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  To the Angels who watch over God’s chosen ones. 







  
  “The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of convenience and comfort but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.”  Martin Luther King, Jr.


“In one hour, on one day, America is blown away.” Misconceptions by Enoch & the Watchers


“The sky was split apart like a scroll when it is rolled up and every mountain and island were moved out of their places. Then the kings of the earth and the great men and the commanders and the rich and the strong and every slave and free man hid themselves in the caves and among the rocks of the mountains.” Revelation 6:14-15
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  PART I: The Bosom of Abraham 









  
  CHAPTER 1: The Abode


“Abe, let me in!” Sarah screamed as she banged on her brother’s door. 
“Not right now. I’m busy,” Abe responded. “I’m in the middle of a game.”
“C’mon, you promised,” Sarah begged. “If I don’t practice my pitching now, I never will. The big game’s tomorrow.”  
There was a pause. Sarah leaned her head against the door and slowly slid her forehead down the door in desperation.
“Alright, I’ll be out in second,” Abe exhaled. “I have to take a leak.”
Sarah yelled, “Okay!” and rushed into the backyard holding her softball and glove in hand.  
Within minutes the two were in the estate backyard throwing the ball back and forth to one another. This went on for about fifteen minutes until Sarah threw a wild pitch that drifted back towards the old well and fell down the concrete steps leading down to the waterhole.  
The ten-year-old boy gave his sister an annoyed look then chased after the ball.  When he reached the old well, he yelled, “It went down the stairs. I’m going to go get it.”  
“Wait! Don’t!” Sarah screamed. “Those stairs aren’t safe. You know the story about the worker who fell down those things.”
“That’s bull!” Abe hollered back as he set his foot down on the first step and noticed it was stable. 
Sarah ran over to her brother then looked down the dark hole. “I wouldn’t go down there if I were you. There might be a monster or something.”  
“C’mon, you know there aren’t any monsters in the world. What are you five-years-old or something?” her brother mocked. Deep down, however, he wondered if there really was a monster down there, but Abe tried to pretend like he wasn’t afraid.
“Please don’t go. It’s not safe,” she insisted.
“It will be okay. I’ll use my cell phone as a flashlight,” Abe assured his nine-year-old sister. “Aren’t you curious what’s down there anyway?”
“Yes!”
“Then let’s go. Don’t be a sissy.”
Abe started to head down the thin staircase as Sarah stood hesitantly up on top. Abe stopped, looked up at her, and despite her fear, proceeded to follow her brother down to the old well. 
When the Parson kids reached the bottom of the deep, rounding stairwell, they didn’t see their ball anywhere. To the right they saw the pump they used in the old days to bring the water to the surface. To the left, they saw an old wall that was starting to fall apart due to mold and mildew. They walked over to the wall looking for the ball, but it wasn’t anywhere in sight. It could have been right in front of them, but it was difficult to see down there with only a cell phone for light. Abe leaned on the wall, and a big chunk of it accidentally broke away. When he rose to his feet, he noticed there was a light disseminating from behind where the wall once stood. The light was dim, but it was enough to spark Abe’s curiosity. When he pointed the cell phone light in the direction behind the wall, he noticed there was a cavern leading further down into the earth.  
“My God, there’s some kind of tunnel down there,” Abe roared. “Do you see it?”
“Let me see, let me see!” Sarah voiced. “Get out of the way. I can’t see anything. You’re blocking me.”
Sarah pushed in against her brother, and when she did, the wall broke apart even further. There was now enough room for a person to squeeze through the hole in the wall. Abe did not stop. He had always been adventurous, and he proceeded to crawl through the wall space. Sarah hesitated for a second, but she was curious to find out what was on the other side too, so she followed her brother down into the cavern.
The two moved slowly down the path that descended into the earth. Step by step they went as Sarah pushed in closer against her brother. Abe wished he had some sort of weapon on him, and he checked his pocket for his scout’s knife, but he knew he had left it on the dresser. The further they went down the tunnel, the brighter the shaft appeared. Abe said, “There must be a light down there,” and it gave him more confidence. Sarah kept looking above and behind her and noticed large spiders in the crevices. She cringed, “You see the size of that thing,” and Abe looked at her with large, peering eyes in confirmation. “Don’t touch anything. There might be black widows down here.”
The tunnel had a cold, damp feel to it, and there was mildew everywhere. Sarah wished she was back above the earth, but she was courageous and proceeded to follow her older brother into the depths of the earth. Eventually, the two reached the bottom of the cavern and in big, red words were graffitied “Abraham’s Abode.” It was written on a concrete overhang coming down from the cavern in red paint. They stood and stared at the words, pondered its meaning, then continued forward. They went a little further, veered to their left, and were amazed to find a large expanse that opened into an underground sanctuary beneath the earth.  

      ***The Parson kids walked into the abode with their eyes wide open and their mouths ajar. They could not believe what they were seeing. Straight ahead of them was a giant waterfall that fell into a pool of water which led to a midsize lake beyond. To their left was an underground valley filled with fruit trees and vegetation. It stretched out west as far as the eye could see then faded into darkness. The abode was beyond comprehension. It was a marvel of Mother Nature. It was a mythological place only found in fairy tales.  
At first the two Parson kids walked around in a daze looking at everything. Abe grabbed an apple off a tree and took a bite into it while Sarah drifted down to the lake and felt the water. It was cold but not freezing. When she reached into the pool of water, a giant trout rose towards the surface and fell back into the depths below after the fish realized it was not an insect but a finger. Sarah laughed then exclaimed, “It’s like we found the Garden of Eden!”
“This is unbelievable,” Abe responded. “Maybe this is a dream.”
“I can guarantee you it’s not a dream,” Sarah said. “How could we both be having the same dream at the same time? It’s not possible.”
“And this underground cavern is?”
“I don’t know, but if you want me to slap you across the face, I will.”
They both laughed and continued to walk through the underground meadow. They came across chickens, a rooster, and a couple of lambs feeding on the grass; however, they didn’t see any dangerous animals in the abode. Only docile creatures were within site. It was almost as if someone had stocked the place with domesticated animals to breed them.     
The two continued to walk for some time, playing as they went, and looking at everything with awe and wonder. Above them, light was coming through translucent rocks that reflected off the walls. The roof of the cavern had small holes within the rocks, and they looked like stained-glass windows in a Catholic Church with intricate designs made by water runoff.
They walked in unison deeper into the cavern with the flowing stream, but in due course, it came to an abrupt end. The water dove under the earth and appeared to disappear forever. Where the stream died, so did all the plant life. Suddenly everything became barren like a desert. The light also dimmed in the abode, and it appeared to get darker with every step. Further down the trail they came across a bunch of human skulls blocking the path. The skulls looked genuine, and they sort of glowed like pumpkins on Halloween. Above the skulls on the rocks, there was a large sign written in English, Spanish, French and a few other languages they could not decipher. It read in bold, gothic print, “Do not enter Hades! This area is reserved for the damned!” They both stood staring down at the skulls for some time deciding what they should do next. Abe stepped across the line of skulls and was about to explore further when suddenly a flock of ravens appeared on the rock ledge. They were perched there all along silently watching the two newcomers. One of the birds swooped down and almost hit Abe in the head. The other ravens started to gurgle in protest to Abe’s advancing steps, and it sounded like they were saying, “Hades, Hades,” over and over again.
Sarah said, “We should probably go back. We’ve been gone for a long time. Gramps is going to be wondering what happened to us, and I’m kind of scared to go any further.”
Abe looked at his sister then looked at the skulls and ravens. A chill went down his spine and fear seized him. He tried to pretend like he wasn’t afraid, but his face went pale, and Abe’s sister noticed.  
To cover up his fright, Abe said, “Maybe you’re right. Let’s head on back before Maria has a heart-attack. We’ll save this part of the cavern for another day.”
“I agree.”	
Sarah started to walk in the other direction, and her brother followed close behind. At first, they walked briskly to get away from their fears then they started to jog. Before they knew it, they were sprinting in the other direction. The terror of the skulls was on their minds, but when they were far enough away, their fears departed. They started to walk again and continued to enjoy the beautiful meadow until they made their way back to the entrance of the cavern.






  
  CHAPTER 2: The Secret


It was a spring day in Southern California. The sun was shining. The sky was blue. Birds were chirping, and Abraham Parson had a secret to reveal. For two days he had kept the secret of the abode to himself, but it was Monday, and he would have to face his friends today at school. Abe knew he would not be able to keep the secret of the abode for too long, so he decided to reveal the underground cavern to his closest friends after school.   
When the bell rang at 3:00 P.M., the four boys made their way over to the Parson’s estate. All three of Abe’s friends kept asking him over and over again what the secret was, but Abe wouldn’t tell them.  
“When we get to my house, I promise I’ll show you,” Abe said.
“C’mon bro,” his buddy Krish begged, “just tell us now. What’s the difference?”  
“We’ll be there soon. You’ll have to wait,” Abe firmly stated.
Gabriel Peabody, known as Red to everyone and Abe’s closest friend, had never seen his old friend so unyielding before. He thought, “This must be important. I wonder what it could be?” But that’s where it ended, and no one pressed him any further. 
The four friends slowly made their way over to Abe’s house. They stopped off at 7-Eleven, made their way through the park, then made the long walk up the hill to the Parson’s estate. 
David Morkowicz, the last of Abe’s friends brought up the rear as they climbed the trail. He was the most intelligent of the group, and he had Jewish roots that went all the way back to Auschwitz in Poland. David, known as Mort, wasn’t particularly concerned about what Abe had to show him, but he went along with the group. He was still thinking about the question he missed on a science test earlier. He couldn’t figure out how he could confuse Arachnida with Insecta. It was a basic Biology question that any fifth grader could answer, but he still mixed them up on the test and was deducted a point. This was the first time he missed a science question in his life, and he vowed to never repeat the same error again.
They arrived at Abe’s house. They went inside the house, and Maria, the Parson’s maid, immediately prepared snacks for the boys. The boys ate the food, drank some juice, and proceeded to follow Abe into the backyard. Abe led them to the old well, and his friends followed him down the stairwell to the abode.
Unbeknownst to them, Abe’s grandfather, Abraham Henry, had been watching their movements through his bedroom window. Despite his firm warnings not to go near the old well, his grandson found the abode. Henry thought his grandchildren might go down the staircase and explore the terrain due to childhood curiosity, and his hunch was correct. The cavern had not been discovered until now, and at present, his grandson was revealing the secret location to his friends. He would now need to step in and cut this at the bud to prevent anyone further from finding out about the underground secret. When they came back to the surface, he planned to call them in and tell them the truth about Abraham’s Abode and the Guardian’s duty.   

      ***When the four boys reached the bottom, they were met by three uninvited guests. Sarah and her two friends Janet and Val were already playing in the abode when the boys exited the tunnel. When Abe saw his sister, he immediately threw a fit and lost his temper. He ran over to his sister and started screaming. 
“How could you tell your friends after what we talked about the other day? You promised you weren’t going to tell anyone!”
“You’re blaming me when you brought your own friends here, too!” Sarah yelled back. “We’re both guilty, so stop pointing your finger at me!”  
Abe kicked dirt in her direction, and stomped around like a madman for a spell until Red put his hand on Abe’s shoulder, and he calmed down. 
The young man always had a short fuse, but most of the time, he was logical and in control of his emotions. He was intelligent, considerate, and reasonable. As a result, his peers tended to follow his lead, and he guided them along in most situations.  
At first, everyone watched Abe pout like a spoiled child, but eventually the girls returned to what they were doing and ignored the boys. Abe’s friends also started to do their own thing. They started wandering around, touching things, and before long, Abe joined them. Fifteen minutes later, everyone had forgotten about Abe’s outburst. The kids were too mesmerized by the beauty of the cavern. The two groups were playing, having a great time, and getting along with one another.
After sometime, they all ended up in one of the pools of water wearing their t-shirts and underwear. They started playing Marco Polo, and one could hear the words “Marco” and “Pollo” being repeated over and over. The boys started getting bored with the game and began jumping from the ledge doing cannonballs and belly flops into the water. Abe was doing backflips, and the boys were all trying to impress the girls. 
Red and Krish were getting more daring. They climbed to the top of one of the ledges and jumped into the lake. It was about 10-feet up, and Red even dove face first from up there.
After jumping off the cliff multitude times, Red and Krish decided to climb higher. They went to the top of the waterfall, about 20-feet up and looked down.  
When they reached the top, Krish said, “It’s too high. There’s no way I’m jumping,” and he started to climb down. Just as Krish started to descend, Red leaped from the ledge, feet first, and made a huge splash in the water. He sunk to the bottom of the lake, sprung off the bottom, and swam to the top. Everyone looked at him in awe.  
Red called out to Krish and shouted, “You can do it, man! You just need to have some balls!” and Red grabbed his crotch. The girls giggled, and Mort started to laugh hysterically.  
Krish stood up there for some time looking down, and he was about to climb down completely when Red climbed back up and joined him.  
When Red reached the top, he said, “You can do it. ‘There’s nothing to fear but fear itself.’ At least that’s what my uncle used to say. C’mon, we’ll jump together.”
Krish stood at the top shaking and terrified, but he knew if he didn’t go through with it, he’d be teased by his friends, so on the count of three, he jumped into the water simultaneously with Red, and sprang back to the top feeling exhilarated.  
After Krish’s successful leap, Abe and Mort soon followed. The two other boys would not be outdone by Krish. After all, Krish was the smallest out of all of them and the most timid. If Krish could do it, so could they. Abe and Mort both made the leap successfully even though it took a while for both of them to jump once they reached the pinnacle.  
After the four boys made the plunge from the ledge, they made the jump several times more before the girls were willing to try it themselves. Sarah was the first girl to go up there. She followed her brother to the top and met Red on the ledge. After much pleading, convincing, and beguiling, the two boys were able to convince Sarah to jump. She made the leap holding Red’s hand, and the two splashed into the water without incidence. Janet also made the leap, but Val vehemently refused. She didn’t even bother going to the top. She said, “It’s too dangerous,” and that was it. Val was cold and calculating, and she realized that one could easily slip and fall from the top of that ledge. Once Val made a decision, it was nearly impossible to influence her or change the dark curly-haired girl’s mind. She would not be peer-pressured into jumping from the top of the falls.
The Parson kids and their friends continued to play in Abraham’s Abode for another hour or so. Abe didn’t even have time to show his friends the skulls at the end of the valley, but he knew there would be time tomorrow and the weeks ahead to explore every cavern and crevice of the abode. Meanwhile, the seven collected their clothes and valuables and made their way back up to the surface.  
When they reached the top, they were greeted by Abe and Sarah’s grandfather. He was sitting in a chair at the top of the well reading a book and smoking a pipe. He said, “Glad to see you all made it out of there alive. Now follow me and come inside. We have a lot to discuss.” 






  
  CHAPTER 3: The Chosen Ones


“How long ago did you find the abode?” Henry asked his two grandkids. 
Neither of them answered the question at first. Sarah looked at Abe, and Abe looked back at his younger sister. A silence followed.  
“It’s okay. I’m not going to discipline you,” their grandfather comforted them. “I know you weren’t supposed to go down there, but you already have. We cannot change the past. The secret has been revealed. Please tell me how you discovered it.”
“Two days ago, Sarah and I were throwing the ball around outback, and the ball fell down the stairs,” Abe explained. “It was an accident. When we went down to the bottom, we noticed a light coming from behind a broken-down wall, and we went down there. That’s when we discovered the cave.”
“So, you just found the place?” Henry inquired.  
“Yes sir.”
“Does anyone else know about the place besides the company here?”
“No, this was the first time either of us brought anybody down there.”
“That is good,” Henry said. “Let me tell you why. Get comfortable because I’m going to tell you the history of the well.”
The kids moved around in their chairs a little. They sipped their juice and ate their cookies as the eighty-five-year-old man rose from his chair and closed the door to the study. He then sat back down again.
“Long ago my grandfather purchased this land from the Paiute Indians. That’s your tribe, isn’t it Red?” Henry asked.
“Yes, Mr. Parsons, I’m half Paiute,” Red said. “My other half is German.” 
Henry nodded in understanding then continued his story.  
“The tribe was hurting for money. The Chief was a drunkard, and so were many of his tribesmen. Thus, it did not surprise my grandfather, Abe Parson Sr., that the Chief wanted to sell some of the tribal land. The Chief knew that my grandfather was looking for a well to feed his crops. In fact, a few years earlier Abe Sr. approached the tribe to see if they would be willing to sell the well. They denied the request at first, but eventually, the tribe had fallen on hard times, so the Chief was forced to change his mind. They needed money to buy food and feed their addictions. The tribe only had the land and the well, so Abe Sr. and the Chief negotiated a deal. In the end, the tribe earned $700,000 dollars for the well, and the land surrounding it. That was a large amount of money back in the day. I know right now it seems like the land was stolen from the tribe, but that’s not the case. My grandfather was a just man, and he gave the tribe an honorable quote on the well. He had a good reputation amongst the Whites, the Reds, and the Browns, and that is why I think the Chief came to Abe Sr. instead of somebody else. 
“There was a catch to the deal, however, and it had to deal with the underground cavern. The Paiute Tribe were the ancient Guardians of the abode. For thousands of years the tribe protected the well from other tribes and the White invaders. They were able to keep it out of the hands of the Spanish, but once California was overrun by people settling out West due to the gold rush, it was difficult for the tribe to protect the land and retain the rights to the well without it being stolen from them by one of the White ranchers. Consequently, it made sense to the Paiute chieftains to hand over the abode to someone they considered just and honorable. Yes, it’s true; the tribe needed the money for alcohol, but I don’t believe they would have given up the abode if it compromised one of their most sacred sites.
“Before the land was officially sold to Sarah and Abe’s great, great grandfather, he had to go through a series of rituals with the tribe. He had to make a vow that he would protect the abode and become the official Guardian of the well. I don’t remember all the details about the ritual when I went through the process a long time ago, but I do remember there was a fire and a dance and the eating of psychedelic mushrooms.”       
At that moment, one of the oldest of the Parson’s servants, Ms. Woods, walked into the room. She was carrying more drinks and snacks for the kids. She laid them on the table, and they eagerly gobbled them up.  
“Are these the ones the Supreme Being has chosen?” Ms. Woods asked.  
“I believe so,” Henry responded, “but we shall find out for sure in the coming days.”
Old Ms. Woods laughed and picked up the empty plates. 
“These are the future Guardians!?” she mocked. “This rag tag group of spoiled ruffians.”
Ms. Woods shook her head at the kids then mumbled to herself as she left the room. Henry laughed warmheartedly.
“Don’t pay any attention to her. You’ll do fine. She just remembers the old days when only the strongest of the tribe were permitted to be the Guardians. These warriors used to lie on large anthills of red ants to prove their worth and courage, but I don’t believe you’ll have to go through this ritual.”
All seven of the kids stared nervously at Grandpa Parson, especially Abe and Sarah. They had always known their grandpa to be a stern, old fellow who they kind of feared and avoided, but now that they had found the abode, they saw another side of the old man that made him more interesting and appealing.       
Sarah asked, “Are we going to be Guardians too?”  
“That remains to be seen,” Henry answered. “If the Supreme Being has chosen you then it shall be. If not, it was by accident that you laid eyes on the abode.”  
“How will we know? When will we find out?” Sarah prodded.
“That’s a good question.”
Henry thought for a moment as he scratched his head and grabbed his chin like he was in deep thought. 
“Next week is Spring Break for all of you, correct?”
“Yes,” Krish answered, and the rest of the kids nodded their heads in agreement.
“I think we’re going to have a sleep over here next week. All of you are going to go through the Ritual of the Guardians to see who has been chosen by the Supreme Being. Check with your parents to see if you can make it. Let’s plan for Monday because I heard it’s a full moon. If you can’t make it or have something else planned then I suppose it was never meant to be. It was a mishap that you saw the cavern. You were never meant to be a Guardian of Abraham’s Abode in the first place. But if your schedule is cleared and your parents give you permission to stay the night then maybe you are called to be a Guardian. The first test will be a test of fate. My oh my, isn’t this interesting? For now, no one is to speak a word about this to anyone. Do you understand?”
The kids all shook their heads yes, but Henry did not believe them.
“I said do you understand?” Henry firmly stated as he looked at each child with fire in his eyes.
The children were taken aback by how serious he had become, but they all nodded their heads vehemently.
“Alright, gather around the table. Everyone put their hands together in the center of the table. Just put them on top of one another.”
The kids did as he ordered, and everyone leaned in closer towards the coffee table.  
Henry spoke, “I swear by the ancient Code of the Guardians to protect Abraham’s Abode. Now you say it.”
They all spoke the words out of unison and some said it incorrectly, so Henry stepped in.
“Once again, I swear by the ancient Code of the Guardians to protect Abraham’s Abode. Now on the count of three…one…two…three…”
Henry led them, and they all said the words together.
“I swear by the ancient Code of the Guardians to protect Abraham’s Abode.”
“And I will not tell a soul about the sacred hiding place,” Henry said aloud.
“Now together…one…two…three… and I will not tell a soul about the sacred hiding place.”
Henry scanned the room and peered into each of the children’s eyes. He said commandingly, “I believe we have found our future Guardians. For the time being, no one is permitted to go down into the earth until Monday. Understood?”
The kids nodded their heads up and down in acknowledgement, and a few of the boys said, “Yes sir.”
Everyone was about to get up when Henry inquisitively asked one last question.
“Did anybody walk all the way down to the end and see the skulls?”
The friends of the Parson’s looked at the old man like they had no idea what he was talking about. As for Abe and Sarah, they sort of froze up for a moment, and Henry noticed the change in their demeanor.
“Abe? Sarah? Did either of you go near the skulls?”
They were both silent for a second then Sarah spoke up abruptly.
“The first day we went down there we saw the skulls. We looked at them, but they were kind of scary, so we turned around.”
“Nothing else?” the old man inquired.
This time Abe spoke.
“No, nothing else,” Abe lied. “We just headed back.”
The old man looked at his grandkids for a moment and scrutinized them. He then spoke, “Alright, no harm done. We’ll talk about the skulls too on Monday. Remember, no one goes down into the abode until next week.”
“Yes, Mr. Parson,” the girls all said in unison, and the boys smiled.
“I’ll see the rest of you in a week from today. Be here at 12:00 noon. You must get permission from your parents. You’re excused. As for Sarah and Abe, it’s time to go upstairs, wash up, and get ready for dinner.” 






  
  CHAPTER 4: Place of the Skulls


The week passed slowly for the kids. They went to school, played, and did their homework, but something had changed within them. They were quiet at lunchtime amongst their peers and more reserved than ever. When they passed each other in the halls at school, they barely spoke. They met each other’s eyes and headed on their way. When Monday came around, they were all nervous. No one knew what Grandpa Parson had planned for them, but they were all permitted by their parents to stay over the night at Abe and Sarah’s house. Only Mort was having a difficult time getting permission. His family was heading up to Big Bear, California to get in some spring skiing on Tuesday, and Mort’s mother was saying that the sleepover on Monday was cutting it too close. Ultimately, Mort was permitted to attend the affair only after old man Parson spoke with Mr. Morkowicz himself. Mort’s mom was upset at her husband’s decision, but she gave in. They agreed to pick up Mort early Tuesday morning at 5:00 A.M., and Henry promised to have Mort ready and prepared to go.   
Everyone arrived on time at the Parson’s estate near Ortega Highway except Mort. He was already fifteen minutes late, and everyone was worried that at the last moment, his overbearing mother would make him cancel.  
As the kids were waiting for Mort, they milled about and gathered all the camping gear in the center of the study. It was a huge pile of goods because Henry and the kids had been collecting bits and pieces of stuff all week, and now their pile had grown even larger. 
When Mort arrived at the door, everyone celebrated, and their fretting quickly slipped away. They were now ready to begin their adventure under the earth. Henry didn’t miss a beat. They had food, drinks, tents, a cooking stove, a generator, and tons of other camping gear. They packed it on their backs and headed down the staircase to the old well. Old man Parson was the slowest because he walked with a cane, but he still carried a large pack on his back. His left knee was weak from playing football when he was younger, but his back was still strong.  
When they reached the bottom of the old stairwell, Abe and Sarah started squeezing their way through the broken-down wall, but Henry stopped them. 
“There’s an easier way to get through,” Henry said. 
He pushed in one of the bricks on the side-wall, and a camouflaged door opened ajar. The old man leaned on the door with his weight, and it opened a secret passage around the fallen bricks. 
“This is the correct way down to the abode,” and the kids followed him through the secret passageway. He added, “We’ll need to fix that wall soon, so no animals or uninvited guests slip through.”
As they proceeded down, Henry pointed out things here and there, and informed them that his grandpa built that secret passage long ago when he was a kid. When they reached the bottom of the tunnel, right before they entered into the abode, Henry made them all stop and look up.  
“You see up there where it reads ‘Abraham’s Abode?’” Henry pointed to the graffiti on the ledge. I painted that up there when I was your age. I took a ladder from the garage, some red paint, and wrote it up there.”
“But Mr. Parsons, I thought your name was Henry,” Red asked. Why didn’t you call it Henry’s Abode?”
The old man laughed loudly and said, “Well, my first name is Abraham too, but I go by my middle name, Henry. It was too confusing having my dad and myself with the same name, so I just went by Henry. In fact, I never cared for the name Abraham too much anyway. No offense Abe.”
“None taken,” his grandson responded.
“As for the name, I didn’t call it Abraham’s Abode because I wanted to name it after myself,” Henry explained. “I called it Abraham’s Abode because I thought that’s what Jesus called it. Technically it should be called Abraham’s Bosom, but I didn’t know that at the time, and I had already painted it up there. I wasn’t about to change it.”
The kids all looked at Henry perplexed, but Val knew the story about Abraham’s Bosom. She looked at the old man inquisitively but didn’t say anything. Henry waved his hand for them to move forward and said, “I’ll explain later. Let’s set up camp. We’ll get some hotdogs and hamburgers on the grill and enjoy the day. Forward we go!”
The kids rushed into the abode and threw the gear down on the ground near the lake. They wandered about for a bit while Henry started setting up camp. Later, he called them in to help out, and the kids set up their tents and settled in.    

      ***After eating lunch, the kids were excused and allowed to play. They went inside their tents and put on their bathing suits. They swam in the small lake for about an hour while Henry watched them from the shoreline. Sarah brought out two sets of snorkel gear and gave one to Janet. They put them on and had a look around.  
When Sarah popped to the surface, she yelled, “Grandpa, how many fish do you think are living down there?”  
“I don’t know, my dear,” he answered. “When I was a young man there were practically no fish left in the lake. They had all died, so I restocked it. I imagine there’s a whole bunch now. No one has fished down here in a long time, and they’ve multiplied.”
Sarah simply shook her head then dove back under the water looking at all the trout swimming around. The other kids started jumping from the ledge and doing cannonballs. Abe was doing perfect dives from the 10-feet ledge, and the old man applauded his skills. Red then climbed to the top of the high ledge and jumped off. When Henry saw the daring leap, he couldn’t believe his eyes. When he was a kid, he would climb up there, but he never had the gall to jump off that ledge, so when he saw Red leap, he rose to his feet in concern. When Red came to the surface, he immediately chastised him.
“What are you thinking, young man? That’s far too high. What happens if you slip or something? You’ll be dead! I don’t want to see anyone else jump from that ledge!”
“C’mon Grandpa, we all did the leap last week,” Abe protested. “Everyone except Val.”
“The last thing I need is one of you breaking your necks down here! How am I going to explain that to your parents?”  
The kids were silent for a moment then they continued playing in the water. Val was secretly smiling inside at the exhortation. She thought to herself, “I told you it was too dangerous. Maybe next time you’ll listen to me when I say something.” 
Fifteen minutes later, Henry called them in, and they all dried off. They put back on their regular clothes and prepared to go exploring. Henry was going to lead them to the Place of the Skulls. The friends of the Parsons were excited to go, but Abe and Sarah were fretting a bit. Abe was pacing back and forth, and Sarah kept biting her fingernails. The other girls picked up on Sarah’s distress, but Abe’s friends didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. 

      ***It took the kids about twenty minutes to reach the Place of the Skulls because the old man was moving so slowly. The kids didn’t care though. The boys were running around looking at everything as the old man slowly moved forward. The girls, however, walked next to the old man and kept him company. They were talking about all sorts of things. Henry tuned in every now and then, but he really wasn’t paying much attention to their conversation. He was more focused on his knee. He was taking one step at a time and was hoping he could make it all the way to the skulls and back without the knee giving in, but he didn’t let the kids know this. Sarah knew his knee was bad, and she occasionally looked over at the old man to see if he was okay, but at present, she was lost in her childhood world.  
When they started getting closer to the Place of the Skulls, everything looked more barren. Henry’s face started to get stolid, and the kids moved in closer towards him. When they arrived at the skulls, they were practically stepping on each other’s feet. Only Mort was running around like it was no big deal. For some reason, he didn’t sense the darkness that surrounded this place.  
When they were within ten feet of the skulls, the old man stopped, and they all stared at the human skulls lined up in front of them. Mort walked up to one of the skulls and picked it up, but Henry immediately scolded him.
“Put down the skull! Put it back exactly how you found it! This is a sacred burial site!”
Mort was shocked by the old man’s fervor, but he hurriedly did as he was told. He wandered back to the group with his head down, and Henry stopped staring at him.  
Suddenly, a flock of ravens appeared out of nowhere. They perched themselves on the rock ledge of the cavern and looked down at the group. They were making harsh croaking sounds to stay away, but once the old man and the kids sat down in the dirt, the birds started to quiet down and clean their feathers.  
Just then Henry pulled out his glasses and a pocket Bible from his chest pocket. Immediately Sarah’s friend, Janet, started to move around and get upset at the book’s presence.  
She said quietly, “Oh no, here we go again.”
Henry looked at Janet curiously, but he didn’t ask why she was opposed to the book. The old man didn’t know that Janet had been force fed the Bible since she was a little girl. She had to go to church all day on Sunday, and she hated it. Her Baptist parents were very strict, and they didn’t let her watch TV or have a cell-phone. It was a miracle that they let her stay at the Parson’s house at all. When Mrs. Reeves called and found out that the girls were going to be camping out in the estate backyard, she permitted it only because she found out that it was going to be with Val and Sarah. She knew both girls were well-mannered and had a good upbringing, even though Sarah’s parents had passed away a few years ago in a car accident.  
Henry spoke up with authority. He said, “The passage that I’m going to read comes from the Gospel of Luke in the New Testament. Val and Mort, I know you’re both Jewish. I hope you won’t be offended by the reading.”
“It’s okay, Mr. Parsons, we’re Messianic Jews,” Val stated. “We believe Jesus is the Messiah.”
“Oh, I didn’t know that. Do you go to a Christian church or a Jewish synagogue?” Henry asked.
“Mort and I both go to the same temple on Saturday, and we keep all the old Jewish traditions,” Val explained. “The only difference from other Hebrews is that we believe in Jesus.”  
Henry nodded his head in understanding then he started to read.
“There was a certain rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linen and fared sumptuously every day. But there was a certain beggar named Lazarus, full of sores, who was laid at his gate, desiring to be fed with the crumbs which fell from the rich man’s table. Moreover, the dogs came and licked his sores. So it was that the beggar died, and was carried by the angels to Abraham’s bosom. The rich man also died and was buried. And being in torment in Hades, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham afar off, and Lazarus in his bosom. Then he cried and said, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus that he may dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am tormented in this flame.’ But Abraham said, ‘Son, remember that in your lifetime you received your good things, and likewise Lazarus evil things; but now he is comforted and you are tormented. And besides all this, between us and you there is a great gulf fixed, so that those who want to pass from here to you cannot, nor can those from there pass to us.’ Then he said, ‘I beg you therefore, father, that you would send him to my father’s house, for I have five brothers, that he may testify to them, lest they also come to this place of torment.’ Abraham said to him, ‘They have Moses and the prophets; let them hear them.’ And he said, ‘No, father Abraham; but if one goes to them from the dead, they will repent.’ But he said to him, ‘If they do not hear Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded though one rise from the dead.’”
“Now let’s see if you were paying attention,” Henry stated. He asked, “Who can tell me the name of the place where Lazarus resided?”
Val raised her hand real high, but Krish blurted out the answer.
“Abraham’s Bosom!”
“You are correct, young man, but next time raise your hand.”
Krish sat chided, but he smiled anyway because the old man didn’t seem too upset. 
“Okay, this one’s for Val. No one yell out the answer. What’s the name of the place where the rich man resides?”
She raised her hand again, even though she didn’t have to, and the old man called on her.
“Hades, Mr. Parson.”
“You are correct, Val. By the way, Hades is also known as Hell. Now I want you to look at the land beyond the skulls. Do you see the ceiling to the cavern? According to Paiute folklore, Hades is right above that chasm. If we broke open that rock face, we would unleash the Gates of Hell.”
The kids all huddled together in fright and foreboding as they looked up at the gorge. 
“Therefore, it is very important that no one crosses the Place of the Skulls because you are right below where all the evil souls in this part of the world now reside. They are awaiting the final judgment when they will be cast into the Lake of Fire forever and ever.”  
“When will the final judgment be, Mr. Parson?” Janet asked.  
“If you read the last book in the Bible, it says it will happen after the Messiah returns to earth and His thousand-year reign is completed. For now, the wicked souls are in hell, and they are awaiting Judgment Day.”
“Has anyone broken through the rock to see if it’s true or not?” Mort asked.  
“Not to my knowledge. It was strictly forbidden and protected by the Paiute Guardians. According to tribal myth, the abyss is also guarded by a legion of angels.”
Suddenly, Abe started to get squirrelly, and he blurted out a confession. 
“Grandpa, I told a lie the other day. When Sarah and I first discovered the abode, we walked over here. I crossed the line of skulls and planned to explore even further. That was when the ravens appeared. They made a bunch of noise, and one of them even made a beeline towards my head, but I scared him off. After that, a creepy feeling came over me. It felt like the shadows on the wall were reaching out to grab me, so I stopped and didn’t go any further. I didn’t tell Sarah this, but that’s how it felt.”
“Yes, it was really scary,” Sarah added. “I felt something too. It was like an evil force had crept into my bones, and the only thing I wanted to do was get out of here as fast as possible. That was when we both started to run in the opposite direction.”
“You were both lucky,” the old man stated. “If you went any further, the forces of evil might have overcome you. Paiute folklore teaches that there are demonic spirits living beyond the skulls.”
“Grandpa, did you ever cross the skulls,” Abe asked.
“I did when I was about sixteen or seventeen. I don’t remember exactly, but at the time I distrusted everything I was told, and I crossed the line. I walked about forty meters into that dark cavern,” Henry pointed as he spoke, “and was forced to flee for my life. Something grabbed me over there. It lifted me off the ground about ten feet then threw me against the side of the cave. I managed to get back on my feet, and I fled in terror. As I did, something scratched me across my forehead. It felt like a giant claw.”  
Henry pulled up the grey hair on one side of his head and showed the kids the scratch mark. All the kids leaned in to see the scar as Sarah reached out and touched the blemish.
“I struggled like I was fighting some invisible enemy, and I ran as fast as I could to the other side of the skulls. Afterwards, I was sick for weeks. I had a really bad fever, and it was touch and go for a while there. The doctor wasn’t sure if I was going to make it, so my guardian spoke to the old medicine man of the tribe, and he came to my aide. He performed some kind of ceremony in my room, and made me drink this awful tasting elixir. The next day, I started to get well, and I vowed to never cross the Path of Skulls again.”
After Henry’s story, the kids were all quiet as they made their way back to the camp. No one said a thing until they were about a quarter of the way back. Mort, on the other hand, kept looking back at the skulls. He wasn’t sure if he believed the old man’s tale or not. Mort thought, “Maybe the old man put those skulls there himself to scare us.” Mort didn’t know for sure, but there was something from behind those skulls that was calling out to him. It was desire. It was longing for the unknown, and he fought with all his will to not go back there and cross into the forbidden zone. 






  
  CHAPTER 5: Ritual of the Guardians


The group returned to camp. The boys started chucking a football around, and the girls went inside their tent to change. The old man rested for a spell in a folding chair then slowly rose up and started getting dinner ready. When the girls came out of the tent, Henry already had the hotdogs and hamburgers cooking on the grill. He asked, “Would you ladies mind helping me get dinner ready?”   
Although Sarah didn’t have to do many choirs at home, she was helpful, and she eagerly skipped over to the old man and got the potato salad and chopped fruit ready. Val and Janet also helped, and within thirty minutes the portable picnic table was set, and the food was ready.  
When Henry yelled, “Come and get it!” the boys charged over and cut in front of the girls, but Henry interceded.  
He said, “Have you boys washed up yet?”  
They stood there dumbfounded, and the girls snickered.  
“Go wash your hands in the water before you touch any of the food.”
The boys strutted over to the water, not admitting defeat, as the girls picked up their plates and started serving themselves.  
Everyone feasted well at dinner. Their bellies were full, and everyone was happy. Henry told the story of Rumpelstiltskin to the kids, and they all sat in amazement at his story telling skills. He really knew how to make a story come to life, and when he was done, the kids applauded him triumphantly. Afterwards, the boys were forced to help clean up as the sunlight in the abode began to fade. 

      ***To have light so far beneath the earth was a geological phenomenon. The sun was able to enter through small crevices above the earth. Light passed through the jagged rocks on the top of the mountain’s edge. This part was impenetrable to mountain climbers and almost impossible to see from the sky, but if one was able to transport into the body of a dragon fly, they would be able to hover over the surface and peer into the cavern below. It’s true one would have to have the eye of an eagle to see anything, but this was how light entered into Abraham’s Abode. Inside the cavern, it wasn’t as bright as it was outside, but it looked more like it was the evening when the sun was at its highest point in the sky.  
Secret passages near the rockface of the mountain allowed ravens to build nests and other indigenous species to get inside, but they were inaccessible by men. This kept the secret of the cavern safe from unwelcome guests. 
During summer, the abode was 5-10 degrees cooler than it was outside. During the winter, the abode had a way of trapping heat inside, so the temperature never dropped too low. The mountain had a built-in insulation system, and it kept the cavern at a temperate climate year around. At night, the thermometer would go down, but frost rarely formed inside the abode.  

      ***After supper, the kids changed into warmer clothes because it was still a little cool during springtime in California. Old man Parson built a fire and prepared them for the Ritual of the Guardians.   
Once night had fallen, they all gathered around a small fire and started toasting marshmallows with steel hangers. Henry also brewed up some hot chocolate and slipped in a small dose of crushed psilocybin mushrooms into their cups to begin the ritual like the ancient Guardians did long ago. He acquired the mushrooms from one of the men who worked at the ranch.  
Everyone was joking and playing by the fire, but the effects of the mushrooms started to kick-in about 30 minutes later, and it changed their demeanor. The kids started to feel mildly euphoric and began to hallucinate. Henry monitored them closely because it was dangerous to give the drug to children, but to pass the test of the Guardians, they needed the drug to see into the spiritual realm.  
When the hallucinations began, Henry warned them that they would see strange things but to not panic or lose control. He assured them that everything would be alright and that they would think clearly again in the morning.  
To the old man’s amazement, all the kids kept their wits through the entire ritual even though Val threw up while she was painting their faces with war paint. Abe’s grandpa also gave them feathered hats which added to the ambiance. The old man put on some strange Indian music and started beating on a drum. He gave each kid a handheld instrument and told them to play along with the rhythm.  
Everyone joined the old man and before they knew it, they had created a strange new sound never heard before. Red jumped to his feet and started dancing around the fire. He moved about uncontrollably like a Maori warrior of New Zealand as the other kids watched and played along. All of a sudden, Sarah sprang to her feet and joined Red dancing around the fire. They had their arms around each other’s shoulders, and they were both sweating profusely. Soon enough, the other kids joined Red and Sarah, and they all paraded around the fire like the Paiute natives did long ago. Janet was the only who didn’t dance. She said, “I can barely move. Everything’s moving in slow motion.”
This celebration continued for some time until the children grew tired. When the fervor calmed down, the old man gave them water to drink, and they quietly tripped on their surroundings. Henry put out the fire by covering it in dirt, and the coals flickered in the night. 
Henry said, “It’s now time to face your darkest fears. We are going to the Place of the Skulls to test your resolve.”
The children looked at him trancelike as he hollered, “To the skulls we go! Follow me!”   
The kids walked behind the old man carrying their flashlights and hallucinating on the shadows of the walls. Krish swore he saw a man crawling on the cavern walls, and he freaked out for a bit. The old man calmed him though. He brought Krish aside and said, “It’s okay. That man is one of the spirit Guardians. You have seen well, but he will not hurt you.”
Krish sternly looked at the old man for a moment then instantly forgot about the man on the wall and joined the others like nothing had happened.  
The group walked further, and when they drew close to the Place of the Skulls, their pace slowed. When they were within a few feet of the skulls, they stopped. They knew that beyond that line was the Nether World, and they were afraid to go any further.  
Suddenly Krish yelled, “Did you see that?” and he pointed to a shadow on the other side. Everyone looked in the direction he pointed, but no one saw anything.  
“There it goes again!” Krish pointed. “Over there!”
“I saw it!” Red confirmed, and Janet saw it too.  
Soon they were all pointing out the shadows they saw moving on the walls.  
When Mort saw one, he started moving in the direction of the shadow on the other side, but Henry charged over to the boy and stopped him. He pointed his finger at Mort and warned, “Don’t cross the line of skulls! You are unprotected over there!”
Mort stepped back and listened to the old man.
“Now, I want everyone to hold hands and get as close to the skulls as possible, but do not cross the line. If you feel someone is about to cross the skulls, pull them back before they enter Sheol.”
The kids grabbed each other’s hands. Sarah made a point to stand next to Red and Val held hands with Mort. The other kids filled in the gaps. Sarah and Red kept looking at each other with love in their eyes, and Val felt secure with Mort by her side. Under the influence of the magic mushrooms, the kids were able to put aside their childhood inhibitions and show their true love for one another.  
“Now I want you to close your eyes and listen to the sound of the voices in Hades,” Henry ordered. “No matter what you do, don’t let go of your neighbor or cross the line of skulls. The dark spirits can’t hurt you as long as you stay on this side of the procession.”
The children followed Henry’s lead and closed their eyes. Their bodies seemed to almost lean in and hover over the skulls as the children heard whispers from beyond. One voice kept repeating, “Abraham, save me… Abraham, save me…” Another voice kept tempting Mort to the other side. It said, “Come to me, Mort. It’s your grandma. Help me cross to the other side.”  
This time Mort did not budge. He stood firm in his resolve, and he seemed to draw strength from Val’s touch, and he did not waver.  
Unbeknownst to the others, Red opened his eyes and saw a beautiful woman on the other side dressed in white lingerie. She was waving at the young boy to come over and touching herself between her thighs. When Red saw the women, he immediately became aroused and turned rock hard. He stood staring at the spirit in white with his mouth ajar. Red continued to gaze upon her until he saw the old man glaring at him, so he closed his eyes again. 
The group stood at the edge of Hades for a long interval. Even the old man felt a spirit reach across the skulls and touch the scar on his forehead. When he felt that cold hand on his face, he knew it was time to depart. The children had passed the Test of the Guardians by not giving into their temptation and crossing to the other side.  
At that instant, the old man ordered, “Take one step back from the skulls and open your eyes.”
In unison the kids followed his command, and the hushed voices stopped.  
“It’s time to go back.”
The group made their way back to the campsite, and the old man performed a few more rituals. Everyone swore that they would protect the abode with their life and that they would not reveal the location to another living person. Henry then lit a torch and passed it to his grandson Abraham. He passed it to Sarah and so forth until all of them held the torch once. Henry announced, “You are now the Guardians of Abode!” and the children celebrated.  
The next few hours were joyous down in the cavern as the mushrooms kept everyone high and awake. The kids did not go to bed until 2 A.M. even though Mort had to be ready at 5:00 A.M. to be picked up by his parents. The old man hoped the drug would be fully worn off, but he didn’t know for sure.  
When it was 4:30 A.M, Henry woke the boy and led him up the tunnel to the surface. Mort appeared to be alright and fully aware of his surroundings. The psychedelics within the mushrooms no longer had a grip on him, and Henry was relieved that everything turned out okay. Mort’s parents picked him up at 5:00 A.M., and Henry waved goodbye to him and his family. 
As the old man went back down the stairs, he almost fell. He cursed loudly at himself, because he was rushing to get back to the kids, even though he knew he should be taking it slow on those stairs. His knee throbbed in pain, and it was swelling. Slowly but surely, Henry made his way back to the children. He checked in on them. They were all quietly asleep in their tents, and he breathed in a sigh of relief. 






  
  CHAPTER 6: Snooping Neighbor


Spring and summer passed quickly in Sarah and Abe’s ninth and tenth years. The Parson kids spent most of their time playing underground with their friends. They spent so much time over at the estate that their neighbor Marsalis Cain started to wonder where they went during the afternoon. Sometimes Marsalis would climb to the top of the wall and look over into the Parson’s yard to see what was going on over there, but he couldn’t see anything.   
One day Marsalis finally grabbed a ladder and binoculars and looked over the wall for about an hour. He saw his peers disappear into the earth by the old well. Marsalis had no idea where they went, but it did spark his curiosity. The next day he saw Abe and his friends disappear into the earth again wearing swim trunks and carrying towels, and he never saw them reappear. He thought, “Where do they go? What could they possibly be doing down there?” The mystery started to weigh heavily on Marsalis’ mind, so in the middle of the night, he decided he was going to jump the wall and find out for himself. 
At 3:00 A.M. Marsalis snuck out of his window, and climbed over the wall to the Parson’s estate. He beelined straight to the old well, turned on his flashlight, and descended the stairwell. When he reached the bottom, he couldn’t figure out why his peers would find this place so interesting. The broken-down wall had been repaired, so he didn’t see the hole leading down to the tunnel, but when he looked closely, he could see the outline of a door. It was still camouflaged, but it had been used so frequently over the past few months that it was no longer indiscernible, and Marsalis noticed. He turned his flashlight in that direction and felt around the door for an entry point. He found the brick of entry and discovered it had some give and pushed it in. The door opened ajar. Marsalis felt like he was a pirate on a treasure hunt, and he chuckled quietly to himself. He pushed the door open fully and saw the tunnel. Marsalis thought about heading down there and exploring the tunnel, but he was too afraid to go any further. He thought, “It’s too dark. I don’t want to get lost or stuck down there. I’ll come back another time when I’m better prepared.” 
A week later, Marsalis was out sick from school. He was faking it, and his wealthy father had to go to work, so he decided to go on an adventure and discover where the tunnel led.  
After Marsalis saw Old Man Parson drive off in his car, he grabbed his military-grade flashlight and jumped the wall. On the way down, the boy fell awkwardly and skinned his knee a little. Marsalis pouted angrily, and his round, boxer-like face turned bright red. He picked up his flashlight and was about to throw it, but he stopped himself before he finished the rotation. Instead, he cussed and kicked the wall several times. He then made his way across the Parson’s yard. 
Marsalis descended the stairs, pushed in the entry brick, and opened the door. He took off his jacket and put it at the bottom of the door, so it wouldn’t close completely, and started making his way down the tunnel with his flashlight. When the young man reached the abode, his eyes glittered with glee at what he saw. He thought to himself, “Now I see what you see. Now I know what you know.” Marsalis laughed out loud like one of the villains in his favorite animated show, and his discovery would one day change the future outcomes of the Guardians and their families.  

      ***Marsalis Cain lived next door to Abe and Sarah for the last five years, and he only played with the Parson kids a few times. The first time he played with Abe, the two kids got into a fight because Marsalis didn’t play fair. While they were playing handball at school, Marsalis kept blocking Abe’s path to the ball, and he kept making up fake rules every time Abe scored to disqualify the points he made. After that time during recess, Abe and Marsalis never saw eye to eye, and there had been tension between the two for years. As for Sarah, Marsalis never spoke to her. He had a childhood crush on her, but he only eyed her from a distance.   
Marsalis was the type of kid who made fun of others. If he saw a weakness in anyone, he would attack with full force and not let up. One time during fourth grade he made this ugly girl with glasses named Kelly cry so hard she didn’t come to school for a whole week. Marsalis was the type of guy who would trip people intentionally and put stickers on their back that said “kick me.” In general, he was a mean, rich kid who was a little bigger than his peers. This allowed the dirty blond-haired boy to get away with a lot of deviant behavior at the expense of others.  
The reason he didn’t mess around with Abe was because Abe won a fight they had back in elementary school near their houses. No one else was around when the fight took place, but Abe squarely hit Marsalis in the jaw, and he went down. Abe learned how to correctly throw a bunch in his Karate class, and it worked on his neighbor. Marsalis had not forgotten the blow even when he grew older. Abe was also athletic, and he hung out with the popular kids at school. To cross Abe’s path meant the possibility of being bested by him in front of everybody or being ostracized by the cool kids. However, this did not prevent Marsalis from messing with other members of Abe’s gang. One confrontation occurred during lunchtime between Red and himself.   
Red was standing towards the front of the line with a bunch of the other kids and Marsalis cut in line, but Red wouldn’t permit him to pass. Red blocked his way, so the two pushed each other back and forth until a teacher quickly broke it up. She made Marsalis go to the back of the line. It didn’t end there though. Fifteen minutes later, Red and Marsalis crossed each other’s paths again at the lunch tables. Only this time there was no teacher standing nearby, and it turned into one of the best fights of the year.
“What do you know? It’s that piece of shit Indian, Red Peabody, who would probably trade away the Colorado River for a bottle of whiskey.”
Marsalis laughed, and a few of his tagalong friends snickered in unison.
Red stared him down and said, “Are you talking to me?” as a whole gang of Red’s friends stood up including Abe and Krish.
Red waved them down and said, “I got this. This is between that fat bastard and me.”
“Who you calling fat, whiskey boy?” Marsalis questioned.
“I am, paleface!”
Red stood up from the table, and the two boys eyed one another.  
“If you got a problem with me, let’s settle this right here, right now,” Red added.
Mort tried to make Red sit back down, but Red pushed him aside. 
“Then let’s go, pussy,” Marsalis challenged. “I’m right here, you skinny Navaho.”
Red charged Marsalis like an Indian warrior and screamed, “I’m Paiute, you bastard!” and socked Marsalis across the chin.
The bigger boy stepped back but didn’t fall. In response Marsalis gave Red a blow to the chest, and two of them were throwing punches left and right at one another.  
Abe and the other boys made a circle around the two brawlers, and they cheered on their fighter as they went at it with one another. The fight went on for more than a minute and ended when Mr. Robertson, their fifth-grade teacher, pulled the boys apart after the two of them were locked in each other’s arms.
When the dust cleared, the fight between the two boys ended up in a tie. Neither one clearly showed an advantage over the other. Both boys were sent to the principal’s office and expelled from school for the rest of the day.  
Later in the year, Red and Marsalis had another confrontation, and it ended up pretty much the same way. Red went home with a bloody nose, and Marsalis had a big scratch across his face. This time both boys were suspended for the rest of the week, but it showed the animosity that had grown between Abe’s gang and Marsalis’ band of followers. 






  
  CHAPTER 7: Changes


Time passed in the lives of the kids. They went through adolescents and were turning into young men and women. Abe started to look more like his dead father with his dark hair and athletic build. When Henry matched up a picture between his grandson and his son, one would assume they were the same person. Abe played football and ran on the track team. He lettered in both sports. In football he played wide receiver and safety. He was quick, agile, and had great hands. In track he ran the hurdles and excelled at high jump. After high school, he went onto college and earned his Bachelor of Arts in Communication and Journalism at U.S.C. Initially Abe wanted to be a sports announcer, but his dreams never panned out. Instead, he became a sports agent and landed some big-name clients for the N.B.A. Soon after, Abe married, had two kids, and settled down in the L.A. area.   
As for Sarah, she survived those awkward years quite well considering. She played a lot of sports and excelled at volleyball and soccer. She wasn’t one of the popular girls during middle school with her freckles, crimson hair, and braces, but by the time she reached sixteen, she developed into one of the most attractive girls at her high school. Midway through Sarah’s sophomore year, her and Red were involved in a serious relationship. This did a lot for Sarah’s popularity because Red was one of the most sought-after boys at the school. Instantly, Sarah became part of the “in crowd” at school, but she quickly became bored with the scene. She enjoyed the parties and social activity, but after a while she grew tired of all the backstabbing and infighting amongst the girls. She slowly withdrew from the whole production, focused on her studies, and started hanging out with her old friends from elementary school again.  
Red grew to be over six-foot by the time he was a senior in high school. He wasn’t the bulkiest of individuals at the time, but he would fill out later. Red played football and baseball and dated a lot of different girls, but Sarah was always the one he cared for. They dated for about a year during Red’s junior year. They split up after Red drank too much at a party and got together with another girl. This crushed Sarah, and she wasn’t willing to take him back even though Red tried with all his might seeking forgiveness. After the break-up, Red coped with his loss by using a lot of drugs, and eventually it got him thrown off the baseball team. He was known as a rebel and a partier. 
After high school, Red meandered in and out of city college, but eventually he dropped out of school altogether. Instead, he played drums in a cover band that played all the local clubs in the area. Red’s drug habit also increased, and he started selling cocaine on the side to afford his addiction. After five years of hard-core partying, Red reached the end of his line. He started getting nose-bleeds all the time, and once while freebasing cocaine, his heart stopped beating. He almost died. Soon after, Red admitted he had a problem. He found a Higher Power, and later started helping others with the same addiction. He ended up working at a rehab clinic in San Francisco and discovered his true calling in life.  
Unlike Red, Krish didn’t have as much success with women. In fact, the dark-skinned Indian only had one short-lived girlfriend and a few dates during his teenage years. However, he was successful in school, and he hung out with a lot of the smart kids like Mort and Val. Krish was actively involved in many student activities like the Chess Club, Student Council, and the Rowdy Rooters. The Rowdy Rooters were a group of kids that would go to the football and basketball games and cheer on their team. They made chants, taunted the opposing players, and were sometimes kicked out of the gymnasium for drunkenness or disorderly behavior.  
During Krish’s senior year he was accepted at all the top schools in the state like Stanford, Cal, and UCLA, but he chose Cal because of its vibrant student body. He also wanted to leave home and escape the confines of Southern California. At Cal, Krish studied Environmental Engineering. He cared greatly for the earth and did all he could to protect it. Krish became the president of Berkeley’s Bear Club, an environmental group on campus. The club was involved in protests throughout the Bay Area. One time, he was arrested for lying down on the road and blocking traffic on the Oakland Bridge as a response to an oil spill on Santa Barbara’s coastline. The police took the short man and his friends away. Later they were released, after the sergeant gave them a long lecture and informed them they were pissing off the commuters trying to make their way home from work. The sergeant made Krish and his friends promise to never block traffic again, and that if they wanted to stir up trouble in the future, they’d have to get a proper permit from a local city ordinance. 
In college Krish met his wife, Laura, who called him K.K. She was a beautiful gypsy blonde who lived a hedonistic lifestyle. They had an open sexual relationship during college, but after they graduated and were married, Krish wanted to remain monogamous. Laura agreed to his decree, but instead of remaining faithful, she screwed around on the side, and this eventually brought about their divorce.    
Janet, one of the other Guardians, became pregnant when she was a sophomore in high school, and she dropped out. It was the defining moment in her life. Janet didn’t go onto college, but she was a good mom. She vowed to not raise her daughter the way she was raised. She didn’t want her child to hate God and the church the way she did because of her Christian upbringing.
Janet’s life was difficult, but she made due. Janet was a single mom, and she did her best to provide for her child, Elaine. Her parents also helped-out. At the time, she hated her parents for making her go to all those fellowship meetings when she was younger, but by the time she reached her twenties, a lot of the animosity wore off, and she began to appreciate their love and support.  
Politically, Janet was a staunch Republican. She inherited her conservative beliefs from her father, and by the time she reached her 30’s, she was almost reactionary to the liberal ideas of the day. She was pro-life on abortion, opposed to gun control and gay marriage, against legalization of marijuana, and strongly wanted the government to stay out of business, health care, and education.  
Socially, Janet would dress conservatively, but at times, the bleached, blond-haired woman would let loose. She would wear mini-skirts without underwear and blouses that accentuated her voluptuous breasts. Janet would dance the night away at clubs if she could find a sitter for her daughter, and occasionally she had one-night stands. She’d regret it in the morning, and ask God for forgiveness, but Janet seemed to repeat the same mistakes over and over again.  
Artistically, Janet could play guitar and piano, but she didn’t really love it. Reading music was a chore, and it didn’t come to her naturally. Her daughter, Elaine, however, had a musician’s ear. She had a beautiful voice, and the young woman could pick up any instrument and play it eloquently.  
Val and Mort were competitive with one another throughout their whole life. It’s quite possible they were the smartest kids at their school. Val was runner up to being Valedictorian at her school, but she was beat out by a Japanese girl who lived and breathed education. Val was not that way. She worked hard, but she allowed herself downtime so she could play and attend social functions. Even though she didn’t get the top award, she was still accepted at many Ivy League schools and was voted “Most Friendly” her senior year in high school.  
Mort, on the other hand, could have gone onto the prestigious schools in the nation like Cal Tech and Harvard, but he chose not to take that path. Instead, he drifted for a long time after high school. He went to junior college, and eventually transferred to UC San Diego. Mort took a variety of classes at UCSD but never graduated. He was one semester away from getting his Bachelor of Science Degree, but by then, Mort was already fed up with the educational system. It seemed pointless, so he dropped out that year and moved to Las Vegas.  
No one knew what really happened to Mort. Up to his sophomore year in high school, the overweight teenager was a model student, and it appeared he was going to make great achievements in his life. Mort could have gone onto become a great scientist or engineer. On the contrary, he worked minimum wage jobs and never really used his mind to better humanity.
The truth behind Mort’s fall from grace came during the beginning of his eleventh-grade year. At a high school dance, Mort was intoxicated, and he tried to make a pass at Val. Stumbling over to her with a group of people around, Mort grabbed Val and tried to kiss her. On a normal occasion, Val would have allowed Mort to kiss her because she secretly had a crush on him, but in his drunken state, she wanted nothing to do with him. She pushed him away, and Mort was embarrassed. As a way of coping with the humiliating experience, he jumped in his car and drove to Abe’s house. With a bottle of tequila in his hand, he descended the stairs and entered Abraham’s Abode. Stumbling along, he headed straight towards Hades.  
“I’ll show the old man. There’s no dark spirits on the other side,” Mort grumbled to himself. “The Place of the Skulls, ha! Give me a break! There’s no scientific evidence to prove this. I’ll prove to Val that there’s no dark side, no abyss, no other side. All there is… is the here and now. There are no tomorrows.”
Mort kept moving closer to the Place of the Skulls as he sipped his pint size bottle of tequila to gain more courage. In his other hand, he held a small flashlight to guide his way, but he didn’t really need the light. He had been down there a thousand times before. He knew the path by heart.  
When Mort arrived at the line of skulls, he stopped. He heard the flutter of Raven’s wings nearby, but the birds didn’t make any sound. He thought about the words the old man said, “Do not cross the line,” but he ignored his conscience telling him to not go any further. Mort wondered if the story the old man told about being attacked by an evil spirit was true, but he figured the old man was just trying to scare them. Therefore, Mort took another swig from his bottle and crossed the line. Nothing happened. The teenager felt relieved then slowly moved deeper into the abyss. He walked slowly, but with every step he gained more confidence.  
When Mort was about fifty steps beyond the line, he felt something swish by his large body, so he followed the shadow with his flashlight, but he didn’t see anything. Suddenly he felt something else touch him then it felt like someone kicked him in the calf. “What the hell!” he screamed as the forces of hell descended upon him.
Mort felt evil spirits pass by in front of him, behind him, and all over his body. They were grabbing at him. They scratched his face, tore his clothes, and molested him. Mort heard voices whisper, “possess, take, enter” as he attempted to get away. The young man fell to the ground, rolled around in the dirt, and attempted to cover his head with his arms. The evil spirits continued to attack him and enter him. With all his strength, Mort rose to his feet and ran as fast as he could to the other side. The spirits continued to harass and tear at him as he fled.
When Mort crossed the line of skulls, he fell again and hit his head hard on a rock and was knocked unconscious. He didn’t awake until the sun started to peer through the crevices of the earth the next morning. A raven awoke him. It was nibbling on Mort’s ear. When he felt the bird, he brushed it away with his hand and realized it was not a dream. He had crossed to the other side and had barely survived.  
From that point forward, Mort was not the same. Years later, Mort went to a fortune teller who said he was possessed by dark spirits, but Mort didn’t believe her. He did find it strange that at times he felt spirits flying over his bed when he slept, but when he awoke in the morning, he considered it all nonsense. Sometimes Mort did feel like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, but he thought all men of superior intelligence suffered the same fate. It was true that Mort’s mind was cloudy at times, and that he sometimes suffered from episodes where he could not think straight, “but possession,” he reasoned. The idea was absurd. 
Val and the others didn’t know about this incident because Mort never breathed a word about it. A few times Val reached out to Mort, but he never opened-up to her. During her senior year, Val contemplated asking Mort to the prom, but she heard through the grapevine that Mort and some of his friends were going to ban the prom by taking LSD on a road trip to Joshua Tree, so Val never asked him. Val went to prom with a group of girlfriends and had a great time anyway.  
After high school, Val spent her first free summer traveling around Europe. Val and a couple friends bought backpacks, and they saw most of the major sites on the continent. It was one of the most memorable times of her life. Val met people from across the globe and made many new friends. Afterwards, Val thought about foregoing college altogether and traveling the world instead, but Val’s parents talked her out of it. In the fall of that year, Val moved to the eastern part of the United States and enrolled at Penn University. 






  
  CHAPTER 8: Henry Parson


Abraham Henry Parson came from a family of wealth. His English ancestors settled in Virginia when they came across the Atlantic Ocean long ago. Their family was hard working and became successful farmers of tobacco for generations. When Henry’s grandfather was young, he decided to take his share of the inheritance and head out west. However, he was not a prodigal son who lost everything. He tripled his earnings within ten years by wheeling and dealing in land. Ultimately, he ended up settling in Los Angeles, but he had a country home and extensive plots of land down south in Orange County. He made a fair amount of money on orange groves, but when the population of Los Angeles started moving south, he cut down the trees and built real estate on the land. This was the Orange County that young Henry grew up in. It was rural, clean, and the people had conservative values like the Midwest.    
During Henry’s summers he spent a lot of time down at Newport Beach. He was a surfer and a lifeguard. He had broad shoulders, bronze skin, and sun-bleached hair. He looked like one of those male models on the cover of a fashion magazine. Nevertheless, Henry was not conceited or full of himself. He was simply a deep thinker and mysterious to women. Henry had a lot of women come and go during his early twenties, but when he was twenty-seven, he met the woman of his dreams. Her name was Mary Elizabeth Stevens. She had brown hair, fair skin, and was a knockout. Henry always said, “The first time he saw her down at the beach, I knew she was the one.” Henry courted Mary all summer long and asked the twenty-year-old woman for her hand. She said yes, and they were married in the spring of the next year.  
Shortly after Henry’s honeymoon in Europe, his grandfather died. It was a big funeral attended by the wealthy and the poor alike because his grandfather was a charitable man. He gave a lot of money to the Native American tribes in the area and helped them fight their cause by hiring lawyers and other important men to retain their rights to the land. Most of their efforts did not bear fruit, but he did try to help. Henry’s grandfather also gave away a lot of his profits to the Mexicans who worked his land. He paid them well, which was uncommon during the time, and he helped them with down payments on homes, sending their kids to school, and a whole bunch of other needs. One of the Mexican overseers at his funeral said, “He was the best man I ever knew. He was truthful, fair-dealing, and honorable. He will be greatly missed.”    
After his death, Henry’s father took over the family business, but he was a reckless man. He squandered away a lot of his father’s wealth on women and gambling, and he did not have the traits of his father. Henry, on the other hand, did inherit his grandfather’s characteristics. As for Henry’s father, he died in a car crash when he ran into a tree. He flew out the window of his 1957 Chevy and a big chunk of the broken windshield stuck in his eye socket. The medics said he must have died instantly. His mistress in the passenger seat also died from head injuries. At the age of twenty-eight, Henry became the sole benefactor of the Parson’s land and wealth.      
Henry was thrown into the business world without any experience. At first, he didn’t do too well, but after a few foolish mistakes, he figured things out and managed the business soundly. Henry didn’t like the job, but he never complained. Henry would have been happier living by the beach and owning a surf shop, but his fate turned out differently.  
For the next three decades, Henry worked laboriously. He had several children and grandchildren, and he lived a relatively happy life even though he was always busy. At the age of fifty-nine, he had his first heart-attack but survived. It was a mild attack, and the doctor told him if he didn’t slow down, he was going to have another. Henry didn’t listen to the doctor’s advice, and he had another one a few years later. With this heart-attack, he almost lost his life, but he lived through this one as well.
After the second heart-attack, Henry had an epiphany. He decided to sell a lot of the family assets and retire. He handed over the business to his kids and gave away a lot of money to people who had been loyal to him. He thought they deserved it. He then went to live on the estate next to the Santa Ana Mountains near Laguna Beach. This was where the old well resided, and he now became its full-time Guardian. 
Henry and Mary lived at the estate for a long time until his wife had a stroke and lost all motor functions on her left side. She couldn’t speak or do anything for herself, so Henry took care of her. It was a shame because Henry and Mary were very sociable and had the family over all the time, but now that Mary had become dependent on her husband, it was difficult. Gone were the times when everyone gathered around the piano while Mary played and Henry sang. Gone were the times when the whole family came from afar to enjoy Christmas and Thanksgiving together. Even the servants brought their families during those days, but now they were only a memory.  
Ten years later Mary died, and Henry was alone for a few years. He was seventy-nine when she passed away. On Henry’s eighty-second birthday, tragedy struck again in the Parson’s family. His youngest son and wife died in a car crash when they were heading up to Santa Barbara for the weekend. They died instantaneously when they crashed head-on with a big rig on the 101 Freeway. That was when Henry’s grandkids, Abe and Sarah, came to live with him.  
At first living with their grandfather was difficult. Henry was strict and set in his ways, but eventually the two kids adjusted and didn’t mind living there. They had a great nanny by the name of Maria who took care of them and replaced their mom. They also made a lot of friends at their new school, and there was a lot more for a kid to do down in Orange County. In L.A. they were cooped up in their Beverly Hills home, but on the estate, they could roam around and be free. 
After a few years of living down south, they found Abraham’s Abode. It was then that they bonded with their grandfather, and he became their true guardian, but years later, during Abe’s senior year in high school, a terrible accident befell Henry Parson.         

      ***Henry was now ninety-five years old. Despite his age, he still had his wits and took a walk every day. He took his faithful companion, Pepper, everywhere he went. Pepper was a young, golden retriever that liked to swim in the fountains and chase after the squirrels and possums.   
On this spring day, Henry thought he’d grab a tennis ball and head down beneath the earth to have the dog fetch the ball in the lake. Pepper had a tough time going up and down the stairs, but he made it. He was faster than the old man anyway. As Henry was heading down the stairs, he fell. Henry’s cane slipped on some dirt, and it gave way. The old man fell forward and rolled down the stairs. He broke his hip, his right arm, and both his legs. Henry was in bad shape, and it didn’t look good.  
The dog barked for over an hour trying to get someone’s attention, but eventually it crawled up next to the old man and sat their moaning. Henry petted the dog and said, “It’s okay, boy. Everyone’s got to go sometime,” as he cringed in pain.  
Three hours later, it started to get dark, and the old man was not back yet. He was known to go off for long periods of time, but he was usually back before it was dark, and Maria, the kid’s nanny, started to worry. By the time it was 8:00 P.M. she had called the police right before Abe and Sarah got home. In a panic she said, “Your grandfather is missing. Do you know where he might be?”  
Sarah and Abe looked at each other oddly. They knew where he probably was. They threw down their stuff, opened the screen door, and rushed out back towards the old well. They found their grandfather at the bottom of the staircase unconscious. He had been down there for many hours, and he didn’t look well. The two teens hoisted him up and carried him out of there. The dog followed close behind.
Henry was rushed to the hospital in an ambulance, and calls were made out to everyone in the family. Abe and Sarah followed the ambulance in their car then waited in the emergency room. Thirty minutes later, the doctor came out and pulled the two kids aside. The doctor said, “It’s unlikely he’ll survive the night.  If you have anything to say to him, say it now.”
The two kids went to his room, and Sarah took his hand with Abe close behind her. She said, “Are you okay, Gramps? Tell me you’re okay.”
Sarah started to cry, and the tears started to build in Abe’s eyes too. Henry tried to reach over with his other hand to comfort her, but he was only able to lift his hand an inch off the bed.  
In a whisper he said, “It’s okay, my dear. My time is up. I’ve lived a full life. It’s time for me to join my Mary.”
When Sarah heard her grandfather’s words, she started to cry and shake uncontrollably, but her brother held her and stopped her from moving. Tears also started to fall from Abe’s eyes.  
Henry spoke again, and Sarah calmed down to listen. “The house is yours now.  You are the Guardians of the Abode…”
Henry paused and started to choke a little. His eyes started dilating like he was looking off into the distance, but Sarah grabbed his hand and bawled, “Grandpa!  Grandpa!” 
It seemed to snap Henry back to earth for a moment. He looked at them one last time. With his last breath he uttered, “I go to God. You’ll go through hell,” and he expired. 
The funeral for Henry was later in the week. He was buried next to his wife on the estate. His generation officially passed, and he handed the baton onto his grandchildren. In Henry’s will, he left almost everything to the two teenagers. They were his true kin and family, and he repaid their love with a fortune in gratitude. Abraham’s Abode now belonged to Abe and Sarah, and a new era had begun. 






  
  PART II: Rubicon Flashpoint









  
  CHAPTER 9: Nuclear Attack


“Boom! Boom!” 
A loud explosion rocked the Palo Alto bar. Red was knocked off his barstool, and his body was thrown against the wall.
When Red came to his senses, he mumbled, “What the hell was that?” and staggered back upon his feet. He looked around and saw people sprawled around the premises. To his left, he saw a woman in a short mini-skirt pinned down by a 4x4 pillar of wood. She was struggling to get up, so Red hurried over and lifted it off her.
“Are you okay, Ma’am?”
“I’m fine now. Thank you,” she said.
Red took her hand and helped her up. The woman pulled down her mini-shirt and brushed the dust off her clothes. One of her high hills was broken, so she took them both off as she noticed Red staring at her. Red looked away, trying not to be too obvious, but she didn’t mind. She liked his eyes on her.  
Red was so taken by the woman’s looks that he forgot for a moment about the other people hurt in the bar, but when he scanned the room again, he saw the bartender knocked unconscious behind the counter, and another woman all disfigured on the ground. To Red, it looked like she had a broken neck, so he ran to the door to see if he could find some help, but when he walked outside, he saw the devastation of what transpired. 
Downtown Palo Alto was in ruins. Buildings were torn down. Cars were flipped over. People were dead everywhere, and others were burned to a crisp. They looked like they had been charbroiled with their flesh and clothes hanging from their bones. It was grotesque, and it reminded Red of the pictures he’d seen of Hiroshima after the bomb was dropped.  
Red wondered, “Have we been attacked? Were we nuked?” Red didn’t know, but he meandered back into the restaurant bar disoriented. The woman in the mini-skirt looked at him oddly.  
She asked, “Are you okay?” and seemed concerned. 
Red didn’t answer her. The thirty-year-old Native American looked like he was in a state of shock, so the woman asked again, “Are you okay, honey?”
Red looked at her and spoke softly with terror in his eyes.  
“Go look outside.”
The woman ran to the door. The moment she saw the damage, she dropped her shoes on the ground exhaling, “Oh my God!” 

      ***Economically and militarily the world had been at war for decades. Countries were fighting over food, water, and resources, and it reached a crescendo in the middle-aged years of the Guardians of the Abode. A terrorist group decided that it would be beneficial to the world if they eliminated the United States of America from the picture. Therefore, this group shipped small yield nuclear bombs to each of the major ports in the country and detonated them.  
On the morning of October 11th, a domino of nuclear devices exploded in each port starting on the East Coast and working its way down to the South then westward towards California. In the news it sounded like a radio drama from a bygone era as newscasters on television announced each bomb going off one by one.
“New York has been struck with a powerful nuclear device….”
“The Port of Baltimore has been destroyed, along with most of the metropolitan area…”  
“We have heard that the Ports of Georgia and Houston have been annihilated by a series of explosions…”
“On the West Coast, the Ports of Oakland and Seattle have both been attacked…” 
It was a disaster on an epic scale, and the entire world was watching in panic. People wondered, “What’s going to happen next? Will the U.S. bomb Russia or China? Will the cities of Europe be attacked? Is it the end of the world?”
Within an hour after the reports of New York and Baltimore being bombed, most communication devices in America went offline. People couldn’t access their phones or Internet, and nearly two-thirds of the country suffered a blackout. 
Riots and anarchy followed in the major cities. Stores were raided of their food and supplies. Panic filled the streets and neighborhoods, and it was utter chaos in the cities that were bombed. 
Some people immediately fled to the countryside or mountains. Others hunkered down in their homes or basements. And some took refuge in the underground subways.  
As soon as Abe heard the news, he prepared to leave his Pasadena, California home. He immediately texted the kids at school and informed them to get home as soon as possible because they were leaving town. 
His wife, Samantha, seemed to be mesmerized by the news unraveling on the television, so Abe yelled, “Start packing! We’re leaving for the estate within the hour!” 
“An hour?” 
“Yes, if we don’t get on the road now, we’ll never get out of the city. It’s going to be a warzone here.”
“Let me text the kids.”
“I already did. This is the worst-case scenario we’ve talked about, so pack only the necessities.”
At that moment, Samantha jumped out of her seat when she heard a shotgun blast. It was followed by a sustained roaring sound. The TV went dead, and all the electricity turned off. 
“What was that?” she screamed.
“I don’t know, but I think we were just nuked.”
Samantha ran upstairs and looked out the window. She couldn’t see anything.
Abe hollered, “Let’s get going!” just as the kids walked through the door. 
Abe dashed to the garage and grabbed the family suitcases. Abe returned to the living room and said to the kids, “Pack like we’re going on a long trip. Only bring what’s important for survival,” and he dashed upstairs. He threw the suitcases on the bed and opened the safe in the wardrobe closet. Abe grabbed all the important documents like passports and birth certificates and threw them into one of the larger suitcases. He took out the guns, the ammunition, and other valuables. He ran downstairs to the garage and put his rifle under the back seat of the truck and his 9 mm handgun under the driver’s seat. Samantha and the kids were currently packing up their stuff as Abraham made a beeline towards the kitchen. He took all the food from the cupboards and threw it in a box. He grabbed the cooler and took what he could pack from the fridge. He thought, “I should have been more prepared,” as he went back into the garage and grabbed all the camping gear and loaded it into the back of the truck. 
Samantha packed diligently. She grabbed her winter clothes even though it was 90 degrees outside. She knew they were going to the abode, and she remembered how cold it could get down there. “Be sure to grab your winter gear!” she screamed at the kids and continued to pack quickly. Samantha didn’t panic, but she moved like a woman on a mission, and within 30 minutes, she was packed and ready to go. Samantha then went to help the kids and her husband. 
After an hour, Abe hollered, “It’s time to go!” but the kids were still rummaging in their rooms. “We’re leaving in 10 minutes.” To his son, he said, “We’re not bringing that. There’s no room!” His son ignored him and squeezed the game into his bag anyway. 
Half an hour later, the Parson family was on the road. The bed of the truck was filled to the rim but held secure with tie downs. The backseat was overflowing with junk, but the kids managed to squeeze in. According to Abe, they were 30 minutes late, but he wasn’t too upset. Abe was thankful that his family was all alive, and they were on the road heading south towards Orange County. 

      ***Sarah, Abe’s sister, was the caretaker of the Parson Estate. She had lived there since she was young, and Sarah never had a reason to leave. She had inherited enough money from her grandfather that she didn’t really need to work. She kept herself busy over the last ten years or so with gardening, restoring antiques, and running an online business, but this was done to pass the time.   
Sarah did receive her BA degree in business from Long Beach State University and went onto get her Master’s Degree in Business Education, but she never really used the skills she learned. Her degrees did help her with her online business selling antiques, but Sarah knew she could have done that without a degree. The twenty-nine-year-old woman was smart, independent, and a world traveler. She had been to all continents of the globe for business and pleasure. She loved to experience new cultures and immerse herself in their lifestyles. She would shop swap meets and garage sales at home or abroad and find all sorts of interesting items to restore or resell.
Sarah had only been in love two times in her life. When she was a teenager, she fell in love with Red, and the second time was in her early twenties. She fell for a Navy officer stationed in San Diego. She met him across the border in Tijuana, and the two had a passionate love affair. It didn’t last long though because the officer was sent off to sea shortly thereafter. The two tried to stay in touch, but a long-distance relationship didn’t work for Sarah. She was the type of person who needed to talk or speak with her lover at least once a day, but with the naval officer, it wasn’t possible. Sarah wasn’t clingy though. She would allow her boyfriends space and allow a man to be a man when he needed to get away for a spell.
Sarah did throw a lot of parties at the estate, and people would come from all over the world to join her. Most of her guests were people she had met on the road, and Sarah would invite them to stay at the estate when they came to Southern California. One of her rich friends from Paris spread the word in France about the estate, and before she knew it, Sarah had people from French territories across the globe arriving at the main gate like it was a hotel. 
If so and so knew so and so, Sarah would always let them stay at the estate. She had plenty of room. There were three detached homes on the land and a giant pool was in the center. On a clear day, one could see the ocean from the hillside, and there were horse trails nearby. The estate was a perfect place to relax and recover. Pretty soon, news of the estate spread to the Hollywood elites, and many famous actors, artists, and sports stars would come to stay with her. This also helped with her brother’s clientele as a sport’s agent. Abe would bring them to the estate in hopes of signing them. Sarah would also let touring bands to the area stay on the grounds to recoup their strength, and one-time, she let a big band from Mexico record an entire album in the barn’s guest quarters. The lead guitarists said, “El sonido es perfecto en aqui,” and that he loved riding “los caballos” in the daytime. It reminded him of his childhood. 
As for Sarah, she loved the company. She didn’t particularly like being alone. Sarah was an extrovert who read people’s palms, practiced hypnosis, and dabbled in magic. These skills were perfect for entertaining adults and children alike. People would come to life when the pretty red-headed host would read their fortunes or pull a rabbit out of a hat. These sideshow tricks kept people actively engaged, but Sarah’s persona was what really attracted the clientele. She was warm-hearted and a great listener. People who barely knew her would tell her things they had never told anyone else, and she received them like a matronly mother without condemning them for their misdeeds or excuses.
Sarah’s phone stopped working hours ago, but the last thing Sarah read on her phone was that the Port of Long Beach had been bombed. This concerned her because Long Beach was within 60 miles of the estate, and she knew many people that lived close to the blast site. She realized that these people may have died, but she held out hope that they survived. Sarah also prayed that the Santa Ana winds would start blowing harder because it might prevent a lot of the radiation from blowing inland. This way it would blow out to sea and cause less damage. Sarah knew, however, that it didn’t matter in the long term. The area would have to be evacuated, and most people within range of the blast site would die from radiation poisoning. She learned all this in a science class at school. Sarah knew that the City of Long Beach and the surrounding communities would be uninhabitable for decades or centuries. All these thoughts were running through Sarah’s mind as she started to prepare the estate. She knew people would be heading her way and taking shelter within the abode. She hoped all the Guardians, the grounds workers, and the Paiute Indians that knew about the place would find their way there. Sarah moved swiftly like a nurse in a warzone and tried to keep her worries and concerns at the back of her mind. 






  
  CHAPTER 10: Mort’s Misadventure


Mort lived in a broken-down shack in Northern Las Vegas. He moved there three years ago after his black jack scheme of counting cards and making millions failed him. He lived in one of those neighborhoods that were abandoned during the last recession that sent many home owners into foreclosure. His housing track was filled with drug addicts and drifters for some time, and they destroyed a lot of the properties, but most of those people had been kicked out long ago. At present, some real estate tycoon owned the track of homes, and he rented out the houses to low-income tenants and paid a security guard/landlord to watch over the neighborhood. Mort was one of the tenants. 
Sitting in his lounge chair one afternoon, Mort’s television show was interrupted by the Emergency Alert System. A message flashed on the screen, and it kept repeating the same message many times over on every channel. It read, “The United States is under attack. Nuclear devices have been unleashed on many ports across the nation. Stay inside and close your windows to avoid radiation poisoning. Stay tuned for further information.”
Every channel said the same thing, so after five minutes of flipping through all the stations, Mort threw down the clicker and tried his luck at the Internet. He had no connection, so Mort turned on his radio and flipped through the stations. At first Mort didn’t have much success either, but when he switched the dial to AM, he found a news station that gave a more detailed description of what was happening.
Mort didn’t freak-out. He simply mumbled to himself, “I better get my shotgun.” He went to the hall closet, took out his guns, and sat back down in his lounge chair listening to the radio.  
Three days later, Mort was getting low on food supplies. He knew he couldn’t stay locked up inside his house forever, so he picked up his .45 hand gun and put it inside his leather jacket. He jumped on his Harley and rode into town. 
Mort rode up Las Vegas Boulevard. When he reached Downtown, he noticed there was a terrible stench in the air. He figured there must have been a sewage leak or something, but it didn’t prevent the looters from robbing the casinos. They were carrying televisions, slot machines, and other goods. There was a madman on the corner shouting, “The apocalypse is here! Repent! Jesus is returning!” Mort heard gunshots in the distance. He noticed there was no police or security around. It was complete anarchy in the downtown area, so he moved along as quickly as possible.  
When Mort reached the Strip, it was a different story. A giant police blockade prevented cars and people from getting on Las Vegas Boulevard, and all the cars were being detoured to side streets. Officers were armed to the tilt wearing army radiation masks, so Mort circled back around and headed home.  
When Mort was a few blocks from his house, he stopped off at the local mini-mart/gas station. It had a self-car wash in the back which was adjacent to a home. Everything was boarded up and closed, and the pumps had big signs on them that read, “No gas.” Mort milled around for a bit then looked through a crack in the mini-mart window. The place looked like it had been raided, so Mort circled round back where the owner and his family lived. 
Mort thought to himself, “Why didn’t you get gas immediately after you heard the news?” Another voice inside his head said, “Cause you’re an idiot, you stupid bastard.” Mort got off his bike and started pounding on the owner’s door. He thought, “Maybe he’s still here,” but the other voice inside his head said, “No he’s not, you stupid, son-of-a-bitch. He left town long ago like you should have.”  
Mort continued to pound on the door, and to his amazement he saw Hakeem, his Muslim adversary, peaking his head through the shutters. 
Mort heard, “Go away! We don’t want any! Everything’s been taken already!” 
He responded, “It’s me, Hakeem! It’s Mort, your Jewish nemesis! I’m looking for gas!” 
“I don’t have any gas, and if I did, I wouldn’t give it to you!” Hakeem yelled.
“Hakeem, I’m desperate,” Mort pleaded. “I’m trying to make it to the O.C., and I’m almost out of gas. Please, Hakeem, I need your help.”
Although Hakeem and Mort had debated the Jewish/Muslim issue for years in heated debates, they were friends. At times Mort would leave the mini-mart cursing Hakeem’s name and Hakeem would curse back at him. It was a running dialogue that both men enjoyed, and deep down inside they knew they liked each other.
Hakeem then opened the door. He cursed, “Get in here, you cursed Jewish rabbi!”
When Hakeem opened the door, Mort mockingly bowed, but he was truly thankful.  
Mort asked, “What happened here? Has the whole world gone insane?”
“Where have you been? Have you been locked up in that shack of yours again? Haven’t you heard the news?” Hakeem mocked.
“Yes, I have, but I didn’t know until today that the whole world had gone insane.”
“Leave it to a Jew to not have a clue,” Hakeem rhymed, and he laughed at his joke.
Mort smiled then asked again, “Can you help me, my friend? I need enough gas to make it to Orange County. I know you stockpiled some.”
“Yes, I did, but why should I give it to you? Do I look like Saudi Arabia?” 
Mort laughed but didn’t respond. Usually, Mort would have a witty comeback, but after the scene earlier, Mort had lost his sense of humor, and Hakeem pitied Mort.   
“Alright, I’ll fill your tank and give you a few gallons in reserve, but that’s it,” Hakeem protested. “Bring your bike around to the back of the store, and we’ll fill her up.”
Mort went back and got his bike, and Hakeem unlocked the mini-mart. His secret stash was hidden beneath the earth in the back storeroom, and he brought out some of his fuel supplies. He filled Mort up and gave him a few extra gallons to take with him. He said, “You may be the Son of Isaac, but you’re still my half-brother. Go in peace, my friend and watch your back. Judgment Day is upon us.”
Mort said, “Thank you,” and he gave Hakeem a kiss on both cheeks to show his appreciation. Mort then jumped on his bike and shouted as he drove away. “Take care, my Muslim friend! May the God of Abraham watch over you!”

      ***When Mort arrived home, he started to pack for his long journey across the desert. He had no idea what to expect, but he prepared for trouble just in case. He grabbed his large backpack and filled it with food, water, guns, ammo, and some extra clothing. He put on his heavy leather jacket and wore durable clothes.   
Before Mort set out that evening, he mapped out several routes just in case the roads were blocked. He decided to travel at night because he thought he might need the black sky to protect him from gangs and looters. He stayed off the 15 and took an alternate route as he left Las Vegas.  
Across the desert, Mort rode his Harley. To avoid attention, Mort tried to keep his speed under 50 miles per hour and had his headlights turned off. As he rode, he wished he had a quieter bike, but there was nothing he could do about it now. His motorcycle roared down the highway like a bulldozer.  
Mort cruised along the 582 with relative ease, but when he grew closer to Boulder City at the 93 Interchange, he came across a bit of trouble. There was a gang of thugs posing as a road construction crew, but they were really thieves robbing the travelers that were making their way through the area. This group of men and women were hijacking cars for their supplies and killing innocent victims.  
When Mort saw the road block hundreds of yards ahead of him, he instantly veered off the road and looked for a way around the roadblock on his detailed map. He decided to take one of the dirt roads that ran parallel to the railroad tracks, and he was able to avoid the thugs. Once he saw the 173, he got back on the road and headed south down the 95 until he reached Needles. 
Mort cruised through the small town slowly and noticed there was no one around. All the lights were off, so he figured it had been abandoned. He bypassed Highway 40 and continued south on the 95 with no trouble. Mort thought, “You’ve been lucky so far. You just might make it, David.” But the other voice inside his head said, “You’re as lucky as the Irish aren’t you, old fool. If someone catches you, they’re going to kill you or put you on the next ship to Australia.” 
Mort tried to ignore the second voice and remained positive. He went through Blythe then got on the 78. He stayed on the 78 until he stopped for a break in Brawley. Mort rose from his bike and took off his German styled helmet. As soon as he did, he heard a rifle go off and a bullet whistle by his head. Mort reacted quickly. He put his helmet over his black mid-length hair then started the engine. He revved the throttle, and he was out of there in seconds. He thought he felt another bullet whisk by him as he made his getaway, but it may have only been the wind. 
Mort passed by the San Diego Zoo offramp, and he wondered what was going to happen to all the animals. Mort loved animals, and he always enjoyed going to the zoo. He thought, “Will they be set loose? Will they be fed? Will someone take them away?” But the other voice said, “You really don’t get it, do you? Hakeem was right. You don’t have a clue. Within a month, this whole country is going to be starving. Those animals are going to be shot and eaten.” And Mort felt sad for the animals. 
The rest of the way was clear sailing until Mort reached Oceanside in San Diego. There was a road block telling people they could not proceed further on the 5 Freeway unless they had a valid identification proving they lived in the area. U.S. soldiers with tanks and trucks blocked the way, and everyone was forced to go through the checkpoint.  
After a two-hour delay, Mort finally reached the front of the checkpoint. Mort showed him a college ID from Orange Coast College that was over ten years old, and the officer laughed at the ancient looking card. He said, “Do you have a valid California Driver’s License?”  
Mort showed his Nevada ID, and explained he was going to meet up with his parents in Orange County. He told the officer he grew up in the area. The officer, however, didn’t particularly like the looks of Mort, and he wouldn’t let him pass.
Mort had a scruffy beard like an orthodox Jew. He wore a black leather jacket, and he looked like trouble.
“I’m afraid only California residents are permitted through the checkpoint. You’re going to have to return to Nevada. The radiation in the area is beyond healthy levels,” the officer explained.
“I just saw you let over half the other cars through the checkpoint!” Mort protested. “If it’s unhealthy, why did you let them through?”
“I’m sorry, sir. You’re going to have to turn around and go back to Nevada,” the officer said without answering his question.  
Mort grew angry at the officer’s words and revved his engine.
“I grew up in Orange County, and some hick from Wyoming is going to tell me I can’t return home and care for my parents!”
Instantly two MP soldiers appeared, and they were pointing their AK-47’s in Mort’s direction.  
“Once again, you’re going to have to turn around and return to Nevada!” the officer stressed.  
This time Mort kicked the motorcycle into gear and pealed out in front of the soldiers. He raced towards the blockade, skidded out, and tumbled off his bike. He planned to skid out then turn around in protest, but it didn’t work out that way. When Mort fell, a group of soldiers rushed over to him and grabbed him, but Mort punched one marine in the face, so the other soldiers kicked and beat Mort up and threw him and his bike on the side of the road. They walked away laughing, and one marine stole his .45. “Go back to Nevada, you piece of crap!” a soldier yelled, and the other marines chuckled at his words.  
When Mort came to his senses, he wiped the dirt and blood from his face and stood on his feet. He looked over at the soldiers, who were eyeing him, and sneered in their direction. He picked up his large traveling backpack and struggled to put it on his back. His shoulder was a bit tweaked, but he felt like he could still ride. Mort then turned his bike upright and assessed the damage. Everything seemed to be alright except the handlebars were bent. The engine started right up, so he figured everything was okay. Mort sat back down on his bike, put it into gear, and headed back south on the 5 Freeway after being turned away by the marines at Camp Pendleton. 
When Mort reached the 78, he headed east towards Vista. From there, he took side streets in a northerly direction and went around the checkpoint. Mort took Basilone Road to San Onofre. He had to go through another checkpoint, but the marines just waved him through. He headed north to San Clemente, and from there, Mort knew his way. As a young man, he had hiked, biked, and camped in the area, and within an hour, he arrived at the Parson’s Estate. 






  
  CHAPTER 11: Prison Break


Marsalis Cain, the Parson’s former neighbor, had been a bad seed since he was a child, but when he became a teenager, he became even more violent and disorderly. He engaged in fights, did petty theft, and sold drugs. He also started tattooing his body, and he received tons of referrals from his teachers. Finally, in Marsalis’ junior year, he was kicked out of high school, and he did not graduate. To the relief of his teachers, the burden of Marsalis’ education was lifted from their shoulders and handed over to his rich, absent father. Marsalis didn’t mind though. At home he was free to get high, play video games, and do as he wished. Marsalis’ life of leisure didn’t last long though, because a year later, he found himself in serious trouble. 
At a local party, Marsalis and a few of his buddies beat another teenager to death. At first the four boys didn’t think it was too serious until they heard the news the next morning. All of them were arrested, but Marsalis was the only one who did hard time because he was eighteen. The other boys were underage, so they were sent to a juvenile facility. Marsalis, on the other hand, was sent to county jail until he was convicted of the crime for murder.  
Luckily for Marsalis, his father hired one of the best lawyers money could buy, and he was able to reduce the young man’s sentence, but he was still sent to Chino State Prison for a stay of three years.  
At Chino, the situation grew more dire. Marsalis killed another inmate the first week he was there because the man tried to steal food from his plate, and this time, his rich father wasn’t able to keep him from getting a life sentence. The judge showed no leniency, and Marsalis was sent up north to San Quentin State Prison. He remained there until the nuke went off in the Bay Area. 
In prison, Marsalis quickly moved up the ranks with the White Supremacists. Although Marsalis wasn’t a racist himself, he did act like one. Marsalis simply enjoyed being cruel and sadistic to other human beings, and in prison, he found plenty of people to abuse. For some odd reason, people who were victims of child abuse themselves seemed to be drawn to Marsalis. His behavior was something they understood, and being around Marsalis was like having the old man around. Marsalis gave orders, expected obedience, and when they stepped out of line, they were punished or beat. Beside lifting weights, gambling, and doing drugs, a small group of them would find prisoners who were ostracized and not protected. They would steal from these prisoners and occasionally rape them. Marsalis did all of this to entertain himself. He didn’t sodomize the other inmates because he was a homosexual; he did it for the power rush it gave him. 

      ***The bomb that went off at the Port of Oakland was one of the smallest yields that exploded in America, but San Quentin Prison still shook violently, and it did serious damage to the infrastructure. The building was one of the best places to be because it was so heavily fortified and very few of the prisoners died. 
After the bomb went off, there was chaos inside the facility. “Prison break!” the convicts yelled as they attacked the guards near them. The anarchy within the facility lasted for hours until finally there was a standstill near the main gate. The guards were heavily armed but so were the prisoners.  
Marsalis was in the middle of the tyranny. He killed one of his enemies with a shank and celebrated triumphantly. He then jumped one of the guards and took his weapon off him. At the final barrier between the prisoners and the guards, the line held strong. Neither side budged for a full day, and some prisoners were killed by sniper fire.    
By the second day, the line of guards started to thin out. They kept hearing about the news on the radio, and they were concerned about their families. Many of the guards kept asking themselves, “Why am I guarding these animals? I should be home tending to my family.”  
The moral of the guards broke down, and they fled the scene. The prisoners eventually figured it out, and they charged the barrier to their freedom. Marsalis was one of the first prisoners to make the jailbreak to freedom, and he shouted for joy like a madman when he broke through the barricade.  
“We are free!” he cried.  
For Marsalis and the other prisoners, the nuke truly was a blessing in disguise.

      ***Marsalis and his two companions, Frank and Furley, headed south towards the City of San Francisco. On the way, they saw destruction everywhere. The city was scorched, and they walked through burning embers. There was also the stench of death in the air, and it was difficult to travel in these conditions. To deal with the smell and smoke blowing in the wind, the men went into a sporting goods store and found some goggles to wear and face coverings. They also changed their clothes and broke into the gun cases. They took as much ammunition as they could carry and headed on their way.  
After being in prison for so long, the men had one thing on their minds; it was women and pussy. This was the one thing that drove Marsalis mad behind bars. Yes, he had sex with the crossdressers like many of the other men in prison, but it fell short of his expectations. He dreamed and fantasized about real women for over a decade now, and this was his opportunity to make up for lost time.
Before the men reached the bridge into San Francisco, they came across many wounded people in need. These survivors would cry out, but Marsalis and the other two convicts ignored their screams for help until they came across a damsel in distress. She was asking for help to free her mother from a smashed vehicle, so Marsalis stopped and tried to help her. The only reason he stopped was because she was appealing to the eyes. He had others intentions for this beautiful Latina woman.
When Marsalis reached the car, he realized that the old woman was already dead.
“She’s gone,” Frank pointed out. “Why are we wasting our time with her?”
Marsalis winked at his friend then looked the young woman up and down. “C’mon men, it can’t hurt to try. Let’s try to free the old woman.” 
Marsalis leaned in and gave the car a heave with the other men, but they were unable to free the old woman as her daughter wept hysterically.
“Sorry ma’am, but we can’t get her out of the car,” Marsalis said as the others circled around her. 
Frank then grabbed at the woman’s breast, and she quickly realized the predicament she was in. She turned around to run, but she ran straight into Marsalis’ arms. Marsalis grabbed the woman and ripped off her blouse as Frank and Furley both descended upon her. The woman tried to struggle and get away, so Marsalis gave her a forearm to the face. The blow almost knocked her out, and she became still in Marsalis’ arms. Frank then tore off the rest of her clothes, and the three men took advantage of her. 
One after the other, the men took turns violating her. Furley was the only one who thought twice about doing the deed, but after Marsalis gave him a disapproving look, the large man followed their lead and raped her as well. Furley tried not to look at her face because she looked so terrified, but he couldn’t help peeking, and her eyes peered into him. In the future, it would be a mental image that would haunt him, and it would keep him awake at night. As for the young Latina, they left her lying on the ground, shaking, and mortified next to her dead mother.  
The convicts continued on their way. When they reached the Golden Gate Bridge, they realized they couldn’t cross because the bridge had fallen. They could have taken a boat across, if there was one available, but there wasn’t. They turned around and headed back the way they came.  
The fallen bridge was one of the many obstacles that the convicts encountered on their way. The biggest problem they faced was getting around the Bay Area. With almost all the bridges down including the Golden Gate, the Oakland, and the 580, it was nearly impossible to go from place to place. It took them many days to get out of the Bay Area altogether and reach San Jose.  

      ***In San Jose, Marsalis concluded that the days of the United States were over. He sat inside an empty bar drinking whiskey, and he contemplated his next move. Within one week he had seen so much destruction that he realized the nation would not recover from this disaster, and he smiled. He thought, “I’m liberated,” as he rubbed the tattoo on his neck of prison bars to remind himself that he was still in bondage.   
Marsalis knew that this was a moment of opportunity for him. He thought, “I can rule the whole West Coast if I play my cards right.” He knew the odds were stacked against him as he coughed violently from smoke inhalation. He just needed to get out of the Bay Area before he died of radiation poisoning. He thought, “Where should I go? Where can I make my base?” 
Marsalis sat in contemplation sipping his gin and tonic. He thought, “I’m going to need food, water, and lots of guns if I want to conquer the world. Hmm...where can I go?” A light bulb went off in his head. “I’ll go home,” he said to himself. “The abode must still be there, and there’s a well with fresh water and fish.”
Marsalis rubbed the tattoo on his neck again just as his friends walked in on him. Frank asked, “Where are we going next, boss?”
“We’re heading to Santa Monica?”
“Why there?” Furley, the hairy one, questioned.
“Because I said so,” Marsalis stated. “I have a plan. Did you get the motorcycles?”  
“Yes sir.”
“How about the food?”
“Yes, Mr. Cain, we have that too,” Frank stated as he showed him a backpack full of food and bottled water.
“Good, now we need to siphon off some gas, and we’ll be on our way."






  
  CHAPTER 12: The Other Guardians


Janet and her fifteen-year-old daughter, Elaine, were the first ones to join Sarah at the Parson’s Estate. They still lived locally in an apartment only a few blocks from Janet’s parent’s home. It was a convenient location because Janet’s parents were instrumental in helping raise Elaine. Janet’s mom and dad were conservative Christians and were vehemently opposed to premarital sex, but once their daughter became pregnant, they did all they could to help Janet. Abortion was out of the question, so they did everything they could to convince their daughter not to abort her child. At first Janet was unsure, but once Elaine was born, Janet knew she made the right choice. 
Janet and the newborn lived with Janet’s parents for a few years until Janet grew older and was able to support herself. Janet had no idea how to raise a child, but she learned quickly. She was a good mother, even though at times she would try to break away and be a teenager, but when she hung out with her friends, it was like they were living in a different world. Her friends only thought about boys, parties, and trivial things while she focused on taking care of her baby girl. Yes, she loved her daughter, but secretly she wished she could go back in time and have Elaine at a later age. Janet knew that this was impossible, and she felt bad for even thinking these thoughts. Janet loved her daughter with all her heart, and she couldn’t believe she ever contemplated having an abortion when she first learned she was pregnant. 
Janet and Elaine arrived at the estate the same day the nukes went off, and they both helped Sarah get the abode ready for visitors. Janet asked if she could invite her parents, Don and Linda, to stay with them, and Sarah said yes.
“This is a time of need now,” Sarah said. “We must do all we can to help those in need, but we must be shrewd and secretive at the same time. These are dangerous times. We cannot trust everybody. Evil will be lurking everywhere.”
Janet was thankful, and later that day, the two Guardians revealed Abraham’s Abode to Janet’s parents.  

      ***Krish Kumar was in North Long Beach when the port blew up. He was working as an engineer on a rail project that would interlink all the freeways of Southern California with the current metro system. It was an ambitious endeavor by the State of California to replace the State’s dependence on motorcars to metro lines. The current governor ran on the platform that he would make a metro system that would link all the freeways together, and the people voted him into office for it. The people of California were tired of paying high gas prices that doubled, tripled, then quadrupled over the last few decades, and the poor and middle class needed an alternative to driving their automobiles. Electric cars were one alternative, and rail was the other. Krish was one of the lead engineers working on the rail project.  
The metro project was five years into the making, and the groundwork was being made on the 91 and 710 Freeways. Krish worked overtime frequently to get this project up and running, but none of that mattered now. In a matter of seconds, all Krish’s hard work and achievements were destroyed on that fateful day. California and the U.S. Republic were going to have to start all over again.  
Krish was outside when the nuclear bomb went off. It left him exposed to the initial impact of the nuke when it exploded. Luckily, he was in the northern part of the city and behind a large stack of rail when the bomb exploded. This gave him a small level of protection, but it still knocked Krish off his feet. Much of Krish’s brown skin was scorched, but he did not die.
When Krish awoke from being knocked unconscious, he was stunned and disoriented. He had no idea what happened, but he surmised by looking at the damage around him that there was a large explosion.  
After walking about in the open for a few minutes, the engineer realized that this was not an ordinary bomb. Something of great magnitude had struck Long Beach. He looked at his work truck, and it was turned on its side. He crawled through the window on the passenger’s side and grabbed his valuables. He then crawled out, covered his head with a hoody, then headed east on foot down Artesia Boulevard. 
Krish thought about finding a hospital and medical care, but he knew that the hospitals might be destroyed or packed with thousands of people seeking assistance, so he decided to treat himself instead. He had taken a few medical classes in college when he was still thinking about going into medicine instead of engineering, and he had learned a few medical tricks. He believed he could treat his own wounds if he found a pharmacy nearby. Krish hoped it would have morphine and something that could treat his burnt skin, so he trudged along looking for a pharmacy. 
The Guardian stumbled upon a mom-and-pop pharmacy on the edge of town. There weren’t many of these places left in California, but it was tucked away in the corner of a commercial complex next to businesses and a mini-mart. At first Krish didn’t realize it was a pharmacy because there was so much damage to the building, but when he moved in closer, he realized it was a drugstore. 
Krish squeezed through the broken glass window to the establishment and let himself in. He went straight to the backroom where the pharmacist takes the prescription orders. The engineer saw a man behind the counter lying on the floor crushed by a fallen wall. It was probably the pharmacist, so Krish took his pulse and felt no heartbeat. The man was dead. 
Krish then started looking at all the medicines on the counter and scattered on the floor. The small man didn’t find any morphine, but he did find some codeine, so he immediately opened the cap and swallowed a few. He hoped the medication would numb the pain, so he threw it in a plastic bag and started looking for some antibiotic crème. The Guardian couldn’t remember the technical name of the cream to help burns, so he left the back room and started wandering around the pharmacy. He grabbed Neosporin, Noxzema, and some aloe vera. 
In the aisle, Krish sat down uncomfortably on the floor and started applying some aloe vera to his neck and face. It soothed the pain a little but not really. When he arrived home, he planned to clean out the wounds thoroughly and apply the Neosporin. 
Krish rose from the floor and found the aisle with the band aids. He grabbed as many bandages as he could carry and threw them in a bag. He picked up a few more items then exited the building. Krish walked southeasterly in the direction of his home in Orange County. 

      ***Val was teaching the morning English class at Penn State University when she first heard the news about the terrorist attacks. Someone down the hallway shouted, “New York City and Baltimore have both been struck by nukes!” For a moment everyone sat there stunned, and Val was not sure if she should believe the news or not until two of her students confirmed the story by checking the report on their phones. One of them said, “Florida has also been hit,” so she went to a news website, put it up on the screen, and the students watched in amazement at the events unraveling before them.   
For fifteen minutes, everyone was glued to the screen as the broadcasters informed the public about what was happening to the United States. Val stood there trembling and dropped the marker she was holding. She didn’t know what to do or say. Finally, Val regained her composure. She looked at her students and said in a shaky voice, “I suppose this means class is cancelled. As for the essay due next week, let’s put it on hold. Check the school website for updates on when we’ll be returning. Be careful and please take care of yourselves.” 
The class shuffled out one by one, and Val did the same. The professor had always thought a man-made disaster like this would happen someday, but to see it happen in real-time was unsettling. 

      ***Professor Valerie Klein went to the University of Pennsylvania to earn her B.A. degree in English. She made a lot of valuable contacts at the Ivy League school, so she decided to get her Ph.D. in Philosophy at the same institution. Luckily, she came from a rich Jewish family and received a scholarship out of high school. If not, she wouldn’t have been able to afford the tuition on her own.   
Val had always been quite studious, and she managed to finish all her schooling in seven and a half years. This was quite a feat considering the reading requirements for English majors and the workload of earning a doctorate. Val also knew she wanted to teach literature from the start. She didn’t flounder like many of her classmates but stayed focused on her long-term goals.  
After receiving her Ph.D., Val sent out her resume to universities on the East Coast and was hired by Penn State University. At age twenty-six, Val was one of the youngest professors on staff, but when she wore her glasses and pulled back her hair, she looked much older than her years. 
Val went through college so fast that her peers thought she was a genius because she did it with such ease, and Val still managed to have time for sorority functions. To Val, school was easy because she had a photographic memory. She could read a page of literature at great speed and understand its content. Val was also a great technical writer and one of her professors recommended her to a prestigious law firm in Boston, but she didn’t want to take the job. Val calculated that if she went down that road, she’d be overworked and have no time for herself. She turned down the position and went into teaching instead. The pay not as high, but there was lots of time off. By going into teaching, she would still have a life outside the workplace.  
During Val’s years on the East Coast, she had one long-term boyfriend when she was at Penn University. He was a rich boy from Bucks County, Pennsylvania, and the two did everything together; however, Val broke off the relationship her senior year because she felt the intimacy was lacking between them. Val couldn’t see herself living with this man the rest of her life despite his wealth, good looks, and virility in bed. Val wanted true love like the type she saw between her mother and father. Val also didn’t particularly like her boyfriend’s scent, and it was something she couldn’t ignore, so she moved on looking for greener pastures. 
Working as a professor the last three years at Penn State was intellectually stimulating for Val, but there was still something missing in her life. She was twenty-nine years old, and she still had not found true love. She began to wonder if love was a myth found in the fiction stories she taught. When Val was younger, she did have a strong connection with Mort, her childhood friend, but that changed when he suddenly became strange and distant during his junior year. Val didn’t know that Mort crossed into the forbidden zone when he was younger. If she did, Val would have tried to help him, but that was long ago. For the time being, the young professor went on with her life in Pennsylvania. She thought about returning home to California all the time, but Val only went home during the holidays. Now that a large portion of the United States had become uninhabitable, she figured it was time to leave. She packed up her things the very same day the bombs went off. Val waved good to her home in Pennsylvania and tears welt up in her eyes. Val knew she wouldn’t be returning, and she headed out West in her old Honda Accord. 






  
  CHAPTER 13: Goodwill & Road Rage


The San Francisco Bay Area was in shambles. It looked like a tornado spun through the city and destroyed everything in its path. Dead bodies lined the streets, and Red was one of the people who helped those in need. Everywhere Red went people were crying out to him for help, and Red did the best he could.   
Red knew it was dangerous to be out in the open, but he still went about helping others. He tried to protect himself by wearing a heavy jacket, gloves, and a helmet, but it didn’t really prevent his exposure to radiation. A day later, he met a fire chief named Ian, and he gave him a fire suit and gas mask. The suit prevented a large amount of the radiation from reaching his body, but it didn’t prevent all the poison from getting in. Red went around with his crew, and Ian made him a temporary fireman. 
Red was having the time of his life working side by side with the San Mateo Fire Department, but a week later, he started to get sick and nauseated. Ian advised, “It might be time for you to move on, but if things ever return to normal, there’s a job waiting for you in the department. Take the suit and gas mask as a gift and try to get out of the area as fast as possible. It’s not safe here. Go inland. I heard San Diego is safe and parts of Orange County. Isn’t that where you’re from?”  
Red smiled and nodded his head in confirmation. He thanked the fire chief, gave him a manly hug, and departed San Francisco. Red headed towards a makeshift ferry that was taking people across the bay and out of the city in exchange for valuables like gold and silver. It was much quicker than trying to navigate through all the debris on the streets. Red gave the captain a diamond ring he found in one of the abandoned homes, and he was granted access onto the boat. Once across, he headed south on foot through San Jose, and made his way out of the Bay Area altogether. Red carried an axe, a knife, a backpack full of food, bottled water, and a .22 handgun on a holster by his right hip.  

      ***Abe took side streets the whole way from Pasadena to Orange County. He didn’t try to take the freeway. He knew it would be a logjam. He shuffled in and out of traffic with his wife and two kids and headed in a southerly direction.    
On their way to the estate, they were cut off badly by a giant truck that thought he owned the road, so Abe waved his hand out the window derogatorily and the truck stopped. The truck backed up and the man in the passenger seat pointed a loaded shotgun at Abe and his family. He said, “You got a problem, white boy?”  
Sarah screamed, “Oh my God!” and told the kids to get down.  
Abe looked at the large Mexican with the shotgun and didn’t say anything. He was scared to death, but he did manage to reach beneath his seat and grab the 9-millimeter handgun he hid there earlier.  
“That’s what I thought, white boy!”  
Abe looked down trying not to anger him any further, but it didn’t appear to satisfy the man with the shotgun. The man fired his gun at Abe’s left tire and hollered, “Pendejo!” as the truck drove off.  
The truck pulled forward about fifty meters but was forced to stop due to the traffic ahead of him. Abe was also steaming. He had a short temper, and this left a bad taste in his mouth. He grabbed the handgun and slipped out the front door. His wife yelled, “Wait!” but he ignored her. On foot, Abe headed in the direction of the truck, weaving in and out of traffic. When he reached the truck, he fired a bullet in the left, rear tire of the truck and another in the right then dashed away. The driver of the truck; however, saw him in his rearview mirror and pointed in the direction that Abe was running.  
The Mexican with the shotgun got out of the car and headed in the direction that Abe was fleeing. Out of the corner of Abe’s eye, he noticed the pursuer, so he led the man with the shotgun away from his family. The big man fired in Abe’s direction, but he missed. He hit an old Ford parked on the side of the road as Abe ducked behind another car and hid. The man with the shotgun kept moving in Abe’s direction, so Abe crawled around to the other side of the car unnoticed. Abe peaked over the hood and noticed he had a clear shot at the man. He breathed in deep, steadied his aim, and shot the man in the arm. The large Mexican dropped the shotgun, so Abe charged over and picked up the gun. The man cried, “Please señor, don’t kill me… Please don’t kill me… Por favor, señor.”  
Abe looked at the man and pointed his gun at him.  He said, “Who’s the dumbass now?”  
Abe thought, “The world would be better off without this piece of shit around,” but he didn’t shoot the man. Abe didn’t know if this man had a family and kids, and it seemed unjust to kill a man over something so trivial, so he didn’t pull the trigger. Abe walked away and headed in the direction of the truck driver. Abe hoped the driver didn’t have another gun, but he wasn’t sure. Luckily, the driver was pulled off to the side of the road and in the process of changing one of his punctured tires.  
Abe walked right up to him and surprised the driver. He said, “Do you need any help?”
The driver was crouched over working on the tire and didn’t realize who was behind him. He said, “Yeah sure...” then he looked up and noticed a shotgun staring back at him.
The driver fell back on his ass when he saw the gun and Abe laughed, “Having problems over there? You drunk?”
The truck driver rose to his feet, but Abe stated, “Don’t do anything stupid, or I’ll shoot you too.”
“Señor, I’m sorry! I didn’t think mi amigo would pull the trigger. It was a mistake.”
“It doesn’t matter anymore,” Abe fired back. “I have a flat tire, and I need to get somewhere. It’s true, I am an Eagle Scout, and I know how to shoot a gun, but I’m not that mechanically inclined, so I’m going to have you change my blown-out tire.”  
The truck driver nodded his head in understanding as Abe continued.
“Now if you do a good job, the odds are in your favor I won’t kill you, but if you cross me, I promise I’ll put a bullet in the back of your head. Do we have an agreement?”
“Yes señor, no problema,” the driver said with his eyes downcast and his hands up.
Abe led the man back to his car as some people in their cars gawked at him because of the shotgun in his hands. The police, however, were nowhere to be found. They apparently had more important duties to take care of on a day when anarchy ruled the streets of Los Angeles.  
At first, Abe couldn’t find his wife and kids. Samantha, his wife, was smart enough to get in the driver’s seat, and pull the car aside. She hoped to look inconspicuous and protect the children. The kids were still sitting in the back seat looking wide-eyed out the side window. When Abe walked up to the car, he ordered the kids out of the vehicle and said, “Stand way over there on the other side of the street with your mom,” and Abe handed Samantha the handgun.  
“This nice man is going to fix our tire,” Abe said as he pulled back the barrel on the shotgun, so it was ready to shoot.  
“Get to work!” he ordered, and the man proceeded to fix his tire.  
Thirty minutes later, Abe’s family was on the road again, and the truck driver was left standing on the side of the road. 
Inside the car, everyone was silent. The kids were afraid to say anything because they could tell their mother was brewing. Suddenly, Samantha blurted out, “What were you thinking? Have you gone mad? You put the children in danger!”
Abe just looked at her and didn’t say anything. He calmly put on some classical music to sooth the situation. As for Samantha, she was pissed off, and she cursed at her husband under her breath. “Son of a bitch,” she said, and the children heard her.
At first, everyone was quiet, but Abe’s son found humor in the whole situation, and he started to laugh. His sister joined him, and they both started to laugh hysterically. Samantha tried to remain stern and hold back her laughter, but she couldn’t. She started to chuckle with the kids at the absurdity of the whole situation, and Abe joined them. The whole family rolled down the street laughing like idiots as they made their way south towards Orange County. 
The Parson family arrived at the estate later in the evening. It took them almost half the day to get there because of the traffic on the streets, but they made it there eventually. As for the incident on the road, it was something they would never forget. In the future, they would tell the story many times over, and it always brought their family tears of joy. 






  
  CHAPTER 14: The Rattlers


Marsalis and his two companions from San Quentin Prison rolled their motorbikes into the Santa Monica chapter of the Rattlers’ gang. The gang was a conglomerate of conmen, convicts, and bikers. Most of the men were Caucasian, but they weren’t White supremacists like many of the convicts in prison. There were numerous Latinos, a few Asians, and a couple of Blacks, but the majority were White men.   
Marsalis had never been to the Santa Monica chapter before, but he knew one of them from prison. When he pulled into the garage, many of the men looked at them oddly. One of the men yelled, “This is private property! What the hell are you doing here?” Another man pulled out a revolver.  
Marsalis looked at the man with the gun as he coolly stepped off his bike, opened his jacket, and pulled out a cigarette. When the other men saw Marsalis reach for his inside pocket, the situation became tense, and two other men pulled out their guns. Marsalis held up his hand and shouted, “Please, don’t shoot me!” as he grinned at them deviously. At that instant, one of the men from the back room came out and saw the commotion. He saw the trouble about to go down, but when he looked closely, he thought he recognized the big White man with the tattooed body and cigarette in his mouth. He shouted, “Marsalis, is that you? Marsalis, my old bunk mate at Quentin?”  
Marsalis took off his helmet revealing his greased-back hair, and his friend from prison hollered, “Marsalis, it is you! Men, put down your guns. I know this crazy son-of-a-bitch.”  
The man from the backroom with a chiseled face and blonde hair, known as Leo, came forward and gave Marsalis a big hug, and the two shook a secret handshake known to them alone.  
“I can’t believe it’s you,” Leo exclaimed. “Damn, look at that gray in your beard, old man!”
“You’re no spring chicken, either,” Marsalis countered. “What are you fifty now?”
“Forty-eight, I don’t need any bonus years added my way,” Leo said. “There’s still time for me yet.”
“So, what brings you to the Santa Monica chapter? How’d you get out?” Leo asked. “I thought you were a lifer.”
Marsalis laughed, “Life? You know, there’s no way they could keep me behind bars.” He whispered, “I’ll tell you later.”
The two old friends continued to jabber as the rest of the Rattlers listened. Finally, Marsalis introduced his two riding companions from San Quentin, and the tension left the room like a hot air balloon.
Leo shouted, “We got company! Prepare some sandwiches, and bring out the beer! Get the bitches over here too!”
The men from the Rattlers’ Santa Monica chapter and Marsalis’ clan drank into the wee hours with the club girls who still hung around the place. Most of the girls fled after the nuclear disaster, but a few had nowhere else to go, so they stuck around looking for protection. Marsalis, Frank, and Furley were all granted permission to sleep with a girl, and they rock and rolled all night.  
In the morning, Leo took Marsalis aside and asked him why he came to Santa Monica.  
Marsalis explained, “Now we both know the future of the United States is looking dim, and the food and water supply is bound to run out…”
“We are well-stocked, Marsalis,” Leo interrupted. “When the bomb went off at Long Beach, we went into one of the local markets and raided everything. We have food, water, alcohol, cigarettes, and tons of canned goods. We plan to head out to the Rattlers’ chapter in Bishop and live out there. There’s also an underground well that we can tap into.”
“Well, Leo, it sounds like you have it all worked out. You don’t need to hear my plan,” Marsalis said sarcastically. “We’ll just head on our way and leave all the spoils for ourselves.”
“No, no…go ahead,” Leo said. “You know me. Sometimes I speak before I listen. I’d like to hear your plan.”
Marsalis sat back in his chair, lit a cigarette, and asked, “Can I trust you, Leo?”
“C’mon Marsalis, I don’t have to answer that. For three years we had each other’s back,” Leo stated. “I’m offended by the question.”
Marsalis gazed at Leo and took a big puff of his cigarette.
“I believe I’ve found our El Dorado.”
Leo looked at him dumbfounded. “Are you serious?”
“Yes, I found it when I was a kid. It’s beneath the earth. Only a few people know of its existence, and I’ve kept the secret to myself for years. It’s a place that will endure during the fallout, and it has its own food source and water supply. We could rule the southland from there. I think that’s our haven, not Bishop.”      
Leo looked at him oddly and questioned, “You’re not bullshitting me, are you?”
Marsalis sat back in an office chair, put his feet up cross-legged on the table, and took another puff of his cigarette. He looked at Leo sternly. 
“Have I ever been known to bluff before? Did I bluff when I said I was going to kill Victor?”  
Leo stared at him cross-eyed and said, “Good point. Tell me more.”
Marsalis went onto tell him the whole story about Abraham’s Abode and how he found it. He told him about the fish in the lake, and how it would be a perfect place for survival.  
“So why tell me?” Leo asked. “Why would you want the Rattlers involved in this?”  
“I want you, Leo. You’re one of the few men I can trust. I want you to be my second in command and to watch my back like you did at Quentin.”
Leo laughed, “I’m already in command. I’m not going to give my authority over to you.”
Marsalis scrutinized the Rattlers’ leader.
“Leo, you know you’re not cutout for this. I’m talking an empire here. I’m planning to build an army. We might be able to rule the whole West Coast if things go as planned. I’m asking you to be my lead general.”
Leo contemplated Marsalis’ words for a moment before answering.
“If what you say is true, I’ll consider it. Just remember, I’m the leader of the Rattlers not you. Don’t cross me on this. This is my gang now and once Freddy, our former leader, died in the blast, I took over and brought order out of chaos.”
“I agree, Leo. You’re a great man of action, but you’re not a natural leader. I am. I have the skills to pull this off, not you. Wasn’t I the one who led us in prison? Wasn’t I fair? Wasn’t I just? Didn’t I put fear into our enemies and protect us?”
Leo looked down at his thin build and shook his head in agreement.  
“Leo, you’ll always be my number two, but the sanctuary I described is real, and the possibilities are endless. I just need you and the Rattlers as my militia.”
Marsalis and Leo went back and forth on the issue for some time, but eventually Leo gave in. Even though Leo had been out of prison for many years now, he learned his place behind bars when Marsalis beat Leo to a pulp and made him his bitch. Marsalis, once again, was in control, and he knew that Leo would do his bidding, eventually.

      ***Two weeks later, everyone in the Rattlers’ gang had gathered together at their hangout in Santa Monica. Around fifty men, women, and children were about to make an exodus to the underground haven in Orange County. Many people doubted the existence of Abraham’s Abode, but anything was better than what was left of their homes in Los Angeles. Looters had already raided the stores. Half of the city had been burned down, and anarchy was now the law of the land. Ash covered the streets everywhere, and the sky was dark and brown. The atmosphere was so polluted that the sun could not be seen during the daytime and the moon was obscured at night. There was no electricity, gas, or water, so if the Rattlers hoped to survive, they had to move on.  
Leo was still in charge, but the gang quickly realized who was calling the shots. Leo hoped there was an underground haven out in Orange County, but he wasn’t a true believer. The older man gave the orders to lead the truckloads of goods south towards the Santa Ana Mountains, but if Marsalis’ tale turned out to be a lie, Leo planned to have him and his two friends shot on the spot. He would then lead the gang to the chapter out in Bishop, California. 






  
  CHAPTER 15: Krish’s Long Walk


Krish Kumar moved like a zombie down the road. His skin was charred. His clothes were torn, and no one stopped to see if he was okay. Others were making the long walk too heading north, south, or east toward the desert. Many of these people were worse off than Krish, and dead bodies lined the streets everywhere. In the background, the sound of sirens and car alarms were going off, and he could taste the smoke on his lips.  
The freeways were jam packed with cars, but nobody was moving. The 91 Freeway had cars turned over, rammed into one another, and dead drivers hunched over their steering wheels. The side streets weren’t much better, but if you had a truck or motorcycle, it was possible you could make your way through the turmoil.  
Krish hoped to find a functioning motorcycle or bike on the side of the road, but he had no luck, so he kept heading east on his feet. When Krish reached the 605 Freeway interchange, there was a giant fire that had homes, cars, and businesses in flames. The Santa Ana winds were blowing, so this magnified the problem. These were winds that came in from the desert, and it raised the temperature. To Krish it looked like the whole city block was on fire. He wondered if it was a gas leak or an electrical fire because he smelled chemicals burning. Krish paid little attention to the troubles around him though. Krish had his own problems to worry about, so the engineer just kept walking. He knew if he walked far enough, he’d reach his home in Anaheim Hills. His ex-wife and two children also lived in the area. Although she remarried and took the house, Krish stayed in the area because he wanted to be close to the kids. As he walked, he worried about them and hoped they were alive and breathing. 
The Guardian also thought about his life. He found it ironic that he was thirty-years-old, and he was probably going to die from his injuries. He felt it. There was something seriously wrong with him, but he continued to plow forward like the character in Pilgrim’s Progress. There was so much Krish wanted to do with his life, but he spent too much time on strife and pursuing worthless ambitions. Back in college, Krish wanted to save the world, but after he landed his current engineering job, all his ideals of preserving the environment seemed to be thrown to the side of the road. Nowadays, he worried about money, red-tape, and making sure his subordinates were doing the construction work properly. Krish also realized that those working under him didn’t have a clue what they were doing. They were a bunch of dumbasses who were good at digging ditches. This meant Krish had to oversee everything, and that meant many long hours of overtime being stressed out and frustrated.  
Krish thought all this as he made his way to Anaheim, but mostly, he kept thinking about the pain. He was badly scorched, and it felt like he had no skin on his back. Krish’s flesh looked like overcooked chicken skin on the barbeque, and he smelled like sulfur. The pills didn’t seem to be working either, so he popped a couple more codeine down his throat and trudged down the highway. 
Krish moved along inch by inch in his tattered clothes. As he proceeded, he thought, “I’m better off than those poor motherfuckers. At least I’m not dead.” And he chuckled to himself. 
Krish started to obsess about his kids as he walked. He thought, “I must make it home, so I can get the kids to the abode. That’s all that matters now.” Krish loved his children, and he hoped they were okay. He knew they would have been at school when the bomb went off, but he wasn’t sure how badly Anaheim would have been impacted by the explosion.  
The bomb went off in Long Beach around noon, but Krish didn’t reach his Anaheim Hills home until the evening. When Krish arrived there, he literally fell on the couch and passed out. He didn’t wake up until 5:00 A.M. the next morning.  
When Krish first lifted his eyelids, he hoped it was all a bad dream, but when he tried to move, Krish realized he could barely move his arms and legs without feeling excruciating pain. He realized the events that transpired the day before were real and not some apocalyptic nightmare.  
With all his effort, Krish managed to lift himself from the couch. The first thing he did was reach for his pharmacy bag, and swallow more codeine pills. He grabbed the remote control and turned on the television. He had no signal, so he went to the garage and grabbed his battery-operated radio and tried to find something on the airwaves. After thoroughly searching through the stations, he came across one that gave him an update about what had happened yesterday, and it sent shivers down his spine. He grabbed the landline phone and tried to call his ex-wife, but no one answered. Krish sat there for a moment contemplating his next move. He was very thirsty, so he shuffled his body over to the refrigerator and grabbed out a bottle of lukewarm water. He drank it down and realized he had no gas, water, or electricity.  
Krish thought, “How am I going to clean these wounds?” He looked outside, and realized he was going to have to bath in the pool. Krish took off all his clothes, grabbed some soap, and made his way towards the pool. The engineer knew it was going to hurt, but he needed to clean his injuries.  
At first, Krish flooded on the surface for some time then he started cleaning his wounds. It was the most excruciating pain Krish had endured in his life, but when he finished, he was glad he made the effort. After bathing, he put Neosporin on the wounds and covered them with bandages. He put on a set of loose fitting clothes and rode his motorbike over to his ex-wife’s house.  
When Krish pulled up on the bike, his two kids looked out the window, and ran outside to their father. They gave the Asian-Indian man a hug, but Krish cringed when they grabbed the lower part of his body.  
His ex-wife saw his reaction and screamed, “K.K., are you okay? What happened to your skin?” 
Krish looked at her at like she was an idiot. He said, “I think you know the answer. I was in North Long Beach when the bomb went off. I was lucky to survive.”
Even though their divorce ended badly with a custody battle over the kids, Krish’s ex-wife, Laura, looked concerned. “My God, you look terrible. Kids don’t touch your father. He’s been badly burnt,” she said and comforted her ex-husband by touching his forehead tenderly.
“Let’s go inside and see what we can do for you.”
Although Laura could be vicious when it came to money and loved ones, she still had a warm heart for people in need, and at this moment, Krish was the one suffering.  
Once inside Krish was helped to the chair by Laura’s new husband, Jake. He put his shoulder under one of Krish’s armpits and helped him along.  
“You look like shit, man. Can I get you a beer?” Jake asked.
Krish nodded yes as his body sat rigid in the chair.
Laura asked, “Is there anything I can do to help?”
“I already cleaned myself in my pool, and put some antibiotic cream on my skin, but maybe you could apply some of the ointment to my back later.”
“Sure honey,” Laura said as Jake brought back a beer and handed it to him.
“What’s the latest news?” Krish asked. “I heard about what happened this morning. Is there anything else you can tell me?”
Jake went onto tell Krish the story he heard earlier about the United States being attacked by nuclear terrorists. He told him how the country had been structurally crippled and that over 100 million people were estimated dead. Jake said the bomb that hit Long Beach was a low yield nuclear weapon, but it still had a lot of punch. 
Krish shook his head in disbelief and tears started to build in his eyes.
“Over 100 million?”  
“That’s what they’re saying. It’s like the end of the world.”
Jake, a personal trainer to the stars, went onto to tell him the rest of the bad news. Most of the story Krish had already heard on the radio this morning, but there was new stuff added here and there. As for Laura, she sat there listening as the kids played quietly near Krish’s feet.  
After Jake gave the news updates, Krish knew what had to be done. He said, “We’re going to have to leave this place. We cannot survive here without food and water. It’s highly unlikely the gas and electricity will ever be turned back on, so we’re going to pack up our things and get out of here.”
Laura protested, “No, it’s going to be alright. We just have to sit tight. They’ll get everything turned back on soon.”
“No, they won’t, Laura! I’m an engineer, and I saw the damage on the way back here. This could take years, even decades to repair.”
Laura was about to protest, but Jake jumped in. He said, “I think Krish is right on this one. We’re going to have to find food and water elsewhere.”
Krish looked at Jake and for the first time he thought, “Maybe this guy isn’t a dunce after all.”  
The Guardian started mumbling to himself, “The abode…we must get to the abode as soon as possible.” Then he said loudly, “I have a plan. I know a place where there’s food, water, and shelter. We’ll be safe there.” 
Laura and Jake leaned in closely and listened to Krish’s tale about Abraham’s Abode. The kids were too young to understand their predicament, but they appeared to be listening too as they played with their dolls and Legos. 
When Krish was done with his story, he suggested that they head out early tomorrow morning in Jake’s 4x4. Krish said he’d follow behind on his motorcycle. He thought it might come in handy as an alternative in case something went wrong.  
“I want you to pack that truck with everything that is important,” Krish commanded. “That means food, water, gasoline, camping gear, and anything else that will help us survive. Laura, we don’t need all that other crap that you’ve been gathering for years.”
Jake laughed, but Laura sneered at her new husband, and it became quiet in the room for a few moments. 
Krish sat there amused and continued, “So we understand each other?”
Jake and Laura both nodded. Laura gave Jake a sign to give them some privacy, and Jake said, “There’s a lot to get done. I might as well get started. I’ll see you tomorrow, Krish. Take care of yourself,” and he walked out of the room. 
Laura headed over and sat next to her ex-husband. She felt sympathy for him. “K.K., are you going to be okay? You should be in a hospital,” and took Krish’s hand.  
Krish looked down, and he almost broke down and cried, but he refused to lose control in front of his ex-wife who gave him so much grief and turmoil over the years. 
Krish reached into his pocket and said, “If you don’t mind, would you please put some of this ointment on my back. I can’t reach back there.”
“Sure honey.”
Laura applied the Neosporin as her ex-husband cringed in pain. When she was done, she said, “Hold still, K.K. These wounds need to be covered,” and she retrieved some bandage wraps from the bathroom. 
Laura wrapped the bandages around the thin man and said, “I think that should do it for now, but we’ll need to replace your bandages soon.”
“After we get to the abode, we’ll change them.”
Krish rose from his chair and kissed the kids goodbye. 
“I’ll be here at 4:30 A.M. Be ready to go. Don’t bring anything we don’t need like our old wedding pictures.”
Laura watched her wounded ex-husband walk out the door. She still loved him and wanted to reach out to him, but she hated him in the same breath. Krish was still the same condescending jerk she knew ten years ago, so she didn’t chase after him. She let him have his pride as Krish headed on his way. 






  
  PART III: Beneath the Earth









  
  CHAPTER 16: Arrival


On day two after the United States was attacked, Abe, Sarah, Janet, and all the kids had done a thorough job of stocking up the abode. The tents had been set up under the earth, and it looked like an army resettlement camp. Some tents were big and others small, but the larger ones were being reserved for the families. Abe, Samantha, and the two kids slept in one of the largest ones that night because Samantha didn’t want her kids to be exposed to all the ash and soot outside from the fires. There was also the danger of radiation exposure, so by the fifth day when Mort arrived with his elderly, Jewish parents, everyone was living underground. 
Krish, Laura, Jake, and the two kids arrived on the third day, but Krish slept in a separate tent of his own. Sarah, Janet, and Elaine watched over Krish like his personal nurses because his wounds were much worse than his family had imagined. By the time Krish arrived at the abode, he could barely move or sit. His back and butt were badly charred, so the girls created a makeshift hammock that would allow him to sleep on his belly without touching his back. The contraption also allowed his arms to fly free which were badly burned too. On the way there, Krish couldn’t sit down on his motorbike because it hurt so badly. He stood on the pedals the whole way there from Anaheim Hills.  
Janet’s fifteen-year-old daughter, Elaine, was the best caretaker of all. She had a strong bond with Krish because in her formidable years, Krish spent a lot of time hanging out with Elaine and her mom. He would go over to Janet’s house and watch movies with them, and the young child sort of latched onto Krish. He was like a surrogate father for Elaine until Krish went off to school. Krish would even change the baby’s diapers. Now, it appeared, Elaine was returning the favor. 
Elaine liked that Krish spoke the truth and never color coated things like her grandparents did. If she had a question about sex or boys, Krish would plainly answer her. In addition, Elaine enjoyed the fact that Krish would tease her and not treat her like a princess. She was so drop dead gorgeous that the girls at school would ostracize her, and the boys were afraid to speak with her. Therefore, Elaine was somewhat of a loner, but she didn’t mind. She was artistic and creative, and she acted much older than her age. Meanwhile, Elaine continued to be Krish’s nurse. She’d apply the antibiotic cream to his backside and sing songs to him on guitar. Krish would sing along with her, and they would joke and laugh like two old soul mates. 

      ***Red arrived two weeks after the bombs went off. He appeared in the middle of the night wearing his fire suit and gas mask. He carried a bright flashlight, and he scared everyone to death, especially Abe’s son. The boy was out of his tent taking a leak when Red arrived, and he rushed back into the tent screaming, “There’s a monster outside!” 
Abe was in a deep sleep before he was awoken, so when his son gave off the alarm, Abe rushed outside his tent with a shotgun in his hand. He yelled, “Who’s there?”
When Red saw his old friend, he shouted, “Don’t shoot!” and took off his mask.  
Abe squinted in the dark and said, “Red, is that you?”
Red moved in closer and responded, “Who else could it be?” and the two old friends shook hands like old bros then gave each other a strong hug. They were greatly pleased to see one another.  
After everyone realized it was safe, they came out of their tents and greeted Red. Sarah gave Red a distant hug, but deep inside she was ecstatic. Her heart started pumping quickly, and her face was flushed, but Red couldn’t tell because of the dark.  
Red, on the other hand, looked at her with joy, but he hoped for a warmer greeting from his former girlfriend. To compensate for her lack of empathy, he gave Elaine a giant hug and swung her around like he used to do when she was a child. He did the same with Abe’s kids, and Krish’s children joined in on the fun.

      ***Red’s late-night return made everyone realize that they were unprepared for uninvited guests, so the six Guardians had a meeting and decided they needed to be better prepared. From that point forward, they would place an armed guard above the ground to warn them in case of an emergency. They took stock of all the arms and ammunition and had a plan setup in case they were ever invaded.   
The Guardians realized that the well would attract visitors, so they had to be prepared for anything. They hoped camouflaging the old well would be their best protection, but they needed to prepare for a worse-case scenario. Being invisible was their first plan of action, but being armed was their second line of defense.  
A week after camouflaging both the old and new wells and setting up their defense perimeter, Val arrived from Pennsylvania. She drove up in an old Ford truck, and Jake who was on guard, sounded the alarm.  
Using a walkie-talkie, Jake alerted those beneath the earth. Abe and Red both carried their walkie-talkies on their hips, and they alerted everyone else. The kids rushed to their hiding places with Elaine and the old folks, while the rest spread out to their assigned positions. Red and Sarah rushed to the two corner spots, and Abe took his sniper position on the top of the ledge. From Abe’s position he could hit anyone entering through the tunnel to the abode.  
Val first walked around Sarah’s home and noticed all the doors were locked. She saw a hodgepodge of cars parked on the estate, so she figured everyone was under the earth.  
Val walked straight towards the old well in Jake’s direction, so he quickly descended the stairs and beelined down the tunnel towards everyone else. When he arrived below, he whispered, “There’s a woman heading our way. Everyone be quiet.”
If one of the Guardians had been on watch, they would have known right away that it was Val, but Jake had never seen her before. Val’s dark, kinky hair, large nose, and beige skin made Val stick out in a crowd, so it would be difficult to not recognize her.  
A few minutes later, Val was making her way down the stairs and heading down the tunnel. When she reached the opening to the cavern, Abe could see through the scope on his rifle that it was Val.  
“All clear!” he shouted. “It’s only Val! Everyone, come out of your positions!”  
Sarah and Janet immediately ran over and greeted Val and the rest followed. Sarah exclaimed, “You made it! We weren’t sure if you were dead or alive. Thank God, you were spared.”
Mort was rummaging by his tent when Val came through the entrance, but eventually he made his way over. Mort greeted Val with an open handshake, but she grabbed him and gave him a long, deep hug. Val commented, “Look at you, Mort. You look like your father when he was your age without the beard and tattoos, of course, but you’re still looking good.”
“She’s lying,” a voice inside his head insisted. “Don’t believe a word she says.” The voice’s warnings made Mort slowly pull away from her. “Remember, she was the one who dragged you through the sewer and broke your heart.” 
“Mort, you’re not getting away from me that easily,” and Val gave Mort another hug. She looked him in his eyes and said, “It’s great seeing you. I missed you dearly. You’re not going to believe how hard it was to get here.” 
Val then turned toward the group and told her story about crossing the country and getting to the abode. 
“I was traveling solo across the Midwest when my car broke down. Luckily, a big, burly trucker saw me on the side of the road, and he came to my aide. Without him, I’m not sure I would have made it across the States. He protected me from all the terrible people out there. His name was Jimmy, and he was a former Green Beret. The two of us made it all the way to Arizona and camped out in remote places to stay out of trouble.”
As she spoke, the voice inside Mort’s head said, “I bet you were sleeping in his sack too.” 
The truth was Jimmy never touched her or made any sexual advances.  
“After Arizona, Jimmy found an abandoned car for me. It had one of those hideaway keys below its bumper, and we went our separate ways.
“Believe me, I was terrified crossing the desert on my own, but I made it. I was waylaid briefly at the Arizona/California border, but a nice soldier at the crossing had mercy on me and let me pass. After that, it was pretty much clear sailing except for a few long waits and bumps in the road.
“As for Jimmy, he went to go meet up with his wife and kids in Phoenix. He said they were waiting for him there. I did tell him that I knew a place that had fresh water to repay my debt, and I gave him this address. It didn’t sound like he was going to make it this way, but you never know.  
“As for the rest of my adventure, I’ll tell you all later. Right now, I’m famished. You don’t happen to have any food, do you?”  
Red replied, “Of course, we do,” and he had one of the kids bring over some crackers, potato chips, and dip.
“That should keep you tied over for the moment, but we’ll be eating fresh fish within the hour. 






  
  CHAPTER 17: Uninvited Guests


Val had only been there three days, and it appeared as if everything was going to work out for the Guardians and their families.   
A week earlier, a bunch of Native Americans from the Paiute Tribe also joined their crew. Most of them were relatives of the servants that worked on the ranch long ago when Henry and his grandpa guarded the abode. That made the total population living in Abraham’s Abode at thirty-seven. It was a little commune beneath the earth, and it appeared they could live for decades down there if nothing went wrong.  
It all changed when Marsalis and the Rattlers arrived at the ranch. They pulled into the estate with their trucks and motorcycles as Red and Janet sounded the alarm. Initially, the Guardians believed they had come there looking for water at the new well, so they decided to lay low like prey in their cubbyhole. This hope did not last long because two men started making their way towards the old well. It was Marsalis and Leo. When Red saw them approaching, he immediately dove back under the earth and warned, “Two men are coming! Get ready!”
Fifteen minutes passed, and those beneath the earth started to get edgy. Some were thinking that their ruse was successful, but this changed when Marsalis and Leo popped their heads into the opening of the cavern. Abe thought about shooting them both right there on the spot before they proceeded further, but Abe was not an assassin. As Abe scanned the newcomers through his scope, a storm of concerns raced through his mind. “Who are these men? That one looks familiar. How did they know to come here? Do others know this secret place? What are we going to do if they want to stay?” 
Abe also noticed the two men were armed, and this made him want to pull the trigger even more. Abe thought, “Thirty-six people are relying on me to make that shot,” but Abe could not do the deed. It didn’t matter anyway because suddenly the two men came forward. The one Abe recognized with greasy hair shouted, “We come in peace!” and both men threw their guns on the ground. He hollered again, “I know you’re there! Please don’t shoot! Abe? Sarah?”
Now Abe was truly curious, and Red came out of his hiding place with Mort, Jake, and a few other men by his side. Red responded, “What do you want? Why are you here?”
“We come in peace looking for food, water, and shelter.”
Red looked at the man with the tattoo prison bar on his neck and thought, “I know you. I never forget a face,” then it came to him.
“It’s you, Marsalis from next door. Isn’t it?”
Marsalis grinned at Red and said, “Nice memory Peabody. They should have made you a detective.”
“What do you want, Marsalis?” Red asked. “Why are you really here?”
“I told you already,” Marsalis smirked. “We seek refuge here.”
When Abe realized it was his former next door neighbor, he pulled back the trigger and thought about shooting Marsalis. Abe knew what an evil, son-of-a-bitch he used to be, and Abe thought, “A man like Marsalis could destroy everything we’ve built here.”  
Just then two children came through the entrance to the abode. It was Marsalis’ trump card, and their presence made Abe lift his head and pull his finger off the trigger. Red was stunned too. He simply stared down Marsalis just as a horde of men and women followed the children carrying supplies.  
Marsalis smiled at Red knowing he had won this hand, but Red held his ground. He ordered, “Everyone to the side! Throw your guns on the ground! Everyone is going to be searched for weapons! They will not be permitted in the abode!”
Leo looked at Marsalis, and Marsalis shook his head to comply. Leo ordered, “Do as the man says! Throw your weapons to the ground!” and the Rattlers obeyed.   
Red ordered, “Mort, Jake, you search the men. Sarah, Janet, you search the women and children,” and the four came forward.  
A line seemed to form just inside the entrance to the abode and a huge pile of guns and knives formed on the ground. Once searched, Red told the Rattlers and their families to stand and wait while the Guardians decided what they were going to do about their uninvited guests.  
It appeared as if everything was going smoothly, but one of the Rattlers at the end of the line was not cooperating with Jake. He wasn’t allowing Jake to search him, and he punched Jake in the face. The Rattler reached for a gun hidden behind his back and aimed the gun at Jake. It looked like he was going to pull the trigger. Abe saw all of this through his scope, and he reacted instinctively. He shot the gang member in the chest, and he went down. 
When Marsalis saw the trouble between Jake and the Rattler, he reached down to the pile of guns and picked up a handgun, but when he heard the shot and saw the Rattler fall, he quickly threw down the gun hoping no one noticed. Red, however, was watching Marsalis out of the corner of his eye, so he pulled back the barrel on his gun and was about to shoot him, but when Marsalis put the gun down like a hot potato, Red didn’t pull the trigger. He eyed Marsalis sternly, shaking his head, and Marsalis looked away with his eyes cast down. This submissive behavior was something Marsalis instinctively learned from interacting with the guards in prison.   
After the shot, the Rattlers were suddenly more willing to comply with Red’s orders because they now realized they were at a disadvantage, and the Guardians meant business. Janet ran over and checked the pulse on the Rattler who was shot in the chest. She met everyone’s expectant eyes and pronounced him dead. Janet’s father came over and gave the dead man a blessing as the rest of the group watched. He checked his pulse too, said a quick prayer, and joined the rest of the group.  
Meanwhile, all fifty-two of the Rattlers’ group were shuffled aside far away from the guns as the Guardians huddled up to decide the fate of the Rattlers. Krish, who just walked up with Abe, spoke first.  
“We can’t let them stay. They’re only going to cause us trouble, and the food supply may not be enough to feed us all.”
“They’ve already seen the abode,” Val responded. “If we let them go, they’re only going to come back with more men and more guns, and it will be the end of us.”
Mort looked at Val and shook his head in agreement, but Abe and Janet took Krish’s side. That left Sarah and Red to make the final votes. Red said, “I don’t like it, but I’m with Val on this one. It’s best if we let them stay.”
Abe looked at his sister and asked, “Sarah, what’s your vote?” as he tried to influence her decision by giving her the eye.
Time froze for a moment. Sarah looked at the Rattlers and thought of the children. “I’m with Val, Mort, and Red.”
Abe kicked the ground in protest and looked at Red and the others like they were fools. Mort and Val smiled at one another, and Red gave Sarah a hug.
“What’s the next step?” Krish asked.
No one answered at first, but Red came up with a couple solutions.
“We could have them set up camp near the Place of the Skulls or have them join our group.
“Join our group?” Abe protested. “Are you insane? I don’t want to be anywhere near that cheating bastard Marsalis and his friends!”  
Sarah looked at her brother sternly as a sign to calm down, but Val was the voice of reason. She uttered, “I think we should go with two separate camps, and maybe someday when we get to know each other better, we’ll be able to come together as one. But for now, I believe Red’s first option is best.”
Mort seconded Val’s opinion, and no one spoke up in protest.  
Janet asked, “What about the Place of the Skulls?”
Red answered, “We’re going to have to warn them and their children. We might have to put a watchman on duty for the sake of the kids, and hope they will not cross to the other side. If they do, they will learn the hard way about Hades.”  
The seven Guardians spoke for about ten minutes working out the details as the Paiute men and Jake kept watch. Afterwards, they called Marsalis and Leo over and told them they could stay as long as they followed a few rules.  
Abe laid down the law. He said, “Rule #1: You will not be able to carry firearms. Rule #2: You will not cross the line of skulls. Rule #3: You are guests here in the abode. At any time, you can be removed and forced to leave if you are not respectful and live in a civilized manner…” 
Sarah interrupted with a smile. “We will share the abode and its resources with you. You are welcome here.”
The confiscated guns were picked up and taken to one of the tents. They would later be buried and hidden. The Rattlers were permitted to unload the rest of their goods and supplies, after the trucks and cargo were thoroughly inspected by Abe, Krish, and Jake. Mort functioned as the liaison between the two groups because he seemed to have a soft spot for the Rattlers because he had tattoos and was a biker as well.
Although Mort never got along with Marsalis, he did seem to hit it off with Leo, the Rattlers’ leader. He was able to communicate to Leo the danger of the skulls and even confided in him by telling Leo what happened to him when he crossed the line of skulls in high school.  
Most of the Rattlers didn’t believe there was any danger on the other side of the skulls, but they did respect the Guardians wishes and camped on the safe side of the heads. Leo believed Mort had a vivid imagination, and that he was probably missing a few screws. Leo had met many similar psychos in prison, and he went along with the story. Leo also thought the Guardians were hiding something. 
The Rattlers set up their camp about 200 meters from the Guardians. Marsalis plotted with Leo to one day seize the guns and take over the Guardian’s camp. For now, the Rattlers planned to play by the rules. They would quietly wait to ambush the Guardians, and when the moment was right, they would strike like a snake hidden in the brush. 






  
  CHAPTER 18: The Outside World


The Rattlers had been down in the abode for over a week, and events had gone relatively smoothly considering the vast differences between the two groups. 
The Guardians lived closer to the entrance of the cavern, and the Rattlers set up camp closer to the skulls. The Guardians and their friends put guards down at the Place of the Skulls to prevent anyone from crossing over into Hades. These guards were unarmed, but it was a friendly reminder to the Rattlers and their families that there was danger beyond the skulls.  
At the entrance to Abraham’s Abode, two armed guards stood watch every day, and two others stood watch at the top of the old well. Also, many of the Guardians carried arms in the camp, and two guards kept a watchful eye on the Rattlers’ movements to make sure there was no funny business by the biker gang.  
One night when the Rattlers were all gathered around a campfire, Leo prodded Mort to tell them the history of the abode and the danger of crossing the line of skulls. Graphically and visually, Mort told the story of Henry, Abe’s grandfather, and how he was attacked by spirits on the other side. It had the children clenching their mothers tightly and gave the men second thoughts about ever exploring the area as they stared into Mort’s dark and foreboding eyes. Mort told the Rattlers about how he doubted if there was any danger in crossing the skulls, and how he learned the hard way when he was a teenager that the danger was real. Mort informed everyone how he was attacked by evil spirits and how he was lucky to get out of there with his life. Mort truly scared the tough gang with his horror story, and his tale later disturbed some of the Rattlers’ dreams.  
After a few days of eating and drinking with Mort, the Rattlers started to trust him, and he was treated respectfully amongst them. Leo appeared to be on the same page as Mort, and this bridged the gap between the two clans. Marsalis, on the other hand, rarely spoke to Mort. He considered him the enemy, and whenever the liaison from the Guardians came near, he recoiled back into his tent.  
One evening, Leo and Mort started talking about the United States and the world abroad. The Rattlers had picked up a mobile satellite dish stolen from the Army years ago, and they were able to keep up to date tabs on the outside world. Inside the abode it didn’t work, but outside it was able to pick up signals with a little tweaking.
“The future of the United States appears to be on shaky ground,” Leo informed Mort. “The nukes that went off at the ports have crippled the nation. The President is dead, and the Vice-President reigns in his shoes. The new president has ordered a curfew across the nation, and he plans to bring the perpetrators to justice. Thus far, the country has not declared war against any group or foreign nation. 
“In the President’s speech, he told the nation to remain calm, and that he would bring order out of chaos.”
“Order!” one of the Rattlers listening to the conversation laughed aloud, and Leo chuckled with him.
“We saw the chaos first hand in L.A.” Leo continued. “It’s anarchy out there. All the stores have been raided, and the city’s been taken over by thugs. There are fires everywhere, and the city smells like sulfur or burning plastic. The only reason we were able to make it this far south was because we moved like a marching army with our guns pulled. The freeways are all blocked and so are most of the side-streets. We had to go this way and that then turn around and try another way. Luckily, we had a tow-truck with us, or we would have never made it here. We contemplated carrying everything on the bikes and abandoning most of the cargo, but we didn’t have to. We found a way… eventually.”
“I experienced the same thing in the other direction,” Mort said, “but what you’re describing is far worse. Red said it was horrible coming in from Frisco too.”  
“Based on the news footage we saw the other day,” Leo elaborated, “Canada and Mexico are being flooded with refugees, and the food banks are running low on supplies. I’m guessing within a few weeks the whole country is going to be starving. I honestly don’t think the country is going to survive this.”
“I agree. We’re all lucky to have found a food source and water,” Mort stated. “I just wonder how long we’ll be able to survive down here.”
Mort threw up his hands and looked around at the underground cavern as Leo continued.
“On the world’s stage, the nations are realigning. Wars have broken out in Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and in parts of Europe.”
“Please go on,” Mort said, “I haven’t heard anything.”
“The Canadian station we tapped into didn’t elaborate on the wars, but they did go into detail about the Russian-Israeli conflict.”
Mort listened intently as Leo leaned in over the small fire and gave his news report.
“The Russians, the Iranians, and a bunch of the surrounding nations decided to invade Israel after the U.S. was knocked-out of the picture.”
“Bastards!” Mort cursed. “I bet they were the ones who set off the nukes!”
“They don’t know who did it because a bunch of terrorist’s groups have claimed credit for the attack, and it’s not likely the authorities are going to investigate the evidence at the ports. It could be anyone. The Russians and Chinese quickly denied any involvement, and they offered us aide.”
“I call bullshit!” Mort said aloud, and Leo shook his head in agreement. 
“So how did the invasion of Israel go?”
“Apparently the Russian army and air force was destroyed in some freak miracle of Mother Nature. Right when the northern alliance was about to attack Israel, a meteor shower fell from the sky and destroyed the invaders. After that, the Israel Defense Forces went to work, and they picked off the remaining enemies one by one. They say Israel also nuked Damascus, and the city is no more. Afterwards, all the countries who sided against Israel retreated and called for an armistice.”
“My oh my, these surely are crazy days we are living in,” Mort said as he sat there astonished. “What else have you heard?”
“Well, right before we came down here, I heard that Europe is filling the vacuum of power that the U.S. left behind, and there’s this Syrian Jew who’s trying to broker a peace deal between the Muslims and Jews. I forgot his name, but he’s promising to rebuild the Dome of the Rock, which fell during the attack on Israel, and he wants to rebuild the Jewish Temple, which is something the Orthodox Jews have wanted for some time now. He wants to build both landmarks side by side, and he believes it will broker in a new era of peace in the world.” 
“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Mort objected.
“Some Israelis are calling this man the Messiah, and the Shiite Muslims are saying he’s Mahdi.”
“Jeez, it sounds like something straight out of the Bible.”
“Funny you should say that because Christians and Jews are saying that the meteor shower that destroyed the Russians and the Persians was a fulfillment of Biblical prophecy. I don’t believe any of that shit, but it is interesting.”
“Hmm,” Mort thought, “I bet they are saying it’s the fulfillment of the Battle of Gog in the Book of Ezekiel.”
“What’s that?” Leo asked.
“Ezekiel, an Old Testament prophet, who preached thousands of years ago, wrote about a similar battle to the one you just described.”
“Are you shitting me?” 
“No, I’m not,” Mort voiced. “I haven’t read the book in a long time, but I remember the prophecy. I was force-fed that when I was younger, and now I’m beginning to wonder if there’s some truth to it.”
Leo laughed, “You really are a crazy son-of-a-bitch, aren’t you?”
“That’s right,” Mort tried to cover up his uncertainty, “and I’m possessed by demons too!”  
As Mort said the words, he threw a log into the fire, and it splattered embers all over the place. Leo jumped back, and Mort laughed like a crazy lunatic. Mort rose from his chair and said, “You better put that fire out soon. You’re polluting the whole place with that smoke.” And he headed back to the Guardians camp. 






  
  CHAPTER 19: Coexistence


“Are we prisoners here?” Marsalis protested as he tried to make his way out to the surface.   
“We just need to escort you to the top,” one of the Paiute Indians said.
“Am I a child here? Do I need you to hold my hand?” Marsalis objected in front of a large group of Guardians and Rattlers.
“You walk around with guns on your hips, and you expect us to do whatever you say. We’ll, I’m sick of it.”
“I’m sorry, sir, but that’s the rule,” the Native explained.
Marsalis threw down his pack, and it looked like he was going to hit the guard, but just then Red appeared. “Is there a problem, Marsalis?” he interjected.
“Yes, there’s a problem. We’ve been down here almost a month, and we’re treated like the Japanese during WWII. I’m done with it! I’m tired of following these stupid rules!”  
“Well, there’s the door!” Red pointed to the entrance to the cavern. “You can leave anytime you want if you don’t like it here. We’re not holding you prisoner. You’re our guests here, and this is our land.”
“According to who? The U.S. government? The State of California?”
“According to me…that’s who,” Abe jumped in. “If you don’t want to stay, get the hell out, Marsalis! We’ve done nothing but treat you with respect since you arrived.”
“Then why the guns, Abraham?” Marsalis questioned.
“You know perfectly well why, Mr. Cain, and if you force me to explain it, I’m going to show you the door right now. Got it?”
Abe stared down Marsalis, and Marsalis glared back at him, but he didn’t say anything. He picked up his pack and started walking towards the exit.  
“Guards follow him!” Abe ordered as Marsalis strode up the tunnel.

      ***Up on top, Marsalis jumped the fence and went next door to his father’s abandoned house. Marsalis didn’t know if his father was dead or alive, but he was curious to see if he ever returned. In prison Marsalis’ father only visited him twice, and the last time was many years ago. Marsalis didn’t care though. He was never close to his absent father. In a way, Marsalis hoped his old man was killed in the nuclear blasts.   
Marsalis sat inside his old house all day until he couldn’t stand breathing in the polluted air any longer. Eventually, he did return to Abraham’s Abode after retrieving a small handgun he hid in the drywall years ago. Marsalis used this gun to rob a liquor store down the road when he was younger. He did it to feel the thrill of committing a robbery. The only problem was Marsalis shot the clerk at the liquor store as well. He didn’t need to shoot him. The man was cooperating with Marsalis, but he did it because he had never shot anyone before. The clerk, however, did not die, but it did make the evening news, so Marsalis decided he needed to hide the gun, and he hid it inside the wall.  
On returning to the abode, Red and Marsalis watched him get searched by one of the Native guards, but Marsalis was able to sneak the gun in by hiding it in the lower part of his back, right above the buttocks.  
When Marsalis was gone, Abe and Red spoke to one another about their nemesis from long ago.
“We should have never let that piece of shit down here in the first place,” Abe stated. “We both knew he was going to be trouble.”
“When I first saw Marsalis, I thought maybe he was a reformed man, but when I saw him reach for that gun on the first day the Rattlers arrived, doubts rose to the surface of my mind. Maybe I should have shot him?” Red questioned.
“You’re damn right! You should have put a bullet in his head, but it’s too late to look back now. We’ll just have to deal with the problem when it arises. You are aware there’s going to be trouble someday?” Abe asked.
“Was I raised a fool?” Red countered.
“Of course not,” Abe laughed. “I was worried you might have gotten soft on me over the years.”
“Me, soft? C’mon…. So, how’s your conscience coping with the man you killed?”
“I’m sleeping like a baby.”
“Really?”
“No, I think about it all the time, but I believe I did right in God’s eye. That Rattler was going to shoot Jake. I merely killed the man in self-defense.”
“True, true, now what to do about Marsalis?”
“I don’t know yet, but let’s keep a close watch on him. Once a bully, always a bully. And that bully’s starting to get restless locked up in this cage.”
Red laughed, and the two friends continued their conversation reminiscing about old times.

      ***During their stay beneath the earth, the Rattlers would get on the Guardian’s nerves at times. They stayed up late, drank into the night, and were sometimes obnoxious. Nonetheless, they weren’t annoying to the point where it was unbearable. They were more like the delinquent family in the neighborhood that became disorderly now and then. There were fights and screaming, but eventually it ended, and everyone went back to what they were doing. 
The kids were the ones that brought the two clans closer. They would play together in the lake, and the mothers would sit on the shoreline chitchatting with one another. Sarah also did all she could to bring everyone together. She shared food, drinks, and invited the Rattlers to their lunch tables. However, in the evening, when the light began to fade, they went back to their separate camps.
Light inside the abode began to become a problem in itself. There seemed to be less and less of it every day. Was it because the days were getting shorter or was it because nuclear winter had set in? Some guessed that there was so much soot and pollution in the air from all the fires burning that the sunrays could not get through. At night it was even worse. The watchmen on the outside hadn’t seen the moon for weeks, and the stars were completely obscured. They hoped the rain would come soon to clean up the air, but no rain had fallen. There was a drought in California and throughout much of the world. They also worried that if it did rain, it would bring more of the radiation down to earth and pollute their water supply.
Many people from both clans started to get sick from radiation poisoning. Red had terrible coughing fits, and Krish threw up his meals on a consistent basis. Besides getting sick, many people started getting wounds on their skin that wouldn’t heal. The wounds would open and close like annoying herpes in the mouth except these wounds started showing up all over the body. Some people were worse off than others, and it became apparent that the longer you had spent outside after the attack, the worst off you were. It started to get so bad that the Guardians were considering not having any guards on post at the top of the stairs.
Janet’s daughter, Elaine, also started to become a problem. She was a beautiful teenage girl, and she had the body of a Victoria Secret model. She caught everyone’s attention. The men stared at her hungrily. The women talked in hushed voices around her, and the boys blushed in her presence.  
Janet warned her daughter not to go down to the lake wearing that G-string bikini, but she was rebellious and did as she wished. On the day Elaine wore the bikini, both clans were down at the water. It was sort of a united picnic organized by Sarah. As a result, everyone saw Elaine’s figure and looked at her with lust or envy. Janet’s traditional parents told their daughter that it was just a matter of time before Elaine brought trouble amongst them, and they advised Janet to keep a close watch on her.  
After that day at the lake, Krish spoke to her in private and reasoned with Elaine. He convinced her that it would not be wise to wear a G-string to the lake anymore due to the temptation and lust it aroused amongst the men. He suggested a one-piece instead, and from that day forward, Elaine rarely swam in the lake. When she did, she wore her one-piece, and it helped a little, but Elaine had already captured the imaginations of the men. Many of them were masturbating to her at night or thinking of her when they screwed their wives. In a world without Internet porn, Elaine was on their minds much of the time. 






  
  CHAPTER 20: Love Affairs


“Red stop, someone is going to see us out here in the open,” Sarah protested. 
Red continued kissing Sarah and pushing his body against her under the rock face. Sarah was flushed, scared, and excited in the same breath.
“Red stop, someone is going to see us.”
“I don’t care if they do,” Red answered as he moved his hand up her skirt and into her panties.
Sarah started to moan a little. Her nipples were getting hard, and she was starting to lose control. Sarah finally came to her senses and forcefully pushed Red’s hand away.
“Stop! Not here!”
Red stopped his advances and looked hurt like a child chided by his mother.
“I don’t care anymore. It’s been six months since we’ve been down here, and I’m tired of hiding my love for you. We’re not teenagers anymore. You’re my girl. You’ve always been my girl, and I want everyone to know that I LOVE SARAH PARSON!” Red shouted.
Sarah looked around frightened hoping that no one had heard him, but she giggled happily.
“It’s true, Sarah,” Red explained. “I love you, and if we weren’t stuck down here in this hole, I’d sweep you off your feet and elope with you in some tropical paradise.”
Sarah looked into Red’s brown eyes as her heart pitter patted faster.
“I love you too Red, but…”
“But what?”
“You know…” Sarah withdrew a little. “I don’t have to explain.”
“Sarah, that happened way back in high school. Won’t you ever forgive me?”
“Red, I forgave you long ago. I’m just not sure if I can fully trust you again.”
“Sarah, I understand, but I’m not the same man I was back then. I’ve learned from the error of my ways, and I suffered dearly for them. Since I’ve been clean, I’ve made amends. I’m no longer walking that crooked path. I’m on the straight and narrow one now.”
“How long has it been since you last used?”
“I haven’t taken any drugs or touched the bottle in seven years, but back then I was out of control. I know that.”
Sarah sternly looked at Red then asked, “You promise you won’t hurt me again?”
“Sarah, I’ll do more than that.”
Red got down on one knee, took her hand, and said, “Will you marry me?”
“Red, you don’t have to…”
“Sarah, I’m serious,” Red confessed affectionately. “I love you. You’re the love of my life. If you’re willing to be with me, I’d love to spend the rest of my days with you.”
Sarah looked down at Red. She tried to remain stern but smiled instead. She giggled like a schoolgirl, jumped up and down, and declared, “Of course, I’ll marry you!”  
Red rose from the ground, grabbed Sarah by the hips, swung her around, and kissed her passionately.

      ***“Mort, wait! Where are you going?” 
The large man shuffled along trying to avoid the conversation with Val, but she was persistent.  
“Mort, can you wait a second? I have something to tell you.”
“I’m heading over to the Rattlers’ camp. They’re having a late-night barbeque.”
Mort started moving in that direction.  
“Sounds fun, may I join you?” Val asked.  
Mort stopped, looked back at Val, and realized he wasn’t going to be able to avoid her this time.
“Umm, sure,” Mort hesitated.
“It’s okay. You don’t want me to come. I’ll leave you in peace.”
Val turned around dejectedly, but Mort invited her again.
“No, no, please join me Val,” Mort offered. “I could use the company.”
Val quickly turned about face and joined him at his side.
As the two walked slowly towards the Rattlers’ camp, Val stated, “I heard through the grapevine about what happened to you back in high school. How come you didn’t tell any of us? Old Man Parson was really sick and almost died when he crossed the skulls. The same could have happened to you.”
Mort laughed, “Me die? Ha! I’m tough as steel. Those spirits couldn’t hurt me.”
“But didn’t they?”
Mort looked at Val humbly. She always had a way of cutting to the chase without hesitation. Mort nodded his head and said, “I suppose a little.”
“It happened your junior year, didn’t it?”
“Yes, it did.”
“I thought so. Something changed in you that year. Do you think it could have been the evil spirits?”
“I don’t know about that,” Mort questioned. “Maybe I was just a young man going through changes.”
“That’s an understatement. You were like night and day that year.”
“True, but I don’t remember it all that much. Those years passed by quicker than a sunset.”
“I heard the spirits attacked you. Did any enter your body?”
Mort stopped and looked at Val. “Do I look possessed to you?” he questioned.
“No, but you have acted neurotically over the years. Before that year, you were a good kid with high ambitions and then…”
“Well, that changed. My eyes were opened. I came to realize the futility in everything. It seemed senseless to bang my head against the wall, work my way up the ladder, and buy a nice home in the suburbs. I just didn’t want to follow the established rules anymore.”
“What about those crazy outbursts and singing along with Iron Maiden shouting, ‘666, the number of the beast, 666, the one for you and me?’” 
“It was just a song, Val,” Mort explained. “I was young. I was having fun. I didn’t know this was going to be an inquisition when I asked you along.”
“Sorry, I’ve been curious for some time now. I care for you deeply, and I worry about you.”
Mort melted when he heard Val’s words. He had been infatuated with Val since he was younger, and when he was in middle school, Mort used to secretly send her Valentine’s Day cards, but she knew they were from him. Val knew Mort’s writing.
“Really?” Mort inquired.
“Mort, you know I’ve had feelings for you since we were kids, so don’t give me that.”
Mort didn’t say anything, but he knew Val’s words were true. There had always been a deep, confrontational bond between the two of them.  
“I thought you felt for me too. In fact, I’m kind of hurt you didn’t confide in me about crossing the skulls when we were younger. You know you could have told me anything.”
“That’s why I couldn’t tell you, Val.”
“I understand that now. I didn’t realize it when we were younger. You became so distant to me, and we hardly spoke anymore after the incident at the dance. I thought I lost you forever.”
“Val, you never lost me. I simply thought you didn’t want me.”
“Really Mort?”
“Yes, it’s true. After being rejected, I simply gave up trying…”
Val grabbed Mort just as the words left his mouth and kissed him on the lips. Mort reciprocated and excitedly kissed her back. They held each other tight, exploring each other’s bodies. Falling to the grass, they made love halfway between the two camps on the shoreline of the underground lake. 






  
  CHAPTER 21: Best & Worst of Times


Red and Sarah were married a month after their engagement. It was a joyous occasion attended by everyone. Even Marsalis came. He stood in the backrow eyeing Elaine from a distance. He was picking at his teeth with a toothpick and thinking nasty thoughts about the young woman. Elaine noticed him staring at her, so she cringed a little and tried not to look in his direction. Janet’s father, a deacon at his former church, married the two lovers. Abe was Red’s best man, while Val and Janet served as Sarah’s joint maids-of-honor.   
Mort and Val became an item after the two Jewish lovers consummated their love on the way to the Rattlers’ party. It appeared one day they would be married too. Meanwhile, they were enjoying the luxury of lovers without the trappings of a formal marriage. At times Mort would have angry outbursts, but Val was able to calm him down with tender affection. Sometimes Elaine would bring her guitar over and sing old spirituals to calm his soul. Janet suggested it to her daughter after her father, Don, said he thought that Mort might be demon possessed. Janet considered that playing music couldn’t hurt. She thought, “If it worked with King Saul back in the Old Testament, maybe it will work with Mort.” It did. Elaine was not a shepherd boy like David, but she did have a soothing voice.  
Krish’s condition went from bad to worse inside the abode. Some were surprised he hung on for so long. At times he would come out and socialize with everyone, but he would quickly duck back in his tent because he would get sick, cough violently, and seethe in pain.  
Elaine, Janet, and his ex-wife, Laura, did all they could to ease his pain, but eventually Krish couldn’t take it any longer, and one-night Krish didn’t wake up. Elaine came to him in the morning with his breakfast, and the scent of death was in his quarters. The teenager found him lifeless in his hammock. Elaine thought he looked at peace, but she cried vehemently for him because Krish was the father she had always wanted.  
The funeral for Krish was a sad occasion for the Guardian’s camp. Although Krish had his faults, he was still loved by many. They buried him in a small graveyard next to the Place of the Skulls. The Rattlers started a graveyard there because they had lost many already. Thus far three of the Rattlers’ children had died, two of the men, and one of the women. Krish was the first casualty amongst the Guardian’s camp.  
At Krish’s memorial, Abe, Jake, and Laura all said a few words. Janet and Elaine were dressed in black, and Krish’s children placed flowers on his burial site. Elaine made a gravestone out of clay, and she engraved it with his name. She wrote an epitaph that read, “A Father to many and a Guardian to all.”  
After Krish’s death, the six remaining Guardians came together and decided it was time to stop having armed guards patrolling the camp. After all, it had been nine months since the Rattlers had lived amongst them, and they figured now was the moment to lay down their arms and completely welcome them. Abe didn’t think it was a good idea, and Janet was vehemently opposed to it. She argued, “The only reason there hasn’t been any incidents is because we are armed and they are not. As soon as we take away our advantage, there’s going to be trouble. There are criminals over there, and we need to watch out for ourselves.”
Mort disagreed, “I’ve spent a lot of time with the Rattlers. Val has too. Most of them are good, honest people.”
“I’m not worried about the majority of them!” Janet interjected. “I’m concerned about a select few. Mort, you can’t deny there are some bad seeds over there.”
“I’m not saying they’re holy saints, but we can’t walk around anymore like we’re in a hostile war zone. It’s only going to make the Rattlers more explosive.”
“I hope you’re right, Mort,” Janet stated. “If not, it’s going to be a fatal error on our part.”
“Janet’s right. There’s too much at risk,” Abe said. “We need to protect ourselves.”
Red jumped in, “As of right now, the count stands at 4 to 2 for getting rid of the armed guards. This has always been a democratic body, and you two are outnumbered. I do share some of your concerns, but Sarah and I discussed this for hours last night, and I think we’re making the right decision.”
“You’re making a mistake,” Janet declared, and she nervously started playing with her blonde hair.
Red said, “I still think we should keep two armed guards at the entrance in case we are infiltrated from the outside, but I’m tired of watching over the Rattlers.”
“Hear! Hear!” Mort voiced, but Abe frowned at him.
Red asked, “Is anyone opposed to having guards watching the entrance?”
No one said anything, so Red said, “Okay, it’s decided,” and he went into a coughing fit that made everyone worried. 
Val looked at Sarah with concern in her eyes, and everyone was thinking that Red might follow Krish soon. 
When the coughing fit passed, Red continued, “We will no longer have armed guards protecting the camp and keeping an eye on the Rattlers…(cough…cough), but we’ll keep two guards on watch at the entrance.”
“What about the Place of the Skulls?” Val inquired.
“I think it’s time to remove those guards too. Frankly, no one likes being on that watch anyway. It’s too creepy.” 
Red finished his sentence then stepped aside and coughed violently. He spit up a lot of phlegm, and there was even a little blood in it.   
“I’m all for that,” Mort added. “The Rattlers and their children know about the dangers of crossing the line. I’ve thoroughly warned them. If they know what’s best for them, they’ll stay on this side of the skulls. They’ll have to watch after their own.”
Abe stepped up and took over where Red left off. He asked, “Anyone object?” 
“I do. I thought that was our job as Guardians of the abode,” Janet declared. “Isn’t that our responsibility?”
“Yes, it is, and we’ve done our duty to warn the Rattlers,” Abe claimed. “If they cross the skulls, they’re going to learn the hard way. I’m done babysitting them, and none of us likes standing over there listening to those haunting voices anyway.”
“Okay, fine!” Janet was upset that no one was listening to her, and she crossed her arms over her large breasts. 
“Janet, I understand your position,” Abe comforted, “but the majority has spoken.” 
“Fine,” Janet said again, but everyone could tell that she was not happy with the decision. 
“It’s settled then,” Abe ruled. “Mort, since you are the liaison to their camp, would you mind telling Leo and the Rattlers our decision?”
Val jumped in, “Mort and I will both go do it. I want to warn them one last time about the dangers of crossing the skulls.”
“Good idea, Val,” Sarah chimed in. “I’m sure they’ll be overjoyed when they hear the news about the guards. Hopefully, it will bring our two clans together.”

      ***Val and Mort walked over and told Leo the news. Marsalis was standing in the background when they told Leo their decision. A small grin formed on Marsalis’ face, and he knew an opportunity had arisen.  
Thus far Leo had been able to keep Marsalis at bay, but now he knew Marsalis would want to seize power. Leo knew Marsalis’ personality quite well. In prison, Marsalis would take advantage of any weakness he saw in his enemies. Back at San Quentin, the leader of the Chicanos showed mercy at a time when he needed to show strength. He permitted one of Marsalis’ crew to cut in on their business, so Marsalis kept taking more and more until the Chicanos second in command left a shank in their leader’s back. Afterwards, the Chicanos took back what was stolen from them. 
Leo wasn’t sure how he was going to react to Marsalis’ next move. He had two options. One was to go along with Marsalis’ plan to take over the abode. The other choice was to kill him. Leo didn’t like either of those choices. Since Leo’s stay in prison, he had tried to live a righteous life, but now he was faced with a conundrum. Both paths would lead to pain and sorrow. Leo thought, “If I let Marsalis execute his plan, many people are going to suffer and die. If I take Marsalis out, his death is going to be on my conscience.” Leo also wondered if he would have the courage to go through with the second option, and he knew that Marsalis was younger and stronger than him. He might be unsuccessful in his attempt to kill him. He could die in the process. Leo truly wished the Guardians had not made this decision, but he couldn’t tell them to reverse course now. It was too dangerous. The next chapter had begun, and Leo was in the crossfire. 






  
  CHAPTER 22: Crossing the Line


Immediately after the guards were removed from the Place of the Skulls, Marsalis was planning to explore the other side. He had been curious about that region of the abode since childhood, but he was too afraid to cross the barrier as a kid. Now as a man, he thought the stories were all B.S. He planned to head out that very night with his two San Quentin sidekicks, Frank and Furley, to see if the stories were true or not.  
Marsalis thought, “There must be something over there that the Guardians are trying to hide. Maybe it’s gold or a hidden treasure. Maybe they’re hiding weapons. I don’t know what it is, but I’m going to find out.”
At 2:00 A.M., when everyone was asleep, the three men slipped out of their tents and headed towards the Place of the Skulls. When they arrived at the line, they all hesitated. Frank was biting his fingernails and staring at the skulls while Furley started to shake in fear. Furley said, “Maybe this isn’t the best idea. You heard what Mort said about this place, and I trust Mort. It seemed like he was telling us the truth. Why would he lie to us?”
Marsalis laughed, “You really are a stupid bastard. You must have come out backwards from your mother’s womb. It’s a fictional story. You know what that is, right?”
Furley looked confused, so Marsalis laughed at him, and Frank laughed too.
“Okay, you go first,” Furley said, and he looked in Frank’s direction. 
Frank didn’t move. He was frightened, so Marsalis punched Frank in the arm and said, “You’re both pussies. I’ll lead. Follow me.”
Marsalis crossed the line of skulls and walked about ten feet. He stood on the other side and looked back at the other men. They watched him expectantly, so Marsalis started to wiggle around like a crazy person and made all sorts of weird sounds as Frank and Furley watched in fear. Furley cried, “He’s in trouble. Save him, Frank! Save him!”
When Marsalis heard Furley’s cry, he laughed hysterically then mocked, “Save him Frank! Save him!”
Marsalis looked at the two men and said, “Both of you are stupid sons-of-bitches. I’m surprised either of you survived this long. C’mon, let’s go.”
Frank and Furley both felt ashamed for being so childish, so Frank knew he’d feel better if he put down Furley too. He said, “Save him, Frank. Save him…he he,” and Marsalis laughed along with him.
All three men followed Marsalis deeper into the cavern. Nothing happened except a bunch of ravens appeared, and they made gurgling croaks as a warning. Marsalis threw a rock at the birds, and they flew away. When they were about 100 meters beyond the skulls, things started to get strange. A gray fog started to appear, and it smelled like dead fish at a seaport.  
Furley hollered, “Did you see that?” as he felt something brush by him. “Frank, over there! Look!” Furley screamed, but Marsalis kept walking deeper into the cavern. Frank continued in his footsteps.  
More evil spirits started to appear. They looked like black ghosts, and they started speaking in a sinister manner. “Possess… Take… Enter…” and Marsalis was dumbfounded. He’d never seen anything like this except in the movies, and he wondered if it was real. He stopped dead in his tracks and looked around him. Evil spirits were encircling him, and they looked like a swarm of hornets. 
The three men started swiping at their heads and bodies to brush them away, but there were too many of them. Suddenly, the spirits became more aggressive, and they started attacking the three men. Marsalis felt one go inside his chest, and it felt like a fly was swimming around his ribcage. Marsalis started pounding on his chest like King Kong, and finally it came out of him. Another spirit passed through his ear and came out the other side, so Marsalis panicked. He yelled, “Get out of here, men! Run to the other side!”  
Marsalis started running, and Frank followed close behind, but Furley stood paralyzed in one spot and tried to cover his head with his arms. The evil spirits passed in and out of him, and finally a giant cloud of the damned hovered above him. The swarm of hornets were getting louder and louder until it became unbearable to the ear. 
“Help me, Frank! Help me!” Furley screamed desperately as the spirits penetrated his body. More and more spirits fell upon him to the point where Furley dropped to his knees. His eyes started bulging out of his sockets. His eardrums popped and started to bleed. He shouted one more bloodcurdling plea for help before Furley fell on his side and was left for dead.  
Marsalis and Frank made it to the other side, but right before Marsalis crossed the line, seven spirits entered Marsalis’ head. 
“Something’s wrong,” he thought as he tried to pound on his ears to get rid of them, but they didn’t exit his body. They started speaking inside his mind with distinct voices, so Marsalis started banging his head against the ground to make them exit his body. The evil spirits would not leave. They had quickly taken residence within his body. They moved into his bosom and took refuge there. The former convict felt a surge of energy within him, but in the same breath he felt like he was losing control. His body started to shake uncontrollably then the shaking suddenly stopped. His body returned to a semi-normal state, but Marsalis felt like something was off-kilter.  
Marsalis screamed, “Where’s Furley!? Are you okay!?” but Frank couldn’t hear him. He had his hands over his ears, and blood was dripping through his fingers. Marsalis pushed his hands away and assessed the damage.
“Can you hear me?” but Frank didn’t answer. It looked like his eardrums were busted. Marsalis clenched his teeth, and Frank started to cry. Marsalis looked at the line of skulls and thought about going back to help Furley, but self-preservation kicked in. Instinctually, he wanted to get as far away from the line of skulls as possible, and he counted Furley as lost. 
Marsalis tried to stand up, but he started spinning like an alcoholic who overdrank. He was experiencing vertigo, and his legs were like jelly. He fell to the earth and lay on the dirt for a moment until he passed out. 
Marsalis awoke hours later when the sunlight started seeping through the crevices of the earth. Frank was sitting next to him in a stationary position staring into space. Marsalis was wondering if it was all a dream, but when he looked at the dried blood on Frank’s ears and face, he knew the nightmare was real. He looked beyond the skulls and tried to see if he could see Furley, but he couldn’t see anything. He asked Frank, “Do you think he’s alive?” But Frank didn’t hear a word Marsalis said. Frank was deaf. 

      ***A few days passed and the Rattlers started asking questions. “What happened to Furley? Have you seen him lately?”  
Marsalis responded, “He went above ground the other night, and he never returned.”
“Do you think he’s okay?” one of the Rattlers’ asked.
“I don’t know. I’m not his keeper. I went searching for him yesterday, but he was nowhere to be found.”
“Hmm, that’s odd,” the gang member stated. “I hope he returns. I kind of liked Furley.”
Marsalis said, “Me too. I’m sure he’ll show up soon. He probably just went off exploring.”
“He better not stay out there too long, or he’s going to end up like those other poor bastards,” and the Rattler pointed in the direction of the skulls. 
“True, true,” Marsalis said, and the Rattler walked away believing the cover-up story. 
Marsalis thought, “As long as no one crosses to the other side, no one will ever know. And if they do trespass, they’re not coming back anyway.” 
A voice inside Marsalis’ head started singing, “Furley funeral pyre. Mire to the fire…”over and over again. 
Then a chorus of voices started singing in unison with the voice. “Furley funeral pyre. Mire to the fire…” and Marsalis couldn’t get the phrase out of his head. 






  
  CHAPTER 23: Tragedy


There was a secluded cove about the size of a large spa at the edge of the lake. It was a place that women went to bathe in private, lovers meandered to make-out, and children went to escape parental authority. The cove was a great place to break away from the group periodically, but during the daylight hours, there were usually people around.   
Elaine liked to bathe at the cove right after the sun went down. Usually, Elaine and her mother would go together. This way one could wash-up while the other watched out for the voyeuristic boys who hung around the place. This evening Elaine decided to go by herself because her mother was preoccupied with making supper for the Guardians and the group.
Elaine thought, “I’ll just make a quick dip at the cove while everyone is getting ready for dinner. No one will be there.”
Little did the teenager know that Marsalis and Frank had been sitting on the edge of the Guardian’s camp playing checkers when they saw Elaine slip away.
“Would you look at that?” Frank said. “Mmm…mmm... I’d give an arm or leg to be with that girl.”
Marsalis turned around and said, “I wonder where she’s going? C’mon, let’s follow her,” and waved at Frank to follow him.
Marsalis had to make arms gestures because Frank had not regained his hearing since the incident at the Place of the Skulls.  
Elaine cautiously entered the cove. She looked side to side to make sure no one was around. It was already getting dark, so she couldn’t see Marsalis and Frank lurking in the shadows behind a boulder.
Elaine dipped her foot in the water as she slowly pulled off her shirt. She peered again into the distance but saw no one, so she unclipped her bra and threw it on the ground near her shirt. Her firm breasts hung free in the air as the two men watched covetously.   
Frank thought, “Her tits could make the gods fall to their knees,” and he felt an erection building in his pants. He touched himself on the outside of his jeans as he continued to stare in her direction. 
Marsalis’ mouth was wide open as he gawked at the young woman. In a Brooklyn accent, a voice inside his head said, “Ya never gonna get a betta chance. Fuck her, ya pussy.” Another voice said, “Break her cherry. Make her bleed. Hold her down. Spill thy seed.” A third evil spirit kept saying, “Fuck her, fuck her, fuck her…” repeatedly, and Marsalis’ own mind was thinking, “I want her. I’ll take her. I’ll have her.”    
Elaine looked to her left and right one last time then dropped her panties from her hips. She shook them down her legs, and they fell at her feet. She kicked them in the direction of her other clothes. Elaine dipped her foot in the water again but didn’t go in. Aloud she said, “It’s cold,” and sort of milled around on the edge. She then bent over and touched the water with her hand as Marsalis and Frank moved in for the kill.
Elaine was about to brave the temperature of the water and jump in when she was attacked from behind. Frank grabbed her and put her in a bear hug as Marsalis removed his shirt and put it over her head. Elaine couldn’t see anything, and she struggled to get away. She lurched and threw a right elbow that hit Frank in one of his damaged ears, and he howled in pain. In revenge, he grabbed her left breast and tore at it forcefully. Elaine screamed loudly as Marsalis tried to cover up her mouth. He did but not before Elaine managed to get out another scream. It was loud enough that Red, who was standing on the edge of the shore cleaning a bowl, heard it. It was faint, but it got his attention. He decided to explore in the direction of the scream just as Marsalis was pulling down his pants and getting ready to violate Elaine.
Elaine struggled in the arms of her aggressors, so Frank punched her in the eye to calm her down. Elaine stumbled from the blow and felt like she was about to pass out as Marsalis threatened her.  
He whispered, “If you keep struggling, we’re going to really hurt you,” and he pulled out a switchblade. He put it up against her throat and cut her a little. Elaine complied and went limp in Frank’s arms; she was terrified. 
Marsalis bent her over and was just about to thrust himself inside her when Red appeared in the nick of time. The Guardian struck Frank in the back of the head with a glass bowl, and he was knocked to the ground. Marsalis immediately let go of the girl, pulled up his pants, and dashed off into the darkness. Red tried to make out the man running away, but he could only see the back of his head. Frank rolled about on the ground holding his head, so Red kicked him in the ribs a few times with his hiking boots and made sure that the perpetrator stayed down. 
Red yelled, “Help! Help!” as loud as he could then took off his jacket and covered Elaine with it. Red kept a sharp eye on Frank, and within minutes, Abe, Jake, Sarah and a couple Paiute Indians arrived at his side. 
Red ordered, “Take this man and put him in cuffs. I’m going after the other guy. He has no shirt on. “Jake, let’s go!” and they sped off in the direction of the Rattlers’ camp.  
Sarah asked, “Are you okay, honey? What happened?”
Elaine was unresponsive. She was still in shock, and she was shaking violently. Sarah looked at the demeanor of the frightened girl, and she guessed what happened. Just then two more men arrived on the scene, and they helped Abe with Frank. One of them put a zip tie around Frank’s wrists, and they lugged him away. 
Sarah asked, “Did you see who the other man was?”
Elaine shook her head yes and no, so Sarah asked the question again.
“Did you see the other man?”
Elaine didn’t respond this time but stared off into the distance. Sarah could tell that Elaine was traumatized, so she put her arms around her and held Elaine for a long time. Sarah took the girl back to camp when she calmed down and explained what happened to her mother. 

      ***Abe was a bit of a dictator when it came to leading the Guardians. It was his home and his land where the abode resided, so the others went along with most of his decisions. At times his haughtiness angered others, especially Mort, but Abe did have sound judgment on most occasions. For instance, after the attempted rape of Elaine, he sought the council of Leo on what to do with Frank. Late at night, Abe went over by himself and visited Leo in his tent.  
“I thought I might be seeing you tonight,” Leo said. 
“Yes, I think you know why,” Abe stated.
“Would you like something to drink?” Leo asked.
“No, I’m fine. I’d prefer to get straight down to business,” Abe answered.  “It’s been a long night, and I’m tired, but I do need your opinion on Frank’s fate.”
“Okay, have a seat,” the Rattlers’ leader said. “Ask away.”
“If Frank raped one of your children, what would you do?”
“If it was one of my kids, I would beat him to a pulp, kill him, then shove his dick in his mouth.”
“I see, and what should we do with Frank? He is in our custody, and the girl says two men almost raped her.”  
“Then it seems cut and dry to me. You’ll have to kill him.”
“Won’t this upset your camp?”
“A few people might make a little noise, but justice must be served. If you show weakness and let him go, you’re going to have more trouble on your hands. Frank must be made an example. Everyone must understand that rape is against the law here.”
“Do you think we should have a trial?” Abe asked.
“Why? If the girl says he’s the one, and Red was an eyewitness. There’s no need for a trial. Make it short and quick and be done with that son-of-a-bitch.”
Abe looked at Leo and smiled. He said, “Thanks for being forthright. I appreciate it.”
“Thanks for keeping me in the loop. Any luck on finding the other guy?”
“Not yet and you’re welcome. Maybe someday soon, you and I can work together.”
“Agreed. Have a good night.”
“I’ll let you know the Guardians’ ruling tomorrow. Buenas noches,” Abe said in Spanish, and he headed back towards the Guardian’s camp.

      ***Frank was handcuffed to one of the mobile tables and under armed guard all night. They decided to wait until the morning to decide what to do with Frank. After breakfast, the six remaining Guardians gathered together and concluded they had two choices. The lenient resolution was to have Frank banned from the abode and to be forced to live above ground. The second option was to have him killed. 
Abe argued, “If we let this man go free, he could reveal the whereabouts of the abode, and he would be at liberty to rape some other innocent victim in the future. An eye for an eye, Frank must die. Justice must be served. Who is with me?”
Janet instantly raised her hand and so did Red. That meant they only needed one more vote to put an end to the matter.
Val presented a counter-argument.   
“I don’t know if that’s the wisest choice. By killing Frank, it will upset the Rattlers, and it might make them revolt against us? Wouldn’t it be better if we excommunicated him from the abode?”
Abe laughed, “Excommunicate??? You mean let him go free after what he tried to do to Elaine. What kind of message would that send to the Rattlers?”
“I’m not saying I agree with that perspective, but it is something we should consider,” Val replied.
“See, even you disagree with letting him go!” Abe objected sarcastically.
Val didn’t respond, but Mort looked hard at Abe to lay off his woman.
Sarah spoke up to relieve the tension.  
“Let’s just vote and get this over with. Who’s in favor of Frank’s execution?”
Janet, Abe, and Red raised their hands, and Sarah hesitantly followed.
“Those against?”
Val and Mort did not raise their hand but abstained from voting altogether. The two wanted to remain neutral on the issue.
“Alright, it’s a done deal,” Abe voiced. “I suggest we execute him tomorrow and tell Leo and the Rattlers our ruling as soon as possible. Anyone opposed?”
No one said anything, but Red asked, “Who’s going to do the deed?”  
At first no one said anything then Mort said in a whisper, “I’ll do it.”
Abe argued, “No, no, I’ll shoot him. I don’t want to put you in a compromised position.”
Mort angrily responded, “I said I’ll do it!” and Abe was silent. “Tomorrow at sunrise I’ll put Frank to rest. Let’s go Val. We’ll tell Leo and the Rattlers our ruling.”
The night before the execution it was quiet in both camps, and a few of the Rattlers were upset with the decision, but nothing came of it. Some wondered why Marsalis didn’t speak out against the decision, but Leo thought he knew why. He guessed that Marsalis was the unaccounted-for rapist.  
The hours passed slowly and not many slept in their tents that night. Before the execution, Janet’s father tried to speak to Frank about God and the Bible, but it was difficult to get the message across. Mr. Reeves used gestures and sign language to tell the Gospel story, but he wasn’t very effective at expressing himself. Frank didn’t seem to be listening anyway, and he made no last-minute confession. An hour later, a group of men escorted Frank to the surface, and Mort put a bullet in the back of his head. Frank fell over on his side, and blood poured out of his skull. The men buried him in a shallow grave on the Parson’s estate, and it was over. 






  
  CHAPTER 24: Exorcism


After Mort executed Frank, he began to act more crazy than normal. He had fits, angry outbursts, and started to scare everyone. Therefore, Janet’s father, the former minister, went into Mort’s tent and started sharing with him passages from the  Bible to calm him. Elaine used to sing to him at night like she did with Krish, but since the attack, she didn’t feel like doing it any longer. Mr. Reeves took over the duty of ministering to Mort.
One night when the minister was reading to Mort about a boy who was demon possessed, Mort asked, “Do you think man can really be possessed by demons?”
“According to the Bible, yes,” Don answered.
“But what do you think?” Mort inquired.
“I believe it’s possible, but I think it’s less common in the Western World as compared to Africa and the Far East.”
“Do you think I’m possessed by demons?”
“I’ve often asked myself that question. I thought maybe you really are possessed or you’re suffering from a psychological disorder like schizophrenia. I’m not absolutely sure.” 
Mort laughed, “Schizophrenia huh??? I doubt that very much. I was thinking, maybe you could try an exorcism on me by the skulls. If there really is a demon or demons within me, maybe we can force them back into the abyss.”
“Hmm interesting; I’ve never tried to cast out a demon before, but we could try. Maybe it will work right here, right now. Care to try?”
“Sure, let’s go for it.”
“Alright, close your eyes and take my hands.”
Mort did as he was commanded and waited for the minister to perform some kind of miracle. Mr. Reeves began with a prayer to God.  
“Father, the two of us have come before you asking that you would cast out the demon in our midst. If Mort’s demon possessed, we ask in the name of the Lord that you would cast it out of him.”
The minister spoke authoritatively, “In the name of the Lord Jesus, be gone! Be gone, evil spirit! We command you in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ to depart from him!”
When the minister opened his eyes, he saw Mort staring back at him with the look of disbelief on his face.  
“I guess it didn’t work,” Mort laughed.
“I believe you’re right,” Janet’s father chuckled back embarrassed. 
“I’m not an ordained minister, Mort. I just became the default spiritual advisor because I was a deacon at the church. Maybe acting like a minister on TV isn’t the answer, but there is a case in the New Testament where the disciples couldn’t cast out an evil spirit. Jesus said the solution was prayer and fasting. Would you like to try that instead?”
“Sure, why not? I doubt it’s going to help, but I’ll give anything a try.” 
“Okay, for the next 24 hours, neither of us are going to eat or drink anything besides water. We’ll then head down to the Place of the Skulls, and try to cast out the demons over there. Agreed?”
Mort bobbed his head affirmatively as the minister continued.
“We also need to pray. That means you need to pray too.”
“I’m not sure if I even believe in God, so who do I pray to?”
“Tell that to God, and ask Him to make His presence known to you. I believe Jesus is the Son of God. Reach out to Him, and I promise He will reach out to you.”
“Alright, I’ll give it a try, but if this doesn’t work, I’m going to throw the Christian God in the lot with all the other phony cults and religions.”  
“Sounds fair.”
The day passed slowly for Mort. He had never gone a day without food in his entire life. He was also a bit overweight and enjoyed eating food almost to an excess, but Mort remained firm and did not eat any food in that 24-hour period. In addition, Mort made a sincere prayer to God like he was speaking to a real person. He wasn’t reciting a prayer like the “Our Father” or praying in a group at a church service. Mort’s prayer went as follows:
“God, I don’t know if you’re out there, but if you are real, I pray you reveal yourself to me.” 
Mort laughed, “I can’t believe I’m actually doing this. I feel like I’m talking to the Man on the Moon.”  
Mort paused then prayed earnestly with all his heart as tears came to his eyes.  
“God, I hope you are real, and if an evil spirit has entered my soul, I pray you would free me from its influence. I want to be normal again. Please help me. Help my unbelief.”
At that moment nothing happened to Mort, but he did start weeping like he had never wept before. He hadn’t cried since he was a young man, and it felt good to let go of his shame.
A few minutes later, Val walked in on Mort, and he did his best to cover up his tears. Val knew though, but she tried to act like she didn’t notice and left the tent as nonchalantly as possible. She wondered what was wrong. She hoped Mort was okay. Val started to weep as well and prayed for Mort’s lost soul.    

      ***A full day had passed since Mort and Janet’s father had last spoken. They had completed their fast, and they were now heading over to the Place of the Skulls to try another attempt at casting out the demon.   
When they arrived at the skulls, the minister asked, “Are you ready for this?”
Mort answered, “Yes,” as Mr. Reeves pulled out a Bible and put his hand on it. Mort leaned in over the line of skulls like he did when he was a child. Back then Henry watched over them to make sure they were safe. Today he was alone with the minister to face his greatest fears. He truly hoped this would work. The Jekyll and Hyde personality had become almost burdensome lately, and Mort wanted his reason to be restored back to normal.  
As Mort leaned over the line of skulls, Don began.  
“Father in Heaven, we entreat you today to aide us on our endeavor to free Mort,” he prayed. “It’s been many years since his spirit has been divided, but now we pray that you would free his soul from this evil presence. Your Son had power over the evil spirits and so did Paul.  We ask that you would empower us to cast this demon from Mort’s soul. In the name of the Lord Jesus, we ask this. Please, free Mort. Cast out the evil spirit and replace it with your Holy Ghost.”
Suddenly, Mort started to moan. His body began to shake, and he moved around oddly like he was having a seizure. Mort started to speak in a different voice. It said hoarsely, “Leave me be! I won’t go back into the abyss!”
Mort looked at the minister and forcefully threw him to the ground. It was as if he had supernatural strength, but the minister struggled to his knees and grabbed his Bible.
“I said in the name of the Lord Jesus, be gone!” he shouted.  
Mort’s body lurched forward and back. Mort’s voice made a garbled sound like he was about to throw up, and he shook even more violently.   
“I said be gone! I cast you out in Jesus’ name!”
Mort’s face looked like a zombie. He turned pale as the moon and belched, “Noooooo…” and one spirit came out of him instantly.  
“In the name of the Son of God,” the minister ordered, “I cast all of you out!”
Mort’s body started to jiggle and shake even more as each evil spirit came out of him. One begged like an old woman, “Please don’t. It’s dark over theeeereee,” and it exited the troubled man. One by one the spirits came out of Mort until a total of thirteen had left his body. When it was done, Mort fell to the ground like a dead man and passed out. It was finally over, and Mort was free.  
The old minister crawled over to Mort exhausted. He whispered, “Are you okay, son?” as Mort opened his eyes.
“What happened?” he asked.
The minister laughed then shouted exuberantly, “You’re free, son!”
Mr. Reeves tried to help Mort up, but he felt something wrong in his chest. Don grabbed his heart. He was going into cardiac arrest. 
Mort looked over at Mr. Reeves, but there was nothing he could do to help the old man. The minister’s heart had stopped beating. Mort reached out and touched Don’s shoulder, but it was too late. The minister died at the Place of the Skulls with a big smile on his face. Mort thought he looked content. Mr. Reeves accomplished his final task on earth, and Mort carried the old man’s body back to his wife and family.  

      ***The services for Don Reeves followed the day after, but since there was no minister, Janet performed the duties. She was as knowledgeable on the scriptures as her father, even though there was a time in her life when she hated God, the Church, and everything it represented. But after the birth of Elaine, she came back into the fold. She forgave her mother and father for being so religiously conservative, and she saw the light of God again.  
As for Mort, he became a new man. Gone were the angry outbursts and mad rampages. Mort stopped drinking altogether, and he started reading Don’s Bible. His new behavior did upset some of his Rattler friends because they lost a drinking companion, but they still hung out with him and joked around with one another. Mort wasn’t wild and crazy anymore, but most agreed, it was for the best. 






  
  CHAPTER 25: One-Year Anniversary


The one-year anniversary of the attack on the United States had come and gone. To honor those who lost their lives, the two clans came together and had a memorial service. It was a somber event, and many people were weeping.   
Elaine was now sixteen, and she had become a bit withdrawn since the attempted rape months ago, but with a little persuasion from Red, she had the courage to stand in front of everyone and sing the National Anthem. As she sang, she kept looking out into the crowd realizing the potential rapist was still out there, so she closed her eyes midway through the song to survive the endeavor. After the song was finished, Elaine couldn’t move, so Red came forward and escorted her off the makeshift stage by putting his arm around her.

      ***Leo came up afterwards and gave his weekly news report on the outside world. Once a week, the Rattlers would go above the earth and turn on their mobile army satellite dish. They’d find out what was going on in the world and retrieve the news for everybody. Leo and a couple of the other gang members would record segments of the news or write down key points to tell the others. Both groups would gather near the shoreline of the lake, and Leo would tell everybody the news. Today they incorporated the news into their memorial service.  
“According to Canadian sources, the border from America into Canada is still closed. Refugees from America into Canada are being shot for illegally crossing the border, and the Canadian authorities are doing their best to keep the situation under control.
“In Mexico the war between the Mexican Army, the Cartel, and the refugees fleeing the famine and plagues in the north is spreading further into the country. Many refugees are passing through Mexico and are heading deep into Central America. Hundreds of thousands of people have died already, and the death toll is expected to grow larger. 
“In Europe, it appears Mahdi has fully recovered from the assassination attempt. The gunshot wound to his head caused serious damage. He’s blind in his right eye, and he’s lost all mobility in one of his arms. We watched an interview of him speaking to the press. He had a black patch over his eye, but he looked okay to me. He spoke eloquently and answered all their questions. He even joked with the reporters at times.” 
“Are the Europeans still thinking of making him their Führer?” a Rattler asked in the front row.
“They didn’t mention it, but based on the news a month ago, it appears he’s still in line to become their de facto leader. He’s still wooing the masses over with his signs and wonders. Even the newscaster was calling his recovery a miracle.” 
“Idiots! They obviously didn’t learn anything from the fascists during WWII,” the man said loudly. “Next thing, you know, he’s going to be changing the times and seasons!” 
“Thanks for your input, but can we please move on?” Leo asked facetiously. “We have a lot more to cover,” and a bunch of people laughed. 
“In other news, the foundation of the new Jewish Temple in Jerusalem has been built, and engineers are still trying to figure out how they’re going to incorporate some of the original pieces of the Dome of the Rock that fell during the Israeli conflict into the new one. They’ve been delayed, but they still plan to finish on time. 
“In Asia the war continues, and it’s estimated that millions have lost their lives already.
“The drought continues across the globe, and desalinization plants are planning to be built in South Africa, Saudi Arabia, and Australia, but it may take years before their ready.”
“Any news from the President? What’s the current status of the United States?” a woman asked. 
“The President didn’t make any announcements, but I’m assuming it’s the same as before. The revolution in the South is raging. There’s a famine in the land. Radiation poisoning is a problem, and the Governor of California is still missing. 
“That’s all I can remember. Hey George, did I miss anything?” 
“Not really, but they did mention the food supply.”
“Oh yes, they did say there’s a shortage of food on the planet and to conserve energy when possible. The newscaster then smiled at the camera and a commercial came on the screen. That’s the news folks. We’ll reconvene here next week.”
Mort mumbled to Val, “It’s like the world has moved on without us. The outside world doesn’t seem to care about the U.S. anymore.”
“It does appear we are on our own. Superman is not coming to save us.” 

      ***Later that evening, Marsalis came into Leo’s tent. 
“It’s time to make our move on the Guardians,” he said. “They killed Frank. They rule over us, and we stand in the whims while the Guardians make all the decisions. It’s time to reclaim the guns buried in the compound and rule this place. After we takeover, we can make our claim to the O.C. and the rest of the Southland.”
As Leo listened to Marsalis, he thought, “Am I listening to a crazed maniac?” Back in the day, Leo used to do whatever Marsalis said because he feared him, and it got him more luxuries in prison. Now that time had passed, he began to question their original intent. The Guardians had treated them fairly and gave them refuge from the storm. 
Leo did not rule the abode, but he was kept in the loop when the Guardians made any major decisions. The Rattlers also became friends with their adversaries. Of course, during sporting events or games between the two clans there was a lot of competition, but they also shook hands with one another when it was over. The thought that Marsalis still wanted to overthrow the Guardians did not sit well with Leo, and he didn’t know how to respond to Marsalis’ decree, so Leo didn’t say anything when Marsalis came to him with his newest proposition.
“Leo, you haven’t gotten soft on me, have you?” Marsalis questioned as he socked the older man in the chest.  
Leo glared back at Marsalis because the hit hurt, but not as bad as it did when Marsalis beat Leo to a pulp and raped him in their prison cell. One thing for sure though, Leo was afraid of Marsalis.
“No, no, I’m with you on this. I just wonder if there’s anything to rule over on the surface. You’ve heard the reports. It’s awful up there. It’s like we’ve been transferred to a low security prison.”
“True, but we’re still in prison,” Marsalis answered. “I plan to liberate us from the oppressors. The Guardians are the ones with the sticks, and we’re going to take that authority from them.”
Leo kept smiling and agreeing to satisfy Marsalis’ ego, but deep inside, he didn’t want to go through with it. He hated Marsalis for the pain he put him through long ago, but he was also terrified of him in the same breath.

      ***Beneath the earth, shortages started to aggravate everyone. Suddenly there wasn’t as much of this and that, and a little friction started to grow between the two camps. For instance, the Rattlers still had a lot of alcohol left, but the Guardians had more flower and sugar. Therefore, they bartered with one another, and some goods were stolen from people’s personal stashes. This made people hide their goods and watch over them defensively, but people were still civil on the surface.  
Within the lake, the trout were still flourishing. It didn’t even look like the two clans had put a dent into the fish population. One could still dive into the water and watch a school of fish flee from them, so at least everyone knew they weren’t going to starve. As for the water, it tasted pure, and it appeared no one was getting sick from drinking it. One of the Natives was a Microbiologist, and he examined the water weekly. He assured everyone that the water in the lake was clean.
Nevertheless, there were a lot of people who were having skin problems and were getting sick from the radiation poisoning they received prior to going underground. It was true they weren’t exposed to the radiation for very long, but it was long enough to cause irreparable damage to their bodies. Red was one of the sicker ones, and it upset almost everyone in the Guardian’s camp. Red was loved by many. Before he was the life of the party, but now Red wasn’t always smiling, and he didn’t show his face as often. Red hid in his tent because he was losing his hair, and he had diarrhea all the time. He also felt nauseated and suffered from headaches and fatigue. He tried to play it off like everything was alright, but those close to him could tell that he was dying. Sarah hoped he would last another year, but sometimes she just didn’t know. Red suffered from hot and cold flashes, and he was having seizures. Sarah did try to keep a stiff upper lip around Red and cared for him like a nurse, but she knew Red’s time on earth was limited. 






  
  CHAPTER 26: Coup d’état


Late at night Marsalis, Leo, and a few others snuck into the tent that covered the guns and ammunition. The guard near the entrance to the abode had nodded off long ago, and the Rattlers entered unnoticed. Once inside, they cut a hole in the bottom of the large tent and found the place where the safe to the guns was buried. It was really a coffin that was turned into a safe, but it was a good place to store them at the time. All that kept the Rattlers from getting their hands on the guns was a padlock, and Marsalis was able to quickly open it. This was one of the tricks he learned in prison.   
Once they had access, Leo pulled back the cover, and Marsalis’ eyes glimmered when he saw the coffin filled to the rim with guns and ammunition. Marsalis quickly went to work, and he started handing handguns, rifles, and shotguns to the other two men.  They stuffed them in their large duffel bags, and each man walked away with two bags in each hand. They cleared out the inventory of the coffin then closed it back up to make it appear as if it had been undisturbed. They put the tent back together as best as possible and snuck out without a soul noticing.  
Back at the Rattlers’ camp, Marsalis and Leo went over the plans to take control of the camp. They planned to do it tomorrow at dinnertime with five other trusted members of the Rattlers’ gang.          
A few of them hung out by the water near the Guardian’s camp and pretended to be playing chess. They did this frequently, so it wouldn’t seem out of the ordinary. Two other men planned to sneak up on the guards by the entrance to the abode and take their weapons. As for Marsalis and the others, they planned to walk up nonchalantly to the dining area and make their demands known.  
The next day everything went as planned. The Guardians were taken completely off guard, and when Abe saw Marsalis pull out his shotgun, he knew they’d been betrayed.   
Marsalis hollered over the chitchat of the Guardians and their families dining, “Look what we have here, a bunch of picnicking campers out by the lake. I want you all to put down your knives and forks, and I want the menfolk to stand over there.”  
Marsalis pointed over to the left just as the men playing chess arrived on the scene. Everyone in the Guardian’s camp stood there stunned and some were still making a lot of noise until Marsalis shrieked, “I said shut the hell up, and I want the men over to the left! Now move it!”
Abe stood up and reasoned, “C’mon Leo, we don’t need to do this. There are women and children here. We can resolve this peaceably.”
Abe came forward, but as soon as he was within range of the Rattlers, Marsalis took the blunt end of his shotgun and swung it at Abe’s head. Abe collapsed to the floor and Sarah rushed to his side. She looked at her brother then up at Marsalis.  
“You bastard, son-of-bitch!” she cursed.
Marsalis grinned at her with an evil stare then ordered, “I said move out, you pieces of shit!” 
The men quickly rose to their feet and followed his orders.
Red broke away from the other captives and tried to persuade Leo.   
“Leo, this is not the answer…” but he was cut off in mid-sentence.  
Marsalis stated, “If you say one more word, Peabody, I promise I’m going to shoot you in the head.”
Red complied but shook his head in disappointment at Leo. Leo lowered his eyes, and one could tell he felt ashamed of his actions. Marsalis noticed, but he didn’t say anything. He looked at a few of the Rattlers and ordered, “Keep an eye on the men, and if anyone tries to do anything stupid, kill ‘em.”

      ***All night long, the Guardian’s sat in two separate groups. The men were on one side of the camp and the women and children were on the other side. It was nippy outside because it was the middle of winter, and the women and children were all huddled together. In the distance, Sarah could hear Red coughing violently. This went on for some time until she finally stood up and spoke to one of the Rattlers who led her over to Leo.   
“Listen to him,” she said. “It’s obvious Red needs his medicine. Are you just going to let him suffer over there in the cold? We need our beds and blankets to stay warm. The children are sniffling, and Red’s dying over there.”
Sarah gave Leo that puppy dog look, and Leo gave in.
“Alright, go get the medicine from your tent and a couple of blankets. I’ll see what I can do about the kids.”
Sarah grinned and started walking away, but Leo stopped her.  
“Wait a second. I’m coming with you.”
Sarah led Leo over to her tent and started reaching in the cooler that held the medicine. As she shuffled things around, she asked, “Would you mind grabbing that sleeping back over there in the corner?”  
Leo looked at her suspiciously, but he did as Sarah asked. He took his eyes off her for just a moment, but in those few seconds she managed to pull out a small handgun and tuck it inside her pants without Leo noticing. She then grabbed Red’s ski hat, jacket, and gloves.   
As they made their way over to Red, Leo inspected the jacket and noticed nothing was hidden, so he let Sarah pass. Once there, she gave Red a big hug and kiss, and managed to slip the gun into Red’s possession. He hid it quickly and spoke in hushed whispers to his wife.  
“How’s Abe?” he asked
“He’s fine,” Sarah responded. “He’s a bit woozy and has a big bump on his head, but I think he’ll recover. I believe he has a concussion.”
“I’m glad to hear that, but I’m still going to make that bastard, Marsalis…cough, cough, cough…pay.”
Sarah kissed him on the forehead then whispered, “Be careful. I love you.”  
Just then one of the Rattlers spoke up, “Alright, enough chitchat. Let’s go. Get back to the tent with the other women.”  
Sarah looked at the Rattler with disgust, but she knew that she had fooled them, so she walked away and did as she was told.  

      ***The next few days, nothing much happened, but the Guardians were still in lockdown and unable to move about freely. They were permitted to get their warm clothes and sleeping bags, but they were all hauled into three giant tents. The women and children were in one tent, and the men were divided into two separate tents.  
Armed Rattlers watched over the Guardians even though many people in the Rattlers group were opposed to the idea. In fact, some of the Rattlers’ women objected vehemently to the way the Guardians were being treated, but their voices were not heard. They still followed the orders of Leo and Marsalis, but when they brought food over to them, they whispered how they really felt. One woman said to Janet and Val, “We never wanted any of this for you. We’re sorry it has come to this.”
As for Mort, he got into a fight with one of the Rattlers the first day. He caused a big scene and managed to get a gun away from one of the men. His effort proved fruitless, however, because two other Rattlers jumped Mort and took the gun from him. Due to Mort’s misdeed, Marsalis sentenced him to solitary confinement right next to the Place of the Skulls. He was chained to one of the picnic benches and put in a straightjacket. Marsalis thought it was funny as hell even though most of the Rattlers weren’t laughing. Mort was well respected by the Rattlers camp, so he acted like John the Baptist in Herod’s prison to pass the time.  
Mort yelled constantly and tormented the Rattlers night and day with his screaming and heckling. Most of his attacks were directed at Marsalis and Leo. Finally, Marsalis couldn’t take the taunts any longer, and he punched Mort in the face a few times and kicked him in the ribs. He said, “If you don’t stop, I’m going to knock your teeth out.” Mort didn’t stop, so Marsalis took a metal bar and smacked him in the mouth. Some of Mort’s teeth were knocked out, and Marsalis put a ball gagger in his mouth. “Let’s see you talk now!” Marsalis said, and he kicked him in the ribs again. 
Mort looked terrible, and he was struggling with his breathing, so Leo came over and removed the gag from his face. Leo said, “I’ll remove it from your mouth, but if you start yelling again, I don’t know what Marsalis will do.”
Mort didn’t say anything. He looked at Leo with animosity and spit blood in his face. Leo didn’t do anything. He wiped the blood from his cheek and walked away.  
A week later, Marsalis was running the abode like a concentration camp, and some of the Rattlers were tired of following his orders, but they didn’t rebel against him. They hoped Leo would stand up to him, but he was unwilling to challenge Marsalis’ authority. It was like Leo had transported back to San Quentin when he was Marsalis’ bitch. He felt helpless and at the mercy of Marsalis’ whims and desires. He seemed to walk about like a zombie and just do as he was told. It was amazing how passive Leo had become, and the former leader of the Rattlers was a mere shadow of the man he once was.  

      ***Two weeks had passed since the overthrow of the Guardians, and Marsalis was starting get cocky and rule with an iron thumb. The Rattlers who once answered to Leo no longer looked in his direction. They came to Marsalis when they had a request, and it was clear that he was in charge. Therefore, Marsalis decided it was time for him to reap the spoils of war. A few of the Rattlers’ gang took Elaine from the women’s camp and brought her to Marsalis. She was forced to be Marsalis’ maid, secretary, and mistress. She was required to walk around in a French maid outfit or lingerie. If she protested, she would be tied and beaten with an old bondage whip until she complied.   
At first Elaine was resistant to Marsalis, but after a few beatings, she became compliant and did as Marsalis decreed. Marsalis didn’t take Elaine’s virginity at first; he was savoring it for the right moment. During that time, Marsalis was having fun torturing her. Marsalis was a true sadist, and he only became aroused when he was taking power and control from another individual. Sexual gratification was secondary to his other needs. Marsalis knew he could violate Elaine at any time, but he wanted to break her spirit before he popped her cherry. Meanwhile, Marsalis had Elaine on the edge all the time; he enjoyed making her squirm. 
As for Elaine, she planned to get revenge even if it meant she lost her life. In her head, she kept plotting against him. Elaine wanted to castrate Marsalis or kill him in his sleep, but she never had enough courage to go through with it. She did manage to acquire a knife and place it under the mattress, but she was still terrified of the man who seemed to sleep with one eye open and left her bruised and beaten. On the eighth day after she was taken, she almost pulled it off while Marsalis was sleeping, but one of the dogs outside started barking, and it stirred Marsalis from his sleep. Elaine put the knife back nonchalantly and pretended to be cleaning up the quarters. Marsalis looked at her suspiciously, but he didn’t catch her. 
A few days later, Elaine tried again, but she was caught in the act. Marsalis was asleep lying on his back when Elaine snuck up on him. She had a knife in one hand, and she planned to stab Marsalis in the heart.  
Elaine crawled up on the bed, silently as a mouse, and breathed in his scent of Old Spice and sweat. She straddled Marsalis’ body, and crept up higher on his body. When she was within range of his torso, she raised the knife in the air with both hands and was about to plunge the blade through Marsalis’ chest, but at that moment, he stirred from his sleep and stopped her before she swung downward.  
“What…are…you…doing?” Marsalis struggled and grabbed both her wrists. Elaine managed to pierce one of his hands, but it wasn’t enough to make him immobile.  
Marsalis forcefully squeezed Elaine’s wrists, and the blade fell to the side. He then punched her in the jaw. He knocked her out, and she stirred about dizzily in unconsciousness for a while. When she woke up, she saw Marsalis sitting on top of her with a big grin on his face. Elaine tried to move her body, but she was restrained with cuffs on her wrists and feet restraints on her ankles.   
“Nice try, my little princess,” he whispered. “Now I’m going to make you pay for your indiscretion.”  
Marsalis rose from the bed and went to the corner of the military tent. There was a duffle bag, and Marsalis pulled out a sharp, glistening knife and showed it to the pretty teenager. Marsalis held the blade to Elaine’s neck and threatened to kill her, but his threats only stiffened her resolve, and she cursed at him.
This angered Marsalis. He said, “Perhaps I’ll carve you up instead and leave scars all over your body. Maybe I’ll chop off your nose or cut off your ears. How would you like that?” and he chuckled sadistically. 
If Elaine wasn’t afraid before, she was now. Marsalis took the knife and cut off her see through bra and put the knife to one of her nipples. Marsalis rested his head on her shoulder and whispered, “Should I?”
Elaine whimpered, “Please don’t. I’ll do anything. I’m sorry.”
“I didn’t hear you clearly. What did you say?”
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Mr. Cain. I’m sorry…” 
Marsalis sat back on her thighs and laughed cruelly. 
“Yes, you are,” he said, and he started to carve an M on her belly. 
Elaine squirmed about violently but was unable to escape his hold. 
“I wouldn’t move if I were you,” he threatened. “I’d hate to mess up and accidently cut more than your skin. You might bleed out and die or something.”
Marsalis laughed like an evil clown and looked at her crazily. When Elaine saw that look in his eye, she knew that Marsalis was not sane, and she tried to remain still as he carved into her.  
When Marsalis was done, he had a big grin on his face. Elaine was despondent, and there was blood everywhere. A voice inside his head said, “Now finish her off!” and he had his way with her. 

      ***When Elaine awoke, Marsalis was nowhere to be found. She passed out at some point during the ordeal and had no idea what happened afterwards. Elaine thought it might have been a dream, but when she looked down at her belly, she knew the truth, and the pain reverberated throughout her body.  
Leo walked in shortly thereafter. He saw Elaine handcuffed to the bed and appraised the situation. He guessed correctly what Marsalis had done to her, and he tried to help her. Leo asked, “Are you okay?” and he rummaged through the tent looking for the keys. He found them on the table and came over to her. He reached out and tried to free her wrists, but Elaine screamed, “Get away from me!” 
“I’m trying to unlock you. Hold still.”
Elaine looked at Leo with uncertainty and saw the condition of her body. Her breasts and belly were covered in blood, but most of it had dried or coagulated. Elaine’s belly burned, and her private parts felt like she been ripped apart down there. 
“Are you okay?” Leo asked again as he unlocked the cuffs. 
“I’m not okay! Look at me!” she screamed and started to cry. 
“It’s going to be alright. You’ll get over this. I understand.”
“How can you understand? Look…what…he…did…to…me…” and she wept hysterically. 
Leo started taking off his shirt, and Elaine stopped crying. She curled up in a ball and looked fearfully through her hands.  
“No, no, please don’t,” and she raised her hands in the air. “I beg you.”
Leo turned around and showed Elaine his lower back. There was a giant scar with the letter M carved in his skin, and the young teenager understood. Leo had been butchered as well, and he sat down next to her with tears in his eyes. 
Elaine grabbed hold of the man and lost control. She sobbed like a child for a long time and shook uncontrollably. When she felt like she could cry no longer, Leo helped Elaine to her feet and tended to her wounds. 






  
  CHAPTER 27: Uprising


On the twenty-seventh day after the Rattlers took the camp, Red made his move to take back the abode. In the evening, Red, Jake, and a few of the Paiute Indians overtook the Rattlers guarding one of the men’s tents. They now had a few guns including the one Sarah gave Red, so they proceeded to try and take out the rest of the Rattlers guarding the camp.   
It didn’t work out as planned.  
As they escaped, one of the younger gang members saw them, and he sounded the bugle cry. Jake shot the young man in his tracks, but it was too late. He had already sounded the alarm and a gun fight followed.  
Red and his men ran. They took refuge over by some rocks near the water and tried to hold off the Rattlers. The Guardians were outnumbered and encircled on all sides, but they held their ground. The rocks gave them decent coverage, and they were able to shoot a few of the Rattlers down, but they were still trapped. The standoff lasted about 30 minutes until Marsalis put an end to the uprising.  
Marsalis went over to the woman’s camp and dragged Sarah out by the hair with a gun to her head. He brought her out into the middle of the two groups where everyone could see.
He shouted, “I’m going to kill Sarah if you don’t give up, Peabody! You’re going to lose in the end! There’s no point in more blood being shed!”
Red looked at Jake and the other men.  
“Can anyone make that shot?” he asked.
“No,” Jake said, and the Natives shook their heads negatively as well. Marsalis was out of range with a handgun. They didn’t want to endanger Sarah. The Guardians realized they needed a scope and a rifle to hit him. 
Red said, “Neither can I. Abe’s the sharp shooter not me, and he’s still recovering from his head injury. I think it’s best if we give up.”
Red started to rise from his spot, but Jake pulled him back down.  
“It’s not over yet,” Jake protested. “We could still win.”
“At what cost, Jake? I’m not going to lose Sarah over this.”
Jake bit his lip but knew Red was right. They weren’t going to be able to take back the camp without many more dying. 
Red rose again and exposed himself to the Rattlers. His arms were in the air, and he threw down his gun so everyone could see. Jake and the others did the same as Red walked in the direction of Marsalis with his hands up. 
“You got what you wanted, Marsalis! Now let her go!”
Marsalis still held onto Sarah’s hair. He kept tugging and twisting violently, and her neck was all bent and contorted.  
“Let her go, Marsalis! You’ve won!” Red yelled again.
Everyone in the abode was watching to see what was going to happen next. When Red was within ten feet of Marsalis, the convict threw Sarah to the side and pointed his gun at Red. Marsalis looked at him and smiled. He thought, “I’m going to enjoy this.” Another voice inside him said, “Now blow the man down,” and Marsalis chuckled to himself.  
Red stood there coolly with his hands in the air, even though he knew Marsalis was going to kill him. Red could see it in his eyes. Red thought, “I’m a dead man anyway from all the radiation poisoning. At least this way I can die on my feet.” 
Marsalis approached Red then bowed to his audience.  
“Quite a show you put on there, Peabody!” he said loud enough so everyone could hear, “but it’s all about to come to an abrupt end!”
Both sides watched closely as Marsalis smiled at Red, kissed his gun, then whispered, “Goodbye Peabody.”
Marsalis shot Red in the chest three times. Red collapsed to the ground and was holding his chest. Sarah ran over to him. She held onto Red and looked into his eyes. Red looked back at Sarah, but she could tell that he was fading fast.  
He whispered, “I love you” one last time and died in Sarah’s arms.  
Sarah started to weep and shout at the same time. “You can’t die, Red! Please don’t leave me!” But he was already gone. Red’s suffering was over, and his soul went back to where it came. 
Beneath the earth, there was a universal wail of loss amongst the Guardians camp, and some of the women started to weep loudly. Janet and her mother were holding onto one another, and Val was crying with her head down. Elaine watched it all unfold from a distance. Tears were rolling down her cheeks, and she stood there despondent. 
Sarah looked up at Marsalis, and she was angrier than she’d ever been in her life. Sarah was always a peacemaker and a lover, but something snapped inside her. She rose to her feet and charged Marsalis uncontrollably. 
“You bastard!” she screamed, but the convict simply stepped aside and backhanded her with the end of his gun. Sarah went face first to the ground then tried to get up again. Marsalis kicked her in the face, and this time she went down permanently. Sarah lay there immobile on the ground. 
A hush followed, and the women on both sides were livid. One of the Ratters’ women thought, “How could he do that to her?”
Marsalis shouted, “Let this be a warning to all of you! If anyone opposes us, you will pay with your life!”
As Marsalis was speaking, Val ran over to her friend and made sure she was okay. She lifted Sarah off the ground and noticed she was breathing.  
Marsalis continued, “The rule of the Guardians is over. A new reign has descended upon the abode and all of California! We will rule from here and takeover the region. We will expand our empire and conquer the United States of America. From the ashes of war, a new nation will be built, and the Rattlers will be at the head of the table…”
As Marsalis was making his insane speech, Leo walked up and stood near him. It appeared as if Leo was walking up to give his support, but Leo had other plans. He thought, “This can’t continue. It has gone on too long. I must put an end to it.”
“…It’s a new era, and we are at the forefront of it. No one will stop us. I am like Caesar, and the Rattlers are the Senate of ancient Rome. The Guardians are our slaves, and they will serve at our feet with the rest of humanity.”
Marsalis basked in the glory for a moment and raised his arms in the air like a tyrannical dictator. 
Leo took a step back and regained his courage. He pointed his gun at his adversary. Marsalis saw him out of the corner of his eye and turned to face him. He looked surprised as Leo pulled the trigger and shot him between the eyes. Marsalis dropped to his knees, fell on his side, and expired.
There was silence in the abode for a few moments. No one moved or said a word. In a muffled voice, Leo spoke up. 
“It’s over, my friends. It’s time for us to go back to how it was before. I’m sorry for my part in the matter. Innocent lives have been lost. I take full responsibility for my actions.”
Leo threw down his gun and started walking back to the Rattlers’ camp with his head down. When the other Rattlers saw Leo’s action, they did the same. One by one, they dropped their guns, and the wicked reign of Marsalis came to an end. 






  
  CHAPTER 28: Aftermath


One year after the death of Red and Marsalis, life was relatively peaceful in the abode. The two sides reconciled their differences and moved on with their lives. Those who died during the insurrection were buried next to the others near the Place of the Skulls. Elaine created a gravestone for Red, and he was buried directly next to Krish and the minister. The Rattlers decided to burn Marsalis’ body above ground and spread his remains on the other side of the skulls. No one raised their voice in protest.  
Sarah was still in mourning for the loss of Red, but he gave her a gift before his death. Sarah bore a child and decided to name him after his father. He was a healthy baby and did not show any signs of deformity. A few children had been born already in the abode and two of them died at birth. The third was mentally challenged. Red Jr. was the first baby to come out normal. Sarah considered herself lucky, and whenever she looked at her son, she thought of Red. 
Abe recovered from his concussion, and his wife tended to his needs. He had headaches occasionally, but it was nothing that an aspirin couldn’t fix. During Marsalis’ reign, Abe was disappointed in himself that he did not take more precautions to prevent it from happening. Abe wished he would have done things differently. He thought, “I should have listened to that small still voice that said ‘get rid of Marsalis.’” He contemplated this often but tried to move forward into the future.   
Mort lost his two front teeth in the debacle, but he still smiled like an imbecile for everyone. He looked a little funny, but he seemed happy. Ever since the exorcism, his soul was at peace with God. He was a new man, and he reconciled with Leo and the Rattlers. 
Mort and Val were married six months after the uprising. Janet conducted the ceremony, and everybody celebrated their union. The best wine was served. The abode danced and sang, and Val became pregnant shortly thereafter.
Janet conducted all the religious duties since the death of her father. She even baptized some of the Rattlers’ children. Although Janet held a grudge against the Rattlers for what they let happen to her daughter, she tried to move on. The other Guardians knew Janet hadn’t let it go, but Sarah and Val thought she’d come around eventually. 
Elaine recovered quite well from the ordeal. She may have been beaten, raped, and enslaved, but she could finally sleep at night knowing that the man who terrorized her dreams was gone forever. The young teen started singing and playing guitar again. She spent a lot of time with her mom and confided in Leo whenever the nightmares returned.  
As for Leo, he felt the most guilt over what transpired. Leo thought about leaving the abode and never returning, but Elaine convinced him to stay. She told him, “You were the one who saved us. You were the one who nursed me back to health. I need you. Please don’t go.” Leo thought about it for weeks, but ultimately, he decided to stay. Leo went back to leading the Rattlers, and he worked hand in hand with the Guardians from now on. Leo was the Rattlers’ representative, and he now voted on every major decision within the abode. 

      ***At dinner one evening, the Guardians sat together and discussed important matters in the abode. Before it began, Mort gave his opinion on current events in the world.   
Mort said, “I believe what we’re seeing right now is the apocalypse written in the Book of Revelation. It’s unfolding before our eyes. The abode is a haven from all the destruction on the planet.” 
Janet agreed, but Val analyzed it from a scientific perspective. 
Val said, “People always say it’s the end of the world whenever a disaster hits. The plagues that are striking the earth are a result of mankind’s blunders. We’re the ones who set off the nukes. We’re the ones who’ve destroyed the planet. We are simply reaping what we have sown.” 
“Perhaps so, my dear,” Mort countered, “but these prophecies were written thousands of years ago. How can they be so accurate?”
“I’ll admit, there are some coincidences, but I’m not buying all of it.”
“You can’t deny the war in Israel sounds exactly like the one described in Ezekiel, and Mahdi is sounding a lot like the Beast to me. And what about the plagues, the droughts, and all the other natural disasters?” 
“Oh, give it a rest, Mort!” Abe joined in. “Can’t we simply eat our meal in peace? You’re always going off about this and that, and I can’t take it anymore!”
Leo laughed at Abe’s comment, but Mort wasn’t happy. He struck the table with his fist and started to rise from the table like he was going to kill Abe, but he was just trying to scare him. 
“Relax, honey,” Val calmed him. “You have to be willing to hear a dissenting viewpoint now and then.”
Mort glared at Abe but sat down smiling. Abe laughed, and Mort snickered a little. They enjoyed quarreling with one another since childhood. 
Val said, “All I know is if the hostilities don’t cease, our species is going to end up extinct. Future generations might have to live underground forever.” 
“Since the abode was mentioned,” Abe changed the topic, “why don’t we begin our meeting? I heard our pantry was raided, and the chocolate inventory was decimated. Has anyone heard anything?” 
“It’s probably one of the children,” Sarah answered. “They’re tired of eating fish, rice, and beans. They want something sweet.”
Janet said, “I think you’re right, but I think we need to put some locks on important resources.”
“Yes, based on Val’s inventory, we are getting low on everything,” Abe said. “Within a year, we’ll be out of pancakes, cookies, and flour. That means no more bread. And now we’re going to have to ration the chocolate.”
Sarah said, “We knew the day would come when we would run out of luxuries. I only wish I would have stored more food and been better prepared. Granddad stacked the place fairly well before he passed, but he mostly focused on protein and nutritional value. Our junk food is disappearing quickly, but we still have plenty of Twinkies.”  
“Old Henry, saw it coming, didn’t he?” Mort said. “He truly was a great man.”
Abe patted Mort on the arm acknowledging his comment then asked, “Leo, how are things looking over there?” 
“It’s the same in our camp. We’re running out of everything. We still have tons of cigarettes and hard liquor, but we’re lacking food supplies. I think it’s time we started planting crops.”
“Agreed,” Sarah said. “Henry supplied us with tons of fresh seeds. I hope we have enough sunlight to make them grow.”
Abe interjected, “The apple trees gave us a lot of fruit last season, and the orange trees are still alive. I wonder if they’ll produce any fruit this year. The sun seems to be best in that area, so I think we should start planting over there. We’re going to need more food. We might be down here the rest of our lives. Who wants to oversee the farms?”
“I’ll do it,” Janet volunteered. “Elaine’s always loved growing things, and I need something to do. Anyone else want to join me?”
Val and Sarah both volunteered and the farming project had begun. 
“Anything else we need to cover?” Abe asked.
“How about the books in Henry’s library? It might be time to raid the library and bring all the books down here,” Mort said. 
“Make it so, Morkowicz,” Abe joked by saying Mort’s last name funny and chuckled. 
“I’ll grab a bunch of the guys and clear the books out quickly. This way no one’s exposed too long.”
“Thank God, Henry was an avid reader,” Mort added. “Without his collection, we’d all be bored to death down here.”
“An historical note,” Sarah added, “many of those books are collector’s items. They’re worth a lot of money. Please be careful with the old ones.”
“Noted,” Mort said, and the meeting was over. 






  
  CHAPTER 29: Resolution


Seven years had passed since Sarah and the first Guardians entered Abraham’s Abode. It had been a long spell under the earth, and everyone was growing weary of being trapped underground. They longed to see the sun again and to walk free in the open air, but it was too dangerous to go above ground. Although the smoke and soot had cleared from the sky, no one wanted to go above ground due to the radiation silently lurking everywhere. They found out the hard way how dangerous the fallout from nuclear radiation could be, and they became extremely cautious. Many of them were still sick and a large contingent had already died from the poison. Thus, they rarely went above ground.   
Although Red, Krish, and several others friends were no longer with them, new children were born to many families, and this gave hope to everyone that they would be able to replenish the population. For instance, Sarah’s child still showed no signs of cancer or radiation poisoning. A few more children were born in the Rattlers’ camp and only one baby had extreme deformities. Val and Mort’s child came out fine, but he did have breathing problems. There was some concern that the next generation might develop health defects in the future, but for now, they were healthy newborns.  

      ***One spring day while everyone was down at the lake, a visitor entered the abode unannounced. No one guarded the entrance any longer, so when he appeared out of nowhere, it threw everybody off guard.   
“Hello everyone!” the stranger shouted. “No need to be alarmed. My name is Jimmy, and I’ve brought wonderful news from the outer world.”
When Janet heard his voice, she nearly fell off a rock into the lake, and Val dropped a dish with leftovers on it.
“This place was hard to find,” Jimmy continued. “It’s taken me days to get here. You camouflaged this place quite well.”
“Jimmy, is that you?” Val hollered. “You’ve grown a beard, but I never forget a face. You survived! Thank God, you survived! Did your wife and kids make it too?”
Val ran up and gave the man a hug. He reciprocated, and it put everyone at rest. 
“It’s okay,” Val said. “This is the Green Beret who helped me across the country when my car broke down.” 
Jimmy looked at everyone.  
“Yes, Val and I met long ago. That’s how I came to know of this place. I bring wonderful news from abroad. The war is over! My family is alive and well, and we are prospering back home in New Jerusalem.”
“Jerusalem?” Abe burst in. “That’s thousands of miles away from there. Why there?”
“That’s where everyone went after the apocalypse.”
“Is the war really over?” Val asked. “We lost communication some time ago when our army satellite disc stopped working.”
“Yes, it’s come to an end,” Jimmy stated. “There’s world peace, and a new era has begun.”
“World peace!” Abe scoffed. “There will never be world peace.”
“It’s true, my friend,” Jimmy responded. “After Mahdi was defeated, the true Messiah took the throne. His reign has begun. We are now free and live in a land ruled by a just and righteous King. I was sent out to bring in the lost sheep of California.”
Val questioned him, “How can that be? It’s not possible.”
“I’m not lying, Val. Go outside and see for yourself. The radiation in the atmosphere is gone. The planet’s been transformed into a Garden of Eden. You can come out of hiding now.”
Val shook her head in disbelief and Abe said, “Val’s right, it’s not possible. Radiation doesn’t go away that quickly.”
“It’s a miracle, my friend. If you don’t believe my words, go above ground and see for yourself. The air is clean. The plants are growing. It’s early spring. And if nature itself won’t convince you, I want you to think back a month ago when you felt the Great Earthquake. Did you feel the earth shake?”
Those listening shook their head remembering how part of the entrance to the abode caved in and how many people were injured when it struck.  
“That was the day the Messiah returned. I’m surprised this place was not destroyed. It was at that moment the earth was changed, and Mahdi was overthrown. The whole earth has been transformed. A new era is upon us.”
Everyone started looking at one another, not knowing what to believe as people started heading for the tunnel. Elaine was leading the way, and Abe’s kids followed.  
“Maybe we should scout it out first,” Janet cried. “We don’t know if he’s telling us the truth! It could be a trap!” 
It was too late though. Nothing Janet said could stop the mass exodus towards the exit, and many of them ran up the tunnel towards the stairs of the Old Well. When they reached the top of the stairs, they knew that Jimmy spoke truthfully. Above ground, the earth was clean again. The sky was bluer than they had remembered it. The Santa Ana Mountains were covered in green grass, and it looked like a new ridge of mountains had formed on the horizon. Trees were starting to bloom everywhere, and all around them life abounded.  
Elaine spun around in circles and looked up at the sky. She had a giant smile on her face, and others were skipping around in glee. 
When Val and the Guardians reached the surface, Val fell to her knees and wept. Sarah kept saying, “Oh my God!” repeatedly, and Janet stood there dumbfounded. Abe couldn’t believe his eyes, and Mort was running around with the children. Leo screamed, “We are free!” and everyone was elated. 

      ***A day later, the survivors packed up their personal items, and headed south on foot towards San Diego. Before they left, Abe and Jake camouflaged the entrance to the abode just in case their hopes were dashed, and they had to return. Jimmy promised them there was nothing to worry about, but some of their doubts crept into their minds as they stood exposed on the hillside.  
Many in the group were armed. Leo walked with an AK-47. Abe carried a rifle on his shoulder, and Janet hid a 9-millimeter in her backpack. Abe thought, “If we’re ambushed, we’re not going down without a fight.”
The group would have taken cars if the freeways were available, but the overpasses had collapsed, and the roads were logjammed with broken down vehicles. A new dawn had come to the earth, but signs of the apocalypse were still everywhere. Most didn’t mind walking anyway. They had been cooped up inside the abode for so long that it felt great to stretch out one’s legs and have the sunshine beating down upon them.  
According to Jimmy, once they arrived in San Diego, a large ship was going to take them to New Jerusalem. They would set sail and be gathered together with the other survivors. They would live out the rest of their lives in the Kingdom of Millennia.   
As they walked, many kept watch with their guns pulled because they didn’t fully trust Jimmy’s story. The green beret laughed at their paranoia, but he understood their misgivings. They had been underground for many years, and they weren’t ready to put down their guard.
Jimmy comforted the group. He yelled, “There’s nothing to worry about, ladies and gentlemen. I was personally sent out to this region of the world, and the Counselor himself made mention of Abraham’s Abode.”
Abe said, “We’ll see,” and he clutched his rifle firmly.
The Guardians and Rattlers walked all day and decided to camp the night in Oceanside. Abe found a defensible position near Camp Pendleton and believed they would be safe for the night there.  
The group encountered no problems and headed out early the next morning. They walked all day down Pacific Coast Highway and covered a lot of ground. Abe was trying to make it all the way to their destination, but when they reached Del Mar, he encountered some resistance. 
Mort argued, “What’s the rush? The boat will still be there when we arrive. Why don’t we camp here for the night?”
“I’m with Mort,” Val agreed. “Let’s setup our base here, and look up at the stars.”
Abe’s kids were keeping up with him, but he looked at his wife and sister, and he could see the dismay in their faces. It had been a long time since anyone had done this much exercise, so Abe called for a vote. The Guardians decided to stop in Del Mar and camp along the shoreline.  
Most were content with the decision, but some worried there might be enemies lurking in the shadows. A Rattler asked, “We haven’t seen another human being since we set out. What happened to all the people?” 
Jimmy answered, “Most of the area was evacuated long ago, but we sent out scouts to see if anyone was alive out here. I took this path on the way out, and I didn’t see anyone either.”
At Jimmy’s words, everyone relaxed a little, and they made a big bomb fire in the sand. They swam in the ocean, ate what food they had left, and woke early in the morning. 
The final leg of the journey took them 10 hours to get there. They could have made it there much quicker if they walked at Abe’s pace, but everyone was tired, and the young children were slowing them down.  
When they were within range of the ship, Jimmy hollered, “There she is!” and everyone gawked at her. It was a giant, white boat that looked like a cruise ship. “She’ll be taking us to the land of milk and honey.” 
Janet asked, “How long do you think it will take to get there?” 
“Weeks, I’m guessing. Maybe months,” Jimmy said. “We have to make some stops along the way.”
Janet’s eyes widened and said, “I hope I don’t get seasick,” and they continued walking south.
Once they arrived at the ship, the captain informed them that they were all welcome, but they would have to leave their guns and ammunition behind.  
“We are at peace now,” the captain said. “The days of war are over. We will now turn our swords into plowshares.”
Abe and a few others were reluctant to give up their arms, but Mort convinced them. He went over to Abe and put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “We’re going to have to take a leap of faith,” Mort said. 
Abe looked at the sincerity in Mort’s eyes and dropped his weapon. The rest followed his example. They boarded the ship and sailed off into the sunset. 






  
  CHARACTERS & PLACES


Abraham Parson (Abe):  10 at beginning of story; brother of Sarah; dark hair; Eagle Scout; grandson of Henry; leader of the Guardians
Sarah Parson: 9 at beginning of story; sister of Abe; Red’s lover; red hair; granddaughter of Henry; Guardian
Gabriel Peabody (Red): 10 at beginning of story; half-German/half Paiute Indian; Sarah’s lover; loved by many; thin but fills out later; Guardian
David Morkowicz (Mort): 10 at beginning of story; Polish Jew; intelligent; possessed by spirits; Val’s lover; liaison to Rattlers; big guy; rides a Harley; Guardian
Valerie Klein (Val): 9 at beginning of story; Jewish with dark, kinky hair & a large nose; Professor at Penn St; Mort’s lover; the voice of reason; Guardian 
Krish Kumar: 10 at beginning of story; Asian-Indian; engineer; environmentalist; a father to Elaine; divorced; Guardian 
Janet Reeves: 9 at beginning of story; Mother of Elaine; conservative; daughter of Don & Linda; temporary minister; has Elaine as a teenager; blonde hair; Guardian
Elaine Reeves: Janet’s 15-year-old daughter; takes care of Krish; beautiful; artistic; plays guitar & sings
Marsalis Cain: Main antagonist; neighbor of Abe; convict; leads Rattlers for a spell; dirty blonde hair as a kid; greased back hair as an adult; neck tattoo with prison bars 
Leo: Leader of Rattlers gang; Marsalis’ cellmate in prison; neutral character
Abraham Parson (Henry): Grandfather of Abe & Sarah; 85 at beginning of story; Guardian of the abode; passes duties down to his grandkids and their friends
Abraham’s Abode: Hidden sanctuary beneath the earth; place of refuge with a lake & a holding place for the damned; protected for thousands of years by the Paiute Indians
Place of the Skulls: Warning to stay away; the damned live on the other side of the skulls in Hades
Guardians: Protectors of Abraham’s Abode; passed down from Henry & the Paiute Indian Tribe; Abe, Sarah, Red, Mort, Val, Krish, Janet
Rattlers: Biker gang from Santa Monica; led by Leo and Marsalis
Jake: Laura’s 2nd husband; personal trainer; fights & protects the Guardians
Laura: Krish’s ex-wife; married to Jake; has two kids
Don Reeves: Janet’s conservative father; serves as minister in the abode and helps Mort
Linda Reeves: Janet’s mother; helped raise Elaine 
Frank: Friend of Marsalis from prison; bad character; follower
Furley: Friend of Marsalis from prison; neutral/evil character
Jimmy: Helps Val get to the abode; former Green Beret
Samantha: Abe’s wife; mother of two kids 
Ian: Fire chief in San Francisco; works with Red helping those in need
Paiute Indians: Native American tribe who originally owned the land of Abraham’s Abode; many find refuge in the abode
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