammy asked. The vehicles had been so scattered after the quake, she estimated it had taken them over an hour to get to each one.

“Because I don’t think we need to take all of them,” Nate said as he helped her crawl over a particularly large mound of overturned dirt. “There’s just a handful of us left, so…”

Tammy’s heart ached for her husband when he cleared his throat, knowing his emotions were riding high like her own. She knew that he was most likely blaming himself, blaming his “lack of leadership” or some other ridiculous thing. But it was like him to place all the blame on himself. And that made her angry at Sancho for inciting the others to leave with him.

I’m sorry, Father. I don’t mean to be like that.

But it was hard, losing people that you’d grown attached to. It was one thing when they died; those circumstances were beyond anyone’s control. But it was another thing entirely when they left you voluntarily. You felt abandoned.

Deserted.

“Let’s ask the others what they want to do,” Nate finished, his voice much lower. Tammy reached out and took his hand, giving him what she hoped was a reassuring squeeze.

The group that remained discussed taking just one truck since they’d all fit comfortably in it, or splitting up and taking two. They argued back and forth for a bit before Penny put up her hand.

“Let’s ask the Lord what He wants us to do,” she said. The suggestion caught Tammy by surprise. Penny was a new believer and was known to be pretty rough around the edges. But her no-nonsense approach to everything was refreshing and Tammy knew she was right. She laughed as she put out her hands.

“Penny’s the only smart one of this bunch,” she said, earning a grin from the woman. Kal laughed as well.

“Ya’d think a former pastor woulda been the one to come up with that plan,” he grinned. His brother-in-law nudged him with his shoulder.

“I think the preacher needs a teacher,” Raj teased, then looked at Penny with a nod. “Penny’s your woman, dude.” Anya gasped at that and released her hand from Kal’s so she could lean over and smack her brother in the back of the head.

“Okay, enough with the violence,” Nate chuckled. “We have enough to deal with out here without beating each other up.”

Once they were all holding hands, Kal suggested Penny lead the prayer. Tammy could tell that surprised the woman, but she nodded once.

“Father God,” she said in a much louder voice than was necessary. Tammy wondered if she thought she needed to make herself heard through the dusty, smoky smog covering the land.

“We need Your help here. Don’t much know what to do. I’m thinking we need to take two vehicles so we’re not putting all those eggs in one basket. Some of the others think we should stick together. Only You know what we’re gonna be facing though, so we’d like You to cue us in on the right direction here. Oh, and uh, amen.”

Tammy grinned at the prayer and started to add her own when a voice stopped her.

“You need to take three trucks.”

They spun around to see a figure approaching. He was too far away to make out, but the blue glow gave him away.

“Chris!” Tammy said. They hadn’t seen the angel in quite a while.

“Zadkiel,” he said as he stepped closer, barely sparing her a glance.

Tammy thought that was strange, since he’d never corrected her before. She noted that his expression was closed-off, reminding her of the last time she’d seen him, during the fight with the Neos at the fort. She’d had a moment of doubt when she’d wondered if Chris—Zadkiel, she corrected herself—was truly on their side.

Though she hadn’t actually voiced it out loud, Penny had guessed her thoughts and now Tammy wondered if Ch—Zadkiel had heard. Or if the Lord had told him what she’d been thinking.

Tammy winced at that, knowing how it felt to have the very worst thought of you. Her own father did so with her on a daily basis growing up.

“So, three trucks?” Nate asked.

The angel nodded. “You’ll soon meet up with others.” Nate hummed at that announcement, but it was Lito who spoke up, which surprised Tammy since she knew the boys hadn’t seen angels before. At least, not to her knowledge.

“Our food truck is down there,” he said as he pointed to the deep crevice. “Think you can get it for us?” The kid grinned at the angel as he issued the challenge.

Zadkiel returned the grin. Seeing it made Tammy feel even worse, remembering that he used to smile at her like that. Now—with her—he was no longer the funny, joking and “American” type angel. Instead, he was formal and stiff.

“I could,” the angel said as he crossed his massive arms over his chest, lifting his chin slightly in a haughty look, “but I’m not going to.”

“Huh?” Lito asked. Tammy murmured the same thing. Why wouldn’t he want to help us? She assumed it was because of how he felt about her now.

She stepped forward with her hand outstretched. The angel lifted an eyebrow. “Uh, look, I… I just wanted to um, well…” She mentally growled at herself to quit stuttering and tell the man—not exactly a man, doofus—she was sorry.

She swallowed. “I’m sorry,” she blurted out. “For, uh, questioning your loyalty. You know, back at the fort,” she added lamely as she dropped the hand, then sighed.

“I never should have questioned your… integrity. You were just acting so, uh, so different than how you usually act, and I…” Another shrug lifted her shoulders as she struggled to explain herself. There really isn’t an explanation. Tammy knew she had just been thinking ridiculous thoughts.

Zadkiel studied her for a moment, then the tension that had held him when she’d approached seemed to drain as he nodded.

“I accept your apology,” he said, then gave her a crooked grin. Tammy almost fell to her knees with relief at seeing that. “You need to remember that Abba hears everything, including your thoughts. And sometimes He shares those things with us.”

Tammy smiled back, grateful he’d accepted her stuttering apology. And thankful that Zadkiel seemed to be back to himself… the “Chris” she’d met so long before.

“So, will you help us get the food truck out of the ravine?” she asked him. He surprised her when he shook his head.

“Nope,” he said with a pop. “No can do. Abba won’t let me.”

Tammy made an “O” with her mouth. She’d assumed he didn’t want to help, not that he couldn’t.

“Why not?” Lito asked with a head tilt.

“Yeah,” Fredo chimed in. “How come?”

Zadkiel jerked his wide shoulders up. “You’ll have to ask Abba about that,” he said, “but my guess would be because He’s going to work another miracle.” He looked around the little group then.

“You’re down in numbers,” he added with some surprise, like he’d just noticed.

“Yeah,” Nate said as he rubbed a hand on the back of his neck, then winced as he pulled it away, looking at the grime. Tammy grimaced along with him; for the millionth time, she thought that she’d give her right arm, a kidney and both ovaries for a shower.

“We lost a lot in the last fight with the Neos—”

“And where were you?” Penny interrupted as she stepped up to the angel, her stance somewhat threatening. It made Tammy grin; the woman seemed to have no fear whatsoever.

“Why weren’t you there to fight the demons like last time?”

Zadkiel tilted his head at her, as if confused. “I believe there weren’t any demons.”

“There were,” Tammy argued. “We all saw them. And I encountered on myself.” She shuddered at the memory, of being so close to the seemingly soul-sucking creature, but reminded herself that they couldn’t hurt her. She had God’s very own mark on her.

Zadkiel frowned at her statement, then shook his head. “Don’t know,” he said, seeming a bit lost at having to admit that. “I didn’t get the call to take care of them.”

“There was an angel there,” Lito piped up as he motioned to Fredo. “He told us we’re gonna be Remnant Warriors,” he grinned.

One of Zadkiel’s eyebrows shot up. “Who was it?”

The boys both gave a careless jerk of their shoulder. It was almost comical how similar they acted, Tammy thought, though they were a few years apart.

“He had a sorta girly glow,” Fredo added with a sly smile. “Like pink.”

The others chuckled, while both of Zadkiel’s brows shot up. “Metatron? He was sent to you?”

The boys shrugged in unison again. “Guess so,” Lito said, while Fredo said, “Hey, can I drive one of the trucks?” at the same time. His brother elbowed him.

“If one of us is gonna drive, it’s gonna be me. I’m the one who went to driver’s ed.”

Fredo rolled his eyes. “Like it matters that you did,” he said as he waved his hand. “Not like there’s traffic rules to obey now.”

“Anyway,” Nate interjected before a sibling fight broke out, “we lost a lot of people then.”

Tammy blinked a few times before realizing he was bringing the conversation back to the angel’s comment about their numbers.

Nate’s shoulders lifted. “All the old folk and more of the kids.” His voice caught and he glanced toward Tammy. She gave him a wobbly smile and patted his back. He smiled at her then looked back at the angel.

“And a whole lot more with the last quake.”

Zadkiel nodded. “Yeah, it’s getting crowded back home,” he said with a crooked smile. “You do know they’re not ‘lost’, right? Abba’s got them in His very capable hands as we speak.”

Tammy choked out a laugh, as she nodded. “Of course. We do know that. It’s just hard to… you know.”

The angel looked at her like he had no idea what she was talking about. She smiled then, realizing that he was immortal, existing in the eternal, so of course he wouldn’t know.

“You, daughter, are also immortal.”

She startled at hearing the Lord’s voice, as she always did. While it was so comforting to hear Him, it was also a bit jarring. She grinned again.

The angel laughed. “It’s time you get that,” he told her. “That you understand the concept. It’ll make it easier to deal with all the stuff coming your way. By the way… you can call me Zad.”

Nate turned to stare at her with a confused look. “What’s he talking about?”

Tammy waved. “The Lord just told me—”

“That she’s immortal,” Zadkiel—Zad, Tammy corrected herself—interrupted. She hoped that was the last time the angel changed what he wanted to be called, because she was having trouble remembering.

Zad looked around the small group. “All of you are.” He waved his hand. “Not in these bodies, obviously, but your spirits will live on and you will soon have new bodies that won’t die.” He crossed his arms again and smirked.

“You’re too breakable in these skin sacks.”

That made the group laugh, but Lito spoke up. “Wait… if you answered Tammy and she didn’t say anything, does that mean you can read our minds?” He had such a panicked look on his face at the thought, several of the adults laughed.

“No,” Zad smiled at the kid, then pointed his finger. “But sometimes Abba—God—tells me what your thoughts are, because He can hear everything you’re thinking. Best to remember that, kid.”

Lito swallowed hard and nodded and even in the duskiness, Tammy could see his face had reddened. She felt a pang of empathy; it was hard to control your thoughts. They often strayed into dangerous, unwanted territory.

“My sheep tend to run down to the fence where the wolves are. Some of y’all are about as bright as a burned-out bulb.”

Tammy gasped at that, then nearly doubled over, laughing. Felicia stepped up then, concern on her face. Tammy waved her friend off.

“The Lord just used a… a Texas drawl.” It had sounded an awful lot like Matthew McConaughey.

“All right, all right, all riggghht.”

“Stop!” Tammy giggled as she waved her hand. She was thankful that the others had heard the Lord speaking to them at times as well; otherwise, everyone would think she was insane.

“Anyway,” Nate said with a side-eye for his wife, though he was smiling, “what are we facing? You said we should remember we’re immortal,” he reminded Zad.

The angel stared at him for a moment and Tammy got the feeling he was listening to Abba.

“Be prepared to help others,” he said, reminding them of his earlier words. “They will need you, desperately. Continue on to Israel. After that… all I can tell you is that what is coming is far worse than what you’ve been through already. You know what the Word says about the end of this age. But—” he looked at each person pointedly, “—don’t be afraid. Don’t worry about how you’ll survive, or if you even will. Just remember where you’re going is better than where you’ve been.”

He grinned then. “It’s immeasurably better, believe me. And I’m looking forward to having you as neighbors.”


Chapter 9

JERKING THE wheel to avoid another boulder, Nathan realized that driving across Africa was not something he’d ever envisioned himself doing. But even if he had, he knew he wouldn’t have imagined it would be like crossing the landscape of Mars.

He figured they were averaging two to three miles an hour and knew at that rate they wouldn’t reach Israel before the next year. Of course, he also reminded himself that he really had no idea what day it was, much less what month. For all he knew, it could already be “next year.”

The days and nights were still difficult to differentiate between. After the second quake, the dust in the air had thickened, darkening the earth even more. It was hard to tell if they were seeing the moon or the sun struggling to give light to what was left of earth’s inhabitants.

Their group was growing more and more despondent with each mile they traveled, to the point they were barely speaking. But even through the challenges, they’d still experienced another miracle.

After losing their food truck—and Nathan was still kicking himself for not distributing the food amongst the trucks like they had the rifles—they’d prayed as a group, asking the Lord to provide. It was just a few hours later, when they’d been just a few miles from where they’d started the latest leg of their journey after the quake, when that prayer had been answered.

In the form of an actual food truck, of all things.

Lito had laughed at the sight. “Never thought I’d see a roach coach in Africa. ‘Specially not a taco one.”

Nathan hadn’t held out any hope in finding any food inside the thing, much less food that was still edible. The truck looked like it had been long abandoned, with rusty patches on its exterior walls and tires that had gone completely flat.

Half-expecting to find critters inside, Gerald had insisted on going in first, although Tasha and Penny decided they’d go with him. As he watched the small group approach the food truck, it was then that Nathan realized their “security team” had been reduced to the trio. All the rest had died.

Thankfully, the truck was empty of inhabitants—yet full of canned food and dried goods. And since the packages were written in a language none of them could read, it was a surprise every day what they’d have to eat.

He chuckled to himself when he remembered the conversations the group had earlier that day.

“Oh look, beans,” Penny squealed with fake excitement when she pried a lid off a can with her Bowie knife.

“What a shock,” Tammy drawled with a laugh. So far, the contents of the cans had been beans, although each can was labeled differently. The group wasn’t going to complain, though. They were glad to have something to eat, especially since they hadn’t seen a plant or an animal in weeks.

“I was kinda hoping for manna from Heaven,” Fredo grumbled as he scooped a forkful of beans into his mouth.

“Yeah, we had enough beans growing up with Abuela,” Lito agreed. “She was on a ‘fixed income’,” he explained with air quotes, “and said we were gonna eat her right outta her house. Beans and tortillas were pretty much all she could afford to feed us.”

“Be glad you had something to eat,” Tammy had chided the two teens. “After the collapse, most people struggled just to find anything at all.”

“Not the ones who accepted the Neos,” Lito argued. “They got all kinds of food. Good stuff, too, even those little cakes with the white swirly thing on top.”

“Yeah,” Fredo sighed, shoveling another bite of beans into his mouth. Nathan knew Tammy was itching to tell the boy to swallow before speaking, but she managed to keep quiet.

“But you had to get that mark to get the food,” the younger of the two continued. “And Abuela said it was bad. Something about having a beast or something.”

“Mark of the beast, dummy,” his brother corrected. Fredo scowled at Lito.

“That’s not nice, “Tammy chided, then turned to look at Fredo. “But Lito’s right; that’s what it’s called.” She smiled softly at the younger brother as she ran her hand over his hair. “And be thankful that your grandmother kept you from getting it, because it’s like signing a pact with the devil.”

Nathan watched his wife give a small head shake at Steve and Patty then, the couple who’d been miraculously forgiven for taking the mark.

He was still in shock over that, that the Lord would have done such a thing. He’d read in Revelation where once you took the mark, you condemned yourself. But he also knew the Lord looked at the heart and knew Steve and Patty had never sworn allegiance to Satan.

He was just grateful that their God was so gracious and forgiving.

“Wish He’d be gracious now,” Nathan grumbled. “Would be nice to just get transported to Israel without having to drive over this—”

“What was that?” Gerald asked. He was riding “shotgun,” and had somehow managed to doze. Nathan had no idea how the man could, since every turn of the wheels meant either a bump or a dip. His entire body was aching from the experience and he figured they still had several thousand miles to go.

“Nothing,” he sighed. Gerald shrugged, then shifted in his seat and closed his eyes once again.

Lord, I’m really sorry for complaining. This is pretty hard, though. I guess I just need some reassurance that we’re doing the right thing… that we’re really supposed to be going to Israel.

Nathan didn’t want to doubt what the angel had told them. Especially not after Tammy admitted what she’d been thinking—that Zadkiel might have turned against them. She said she’d felt horrible about it, especially after realizing that the angel knew what she’d said… and what she had been thinking.

But it was hard not to have those doubts, especially since it was taking so long to get to the place they were told to go. It was certainly a difficult path to follow.

“Good things come to those who wait.”

Nathan chuckled at the Lord’s voice. Yeah, but Tammy told me that’s not in the Bible. Not in Your Word.

“It’s still a good saying, though, right? I mean, I do tell you to be patient. I reward those who follow My words. So, yeah, I think I’m gonna claim it.”

Nathan laughed out loud, causing Gerald to stir again. He opened one eye and looked at him, as if questioning whether he needed to respond. Nathan shook his head, grinning.

“Just hearing from Yeshua,” he said.

Gerald hummed. “I like when you call Him that,” he said.

“What? Yeshua?”

“Yeah. It sounds so… Jewish.”

Nathan barked out a laugh. “You dork, that’s because it is Jewish. He’s Jewish. That’s His actual name.”

Gerald grinned back. Nathan was glad to see his friend still had some humor left in him. The trip was taking its toll on everyone.

That drew his mind back to the others. They were split up between three vehicles, which meant there were only three or four in each truck. Because it was so hard on the body, they’d all been taking turns driving.

He hoped they found “the others” that Zad had mentioned. We could use the help driving, he chuckled to himself. It was just moments later when Steve’s voice came over the radio. “Hey, I see something to the right.”

Gerald sat up and they both looked out the passenger window, squinting into the dark. Nathan didn’t see anything but vague shapes that looked like dirt mounds and uprooted dead trees.

“There!” Gerald pointed. “Movement over by that big mound.”

“Which ‘big mound’?” Nathan griped. “They’re all big mounds!”

Before Gerald could answer, Nathan saw what his friends did; there was somebody—or something—moving around behind a hill.

“Guess we should check it out,” Nathan said over the radio. They’d given up worrying about radio silence since they hadn’t seen any sign of anyone else since the last encounter with the Neos.

“What if it’s Neos?” Felicia said, poking her head through the opening between the cab of the truck and the bed. Her husband turned to look at her.

“Well, if it is, they already know we’re here since we just used the radios,” Gerald told her. “But I’m sure it’s not.”

Felicia made a derisive sound. “And how do you know that?”

Gerald smirked. “Because they’re not shooting at us.” Felicia whacked him in the arm.

“Hey now,” Nathan interjected, “what did I say about all the violence?” He turned and grinned at Felicia, who rolled her eyes.

“Not the boss of me,” she grumbled.

Gerald grinned. “The Bible says that I’m the boss—”

“If you finish that sentence, then there will be violence, Mr. Bonavita,” Felicia growled at her husband. Nathan and Gerald both laughed.

“I think we’re only the ‘boss’ when it comes to killing spiders,” Nathan told his friend.

“Or carrying groceries in from the car,” Gerald added. Felicia made a disgruntled sound but didn’t comment.

The trio of trucks turned and maneuvered closer to the hill. Even though it was only a few dozen yards away, it took a long while before they got close enough to even see what they were looking at.

It was a group of people, huddled together, as if trying to hide.

Gerald rolled his window down. “Hey, we’re not Neos!” he hollered. “We just stole their trucks! You want a ride?”

“How do you even know if they speak English?” Felicia asked. Gerald shrugged.

“Don’t. But most of the world speaks at least some English. And I don’t speak Swahili or whatever.”

Nathan laughed at that; they literally had no idea what “country” they were in, although he guessed it was possibly Mali or Morocco, but for all he knew, they could have gone farther north and were in Portugal.

Regardless, the group seemed to understand, because they stood and slowly approached. Nathan’s eyes widened when he saw they had two dogs with them… and one of the women had a cage with what looked like chickens in it.

The group got out of the trucks and walked up to the newcomers. “Do you speak English?” Nathan asked. Tammy walked up just then and elbowed him in the ribs.

“Pretty sure they do, or else they wouldn’t have come out.”

“Well, considering we could see them hiding, there wasn’t any reason for them not to,” Gerald answered before Nathan could.

“Yah, we speak English,” the tallest of the group replied. While emaciated, he was a large man and spoke with a Scandinavian accent, though Nathan couldn’t place exactly which one.

Nathan stepped forward with an outstretched hand. “Nathan,” he said as he shook the man’s hand. It felt just as gritty and grimy as his own.

“Steffen,” he said, then motioned to the others. “Lukas, my brother, and this is his wife, Marie and their daughter, Sonja.” One of the dogs barked then and Steffen smiled.

“This is Thor,” he said, pointing at a ratty-looking little dog. Nathan thought he looked like a cross between a poodle and a weasel.

“And the other one is Bitsy,” Steffen said with a grin as he nodded toward a skinny, but regal-looking German Shepherd. Nathan matched his smile; it seemed the dogs’ names were very much backwards.

“The chickens don’t have names,” Sonja said with her own grin. “They’re just here for the eggs.”

Nathan looked back at the cage that Marie had set on the ground. There were at least five chickens that he could see inside. He had no idea how the family had managed to keep them alive for so long. Just from sheer hunger, he figured the group would have eaten them long before.

“So, where are you from?” Gerald asked, interrupting Nathan’s thoughts.

“Switzerland,” Steffen answered. He nodded toward his family. “We were on holiday in Mexico when the economy went bad.” His mouth turned down. “We weren’t able to leave.”

“Mexico?” Gerald asked before Nathan could. “How did you get here then?”

“There’s a land bridge now,” Lukas responded. “After the earthquake, the ocean…” He paused, as if searching for the right word.

“It receded,” Steve said with a nod. “We noticed that too, in Florida. Didn’t see a land bridge though.”

“Yeah, we just drove across the ocean,” Felicia laughed. The newcomers looked puzzled.

“There’s no water in the Atlantic,” Nathan explained.

That caused Steffen’s family’s eyes to widen as they looked at each other. “That means we could walk home,” Marie said with some excitement. “Maybe this is the answer to our prayers!”

At that, Nathan glanced at the arms of the group, trying to see if they had the Neos tattoo. It was too hard to see in the darkness though. Steffen noticed and chuckled as he held out his right arm.

“No beast mark on us,” he told them. “We’re believers. Christians.”

Nathan grinned, as Tammy gave an appreciative sound. “That’s good to hear,” Gerald said as he clapped the man on the back.

“We would have helped you regardless,” Felicia added. The others nodded in agreement. Nathan was puzzled when all of Steffen’s group shook their heads.

“No, do not do that,” Lukas said. “I do not believe there are any more people who will accept salvation now. If they’re not for us, they’re against us.”

“Yeah,” Sonja said with a wince. “Don’t ask us how we know.” Her family’s faces all fell then, leaving Nathan to wonder what had happened. He knew Tammy—who was nosier than most—was fighting herself not to ask.

“What happened?” his wife blurted out. Guess she lost the fight, Nathan chuckled to himself. And in record time too.

Marie glanced at the others. “We tried to help a young couple we came across on the land bridge. They were starving and we gave them food and water. Offered to let them travel with us. Safety in numbers, you know.”

“Yah, but that didn’t prove true,” Steffen interrupted. “We outnumbered them, but thanks to being armed with guns, still they managed to take everything we had. Including my wife.”

Nathan’s eyes widened at that admission. “What happened?” Tammy breathed the same question she’d just asked.

Steffen turned to look at her, a small smile on his face. “Emma tried to stop them from taking all our food. She offered to give them some, but the couple was greedy. They wanted everything we had. When Emma reached out to grab our bag of food—which wasn’t much—they shot her.”

“Oh, Steffen, I’m so sorry!” Tammy cried, while the others also offered condolences. The tall man shrugged.

“She is with our Lord now. At peace. I will see her soon,” he said with a smile that was just a little bit sad. “I am just thankful that we never had children,” he added with a glance at Sonja, then Lito and Fredo. He shook his head.

“I can’t imagine having little ones now.”

“We had young children,” Tammy told him, “But they were all… taken. Quick deaths, though,” she added. Nathan reached out and wrapped his arm around his wife’s shoulders.

“And we know that it was a blessing that they’re gone now,” Nathan continued. “They’re with the Lord, as well, and won’t have to go through the rest of this…” He let his voice trail off as he waved at their nightmarish surroundings.

The group was quiet for a moment as they—like Nathan—were most likely contemplating all the coming trials awaiting them.

“The Lord goes before us,” Lukas said. “He will either take us through it, or He will take us from it. Either way, we will win in the end.”

“Amen,” everyone said, smiles on their faces.

“We would like to travel with you,” Steffen said with a glance at Marie. The woman seemed to sigh heavily, then nodded reluctantly.

“Yes, we should keep together,” she agreed. “As much as I would like to return home, I do not think that I will find what I am looking for there.”

“What are you—” Tammy’s question was cut off when Marie continued.

“We—” she motioned to the others in her group, “—are feeling led to… I don’t know,” she said, frustration coloring her words.

“To something greater,” Lukas said as he stepped up to his wife, pulling her into his side as he kissed her cheek. He looked back at the others.

“We’ve been feeling like we need to head east for some reason,” he added with a shrug. “We do not know why.”

Nathan grinned at them. “Probably for the same reason that we’re heading east—to get to Israel. It’s where the Lord wants His people.”

Lukas nodded, as if he’d been thinking the same thing. Steffen seemed to be contemplating the declaration, while Sonja nodded enthusiastically.

“I’ve been telling them that,” she said, jerking her thumb over her shoulder at her family, “but they wouldn’t listen. I know the Lord wants us to go to Israel, to be there for the final fight.” She smiled then, though it was more of a grimace.

“I don’t know what we’re supposed to do against Satan’s army though.”

“Well, as for me, I wanna shoot some Neos,” Lito said with all the bravado a sixteen-year-old boy could muster.

“Me too,” Fredo added. Lito shoved his brother.

“You’re too little,” he hissed.

“Am not!” Fredo said as he shot an embarrassed look at Sonja. Nathan’s lips twitched. Lito had looked at the girl as well when he’d made his brave statement.

Great, we’ve got two roosters fighting over one hen.

“Well, we need to get going,” Gerald said, interrupting the upcoming fight. “There’s only a little bit of daylight each day, and we’re burning what we have.” Nathan didn’t bother to correct his friend, saying that there wasn’t much light regardless; instead, he nodded and motioned to the trucks.

“Lito, you can drive and Fredo, you can take shotgun with me.” The young teen’s face fell, but when Steffen said he and his family would ride with them, he soon recovered as he ran to the truck and climbed into the passenger seat.

Nathan tried not to laugh at the expression on Lito’s face as he watched his new object of affection walking away with his brother. But then he was reminded that there was so little time left on earth that there wasn’t any hope for the teens to build a relationship.

The thought was both comforting and depressing.

“Just go really slow,” Nathan said over the radio, knowing that Penny, who was driving the third truck, would realize he was talking to Lito.

“Gee, no kidding,” Felicia’s drawl came through the speakers. “Not like we’re gonna be doing any street racing out here, Eddie Evident.”

Nathan rolled his eyes at her nickname. He’d thought Gerald was riding shotgun with the kid, but his wife must have “changed his mind.” That thought made him grin; Felicia was what he would call a determined woman.

Their group had quite a few of them, he realized. Penny, Tasha, Felicia. Even his kindhearted wife would come out teeth and claws if she thought the fight was worth fighting. In fact, Nathan realized that all the women in their group—those that were left—were “tough,” able to withstand whatever was thrown their way. They’d all proven that time and time again through all the trials they’d endured. The men who were left as well.

He was startled to realize that the people who had been taken, who had died, were mostly those who weren’t “cut from the rough cloth” as his father would have said. Even his father, Nathan thought. In his younger days, Ira had been a force to reckon with, but after he’d retired, he’d changed.

Nathan was suddenly thankful those who would have suffered the most were now with the Lord.

They crawled along the craggy terrain which seemed to have grown far worse the farther into the interior of the continent they traveled. Nathan wondered if one of the nuclear missiles had exploded in the middle of Africa. It seemed like it, judging by the burned-out landscape and severe devastation they were trying to negotiate over.

“This is crazy,” Fredo said as Nathan rounded yet another hilly outcropping, this one taller than the others. It was akin to a small mountain.

“Yeah,” Nathan agreed. His arms and shoulders were already aching and they had barely been driving for over an hour. He glanced at his young co-pilot.

“Maybe I should let you drive,” he admitted. “I’m sore already. I don’t think any of us are going to last long behind the wheel.”

Fredo turned to look at him and shook his head. “Nah. I wanted to drive before, but not after seeing this,” he said, waving toward the windshield. “That’s crazy out there.”

Nathan couldn’t agree more.

IT WAS A few weeks later before they arrived at the ocean. The problem was, no one could figure out why they were seeing water.

“Well, this is weird,” Gerald said as the group stood in front of the stolen trucks, staring at what seemed to be a very red sea that smelled of death. “I mean, first we didn’t have any water in the Atlantic, and now this,” he said, motioning to the water before them that had a stench unlike any Nathan had ever encountered. It was like a cross between rotting flesh and the coppery odor of blood. Whatever it was, it was nauseating.

It only took a few moments before he realized why it smelled the way it did—thanks to the immeasurable carcasses they saw floating in the water, coupled with what he was sure was blood, it was no wonder the ocean reeked.

What was still a puzzle, however, was the fact that there was a sea where there should have been land.

“There’s no way that’s the Indian Ocean,” Steve said as he pointed to the contaminated water. He looked at the others. “No way we’ve gone that far.”

Nathan shook his head. “You’re right. I figured at the most we would be in Algeria. Libya at the most. I can’t imagine this is the Mediterranean either.”

The group was quiet for a moment, then Steffen spoke. “You said that the Atlantic had receded,” he said quietly as he stared at the bloody water. “Maybe it receded in the west and rose in the east.”

The others were quiet as they contemplated that possibility. After a long while, Nathan sighed. “Yeah, you’re right,” he agreed, “but now what? I mean, we were heading in an almost direct eastern path, so if there’s an ocean in our way, what do we do?”

Silence met his question, though he could sense that the others were thinking about the options. But those seemed to be few in number.

Again, Nathan sighed heavily. He knew the group looked to him to lead them, but he had no idea what to do. The fear of making the wrong decision crept up, nearly choking him. He shuddered, trying to shake the feeling off.

“Well, I guess we just—”

“We need to pray,” Tasha interrupted with authority. She gave the small group a pointed look.

“Back in the service the grunts didn’t make decisions on their own. We asked the large and in charge for direction.” She pointed to the sky. “And no one is larger and more in charger than God.”

Her comment caused laughter, even though everyone seemed to be feeling quite a bit of unease. But as one, the group reached out to take a hand, forming a lopsided circle.

“You start,” Tasha ordered Nathan and he wondered if she and Penny got together to discuss who would be bossier that day. He glanced at Kal as if seeking the pastor’s permission. The man just shrugged and offered a slight head shake with wide eyes, as if to say Don’t ask me, man. I’m scared of the woman.

Nathan gave Tasha a smirk that said he didn’t appreciate her bossiness, even though he really didn’t mind it. He tipped his head back, staring into the dark canopy overhead.

“Daddy, we’re at a loss here,” he said in a voice barely above a whisper. Truthfully, he didn’t trust his voice. “But we know You are still on the throne. You’re still the One we look to for the answers we have. And right now, we have no clue what to do. Are we on the right path? The earth is kinda confusing right now,” he laughed. That was a real understatement.

“Yeah, God,” Penny said, “need a point of direction, cuz I’m pretty sure we can’t head out on this disgusting, stinky water, not unless You wanna give us that water walking ability.”

Nathan chuckled to himself at Penny’s very direct prayer, while a few others added their agreements. It was when Sonja prayed that they received their answer in a way no one would have thought.

“Heavenly Father, please show us how we can get to Israel,” the teen prayed, “because we don’t know what we’re doing and we want to obey You.” As soon as she said that, the dogs started barking and took off.

Right into the bloody water.

“Thor! Bitsy!” Sonja yelled, but the dogs didn’t listen as they raced across the water. It was then that Nathan noticed another oddity to the sea… it had no waves. It was as still as a lake. He pointed it out to the others.

“No wonder it smells so bad,” Tammy said as she held a hand over her nose. Nathan knew his wife was fighting to keep from puking. She was very sensitive to smells. “It’s not moving at all.”

“I think it would stink regardless,” Gerald said as he pointed at a carcass floating nearby that looked very much like a half-eaten human. “Considering the way those things are oozing and spilling entrails all through the water.”

Tammy gagged and spun around, putting her back to the sight. Felicia whacked Gerald.

“Ow!” he yelled, rubbing his chest as he glared at his wife. “What was that for?”

“Do you have to be such a knob?” Felicia huffed. “You know some of us,” she said with a pointed look toward Tammy, “don’t have strong stomachs. Be a little more sensitive.”

Gerald grimaced. “Sorry,” he muttered, though Nathan doubted his wife heard it as she was currently dry-heaving. He was thankful they hadn’t eaten their meal for the day yet, and judging by the way Tammy was hunched over, he doubted she’d want to eat any time soon.

“Well, besides all the, uh, distastefulness,” Nathan said as he put a hand on Tammy’s back, “at least we have our answer to prayer.”

Kal frowned at him. “How’s that?” he asked as he looked around like he was expecting to see that a bridge had suddenly appeared.

Nathan pointed toward the dogs who were dozens of yards out in the water playing tug-of-war with what looked like a bone. He hoped Tammy kept her back turned so she didn’t have to see that.

“Looks like the water is shallow enough to cross here.”

“Like walking on water,” Penny laughed as she clapped, obviously happy that the Lord had chosen to answer her prayer.

“Yeah,” Gerald agreed, “and maybe instead of dodging downed trees and rocks, we’ll just have to steer around body parts.”

Tammy dry-heaved again at his comment and Felicia whirled around toward her husband with a look that made even Nathan cringe.

“Ow!”


Chapter 10

TAMMY WAS far more miserable the following week as they slowly drove across what Nate figured was actually both the Mediterranean Sea and the Indian Ocean that had somehow combined, flooding the northern side of the African continent.

Though they’d experienced all kinds of hardship since leaving their home in Indiana, Tammy thought nothing compared with crossing that filthy, disgusting water.

She was embarrassed by her weak stomach as she constantly retched. Eating was impossible and she was barely able to keep hydrated with the miracle water the Lord still provided for them.

The others were sympathetic, though, and did various things to try to help.

“Here, put this under your nose,” Marie said as she held out a white plastic jar. “It might help cover the smell.”

“What is it?” Tammy asked as she accepted the offering.

“It’s what’s left of my menthol rub,” Marie said. “There isn’t much in there, but please, use what’s left.”

Tammy examined the contents, putting it to her nose and sniffing carefully, recognizing the sharp, minty smell. There was barely a thimbleful of ointment in the bottom of the jar and she hated to use it, but knew that it would offend the woman if she refused. Just as she put her finger into the jar, though, the truck swerved and she lurched to the side, the jar flying off into the darkness.

“Hey!” one of the women called out.

“Sorry!” Tasha yelled back. “Had to swerve to miss a…” She turned and looked at Tammy for a moment, before turning her eyes back to the front. “Just missed hitting something nasty,” she amended.

Tammy watched as the four new women they’d picked up shifted to reposition themselves. They’d been walking through the nasty water to avoid the enemy soldiers as they traveled the desert and all had festering sores on their feet and legs. Needless to say, they’d been thrilled to have Nate heal them.

Then there were the men they’d found in a small boat. They, too, had been trying to reach Israel but had exhausted themselves, weak with hunger and thirst. They’d been praying for a miracle when Brad had pulled up to them and asked if they wanted a ride.

Tammy was still amazed that all the newcomers were Christians… and all were desperate to reach Jerusalem.

The men were all in two trucks, the women in one. Tasha was driving their truck with Penny riding shotgun. The women had all made the unanimous decision to ride together after Gerald proved he couldn’t help but make comments about the things floating by them. Some of the other men joined in, like it was some kind of game to point out the grossest things in the water.

“Y’all are like middle school boys,” Katrina had scolded them when the women told the men they were riding separately.

“Poor Tammy isn’t the only one struggling here,” Kat went on as she pointed at her husband. “J.D. doesn’t have the strongest stomach either and I’m pretty sure I saw Mark throw up in a backpack after that last comment about the head with the missing eyeballs.”

Tammy had made a sound that caused Kat to apologize profusely. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry! That was thoughtless.”

Tammy waved the woman off as she fought against the nausea. Even though what Kat said had been stomach-turning, she was surprised by her comments. It was the most she’d ever heard the woman speak, and the fact that she was scolding men was pretty amazing, especially after being so traumatized by her experience with the Neos.

The Lord had really worked with her, and the other women had as well. Those who’d also suffered at the hands of the enemy, like Penny, had taken Kat under their wings and helped her work out the pain her experience had wrought.

Despite her discomfort, Tammy smiled. Lord, You’ve done some amazing things with this group. Thank You for that.

“You know I said that My kids don’t have because they don’t ask, right?”

Her smile broadened at hearing His voice. Yeah, I remember reading that.

“Then why don’t you ask for what YOU need, kiddo?”

Tammy stiffened at the slight reprimand in His voice, but then she laughed to herself. You’re right. So, do You think You could help me out with this nausea? I mean, if we’re going to have to travel through all this… gross stuff, it would be nice not to feel like I’m going to barf all over the place. She hated feeling like she was weak, or wondering if the others were judging her. It would be nice to be able to withstand whatever came her way.

Even blood and rotting guts.

She didn’t get an answer, at least not an audible one. But about half an hour later, she realized that her stomach had settled and she breathed a sigh of relief.

Thank You sooo much!

Breathing out a long, shuddering breath, Tammy opened her eyes to find that the others were staring at her. She smiled a little uncertainly, feeling self-conscious over the attention.

“What?”

Felicia tilted her head. “Are you feeling better?”

Tammy frowned slightly. “Yeah, I am, actually. Why?”

The women sitting across from her smiled. “Because we were just praying for you,” Marie answered in her heavily accented English. The others nodded.

“Yeah, it was kinda weird,” Kat responded. “It was like we all felt led to pray at the same time.”

“Yep,” Penny called out from the front. “Same with us. Was like the Lord Himself told us to pray for you at the same time.”

Tammy laughed, embarrassed. “Well, I appreciate it,” she told the group as she felt her face heating. “But it’s not like I was about to lose an arm or something. It was just some sickness.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Tasha yelled from the front. “You’ve lost a lot of weight since we started across this weird sea thing. Weight you couldn’t afford to lose. Glad you’re feeling better.”

“Yeah,” Anya and Kat said at the same time. Anya put her hand on Tammy’s knee.

“We’ve all been really worried about you. I’ve been praying for you for days and I know the others have too,” she said with a soft smile.

Tammy chuckled. “Yeah, and it just now occurred to me—with some prompting from the Lord—to pray for myself. That’s one thing I’ve always been really bad at. I hardly ever ask for the things I need.”

Even though it was dark in the truck’s bed, she could see the others nodding. “I think that’s an inherent trait with women,” Felicia said. “We’re wired to be caretakers, you know? Even those of us who never had children. I think sometimes we’re the last thing we think of helping.”

“True dat,” Anya said. It was a funny slang phrase from a pastor’s wife and it made Tammy smile.

“Well, from now on, we need to pray about everything,” Tammy told them. “Even the things we need personally. We all know it’s going to get a lot harder from now on.”

“Yeah,” came more agreement.

“I’m just wishing for some more Neos to kill,” Penny grumbled.

“Same,” Tasha agreed. “Mostly cuz I love watching the angels taking out the demons. Pretty cool light show. Better than anything I ever saw on stage.”

The others started talking then about shows they’d seen in their lifetimes, while Tammy thought about the fact that none of the angels had come to battle the demon she’d seen after the last Neos’ attack. She’d mentioned it to Zad, but he said he hadn’t even known about it.

Her thoughts were consumed with demons then, wondering if some were allowed to stay on earth, while others were sent back to Hell. One of the other angels—she thought it was Sandalphon—had told them they couldn’t actually kill the demons, but they could send them back where they belonged. She wondered what the others thought.

“Hey,” she said after waiting for a break in the ladies’ conversation, “what do you think about the demons that we’ve seen? I mean, if we kill—”

“Neos!” Penny yelled as Tasha stopped the truck.

Tammy frowned, wondering how the woman knew what she was talking about, but then realized Penny was pointing out the windshield as she grabbed the radio mic with her other hand.

“Enemy at two o’clock, about a half klick out,” she said as she looked through the rifle sight she’d removed from her weapon, using it as a telescope.

Tammy’s frown deepened as she wondered why the woman would basically announce their presence over the radio, but as the women scrambled to the front to see what Penny and Tasha were looking at, she realized the soldiers weren’t in vehicles.

“Are those… camels?” Marie asked. “And land?” Tammy wondered the same thing, because it looked like the group of soldiers weren’t in the water. Even in the darkness, what little light there was to be had reflected on the red ocean, but where the soldiers were traveling it was simply dark.

“I’ve always wanted to see a camel!” Sonja said. “It’s not like we have them in Switzerland,” she laughed.

“That’s kind of weird,” Anya said. The others glanced at her, before staring back at the soldiers who hadn’t even looked their way. Even though they weren’t too far off, it was like the camel riders were completely unaware of their presence.

“What is?” Tammy asked, squinting into the darkness. Anya pointed.

“Look at the last rider. Do you see that?” The group leaned forward, as if those few inches would help them see across the distance.

“Is that a—”

“It looks like it, doesn’t it?”

“It is! It’s a—”

“Demon,” Tammy breathed. “Looks just like the one I was up close and personal with,” she shuddered.

“What’s it doing?” Felicia asked.

Penny shrugged. “Looks like he’s crawling out of that guy. Weirdest thing I’ve ever seen and believe-you-me, I’ve seen a lot of weird stuff.”

“Same,” Tasha murmured. The two women exchanged a fist-bump without even looking at each other.

“Look!” Marie said as she pointed. “It’s going into one of the other men!”

The women watched as the inky black creature forced itself into a man near the head of the group. The human’s body shuddered and shook as if having a seizure, almost falling off the camel, but then immediately righted itself like nothing strange had just happened.

Even though Tammy had witnessed the same thing before with the Neos soldier who’d wanted to kill her, it still made her breath catch and her body stiffen.

Thank You, Father, for protecting us from that. I can’t imagine what it would be like to have one of those creatures inside of me.

“Did you just see that?” Brad’s voice said over the radio. Tammy turned then, noticing the other trucks had pulled up alongside them.

“Not sure what we just saw,” Nate responded. Penny reached out and grabbed the mic again.

“Demon possession. Or dispossession, then repossession, I guess. Weird.”

“Look!” Kat cried. “The same thing is happening with that other guy!”

They watched, wide-eyed, as sure enough, another demon pulled out of one of the men, then launched itself at one of the other riders. The group never even paused while it happened, although Tammy noticed the two riders who’d “lost” their demons had slowed, allowing the others to pull ahead. She watched as the two men looked at each other, then leaned toward one another, talking.

“Bet they’re freaking out right about now,” Tasha said. Tammy nodded, even though no one was looking at her. All eyes were fixed on the “show” they’d just witnessed.

“Yeah, back when I saw the demon come out of that soldier, the, uh, human, was pretty shook up. Understandably.”

The “freed” men continued following the others and it was then that Tammy realized they were heading in the same easterly direction they themselves had been traveling in. She wondered then if they were going to Israel as well.

“You think they’re heading to the fight at Megiddo?” Tasha asked.

“What’s that?” Kat asked. Tammy glanced at her. Although they’d had lots of Bible study over the months, especially regarding the end times in which they found themselves, Kat had oftentimes chosen to keep to herself. The woman had certainly missed out.

“The last battle,” Tammy said as she put a hand on Kat’s shoulder. “It’s where the antichrist’s forces battle against Israel.”

“And us,” Penny growled. Tammy grinned at the woman’s bloodthirstiness, but she shrugged.

“Maybe,” she said. She still wasn’t sure how it was all going to play out, if they were heading to Israel to join the fight—which she knew wasn’t necessary, since Jesus was basically going to just wipe out Satan’s army—or if they had another purpose in going.

Regardless of what the purpose was, the idea was still very daunting.

They watched as the men headed off across what had once been desert, judging by the sandy dunes of upturned earth they could see, further confirming the fact they were traveling on ground and not ocean.

“Why don’t we head in that direction?” Tammy asked. “I mean, it’s got to be better than driving through this… this blood bath.”

Penny snorted out a laugh at that comment, though she shook her head and pointed again toward the soldiers.

“We’re making a lot better time over here,” she said. “Even without the trucks, we’d be better off in the… bath,” she grinned. “At least it’s smooth over here. Don’t need to navigate around dunes and all.”

Tammy supposed that was true, though she didn’t want to agree. Despite the Lord having calmed her stomach, she still cringed whenever she saw something dead floating by… and that was every few seconds. There was a lot of death in the water.

It made one wonder what had killed so many creatures.

Instead of responding, she nodded and turned to go back to her place in the truck’s bed. She’d let the others figure out what the best route was and would let the Lord Himself tell her when, where and if she needed to act.

They headed out again, still driving through the ocean and Tammy closed her eyes, needing a nap after a full week of being sick. She felt weak; her body wrung out.

“Kinda weird there aren’t any waves, huh?” someone said.

“Yeah, I noticed that before, back when we first came to the shoreline,” another she recognized as Anya said. “I mean, I know the oceans are all weird now, misplaced and all, but you’d think that there would still be waves, right?”

“Who knows,” the first voice said. Tammy thought it might have been Marie. “The Lord has certainly overturned everything.”

“Man did this,” Kat mumbled. “Don’t blame God.”

“True,” Tammy said through a yawn, though she didn’t open her eyes. “But God used man’s stupidity for His own purposes. This all was foretold thousands of years ago. The time has come for God to judge the non-believers.”

A heavy sigh could be heard and Tammy assumed it was Kat, who was sitting closest to her.

“Great,” the woman grumbled. “What’s next?”

Tammy opened one eye and looked at Kat. It really was a shame she hadn’t been involved in the Bible studies Kal and Anya had been giving. She opened her mouth to respond, but it was Anya who spoke.

“In just a short while, we’ll be at the very last day.”

Kat huffed. “And then what?”

“That’s the best part,” Tammy told her with a grin. “It’s when we finally get to see Jesus.”

IT WAS TWO days later when their time of driving through the bloody sea ended. Unfortunately, it ended because the trucks all stopped running.

“Looks like we’re outta fuel,” Brad said after he sloshed through the stench and checked each truck’s motor. “Nothing’s wrong with ‘em. Figure the Lord was done providing the diesel.”

That announcement was met with a lot of moaning, as they were no longer hugging a shoreline and hadn’t since the day before. Surrounding them was nothing but water… water that had turned an even darker red.

And smelled impossibly worse.

“Good thing the Lord fixed my gag reflex,” Tammy said as they gathered their meager belongings from the back of the trucks. They were going to have to leave most of the rifles, since they could only carry two each. Gerald, Penny and Tasha were lamenting that, but there wasn’t much they could do.

“If the Lord expects us to fight against Satan’s army, then He’ll give us the weapons we need,” Nate told the trio, finally putting an end to their whining.

“Such awesome rifles though,” Tasha had sighed, looking wistfully into the back of one of the trucks where a crate of the weapons sat.

“Good rifle, nice rifle,” Tammy crooned, reminding the woman of the time she’d jokingly said much the same. Tasha laughed as she shook her head, then closed the doors on the truck.

“At least lock the thing so no one else can have them,” she told Nate, but the man shook his head.

“Nah, I say leave it unlocked in case some other believers come through and need them.”

By Tammy’s estimation, they’d been trudging through the nasty calf-high water for several hours, though it felt like days. Weeks even.

It was disgusting, filthy, eye-wateringly gross and most likely filled with disease… and, yeah, it was nauseating.  Even though the Lord had helped her with that particular problem, it was still exceedingly horrible to walk through. She might not be gagging, but Tammy’s very being was revolting with every step.

“Oh, gross!” Felicia griped from Tammy’s side as she stepped around what looked like a deer carcass that had been rotting for quite a while. “This is really awful! I can’t believe God wants us to go through this stuff. I mean, come on!”

“Yeah,” Steve agreed as he and Patty plowed along beside them, “it would be so much better to have the people You spent years loving, giving all Your time to, to turn on You, spit in Your face, mock You, slap and punch You, then hand You over to have the flesh ripped from Your bones, only to find Yourself having spikes pounded into Your wrists and feet just so You could die so that all of humanity—most who would never accept You or your sacrifice—wouldn’t have to.”

Felicia jerked at the man’s words, while Tammy felt moisture filling her eyes that had nothing to do with the stench surrounding them.

He’s right, Jesus. You went through so much worse for us. Thank You. I’m sorry for being so whiny.

“Yeah,” Felicia choked out after a few moments, her voice sounding as watery as Tammy knew her own would. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right. I have no reason to complain. The Lord went through so much worse than this.”

“And if He hadn’t,” Patty said in a much kinder voice than her husband had spoken in, “we wouldn’t be here. Instead, we’d be with the other Neos minions, worshiping Faheem Fisher.”

Tammy nodded; they all had a lot to be thankful for. “Thank You, Father, for all You’ve done,” she said out loud.

“Yeah,” Felicia agreed with a sigh, “I’m sorry for complaining. This is just gross stinkiness. Nothing compared to what You went through. And I know You’ll get us through whatever comes our way.” Tammy smiled and put a hand on her friend’s shoulder.

“Trust and obey, for there’s no other way,” Kal started singing. Anya joined in, though her singing was far off-key. Tammy knew the Lord didn’t care.

“Not a shadow can rise, not a cloud in the skies…” the others in their group sang, letting their voices lift to the dank atmosphere. Tammy knew the Lord was hearing the praise as if the angels themselves were singing.

The singing was cut short when Nate raised his hand from the front of the group where he, Gerald, Tasha and Penny led them, always on the alert. As one, the group silenced themselves, waiting to find out what had caused Nate to interrupt their worship time. They approached their leaders, surrounding them on all sides.

“What’s wrong?” Tammy asked as she stared into the darkness where Nate was staring. Gerald and the women had their rifles up, at the ready.

Nate pointed into the darkness. “Over there,” he murmured. Tammy squinted where he was pointing, but she couldn’t see anything. It occurred to her then that she should have gone to see the optometrist when she’d had the chance, when it had become evident her eyesight was getting worse back before the economic crash. Vanity in not wanting to wear glasses had stopped her and she felt foolish then, thinking how ridiculous she’d been.

“I see… buildings maybe? Looks like the water ends about a hundred yards out,” Penny said as she looked through her sight that had been reattached to her rifle. “Small grouping though. Maybe a village. Strange it’s still standing.”

Tammy had to agree; after the last quake, they hadn’t seen any evidence of a single building still standing, though they’d seen plenty of rubble and ruin. If there was a village still standing, it was a miracle. It was also a miracle that there was land so close to where they’d been walking. She was hoping they could leave the filthy, bloody water behind.

“Maybe it’s God’s doing,” she said. “Maybe He kept a village intact for us. Wants us to go there,” she suggested.

Nate glanced her way, then made a face. “Maybe. But we’re not taking any chances. It could be a trap set by the Neos.” He looked at Gerald and nodded. “You know what to do.”

His longtime friend nodded, then motioned for Tasha and Penny to follow him as they sloshed through the red waters toward the dry land they’d spotted.

“Can’t we move over there?” Tammy asked, pointing to the land. “At least we could get out of this—” The words caught in her mouth when something brushed her leg. She closed her eyes, afraid of what she might see if she looked down. Finally, she opened them, keeping her eyes on her husband.

“We could get out of the water,” she said, knowing the pleading tone wouldn’t be missed by him. She was relieved when his mouth twitched, then he nodded.

“Let’s wait on the… shore,” he said, sounding a bit uncertain as to what to call the land at the edge of the water, since it was nothing like any ocean or sea any of them had ever encountered.

Once they were on land, Tammy released a long breath. Though it was still just as smelly on the “shore,” at least there weren’t body parts floating by. She shuddered for the thousandth time at the thought.

It wasn’t long before Gerald and the women returned. Tammy frowned at the looks on their faces. Gerald glanced at her, then back to Nate, giving a slight head shake.

“Uh, it’s not a good place to stop,” he said. “It’s…” Another pointed glance at Tammy caused her to scowl.

“It’s just not doable,” Penny provided as she turned and scanned the shoreline. “Looks like we can head up the coast, though. It’s still pretty flat over here. Hopefully, it goes straight east.”

Nate took Gerald by the arm and led him away while Tammy watched. Felicia stepped up to her side.

“Must be really bad,” she murmured. “Gerald actually checked his words for you, so I can only imagine what they saw there.”

Tammy nodded. “Judging by the looks they had, I don’t want to imagine.”

Nate and Gerald came back then and Nate’s face reflected the others’. Although Tammy was inordinately curious—Nate had always called her “Nosy Nellie”—she knew that whatever the group had seen, it wasn’t something she wanted to know about.

Feeling a bit discouraged, the group started trudging up the coast. Most remained silent, although Fredo and Lito took turns trying to get Sonja’s attention. They tried to outdo each other with ridiculous stories, boasting about achievements that were highly unlikely.

The girl gave the boys amused looks, like she knew what they were up to. Tammy wondered why she didn’t return the attention, but then figured she knew there was no point. Sonja seemed to be well-versed in the Scripture, so she probably knew that there wasn’t any time left for them to form any kind of lasting friendship.

When Fredo told a story about saving a child from a runaway bull, Lito burst out laughing.

“He means he picked up a kitten that was in our yard. Our pitbull almost stepped on it when he was pooping.” Fredo scowled at his brother, then moved to hit him in the arm, but Gerald intervened.

“Save your fight for the enemy,” he said, glancing toward the area the village had been. “We’re all going to need all the strength we have.” Penny and Tasha both paled as they nodded in agreement.

Those ominous words made Tammy wonder yet again just what it was they’d seen.


Chapter 11

CANNIBALS. NATHAN was still in shock over what Gerald told him they’d seen in the village. He said the entire place had been “wiped out,” all the villagers were dead, and that they’d been eaten.

“Not by wild animals, either,” he said as he’d glanced nervously around, as if waiting for the man-eaters to jump out at them. “Except for Sonja’s chickens and dogs, we haven’t seen any animals in months. Plus, the uh, bones left behind were…” He paused, as if searching for the right words. He shook his head.

“There weren’t any teeth marks on them,” he said with a shudder. “They weren’t clean, either, just like the, uh, meat was ripped off, but the… whole thing wasn’t eaten. Animals don’t do that. They eat what they kill.” Gerald looked like he was going to be sick and Nathan felt the same way. It was certainly stomach-turning to think about.

And somewhat terrifying.

After they started up the coast, Nathan joined Gerald, Penny and Tasha in keeping a very careful watch.

Nathan was bringing up the rear, walking directly behind Felicia and Tammy, who kept looking over her shoulder at him. He could practically hear her thoughts, knowing she wanted to ask him what Gerald had told him, but being afraid of the answer.

He knew there was no way he was telling her.

They couldn’t get to Israel fast enough, Nathan thought. Being on foot now was too hard. It wasn’t that walking was difficult; in fact, it wasn’t bad at all now that they were able to walk along the shoreline, out of the filth-filled water.

But it just felt too exposed. Too vulnerable, to be walking out in the open. At least in the trucks they’d had some sort of protection. And shelter.

He glanced at the dark sky then, wondering how long it had been since it had rained. Probably close to a year, he thought. Though they’d traveled quite a distance in that time and had moved through various climates, Nathan instinctively knew that no water had fallen from the sky to anywhere on the earth in all that time. It seemed drought was another punishment.

It was then that he noticed the sky seemed a bit lighter. The outline of the sun could actually be seen, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen it. He wondered if the air was cleaner as well. It had gotten better when they’d reached the “ocean” back in Florida, to the point they didn’t need face coverings, but it still had a smoky smell and taste to it. He sucked in a deep breath and realized that it did seem cleaner, though it was still likely toxic.

His thoughts were interrupted then when Gerald lifted a hand, making a fist. Most of the group wasn’t paying any attention, either talking amongst themselves or else lost in their own thoughts, so Nathan called out quietly.

“Stop. And be quiet.” Tammy and Felicia looked back at him in surprise, before turning back toward the front, noticing Gerald had stopped. Tasha and Penny flanked the group on the sides, and they reached out to stop those closest to them.

The group stood still as they watched Gerald turning his head to the side, as if listening. It was a few moments later when he walked back to Tasha. Penny moved to join them, but Nathan stayed where he was, keeping a watchful eye out.

As the trio murmured amongst themselves, Tammy seemed to come to a decision and she approached, with Felicia close behind. Nathan steeled himself for the question he knew she was going to ask. And the answer he didn’t want to give.

“What happened back there?” she asked as she motioned back toward the village.

“Why are you all suddenly Gi-Joe on steroids?” Felicia demanded.

Nathan sighed as he thought about how to answer the women. He really didn’t want to frighten them any further, but they needed to know what they might be facing. Trying to form his words in his mind, he kept a watchful eye on their surroundings.

Tammy startled him when she pushed his shoulder. “Nate!” she snapped. “Tell us what’s going on.”

He winced, but glanced at her, then scanned the area again. “Gerald and the women saw the… remains of the villagers,” he hedged.

“Okay, that sucks,” Felicia said, “but there’s more. What aren’t you saying? Out with it!”

Nathan glared at his friend’s wife for a second, before looking around again. “The remains had been, uh, eaten.”

“So?” Tammy said. “That’s not surprising, since there isn’t any food for the animals now. What’s the problem?”

He stared at his wife for a moment, then looked skyward, asking for some help in answering. But the Lord chose that moment to remain silent.

“They were killed by whatever ate them,” he said. When Felicia opened her mouth, likely to point out that also wasn’t surprising, he hurried on. “When was the last time you’ve seen an animal? It’s kind of obvious mostly only humans are left. I’m pretty sure the Lord has taken most all of the animals so they don’t have to suffer through this,” he said as he waved his hand at their surroundings, while scanning the area once again.

He looked back at the pair and sucked in a fortifying breath. “Gerald is pretty sure that it was humans who killed and ate the villagers.”

Their gasps made him cringe, and he felt bad about his bluntness when he saw the look Tammy got, but it was her own fault for being nosy. Nathan expected his wife to start retching, but surprisingly, she just paled a bit and her left eyelid started twitching.

“That’s…” Felicia shook her head. “That’s freaky scary.”

“Yeah,” Tammy said, then shook herself. “But we don’t have to worry. Remember that the Bible says ‘what can man do to me’?”

“Gnaw on your leg like it’s the last drumstick in the bucket, apparently,” Felicia smirked. Tammy laughed and shushed her friend, while Nathan stared at Tammy, wide-eyed. He was glad for her transformation in seeming to have overcome her weak stomach, but it was still startling.

Gerald approached then. “I heard voices,” he said quietly. “Not sure from where though. Kinda hard to tell. But I figure they’re pretty far away. We just need to keep it down.” They nodded, watching as Penny and Tasha gave the same instructions to the others, then they set out silently.

“It’s weird that the dogs aren’t barking,” Tammy said to no one in particular, though she spoke quietly enough that only Felicia and Nathan could hear her.

“Yeah,” Felicia whispered. “Even the chickens are silent.”

“I think they know,” Nathan told them. “They sense the need to stay quiet.”

“I sometimes think animals are smarter than people,” Felicia said and Tammy nodded.

“Same. But I don’t think it’s as much a matter of intelligence as it is they’re more in tune with God. I think they hear Him better than we do.” She shrugged. “Before the collapse, I never heard Him. I think it was because of all the noise of the world and the distractions of our busy lives. But now, I hear Him more and more.”

Both Felicia and Nathan nodded in agreement. Nathan started to add his thoughts, but the boys distracted him.

“Knock it off!” Lito yelled at Fredo as he pushed his brother away from him, before being hushed by the group. The kid ducked his head, murmuring his apologies. They all walked in silence after that.

It was a long while later when Gerald thought they were out of the hearing range of whoever it had been he’d heard. The group started speaking amongst themselves again, though they were careful to keep their voices down. Even the teenagers and the dogs were quiet.

The sky lightened more and more the farther east they traveled, and Nathan pointed it out to the group. Sancho nodded.

“I think it’s because we’re farther away from where the nukes landed,” he suggested with a shrug.

“I think it’s because we’re getting close to Israel,” Lukas countered. “I bet when we get there, it will be like none of this—” he motioned to the burned-out, overturned landscape, “—will have happened. I’m hoping it’s still green and the skies are clear there,” he added with a toothy grin. The others smiled at him.

“From your lips to God’s ears,” Tammy murmured. “I’m still just hoping for some water—clean water,” she amended with a wry smile, “to wash in.” She tugged at her shirt and made a face. “I’m so tired of being dirty.” There were murmurs of agreement at that.

“I cannot remember the last time I was clean,” Marie moaned. “It has been a very long time.”

“Yeah,” Felicia said. “Right now, I’d be happy for some clean sand to scrub myself with. Don’t even need water, I’m so desperate.”

A sudden wind kicked up just then, sending dirt flying from all directions, almost like a mini tornado. The group shrieked in protest as they covered their faces. Like with the rain, Nathan couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt the wind blow.

“Be careful what you wish for!” Steffen said as the wind died down.

“Haven’t seen a dust devil in ages,” Brad added. “Not since I was in Texas workin’ on the oil rigs.”

The group grumbled a bit as they shook off the dirt from their clothes and brushed their skin. But then Felicia started laughing.

“Thanks, Dad,” she called out as she lifted her eyes toward the sky. She then looked at the others as she pointed with a grin. “Look.”

Nathan turned to see what she was indicating, then laughed himself. Just a few yards away was a small crater the dust devil had left behind. And inside the crater, the sand was no longer blackened from the fires that had burned the earth over the past few years. Instead, it was… clean.

“Well, there’s your clean sand,” Gerald told his wife. “Have at it.”

Felicia laughed, then started peeling her clothes off. “Hey, hey!” Gerald protested as he stepped toward her, sending worried looks toward the other men.

“Oh, don’t worry,” Felicia told him. “I’m not going to strip completely. Just down to the skivvies. Same as if I had a bathing suit on. I just want to scrub off the years' worth of dirt.”

“Scrubbing dirt off with dirt,” Tammy muttered as she, too, started removing her clothing. “The world is definitely crazy now.” Nathan started to protest his wife’s stripping as Gerald had, but then he shrugged.

“Ladies first,” he called out quietly. “And we men will turn our backs and watch over you. Then it’ll be our turn.”

Even though it was just a sand pit, the ladies were giggling—even the toughened Tasha and Penny—as they rubbed the sand over their skin. Nathan’s lips twitched hearing their quiet laughter and he had to fight not to turn around and see what was so funny. He glanced to the side.

“Eyes to the front,” he warned Fredo when he saw the teen trying to look over his shoulder. The kid’s face reddened at being caught most likely hoping to get a glimpse of Sonja.

“Peeping perv,” Lito said just before Fredo shoved him. The kid stumbled to the side, falling on his knees… facing the ladies.

“Uh, um, err…” He seemed incapable of moving as he held himself on all fours, staring at the sight before him.

“Now who’s the perv?” Fredo snarled as he reached out to grab his brother, but then he, too, froze and stuttered. Nathan sighed and turned to reach for the pair. And that was when he saw what had caught their eye.

“Neos!” he yelled as he swung his rifle around and pulled it to his shoulder. He looked through the sight to get a better idea of what they were facing, thankful for the clearer air and brighter sky. At least now they could see farther.

The ladies scrambled to grab their rifles from where they’d left them atop their clothes and the group formed a line, all aiming toward the enemy on the near horizon. There was a column of soldiers trudging up and over sand dunes possibly a quarter-mile away, looking somewhat robotic in their movements. They, too, were heading toward the east and didn’t even look their way.

“Huh,” Gerald murmured as he stood next to Nathan. “That’s weird. You’d think they’d take an interest in us. Pretty sure they spotted us, or at least heard us.”

Nathan nodded, though he didn’t relax, didn’t take his eye off the enemy. The more he looked at them, though, the more he realized that the group didn’t seem to be human. His earlier thought of being robotic seemed to be more true than not.

“Demon-possessed,” someone said.

“Yeah,” others agreed.

“But it’s like they’re sorta on auto-pilot, doesn’t it?” Felicia asked. “Like they’re just being forced to walk.”

“It’s weird,” Tammy agreed. “The soldiers always seemed, uh, human before. You know, like kind of normal, just evil. But this is just… weird,” she repeated.

Nathan realized that the soldiers didn’t hold any threat for them, so he relaxed even as he kept watching them until they were just a blur in the distance. The others must have been watching them as well, but then the women started moving, gathering their belongings.

“Ugh, I hate putting these filthy clothes back on,” Tammy complained as she picked up her shirt. “I swear, this thing is as stiff as cardboard.”

“We could switch clothes,” Felicia suggested. “At least then we’d be wearing something different.”

Tammy made a face at her. “That’s even worse… wearing someone else’s filth.”

Once the women were dressed, the men stripped and took the same “dirt bath” the ladies had, though they were quick about it… and there wasn’t any laughter.

After dressing, the group decided to camp for the night. Patty handed out packages and cans of food and the group ate in silence. There weren’t even the usual complaints of “beans again.” It seemed they were collectively tired and wary.

Gerald set up the night watch, assigning two adults for two hours throughout the night and it was during J.D.’s and Nathan’s watch that the angels appeared.

The glow from the three “men” was so bright that Nathan squinted against it until his eyes adjusted. They’d had no warning whatsoever and both men had startled when the heavenly creatures suddenly materialized just feet away from them.

Nathan recognized the trio as Zadkiel, Metatron and Camael, their glowing auras swirling around one another in a rather mesmerizing fashion. It was something Tammy would have thought was “cool.”

“How’s it going?” Zad asked. Nathan chuckled at the angel’s slang.

“We’re okay,” J.D. answered for them. He shrugged. “Not good, not bad. Just okay. Had a group earlier that we thought were demons,” he added.

Zad lifted a brow at that as he glanced at his brothers. “Yeah? Where?”

Nathan pointed to the south. “Up on that ridge,” he told them as he glanced at the sleeping group. Not a single one of the others had stirred when they started talking, which he thought was weird. He wondered if the angels were doing something to keep them asleep.

“They weren’t demons exactly,” he continued. “Neos soldiers, but it was kind of obvious they were possessed. They looked like they were being, uh, led by an invisible force.”

The angels glanced at each other again. “They got the call,” Cam said. Metatron and Zad both nodded in agreement.

“Apparently,” Metatron replied.

“What call?” J.D. and Nathan both asked at the same time.

Zad sighed and pinched the top of his nose. It was such a human-looking gesture that Nathan couldn’t help laughing.

“The call to join the battle at the Valley of Megiddo,” Cam explained when Zad didn’t answer. Nathan thought the angel looked like he had a headache, if that was possible.

“It is the final battle,” Metatron said, then smirked. “At least for the humans in this time,” he added somewhat cryptically.

“If they’ve received the call, then it is unlikely you need to worry about the soldiers any longer,” Zad said as he dropped his hand. “As long as you don’t cross directly in their path, you should be fine.”

Nathan nodded, thankful for that information. It was a huge burden off his shoulders. Though he trusted the Lord to lead them and to help them whenever they needed it, he also knew that they were to remain diligent and watchful.

“But keep on the alert at all times, praying that you may have strength to escape all these things that are about to take place, and to stand before the Son of Man.”

Nathan smiled to himself. Thanks Daddy. Help me stay alert so we don’t cross the demons’ paths like Zad said.

His smile melted into a puzzled frown then as he realized that the angels didn’t know beforehand about “the call,” as they said. So that left the question of why they had appeared.

Nathan looked at Zad, since he always seemed to be somewhat the leader of the angels, at least when they appeared to humans. He also seemed to have spent the most time on earth, judging by his speech and mannerisms.

“Not to be rude, but why are you here?” he asked. “I mean, you didn’t know about us seeing the possessed soldiers and you just said that there shouldn’t be a problem from them anymore, so…” He put his hands up.

Metatron frowned, but Zad and Cam just laughed. “I love it when humans speak directly,” Zad chuckled.

“I prefer it when they don’t speak at all,” Metatron grumbled. Cam elbowed him in the ribs, which caused the stern angel to scowl at his brother.

“Was wondering the same thing,” J.D. said with a slight smile. “So, what’s up?”

Zad crossed his arms and grinned. “Oh nothing. We were just in the neighborhood and thought—”

“You are a few weeks away from Israel,” Metatron growled, glaring at his angel brother before looking back at the men. “When you get to your destination, you are to find others like you,” he said with a dismissive wave.

Nathan and J.D. glanced at each other. “Okayyy,” Nathan drawled, “but—”

“What Grumpytron is trying to say,” Cam started, earning a new glare from Metatron for the nickname, “is that you’re to head for the hills.” His lips twitched. “Seriously, though. There are other humans in the hills who have turned to Abba for salvation. You will find them just before you get to Jerusalem.”

“Okay,” Nathan responded as he looked between the angels. “And then what? Anything else we should know?”

All three angels crossed their arms and spread their legs, their stance intimidating, though Nathan actually felt comforted by them, knowing they were on their side. On God’s side, he amended.

“Remember that your fight is not against those of this world,” Metatron supplied. The other two nodded.

“Yeah,” Cam agreed. “The ultimate fight is against the powers of the dark world.”

“That’s right,” Zad said. “But also, you need to be ready for what’s coming.”

Nathan thought Cryptic much? though he didn’t voice it out loud. Instead, he gave a pointed look to the blond angel glowing blue before him.

“Come on, Zad, out with it,” he urged. The angel grinned at his words, but it didn’t last long. Nathan wasn’t sure what to make of the look that came over his beautiful face then. It was the glance he shared with his brothers that was most disconcerting however.

“Just tell them,” Cam urged. Zad’s shoulders lifted, as if on a sigh.

“Not all of you will survive to the end,” he said. “In fact, most of you won’t. Soon…” he winced as if his next words were painful. Nathan was getting frustrated with the drama, wanting the heavenly being to just spit it out, but he held his tongue.

Zad seemed to stiffen then as he closed his eyes briefly. Nathan got the impression the Lord was speaking to him, and thought it was confirmed when the angel nodded before opening his eyes.

“Soon many of you will be martyred,” he finally said.

J.D. glanced at Nathan. “What does that mean exactly?”

Nathan knew what Zad had felt in that moment. It wasn’t an easy thing to say. He put his hand on his friend’s shoulder.

“Seems a lot of us are going to lose our heads.”

AFTER THE angel’s announcement, Nathan was more determined to get to Israel and pushed the group to walk more and more each day. He and J.D. had made an informal pact not to share the information they’d been given about the impending martyrdom, at least not until the time seemed right.

For the moment, Nathan was just anxious to get the whole thing over. If they were going to lose their heads, the sooner the better. At least it would be a quick death.

“We are getting closer,” Lukas announced as they moved away from the bloody shore and headed inland. “The ground here isn’t torn up like it is everywhere else. Told you.” The man grinned, reminding them that he’d predicted Israel would have been spared from all the devastation the rest of the world had suffered.

“Yeah, you were right,” Gerald laughed as he clapped the man on the back. “But just remember Israel is the place where the antichrist wages war against Christians… and God Himself.”

“And then the whole place is going to be destroyed,” Tammy added with a grin. Nathan shook his head at that, though he knew why his wife was smiling. It wasn’t because she wanted to see the world destroyed; it was because she knew the end was close.

Real close.

Lukas’s prediction came true just a few hours later when they spotted some hills in the distance… hills that looked like actual formations and not the overturned dunes they’d encountered so far on their long journey.

“I think I see caves,” Kat said as she put her hands to her brow, shielding her eyes against the brightness. That alone had been quite a shock, the light something they were no longer accustomed to.

The group had been surprised to find the sky was nearly blue in the area. The ground, too, looked almost normal, though it was dry-looking, as if in the midst of winter. Nathan knew that was due to the heat. The last temperature reading they’d had was just before the trucks had stalled weeks before—and hundreds of miles away—and that had given them an outside temperature of one hundred thirty-three.

Needless to say, it had been insanely hot.

While the temperature was still far higher than he’d ever experience, Nathan was thankful for the cleaner air. He sucked in a deep breath, filling like he hadn’t tasted air as fresh in his life.

As the dogs ran around, barking and chasing each other like they’d never seen grass before, the group laughed at their antics. Sonja even let her chickens out of the cage and the birds pecked furiously at the ground, though Nathan was sure there were no longer any insects for them to find.

The group spent a good hour just relaxing while the younger ones played before the brief holiday was brought to a halt by a group of men approaching.

Nathan signaled to the others and they stood from their prone positions on the dead grass, weapons in hand.

The leader of the small group put his hands up. “There is no need for aggression,” he said. “I am Ephraim and these are members of my family,” he added, motioning to the others behind him, before he looked back at Nathan.

“Nathan,” he said by way of introduction before waving at the others. “This is Gerald, J.D., Steve, Penny, Brad and Patty.” He then motioned to the rest of the group who were farther away. “The others over there are—”

“We will all come to know one another,” Ephraim interrupted with a broad smile. “And from your excellent command of the Hebrew language, I know that you are our brethren from the tribe of Judah.”

Nathan’s puzzled look made Ephraim laugh. “I know, you are not speaking Hebrew. We have heard this from the others. But, in my ears you are fluent in my language and to you, I am fluent in yours. It is good how the Lord works, eh?”

Nathan could only smile and nod, still puzzled by… everything. Ephraim laughed again as he put a hand on his shoulder and turned him. He pointed toward the hills.

“We have made our home there,” he said as they started walking. “I am sure the angels sent you this way, yeah?” Nathan nodded, dumbly. He didn’t seem able to form a coherent sentence.

“Zadkiel, Metatron and Camael,” Tammy replied as she stepped up. Nathan glanced at her with a slight smile. She patted his back.

Ephraim laughed. “Zadkiel is the comedian, is he not? Camael, as well, has come into a sense of humor. Metatron, though…”

“You mean Grumpytron?” Tammy grinned. Ephraim laughed.

“You are not the first to call him that.”

“Yeah, we heard,” Nathan said, finding his voice. They were close enough to the hills that he could see what looked like caves. He remembered then the verses that spoke of the Hebrews finding shelter within the mountains.

The rest of the group gathered their belongings and laughed when the dogs raced ahead, barking all the way to one of the caves. Nathan glanced at Ephraim.

“I’m assuming that’s where you’re living,” he said, shaking his head when Ephraim nodded. “I swear, the dogs are smarter than the people. They just seem to know things.”

Ephraim grinned again, his teeth bright against his dark skin. “It is true that animals can be more… spiritual, I guess you could say.” Nathan smiled, recalling the conversation he’d had earlier with Tammy and Felicia about the same thing.

“I cannot say that I was happy to see the sacrifices start again for that reason,” Ephraim admitted when they reached the cave entrance. The other men with him led the way into the dark space. Nathan started to balk, wanting to remain in the brightness of the day, but Tammy walked ahead of him and so he followed.

“Especially since we followers of Yeshua know that He gave the ultimate and final sacrifice necessary,” Ephraim finished. One of his men lit an old-fashioned torch and the soft glow immediately relieved Nathan of his anxiety from the darkness.

He laughed to himself then, realizing that if Tammy had told him years ago that being in Hell meant complete darkness, he would have accepted the Lord a lot sooner.

They didn’t speak again as they moved farther down the narrow tunnel, forced to form a single line. Knowing the others were behind him, blocking his exit, caused Nathan’s heart to race. He’d never been fond of the feeling of being trapped.

Just when he was about to tumble into a full-blown panic attack, the torch’s light seemed to dim, but Nathan could see that it was due to the fact that there was a cave ahead. He sucked in a deep breath as he stepped into the large space, only realizing then how shallowly he’d been breathing in the tunnel.

The others filed into the cave, moving to the sides as they took in the sight. Nathan heard “Whoa” and “Wow” from more than one person. He felt the same way.

Before them wasn’t just a cave; it was a cavern. And a huge one. The underground space had to be at least three stories tall, probably even more, and it was just as wide and long as it was tall. Best of all, there was light shining down into the cavern from above.

He shook his head when he realized that the light wasn’t the best thing about the shelter… although the natural light was amazing and a blessing, what was even better was the water he saw flowing down a rock pile, filling a deep pool.

Women and older children were laughing and splashing about in the water, while dogs ran along the sides, barking. Bitsy and Thor took off then, joining in the fun. Ephraim turned back toward the group with a broad grin.

“I am sure you wish to bathe,” he said as he pointed to the pool. “That is where you can do so. We have plenty of soap for you as well.” Nathan put a hand on Tammy’s arm to stop her from running toward the pool. She glared at him, while he smiled back.

“Hold on a second.” He looked at Ephraim. “Women first?” The man smiled.

“Of course,” he said as he looked around the group. “You do not have children with you?”

Tammy sucked in a breath at the reminder of who they’d lost. “They died on our journey,” she told him.

Ephraim nodded. “It has been the case for all who have come here,” he admitted. He waved toward the pool. “There is no one younger than ten here. All the young ones are with Yeshua. They have been spared,” he said with a sympathetic smile, which Tammy returned.

“God is good,” she said.

“All the time,” most of the group responded, drawing laughter.

Ephraim laughed. “Well, the upper pool is for drinking water,” he said, pointing to a much smaller body of water Nathan hadn’t noticed before. “But you are all welcome to bathe in the lower pool. Even the dogs,” he said as he grinned at Thor, who had jumped on a small rock, presumably so he could be at eye level with Bitsy, who didn’t look impressed.

“We just ask that you keep your undergarments on,” Ephraim continued. He pointedly looked at the teen boys then. “And that you do not watch the women bathing.”

Fredo and Lito’s faces couldn’t have gotten any redder in that moment. Nathan laughed, assuming the older man had dealt with teenagers before.

“I don’t know about you all,” Felicia said as she started running toward the pool, peeling her t-shirt off as she did, “but I’m ready for that water.”

Tammy was hot on her heels. “I’m going in, clothes and all,” she said as she passed her friend when she got tangled in the sleeves of her shirt. Nathan laughed; his wife wasn’t kidding.

She jumped into the water with a laugh, clothes and all.


Chapter 12

THEY WERE only at the cavern for two weeks when they received another angelic visitation, one that most of the group were dreading. The call to the battle at Megiddo.

Armageddon.

Zadkiel told them that others “from the tribe of Judah” had gone into Jerusalem before them after stopping to gather their strength at the cavern as well. He said they were still in the city, awaiting “marching orders,” and that their group was supposed to meet them there.

“But beware when the two witnesses are killed,” the angel warned. “Stay away from the crowds that will be celebrating their deaths.” He wouldn’t elaborate, no matter how much the group pressed him.

Tammy was thankful that they now numbered nearly one thousand as they made their way toward the ancient city she’d always wanted to visit, although not in the same circumstances. Heading to a battle with Satan himself hadn’t been on her bucket list.

It had been a huge surprise to find the large number of people in the cavern. While the amazing place was huge, it certainly hadn’t looked that large. But within the walls of the cavern, hundreds had made their temporary homes.

And now they were all heading to their deaths.

“We won’t all die,” Tammy muttered. Felicia, walking beside her, glanced her way in question.

“Oh, I was just thinking about the battle,” she said with a shrug. “I was thinking we’re all heading to our deaths, but we won’t all die. The Bible talks about those who survive the Tribulation.”

Felicia nodded. “Yeah, but either way, we win,” she grinned. “But if I have to die, I hope it’s by beheading.”

“You’re always losing your head anyway,” Gerald quipped from behind them. Tammy choked on her laughter while Felicia turned to snarl at her husband.

“And you’re not going to survive to see the battle,” she threatened. The man put his hands up in surrender, though he grinned at his wife.

Felicia turned back to the front. “It would have been nice to have the trucks, huh?”

Tammy murmured her agreement. Ephraim told them it was about thirty-three kilometers to Jerusalem. Nate said that was about twenty miles, which would take them most of the day. They’d been walking for hours already, Tammy thought as she glanced up at the sun. It was still a miracle to her how they could see the sun in the land that Jesus had once lived in. It was as if the Son Himself was shining on them.

Nate also told them that, according to Ephraim, the Valley of Megiddo was about sixty miles from Jerusalem. Another three days’ journey. Just thinking about it made Tammy tired. They’d walked so much already.

“Now I kind of understand why all the older people—and the youngest ones—were taken from here,” Nate had told her that morning. Although Tammy still felt a twinge of pain whenever she thought of the children, she had nodded.

“Yeah, I can’t imagine making this trip on foot with Jacob,” she said, remembering how the old man could barely walk and had relied on a cane.

“And we would have had to carry Sissy the whole way,” Nate said. “But I would have done it if we could have kept her with us.” He’d choked up and Tammy had hugged him for a long time. She thought he was having a harder time dealing with the children’s deaths than she was. More than once she’d spotted Nate holding Sissy’s doll, staring at it like he could picture the child holding it.

“Honestly, I’m glad they’re not here,” she told him once she thought he’d gotten his emotions under control. Nate hated for anyone to see him upset, especially tears. She’d always teased him about his “Grizzly Bear Suit,” rough, tough and sharp with teeth and claws, though she knew he was a soft, squishy teddy underneath it.

“I’m glad they went quickly and didn’t have to witness what’s coming.” Nate had nodded in agreement, while covertly wiping his cheeks.

Tammy smiled at the memory and Felicia noticed. “What’s got you grinning?” Tammy shook her head, not wanting to share the private time she’d had with her husband.

“Nothing, just thinking how funny it is that… what? Like three years ago I was upset that I couldn’t get my nails done every two weeks. Now here I am, heading off to war.” It was crazy to think how much everything had changed.

Including her.

Three years ago, they’d been struggling to find enough food to eat. Worrying about where they might sleep. Wondering if the crazies that had seemed to crawl up out of the very depths of Hell would find them, hurt them. She’d been a terrified, sniveling mess back then.

“And now I’m a soldier,” she muttered to herself. “A Christian soldier, to boot.”

Felicia must have heard her, because she laughed and started singing.

“Onward, Christian soldiers, marching as to war, with the cross of Jesus going on before!”

Tammy laughed herself, thinking how accurate the lyrics were for their situation.

The rest of the group picked up the song, and soon their voices rang out over the hills as they marched.

“Christ, the royal Master, leads against the foe; forward into battle, see His banner go!”

With a song in their hearts and renewed bounce in their steps, they made it to Jerusalem in what seemed like no time at all.

And just in time to watch it crumble to the ground.

“THIS QUAKE was just as bad as the last!” Nate exclaimed as he pulled Tammy to her feet. She nodded, completely numb with shock.

Just as they’d gotten to the outskirts of the ancient city, they’d heard a loud voice saying, “Come up here!” and had lifted their eyes to watch with awe as a cloud descended over Jerusalem and then two lights that appeared to be men shot up into the sky.

“It’s the two witnesses,” Gerald had breathed, and others had murmured their agreement. It was an amazing thing to see, the fulfillment of prophesy right before their eyes, exactly as it had been foretold two thousand years before.

But then the ground had started shaking and they watched in amazement as the entire city seemed to collapse like a sandcastle when the tide rolled in.

The others in their group pushed themselves back up to a stand, dusting themselves off. From what Tammy could tell, no one was injured, though Nate called out, asking if anyone needed healing. There were a few, so he rushed over to them to put his hands on them.

“That gift is a godsend,” Miriam, one of the ladies from Ephraim’s group, said. “If you had not arrived at the cavern when you did, I am sure my Amir would have died.”

Tammy smiled at the woman and nodded, though thinking that, while it was great that Nate had been able to heal Miriam’s husband from his apparent appendicitis, it might have been better if the man had died before the battle.

She shook her thoughts away. I’m sorry, Lord, for being so negative. I keep bouncing between trusting You to being scared. I guess it would be nice to know HOW I die, You know?

Tammy didn’t expect an answer, but was surprised as she always was when she got one.

“It’s not death you’re afraid of, but the dying part.”

She smiled. Yeah. Dying doesn’t sound like such a great idea. How about You just take me now? Then I could just skip over the hard stuff. That time, she didn’t get an answer.

“Come on,” Nate said, interrupting her thoughts as he trotted back up to her. “Let’s get into the city. I’m sure there are a lot of people who need to be healed there.”

Tammy glanced at Felicia, whose face was smeared with dirt. Since they’d had the luxury of water to bathe in, the group had been keeping themselves scrupulously clean. It suddenly seemed offensive to see dirt on her friend’s face. She reached out to wipe it off.

“I doubt anyone survived that,” she told Felicia as they turned to run after Nate and the others. “And if they did, then I’m not sure we should be helping them. I mean, this was supposed to be a judgment, right?”

Felicia nodded as they reached a pile of rubble and started to climb over it. “Yeah, but I still think we should do what we can.”

Tammy sighed. Her friend had been a nurse back before the economic collapse, so it stood to reason that she’d side with Nate. Lord, just don’t let them heal anyone YOU don’t want them to help.

They found lots of people in the ruins, but none who were alive. As they made their way toward the center of the once great city, Tammy could tell Nate was getting frustrated. Her husband wanted to help someone, to heal.

Gerald put his hand on Nate’s shoulder after they found yet another broken, bloody body. “I’m thinking that maybe we’re not going to find any survivors,” he told his long-time friend. “I think that anyone who did survive wasn’t even injured and those are the other believers we’re supposed to meet up with.”

Nate nodded, though Tammy could tell it was with reluctance. She stepped up and wrapped her arm around her husband’s waist. “Hon,” she said, waiting for him to turn his dark eyes that held all the pain he felt toward her, “Ger’s right. We need to quit looking for survivors here. Remember that those who aren’t for us now are against us.” She waved around to indicate the devastated city.

“I think the Lord took care of those who are against us. At least here,” she said, grimacing at the remnants of the leveled city. “Now we need to go find the other Christians. The rest of the tribe of Judah,” she said with a smile that she hoped softened the blow to her husband’s superhero psyche.

Nate’s shoulders lifted, then fell. “Yeah,” he said, scrubbing his hands over his face. Tammy winced when she saw all the dirt streaks that action left, but then reminded herself that it didn’t matter. They were likely days from the end. Or maybe from “their end,” at least. Who cared if they entered into their reward with dirty faces?

“Let’s just—” He paused then, tilting his head. Tammy and Gerald both frowned.

“What?” they asked in unison. Nate pointed toward the north.

“Don’t you hear that?”

Gerald smirked. “Hear what, Dog Ears?” That was the nickname Gerald had given Nate during their time in the police academy, when Nate proved he could hear better than anyone else.

Nate gave him a look that said he didn’t appreciate the reminder of that name. “Over there,” he said as he continued to point. “I hear voices.”

Gerald turned and whistled, motioning to the group to follow them. Tammy and Gerald looked at each other, both shrugging as they waited for Felicia to catch up, along with most of their original group. While they felt connected to the “new” group they’d met at the cavern, there was a lot to be said for having survived hardships with others. It bonded you even closer, and they never got too far from one another.

“What’s up?” Fredo asked as he and Lito ran up to them. Tammy grinned when she noticed Sonja and the dogs not far behind. She frowned then.

“Where are your chickens?” she asked the girl. Sonja shrugged.

“I figured we were getting so close to the end of time and would be going to see Jesus soon that we didn’t need the eggs any longer.” She motioned toward the south.

“I let them go outside of the city,” she said with a grin. “The last I saw they were chasing one of those scary locust things.”

Tammy laughed; she’d forgotten about the hellish—literally—creatures that had sought them out at one time, before being denied their attack by the Lord Himself. She hadn’t seen the creatures since that time and had assumed they’d returned to the abyss, or wherever it was they’d come from. Maybe there are a few stragglers, she thought.

“I had to feed the birds that were left somehow.”

Tammy chuckled. Glad to know You’re still here. She could practically hear the Lord scoff at that.

“Of course I am. Duh. I’ll never leave you, nor forsake you, remember?”

Tammy laughed out loud at that, then pointed heavenward when the others looked her way. They smiled and nodded knowingly as they continued their trek to the north, following Nate who seemed to be on a mission.

“He’s on a mission from gawwwd,” Kal quipped when he got closer. Tammy laughed again, this time at the pastor’s reference to The Blues Brothers. Kal was always quoting movie lines, keeping them all laughing.

“Hopefully,” Tammy told Kal as she climbed over a pile of rubble. She watched as Kal and Raj both helped Anya up and over the mound of bricks.

She’d noticed that her friend was having more and more trouble walking and had wondered at it, thinking that she should mention it to Nate. But Anya hadn’t asked for help, even knowing that Nate had the gift of healing. She figured if the woman wanted Nate to help, she would have asked.

Anya saw her watching and grimaced. “Yeah, I can see what you’re thinking,” she said with a self-deprecating laugh as she straightened on a patch of level ground. “I never wanted to mention it, but I have MS,” she said. Tammy raised her eyebrows.

“Multiple Sclerosis,” Anya explained. “I was diagnosed a month before economy tanked. It hadn’t been an issue until lately,” she added as she took Kal’s hand and let him pull her over yet another pile.

“Well, why the heck didn’t you say something to Nate before?” Tammy asked. They’d been together for nearly a year, and she couldn’t believe she was just hearing about the woman’s condition. It irked her, if she were being honest with herself.

Anya shrugged as she hobbled around more debris. “I guess I thought if the Lord wanted me to be healed, He would have done so when Nate healed my injuries when you first rescued us,” she admitted, reminding Tammy of the day when Nate had first discovered his healing ability and had healed Kal, Raj and Anya.

“I just figured it was my thorn in the side,” she said with a wry smile. Tammy gave her a look.

“Well, I can’t say I’m not ticked off at you for not saying something sooner,” she chided the woman. “I thought we were friends.”

Anya made a noise of distress and reached out to Tammy. “Oh, but—”

“Seriously, we’re about to go meet our doom,” Raj said, using jazz fingers that made them all laugh, “so does it really matter that your little girly feelings are hurt? Get over yourselves already.”

Tammy and Anya both playfully slugged the man, making him squeal. The women laughed at him.

“Shut up, Rajie,” Anya told her brother. “You’re the biggest thorn in my side.”

Raj grinned, then wrapped an arm around Anya’s neck, pulling her close so he could kiss her temple.

“I love you too, sis,” he murmured. Anya smiled, glancing at Tammy as she put her arms around him and hugged him to her.

Tammy turned away as she blinked at the moisture in her eyes. It would have been nice to have a sibling, she thought for the millionth time in her life, though she wouldn’t have wished her father on another kid. She knew it was better that she’d been an only child.

A pang hit her in the chest then when she wondered where her mother was, or where she’d ended up. If she’d gotten saved, or if she was like those they’d found buried in the rubble of Jerusalem… lost forever.

She knew she’d never know this side of Heaven.

Lord, if my mom is still alive and if there’s any hope for her, please save her. It was the same prayer she’d been praying since the collapse. And one she fervently hoped was answered.

Once he’d accepted that they weren’t going to find any survivors in the outer rim of the devastation, Nate truly seemed to be on that “mission from gawwd” Kal had joked about, climbing over rubble piles and skirting around others like he was determined to reach the center of the city first.

“What’s with the center?” Kal asked as they hurried to catch up to Nate.

“No idea,” Gerald said, huffing as he helped Felicia navigate the debris. His concern for his wife made Tammy smile; even though the couple constantly picked at each other, she knew they loved each other dearly.

“Nate!” Tammy called out when her husband ascended yet another mound. He looked back at her in question. “What’s the rush?”

Nate looked back toward the north. “I don’t know,” he called back. “I just have a… feeling.” With that cryptic and totally unhelpful answer, he turned and kept on going.

Tammy huffed in frustration, but she forced herself to keep moving. It seemed like hours later when they finally reached what seemed to be the center of Jerusalem. Like the rest of the city, it was one giant pile of rubble.

But there were other people there. Alive.

“Hello!” Gerald called out with a wave. Since Nate was in front of them, Tammy had expected her husband to greet the others, but instead, he was still climbing over the debris piles, though he’d changed his direction to the west. She called out to him, but he didn’t even pause.

“What in the heck is he—”

Tammy’s words were cut short when Nate yelled out, “Over here!” She frowned, but moved toward where her husband was frantically digging through a pile. “Go meet the others,” she told Gerald over her shoulder. “I’ll see what Nate’s doing.”

From the stack of rubble he’d been digging through, Nate pulled off what looked like a piece of siding from a house, then he reached down and closed his eyes. Even though Tammy was still yards away, she could see his lips moving, and knew he was praying for healing for whomever he’d found buried there.

It was a few minutes later when she reached his side and looked into the hole he’d created. Her eyes widened when she saw the body being crushed under so much weight.

“Mom?”

The woman’s eyes fluttered open and she looked at Tammy with a wide grin. “I was just praying that I’d get one last chance to see you,” the woman who Tammy always felt had neglected her as a child said. She had to swallow down the past hurts as she reached out to take her mother’s hand.

“I was praying that you’d come to know the Lord,” Tammy choked out through her tears. “To truly know Him.” Though her parents had been elders in the church, neither one had ever acted truly Christ-like. Once Tammy was an adult with more understanding, she had always wondered if they were actually saved.

Her mother smiled, even though she was still buried beneath an impossible amount of rubble. No one could have survived that, Tammy thought, not unless the Lord had His hand in it.

“I was saved a few years ago,” her mother said. “Truly saved. The Lord has been taking care of me ever since,” she admitted with a smile. “He brought me all the way here, to His city. Kept me safe from the enemy. And now He’s given me one last chance to tell my daughter that I’m so very sorry for…” Her mother winced, obviously in pain, and Tammy glanced at Nate. He shook his head and she knew that her husband had done all her could for her mother, but it wasn’t going to be enough.

She’d soon be with Jesus.

“It’s okay, Mom,” Tammy hurried to tell her. “I forgive you. I forgive Daddy too,” she said, realizing she meant it. The Lord had told her that her father had been abused severely as a child, and she knew that she couldn’t really blame him for how he’d treated her. And she knew she had to forgive her mother for her neglect in protecting her only child. Her mother had been abused by her father as well.

Her mother smiled at her, closing her eyes. “God is so good,” she whispered.

“All the time,” Tammy laughed through her tears. She felt Nate’s hand on her shoulder and she relished the comforting weight.

Her mother nodded, though she didn’t open her eyes. “Going to go see Him now,” she whispered. “I’m so thankful I got to see you one more time. I’m so proud of you, daughter.” Tammy sobbed at that, and Nate squeezed her shoulder.

Tammy thought her mother was already gone, but then she surprised her when she opened her eyes, staring at Tammy intently.

“Don’t be afraid,” she told her. “Jesus will be with you, every step of the way. Leave this place singing His praises,” she said with a smile. “Make the devil angry.”

And then she was gone.

Tammy thought she should be more upset than she was, should feel more sorrow or even anger at all the lost years between them. But all she felt was relief… and gratitude.

“Thank You, Jesus, for letting me see my mother and for letting me tell her I forgive her,” she whispered as Nate pulled her into his arms. They held onto each other for a short time, but then they heard the others calling them.

Tammy pulled back and looked at her husband. “Thank you,” she told him as she kissed him. “For finding my mom, and for healing her.”

Nate grimaced. “The Lord led me here, but I couldn’t heal her completely,” he said, sounding defeated. Tammy rolled her eyes.

“Maybe not, but you kept her alive until I could talk to her,” she said, letting her exasperation show. “And it’s the Lord’s choice whether someone lives or dies,” she reminded him as she stood, balancing atop the pile they were on.

“Come on, let’s go meet the others.”

THE BATTLE RAGED. Even though they were still a mile or so away, as they topped the last hill, they could see the smoke from bombs exploding and could hear the sounds of war, even the screams of the injured and dying.

For a moment, Tammy and some of the others balked.

“We could just stay up here and watch,” Fredo said with a nervous laugh, and Lito murmured his agreement as they stared at the scene below them with wide eyes. Gone was the teenage bravado, Tammy thought, once the kids witnessed what war was truly like.

She felt the same way.

“Onward, Christian soldiers,” Gerald said as he started down the hill. Ephraim joined him, along with Penny and Tasha and a few others from the cavern. It was just a few moments before the rest of the group followed, although for most it was reluctantly.

“Maybe we should sing again,” Tammy suggested, remembering her mother’s last words. Felicia looked askance at her, wincing when another bomb exploded.

“Like what? The Battle Hymn of the Republic?”

Tammy nudged her with her elbow. “I was thinking something more… praise-ish.”

Felicia laughed. “Okay. Well, for some reason, I can’t think of any praise-ish songs right now.”

“How about Days of Elijah?” Sonja asked as she slid down the hill next to them.

“Ooh, good one!” Tammy nodded, and Felicia agreed. They started singing, and the others soon joined in. Though Tammy thought she should be surprised that every single person knew all the words, she wasn’t.

Jesus was singing with them.

Their steps were nearly a march as they moved to the outskirts of the battle, heading toward those they knew were “friendlies.” Tammy still wasn’t sure exactly how they were supposed to help, but she was letting God lead them. And her.

Their singing drew attention from the enemy troops and it was difficult to not show the fear she felt. She wondered if the others felt the same, especially when soldiers started toward them. Though they were quite a distance away, Tammy could still feel the evil presence, the venom, coming from them.

“Aren’t we going to shoot them?” Felicia asked as she shot nervous glances toward the column of soldiers heading their way.

“I guess not,” Tammy murmured when those who’d been in similar situations, those who’d gone to war before, just kept marching toward their brethren to the north of the battlefield.

Nate slowed his steps until he was alongside her. Gerald, too, did the same. The men reached out and took their wives’ hands.

“No fear,” Nate told her as the others continued singing. “Remember, no matter what happens next, we’ll be with the Lord soon.”

She gave him a wobbly smile, but then stiffened her spine. Literally and figuratively. And then she started singing the song in an even louder voice.

They were on the third round of the inspiring song, which lyrics matched their situation perfectly, when the soldiers reached them. Some of the people in their group turned and fired, taking down dozens of the enemy. Tammy herself killed three before Nate put his hand on her rifle, pushing it gently down.

“I don’t think we’re supposed to fight them,” he said. Tammy frowned up at her husband.

“Isn’t that why we’re here?” The angels told them to come to the Battle of Armageddon, after all. She’d just assumed it was to “take up arms,” as they say and fight the enemy.

“Nate’s right,” Gerald said. A large number of the other people joined them then as they faced the approaching soldiers. Like the others they’d seen crossing the desert, the enemy seemed to be robotic, mechanical almost.

“Then what the heck are we doing here?” Felicia said, frustration coloring her words.

“I think we’re just supposed to sing,” Nate responded. Gerald agreed.

“Seriously?” Tammy and Felicia both said at the same time. Others behind them said much the same.

“Yeah,” Penny agreed as she walked up. Tammy’s eyes widened as she looked at the woman who, by her own admission, had been in many battles over her lifetime. Penny grinned when she saw the look on Tammy’s face.

“I may not be the best singer,” Penny said, “and I may be better with a weapon than I am anything else, but I think Nate’s right. I think our mission here is to encourage the others.” With that, she turned and continued toward the north, picking up the song again as she went.

Penny didn’t give the soldiers a second glance.

Tammy and Felicia glanced at each other, then shrugged as they followed, their husbands close behind. Tammy wondered if they were trying to protect their backs, but like Nate had just said, it didn’t matter what happened next.

Strangely, the soldiers didn’t follow them, and the entire group continued marching and singing loud enough to be heard over the sounds of battle as they moved toward the other believers, who continued shooting and launching aerial weapons at the enemy. Tammy could tell they seemed to be fighting with renewed determination.

They’d just reached the edge of the Israeli troops when pandemonium broke out. Tammy and the others watched with shock as the enemy foot soldiers overcame the frontline defense and then advanced on the rest of the troops, ending the battle in just moments.

“I… that’s…” Tammy stuttered as she swallowed hard, while wondering if she’d misunderstood the Bible, if they’d somehow gotten it all wrong. Maybe the believers were supposed to lose. Maybe this wasn’t the end after all. Maybe…

She shook her head. NO! She shouted to herself. Now is not the time to be doubting God’s Word!

“That’s right, daughter, watch and see.”

Tammy stiffened her spine once again and watched as a battalion of soldiers headed their way. Beyond them, she could see that those who had been fighting with the Israelis were being forced to their knees, while the enemy tied their hands behind their backs.

Before she could process exactly what was happening, a flash of blue caught her attention and she and the others around her turned to see Zad. She started to greet him, thinking he’d come to save them, but the angel gathered the children from their group.

He caught Tammy’s eye and winked, then looked around the group. He nodded toward the approaching enemy who hadn’t even slowed at the appearance of the heavenly being.

“See you soon!” he announced, then disappeared with the children.

There were exclamations and cries of shock, but they quickly silenced when the realization that their children were no longer in harm’s way came over them. Tammy remembered then Fredo and Lito saying they were going to be “Remnant Warriors” in the millennial period and wondered if that was why they were spared. Whatever the reason, she was glad for it.

The group was silent when the soldiers reached them.

“On your knees!” one of the soldiers growled and the group obliged, almost as one, while the enemy moved behind them, binding their wrists with plastic ties.

Tammy looked at Nate, only to find he was already staring at her. He gave her a slight smile, then tilted his head to the left. She leaned forward to look around him, then saw what he was indicating.

A hooded man, dressed all in black, holding a very wicked-looking sword.

Understanding dawned then and, even though she was afraid of what was coming next—the dying—she was also strangely excited.

“Here’s to becoming martyrs,” Nate grinned at her. She gave him a small smile, though she knew it was a nervous one.

“I hope it’s quick and painless,” Gerald muttered.

“It will be,” Felicia told him. “Once the spinal cord is severed, there’s no feeling. No pain.” Tammy smiled at her nurse friend’s matter-of-fact blunt explanation. It was strangely comforting.

“Though I’m not sure if the brain can still process sight. We might be able to realize our head is rolling—”

Gerald nudged his wife and shot a look at Tammy, but she just laughed. “That might be kind of funny,” she grinned. “As long as it’s painless.”

The Lord’s army caught Tammy’s eye then as she watched more men dressed all in black with swords begin the process of removing heads. Though they were quite a distance away, it was still a gruesome sight, although somewhat fascinating.

Their own “grim reaper” stepped forward then and they all turned to watch as Jabez, Ephraim’s adult son, lost his head to the sharp sword.

One by one, bodies fell and heads rolled. Tammy closed her eyes, deciding she really didn’t want to see her friends die. She’d rather wait until she saw them in Heaven.

By the sound of it, she could tell the man tasked with the decapitations was drawing near. But then another sound caught her ears and she opened her eyes.

Singing.

From across the distance, a man in the Lord’s army started singing, lifting his voice in praise.

“When peace like a river, attendeth my way... “

The man was slightly off-key, but Tammy knew it didn’t matter. The Lord would be honored and delighted in the praise. More voices lifted then.

“When sorrows like sea billows roll...”

Their own group picked up the song, singing with loud voices as the executioner continued his work, seeming to be almost in a frenzy now, enraged that those he was killing weren’t afraid.

“Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to know...”

One by one, more heads came off, but the remaining voices grew stronger. The enemy was enraged by it and that made Tammy exceedingly happy. Satan knew he wasn’t going to win the war and neither was he going to defeat God’s own people.

Just as Ephraim’s head rolled in front of Tammy and she braced herself for her turn, a loud boom like the clap of all the thunder at once caught their attention. Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked toward Jerusalem.

Standing on a mountain towering a thousand or more feet in the air was a being so unlike anything any human had ever seen that there was no doubt at all who it was.

“Jesus,” Tammy breathed in delight and awe, as did all the other believers around her.

Surrounded by God’s Heavenly Army, with a glow that seemed almost fiery, the Lord looked so very different from the time Tammy had met Him in the “corridor.” Then, He’d appeared as a man, very human-looking. Friendly, approachable.

Now, in this final battle, He was The Conqueror.

As one, all the enemy soldiers dropped to their knees, their foreheads touching the ground. Tammy knew that all of them, every single one, was crying as they whispered the Name of Jesus in their mother language.

There was no doubt Who stood before them.

Tammy felt completely at peace—though in incredible awe—at the sight of the Lord, but she knew without a doubt in that very moment the unbelievers were filled with the knowledge of their failure to accept the truth. Every mistake, every bad choice and unkind word, all their sins were filling them in that moment. And it was too late to repent.

It was too late to accept Jesus.

Nate nudged her then and Tammy’s breath caught at what her husband was staring at. From every corner of the world, what appeared to be lights shot toward where the Lord stood, glowing in all His glory, His own light far brighter than even the angels’.

Tammy knew then that the lights were those believers who had gone before. From the depths of the seas, from the deepest parts of the earth, anyone who had believed in Him were now going home.

She smiled as she realized her mother was one of those lights—and the children as well. All their friends who’d died during their journey were now meeting Jesus. Tammy sobbed, though it was with intense joy.

The Lord put His hand into the sky then and the lights shot up, straight to Heaven. The others around her gasped, and Tammy was aware she had as well. But before she could even begin to try to voice the awe and wonder of the moment, voices filled the air.

“Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty, Who was and is and is to come!”

Over and over, all those who’d denied the Christ, who’d turned their back on God and the truth of His Word, repeated the words of praise. Tammy’s face was wet as she stared at the Lord, a wide smile on her face.

“…so that at the name of Jesus every knee will bow, of those who are in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and that every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”

Tammy’s grin broadened as she felt a sudden change come over her, knowing that it was her time to meet the Lord. And that smile stretched her face when she rose into the air and shot toward her beloved Lord, her Savior, hearing the words she’d longed for.

“Well done, child! Enter into the joy of your Master.”


“Children, it is the last hour, and as you have heard that antichrist is coming, so now many antichrists have come. Therefore we know that it is the last hour.” 1 John 2:18

It sure feels like we’re at the last hour, doesn’t it? I believe that is due to the fact that IT IS! We are on the very cusp of the end of this age and the war to end all wars will soon be upon us.

But if you’re a believer, you don’t need to fear this time. The Lord will guide you, lead you, provide for you, protect you, or welcome you home to His loving arms. How amazing is that?

If you’re not a believer, I have to ask: What’s stopping you? The Creator of the entire Universe adores you and wants you to come home! He wants all of His prodigals to come to the banquet. All you have to do is head down the road to Him and He’ll run to you with open arms!

Here is a simple prayer you can pray:

Dear God in Heaven, I come to You in the name of Jesus. I acknowledge to You that I am a sinner, and I am sorry for my sins and the life that I have lived; I need your forgiveness. 

I believe that Your only begotten Son, Jesus Christ, shed His precious blood on the cross at Calvary and died for my sins, and I am now willing to turn from my sin. 

You said in the Bible that if we confess the Lord our God and believe in our hearts that God raised Jesus from the dead, we will be saved. 

With my heart, I believe that God raised Jesus from the dead. This very moment I accept Jesus Christ as my own personal Savior and according to His Word, right now I am saved. Amen. 

If you meant that prayer in your heart, WELCOME TO THE FAMILY! 



Thanks for reading my Saints of Salvation series! If you haven’t yet read it, you might enjoy The End series. In it, you’ll find some of the same characters (especially the angels). Here is an excerpt from Book 3, Embracing The End:

It was decided they would send a handful of the teens and two adults to lead the fifteen kids across Mexico. Jax had suggested they not send Allie, since she'd already told him she didn't want babysitting duty ever again. It shocked everyone when the girl insisted on going.

"No way I'm not going," she'd practically growled to the group of adults when they'd made the announcement of what had been decided.

"After what happened to Inez and little Juan Roberto, I want to be there to protect the kids," she'd declared in no uncertain terms. Just try and stop me.

Despite the seriousness of the topic, Jax laughed. "Girl, you are seriously wishy-washy," he teased and Allie reluctantly smiled at the guy. She really liked Jax, but he got on her nerves. Another bossy male. He turned to the rest of the group.

"But, hey, if Tiny Tot wants to march the mini munchkins across Mexico, who are we to try and stop her?"

Allie snarled at Jax's comment and playfully punched him in the arm as the other adults laughed. She really hated the nickname he'd given her.

Walking across the entire Mexican continent—the long way—was a daunting prospect. Add to the mix fifteen kids that needed constant herding… well, it was proving to be a real challenge to get all the kids to where they were going without losing—or choking—them.

The group had decided to follow the coast, because they hoped it would be cooler with the gulf breeze, plus they could fish for food. And there would be opportunities to bathe in the ocean. Getting the kids to bathe was definitely a lot easier when bathing involved playing in waves.

They were just five days into what they figured would be a six-week trip and they were nearing yet another village.

Allie hated villages. It was a nightmare decision of "Do we stop and see if we can find supplies?" mixed with "Do we go around so we don't come across any bad guys, but lose the opportunity to find food, et cetera?" Most of the time, the group decided to go into the villages, but Allie insisted on going first to make sure it was safe. She had more experience with hiding and being sneaky.

This was one of those times. They'd made the decision to spend the night at the next deserted village they came across so they could hopefully sleep in actual beds. Everyone was really tired of sleeping on the hard ground.

The kids were cranky and tired. The adults were grouchy and exhausted. The teens were… well, they were basically ignoring the grumpy ones and making jokes at each others' expense.

Allie was glad that Jaden had been chosen to go with the group. Without his steady stream of insults, the days would have been really long. Like mind-numbing, drool-worthy, kill-me-now boring. As it was, her sides were aching from the comedic relief.

"Hey, Evan, did you know that when you walk, from behind you look like one of those stinkbugs?"

If Allie had been drinking something, she would have blown it out of her nose at that moment. Jaden's assessment of Evan was pretty accurate. He was walking in front of them and, yeah, the kid had a bit of a bubble butt and he walked on his toes, so his back end was pushed up in the air.

Evan scowled at Jaden's comment. "Whatdya mean?"

Jaden grinned back. "Your butt sticks up like a kid holdin' a balloon. I mean, dude, it's all up there, all in our faces."

Evan rolled his eyes. "You're crazy," he muttered, but Allie barked out a laugh when she saw the kid trying to see his butt over his shoulder. And then apparently it was her turn to be roasted, because Jaden turned to her.

"You laugh like a Chihuahua with a bone stuck in his throat. Arrrggghhffff, arrrggghhhfff."

His imitation of her laughing made all the others roar, to the point Allie was wondering how accurate his imitation was.

"Har har," she mumbled as she nudged Jaden with her shoulder. It didn't escape her notice that her shoulder hit his elbow.

"Hey Evan," she called, ignoring Jaden's chuckling next to her, "what're tall people good for?"

Evan smiled back at her, apparently happy to have some backup. "I dunno…what?"

"Getting things from the top shelf and weather reports."

Evan snorted and didn't waste any time joining in. "What has two giraffe legs, two gorilla arms, and birds nesting in its hair?"

"I dunno… what?" Allie repeated his earlier response.

Evan didn't answer, but swung his eyes up at Jaden. Allie laughed loud and Jaden started to say something—presumably about her choking Chihuahua imitation—but she poked him in the ribs and he grinned down at her.

The afternoon continued on like that until they came to the top of a rocky hill that overlooked a wide, grassy valley. There was a village in the center of the valley that didn't have any signs of being inhabited, but somehow didn't look deserted either. The group scrambled to hide behind rocks as they peered down.

"Whatdaya think?" Jaden murmured in Allie's ear. She couldn't stop the urge to rub that ear and hoped he didn't notice the goosebumps on her arms. Sheesh, get it together, girl!

"I dunno," she whispered back and then felt kind of dumb for doing so. It wasn't like they were close enough to the village to be heard. It was a good mile away. She cleared her throat.

"It kinda looks deserted, but it kinda doesn't, ya know?" It wasn't a good answer, but both Jaden and Sam, one of the adults who'd been "voluntold" to accompany the group, nodded.

"Yeah," Sam agreed. "Almost suspiciously deserted. Like someone wants it to look that way, huh?"

The others agreed, but Allie shrugged. "Probably just some villagers trying to hide out from the Neos. Who knows. But we'll never figure it out from the top of this hill." She waved her hand around the valley.

"And it's a choice of going through the village or going around, which is like way out of our way. Don't know about you sissy men, but I don't wanna do any more walking than I have to. 'Specially not with the whiny kids."

Both Jaden and Sam gave her a scowl at her "sissy men" comment, but they agreed. But the fight was on when Allie announced she'd head to the village for a recon mission. Alone.

"Oh no you don't," Jaden growled at her. "I'm gonna go with you."

Allie rolled her eyes at his bossiness. The alpha act was starting to get old. "No, thanks, Tarzan. Jane's perfectly capable of goin' on this mission solo."

Jaden raised an eyebrow at her Tarzan comment and straightened to his full height—which, Allie was irritated to notice, was about a foot and a half taller than her. But the guy didn't intimidate her at all. She knew instinctively he wouldn't hurt her. Besides, she'd kick his butt if he tried.

"I'm. Going. With. You," Jaden gritted out, enunciating each word through his teeth.

"No, you're not." She held up her hand when he immediately started to argue. "You're too big and too noisy." She smirked at him.

"I think that point was proven the last time we went hunting and you scared off all the game with all your tromping through the jungle, ape man." She hung her arms out at the sides and hunched her shoulders while she made monkey noises, which made everyone laugh—everyone but Jaden.

"You're not going alone," he argued. "It's too dangerous."

Allie sighed and stared up at the handsome young man standing before her with his arms crossed over his chest and a stubborn look on his face. She wondered why he cared about her safety. No one else ever had, not even her mother. Before she'd gotten sick, Edwina had often sent her young child out into the streets on errands, before Allie had even been old enough to count money. Her mother never gave a second thought to her daughter's welfare. And they lived in a very rough neighborhood.

But it was stupid for Jaden to be worried about her safety. She'd been keeping herself safe for ten years. She'd managed to avoid Belize City's notorious street gangs; she'd stayed under the radar of the cartel's people-snatchers—those who grabbed young girls like her to sell into prostitution—and she'd even been able to keep out of the Neos' claws. So it was pretty ridiculous for Jaden to think she couldn't take care of herself.

Maybe he just cares about me…

That thought made her snort in disbelief and wonder at the same time. It would make sense, why Jaden was so protective of her. She thought back and realized that even when they'd been walking or when they were in the jungle he'd always made sure to catch her when she stumbled, or would hold branches for her to pass through. One time, he'd even jumped on top of a snake that she'd failed to notice. Thankfully, it turned out to be a non-venomous type, but still…

Wow.

Allie shook herself from her thoughts and decided to do something she'd never even thought about trying before…compromise.

She sighed as she stared up at the kid who was barely a man standing before her. "All right big guy, you can go with me. But please, please, follow my lead."

Allie looked at the rifle Jaden held, as well as the two handguns he carried. His pockets were also bulging with ammo. Allie knew he—like she—also kept a knife in each boot.

She sighed. "Don't go charging in with guns blazing, okay, Rambo?"

Jaden frowned at her in confusion. "Who's Rambo?"

Allie cocked her head to the side as she gave him a disbelieving look. "Seriously? You don't know who Rambo is?"

Sam came to Jaden's rescue then. "It's an old movie, dude, like from the eighties."

Allie frowned. "I had no idea it was that old." She shrugged.

"Our neighborhood movie theater might have been a little behind in the times," she admitted, then waved her hand.

"Anyhooo, just lay low and don't go confronting anyone. We're just reconning, not blowing holes in people, 'kay?"

Following Allie and her antics into the Millennium Period (1000 year reign of Christ), is my Reign of the Lion series, where Allie finds herself pitted against Satan himself!

DINNER WAS ANOTHER aggravating affair. It probably wouldn’t have been so bad, if it weren’t for the rowdy company. Allie definitely missed having meals with the Remnants and angels at the mansion. She was sick of the dirty jokes and lewd comments from her current meal mates.

Demons had no filters.

Lucifer was playing the consummate host, making sure Allie’s wine goblet never emptied, that she had all the best choices of food and that she was comfortable. As comfortable as one can be while hanging out with the enemy…

“You’re not eating, Alessandra,” Lucifer whispered in her ear, causing a chill to run down her spine. She had to resist the urge to rub her ear.

She shrugged as she stabbed at the unknown veggie on her plate. “I’m gaining weight from the lack of exercise, so I figured I’d cut back on the food.”

He snort-laughed at that. “You haven’t gained any weight,” he admonished with an overdone smirk. Allie fought not to roll her eyes at that. Lucifer’s eyes traveled over her body once again and, just as before, she had to fight back a shiver of disgust.

“In fact, you look quite stunning tonight.”

She lost the fight against the eye-roll that time as she gave him a droll look. “Okay, first, I’m Abba’s girl. Second, I’m married. Third, just no. Quit complimenting me. It’s just weird. You hate me, remember?”

He laughed at her. “I don’t hate you, silly. Of course not. We have just chosen different teams to play for. That doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.”

Allie schooled her face into a neutral look. It didn’t escape her notice that he’d completely ignored her first two objections. And while she really wanted to rip Lucifer a new one, she didn’t bother. For one thing, she was his captive and for the moment, at his mercy. So, for now, she’d play the game.

She shrugged. “I suppose so,” she gave as a noncommittal answer. Just because Lucifer thought there was no reason why they couldn’t be friends didn’t mean they actually would be. Glancing at him, she was a little miffed to find him staring at her.

Allie cleared her throat. “I should apologize for what I said to you… you know, back in the Pit.” Not that I am apologizing… she was going to work the conversation loopholes for all they were worth.

The corner of his mouth quirked up as if he was onto her. “No need. We were both… not at our best at that time.”

Maybe you weren’t…

“Besides, I already exacted my revenge on you when you were captured before and had your own time in the Pit. Distasteful place, isn’t it?” He gave such a dramatic shiver that Allie couldn’t help but laugh. It really sucked that her mortal—and immortal—enemy was so handsome and charming.

“…the Lord sees not as man sees: man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.”

Abba’s voice in her head startled Allie and she yelped. Lucifer looked at her in question.

“Uh, sorry. Bit my tongue.”

Lord? You know where I am? Her heart started racing a bit; if He knew where she was, then He would rescue her, right? Right?

“You are fine where you are right now.”

What? Fine? Fine in the enemy’s lair? Are You cra—uh, sorry. She didn’t expect a response to that, but she could swear she heard the Father laughing.

Lucifer announced an end to the meal at that time and Allie stood, grateful to have the ability to get back to her room where she might talk to Abba again in private, without other voices around distracting her. It was kind of hard to talk to the Righteous Ruler when a demon was on her other side, telling dirty jokes about princesses and dragons that she was pretty sure were aimed at her.

Her relief at getting out of the dining hall was short-lived, however. “Come with me,” Lucifer half demanded, half asked as he held out his hand. Allie braced herself to touch him. It always sort of grossed her out to have his hands on her, especially since Lucifer was the one responsible for the new disease in the world.

For a thousand years, there hadn’t been even so much as a head cold in the New Age, yet, just a few months after Lucifer’s release and people were dying of weird things Allie had never heard of.

She surreptitiously wiped her hand on her skirt after he released it and followed him out of the dining hall. Allie had no clue where he was taking them, but for the moment, she’d go along with whatever he had planned.

Hearing from Abba and knowing she wasn’t totally alone helped. A lot.

Abba, I know You’re listening… and sorry I sort of forgot that over the past few weeks, but, seriously, You were silent during that time and I was thinking I’m hanging out here to dry and all. Wait, where was I? Um, oh yeah, I was just going to say that I need Your help here. I don’t know what I’m doing, what Lucifer is up to. And what am I supposed to be doing? Am I just supposed to go along with the evil dude’s plans? C’mon, I need some help!

Crickets.
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Beginning the End Book 1 of The End Series

My name is Nikki. Just a country gal with no real mad skills. But after the global economic collapse, my husband Reg and I found ourselves leading a ragtag group of survivors, those who managed to escape the cities… and the Neos. The Neo Geo Task Force is the new government. The new world order. They were supposed to be the law of the land, the peacekeepers. They were anything but.

Surviving the End Book 2 of The End Series

This time, our present, was the end of the age. Or, at least the slippery downward slope heading toward the end. My name is Nikki and with my husband Reg we tried our best to protect our growing group of survivors. Everything that happened had been foretold in ancient texts, some written long before Christ walked the earth. But even knowing the prophesy didn’t completely prepare us for just how difficult those times would be.

Embracing the End Book 3 of The End Series

While the rest of the world was celebrating the establishment of the “new world order,” we were struggling just to eat. We fought to live, to exist. We never could have imagined just how bad things would get. But betrayal was our worst enemy. The Lord never left us, though. His promises kept us going, gave us direction. He led us and guided our steps, even when those steps took us right up to the Neos’ doorstep. And then we were no longer fighting. We were storming the gates of Hell.

Conquering the End Book 4 of The End Series

The hunt continues. But now the entire world is after us. We are Followers of The Way—believers of the Christ. Our enemy, the Neos, have morphed into something even worse than the demon-possessed Satan minions they were. Now they rule the world, and their quest is to annihilate anyone who stands in their way. Which means us. We know that Christ wins in the end; we just have to survive until then. We just hope the last day comes quickly, because the earth is going to Hell.

The Releasing Book 1 in the Reign of the Lion Series

The End Series continues with Allie and the Remnants in the Millennial Period. It’s been nearly one thousand years since the Tribulation, and it’s supposed to be a time of peace. But Allie is up to her eyeballs trying to deal with backtalking Remnants, arrogant angels, a joking Abba and an annoying growing affection for her right-hand man. And of course, there is the small fact that Lucifer is going to be unleashed on the world soon…

The Tempting Book 2 in the Reign of the Lion Series

While Satan oozes his fake charm to gather all those who might turn to the dark side, Allie has her hands full — an unruly team of Remnants, a man who keeps her teeth grinding and hormones raging, a pet bobcat who couldn’t keep her nose out of Allie’s business, angel warriors who insist on doing things their own way…and, oh yeah, that pesky angel rebellion to deal with.

The Gathering Book 3 in the Reign of the Lion Series

Never in a million years would Allie have ever guessed that she’d be part of Lucifer’s tempting of those born in the Millennium. But after being captured by the gorgeous Prince of All Things Slimy, she was not only a part of it… she was the biggest tool in the evil dude’s arsenal. By keeping her bound under the paralysis power Allie had come to despise, Lucifer assumed she was completely under his control. Powerless. Helpless. That was his biggest mistake yet.

The Consuming Book 4 in the Reign of the Lion Series

Allie isn't thrilled with her new assignment. It means putting herself in danger of being captured by Lucifer once again. But this time, she won't be a captive--she'll be an example. She’ll do her best to follow Abba's wishes, but she knows it's not going to be easy. Witnessing to Lucifer's army is not exactly going to be a church picnic. To top it off, she has the upcoming war with said army on her mind. At best, they'll be able to win the army to Abba's side, to salvation. At worst? Allie's head will become Lucifer's new war helmet.

Road Trip Revival Series, Seniors Road Trip (and by “senior,” we mean well-seasoned!)

When you lose everything you have... you might just gain the world. In the Road Trip Revival Series, Jean finds herself just a bit lost after the death of her husband. Suddenly alone—and lonely—she doesn't quite know where her place in the world is. But when she hears a pastor talk about a revival, something changes.

Now she's on a mission from God.

Mama’s Heart Book 1 in The Tapestry Series

Misty is shocked to learn she’s pregnant, and out of wedlock too. But all things work out, until a fateful day when her entire world is turned upside down. Misty becomes bitter, angry, and questions everything she ever knew about God. But a surprise visit from a stranger helps her put life into perspective and to see God’s handiwork in weaving the tapestry of her life.

Unanswered Prayers Book 2 in The Tapestry Series

Steve Tyler is the typical mid-western kid... a little nerdy, very smart, with a great future. Through a series of life-changing events and “unanswered” prayers, Steve turns his back on God and turns to drugs for his comfort. Homeless, friendless and hopeless where every day is a struggle just to survive, Steve finds himself in such a deep valley that the only way up is by taking God’s hand.

Here, Hold My Beer Confessions of the Common Sense Challenged Male

Stories that will break your funny bone and keep you in stitches... and you won’t have to go to the ER! Humor satire about the dumb things that guys will sometimes do. You know, those decisions that usually start with a trip to the liquor store and end up with a trip to the hospital. If you like to hear those “chill around the fire pit, guzzling six packs and spitting tobacco at the flames” kind of stories, this book is for you!
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