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    Prologue... 
 
      
 
      
 
    After what could only be described as a disastrous Universal Children’s Day celebration, when Muslims brutally attacked the Western Hemisphere, more than 100,000,000 human beings were killed, 30,000,000 of them were American citizens.  
 
    In retaliation for their actions, Salvador Romanero ordered three Muslims killed for every life they took, and a thousand Muslims for every pregnant woman killed. Islamic mosques, universities, and religious training centers were set ablaze by fire. Anyone found inside those buildings were ordered outside then killed by firing squad.  
 
    This was only the beginning... 
 
    Soon after the attack, Air Force One was blown out of the sky, as part of a coordinated attempt to strip President Jefferson Danforth of his power. Only the President wasn’t on board the plane with the First Lady, when an onboard explosion brought the aircraft down in a field somewhere in Kansas—it was one of the President’s body doubles. 
 
    Now living in hiding, as Vice President Everett Ashford was about to be sworn in as the next Commander-in-Chief, Jefferson Danforth was doing all he could to fulfill the promise he made to supply the End Times Salvation Movement with all the resources they would need.  
 
    Without them, survival would be impossible…  
 
    But before Ashford could even take the oath to become America’s next President, a new wave of chaos rocked the nation, plunging much of the country into darkness. Soon after that, the situation took another tragic turn for the worse, leaving the new President immobilized, and rendering the United States, and Jefferson Danforth, completely powerless. 
 
    With America now ripe for the taking, Salvador Romanero’s goal of achieving a one world economical and religious system was one huge step closer to being realized. But for his ultimate goal to come to fruition, which was nothing short of global worship, those who would never submit to him needed to be wiped off the face of the earth.  
 
    With nearly a billion Muslims gone, it was time for Romanero to shift his focus onto born-again Christians. After them, the Jews would be the next religious group in his crosshairs… 
 
    But knowing the Most High God would soon place His seal on the foreheads of His 144,000 chosen servants, and send them out to evangelize the world for the One they were forbidden, as practicing Jews, from reading about all their lives—Yeshua HaMashiach—meant Romanero’s desire for global adoration would not come easy… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Main Characters: 
 
      
 
    Clayton Holmes and Travis Hartings – Co-founders of www.LASRglobal.org. Now that Salvador Romanero had been identified as the long-foretold antichrist of the Bible, the two leaders were putting plans in motion that would hopefully counter some of Romanero’s advances. Both knew if they sat back and did nothing, they would be annihilated by the enemy without even putting up a fight.  
 
      
 
    Pastor Jim Simonton – 49 - Lead Pastor at Southeast Michigan Evangelical Church. Left behind with everyone else, the devastated pastor, after realizing he was a false convert—and that his preaching had led many from his church to be left behind as well—quickly repented of his sins and was determined to never again preach a false or watered-down Gospel. In short: there would be no more false converts at his hands.  
 
    Tom Dunleavey – 63 – Catholic priest who tried consulting Brian Mulrooney the day after the disappearances. After both men had similar dreams for three straight nights, they met for a friendly debate. It ultimately led to Tom’s leaving the Catholic church. 
 
      
 
    Dick and Sarah Mulrooney – Married for more than 30 years, the solid relationship they always had was showing small cracks in the dam, after their son Brian converted to Christianity and distanced himself from the Catholic church. After converting to Christianity herself, Sarah left Dick shortly before Chelsea killed herself, to live with Brian and Jacquelyn at safe house number one, in Chadds Ford, Pennsylvania. 
 
      
 
    Braxton Rice – Chief of security and vetting for Clayton Holmes and Travis Hartings and their upstart organization the End Times Salvation Movement. 
 
      
 
    Doctor Lee Kim – Lead IT man for the website www.LASRglobal.org, and all other End Times Salvation Movement IT operations.  
 
    Tamika Moseley – 28 – Former NYC taxi driver. Lost her two sons, Jamal and Dante, and mother, Ruth Ferguson, on the day of the Rapture. Tamika was driving two businessmen from LaGuardia Airport to the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel when all hell broke loose, and one of her passengers vanished in the back seat of her taxicab. God ultimately used her to connect Brian Mulrooney and Charles Calloway in the days following the disappearances. 
 
    Brian Mulrooney – 34 – Moved from New York City to Ann Arbor, Michigan, after graduating from Notre Dame University and being recruited by the Marriott Corporation. Mulrooney was at Michigan Stadium with his childhood friend, Justin Schroeder, to watch the Ohio State-Michigan football game, when Schroeder suddenly disappeared along with thousands of others.  
 
    Justin Schroeder – 33 – Moved from New York City to Boulder, Colorado to attend the University of Colorado. Met his wife Heather at a Bible study in his sophomore year and became a Christ follower soon after that. Both were taken in the Rapture, along with their unborn child. Before going to the football game, Justin left a Bible at Brian Mulrooney’s apartment—wrapped as a gift—with a handwritten letter stuffed inside, explaining the many positive changes in his life. His hope was that God would use both items to open his friend’s eyes and ears to the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  
 
    Renate McCallister – 29 – Upon hearing that her ex-boyfriend Brian was getting married, it was too much for her weary heart to cope with. She ended up making a suicide video, which she gave to Brian and Jacquelyn as a wedding gift.  
 
    Charles Calloway – 43 – Successful Florida businessman who was in New York City to teach success principles to his fellow colleagues at the time of the disappearances. Calloway was inside Tamika Moseley’s cab when his colleague, Richard Figueroa, suddenly vanished in the backseat next to him. The son of a preacher, it didn’t take long for Calloway to piece things together and realize it was the Rapture of the Church, and that he had been left behind.  
 
    Jacquelyn Mulrooney – 30 – Lost her husband at Michigan Stadium when he was killed by an object that fell from the sky, after a plane collided with a Goodyear blimp hovering above the stadium. Swindell also lost the child in her womb at that time. After meeting Brian Mulrooney inside the stadium, she offered to drive him home after his car was destroyed in the mayhem. As she did her best to cope in this strange new world, without her husband and unborn child, she was grateful for Brian’s friendship, and agreed to join him in his quest for answers...  
 
    Craig Rubin – 34 – While his two buddies, Brian Mulrooney and Justin Schroeder, left New York to attend college elsewhere, Craig Rubin remained in the Big Apple to work the family business, which consisted of three Jewish delicatessens all bearing the name, Mitzi’s. Rubin was en route to Ann Arbor, Michigan to join his two friends when the Rapture occurred. Craig never left New York City.  
 
    President Jefferson Danforth and First Lady Melissa Danforth – The First Family were at Camp David with family and friends when the disappearances happened. The President ultimately found refuge in Christ Jesus; the First Lady wanted nothing to do with it. She ended up being killed on board Air Force One when explosives were detonated in the belly of the aircraft.  
 
    Salvador Romanero – 31 – As the world mourned the loss of more than a billion people—either by death or disappearance—Satan raised up the young lawyer from Spain as his main agent in human form. No one knew it yet, but the young phenom was about to take the world completely by storm and become the unchallenged leader of the world…
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    JACQUELYN MULROONEY CAME DOWNSTAIRS to find her husband sitting on the couch in the living room looking ever so distraught; even worse than when she left him earlier to be examined by Dr. Meera Singh—the ETSM doctor who’d treated Tamika Moseley’s pus-infected leg wound at the cabin in Oak Ridge, Tennessee.  
 
    The woman of Indian descent, who was stranded in Chadds Ford, Pennsylvania after last month’s attack on America, had since been assigned the role of chief resident doctor at safe house number one.  
 
    “What’s wrong, sweetie?” Jacquelyn said to Brian. The glow on her face evaporated. “Are the fires getting closer?”  
 
    Brian shrugged his shoulders; all the blood had drained from his cheeks; he looked like he just saw a ghost. His face was soaked with sweat. 
 
    Jacquelyn glanced briefly at the TV, then at Meera Singh who’d followed her patient downstairs to delight in the news, before her eyes settled back on her husband.  
 
    Brian sat silently and motionlessly on the couch with his head down. Jacquelyn knew he had been weeping. The fact that he never asked about her check-up, after the couple had just prayed together beforehand, told her whatever was bothering her husband, it went far beyond the disturbing news on the television.  
 
    The two women paused and listened as a reporter from a local news station spoke, “What started out as thousands of kerosene-soaked homes being set ablaze by the same group of Muslim terrorists responsible for causing the unspeakable carnage on Universal Children’s Day, has since led to neighboring homes being set ablaze as well. 
 
    “To make matters worse, these unconscionable individuals subsequently fire-bombed many homes that weren’t connected to the safehouses in which they were hiding, causing many more deaths. Many were caught in the act and were shot and killed for their crimes. As bullets riddled their bodies, each shouted, ‘Allahu Akbar!’  
 
    “As per Salvador Romanero’s global decree, nearly a billion Muslims around the world have been silenced for the unspeakable crimes against humanity their comrades in arms have caused. After this latest attack, we’ve been assured that number will only rise.   
 
    “We still don’t know how many Americans were killed, but with more than a hundred thousand house fires still burning throughout the United States, we expect the death toll to be quite high.  
 
    “While it’s too soon to know for certain if sarin gas was used this time, the skies above America are literally filled with acrid smoke coast to coast, blocking the sun in many areas. Needless to say, it should be considered extremely dangerous to inhale.”   
 
    “Locally, with hundreds of fires still blazing in Philadelphia, Wilmington, and Camden, New Jersey, many neighborhood streets are no longer recognizable. Firefighters are in short supply. City leaders are desperate for assistance. Volunteers are urged to call or text local authorities using the numbers on your screen. Everyone else should remain at home until further notice…” 
 
    Jacquelyn glanced at Dr. Singh again, then gulped in some air to stabilize her breathing. “This is bad!”  
 
    Meera scratched her head and kept listening. She didn’t need to be reminded that Wilmington, Delaware was roughly ten miles south of Chadds Ford.  
 
    Was it possible that flames would eventually consume ETSM safe house number one, or that toxic clouds from the explosions would overshadow the property they now called home?  
 
    The not knowing caused fear to tangle with an emotion Meera Singh couldn’t quite describe.  
 
    Seeing that Brian still wasn’t paying attention to the news, Jacquelyn tuned the reporter out and sat next to her husband. “Please tell me what’s wrong, Brian?” 
 
    “Just watched a video message from my father.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    Brian wiped more tears from his eyes, “Chelsea’s dead.” 
 
    Jacquelyn’s eyes widened. Her heart sank, “What? How?” 
 
    “She slit both her wrists in the bathtub. Dad found her there earlier today.”  
 
    Jacquelyn raised her hands to her mouth, “Oh, my…” Suddenly, the devastating news on TV was the last thing on her mind.  
 
    Brian shot a desperate glance at Meera Singh, as if she could somehow take away his shock and pain.  
 
    The ETSM doctor kneeled before her new patient and pressed two fingers on Brian’s wrist to take his pulse, then affixed the Velcro strap from the portable blood pressure machine she used to check Jacquelyn’s blood pressure upstairs, to his right arm.  
 
    As the device tightened on his arm checking his systolic and diastolic numbers, Brian said to Jacquelyn, “If you think Dad hated me before, you should see his face on the video. He blames me for Chelsea’s death.” His voice cracked, “He wants to kill me.”  
 
    “Don’t say that, sweetie…” 
 
    Glancing up briefly at his wife, he sighed, “It’s true. Watch and see for yourself…” 
 
    Just as Jacquelyn was about to say, “This isn’t your fault,” Brian was notified that he had another video message. “It’s from Chelsea, forwarded from Dad...”  
 
    Much like the first message he received from his father on his old cellphone, it was scrambled then inspected by ETSM higher-ups before being forwarded to his new satellite phone. This one, too, came with a encrypted warning from an ETSM inspector: Sensitive content! You may want to take a deep breath before watching. 
 
    “Perhaps you shouldn’t watch it,” Dr. Singh offered. “At least not now. Your blood pressure’s already dangerously high…” 
 
    Against his doctor’s advice, Brian touched the play button on his phone screen. The moment he saw his kid sister’s face, even before any words came out of her mouth, his body lost all strength. What he saw in her eyes told a horrific story he wished he could blink away but knew he couldn’t. 
 
    Jacquelyn choked back tears and pulled her husband in. She held him as he cried yet another river of tears. Not again!  
 
    As Chelsea spoke, thoughts flooded Brian’s mind of the days they spent growing up. During their adolescent years, they were practically inseparable. Brian couldn’t bear to think that his last image of her would be in a bloody bathtub, or that the little girl he always looked after and protected was now in the most horrific of places, where no one—including him—could rescue or protect her.  
 
    The video ended.  
 
    Dr. Singh didn’t know what to say to possibly comfort the married couple, Brian especially. She was a medical doctor, not a psychologist. “Be right back with a blood pressure pill.”  
 
    Meera retreated to the basement already knowing there wasn’t a pain killer on the planet that could suppress that kind of torturous grief.  
 
    Brian’s sobs grew louder. He knew his kid sister’s heart was never right with God. Even before his conversion, he knew it. A womb-to-tomb Catholic at best, Chelsea further proved it when she commented on the video about God hitting the reset button, so they could begin life anew when they were all reunited someday.  
 
    That alone proved she had no understanding of the afterlife, or the Gospel of Jesus Christ, for that matter. The moment she slit her wrists, eternity swallowed her whole, cruelly turning what she had been completely oblivious to all her life, into a harsh reality from which there was no escape.  
 
    In life, Chelsea Mulrooney was too self-centered and too blinded to the Truth to know or care about the ways of God. But when her last breath was sucked out of her body, she instantly became an expert on all things eternal. Thoughts that seldom if ever crossed her mind before now consumed her with every fiber of her being. 
 
    The most frightening realization was knowing she was eternally doomed. Just like Renate McCallister. Just like Craig Rubin’s mom. Just like Justin Schroeder’s parents. Just like everyone leaving Planet Earth without first trusting in Jesus as Lord and Savior. 
 
    Only there would be no fellowship among them, none whatsoever.  
 
    Another thing Chelsea understood with perfect clarity was that Brian didn’t lose his mind like her father kept insisting. Nor did he brainwash their mother into joining a religious cult, like she’d believed and even accused her brother of doing on the video.  
 
    If anything, his salvation message was spot on. So much so that God used Brian to rescue their mother from the very domain in which she was confined and would ultimately be sentenced to for all eternity.  
 
    It was a message Chelsea willfully rejected each time she heard it. And this meant there would be no family reunion.  
 
    When Brian’s time on earth came to an end, as Chelsea suffered constant torment, her brother would be taken to a place in which she would never step foot—Paradise. Her mother too. All it took was one millisecond in eternity to fully understand this.  
 
    Chelsea would give anything to be able to un-slit her wrists and return to Planet Earth in human form, so she could proclaim Jesus as Lord and Savior like Brian and her mother had both done, and never have to spend another second in the soul-damning place called hell. But it was too late...  
 
    The one thing she still had in common with her biological brother and mother was that all three would call Jesus Lord and Savior for all eternity; only Brian and Sarah would declare it in Heaven, while Chelsea proclaimed it in hell.   
 
    Jacquelyn sat quietly on the couch and stroked her husband’s hair. Having already gone through the mourning process with her late husband—Tom Swindell—she still remembered the indescribable pain and grief she felt after his death.  
 
    But this was Brian’s second suicide death in just a matter of months. Though Chelsea was one of her bridesmaids, Jacquelyn didn’t know her sister-in-law all that well. All she knew was what Brian had told her about his kid sister, as he’d often referred to Chelsea.  
 
    The only thing Jacquelyn knew was that after the wedding, Chelsea made it clear she wanted nothing to do with either of them.  
 
    Jacquelyn shivered. Your wish has just become an eternal one! She kept this dreadful thought to herself.  
 
    “Did you tell your parents we moved to Pennsylvania?” 
 
    Jacquelyn shot her husband a sideways look, “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “My father knows we’re here. Not our exact location, only that we’re in Pennsylvania. He said on the video your parents told him.” 
 
    Jacquelyn let out a loud gasp, “I told them the day we were engaged. It was foolish of me. I wasn’t thinking. Sorry.”  
 
    Brian buried his face in his hands and muffled an unintelligible shout. Angry as he was, he was just as guilty himself for telling his mother the same thing when they met for breakfast in Manhattan—before she became a Christian. He also told Tamika Moseley and Tom Dunleavey that he was moving to Pennsylvania to manage a safehouse before they knew anything about the ETSM.  
 
    Brian wondered how many other residents, if any, had foolishly shared potentially deadly information with unsaved friends and loved ones like they had. It was a frightening thought… 
 
    Jacquelyn lowered her head and started weeping. Her hormones were already out of whack. This was the last thing she needed.  
 
    After feeling nauseous the past two weeks—to the point of vomiting—once hazmat suits and gas masks were removed, Dr. Singh examined Jacquelyn to make sure she hadn’t ingested anything toxic. 
 
    With the aboveground makeshift clinic still unfinished, Dr. Singh examined Jacquelyn in her bedroom. It didn’t take long to diagnose what was ailing her patient.  
 
    Once her sobs had been reduced to mere sniffles, Jacquelyn took a deep breath, wiped her nose with a tissue, then reached for Brian’s hand.  
 
    Once eye contact was made, she said, “By the way, I’m pregnant...”
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    THE DAY BEGAN AT safe house number one at the crack of dawn—5 a.m. to be exact—when hundreds gathered at the church pavilion to pray for Clayton Holmes, Travis Hartings, Braxton Rice, Charles Calloway and Dr. Lee Kim, before the five men left for the ETSM cabin in Oak Ridge, Tennessee.  
 
    After prayer time was over, one of the fifteen-passenger vans was filled with gasoline from the fuel tanker Jefferson Danforth had delivered to safe house number one, shortly before America fell under attack. 
 
    Five hazmat suits were placed inside the vehicle, just to be safe. At that, they said their goodbyes and left for Kennett Square, Pennsylvania; the first of two safehouses they would visit along the way.  
 
    In America, fifty ETSM locations were presently in possession of tunnel boring and laser guided robotic bricklaying machines. Danforth also had dump trucks, cement trucks, backhoes, cranes, excavators and other large construction equipment sent to those properties.  
 
    At the outset, the equipment was only slated to remain there for one month, before being sent to other safehouse locations that only those at the top of the organization knew about.  
 
    The attack on America changed everything… 
 
    Unable to use the large equipment in the three weeks in which they were all hunkered down, each location was given an extension but were ordered to double-up on their efforts.  
 
    To help expedite things more quickly, even before the air above America was deemed “breathable”, tens of thousands of hazmat-wearing ETSM members—many of whom were construction workers or able-bodied individuals willing to learn the trade—were secretly smuggled to the 50 safe houses in America.  
 
    Nearly 200 male and female construction workers were sent to Chadds Ford alone, along with 500 other new members, to include structural and electrical engineers, all of whom were licensed in multiple disciplines, doctors, nurses, dentists, and a few IT and cyber security experts.  
 
    Even more interesting was that half were teenagers or younger. The youngest was 6, a boy named Joey. ETSM leaders had long wondered why no teens or adolescents had joined the organization before now.  
 
    It was as if God had wanted a mature foundation of elders in place before causing youngsters to have dreams, which ultimately led them to the Christian organization. 
 
    But of all the challenges Clayton Holmes and Travis Hartings now faced, the greatest was preparing for the arrival of children. At last count, more than 100,000 new full-time ETSM members worldwide—ranging from ages 9 to 57—were expecting.  
 
    More than 5,000 were from America alone. Half were sent to the 50 safehouses currently in possession of the large equipment. The rest were sent elsewhere. Seventy-five were quickly vetted and invited to reside at safehouse number one. Sixty were in their third trimesters. Only five were married. Most had already been examined by GC medical staff and were registered in the Global Community database.  
 
    The sudden spike in numbers of pregnant women seeking refuge with the ETSM started when they had dreams about their children, which began as nightmares. Each saw themselves being supernaturally separated from their children; while their kids were eternally comforted, they ended up in a dreadful inescapable place with Salvador Romanero. 
 
    When it continued for three straight nights, they became so frightened that they stopped showing up for doctors’ appointments. Some were only weeks away from giving birth. Like everyone else involved in the End Times Salvation Movement, upon seeking answers and finding them in Christ Jesus, God ultimately connected them using the www.LSARglobal.org website as a starting point.  
 
    Of course, the quick vetting process didn’t sit well with Braxton Rice. The ETSM head of security didn’t like inviting so many people on to their properties all at once. His biggest concern was that unsaved family members of runaway teens and adolescents would always be out looking for them, especially pregnant youths.  
 
    It was a frightening thought, to be sure, which only added more steam to the ETSM pressure cooker. But after Clayton and Travis both shared identical dreams with him—this latest round clearly meant to help redefine their new role as a Christian organization—they forced Rice’s hand, so to speak. They knew the day would come when children would live among them, they just never expected it would be this soon! 
 
    This meant, instead of aggressively spreading the Gospel online as they’d done all along, it was time to pick up the pace and prepare their properties for the onslaught of children that would soon be in their care, even before the 144,000 were revealed. 
 
    With so many people staying at safe house number one, and with a renewed sense of urgency, residents were busy day and night, working in shifts—7 a.m. to 7 p.m. or 7 p.m. to 7 a.m.—to get the property in order. Breakfast was served in the cafeteria just as one shift was ending, and the other was about to begin. Dinner was served at 7 p.m. for the same reason. 
 
    As part of an ongoing food rationing program, these were the only two hot meals served in the cafeteria each day. But if they had any chance of completing the tedious task at hand, everyone helping fortify the 50 locations in possession of the large construction equipment needed to be well nourished.  
 
    Not only were food portions larger, lunch was also served in the cafeteria, at noon for the first shift and at midnight for the second shift. 
 
    After filling plates with food, once all seats were taken in the cafeteria—which wasn’t yet rodent free—everyone else had to carry their trays to the church pavilion to eat.  
 
    After a hearty breakfast, everyone working the 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. shift at safe house number one joined the resident architect and his two structural engineers near the front entryway of the property and were given their daily assignments. 
 
    Forty were assigned to non-construction wall duty. They would follow closely behind the three engineers clearing debris, uprooting plants and other shrubbery, and chopping down small trees that stood in, or close to, the pathway of the soon-to-be-built wall.  
 
    Tamika Moseley and Tom Dunleavey were part of this group.  
 
    Everyone else working the first shift—roughly 300 men and women—were assigned to various tasks elsewhere, from cottage reconstruction, to preparing the ground for the massive subterranean holes to be dug, turning the church pavilion into a two-floor structure, cleaning the pool area with mops and squeegees, setting traps and exterminating all buildings on site, to rid the place of mice, rats and cockroaches.  
 
    Leaders were assigned to oversee all areas and report back to Brian, who would then report to Clayton Homes and Travis Hartings at the end of each day.  
 
    The resident architect and his two engineers began at once marking a perimeter around the entire property, on the outside of the old wooden maroon fence. The 40 selected for non-construction wall duty followed closely behind the three engineers, wearing garden gloves and carrying small hacksaws and hatchets in their hands.  
 
    Meanwhile, construction workers spread massive stacks of bricks, cinderblocks and cement bags all throughout the outside perimeter for new wall construction. Soon, all they’d have to do was feed bricks and cement into the machine and watch it go.  
 
    Thankfully, the materials needed for wall construction were delivered the day before the attack on America, to include massive amounts of cement, steel and lumber. All were delivered on flatbed trucks.  
 
    Had that not happened, there’s no telling if a new wall would have ever been built. They knew it was God’s providence at work.  
 
    Regardless of assignment, everyone at safe house number one wore surgical masks to help filter out the haze of thick smoke hovering above, due to the many fires burning a few miles away in Chester, Pennsylvania and in Wilmington, Delaware.  
 
    Smoke hung thick in the air like a soupy fog that had long since worn out its welcome, yet it refused to leave. Until the winds picked up and swept it all away, it would remain in the atmosphere, choking the life out of animals, insects, plants and vegetation, and some unprotected humans.  
 
    Three hours later, the resident architect and his two engineers came full circle.  
 
    The architect frowned, “I know the plan is to finish the new wall before the wooden fence is torn down. But according to GPS calculations, there’s no way around it; sections of the old wall will need to come down. Otherwise, it will be in the way of the robotic bricklaying machine.” 
 
    When no one protested, he went on, “Once a section has been bulldozed, the wood can be stacked in piles, then bundled, and taken to the back of the property to be used for firewood come wintertime.”  
 
    Another engineer asked, “Would it be wise to burn wood that was painted and treated with chemicals?”  
 
    Without batting an eye, the architect replied, “That’s the least of our concerns. We’re going to be out of these bodies soon anyway!” 
 
    The woman nodded, “Valid point you make...” 
 
    It was agreed then.  
 
    As those on non-construction wall duty cleared debris, they circled the property once again, this time in a counter-clockwise manner, laser mapping and programming the GPS coordinates into the robotic bricklaying machine and marking sections of the wall that needed to be bulldozed before new wall construction could begin.  
 
    With that task completed, as cement mixed in the truck for the first section of the wall, they broke for lunch.  
 
      
 
    MEANWHILE, CLAYTON HOLMES, TRAVIS Hartings, Braxton Rice, Charles Calloway and Dr. Lee Kim were driving on U.S. 340 West in the state of Virginia, after spending an hour at the safe house a few miles outside of Frederick, Maryland.  
 
    It was one of the fifty ETSM locations presently in possession of the large equipment. The five leaders wanted to check on their progress, give the safe house manager $1M in cash for unanticipated expenditures, like they’d planned to do at most locations, and pray with everyone before shoving off to Oak Ridge, Tennessee. 
 
    Stop number one along the way was a brief visit at a new farm/safe house in Kennett Square, Pennsylvania, situated ten miles south of Chadds Ford. The owners had first contacted the End Times Salvation Movement before safe house number one was ever established, but they never heard back from them.  
 
    Everything changed when they started having dreams, shortly before America fell under attack. After being quickly vetted, it led to several “hazmat suit” meetings with Holmes and Hartings in the 21 days they were hunkered down in Chadds Ford.  
 
    The numerous earthquakes Romanero had sent to combatant countries, countered by the subsequent explosions all throughout the Western Hemisphere, had caused a blockage of the sun in most places. This, in turn, led to extreme climate changes and widespread drought conditions, which wiped out crops and devastated the much-needed fall harvest in most countries.  
 
    Revelation 6:5-6 was coming to life before their eyes: When the Lamb opened the third seal, I heard the third living creature say, “Come and see!” I looked, and there before me was a black horse! Its rider was holding a pair of scales in his hand. Then I heard what sounded like a voice among the four living creatures, saying, “A quart of wheat for a day’s wages, and three quarts of barley for a day’s wages, and do not damage the oil and the wine!’  
 
    With prices steadily rising all across the board, and with fruits, grains and vegetables in short supply, most people were forced to grow crops in their homes, using hydroponic technology.  
 
    What little grain, wheat and corn farmers had stored in silos from past harvests was extremely rationed. It was used mostly for baking bread and feeding farm animals. 
 
    As it turned out, the Kennett Square farm was part of a vast network of Christian farmers. A deal was struck between them and the ETSM that would hopefully bless the organization for years to come.  
 
    Due to Jefferson Danforth’s generosity in supplying the organization with things that surely would have drained all their resources, they had plenty of cash on hand to pay for farm deliveries. At least for now.  
 
    As part of the agreement, the ETSM gave $10M up front to the severely cash strapped farm owners, so they could stay in business.  
 
    In return, safehouses nationwide started receiving beef, chicken, milk, eggs, and what little grain, wheat and corn they could spare on a weekly basis. It was proportioned to how many residents occupied each property. This would be ongoing until supplies ran out, or the enemy discovered what was happening.  
 
    The first delivery was received the day before big construction began at the 50 safe houses. It was like paying in advance for future deliveries.  
 
    Ultimately, the ETSM agreed to send $100M to the Christian farmers, in $10M increments. The second payment was delivered early this morning.  
 
    Lord willing, everything would go as planned…
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    BEFORE JOINING EVERYONE ELSE in the cafeteria chow line, Tom Dunleavey and Tamika Moseley went to check on Brian and Jacquelyn. Brian was one of the 40 assigned to non-construction wall duty with Tom and Tamika. Only he never reported for duty.   
 
    Brian told his friends during morning prayer time that he would join them after Dr. Singh gave him his daily nebulizer breathing treatment.  
 
    Tom and Tamika both knew Brian’s asthmatic condition had steadily worsened from ingesting too much dust, mold and mildew all throughout the property. It had gotten so bad that he had difficulty breathing most days. He was never seen without his inhaler or surgical mask.  
 
    Even so, he was still expected to join them. Only he never made it. 
 
    Tamika was the first to walk through the front door leading to the main residence.  
 
    A bleary-eyed Tom Dunleavey followed a few steps behind her. 
 
    After five hours of rigorous work in the blazing heat, both were soaked with sweat. Even with the blockage of the sun, the feel-like temperature outside hit triple digits all week, with no end in sight.  
 
    For October, it was 40 degrees above normal for this part of the country. The fact that temperatures had soared so high without sunshine the past few weeks, bordered on the bizarre. Even more bizarre was that bitterly cold temperatures were forecast for Chadds Ford next week, with lows that would average 60 degrees below normal for this time of year, representing an astounding 100-degree swing.  
 
    Who knew what to expect the following week?  
 
    But even without the oppressive temperatures, Tom Dunleavey never worked so hard in his life. Now 63, it made him realize just how pampered his life as a Catholic priest was before the Rapture, at least from a physical standpoint. He was tired, hungry, thirsty—to the point of dehydration—and in need of a bathroom break.  
 
    And like Tamika, he needed a new surgical mask. Much like cigarette filters did with nicotine, the white masks dangling from their necks were stained a brownish gray color all the way through.  
 
    Tom took one look at Brian and stopped dead in his tracks. He was seated on the living room couch with Jacquelyn looking completely devastated. It was evident both had been weeping. 
 
    Whatever had kept him from reporting for duty, the former Catholic priest wasn’t sure he wanted to know. He removed a handkerchief from his pants pocket and wiped perspiration from his forehead. He was huffing and puffing considerably.  
 
    In between breaths, he managed to ask, “What’s wrong, Brian?” 
 
    Brian lowered his head.  
 
    Mindful that Jacquelyn had an appointment with Dr. Singh, Tamika sat next to her. “Is something wrong with your health?”  
 
    “I’m pregnant.”  
 
    Tamika breathed a sigh of relief. She wanted to be excited for her friend but now wasn’t the time. The expression on Jacquelyn’s face dictated that much. “How many months?” 
 
    “Three. Doctor Singh feels certain we conceived on our honeymoon night.”  
 
    “That makes seventy-six now, right?” 
 
    Jacquelyn nodded yes.   
 
    “Isn’t that what you’ve been praying for? All of us, in fact…”  
 
    Jacquelyn shook her head yes. “That’s not what saddens me…” 
 
    “What is it then?” Tamika felt her pet cat Cocoa rubbing up against her leg. She scooped the feline up onto her lap and stroked her fur, hoping it would prepare her for whatever Jacquelyn said. 
 
    “Brian’s sister is dead.”  
 
    Tamika gasped. Pain stabbed at her heart.  
 
    Tom Dunleavey said, “What happened?” 
 
    Jacquelyn sighed, “Suicide…” 
 
    The house grew silent as thoughts of Renate McCallister flooded their minds. Two suicides in a matter of months.  
 
    Only the reporter’s voice on TV could be heard. His constant bemoaning only added to the turmoil. Said he, “It’s been confirmed that the same group of Muslims who’d relocated to the West, as part of Salvador Romanero’s twenty-one-day amnesty program, are responsible for the attack. They joined forces with Muslims already living in America before the disappearances, to carry out the attack on us.”  
 
    As the journalist went on, viewers saw aerial shots of row house fires blazing all throughout the cities of Philadelphia, Camden, New Jersey—just across the Delaware River—and Wilmington, Delaware. Many smaller towns and cities in the region were battling similar conditions. 
 
    “According to them, it was part of a four-pronged approach, which began on Universal Children’s Day and was intended to incapacitate the United States, to the glory of Allah. Their words, certainly not mine.” With an exasperated sigh, the reporter said, “Looks like their plan has succeeded after all…Back to you, Claudia.” 
 
    The news anchor looked into the camera, “Now, to our other breaking story. Now that the remains of President and First Lady Danforth have been positively identified by their DNA, Vice President Ashford will be sworn in as President later today at the White House…” 
 
    Jacquelyn plucked the TV remote control off the coffee table and muted the sound. She couldn’t listen any longer.  
 
    Dr. Meera Singh returned from the basement with a blood pressure pill for Brian. She contemplated giving him a Xanax pill to calm his nerves—Jacquelyn too—but decided to wait and see. The last thing she needed was for safe house number one residents to become addicted to opioids, or to any other drugs for that matter.  
 
    As it was, Brian had already confessed a growing dependence to his inhaler, nebulizer and air purification units, things he never needed before the Rapture. The fear of being without them frightened him to no end. He never left the house without his inhaler or surgical mask.  
 
    In a sense, those things were his opioids. Not wanting to potentially add to Brian’s “addiction” list, if she felt he needed something later, she would administer it at that time.  
 
    Then again, no medication down in the basement could fix the gaping hole in Brian’s heart. “Take this.”  
 
    Brian did as he was instructed, without protest. He looked at Jacquelyn and wanted to rejoice at the news of her pregnancy, but his soul was stuck in a “tragedy” holding pattern looking for relief but finding none. All he could manage to do was let out a loud sigh. 
 
    Even with his country burning all around him and their top supplier presumed dead, had his sister not just killed herself, Brian would have been overjoyed. The prospect of bringing a child into the world—dangerous as it was—knowing that child might be part of the thousand-year millennial period with Christ Jesus ruling the planet, was something he and Jacquelyn had hoped for since their wedding night.  
 
    The newlyweds believed part of the reason God had joined them together was to reproduce and help populate the coming Kingdom. But given all that had recently happened and knowing what was still to come, the thought of raising a child in such turbulent times only caused more fear to mushroom through Brian.  
 
    And that went double for Jacquelyn. Her eyes projected the same fear he saw in the eyes of the 75 other pregnant women living at safe house number one. The youngest, Leticia Gonzalez, was only 12.  
 
    Regardless of age, all were painfully mindful of Matthew 24:19, where Jesus warned of how dreadful it would be for pregnant women and for nursing mothers in the last days.  
 
    There was a glimmer of excitement in their eyes, but mostly Brian saw fear there. And for good reason. Whereas unbelieving new mothers thought their children had bright futures ahead of them, Christians knew better. No child born from this point forward would feel safe until Jesus returned. Normalcy for them would be trying to outlive the constant devastation.  
 
    Brian’s thoughts drifted back to Chelsea. He mumbled, “How will I tell Mom?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sweetie…” Jacquelyn knew her husband wasn’t referring to her pregnancy. Talk about bad timing!  
 
    Brian sighed, “Perhaps Dad sent her the video and she already knows. Guess I’ll find out soon enough…”  
 
    Brian lifted himself up off the sofa and slowly trudged up the stairs leading to his mother’s bedroom. Each step was more excruciating than the last. All his strength was gone.  
 
    Jacquelyn followed her husband. Halfway up the stairs, she paused and turned to Dr. Singh, “We may need you again.” 
 
    Dr. Singh nodded yes. 
 
    Tamika Moseley and Tom Dunleavey viewed the suicide video with lumps in their throats. At one point, they exchanged fearful glances, before refocusing on Brian’s cell phone screen.  
 
    Meera Singh sat on the loveseat across from them. She refused to watch the video again. The resignation in Chelsea’s voice alone was more than enough to shatter her nerves even more.  
 
    When Chelsea slit her wrists, Tamika covered her eyes with her left hand; her lower lip started quivering. Her heart ached for Brian.  
 
    Tom Dunleavey lowered his head. “Let us pray…” 
 
    The three ETSM members joined hands and prayed for Brian, Jacquelyn and Sarah Mulrooney.  
 
    Meanwhile, Brian knocked on the door to his mother’s bedroom then braced himself for whatever might happen next.  
 
    After hearing nothing on the other side of the door, he knocked a little harder.  
 
    Finally, he heard his mother climbing out of bed ever so gingerly. Little did she know her situation was about to get even worse. Soon, she would need all the prayer she could get!  
 
    Sarah opened the door and gasped upon seeing her son’s somber face. “What is it, Brian?” 
 
    Hmm. She doesn’t know. Had she known, the confused look on her face wouldn’t be there. Brian started weeping.  
 
    Sarah stared at her son blankly, as if frozen in time. A million thoughts invaded her mind. “What happened now?” 
 
    Brian gulped hard, and tried drawing more air into his lungs, “Chelsea’s dead, Ma. She slit her wrists in the bathtub. Dad found her there earlier today…”  
 
    At first Sarah’s eyes went wild, darting left and right as the rest of her body tried absorbing this latest soul-crushing blow. Her scalp tingled. Her body turned into jelly and she collapsed to the floor. 
 
    Dr. Singh heard the loud thud and raced up the stairs to find Sarah Mulrooney passed out in the hallway. Thankfully, she still had a pulse.  
 
    Meera said to Brian and Jacquelyn, “Lift her onto the bed so I can examine her!”  
 
    Brian placed his hands under his mother’s armpits. Just as Jacquelyn bent down to grab Sarah’s legs, she felt queasy. She let go of her mother-in-law’s legs and rushed to the bathroom to vomit. She still walked with a slight limp from the 272 stitches she received on the day of the Rapture. 
 
    Meera Singh knew it was morning sickness. She yelled down the stairs, “A little help please…”  
 
    Tom Dunleavey and Tamika Moseley hurried up the stairs. 
 
    Once Sarah was back on the bed, Dr. Singh asked Tamika to check her vitals, as she retreated to the basement for an IV and other medications for her new patient. Mostly due to stress and not eating properly, Sarah had already lost 25 pounds since arriving at safe house number one six weeks ago. It was time to put an end to it. 
 
    With the temporary operating room still under construction, whatever equipment she would need would have to be hoisted up two flights of stairs to Sarah’s bedroom.  
 
    Meera prayed she wouldn’t need to be placed on a breathing ventilator. Normally, she would never jump to such extreme conclusions. But these weren’t normal times and it seemed nothing was outside the realm of possibility in this crazy new world.  
 
    Tamika reached for Sarah’s hand. Tom grabbed her other hand and they started praying for Brian’s mother, just as power was lost at safe house number one…
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    FIVE HOURS AFTER LEAVING Chadds Ford, Pennsylvania, while traveling westbound on U.S. 340 in the state of Virginia, Travis Hartings looked in his rear-view mirror and saw flashing lights coming from an unmarked police car that was barreling down the highway toward them.  
 
    It was roughly a tenth of a mile behind them and was closing fast.  
 
    When it became evident that the sedan was chasing after them, Travis gulped hard and pulled the 15-passenger vehicle he was operating to the shoulder of the road. “Looks like we’ve got company, boys.” 
 
    Charles Calloway was napping in the last row of seats. He opened his eyes and saw flashing blue lights all around him. He gulped hard. Oh, no! Are they here for me? He sat up in the seat and rubbed sleep from his eyes. Fear shot through him.  
 
    Clayton Holmes lowered the sun visor. Seeing his friend in the small mirror affixed to it, he knew what Charles was thinking. “Relax, my brother. As of yet, there are no warrants for you that we know of. But just to be safe, don’t give them your ID under any circumstances.”  
 
    Calloway retrieved his wallet from his pants pocket and stuffed it inside his duffel bag. He took a deep breath, “Protect us, Lord.” 
 
    Braxton Rice shared the middle seat with Dr. Lee Kim. Both men powered down their military-strength Satphones and all other mobile devices, then ordered everyone else to do the same. “Just glad we got rid of the eleven million in cash. Would be hard to explain away.” 
 
    Hartings said, “Let me do all the talking. If asked, we’re traveling back to Tennessee after conducting business in Pennsylvania.”  
 
    The van was legally registered to the TH Corporation, as part of the company’s automobile conglomerate, so Travis wasn’t too worried about it being linked to the ETSM. To the outside world, the TH stood for Travis Hartings. But to the Christian organization, it meant Tribulation Harvest. 
 
    The ETSM leaders braced themselves when two men dressed in suits exited the unmarked car. When one of them suddenly stopped at the rear of the vehicle, the five men inside grew even more tense.  
 
    Braxton Rice craned his neck back and watched the law enforcement officer very carefully, as he turned away from their vehicle and watched the oncoming traffic passing by. Whoever these men were, the way they were dressed, they certainly weren’t Virginia police officers or state troopers for that matter. They looked more like secret servicemen or FBI agents than anything else. Friend or foe?  
 
    Travis Hartings nervously rolled down his window, “Can I help you?”  
 
    The secret service agent lowered his head, then looked left then right to make sure no one was eavesdropping on them. Satisfied no one was, he flashed a cue card to Travis Hartings that read: You are hereby summoned to meet with… 
 
    The next cue card displayed a photograph of Jefferson Danforth. The agent very quickly put both cue cards back in his coat pocket. 
 
    Hartings’ eyes grew wide, “He’s still alive?”  
 
    The agent put a finger to his mouth, then nodded yes. 
 
    Hartings glanced at Clayton Holmes in the passenger seat next to him. He wanted to ask if Danforth was still alive, why would Everett Ashford be sworn in as President in a few hours?  
 
    Until now, only a handful of people in the organization knew Jefferson wasn’t on board Air Force One—in this case, the President’s “doomsday plane”, code named E-4B—when it was blown out of the sky in the state of Kansas, and that he might still be alive.  
 
    But after not hearing from their top supplier since then, not to mention that Vice President Ashford was about to take the oath to become the new President, the ETSM leaders became increasingly suspicious. 
 
    In the back of their minds, they couldn’t help but wonder if Salvador Romanero had somehow tracked him down and taken him out among the mayhem. Both men silently rejoiced. 
 
    Holmes shot Charles Calloway a quick assuring look as if to say, “Relax, everything’s fine…”  
 
    Hartings said, “Is he okay?” He was careful not to mention Jefferson Danforth by name.  
 
     “Good as can be expected, sir. Now that he’s out of office, the little control we had in the government is gone. No one knows who can be trusted anymore. It’s total chaos in Washington.”  
 
    The two agents knew Washington D.C. was under attack again. Other than that, they knew little else. For now, their orders were specific: track down the ETSM leaders at all costs… 
 
    Looking left then right again, the secret service agent handed Hartings a folded sheet of paper, which Travis handed to Clayton. “Follow the instructions exactly as they are written. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Hartings said, with little conviction.  
 
    “Before you read it, there’s one more thing I have to say…” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    The agent leaned inside the window, so everyone could hear him, “Keep fighting the Good fight, gentlemen. Pray for us as we pray for you. God is with us.” 
 
    Holmes and Hartings shared looks of disbelief.  
 
    Charles Calloway took a deep breath and relaxed. But his heart was anything but calm; it continued to pound wildly in his chest. 
 
    In a near whisper the secret service agent said, “We were assured you’d be comforted by those words. When you read the instructions, remember we are with you, understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir…”  
 
    At that, without running a license plate or checking IDs, the agent said, “Carry on, gentleman.”  
 
    The two agents waited for the 15-passenger van Travis Hartings was driving to leave before walking back to their squad car. 
 
    Both men prayed everything would go as planned…  
 
    As Hartings proceeded west on U.S. 340, Holmes unfolded the paper and read the instructions aloud to everyone: “Continue west until you get to I-81 where you will head south, just like you had planned. The only difference is that you will be pulled over again somewhere on I-81 and…”  
 
    Holmes paused to glance at Travis, then sighed, “placed under arrest by secret service agents disguised as Virginia state troopers. But don’t worry, gentlemen, your arrests will be for show only, in case you’re being followed by someone other than us, which, given the circumstances, can’t be ruled out.  
 
    “At any rate, you will be handcuffed and taken into custody. If all goes well, someone at the police precinct will ultimately deliver you to the man who wishes to see you.” 
 
    Charles Calloway said, “If all goes well?” 
 
    No one answered his question. How could they when they were just as much in the dark as he was? 
 
    Dr. Lee Kim chuckled to himself. In a world ruled by technology, an industry in which he was considered a foremost expert, life had suddenly been reduced to handwritten letters and cue cards.  
 
    He grew more serious. “With Danforth no longer in power, if someone gains access to our laptops or mobile devices, and finds a way to break the codes, it’s game over for us…” 
 
    “What are the chances of this happening?” Rice asked. 
 
    “I’m not overly concerned with someone breaking the passwords and security codes I’ve created for our own use, but what concerns me are the codes we shared with the now shut down counter shadow government President Danforth put in place prior to his subsequent death. 
 
    “Even though I’ve been assured it’s no longer operational, with only a handful of government employees on our side, keeping past ties hidden from our enemies might prove difficult at some point, even with Everett Ashford in office.”  
 
    Braxton said, “Are you saying digital fingerprints were accidentally left behind?” 
 
    “Hard to say, Braxton. But if so, all it would take is for some bureaucrat to find a lone forensic link connecting us to President Danforth, and trouble will rain down on us…” 
 
    “Certainly not a comforting feeling.” Rice felt paranoid and wanted to tell Travis Hartings to avoid I-81 and take the back roads to Tennessee.  
 
    Then again, regardless of which route they took, they would no doubt be followed. If those following them ended up being wolves in sheep’s clothing, it would surely end badly for them. He kept these unnerving thoughts to himself and prayed for God’s guidance. 
 
    Rice confiscated all Satphones and laptops which were already powered down. Part of him wanted to tell Travis to pull to the side of the road so he could bury them in the ground somewhere until this ordeal was over. They could always come back for them if things went smoothly. 
 
    Knowing they were being followed, he dismissed the thought. Rice powered on his Satphone and dictated a message to Brian Mulrooney and Jim Simonton in Michigan. The message was short and sweet: If you don’t hear from us after three days, do your best to secretly contact our top supplier. Yes, he is still with us. Do not reply to this message. Hope everything can be explained later…Pray for us… 
 
    Just north of Roanoke, Virginia, while traveling south on I-81, Travis Hartings saw flashing lights in the rearview mirror. Even though he expected it, his hands started quaking with fear; especially upon seeing three law enforcement vehicles this time instead of only one. Two squad cars pulled behind their vehicle; the other pulled in front of them. 
 
    Travis gripped the steering wheel as hard as he could. Unlike last time, the arresting officers weren’t friendly. With guns aggressively drawn, they wasted no time ordering the five men out of the vehicle.  
 
    Without even being asked to show identification, the five ETSM leaders were frisked, handcuffed and placed in custody without incident. They remained silent, never once asking why they were being detained or to where their vehicle or personal belongings would be taken.  
 
    All they could do was trust that their Maker would see them through this dicey development. And pray the two men who’d pulled them over on U.S. 340 really were who they’d proclaimed to be and that this was all for show. Given the circumstances, not even the beautiful Appalachian Blue Ridge Mountains scenery could calm their nerves.  
 
    They were too frightened to enjoy it. 
 
    The garage door slowly opened, and the vehicle drove inside. The ETSM leaders silently rejoiced upon seeing secret service agent Daniel Sullivan waiting for them, wearing a Virginia state trooper’s uniform.  
 
    The man they’d prayed with on several occasions at the White House and Camp David, ignored them as if they were complete strangers, criminal strangers at that.  
 
    The agent most trusted by Jefferson Danforth glared at them angrily and shook his head in disgust. The anger in his voice and veins visible on his forehead made them feel like mass murderers who’d just been captured and would soon face execution for their crimes.  
 
    With Jefferson Danforth presumed dead, had Agent Sullivan since switched sides? They prayed not. If it was all for show, which the five men hoped, the secret service agent’s performance was nothing short of Oscar-worthy.  
 
    Sullivan barked orders to the two arresting officers, “I want all their laptops and mobile devises placed in my vehicle. I’ll log them in as evidence once we get to the federal interrogation location.”  
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “And I want the two of you to drive their vehicle to that location.” 
 
    Both men nodded yes, not knowing they were helping the enemy. 
 
    After signing the proper paperwork, Agent Sullivan climbed into the black Suburban. Another agent rode shotgun with him.  
 
    Sullivan looked in the rearview mirror and placed his right pointer finger over his mouth as if to say: “Shh…” 
 
    The five ETSM members did as they were instructed.  
 
    Sullivan backed out of the precinct garage and left at once. Instead of heading south, the secret service agent drove north on I-81.  
 
    Braxton Rice leaned up in his seat, wondering why they were headed north again instead of south.  
 
    Agent Sullivan noticed and once again placed his right pointer finger over his mouth, “Shh…” 
 
    Rice leaned back in his seat but was anything but relaxed. He wasn’t used to not being in control of the situation. He didn’t like the feeling.  
 
    Dr. Kim was even worse. The thought of their laptops and Satphones ending up in enemy hands frightened him to no end.  
 
    They drove in silence for three hours until they reached the Capital City. They pulled into the same industrial building the secret service used last Spring to transport members of both the End Times Salvation Movement and the American Freedom Keepers group to the underground location when they first met jointly with President Danforth.  
 
    Only the five men didn’t know it.  
 
    Last time they were there, they wore blindfolds.  
 
    It was there that handcuffs were removed, and they were ordered to change into business suits to make them appear to be secret service agents.  
 
    They were placed into another vehicle and drove west again for the underground shelter in northern Virginia… 
 
    Sullivan looked in the rearview mirror. “By the way, America’s under attack again…” 
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    AFTER LUNCH, WITH THE specs for the wall programmed into the laser-guided robotic bricklaying machine, and with stacks of bricks spread about the perimeter ready to be laid in their proper places, everything was set to go at safe house number one.   
 
    The last thing anyone expected was for electricity to be lost all throughout the property. They couldn’t help but wonder if someone working for the county had identified them as an insubordinate community, which ultimately led to the power disconnection?  
 
    It was a frightening thought...  
 
    Thanks to Jefferson Danforth, they had four massive generators, which would one day power the entire property. The problem was they weren’t set up yet. No one expected this to happen.  
 
    Smaller generators were pulled out of storage and filled with gasoline to provide power only where it was needed for now.  
 
    High velocity industrial fans were placed at the four corners of the church pavilion and turned on full blast. Charging stations were set up for cell and satellite phones, laptops, batteries and the like.    
 
    Everyone gathered at the church pavilion to see how they would proceed without the use of electricity.   
 
    Before joining them, Tom Dunleavey went to the darkened cafeteria and filled two plates with food—one for himself and one for Tamika. He dropped Tamika’s meal at the house, then rushed off to the church pavilion, just as the TV was turned on.  
 
    They were about to hear they weren’t alone… 
 
    A Breaking News image flashed on the screen.  
 
    A female reporter said, “The oath taking ceremony in Washington has been delayed so we can bring you more breaking news. Just when we thought we knew the full extent of the attack on our country, it’s being reported that many of our nation’s power grids coast to coast have been compromised, destroyed rather, by the same group of terrorists, as part of their ongoing jihad against the United States. 
 
    “Details are still sketchy. But what we do know is multiple substations responsible for providing power nationwide, have been obliterated in most American cities, with the use of shoulder-mounted missiles. They also managed to destroy a few cell phone towers, and tried taking out some of our nation’s nuclear power plants, but they couldn’t get close enough to them…” 
 
    On a split screen, newly obtained video taken in Orlando, Florida showed terrorists dressed in thobes brazenly launching missiles out in the open for all to see, destroying four substations and a cell phone tower just north of the city. Similar images were then shown in multiple American cities. The fact that they wore their religious garb displayed a total defiance toward Salvador Romanero, despite his recent attack on them. 
 
    “Before releasing his grip on the detonator switch, one terrorist shouted in Arabic, ‘If we will die for Allah, let it be on U.S. or Israeli soil! My last wish in this life is that Israel will be next to be destroyed! To my brothers and sisters hearing this, take up your swords and march on! The battle must continue! See you all in paradise someday…’” 
 
    A deafening explosion ensued, sending body parts in all directions and his soul straight to hell, along with the rest of his slain comrades in arms. 
 
    The reporter went on, “It’s too soon to tell how many power grids were knocked offline, nationwide, but suffice it to say, it’s in the hundreds. If you haven’t lost power yet, chances are you will soon. To make matters worse, due to the mayhem following last year’s disappearances, I’m told manufacturing plants producing the parts needed to repair damaged substations are in extreme short supply.  
 
    “Until they’ve been replenished—which could take several weeks—it could leave many of us without power for many months. Much like last year, if power is lost for a considerable amount of time, with no way of pumping waste, it could lead to the spread of various diseases which could become pandemic…” 
 
    The thought of a possible Round Two overwhelmed her. She blinked tears from her eyes, “Really? As if we weren’t already on the precipice of total disaster? Now this? Damn you all!” Taking a moment to regain control of her emotions, the reporter said, “Sorry for my outburst.”  
 
    She cleared her throat, “About the only good thing in this wave after wave attack on America, is that it wasn’t an electric magnetic pulse or EMP. Had that happened…” She stopped in mid-sentence. There was no need to speculate on something that wasn’t part of the story.  
 
    Not yet, anyway…  
 
    The reporter refocused, “Much time will have to pass before the full scope of their diabolical actions fully sink in. Until then, much like last year, expect banks, supermarkets, gas stations and convenience stores in the affected areas to be closed for the foreseeable future…”  
 
    Everyone at safe house number one shook their heads in disbelief, wondering, fearing, what would happen next. They knew better than to question when it all might end.  
 
    That wouldn’t happen until Christ returned… 
 
    To further prove that point, they would soon learn that the terrorist on TV who encouraged his comrades in arms to pick up their swords and march on, had actually triggered sleeper cells with the command they’d eagerly awaited: it was time for the final part of phase four to commence: the targeting of Jewish owned businesses and interests in the U.S.  
 
    After a while, Miguel Jiminez peeled his eyes off the big screen, “Where’s Tamika?” The 37-year-old Mexican born man planned on returning to the country of his birth to manage a safe house a few miles outside of Guadalajara after the new year. He would use the skills he learned in Chadds Ford to further assist his brothers and sisters in Guadalajara. At last count, three newborns had already been born there. 
 
    In between bites of food, Dunleavey said, “Dr. Singh asked her to remain at the house…” He waited until everyone within the sound of his voice was listening to say, “Jacquelyn’s pregnant.”  
 
    On one hand, everyone was elated for the Mulrooneys. It’s what they’d both wanted and had constantly prayed for. Yet they were equally flustered. Having another expectant mother on the property—with many more to come—presented them with a whole new set of challenges.  
 
    Raising children in normal times was already difficult enough. How much more of a challenge with power out for who knew how long?  
 
    Throw in God’s remaining judgments still to come, and it was easy to understand their mounting concern. How could they possibly hide so many children from Salvador Romanero, and the outside world, under such drastically unfavorable conditions?  
 
    Mary Johnston, the former Waldorf-Astoria desk clerk, said, “So that’s why Brian never showed up for work earlier?”  
 
    Tom Dunleavey grew somber. “Not entirely.” 
 
    Mary shot him a sideways look, “What is it then?”  
 
    Sighing, he said, “He got news earlier that his sister Chelsea committed suicide…”  
 
    Mary’s eyes grew wide with panic. They quickly filled with tears, “The one we’ve been praying for?” 
 
    Tom nodded yes. “Doctor Singh asked Tamika to monitor Brian and his mother, so she could keep her scheduled appointments. As you might imagine, Sarah collapsed to the floor upon hearing the dreadful news.” 
 
    “Oh, no…” Mary Johnston covered her mouth with two gloved hands. She still remembered how fragile Sarah was when Braxton Rice drove them both from Manhattan to Chadds Ford last August.  
 
    Would this push her over the edge?  
 
    Tom lowered his head, “We need to pray for the Mulrooneys without ceasing. They’ve been through so much lately.”  
 
    “Back to work everyone!” Tony Pearsall shouted. “We only have a few hours of daylight left. Not only do we have the power outage to deal with, next week it will be bitterly cold. Having worked in both conditions, believe me when I say, there’s nothing worse than working in the frigid elements headed our way. Give me this weather any day.  
 
    “Just make sure to stay hydrated. Last thing we need is someone suffering from heat stroke. More water stations are being set up all throughout the property. If you feel faint, come back here and stand in front of the fans until you cool off. Questions?” 
 
    No one spoke up. They were still too frightened from the news on TV. This was as surreal as surreal gets!  
 
    Tony put on his hardhat, “Okay, those of you who have doctor’s or dentist’s appointments should proceed there now. For everyone else, let’s get busy. Time to double-up on our efforts!”  
 
    Since arriving in Chadds Ford, Pearsall had proven to be a take-charge kind of guy. As one of two construction foremen on site, even those not under his command were motivated by his words. The way he stepped up to the plate in Brian’s absence surprised no one.  
 
    Tom Dunleavey forced as many forks full of food down his throat as he could. He was sick to his stomach and didn’t feel like eating. But with six more hours of physical work ahead, he would need all the energy he could get. 
 
    Everyone paused a moment when the robotic bricklaying machine was turned on, and the first few bricks were laid into place. They marveled at the speed and efficiency with which it operated.  
 
    Unlike humans, it was completely undeterred by the power outage. So long as it didn’t suddenly breakdown, it flawlessly laid brick after brick with great precision, without ever skipping a beat or needing a bathroom or water break. It was impressive to say the least.  
 
    The 40 assigned to non-construction wall duty—38 minus Brian and Tamika—resumed clearing debris, uprooting plants, shrubbery and sawing small trees on the outside of the property that stood in the way of the new wall. They hoped to be finished by the end of their shift.  
 
    The dozen doctors and three dentists resumed giving physical check-ups in the old daycare center. Mindful that this might be the last time having access to their services, they hoped to examine everyone at safe house number one and prescribe proper medications to those in need, before being shipped off to the next location.  
 
    Since all medications were being kept in the daycare center until the subterranean hospital was finished, doctors and dentists worked out of the same building. Doctor Singh had the only key to the medicine cabinet. 
 
    With 76 pregnant women presently residing at safe house number one, the facilities were ample for now. But once the anticipated hundreds or thousands of infants were moved onto the property, space would be extremely limited. 
 
    Once the hospital was finished, the daycare center would be turned into one of two exercise rooms on the premises. The other would be underground. Both would be equipped with multi station workout machines, treadmills, elliptical bikes, free weights, and so on.  
 
    The general store was in the process of becoming the new laundry room facility. Washers and dryers were pulled from all cottages and would soon fill every available space of what used to be the general store. With so many washers and dryers on the property, most would be placed in storage, and would serve as replacements, as time marched on. 
 
    Relieved of all strenuous duties, to include all heavy lifting, expectant mothers cooked meals in the cafeteria, swept and mopped floors, and washed and folded clothing in the laundry room.  
 
    Meanwhile, after analyzing blueprints all morning, testing beneath the earth’s surface with ground penetrating radar, and marking a wide perimeter, the command was given for the tunnel boring machine to start digging the first 50-foot hole in the earth, at the back of the property. 
 
    To the men in charge of operating the machine, it was music to their ears. Once completed, each would have four cement floors that were connected by stairways; all three would be connected by tunnels.   
 
    The surveyor then went to the front of the property to test beneath the earth’s surface near the pool, with ground penetrating radar. A fourth hole would be dug there for two single walled fiberglass tanks for storing water.  
 
    The 70,000-gallon tank would be chemically treated and used for drinking, cooking and showering. The 30,000-gallon tank would be recycled and used for waste, which would then be circulated. Low volume flush fixtures were placed on all toilets. 
 
    New plumbing pipes would be laid connecting to the tanks.  
 
    The small sections of the maroon wooden fence that needed to come down were quickly bulldozed. The wood was stacked and placed on a flatbed truck and driven to the rear of the property, a hundred feet away from the fuel tanker, now covered with a military camouflage drape. 
 
    In this stifling heat and with so much smoke already in the atmosphere, lighting a fire was the last thing on anyone’s mind. Even living on a shaded property, it felt like the Sahara Desert in summertime.  
 
    But that would change next week when temperatures plummeted, and the wood would be needed for warmth.  
 
    The bulldozer then cleared the seven cottages that had burned to the ground on the day of the Rapture. Whatever wood could be salvaged from the rubble was added to the firewood pile out back.  
 
    Those assigned to cottage construction resumed building inner walls and adding copper fitted roofs. There were enough men and women to reconstruct ten cottages each day.  
 
    With the green slimy water drained from the pool, the men and women assigned to that task scrubbed the floor thoroughly with mops one last time, then laid a thick plastic lining to collect rainwater and snow so it could be properly treated. 
 
    As roofers resumed adding a new copper fitting to the church pavilion, others covered the hollow space above where the wooden trusses crisscrossed with a new ceiling. Once finished, the new second floor would be used to stand guard.  
 
    As much as it pained them, the cross and steeple were taken down. The canvas walls would remain in place until the robotic bricklaying machine became available and a new brick and mortar wall could be built. 
 
    With rodent traps set and the building sprayed for all other insects, those on extermination duty sprayed each cottage one by one, and all other buildings on the property. Hopefully soon, safe house number one would be rid of most insects, rats, and bee’s and wasp’s nests.  
 
    Those assigned to cafeteria duty resumed cleaning and inventorying all MREs (Meals ready to eat), canned goods and freeze-dried foods sent there by Jefferson Danforth.  
 
    With shelves stocked full of supplies, emergency backpacks were filled with jars of peanut butter, tuna fish, granola bars, bottled water, vitamins, plastic forks and knives, a change of clothing, and compact first aid kits. Once assembled by the pregnant women, teenagers strategically placed them all throughout the property.  
 
    Among all the hustle and bustle, two church services were held each day, one per shift. After the service, before sleeping, many whose shifts were over retreated to their cottages for group Bible studies, extended prayer time. Others remained in the church pavilion to monitor world events on the only available TV on the property, so they could keep those who were working abreast of any new developments. 
 
    It had only been a few days, but it was already the new normal at safe house number one, and at all other ETSM locations where large construction equipment was being used. Only now, with power lost—much of it was being done in total darkness…
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    AGENT DANIEL SULLIVAN PULLED into the massive subterranean location 50 minutes later, thankful that the back-up power was on. He turned the car engine off. “Now you’re free to speak.” 
 
    Clayton Holmes said, “You had us scared for a minute.” 
 
    “Better safe than sorry, right?”  
 
    Holmes and Braxton Rice both nodded yes.  
 
    “And don’t worry, your vehicle’s in safe keeping. It’ll be brought here later with the rest of your belongings. I managed to confiscate your laptops and mobile devices, just in case. They’re in the back of the car.  
 
    Dr. Lee Kim sighed deeply, “That’s a relief.” 
 
    “Follow me, gentlemen…”  
 
    As serious as Sullivan was before the Rapture, mostly due to his job, he was infinitely more serious nowadays. Unlike all other visits to this place, they weren’t blindfolded as they descended 300 feet beneath the earth’s surface on the stealthy elevator.  
 
    Getting off, Agent Sullivan said, “Whatever you do, don’t address him as Mister President. President Ashford always does that, much to his chagrin. Last time Danforth scolded him by saying, ‘You’re the President now, Everett. Please stop calling me by that name!’” 
 
    Travis Hartings massaged his left wrist, which still hurt from the handcuffs being fastened too tightly. “What should we call him then?” 
 
    Sullivan said, “Sir or Jefferson. Just not Mister President. Besides, Ashford’s been acting in full executive authority ever since Air Force One went down, to ensure the continuity of government, what’s left of it, anyway. Now that his death has been made official, the swearing in is the next step in the process. But don’t worry, fellas, Ashford’s on our side.” 
 
    They reached Jefferson Danforth’s personal underground quarters.  
 
    Agent Sullivan knocked on the door. “Enter…” 
 
    The room was dimly lit. Not counting the glare generated by the television, only one light was on.  
 
    Clayton Holmes took one look at Jefferson and had to momentarily look away. His facial bones had pushed through his skin; his eye sockets were hollow, distant, hopeless, as if his insides had been carved out.  
 
    He looked completely unglued, lying on a couch wearing gray sweatpants, slippers and a white t-shirt. He had a few days of gray razor stubble on his face, which, for the first time in his life, made him look older than his actual age of 59. A year ago, Jefferson looked ten years younger than that, at least that much!  
 
    It’s not that he expected to look the same after his tenure as President ended. He was quite mindful that, even in relatively calm times, the daily pressure accompanying being POTUS was so intense that photographs taken of American Presidents after their terms were up, displayed faces so aged, it looked as if 20 years had passed instead of just four or eight.  
 
    A year ago, Jefferson vainly thought he might be the one to defy the odds and still look fresh at the end of his term. He was wrong. The first three years as America’s highest civil servant had been fairly-kind to his face. There was definite aging to be sure, but nothing like now.  
 
    It was as if he’d aged 20 years since the Rapture, with five of those years passing upon hearing that his wife had been killed.  
 
    It sickened him to be thinking such ridiculous thoughts at a time like this. King Solomon was right; it’s all vanity!  
 
    If going from citizen to President was a big deal, Jefferson Danforth was learning firsthand just how difficult it was transitioning back from President to citizen, especially when presumed dead. Though technically he was still President, no one knew it. Given the new climate, he was relieved to no longer be Commander-in-Chief. He was too worn out. 
 
    He glanced up at his guests, “They announced shortly before you arrived that my funeral will be held sometime next week.” 
 
    Holmes greeted his friend with a comforting hug. He felt him quaking inside. No words were spoken. How does one reply to such a bizarre notion? 
 
    Clayton released his grip when a broadcaster said, “We will now take you to the swearing in of Vice President Ashford…” 
 
    Everett Ashford stood next to the Chief Justice. “Repeat after me…” 
 
    “I do solemnly swear that I will faithfully execute the office of the President of the United States…” 
 
    Ashford repeated it.  
 
    “And will to the best of my ability, preserve, protect and defend…”  
 
    Ashford repeated it. 
 
    “The Constitution of the United States...” 
 
    Ashford repeated it.  
 
    Jefferson Danforth sighed, “That’s that, then…” 
 
    “Congratulations, Mister President,” the U.S. Chief Justice declared, to Everett Ashford, solemnly, evenly, extending his right hand to shake the new President’s.  
 
    He quickly pulled it back when Everett Ashford shouted, “So help me God!” despite that those four words had been stricken from the oath.  
 
    The Chief Justice wanted to remark, “You know better than to say that,” or “To whom are you referring?” 
 
    Instead, the two men exchanged strained smiles before breaking eye contact for the cameras. Their smiles quickly went to full beam as the world watched; some of the world, anyway.  
 
    Different from most other Presidential oath-takings was that it wasn’t repeated on the steps of Congress, with throngs of citizens crowding the national mall. With power out in most U.S. cities, more foreigners watched than Americans.  
 
    But even if Americans could watch on TV, the ratings still would have been dismal. With an administration steeped in turmoil, and a new election cycle fast approaching, few people cared.  
 
    The last time the oath was taken away from Congress was when Lyndon Johnson was sworn in on board Air Force One the day President Kennedy was assassinated back in 1963.  
 
    Nearly four years ago, when Everett Ashford was sworn in as V.P. on the steps of Congress, he took the oath in front of multitudes of citizens. Millions more watched on TV and online.  
 
    Back then, America was unquestionably the world’s main superpower. The economy was thriving. Inflation and unemployment were low. And more than 300,000,000 citizens lived within its borders.  
 
    Unlike now. Everything was different.  
 
    In less than a year, the populace had shrunken to below 100,000,000; the economy kept worsening and inflation was so high it could no longer be managed or measured. The many things he and Jefferson Danforth had worked so hard for—things that helped cement what once was a strained relationship between them—was gone.  
 
    With these grim statistics marinating in his mind, President Ashford was thankful he was sworn in at the White House, with only a handful of people in the room. Even so, his breathing was so labored at times, he almost couldn’t finish taking the oath.  
 
    This penned-up anxiety went far beyond the fear of inheriting a country that was a mere skeleton of what it once was. In fact, the full weight of the White House bearing down on him paled in comparison to the crushing weight placed on his shoulders, from the secret he was keeping from the American people, and the entire world, for that matter… 
 
    Of the countless secrets American Presidents had kept from the people they governed, this one was so scandalous, if it ever came to light, not only would Everett Ashford’s Presidency of just a few short minutes be instantly voided, chances were good he would be handcuffed and carted off to jail on conspiracy charges. Or worse…  
 
    Hence, the dour expression on his face. Then again, he never wanted this job in the first place, especially knowing what was still to come. As a Christian, Everett Ashford knew what role he had to play as President, and to whom he needed to commit his loyalty in these uncertain times.  
 
    Having been intimately involved with his predecessor when the counter shadow government was put in place—a government he’d spent the past ten days dismantling as per Jefferson Danforth’s orders—President Ashford would follow in his steps by offering his ongoing support to the End Times Salvation Movement, to the best of his ability.  
 
    Had it not been for helping his brothers and sisters in the faith, Ashford would have respectfully declined the dubious honor and let the Speaker of the House become the nation’s next President.  
 
    Clarence Bannister’s untimely death changed everything. In a country steadily coming apart at the seams, little media coverage was given when the Speaker of the House died of a heart attack on the day terrorists set many American cities ablaze. 
 
    Strangely enough, his death wasn’t announced until a few days later.  
 
    Whereas Bannister and Danforth shared similar political viewpoints, the new House Speaker, Lois Cipriano, stood diametrically opposed to his vision of a better America. Not only was she one of his greatest political foes, she was a strong supporter of Salvador Romanero and was totally committed to helping him usher in a New World Order.  
 
    In President Ashford’s brief address from the Oval Office, instead of talking about new policies or changes he wanted implemented, or honoring Jefferson Danforth, he adjusted himself in the chair he wished he wasn’t presently occupying and came straight to the point…  
 
    “As Commander-in-Chief, my main task is to make sure our nation is secure. With America under attack once again, my undivided attention must be given to this most pressing matter. I’ve already been briefed on the situation and hope to update you just as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Until I’ve been assured the threat has ended, I will hold off on choosing a Vice President at this time. Had Clarence Bannister still been alive, there would be no need to wait. He would have been my choice. At any rate, I hope to make my decision later today, after things calm down a bit…”  
 
    What Ashford didn’t say, couldn’t say, was he would seek Danforth’s opinion regarding National Security Adviser Nelson Casanieves and Joint Chief of Staff, William Messersmith. Both men had proven to be trusted friends, allies, colleagues, and brothers in Christ.  
 
    One of them would be the next Vice President. Or so he thought… 
 
    Out of respect for the man he was replacing, he wanted to honor his fallen Commander in Chief, by highlighting President Danforth’s many accomplishments which greatly benefitted the country under his leadership before the disappearances. But if he did, his words would have surely fallen on deaf ears. Not only that, he had a crisis on his hands. 
 
    Since he couldn’t speak about Jefferson Danforth, he would speak for him. As one last favor to him, the last words President Ashford uttered publicly before retreating to the Situation Room to change the nuclear codes in the football briefcase were, “My fellow citizens: Keep fighting the Good fight. Pray for me as I pray for you. God is with us.”  
 
    This was to assure ETSM members worldwide that the new American President was with them, much like his predecessor had been. Even if they couldn’t hear his remark in real time, word would eventually spread.  
 
    At that, President Ashford shook hands again with the Chief Justice before the two men parted company.  
 
    America’s highest and most decorated judge left the White House shaking his head in disgust… 
 
      
 
    WHAT WASN’T MENTIONED IN Ashford’s brief inauguration speech—if it could be called that—was what sort of military action would be taken against countries responsible for the wave after wave of attacks on America, which started on Universal Children’s Day.  
 
    This didn’t sit well with many in the U.S. armed forces, or the grassroots organization that met twice underground with President Danforth and ETSM members—the American Freedom Keepers group.  
 
    Comprised mostly of military personnel—both active and retired—these men and women still believed America could remain the superpower of the world. They were still willing to fight and die, if necessary, to keep the United States a sovereign nation.  
 
    But only if they acted now! If not, their country would be forever lost.  
 
    During Ashford’s address, they waited for him to declare war on those responsible for the recent attacks on America. Yet, like the rest of the spineless weasels in Washington, he remained silent on the issue. It was their inaction in the first place that caused numerous power grids to be knocked offline, thrusting most of the country into darkness.  
 
    America’s truest twenty-first century patriots were sick and tired of the decision makers in D.C. and their overall inaction. They were already forming militias and demanding full access to America’s military arsenals—to include nuclear weaponry—so they could retaliate.  
 
    Their demands always fell on deaf ears. To say they were incensed by this was an understatement. They wanted blood! 
 
    But not everyone from those two groups was in vengeance mode. The more vocal their leaders became, and the more they posted threatening verbal assaults online against their government, and Salvador Romanero, the more frightened they were for their lives, especially after fellow members started disappearing.  
 
    After becoming Christ followers, all were shown in dreams that, even despite their very best efforts, they couldn’t protect America from the antichrist of the Bible, and his massive global coalition.  
 
    Thinking they could defeat him militarily, was a total waste of precious time, energy and emotion. 
 
    Upon quietly disassociating themselves from the AFK, all started having dreams about the End Times Salvation Movement… 
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    AT 7 P.M., EVERYONE at safe house number one gathered at the dimly lit cafeteria and stood in line for dinner. Much like at the church pavilion, high velocity industrial fans were placed at the four corners and turned on full blast to help push the steamy air outside the building that had accumulated inside.  
 
    With the ventilation units not working, due to the power outage, the inside air temp was a tick below 100 degrees, ten degrees hotter than the outside temperature. Since most working the second shift were the first in the chow line, they took their meals to the church pavilion. With the canvas walls rolled up and the sun now down, it was much cooler there.  
 
    This left everyone else to cope with the heat in the cafeteria. It was so stuffy inside that many sat on the ground outside to eat. 
 
    All in all, it was a productive day thus far at safe house number one, despite the many setbacks. It was grueling, but knowing they would be responsible for protecting many children in the coming months, everyone kept pushing until they’d broken through that layer of fatigue they all felt at the outset, allowing them to tap into tremendous amounts of energy they never knew they had.  
 
    That energy was now depleted. Hopefully it was funneled to everyone working on the second shift.  
 
    But the first shift didn’t come without a few injuries. Thankfully, most were minor cuts and bruises. But one man needed stitches and a tetanus shot after a rusty nail tore into his upper arm while stacking wood from the section of the old maroon fence that was torn down.  
 
    There were also a few quarrels. The first was between two high-strung construction workers assigned to changing the old general store daycare center into a laundry facility. One man kept bickering and became quite argumentative at times, saying the other guy didn’t know what he was doing. Had they not been separated and assigned to other tasks they surely would have come to blows. 
 
    Another frustrated worker assigned to adding copper-fitting to cottage rooftops, kept complaining that they were working too hard and questioned the point of building things that would only be destroyed again. He understood the wall and even the holes being dug, but according to him, everything else was way over the top. 
 
    A tattoo-laden construction worker, having grown weary of his constant complaining tried reasoning with him, “You think this is bad? Before the Rapture, I set up stages for rock and roll concerts. It would sometimes take forty-eight hours to construct, only to be torn down after a three-hour concert. Then we’d travel to the next city and do it all over again. Talk about futile!” 
 
    Perhaps it was due to the unbearable heat, but what was meant to encourage him only amplified the situation. Wiping stinging sweat from his eyes, the 40-year-old recovering heroin addict became even more belligerent. He snapped, “When I want your opinion, I’ll ask for it!”  
 
    “Calm down, brother,” Shamus Harmon said, empathetically, “he’s only trying to help…”  
 
    Harmon was from Boston. His family of eight was reduced to five on the day of the Rapture. He lost a son, two daughters, and four grandchildren. All had left the Catholic Church before the disappearances. After slowly piecing it together, Shamus repented of his sinful lifestyle. Once his wife, two sons and daughter did the same, they left the Catholic church and eventually ended up in Chadds Ford.  
 
    The Harmons were only one of three complete families living at safe house number one. All were in the construction business.  
 
    “Say, wasn’t it strong Irish hands that built the Titanic last century?” 
 
    The sarcasm in his voice caused Harmon to stiffen up, “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “Look where it ended up—at the bottom of the ocean!” 
 
    Harmon’s face reddened even more than it already was due to the unrelenting heat. “What’s that got to do with anything?” 
 
    He grew irritated, “Nothing. Just not interested in your opinion.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Shamus poked his finger into the man’s sweaty chest.  
 
    Both men stood on the cottage roof and dropped their tools. Shoulders squared back—they raised their hands in combat. Harmon was in his mid-sixties, but he was still quite strong. Mostly out of pride, he never backed down from a fight. 
 
    A female construction worker building secondary walls on the same cottage yelled up to them, “Knock it off, guys! Have you forgotten the millions of Christ followers who haven’t had dreams and are living in homes frightened for their lives every minute of every day, including adolescents, teenagers and perhaps even pregnant women?” 
 
    Wiping sweat from her brow, the woman from Texas went on, “Jeez, we still don’t know the full effect the earthquakes have had on the agricultural industry, but it’s only gonna get worse. As many of our fellow believers struggle to find food to eat, we’re fed farm fresh meals each day, at least for now. 
 
    “How much worse when they’re forced to fend for themselves living in tunnels beneath cities knowing what’s still coming? I’m sure they’d give anything to trade places with us and have the kind of protection we have. I still remember how I felt before I had dreams. Do you?” 
 
    When neither responded, she squinted up at them and said, “My goodness, grow up! You’re not the only two dealing with the heat and sore backs. We all are! Keep things in perspective and find a way to get along, despite it all!” 
 
    The burly man with beefy paws who started it shrugged his shoulders and sighed, “You’re right. I’m sorry. I was out of line.” Then to Harmon, “Are we cool?”  
 
    Shamus nodded yes. The two men fist bumped. That put an end to the argument. Harmon, a man who was known to never back down from a fight in the past quoted Romans 7:19 from memory, ‘For I do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing.’”  
 
    “I heard that!” the now at peace agitator had said. 
 
    Shamus said, “Thank You, Lord, for bringing my family to this place. I’m so grateful! Please protect our brothers and sisters out there from any and all danger they may be facing.” 
 
    Everyone who heard him shouted, “Amen.” 
 
    From that time on, they sang praise and worship songs to the Lord, thus showing the Spirit at work within them, even despite themselves.  
 
    After dinner and evening prayer, before the second shift began, Tom Dunleavey addressed everyone in the darkened church pavilion, on behalf of Brian Mulrooney. “I know everyone’s tired, so this won’t take long. For those of you who may not know, we have another expectant resident among us. Jacquelyn learned earlier that she is pregnant.”  
 
    Smiles quickly faded when Tom lowered his head, “I also have bad news to share. Brian got word earlier today that his sister committed suicide. As you can imagine, he’s in a very bad way.” 
 
    Tom cleared his throat, “Sorry to inconvenience some of you, but due to the power outage, we’ll be closing half the cottages to save on fuel, batteries, and on generator use. For the next two nights, each cottage will house eight occupants instead of four. If power isn’t restored by then, half of the remaining cottages will be shut down and those still open will house sixteen occupants each.  
 
    “If it’s still out after that, which we have reason to believe it will be, only fifty cottages will remain open, housing roughly twenty occupants each. From there, it will keep dwindling down until there are twenty-five cottages sleeping forty occupants each.  
 
    “Tight quarters, I know. At the outset, residents were supposed to be assigned specific cottages based entirely on compatibility test results. But among the constant mayhem, everything keeps changing. Until we know who is best suited to live together, please do your best to remain patient.” 
 
    On the big screen above and behind Tom was a map of safe house number one showing all 263 cottages. Green check marks covered those that would remain open. Those with red “X” marks would be shut down. Arrows connected cottages now closed to those that would remain open, making it easy for those being reassigned to know where to proceed.  
 
    “If you’re presently in a cottage that will be closing, I’ll ask you to pack your personal belongings after we finish here and report to the new cottage to which you’ve been assigned. As much as we’d love to bunch all cottages together, for security purposes, we need to remain spread all throughout the property.  
 
    “You may need to use your phone flashlights to help you find your way in the darkness. For those of you not being reassigned, before going to sleep, please help prepare your cottages for newcomers. Fold-up cots will be left outside for you to bring inside.  
 
    “Whatever you do, don’t grow too attached to your assigned cottages. Chances are you may be the next to relocate. Should be interesting…”  
 
    When Tom was finished, Meera Singh spoke, “I want you all to know starting tomorrow, Tamika will be our new resident nurse in training…” 
 
    Tamika had her mouth stretched in a yawn; her eyes grew wide; she tilted her head and shot Meera a confused look, as if to say, “Come again?!”  
 
    Dr. Singh said, “I know this comes as a surprise, but how many times have you told me about your lifelong desire to become a nurse? Here’s your big chance! When the doctors and nurses leave in a few weeks, I’ll also serve as resident dentist until I can be replaced. I already can’t keep up with my many patients. I’ll need all the help I can get.” 
 
    “What about my daily chores?” Despite that she was bone-tired after a backbreaking 12-hour shift in the blazing heat, and heartbroken for Brian over his sister’s suicide, she was raring to go. 
 
    “You are hereby relieved of all other duties. Tomorrow you’ll report directly to me. I’ll assign you to one of the nurses so you can begin your on-the-job training. When you’re not busy performing your duties, you can spend the rest of your free time studying medical books and watching videos taken in operating rooms, which I’ll provide for you.”  
 
    An eruption of adrenaline flowed inside Tamika. Her lifelong dream was coming true after all. She stood more erectly, as if just being called into military service, “I’m ready, doctor.”  
 
    “That’s great. Once the medical staff leaves, as the only nurse on the property, you’ll be on call twenty-four, seven, until others can join us. Do you accept the terms?”  
 
    Tamika nodded yes. It was like music to her ears.  
 
    “Very good then. Welcome aboard, my sister. In fact, since safe house number one will soon be full of pregnant women, I’ve been advised from the top of the organization to ask anyone having an interest in the medical field to see me tomorrow. But I must warn that if you volunteer your services, not only will you always be on call, you may be asked to travel to other safehouses to assist, if ever needed.” 
 
    “I’m willing,” said Mary Johnston, raising her hand.  
 
    Meera Singh nodded her appreciation. “Anyone else interested come see me after breakfast tomorrow, and we’ll get started. Finally, before we sleep tonight, everyone capable will be required to donate a pint of blood. Your participation will be greatly appreciated.”  
 
    Another chart was shown on the big screen. It looked very bright in an otherwise near-darkened pavilion. 
 
    “Now, if you’ll divert your attention to the chart behind me, you’ll see a list of who can and cannot donate blood. This is intended mostly for the new residents. Everyone else has already been through this drill. We’re going to need all the help we can get.” 
 
    Meera paused a moment then went on, “Instead of reading them to you, to save time, let me just say that if you have the flu, please hold off until the symptoms are gone. Even if you feel better, but you’re still taking antibiotics, you must wait. The presence of the illness or infection requiring the antibiotic may be transmitted through the blood. 
 
    “Pregnant women may not give blood, as there may be medical risks to the mother and baby during this time. For blood cancers, such as leukemia or lymphoma, a person may not donate blood. Being positive for the AIDS or hepatitis viruses also rules you out as a blood donor.” 
 
    Dr. Singh looked out at everyone. “Does anyone have questions?” 
 
    “Can diabetics donate blood?” 
 
    “Yes, so long as your insulin syringe is used only by you. Even those of you with high or low cholesterol can donate. But if you have a low level of iron (hematocrit) in your blood, it may temporarily prevent you from donating. This is for your safety. Any more questions?” 
 
    When no one spoke up, Meera glanced at Tamika in the darkness, “If you’re not too tired, your first assignment as resident nurse in training can be to help us draw blood from everyone on the first shift.” 
 
    Tamika beamed, “I’m not tired…” If Isaac could see me now… 
 
    Meera shot Tamika a grateful smile, “Very good then.” 
 
    “Now, if you’ll excuse us, Tom and I have a staff meeting to attend…” 
 
    At that, Tom Dunleavey and Meera Singh went back to the main house to check on the Mulrooneys before retreating to the basement for a staff meeting with Clayton Holmes and Travis Hartings…
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    MEERA SINGH CALLED TRAVIS Hartings on Brian Mulrooney’s Sat-phone. After two rings, Travis answered from the underground location in northern Virginia where Jefferson Danforth was hiding. “Hey Brian…” 
 
    “It’s Meera. Brian’s not here. Tom Dunleavey and Tony Pearsall are with me.” 
 
    “Where’s Brian?”  
 
    Tom Dunleavey said, “Upstairs with Jacquelyn and Sarah…” 
 
    “Is everything okay there?”  
 
    Meera sighed, “Brian’s sister committed suicide.” 
 
    “What?!” Travis shouted, not wanting to believe it.  
 
    “He got word shortly after you left this morning. He asked us to call you He’s a mess. Sarah too. She collapsed after hearing the news.” 
 
    “Oh, man! Please extend our condolences to him and Jacquelyn. Sarah too. Tell them we’re praying for them.” 
 
    “That’s not all—Jacquelyn’s pregnant.” 
 
    Clayton Holes said, “So that makes seventy-six there?” 
 
    Meera said, “Yes, Clayton. Did you lose power at the cabin?”  
 
    “Probably. We never made it there. That’s all I can say for now. But don’t worry, we’re safe. Safe as can be, anyway.” 
 
    Hartings said, “Tony, how’d the first shift go without power?”  
 
    “Thankfully, we managed to stay on schedule. The new wall’s roughly five percent completed. And the first hole’s roughly a third of the way dug. The seven burned cottages have been bulldozed. Once the debris’ cleared away, we’ll rebuild. All things considered, not bad.” 
 
    “Not bad at all…” Hartings said. “Quite impressive, Tony…” 
 
    “Generator-powered flood lights were just set up underground for workers on the second shift. Conveyor belts are being set up underground so the unearthed soil can be lifted to the surface. If all goes well, we hope to have the first hole dug three days from now.  
 
    Pearsall cleared his throat, “Because it’s so far underground, chemicals will be added to the cement to make it harden more quickly. Once it cures, we’ll spend one shift leveling the ground floor.  
 
    “After that, even if it isn’t completely level, cement will be poured, and vertical beams will be set in place. The robotic bricklaying machine will be brought underground each night to build brick walls. Doing it at night will greatly minimize the noise.”  
 
    “We agree. Perfection isn’t the goal. It all comes down to speed and efficiency. Thanks for the update. Brother Tom?”  
 
    Tom Dunleavey said, “Half the cottages are being closed and members are being reassigned even as we speak.” 
 
    “Very good.”  
 
     “Praise God, there were no security breaches or unwanted visitors. Truth be told, when power was lost, in the back of my mind, I thought perhaps locals were on to us. Glad my thinking was wrong.” Tom sighed, “But there is something I’d like to briefly discuss, if I may…” 
 
    Clayton Holmes said, “Go on, Tom.” 
 
    “I’m concerned about the constant bickering among some of our members. Much of it is just that: bickering. But a handful of men had to be separated earlier to prevent from coming to blows.”  
 
    “We share your concern,” Holmes said. “There have been altercations at many of our big construction locations.”  
 
    Tom frowned, “I know the heat’s partly to blame for it. At least at this location. But what concerns me is that it’s happening aboveground. How much worse will it get when we’re forced underground for extended periods of time, or even for good?” 
 
    “Let’s face it, some humans are wired to live underground indefinitely, completely cut off from the rest of the world. Others can survive for many weeks in isolation before feeling claustrophobic.  
 
    “For the rest of us, the trauma of knowing we can never return aboveground will surely cause meltdowns for some. It won’t take much to trigger some of our more high-strung individuals. A simple bout of boredom or even eating the same foods over and over again could potentially cause us trouble.”   
 
    Travis interjected, “We’re one step ahead of you, Tom.”  
 
    “So, what are you suggesting?” 
 
    “Detention rooms will be constructed at all locations, for those who are out of control and need to cool off before being returned to the general population. There will be separate holding rooms for men and women.”  
 
    “You mean like jails?”  
 
    “Yes. At your location, it will be in the third subterranean dwelling place. But here’s the difference: each room will be fitted with comfortable chairs and beds where they can pray and read the Bible. The walls will be soft colored with LED screens projecting pleasant sceneries and Bible quotations to hopefully prevent those sent there from going stir crazy.”  
 
    “What if that doesn’t help? Will we need judges to hear disputes? Is this how Christians should treat one another?” 
 
    Holmes jumped in, “For the survival of everyone else, yes! Try to big picture it, Tom. All it would take is one person having a meltdown and it’ll be enough to potentially cause unwanted attention from outsiders.” 
 
    “I see your point, Clayton.” 
 
    “Very Good…”  
 
    When they were finished, Travis said, “Meera?”  
 
    “There were a few on the job injuries. Thankfully, most were minor.” 
 
     Hartings said, “Praise God for that!”  
 
    “Indeed. After we lost electricity, it took a while to get organized. But we still managed to examine more than a hundred residents.”  
 
    Travis Hartings whistled through his teeth. “Impressive…” 
 
    “Even more impressive was that our three dentists were able to treat thirty-seven patients. But after the anesthetic lidocaine wore off, some requested stronger medication. They were given extra strength Tylenol and told to cope with the pain. Some weren’t too happy about that…” 
 
    Meera pursed her lips together then sighed, “I’ve read their profiles. I know some battled serious addictions prior to the Rapture. I pray they don’t relapse and become addicted to opioids again. High stress and tension are key triggers for many who relapse.  
 
    “We had plenty of both today. Even some who never battled drug addiction are complaining that extra strength Tylenol isn’t strong enough for their pain and muscle aches. I can’t tell you how many people have gone to hospitals with broken arms and have left as drug addicts.  
 
    “As the only person on the property with keys to the medicine cabinet, I pray someone doesn’t strongarm me at some point and force me to open it against my wishes.”  
 
    Travis said, “This is why we must trust the dreams they had, Doctor. We can never lose sight that those who are with us are here because God sent them to us. We can’t expect perfection from them. We all fall short. This inner battle will continue until the day we die. For those getting out of line, that’s what the detention rooms will be for until they calm down.” 
 
    Clayton sensed hesitation in Meera’s voice. “What is it, Doctor?” 
 
    “As you already know from past discussions, gentlemen, it won’t be long before the Global Community medical staff becomes aware that many of their pregnant patients suddenly stopped showing up for their doctors’ appointments. What happens when word gets back to Romanero that some of his precious expectant mothers have gone missing?” 
 
     Clayton scratched his head, “No doubt he’ll move Heaven and Earth to find them. If found, he’ll want to know why they refused the top-notch care he was providing. He’ll also demand to know whose care they were in, if not the care of GC medical doctors. Perhaps he already knows…”  
 
    Dr. Singh sighed, “With so many of them living in our safehouses, worldwide, will it lead the enemy to us at some point? They already have complete DNA profiles on record of every patient; they’ve had it since birth. All it would take is one positive DNA hit to be traced back to one of our locations, and authorities will storm in and arrest everyone living there. Or worse. This frightens me to no end.” 
 
    Clayton interjected, “Once again, Doctor, we share your concern.” 
 
    “Lastly, not to keep bugging you, gentlemen, but my biggest concern remains unchanged: if we can’t gain access to more medicines and medical supplies promised to us by our top supplier before his death, how can I, or any doctor or nurse, properly treat our patients?”  
 
    Like all other ETSM members, Meera knew not to mention Jefferson Danforth’s name under any circumstance or location by city.  
 
    Meera Singh frowned, “I have ample supplies for now. But with more than seventy diabetics and hundreds with hypertension and high blood pressure, not to mention a handful of cancer patients, it won’t be long before we run out of insulin, blood pressure medication and chemo.  
 
    “And that’s just for starters. Many have heart and lung conditions. What happens when the oxygen and nitrogen tanks run out, or the defibrillator machines and ventilation breathing machines stop working? Then, there are our three wheelchair-bound residents. Whenever I look at them, I’m reminded of just how dire our situation really is...  
 
    “And that’s not the only concern I have. In this constant flurry of activity, what if after my colleagues leave, someone accidentally cuts off a finger, toe, or a limb. I’m a doctor, not a surgeon. And what if someone eventually needs a blood transfusion? We don’t have the proper equipment to administer it.” Meera sighed frustration, “I could go on…”  
 
    Travis glanced at Clayton. Perhaps it was due to the oppressive heat and the loss of power, but neither had ever heard Meera talk so frantically.  
 
    “Should we tell her?”  
 
    Holmes nodded yes. They knew she could be trusted.  
 
    “He’s alive, Meera!”  
 
    Meera Singh let out a loud gasp. “What? How?” 
 
    Travis looked at his watch. “Everything that’s been promised to us, and so much more, is being held in safe keeping until we can get to it. That’s all we can tell you for now.”  
 
    Relief flooded the ETSM doctor’s soul. “Finally, some good news!”  
 
    “For now, aside from telling Brian, Jacquelyn and Tamika, no one else can know, including your colleagues. In time, they’ll know.” 
 
    “I won’t tell a soul, gentlemen, only those you’ve asked me to.” 
 
    “Tell Tom and Tony the same.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    “Let’s talk again tomorrow night. Until then, stay safe and always remain vigilant.” 
 
    “You too, gentlemen.” 
 
    The call ended. 
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    THE NEXT DAY 
 
      
 
    “MITZI’S DELI…” 
 
    “Hey, Craig, it’s Brian…” This isn’t going to be easy.  
 
    Craig Rubin stared blankly at the phone. Brian was the last person he expected, wanted, to hear from. Had it not been for Chelsea’s suicide, he would have slammed the phone down the moment he heard Brian’s voice. “I heard about your sister. Sorry.”  
 
    “How’d you find out?” Brian’s voice was hoarse from so much crying. He should have been out working with everyone on the first shift but, much like Sarah, he couldn’t find the strength to get out of bed. After never missing a day, this was his second in a row. 
 
    “Your father forwarded the video to me. After just a few seconds, I couldn’t watch anymore. I nearly puked.” 
 
     Brian started weeping, “Still can’t believe she’s gone. I’m devastated.” 
 
    “She’ll be greatly missed…” 
 
    After a few sniffles, Brian said, “Anyway, when I heard Muslim terrorists were targeting Jewish-owned businesses and interests in America, I wanted to make sure your family was okay.” 
 
    “We’re fine,” Craig said, flatly. Former childhood friend or not, Rubin wasn’t comfortable talking to a wanted criminal. “Wish I could say the same for our restaurants. Their scare tactics are really working.” 
 
    “Did you lose power too?” 
 
    “Yeah, but even before that, business was way down. People are too afraid to eat out now, especially at Jewish eateries. Just as we were slowly recovering from the big hit we took after the Universal Children’s Day explosions, this happens.  
 
    Craig sighed, “For the first time since we opened our doors, we’re forced to close all three delis. Just had a staff meeting. I advised my employees not to return until power’s been restored. Who knows when that will be? Had to throw away so much food before it spoils.”  
 
    “I’m sure your customers will miss going there. Can’t tell you how much I miss your coffee and cheesecake…”  
 
    “Are you saying it’s not as good in Pennsylvania?”  
 
    Brian gulped hard and stared blankly at the ceiling. The way Craig said it, it was like he knew his exact location in the Keystone State. Would he record the call and forward it to the authorities afterward? If so, it wouldn’t be the first time. It was a sobering thought. 
 
    “By the way, how’s my father?” 
 
    “Isn’t that something I should be asking you? Jeez, man, how do you think he’s doing after just losing his daughter to suicide?!” The question irritated him. Craig wanted to add, “If you were a real man, you’d call him yourself and ease his burden by telling him where you and your mother are hiding! But you’re not a real man; you’re a coward!”  
 
    But since he was mourning his kid sister’s death, Rubin bit his tongue, “I’m concerned for your father. I’ve left numerous messages, but he hasn’t replied to any of them. Even when he sent the video, there was no message from him. Soon as everyone leaves, I’ll check on him on my way home…” 
 
    Brian sighed. “I appreciate that, Craig. Life sure has been difficult for him lately.” Brian’s voice dripped of despair. 
 
    Yeah, because of you! Rubin thought.  
 
    “If you see him, could you please let me know how he is?”  
 
    “Hmm…” Seriously? 
 
    There was an awkward pause in the conversation. Brian tried not to take Craig’s sarcasm personally. It was time to change the topic. “So, what are your thoughts on what’s happening in Israel?” 
 
    “Did they lose power too?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I’m talking about how God’s supernaturally protecting the Holy Land. It’s amazing…” 
 
    Rubin’s eyes scanned the darkened restaurant. “Yeah, well, as you so eloquently stated in the letter you wrote me, we Jews are Yahweh’s chosen people, right Brian?”  
 
    Brian ignored his arrogant tone, “Isn’t it fascinating how God’s Two Witnesses can breathe fire out of their mouths? Frankly, it blows my mind.”  
 
    “God’s Witnesses?! Oh, you mean the two lunatics who are causing so much trouble with their bogus magic tricks?  
 
    “Do you have any idea how hated they are among the Jews? Almost as much as the Muslim terrorists trying to kill us! I don’t have to be religious to know they’re false prophets.” 
 
    “Not all Jews think that way, Craig.” 
 
    Craig’s patience was at an end. “Listen, Brian, I don’t care how long we were friends. For the last time, I’m not interested in being preached at, especially from someone on the run from the cops.”  
 
    Rubin snorted, “Tell you what: you and Tamika turn yourselves in and I’ll visit you both in prison. Then we can have a religious debate if you want. Until then, please leave me alone!” 
 
    “Sure wish you didn’t feel that way, Craig…” 
 
    “Well, I do! I’ve accepted this new world for what it is and plan to make the most of it. I suggest you do the same. The first step is to turn yourself in and face the music. This way, your mother can return home to your father where she belongs. It’s the least you can do for all the hell you’ve put them through, your father especially. Now more than ever, they need each other. You owe it to them to do the right thing.”  
 
    “Mom made the choice on her own, Craig, when she became a Christ follower…” 
 
    “If you say so!”  
 
    “I pray you’ll make the same decision, before it’s too late. Pop too.” 
 
    “Stop proselytizing me! I don’t want your prayers. If I’m killed by Muslims because I’m a Jew, that’s my problem, Brian, not yours! Feel free to listen to those two wackos in Jerusalem all you want! I want nothing to do with them, or your Jesus, for that matter! Leave me alone!”  
 
    As if on cue, before Craig Rubin could end the call, an old Chevy van with no side windows pulled up to Mitzi’s Deli. Before it even came to a complete stop, someone wearing a thobe jumped out the passenger side door and stormed the deli shouting at the top of his lungs in Arabic.  
 
    The Middle Eastern man didn’t have a gun or knife in his hands. But what made Craig fearful was the sheer hatred in his eyes. It nearly caused Rubin’s heart to stop beating in his chest.  
 
    Suddenly, the man clung to what looked like a detonator strapped to his body at the waist.  
 
    Rubin dropped the phone and raced toward the man as quickly as he could to try and disengage him. But it was too late.  
 
    The last words Craig Rubin heard on this side of eternity were, “Allahu Akbar!”  
 
    Brian heard the deafening explosion and pried the phone away from his left ear. He shook his head to hopefully silence the ringing in his ears. It didn’t work. He panicked, “Craig? Are you there? Are you okay?” 
 
    There was no reply… 
 
    Brian sent a text message to Tamika: Come to the house quickly!  
 
    He climbed out of bed and went downstairs. Jacquelyn was on the living room couch, praying on the phone with her Michigan pastor, Jim Simonton, after informing him of Chelsea’s suicide and of her pregnancy. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Tamika to appear. Cocoa was at the front door waiting for her. She scooped her up with her right hand and pet her fur. 
 
    Brian was fumbling with his phone trying to obtain a feed to a local New York City news channel, using portable Wi-fi that was linked to a dedicated satellite Jefferson Danforth had set up for the ETSM; his hands couldn’t stop shaking.  
 
    “Brian, are you okay?” 
 
    “Craig’s dead...”  
 
    Normally, Tamika would cover her mouth with her hands after hearing tragic news like this. But too much had happened; she was desensitized to it all. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I was on the phone with him a few moments ago.” 
 
    Tamika shot Brian a curious look which quickly turned into full-blown shock. “Come again?” 
 
    “After hearing terrorists were bombing Jewish businesses, I wanted to make sure he was okay. Suddenly there was this loud explosion.” 
 
    “At the restaurant?” 
 
    Brian nodded grimly.  
 
    Tamika put Cocoa on the floor. “Think he survived?”  
 
    “Seriously doubt it. All we can do is hope and pray.”  
 
    It didn’t take long for their worst suspicions to be confirmed… 
 
    A reporter spoke, “I’m standing in front of what used to be Mitzi’s world-famous Jewish Delicatessen, in midtown Manhattan. I can now confirm the dozens of blasts rocking the city an hour ago, were intended for Jewish-owned businesses. Similar explosions have rocked all major U.S. cities. All were caused by homicide bombers. It’s feared no one inside the restaurant behind me survived the explosion.” 
 
    Tamika lowered her head and started weeping.  
 
    Before the Graveyard Incident, Craig had always been kind to her. And generous. He even allowed Mitzi’s to be her safe haven when she desperately needed one. He even picked up the check most days.  
 
    Even if Craig ended up hating her, all because of a lie, she missed Craig and still loved him. Tamika was numb.  
 
    Mulrooney stared at his phone screen thinking similar thoughts. A chill ran through him. “Just before the explosion, Craig told me he wanted nothing to do with my Jesus. First Chelsea, now Craig? 
 
    In the coming days, Brian would hear about the suicide of the patriarch of the family, Yacov Rubin. It came a few hours after confirming all three Mitzi’s Deli locations were destroyed, along with everyone inside, including his three sons, Marc, David and Craig.  
 
    In his short suicide letter, the founder of Mitzi’s Delicatessen bemoaned that, with his wife and three sons gone, and his business empire crumbling all around him, he saw no other sensible solution.  
 
    The American Dream he’d worked so hard for, and ultimately achieved, now lay in ruins. Apparently, not even the tens of millions of dollars he had in the bank could pull him back from the brink of darkness.  
 
    As the lone survivor in the family, a family Yacov Rubin loved with all his heart, a family he thought was better than most other families, the only logical thing to do was join them.  
 
    Totally clueless about life on the other side, all he could hope for was another chance at success with his cherished loved ones…Even if he had to start over again, with nothing, they could rebuild on the other side.  
 
    Yacov did it before; he could do it again.  
 
    With that thought ringing in his head, the wealthy man, suddenly realizing how poor he really was, leaned up in his favorite recliner chair at home, steadied the loaded shotgun beneath his chin and, without the slightest hesitation or without leaving a will, pulled the trigger, splattering his brains all over the living room walls. 
 
    The huge mountain of success that once was the envy of his many Manhattan competitors, turned out to be nothing more than an American tragedy, a chasing after the wind, eternally speaking.  
 
    This was something Yacov Rubin now understood perfectly well…
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    FIVE DAYS LATER 
 
      
 
    AS IT TURNED OUT, President Ashford wasn’t the only world leader hiding a deep, dark secret from the rest of the world. Salvador Romanero watched from overseas and was quite mindful of what was going on in America, only he was more in the loop than the new President was. 
 
    Once DNA samples were obtained from the bodies recovered from the wreckage on Air Force One in Kansas—to include 50 members of the media—it didn’t take long for the results to come back.  
 
    Like everyone else on board the plane, Melissa Danforth’s body was so charred and mangled that had it not been for her DNA match, it would have been impossible to identify her.  
 
    President Danforth, on the other hand, was never identified. Someone was sitting at his desk when the explosion occurred. Like all other passengers on board the aircraft, his body parts were strewn everywhere.  
 
    They pulled a DNA sample from a severed leg that was mixed in with twisted metal and discovered it wasn’t Danforth’s DNA; it belonged to Harry Marshall—one of the President’s body doubles.  
 
    The fact that Marshall was one of Danforth’s body doubles meant he, not the President, was on board Air Force One when it exploded in midair. It also meant Danforth never went to Colorado in the first place.  
 
    It was Marshall all along…  
 
    This earth-shattering news was kept hidden from the public. They secured a sample from Danforth’s DNA already on file, in case it was needed to further cover their tracks.  
 
    Since Danforth was still alive, Everett Ashford had no legitimate claim to the White House. Instead of voiding his Presidency and throwing him in prison, U.S. officials working under Romanero’s direction were willing to let the scenario play out to their advantage.  
 
    Bottom line, if they wanted to assume full control of the U.S. government, which was essential to creating a one world cashless system, Danforth and Ashford both had to be removed from the equation. 
 
    A significant step to overthrow the government was taken the day fire consumed large chunks of many American cities. When briefed by his advisors, an ambiguous smile played on Romanero’s lips. It couldn’t have happened at a more opportune time. Even my enemies are helping me! 
 
    With a country deeply entrenched in chaos, little media attention was ever given when Speaker of the House, Clarence Bannister—a health-conscious fanatic—died suddenly and mysteriously of a massive heart attack. But that wasn’t the real cause of his death. Romanero had ordered his assassination.  
 
    Knowing Lois Cipriano was Romanero’s top choice to replace him, American globalist leaders made sure that she was quickly sworn in as new House Speaker. If something were ever to befall America’s new Commander-in-Chief, she would be next in line. With that part of the plan in place, they would remain patient until the right time came along to take Ashford out.  
 
    When he uttered the words, “So help me God” in his inauguration speech, and “Pray for me as I pray for you. God is with us,” knowing to Whom he was praying, Romanero became so angry, he wanted to shoot a missile through his TV screen. This alone made him worthy of death. 
 
    When President Ashford unwisely chose to wait before selecting a V.P., they couldn’t believe their good fortune. It’s like he was signing his own death warrant. His indecision made their decision infinitely easier; it was like receiving manna from heaven. 
 
    The Presidency was a breath away from falling into Romanero’s lap. But he had to act quickly. Ashford knew too much to merely be stripped of power and incarcerated. He had to be silenced for good. The sooner the better. Working with key American leaders, Salvador Romanero—a foreigner with no political ties to America a year ago—gave the order for the American President to be taken out. 
 
    They also had to find Jefferson Danforth and bring him to justice, without the public knowing about it. 
 
    With Danforth’s death warrant signed, Harry Marshall was secretly passed off as the fallen American leader. Marshall’s corpse was being prepared for a full Presidential funeral three days from now.  
 
    Not a bad way for a Presidential body double to go out.  
 
    Only Harry Marshall wasn’t taken to a better place. Because he wasn’t saved, his current predicament was profoundly worse than when his body was blown to pieces on the airplane.  
 
    But his soul was still completely intact, in Hades, where his troubles were just beginning. Like everyone else sent to that wretched place, they would never end…  
 
    Meanwhile, President Ashford knew his days in office were numbered. But in the end, his stint as Commander in Chief was shorter than he could have imagined.  
 
    The moment the old nuclear codes were voided and Ashford’s facial, optical and fingerprints were recognized, but just before the new ones were reprogrammed, one of the secret service agents whom the new President did not know, inched up behind him and jammed a needle into the back of his neck, instantly paralyzing him.  
 
    Everett Ashford lost all control of his body and fell to the floor. Without spending a single night at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, as America’s new President, his limp body was taken out through a hidden door beneath the Situation Room and placed in the back of a truck, then taken to a secret place until further orders were given.  
 
    Romanero ordered that it be kept from the public for now. 
 
      
 
    LATER THAT EVENING, DANIEL Sullivan was with Jefferson Danforth and the ETSM leaders, when he received an urgent text message from his friend and colleague, Special Agent Anthony Galiano: WE MUST MEET NOW! YOU KNOW WHERE…DO NOT REPLY! 
 
    Sullivan scratched his head. Agent Galiano never sent text messages using all caps. If anything, he loathed those who did.  
 
    Daniel Sullivan told his boss, “More trouble’s looming. I just don’t know what it is. I’m meeting with Galiano now. Be back later.”  
 
    Danforth nodded weakly. He was too numb to inquire… 
 
    Thirty minutes later, Sullivan arrived at the warehouse. Special Agent Anthony Galiano was waiting for him, looking completely perplexed.  
 
    “What is it, Anthony?” 
 
    “I think the President’s dead…” 
 
    “Ashford?” 
 
    Agent Galiano nodded yes. 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “After he was sworn in, I was ordered to stand guard outside the Situation Room, as Ashford retreated there to change the nuclear codes on the football, with a military commander and two secret service agents I did not know.”  
 
    “And?” 
 
    “A few minutes later, everyone left except him.”  
 
    “Perhaps Ashford had another meeting. He is the President now, Anthony, and we are under attack.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, Dan, I waited six hours surveilling the door leading to the Sit-Room. The President never left that room; not alive, anyway.  
 
    “And no one saw him in the White House all day. Even more troubling is that Lois Cipriano was seen in the Oval Office earlier. It’s like she’s already preparing to take over.”   
 
    “What are you thinking?” Sullivan was piecing things together in his mind, but he wanted to hear more from Galiano.  
 
    “Think about it, Bannister dies and Cipriano, a staunch globalist and Romanero ally, is quickly voted in as the new Speaker of the House. Coincidence? I think not!” Galiano whispered with the force of a shout. “Something stinks to high Heaven!” 
 
     “What are you getting at, Anthony?” 
 
    “I think they preemptively killed Bannister then waited for more things to unfold. Their big break came when POTUS delayed in choosing a new Veep. Big mistake. The timing couldn’t be more perfect for them.  
 
    “With Ashford out of the way and Cipriano acting as Romanero’s newest puppet, they control the government and the country. With the connections she has, if she announces her candidacy, which you and I both know she will, she’ll be a shoo in to win in November. Bye-bye America as we know it.”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s what my gut’s telling me too.” 
 
    Galiano shook his head in disbelief, “Can you say, ‘coup d’etat’?”  
 
     “Do you think they think Danforth’s still alive?”  
 
    “I’m starting to…” 
 
    Sullivan rubbed his throbbing forehead, “This is a big deal. I gotta go. Time to inform Danforth. He won’t be shocked though. I think he sort of expects it. He’s always feared Romanero knew he was still alive…”  
 
    “What should I do now?” At their last meeting at Camp David before Air Force One went down, it was agreed by everyone there that Special Agent Galiano—a fellow Christ follower—would distance himself from the Danforth administration so he could remain in the loop and provide valuable intel to his former boss, for as long as humanly possible.  
 
    Daniel Sullivan, on the other hand, didn’t have that option. Everyone knew how close he was to Danforth. “Keep monitoring things as best they’ll allow you to, until contingency plans are made. And always watch your back.” 
 
    “Pray for me, brother.” 
 
    “Likewise, Anthony.” 
 
    At that, the two secret service agents parted ways…
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    JEFFERSON DANFORTH WAS AWAKENED from a deep sleep. He squinted and looked up at the man who seemed to be the constant bearer of bad news, “What is it, Sullivan?”  
 
    “Sorry to have to tell you this, Sir, but there’s reason to believe President Ashford’s dead.” 
 
    Danforth bolted up in his bed. His eyes grew wide with shock, “What?! How?” 
 
    “Agent Galiano told me when Ashford went to change the nuclear codes, only the military commander and two secret service agents reemerged from the Situation Room. Ashford never left. And he hasn’t been seen in the White House by anyone since taking the oath.” 
 
    Jefferson Danforth blinked hard, “Come again?!”  
 
    “There’s more, sir. Lois Cipriano was seen in the Oval Office.” 
 
    Danforth panicked, “Are you certain about this?” 
 
    Agent Sullivan closed his eyes, “That’s what Galiano told me, sir.” 
 
    “Do they know I’m still alive?” 
 
    “Hard to say. In time, we’ll know.” 
 
    Danforth rubbed his fingers through his hair, “I wouldn’t be surprised if Cipriano has thousands of her government goons looking for ways to uncover our secret files this very instant. You know how much she hates me.”  
 
    “Think she’ll find something?” 
 
    “It’s been three weeks since I last stepped foot in the White House. In politics, that’s a lifetime ago. All I know is Everett had all that time to delete all links to the counter shadow government we formed before he was sworn in. If Cipriano finds a way to break the passwords or uncovers something that was overlooked, it would mean grave danger for ETSM Christians in hiding.”  
 
    Danforth’s heart was filled with fear. “I need to get out of here ASAP. It’s just a matter of time before this location’s compromised.”  
 
    “My thoughts exactly, sir! Where would you like to go?” 
 
    “Anyplace but Colorado! I never want to step foot in that state again!” 
 
    “How about the underground location I told you about in Coeur d’Alene Idaho? It has all the high-tech gizmos this place has.”  
 
    “Fine. Just get me out of here…” 
 
    “I’ll need a day or two to make the proper arrangements and secure a private flight for you. Until then, perhaps you should all relocate to the ETSM cabin in Tennessee. Casanieves and Messersmith should go with you. Once you’re gone, this place’ll be scrubbed from top to bottom. No one will ever know you were here.”  
 
    Jefferson’s body quaked too severely to think straight.  
 
     Seeing he was a million miles away, Sullivan said, “Get dressed, sir. I’ll wake the others.” 
 
    An hour later, after making a few inquiries, Sullivan said to his former boss, “It can be ready in two days.” 
 
    “Good work, Sullivan,” Danforth said, softly. 
 
    They packed their things and left just after midnight. Danforth drove in the back seat of the 15-passenger van owned by the ETSM. It was his first time driving in a non-government issued vehicle in nearly four years.  
 
    They frequently changed radio stations, hoping to hear something about President Ashford, anything. One newscaster said the President had a bad case of the flu. Other than that, they heard nothing else. No press conferences, no soundbites—nothing! The silence was deafening. 
 
    Galiano was right; something was wrong.  
 
    They drove straight through the night, and arrived at the cabin before 8 a.m. As expected, power was out. Unlike safe house number one, the cabin was equipped with solar and back-up power. The massive generator was turned on powering all rooms, and a fire was lit. 
 
    For Holmes and Hartings, it was strange not having Miss Evelyn greet them at the front door. She was living in a safehouse on the Georgia-Tennessee border.   
 
    Over morning coffee, Danforth said to the ETSM leaders, “When Everett went back to the White House in my stead, the day the plane went down, aside from deleting all electronic files stored on secret servers, I ordered many warehouses full of the supplies you’ll need to be earmarked for your organization...” 
 
    “With the population cut nearly by two-thirds, a medical equipment surplus has been created. While much of it is secondhand equipment, you’ll find one warehouse full of it, to include various medications.”  
 
    Hartings said, “May we share it with members in other countries?” 
 
    “Do what you want with it.” Jefferson Danforth grimaced, “If you can get to it…”  
 
    Braxton Rice nodded his head. It wouldn’t be easy. 
 
    Danforth said, “I also ordered another five-hundred tunnel boring and robotic bricklaying machines, and all other large equipment to be set aside for your sole use.” 
 
    “We’re grateful, Sir.”  
 
    “If you recall our meeting at the White House, I told you I ordered a quadrupling of underground shelters through this invisible government.”  
 
    Holmes and Hartings both nodded yes. 
 
    “Only half were put on the books, so to speak. Consider them yours. Isolation and purification are first steps to underground bunker life. All have proper sewage, industrial grade air filtration systems which they say protects from chemical warfare, pandemics, even asteroids, and water filtration and ventilation units in place.  
 
    “After Romanero sent the quakes, I had geoscientists check for weak points in the design. The air filtration units were put to the test and all had passed. The biggest concern I have is when they are completely full of people, how long can we keep everyone breathing clean air? I’m told they can fit ten times as many people as they can provide clean air for…” 
 
    Hartings said, “Guess we’ll cross that bridge when we get there…” 
 
    “It’s the least I can do. We must do our best to protect the many children you’ll have living on your properties. In this constantly shrinking population, there are many places to hide. Even so, thanks to certain recon technology, which allows for seeing structures underground, it will be impossible for anyone to vanish completely.  
 
    “The only good news is that a high percentage of unbelievers are also moving underground. The wealthy are purchasing luxury condominiums in record numbers, mostly out in the country. Most have the same luxuries they’d grown accustomed to aboveground—exercise rooms, swimming pools, movie theaters, full libraries and even spas. Their shelters put most ETSM locations to shame.  
 
    “You’d be surprised how many subterranean communities were already in existence before the Rapture, especially in our larger cities. In some cases, tunnels go on for miles. 
 
    “All our locations have been stocked with enough MRE’s to feed 500 people two times a day for three years. And there’s plenty of bottled water at each location for now. One drawback is that you won’t be able to receive deliveries from your farm connections. You’ll have to find secure meeting places for that.”  
 
    President Danforth eyeballed his brothers in Christ, “All I ask in return is that you let me be part of your organization.”  
 
    Clayton Holmes said, “That goes without saying, Sir. As far as we’re concerned, you’re already one of us. If not for you, we’d have no shot at survival.” 
 
    “Amy Wong also wishes to become a member. I seriously doubt the new administration will want to keep her on as White House Head Chef.” 
 
    Holmes and Hartings looked at Braxton Rice. 
 
    Rice shrugged his shoulders, “Already had dreams and been cleared.”  
 
    “Sullivan’s already helping her cut ties to her life, so she can join the organization as soon as possible.” Danforth had a faraway expression on his face. “Instead of protecting you, you have to protect me…”  
 
     Hartings took a sip of coffee, “We’ll do our best, sir…” 
 
    Jefferson sighed, “If word ever gets out that I’m still alive, they’ll start a scorched-earth campaign looking for me. I believe they already have their suspicions.” 
 
    Holmes said, “After everything you’ve done or us, Sir, you’re worth taking that risk.” 
 
    It had been a year full of personal assault and tragedy. The way Holmes said it nearly brought Jefferson Danforth to tears.
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    THE NEXT DAY 
 
      
 
    MEANWHILE, IN CHENNAI, INDIA residents lined the streets hoping to catch a glimpse and perhaps take a few snapshot photographs of baby Salvadora, as the Patels were driven by limousine from the hospital where Hana recently gave birth, to their new residence less than three kilometers away.  
 
    The line of well-wishers started at the hospital and stretched all the way to the Patels’ home. Many, using cellphones, streamed live on social media for their friends and followers to see.  
 
    Others held signs. One proudly read: India warmly welcomes the world’s First Child! Another declared: Welcome to the planet! Another one read: Welcome home, baby Salvadora! Some wore t-shirts with the newborn’s face on it. 
 
    But it wasn’t just Salvadora Patel being cheered on this day. As an added precaution, even though most newborn children entered the world in hospitals situated several time zones away from the recent mayhem in the Western Hemisphere, and the air had long since been deemed safe, Romanero took no chances.  
 
    He ordered all new mothers to remain locked down in hospital suites all this time. For the minor inconvenience, the Miracle Maker made sure all new moms were pampered beyond their wildest dreams. 
 
    The discharge date was originally set for a week from now. But as America wrestled with trying to rise from the ashes of destruction, to keep the spotlight off what was happening behind the scenes in the U.S., the date was moved up. What better distraction was there than children going home for the very first time?  
 
    In a grief-weary world, this was a much bigger story! 
 
    But due to the power outages, American moms remained in hospitals where they had everything they needed, including backup power. Many, fearing for their safety and the safety of their newborn children, begged Romanero in TV interviews to relocate them to safer countries, along with their adolescent and teenage kids also left behind last November.   
 
    The Miracle Maker promised to accommodate their wishes after the Day of New Beginnings holiday, which was fast approaching. 
 
    While all new mothers received similar receptions, as it was, hundreds of thousands of moms and newborns were being discharged from hospitals this day under heavy guard—including tens of thousands in India—the fact that Hana Patel was the first to give birth pushed her popularity higher than all other moms. 
 
    The second woman to give birth, Paula Gomes from Brazil, received half as many cards and gifts as Hana Patel. From there, the drop off was significant. Still, even those who weren’t contest winners, having been given free healthcare and a lifetime supply of diapers and baby clothing, no one complained.  
 
    Every news station on the planet aired the massive gathering of crowds in towns, cities and villages dotting the global landscape. More than a billion people crowded sidewalks cheering and welcoming children back to their neighborhoods.  
 
    It was a glorious sight to behold, even despite the chaos filling every nook and cranny of Planet Earth.  
 
    To the dismay of so many, aside from family members and friends, no one got to see baby Salvadora, or any other newborns for that matter; all were well hidden in their vehicles protected by armed guards.  
 
    Even so, most were just happy to show support for something good again, shaky nerves and all. Being there filled them with pride and reinstated their hope for a bright future, as Romanero kept promising.  
 
    Yogesh and Hana Patel stared outside the limo window in utter disbelief. He sighed, “All of this just for us…”  
 
    Hana smiled at her husband, then craned her neck to look out the back window. Having been in the hospital all this time, all pain suffered from giving birth was gone. And her already slim body had constricted to where it was difficult believing she recently gave birth.  
 
    Hana was 26. At 5’9” she was three inches taller than her husband, and quite shapely. Yogesh was 28. He had a plump round face and a growing belly, which increased by a pant size since going from rags to riches. Now that he had the means to eat whatever food he wanted he took full advantage of it.  
 
    Driving behind their limousine, a 20-foot diesel truck hauled a 16’ by 8’ by 8’ moving pod (Portable On Demand storage unit), capable of fitting four rooms full of furniture.  
 
    But in this case, it was full of cards and gifts the Patels had received the past six weeks from many around the world, including more than a million congratulatory cards from those who couldn’t afford to include gifts of any kind.  
 
    There were also enough surplus diapers and children’s clothing donated from various diaper and clothing stores for Hana to open a small store if she chose to. Baby Salvadora would be potty trained long before they put a dent in the pile. They could always be donated later.  
 
    A security detail, consisting of three police motorcycles in front of the limousine and three more behind the truck, escorted the most famous child on the planet to her new home.  
 
    The property was cordoned off to the public with ropes and armed guards. Only friends, family, and invited guests would be allowed to enter the Patel house, to include some of India’s most influential individuals.  
 
    The news chopper that had followed the Patels all the way from the hospital hovered above their new fully-furnished residence, providing aerial shots for millions of viewers at home, as the couple entered their new house—a residence Hana had yet to step foot inside—with precious Salvadora for the very first time as a family.  
 
    The way her new house staff greeted her and stared at her made Hana feel like royalty. Talk about being at the right place at the right time!  
 
    Their new home offered an elevated, sprawling view of the Bay of Bengal in the distance, but without the many unpleasant smells and clutter they’d known all their lives, from peasants working day and night selling the fish Yogesh used to catch and many other goods just to survive.  
 
    In her wildest dreams, Hana never thought she’d get to see this view from a residential standpoint. It was a view baby Salvadora would quickly grow accustomed to.  
 
    Thanks to the Miracle Maker, and millions of others around the globe, their child would never suffer the stark poverty her parents had battled all their lives until now. 
 
    Before going inside, Yogesh glanced up at the chopper one last time. If he needed more conformation that family privacy was a thing of the past, and that life would never be the same for them, he now had it.  
 
    In this groundswell of public attention, adoration and constant media coverage, the Patels could no longer walk the streets in complete obscurity. They had to prepare for the onslaught of gawkers and selfie seekers whenever out in public.  
 
    All his life, Yogesh’s constant worry was centered on providing for his family. Suddenly financially free and retired from the fishing business, he sensed his new full-time job would be shielding his daughter from an overzealous public.  
 
    Would someone try kidnaping baby Salvadora someday? It couldn’t be ruled out. He sighed. It was enough to make his head spin.  
 
     A few short months ago, none of this would have seemed thinkable. A police escort, just for them? Seriously? Now it was a reality. The sudden transformation from poor unknown peasants to one of the most-famous couples on the planet wouldn’t be an easy adjustment to make.  
 
    At least not for Yogesh… 
 
    Prior to Hana giving birth, their lives were as basic and simple as basic and simple could be. The Patels lived in a ragged old shack on the Bay of Bengal, with no front door, sporadic water and electricity. There was no cable TV, internet or Wi-Fi. This type of meager existence was all they knew.  
 
    Even the hospital suite Hana had all to herself the past month and a half was larger than the old shack they called home.  
 
    How quickly everything had changed for them… 
 
    Theirs was a true “rags to riches” story. But what had they done to earn it? Give birth to a child? It didn’t seem fair, especially since Yogesh and Hana wanted children more than anything else, even before Salvador Romanero announced the contest.   
 
    It’s like they won the lottery without ever purchasing a ticket... 
 
    In her heart of hearts, Hana felt unworthy of such notoriety. Billions of women gave birth before the disappearances without having fame and fortune thrust upon them, or scores of world-famous celebrities and dignitaries calling at all hours just to congratulate her.  
 
    It was totally insane. But what made her feel most undeserving of the many material blessings, was her belief that she was already pregnant before the contest was announced. She was certain of it, in fact.  
 
    If true, it meant Salvador Romanero’s prediction wasn’t authentic, which meant it wasn’t legitimate; it was ill-conceived at best. 
 
    Hana wasn’t the only new mother having this thought. But as contest winners, this secret would remain buried deep within their hearts. Otherwise, not only would they be forced to forfeit everything by way of disqualification—including the monetary card the first 100 women would receive on the Day of New Beginnings holiday—such an admission would totally humiliate the Miracle Maker.  
 
    This, in turn, would very quickly cause their adoring public to turn against them. Not good!  
 
    In Hana Patel’s case, especially, there was just too much at stake. On top of the million dollars soon-to-be awarded to her, she had already received five million in cash, gifts and gift cards from a frenzied public, and they still hadn’t put a dent in the pile of envelopes stored in the POD.  
 
    Throw into the mix the beautiful house, which was given to them as a gift from wealthy Chennai socialites, the two new cars and the countless other items, and it was in her best interest to keep her mouth shut or potentially lose everything.  
 
    Though it was only the first day in the new house, Hana had already warmed up nicely to her new lifestyle. Spending six weeks in a hospital suite with her own personal servants catering to her every whim, helped set the stage. I could get used to this! 
 
    But not Yogesh. While his wife felt quite special, he felt anything but that. After spending the first few nights in her hospital suite sleeping on a reclining chair, he finally exchanged it for a comfortable king size bed at the new residence.  
 
    It wasn’t the uncomfortable chair that ultimately drove him from the hospital each night; the first-time father finally grew agitated of being ignored by everyone. As hospital workers catered to Hana’s every whim, they often made him feel like a nuisance, like he was always in the way.   
 
    While his wife had achieved celebrity status, he was still treated like a peasant fisherman. He even needed to ask permission to hold his own daughter in his arms. It was bizarre, to say the least. It was difficult looking any of them in the eye without anger rising to the surface.  
 
    It’s not that Yogesh wanted special treatment for himself. He didn’t. But a little respect from doctors and nurses would have been appreciated. After all, he was half the reason why baby Salvador was born. But you’d never know it by the way he was treated, mistreated rather.  
 
    The media treated him even worse; they blinked him away like he wasn’t even there. It seemed all they cared about was Hana and the baby. It’s like they were purposely trying to divide the family, making the new father feel like he was a sperm donor at best, even married.  
 
    Hence, the growing frustration on his part.  
 
    Yogesh wasn’t the only new father on the planet who felt this way. As their female counterparts basked in the celebrity spotlight, most new fathers felt unimportant. Now that the babies were born, it’s like their presence was no longer necessary. In short, they, too, felt disrespected. 
 
    The final slap in the face came when Yogesh informed the hospital staff that he needed a ride home. He was told the limousine that had transported them to the hospital, before Hana was born, would once again be made available when his wife was discharged.  
 
    If he had a driver’s license, he would have driven one of the two new vehicles they’d received as gifts from generous individuals back and forth to the hospital. But since he didn’t, he was forced to take Uber home.  
 
    Once they were settled, he would get his driver’s license… 
 
    After everyone left, the Patels watched two men unloading the moving pod onto one of their two parking spaces, where it would remain under lock and key—protected around the clock by armed guards—until they finally sorted through it all, whenever that would be. 
 
    Hana nursed baby Salvadora to sleep. Then the couple went outside and asked one of the armed guards to open the pod for them.  
 
    Hana took one glance at the many stacks of unopened cards and gasped. “One stack at a time,” she told herself. 
 
    Yogesh nodded agreement.
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    COEUR D’ALENE IDAHO – TWO DAYS LATER 
 
      
 
    IT TOOK TWO DAYS for the five ETSM leaders to arrive at the subterranean location, in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho. Whereas Jefferson Danforth was privately flown out west, his friends drove the 2,350 miles from Tennessee without the use of mobile devises or GPS.  
 
    They met Agent Daniel Sullivan in a parking lot in Spokane, Washington, then followed his vehicle 50 miles east to the underground location situated a quarter mile from Lake Coeur d’Alene, in the national forest.  
 
    Jefferson was with Nelson Casanieves, William Messersmith and Amy Wong. Ironically, they were watching Danforth’s funeral procession on TV. It was right about at the halfway point.  
 
    Slouched in a chair, he shrugged his shoulders, “Look at them, going through the standard motions of a full Presidential funeral. They’ve managed it so well I almost believe I’m dead myself.”  
 
    Danforth chuckled without humor. “You should have seen it earlier when I, we, landed at Joint Base Andrews. Our caskets were placed in separate hearses. Only difference was mine had the Presidential seal on it. Before being transported to the Capitol Rotunda, there was the customary playing of ‘Hail to the Chief’, followed by the National Anthem, and a twenty-one-gun salute.  
 
    “Tomorrow, after lying in state for twenty-four hours, there will be a state funeral for me and Melissa. From there, I’m supposed to be flown to Wisconsin to lie in repose for another twenty-four hours before being flown back to Washington for a memorial service at the national cathedral.  
 
    “Since I’m not a member at any church in my home state, it was announced that my children have agreed to skip that part. Instead, I’ll be laid to rest alongside my wife tomorrow morning.”  
 
    Finished bringing his friends up to speed, Jefferson said, “Hope my body double’s enjoying it!” He shook his head in disgust. “Yeah, like he deserves a flag-draped coffin, or flags lowered to half-staff, or gunfire salutes at all military installations across the country…”  
 
    The TV camera zoomed in on his three grieving children circling the casket with their spouses and his mother-in-law, Candice Stephenson. All were in deep mourning.  
 
    The network anchor said, “Today marks the first time in American history that a President and First Lady were buried together.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Jefferson scoffed, at the man with whom he had a healthy working relationship before the Rapture. “What you really mean is it’s the first time an American President got to witness his own funeral!” Stretching his hand toward the television, he whispered to his children, “Daddy’s still here; only Mommy’s gone.”  
 
    Amy Wong was seated across from her former boss. She lowered her head and started weeping for him. To hear him refer himself to his grown children as “Daddy” was both odd and deeply touching at the same time. It’s as if his mind had reverted back to when they were still young, when life was so much simpler and easier.  
 
    Jefferson was the next to start weeping, “How crazy that my own family can’t even know I’m alive…” 
 
    Travis Hartings said, “I can only imagine how you feel, Sir. Hopefully in time, they’ll know. We all know what must happen first. Until then, all we can do is keep praying for them.” 
 
    Weeping was replaced with loud, guttural sobs. “How could I send Melissa to Colorado without me?”  
 
    Clayton Holmes embraced his friend. “It’s not your fault, Sir…” 
 
    “Not my fault?” he lamented. “Ha! How can you say that when I’m the one who made the decision in the first place?” 
 
    “The decision may have been yours, my dear brother, but not the final outcome…”  
 
    “Why couldn’t I have been with her when the plane went down? I feel like I’ve defiled her grave by having an imposter laid to rest next to her!” Jefferson grew silent. He often wondered now that he was a Christ follower, would Melissa ever turn against him at some point and become his enemy? It was something he no longer needed to ponder…  
 
    “This just in…As it turns out, what was originally diagnosed as a bad case of the flu for President Everett Ashford ended up being infinitely worse than that. It’s being reported that the President died today of a massive stroke,” said the TV commentator, solemnly.  
 
    Danforth gasped. The air was sucked out of the underground chamber. They all knew Everett Ashford didn’t die. He was murdered.   
 
    Without the slightest trace of shock on his face, the reporter went on, “Initially, it was reported the President fell ill shortly after taking the oath last week. But after he became unresponsive, his neurosurgeon examined him and quickly determined the President had suffered a stroke. He succumbed to his injury just a few moments ago…”  
 
    “President Ashford’s passing represents the shortest tenure of any American President in our nation’s history. Since he didn’t nominate a new vice president for Congressional approval before his death, Speaker of the House, Lois Cipriano, will assume the position and will be sworn in as the next President...”   
 
    “While America has not been without a vice president since the days of Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford, eighteen American Presidents have served all or parts of their terms without a VP. I’ve just been told in my earpiece that President Ashford’s funeral will be held early next week.” 
 
    Calloway shook his head in disgust, “Even the media’s in on it! How else would he know that so quickly?” 
 
    Agent Sullivan said, “Now we know why Galiano saw Cipriano in the Oval Office the day Ashford took the oath. When he didn’t nominate a new VP, knowing he was dead or incapacitated, she was secretly acting in full executive authority, to ensure the continuity of government.”  
 
    The camera settled on Cipriano, as she was surrounded by a dozen secret service men and women and taken to the White House. At seven and a half months pregnant, she walked with a wobble. They pulled it off so flawlessly that it looked completely staged, rehearsed, which it was… 
 
    Dressed in black, Cipriano appeared to be in mourning. But everyone knew it was only for show. She was eager to take the oath and begin undoing the many backwards things Danforth did while in office, to finally bring the United States into alignment with the rest of the world, which she hoped to do before giving birth in December.  
 
    Jefferson Danforth lowered his head. It was the irony of all ironies mourning the death of the man who took his place as Commander in Chief, as his own funeral was being shown on TV. He rejoiced knowing Everett was in Glory now, but he couldn’t for the life in him understand why he delayed choosing a new V.P. before doing anything else…  
 
    Danforth sighed, “There goes our lifeline! I thought we’d have until January, when a new President would be sworn in. Just hope all files were deleted. If not, we’re in serious trouble. And what if he accidentally left his laptop open. He took the oath at the White House. If so, they’ve had three days to sort and scour through everything…” 
 
    The room grew silent as everyone considered his words… 
 
    The journalist, who was more of an activist, said, “Though we mourn President Danforth’s and Ashford’s deaths, on a bright note, with a more globally minded interim President in charge, as many as half of our beloved citizens who’d recently left the U.S. for greener pastures during the Danforth administration have agreed to come back to the States, once power has been restored.” 
 
    Dr. Kim winced, “How on earth would they know that so soon?”  
 
    “Even many new moms who’d planned on relocating elsewhere have since changed their minds and will remain in the U.S. On a personal note, my husband and I were planning to relocate to Italy or the Middle East. Looks like that won’t be necessary,” he said. We never wanted to leave California anyway.” His words dripped with anticipation.  
 
    Travis Hartings sighed, “All this in a matter of minutes? It’s insane! No doubt they’ve been planning this since Ashford took the oath.” 
 
    The man went on, “Hopefully this will help energize the barely-on-life-support housing industry. Not to sound insensitive at a time like this but, in a way, the many vacant houses that recently burned to the ground after the explosions may have been a good thing after all.  
 
    “Since those repatriating will occupy many of the houses that are still standing, it will gradually help shrink the supply versus demand abyss and stabilize the sagging market.”  
 
     “Housing industry? Really?” Danforth snapped. Pointing to the TV screen, he said, “First they announce Ashford’s death at my funeral and whisk Cipriano away by the Secret Service! Now, instead of mourning my death or, at the very least, respecting the office of the President, they’d rather discuss the dismal housing industry like it was all my fault?  
 
    “Then to further tarnish my legacy by boasting that thirty-five million Americans who left the country on my watch will soon repatriate! After so many years serving my country both civilly and militarily, I’ve been reduced to this?! What a joke I’ve become, a laughingstock, really! It’s like my life never mattered to them...”  
 
    Charles Calloway thought back to when he first met President Danforth at Camp David. The man seated across from him now was a shadow of who he was back then. He looked worse now than he did the other day at the cabin in Oak Ridge. “You matter to us, Sir, and to God.”  
 
    Jefferson ignored his words as if they were never spoken, “Did I tell you many Americans were celebrating in the streets earlier over my passing? If they knew I was still alive and could see me shriveled up like this, frightened for my life, they would rejoice even more.”  
 
    The pain in his eyes was palpable. “I feel like a grain of sand in an endless universe. No, even smaller than that,” he lamented. “At least a grain of sand has some significance. I have none!”  
 
    Clayton Holmes wanted to cry for him. “All of this is beyond your control, Mister President…” Holmes froze, then winced, when Agent Sullivan glared at him angrily.  
 
    “Mister President?! Surely, you’ve mistaken me for someone else, Clayton! Haven’t you noticed I’m already two Presidents removed?!” 
 
    “You’re still our President, Sir.” 
 
    Danforth felt a cool chill race through his body. He couldn’t fathom how this day had arrived. But it also confirmed Danforth’s fear: He was now convinced those in power knew he was still alive.  
 
    His suspicion was further confirmed earlier when agent Galiano informed agent Sullivan that Harry Marshall’s family had all been killed. Marshall’s wife knew her husband was stunt-doubling for President Danforth the week Air Force One went down.  
 
    She hadn’t heard from her husband since. As the days passed, her family became increasingly suspicious. Their inquiries soon turned into full-blown threats against their government. They demanded answers!  
 
    The solution? All were killed. Problem solved. They just happened to be collateral damage. It was a business decision. No hard feelings.  
 
    In a world that kept sinking further and further into moral and spiritual decay, this was one of the most bizarre days in American history.  
 
    What began as a Presidential funeral, quickly changed after it was announced the man who took his place had died. Now, Lois Cipriano—staunch ally of Salvador Romanero—was about to be sworn in as America’s new Commander-in-Chief.  
 
    This had all the makings of a coup d’etat. It was just a matter of time before past hidden secrets were uncovered...  
 
    Danforth adjusted his weight in the chair, “No doubt about it, they know I’m alive.”
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    THREE WEEKS LATER 
 
      
 
    WITH SOME OF THE large equipment and construction workers shipped off to another property, the population at safehouse number one was slowly dwindling.  
 
    As one of only three physicians left on the premises for now, Dr. Meera Singh was busy day and night seeing patients. Thankfully, most post construction injuries suffered were minor bumps, bruises, sprains, stitches and the like. Even so, Meera took comfort knowing once the properties were reconstructed, doctors and nurses would be spread evenly so that all properties would have access to them.  
 
    For now, she was just grateful for the two other doctors. 
 
    Of the 76 pregnant women invited to live in Chadds Ford, the youngest was only 12. Leticia Gonzalez was one of the few to be invited to Chadds Ford with her parents, Julio and Marta.   
 
    This was Meera Singh’s third time examining the young girl. Before coming to Chadds Ford, Leticia had been examined a handful of times by medical doctors representing the Global Community.   
 
    After confirming that everything still looked good, and that her son was just weeks from being born, Dr. Singh examined her mother. It didn’t take long to confirm Marta’s suspicion that she, too, was pregnant, making her expectant mother number 77 at safe house number one.  
 
    At ten weeks, it was too soon to know the baby’s gender. Having lost a child inside her womb during the Rapture, and a three-year-old son named J.J.—short for Julio junior—Marta didn’t quite know how to feel.  
 
    At 32, she couldn’t help but wonder how her 34-year-old husband would react to the news upon learning that soon after becoming a grandfather at the hands of his twelve-year-old daughter, his wife would make him a father again. Theirs was a common “post-Rapture” tale.  
 
    Julio Gonzalez owned a successful construction business in Providence, Rhode Island. Upon being invited to move to safe house number one with his family, he donated all his equipment to the ETSM, and was told it would be delivered to a safehouse somewhere in New England. He just didn’t know where.  
 
    With his vast experience in both residential and business construction, Julio was promoted to foreman the day he arrived. 
 
    Meera Singh took a few moments before her next appointment to talk to her two new patients. 
 
    Tamika Moseley sat quietly in the corner observing, learning, all the while trying to conceal her astonishment.  
 
    Dr. Singh leaned back in her chair and looked at the young adolescent, “Care to tell me how you got pregnant?” 
 
    “Like many young girls my age,” Leticia said, twirling her black wavy hair with her fingers, “I foolishly participated in Romanero’s contest last March. Without my parents’ knowledge, I broadcasted my half naked body live on social media in my girlfriend’s basement, telling my viewers I was looking for the right boy to get me pregnant.  
 
    “Many laughed at me saying I was just a kid and I should go home to my Mommy and Daddy. But I kept insisting that I was woman enough and I was ovulating and wanted to conceive as quickly as possible.  
 
    “At one point, I had more than ten thousand viewers. Many let me know they were willing to get me pregnant. Some said things to me that really scared me.”  
 
    Meera Singh said, “Things of a sexual nature?” 
 
    Leticia nodded yes.  
 
    This was Marta’s first time hearing every detail of how her daughter had conceived. She couldn’t believe how matured and grown up Leticia sounded. She certainly didn’t look mature. Whereas some of her girlfriends had highly developed bodies that made them look more mature than their actual ages, Leticia was still a scrawny and flat chested kid.  
 
    She was too young to be called “beautiful”. She was cute and spunky, and acne-free. If anything, she looked younger than her age, and far too innocent to even be in the conversation let alone have the physical ability to conceive.  
 
    A couple years ago, she still believed in Santa Claus and had Hello Kitty bedsheets on her bed. Now she was just weeks away from making Marta a grandmother. It was the irony of ironies.  
 
    What happened to my little girl? 
 
    Leticia rested her hands on her lap, “I finally settled on some smooth-talking 26-year-old man, not boy. But only because he was willing to drive two hours to Providence before I changed my mind.  
 
    “After checking into a hotel, he picked me up at my best friend Blanca’s house, where I told my parents I was sleeping that night.”  
 
    Leticia glanced at her mother and saw the disappointment on her face. Her eyes quickly volleyed back to Dr. Singh. “At first, Blanca went along with it. It was fun! That is, until we met him at the gas station down the block from her house and he offered to ‘knock her up’ too,” Leticia said, using her fingers as quotation marks.  
 
    “That’s when she was no longer amused. Blanca grabbed my arm and begged me not to go with him. I could tell she was scared for me. This man gave her the creeps. Plus, he was stoned out of his mind and shouldn’t have been driving in the first place.”  
 
    Leticia sighed, “Even that didn’t stop me from getting in his car. As we drove off, Blanca cried her eyes out.” She sighed, “Anyway, after doing what he went there for, he made it crystal clear that if I got pregnant, he wanted nothing to do with the child once it was born.”  
 
    Leticia shook her head. “Said he was too immature to be a father. I was like, hello, I’m only eleven!” 
 
    Marta Gonzalez shifted uncomfortably in her chair again. She had difficulty wrapping her mind around the words coming out of her daughter’s mouth. Being pregnant again only exasperated the situation. She felt nauseous and didn’t want to hear anymore.  
 
    On the other hand, she was glad her daughter was finally talking about it. Up until now, mostly out of shame, she kept it buried deep inside. By getting it off her chest now, hopefully it wouldn’t come back to feast on her at some point in time.  
 
    Marta was just thankful Julio was out working with the others. She knew her husband enough to know that if he was here his hands would be balled up in a fist looking for something to hit. Or someone.  
 
    It was a “Daddy” thing. 
 
    Leticia grimaced, “But it’s not like I was looking for a relationship with him, so I was okay with it. All I wanted was to get pregnant. Can’t believe I lost my virginity to that man! I cried myself to sleep so many nights wondering how I could be so stupid. Because of him, I felt pain down there for a very long time…” 
 
    Tamika silently gasped. She wanted to hug the young girl; her mother too, all the while wondering how many more young girls were in the same predicament and would join the ETSM in the coming days and months.  
 
    It was a sobering thought.  
 
    Will I ever have children again? Tamika pushed that thought from her mind. For whatever reason, she was silently grateful to no longer be the youngest person living on the property. She felt comforted being sandwiched in between older and younger residents. 
 
    Leticia went on, “Funny thing is, once I knew I was pregnant, it’s like my baby papa…excuse me, my baby’s father, had a sudden change of heart. Suddenly, he wanted to be part of the child’s life. But by that time, I was already a Christian. There’s no way I’m exposing my child to an unbeliever and known heroin dealer!” 
 
    Dr. Singh raised an eyebrow, “Heroin dealer?” 
 
    “Yup. That’s what he told me. He practically worshipped Romanero for making heroin a legal drug.”  
 
    “What do you think caused the sudden change in him?” 
 
    “Not sure. Papa thinks he wanted the publicity, like having a son might benefit him financially.” 
 
    Meera Singh nodded thoughtfully. “How did you end it with him?” 
 
    “By not answering his calls or replying to his text messages. Believe me when I say, this didn’t make him happy. Got so mad he threatened to harm my father if I didn’t reply to him. Scared me half to death.  
 
    “When I told Papa what he said, Papa called him on the phone begging him to come by the house so he could teach him a lesson for what he did to me.” Leticia grimaced, “Just thankful it didn’t come to that…” 
 
    Dr. Singh sighed. Here she was talking to an adolescent girl who was about to become a mother at the absolute worst time in human history. If it happened before the Rapture, the vile man who impregnated her would have rightly been charged with sexual molestation on an underage girl and sent to prison for a very long time.  
 
    But since monsters like him had the full blessing of Salvador Romanero, and even the Pope, no one could prevent these perverts from prowling the countryside looking for girls to molest, not even parents of the victims.  
 
    Leticia leaned up in her chair, “I assure you, Doctor, this wouldn’t have happened before the Rapture! No way! I was still Papa’s little girl. We did everything together.” The expectant mother rubbed her belly, “Now look at me. What a difference a year has made…”  
 
    Tears formed in her eyes, “Like everyone else, I was forced to grow up fast. Part of why I got pregnant was that I missed my brother J.J. so much. When he vanished, it freaked me out. The other reason I did it was to perform my civic duty to help repopulate the planet. When Romanero said pregnant women would receive free hospitalization, plus a lifetime supply of diapers, I wanted to do my part in my brother’s honor.”  
 
    Mary leaned over and hugged her daughter.  
 
    “Anyway, just as I was entering my second trimester, I had my twelfth birthday. It was just before Universal Children’s Day. At that time, I knew I could leave my parents’ house whenever I wanted and be taken care of by the Global Community.  
 
    “I was reminded at each doctor’s appointment that they were willing to provide me with my very own fully furnished apartment with all expenses paid. Not bad for a twelve-year-old. But only if the father didn’t live there. Otherwise, the offer was off the table.  
 
    “They made it sound so good. After arguing with my parents on the day of the explosions, I told them I was leaving and never coming back. I packed whatever belongings I could fit inside my backpack and went to watch the fireworks with my friends in downtown Providence.  
 
    “I was heartbroken about leaving my parents but excited about living on my own and raising a child for the betterment of humanity. My plan was to go to the hospital the next morning to accept their kind offer. I even thought about leaving Rhode Island and perhaps living overseas. I had so many options. Imagine that, not even a teenager yet… 
 
    “Then came the explosions. At seven months pregnant, I was terrified and wanted to be at home with my parents. Thankfully I escaped without injury. But I lost two friends that night. They wondered off shortly before the fireworks looking to pick up chicks. Josh died in the explosions. Stephon died the next day from exposure to sarin gas.  
 
    “When I made it home, my parents were waiting at the front door for me. There was no cell signal, so they couldn’t call or text me. I collapsed in their arms and we all started crying. Instead of scolding me, they kept thanking God for keeping me safe and alive. 
 
    “That’s when I first felt convicted by the power of the Holy Spirit and started reading the Bible, something I never had an interest in before. For the first time in my life, I realized how sinful I was, and where I’d end up if I didn’t make an about face in life.”  
 
    Leticia started weeping. “I repented of my sins in my bedroom and trusted in Jesus for my salvation, then went downstairs and apologized to my parents for what I did to them.” Seeing her mother crying, she said, “Love you, Mama.” 
 
    “Love you too, hija.” Meera handed Marta a few tissues to wipe fresh tears from her eyes. 
 
    Leticia went on, “I felt so broken. Even though the father of my child had no business touching me in the first place, I was accountable for my own foolish actions, despite what my doctors and nurses kept telling me.  
 
    “While they were right, I was young and impressionable and he had no business touching me, I made the decision on my own before he drove to Providence, even against Blanca’s strongest protests.  
 
    “I was the aggressor, not him. It’s like they were hiding behind a veil of denial or something.” Leticia sighed, “Should have never exposed myself like that for the whole world to see.” 
 
    Meera Singh leaned back in her chair. She couldn’t help but be impressed by her patient’s willingness to take her share of the blame.  
 
    Surely it was the Holy Spirit convicting her. Sadly, many young girls and women were just as guilty themselves, for seducing and even raping young boys and men against their will just to get pregnant, so they could take full advantage of the many benefits Salvador Romanero was offering all new mothers. Their actions were purely selfish without the slightest thought for the men who impregnated them. 
 
    “Does Blanca know you’re a Christian?” 
 
    Leticia nodded yes. “Blanca’s parents are staunch Catholics. But they didn’t agree with the Pope calling on young girls to get pregnant. When they knew I was pregnant, they forbade her from seeing me or talking on the phone. When I became a born-again Christian, it only got worse between us.” She lowered her head, “Never even got to say bye to her.” 
 
    “At least you’re not alone. Many young girls like you are living in safe houses without their parents. You should consider yourself blessed.”  
 
    Dr. Singh looked at her watch. It was time for her next appointment. She wanted this one to end on an upbeat note. “Tell me about Joaquim?” 
 
     Joaquim Guzman was a 15-year-old farmhand/IT technician at the Kennett Square safehouse. His parents worked at the farm until they were taken in the Rapture. Suddenly with no place to go, the farm owners took him in. That was where God changed his and the owners’ hearts.  
 
    The first time Joaquim and Leticia met, he delivered dairy products from the farm to safe house number one.  
 
    Leticia beamed, “I know we just met, Doctor, but we’re in love. He truly cares about me and wants to help me raise the baby. I know I’m only twelve, but I already know I want to spend the rest of my life with him.” 
 
    Marta dried her eyes. Her daughter was just being emotional. Her hormones were out of whack from the pregnancy. They could discuss it later. Now wasn’t the time.  
 
    Marta said to Meera, “Thanks for providing this moment of healing for us.” 
 
    Meera said, “I needed it just as much as you did.”  
 
    Tamika said, “Me too.” 
 
    Dr. Singh motioned for everyone to join hands in a brief prayer. After that, they group-hugged and went on with their day… 
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    IN JERUSALEM, THE TWO long-haired, sackcloth and sandal wearing Witnesses kept prophesying, preaching God’s salvation message and speaking judgment over the House of Israel, depending on who was listening. To defiant rabbis and orthodox Jews, it came as judgment. 
 
    Their deep, scratchy voices boomed all throughout the Wailing Wall vicinity. Everyone within a quarter mile of the religious site heard their full-throated messages loud and clear; it practically shook the air!  
 
    It started the moment the false peace treaty between the antichrist and the nation of Israel was signed.  
 
    They hadn’t shut up since… 
 
     Not only did God’s Two Witnesses have the power to devour their enemies with fire from their mouths, according to Revelation 11:6, they had power to shut up the heavens so no rain would fall during the time they were prophesying, and power to turn water into blood and to strike the earth with every other plague as often as they wanted to.  
 
    But until the last of the 144,000 men under their tutelage were converted by the Gospel message, and consequently sealed by God and sent on their missions, aside from consuming anyone trying to harm them with fire, all other powers were being harnessed for the time being.  
 
    The restraint they showed lined up with Revelation 7:2-3: “Then I saw another angel coming up from the east, having the seal of the living God. He called out in a loud voice to the four angels who had been given power to harm the land and the sea: “Do not harm the land or the sea or the trees until we put a seal on the foreheads of the servants of our God.” 
 
    That time was fast approaching…  
 
    Once the 144,000 were sealed, and the Two Witnesses started turning water into blood and sending various plagues to the earth, the hatred toward them would increase exponentially. 
 
    The verses the Two Witnesses recited the most since materializing in Jerusalem—seemingly out of nowhere—were Isaiah 52:13 to 53:12. They also frequently quoted Psalm 22. Of all the prophecy they spoke, by far, these verses angered their protestors the most.  
 
    The reason so many practicing Jews, including many rabbis, lashed out so vehemently whenever those passages were recited, was that they were forbidden texts in most Jewish circles, never to be read publicly or in private!  
 
    Each week when Jews gathered in synagogues worldwide, two portions of Scripture were read aloud—one from the Pentateuch (the Torah), and the other (the Haftarah) which was a selection of texts recorded by the prophets. This part was often sung in a chant in Yiddish. 
 
    Up until the 17th century, Isaiah 52:13—53:12 was included in the scheduled Haftarah readings. But it often led to great confusion, which resulted in its removal from the annual rotation, to avoid further heated arguments among them.  
 
    From that time on, Isaiah 52:13—53:12 was never read publicly on the Sabbath, or during the Jewish festivals or fast days. Once they arrived at Isaiah 52 in the scheduled reading, they stopped at verse 12.  
 
    The following week, they skipped over the last 3 verses of Isaiah 52:13-15, ignored all of Isaiah 53, and picked up at Isaiah 54.  
 
    Over a year’s time, every verse of the Torah was read in canonical order. Much like how the Catholic Church had “scheduled readings” in the Liturgy of the Word and the Eucharist, the same was done in most synagogues. The end result of their defiance to the Word of God was that multitudes of devout Jews were unfamiliar with these crucial passages.  
 
    The way they were hidden from so many, in such plain sight, one might think Satan had recorded it instead of God’s own prophet, Isaiah. 
 
    Undeterred by their detractors, the Two Witnesses recited these forbidden texts many times throughout the day. This wasn’t done to agitate their protestors, as much as it was to reach those whose hearts God was changing, namely the 144,000, before calling them into service.  
 
    As always, they took turns quoting these forbidden prophecies among the growing crowds of Israelis, often changing the pronoun from “he” to “Messiah” or “Yeshua” to further demonstrate their point.  
 
    From memory, one of them quoted Isaiah 52:13: “‘See, my servant will act wisely; he will be raised and lifted up and highly exalted.’” 
 
    Then the other quoted verse fourteen, “‘Just as there were many who were appalled at him—his appearance was so disfigured beyond that of any human being, and his form marred beyond human likeness…’” 
 
    Then the other quoted verse fifteen. “‘So he will sprinkle many nations, and kings will shut their mouths because of him.’”  
 
    He paused, then with added emphasis went on, “‘For what they were not told, they will see, and what they have not heard, they will understand.’” 
 
    The last part of verse 15 was like a trigger, which caused each of the 144,000 to listen with greater interest.  
 
    Then, without skipping a beat, the other quoted Isaiah 53:1, as these portions of prophecy were connected, “‘Who has believed our message and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?’” 
 
    Then the other quoted verse two: “‘He grew up before him like a tender shoot, and like a root out of dry ground. He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.’”  
 
    Then verse three, “‘Messiah was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief; and as one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not.’”  
 
    Then, without missing a beat, the other Witness quoted verse four, “‘Surely Messiah has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted.’” 
 
    All eyes once again volleyed back to the other Witness when he quoted verse five, “‘But Yeshua was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed.’” 
 
    Then the other quoted verse six, “‘All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned—every one—to his own way; and the Lord has laid on Messiah the iniquity of us all.’” 
 
    Back and forth they went preaching this forbidden text, without ever breaking eye contact with their protesters. “‘Yeshua was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, so he opened not his mouth.’” 
 
    Then the other quoted verse eight, “‘By oppression and judgment Yeshua was taken away; and as for his generation, who considered that he was cut off out of the land of the living, stricken for the transgression of my people?’” 
 
    Then verse nine, “‘And they made Messiah’s grave with the wicked and with a rich man in his death, although he had done no violence, and there was no deceit in his mouth.’” 
 
    Followed by verse ten, “‘Yet it was the will of the Lord to crush Yeshua; he has put him to grief; when his soul makes an offering for guilt, he shall see his offspring; he shall prolong his days; the will of the Lord shall prosper in his hand.’” 
 
    Then verse eleven, “‘Out of the anguish of his soul he shall see and be satisfied; by his knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant, make many to be accounted righteous, and he shall bear their iniquities.’” 
 
    Then verse twelve, “‘Therefore I will divide him a portion with the many, and he shall divide the spoil with the strong, because Messiah poured out his soul to death and was numbered with the transgressors; yet he bore the sin of many, and makes intercession for the transgressors.’” 
 
    Knowing to Whom the two men were referring—Yeshua HaMaschiach—one rabbi shouted, “Stop this blasphemy!”  
 
    Many tore at their robes. The expressions on their faces might have others think their ears were gushing blood. “How dare you judge us?!” 
 
    One Witness quoted John 5:45, “Do not think we will accuse you before the Father. As Messiah Himself said, your accuser is Moses, on whom your hopes are set. If you believed Moses, you would believe us, for he wrote about Messiah, of Whom we speak. But since you do not believe what Moses wrote, how are you going to believe what we say?” 
 
    Then the other quoted Matthew 23:37: “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you were not willing.” 
 
    “Stop using Scripture against us!” replied a defiant rabbi. 
 
    But the 144,000 blocked out all them out and kept their focus on God’s Two Witnesses. The more they listened, the more they learned, and drew closer to their Maker.  
 
    Mindful of who they were, Salvador Romanero never spoke about the Two Witnesses publicly. It was as if they didn’t exist.  
 
    Another thing the Man of Peace hadn’t done since putting pen to paper with Israel, was update anyone on the great progress being made on the rebuilding of the Third Temple.  
 
    Whereas the last Temple took nearly 50 years to construct, after just a few months, the foundation for the new Temple was halfway finished.  
 
    Next month, they would start building walls. With an abundance of workers at their disposal, and virtually no Muslim interference, they hoped to have it finished in less than a year. The goal was to dedicate the Temple to Yahweh by next Passover.  
 
    Yahweh willing… 
 
    Until that time came, Jewish practices were once again being recognized and performed, according to their laws and customs, from the temporary tent temple—similar to the Tabernacle of Moses—they constructed after the peace treaty was signed with Romanero.  
 
    Yet, despite all that, little media coverage was given to it. Aside from Messianic Jews and born-again Christians, no one else cared. 
 
    What made Romanero’s silence on the matter so strange was that he was the one who cleared the path to building the Temple in the first place, when he declared the Muslims sites that were destroyed would never be rebuilt. He hadn’t uttered a word about it to anyone since...  
 
    It’s like it didn’t matter… 
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    DICK MULROONEY HAD PLENTY of mental and vengeful motivation to track down Brian in the state of Pennsylvania, so he could levy a strong dose of familial justice to his delusional son.  
 
    Not only had Brian brainwashed his own mother with his dangerous brand of mumbo-jumbo religious nonsense, which ultimately led to her leaving him, his vile actions led to the suicides of his own sister and former girlfriend. This meant there would be no grandchild to raise in the Catholic church—as Dick vividly saw in his dream.  
 
    It was easy to understand why he was severely depressed and at his wit’s end. These were unforgiveable acts.  
 
    With both females in the family gone—both at Brian’s hands—Dick was desperate to have a mano y mano meeting with the son he now wished he never had. If Brian was standing before him now, he would strangle him; but only because Dick didn’t own a gun.  
 
    If he did, the way he felt now, he believed he really would shoot his son dead like he’d threatened to on the video! 
 
    Then again, even two months later, Dick couldn’t muster the physical strength to get up off the couch, let alone drive to the Keystone State searching for his son and his extremely confused wife. Nor did he have the energy to put a viable plan in motion, let alone execute it. Thoughts of his late daughter rendered him prostrate.  
 
    Besides, Pennsylvania was a huge state. With no clues at his disposal, where would he possibly begin? He could easily crisscross the state many times, for months, years even, without finding them.  
 
    The thought alone zapped what little energy Dick still had left in his over fatigued body, bringing him back to how he felt when first responders came to collect his daughter’s lifeless body from the bloody bathtub the day after Universal Children’s Day.  
 
    With so many fires burning all throughout Manhattan, knowing Chelsea was already deceased, they didn’t arrive on the scene until the following day. Upon viewing her suicide video, authorities had no further questions for the grieving father.  
 
    At least I had electricity back then, Dick thought to himself.  
 
    Much like then, he lay silent on the couch with a throw pillow covering his face. When the coroner left with Chelsea’s remains late that night, Dick prayed that the kerosene-fueled flames burning in his city would ultimately reach his house.  
 
    Had that happened, he wouldn’t have tried escaping or calling 911 for help. Instead, he would have let it burn to the ground with him still in it. What was there to escape to? More pain and misery? More agony? How could life get any worse?  
 
    Death had to be infinitely better than this hellish existence!  
 
    Part of him envied Chelsea for having the strength to do what he’d contemplated many times since Sarah left him. At least in death he would be reunited with his daughter and would finally be at peace for a change.  
 
    That is, after he spent a few years in purgatory for his recent bad behavior. Or so he thought...  
 
    As it was, the only two things keeping Dick alive was his all-consuming hatred for his son, and the slim chance of rescuing Sarah from Brian’s evil clutches. If only he could do that, perhaps their marriage would still have a lingering chance.  
 
    Other than that, he was devoid of all emotion. He just wanted to be left alone to drown in his misery. He didn’t need anyone’s help for that.  
 
    Dick prayed that God would give him the strength to overcome the constant state of inertia in which he was trapped, so he could carry out this one last mission: revenge on Brian for destroying what he thought was the perfect Catholic family. 
 
    But for that to happen, he first had to find him… 
 
    The phone rang. Without even looking at the phone screen, Dick knew it was either Renate McCallister’s sister, Megan, or Jacquelyn’s parents, George and Eleanor Legler.  
 
    Once again, he let it go to voicemail.  
 
    Prior to Chelsea’s suicide, the many lengthy chats Dick had with his new friends had comforted him greatly. Even if they were mostly centered on revenge for Brian’s evil actions, they helped bolster his spirit, giving him strength to face another day.  
 
    But even they couldn’t snap him out of it. His voice mail box was full of messages from them. They were increasingly worried and begged him to return their calls. But he never did. Even Craig Rubin had left a few voice and text messages, to no avail. After hearing about his untimely death, Dick regretted not answering his calls. 
 
    But after two months of constant tragedy and despair, there wasn’t a single call, voice or text message from Sarah, not even to make sure he was okay after watching Chelsea’s suicide video.  
 
    After nearly 36 years of marriage, it hurt. Bad. 
 
    With Sarah gone, the living room had become Dick’s new bedroom. He couldn’t bring himself to sleep in the bed he shared with his wife for so many years. Nor could he use the upstairs bathroom where Chelsea breathed her last breath, let alone step foot in her bedroom.  
 
    In short: there was no good reason to venture upstairs again. And since the letter Sarah wrote was still on the kitchen table, it was difficult even going there. 
 
    Dick couldn’t help but wonder in the darkness if Brian and Sarah were wavering in their faith like he was. A big part of him hoped they were. How could they not, by being part of a false religion, especially among so much tragedy and despair?  
 
    He could only wonder...  
 
    All he knew for now was that the attack on America occurred after Sarah had left him, not beforehand. Surely it was God’s judgment on Brian for separating what God had joined together when Dick and Sarah exchanged wedding vows. Pain stabbed at his heart knowing their 36th anniversary was next week.  
 
    Dick buried his face in a pillow again. The pain he felt from mourning his daughter’s death and from missing his wife so much was so unbearable at times, he thought his heart might explode in his chest.  
 
    Not counting the church, Sarah was the one constant in his life, the one “sure thing”. Now she was gone. Dick took a few deep breaths to try stabilizing his breathing. He seriously doubted Sarah was being unfaithful to him, at least in a physical sense. But he felt completely betrayed by his wife in all other ways, especially spiritually.  
 
    That’s where the anger came from… 
 
    Dick looked up at the ceiling and shouted at God, “How could you let this happen to me? I’m a loyal Catholic! Before Chelsea’s suicide, I never missed going to Mass or confession! I always pray the rosary and say my ‘Hail Marys’ and ‘Our Fathers’! And for what? The loss of my family? Unending pain and suffering? How fair is that?”  
 
    Dick squeezed the pillow covering his face as tightly as he could, so he wouldn’t hear himself weeping again.  
 
    It didn’t work.  
 
    He was totally clueless about his late daughter’s eternal whereabouts or that Chelsea was pleading with God this very instant, in hell—not man-invented purgatory—for her earthly father to repent of his sins and trust in Christ for his salvation before his time on earth came to an end.  
 
    Otherwise, he would one day join her there in that same dreadful eternal dwelling place. Chelsea was eternally mindful that all it would take was for her biological father to spend one millisecond where she was to know he didn’t want to be sent there.  
 
    But in order to avoid going to hell, he had to repent and trust in Jesus, not the Catholic Church, before his earthly life came to an end... 
 
      
 
    SARAH MULROONEY LAY IN bed with an IV in her left arm. Even if she wanted to help the others, she couldn’t. She was medically bedridden. Thankfully, she was expected to make a complete recovery.  
 
    At least physically. But her mind tortured her mercilessly.  
 
    Without even watching the two videos Dick had sent her, she blamed herself for Chelsea’s suicide. She felt certain Dick blamed her too.  
 
    Alone in the darkness, Sarah powered up her cell phone for the first time in weeks. She was surprised the battery hadn’t been drained. 
 
    Up until now, she refused to watch her daughter’s suicide video. Seeing Renate kill herself was more than enough! It was time…. 
 
    The only sound to be heard in her bedroom came from the space heater on the table beside her bed. Sarah was grateful for the generator power. Otherwise, she might freeze to death in the house. 
 
    Sarah closed her eyes and listened to her daughter’s final words. She couldn’t bear to watch.  
 
    When Chelsea said, “Yes, I’m mad at you for leaving Dad and for abandoning me. I can’t understand for the life in me why you did it. I thought I’d never see the day when my own parents would separate,” Sarah fell to pieces. Her body constricted; she felt paralyzed.  
 
    When her daughter went on, “After thirty-five years of marriage, you leave Dad a goodbye letter? Seriously? Do you realize how devastated he is? He’s been in a fog ever since you left. He looks like a zombie!”  
 
    Sarah covered her ears with her hands and started hyperventilating. “How could I abandon my daughter at the absolute worst time in her life? Father, I beg You, please take me out of this world!” 
 
    Sarah literally cried herself to sleep…
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    ONE MONTH LATER – LATE OCTOBER 
 
      
 
    IT TOOK TWO MONTHS to complete, but with all hands-on deck, save for Sarah Mulrooney, ETSM safe house number one was as finished as finished could be.  
 
    With the rest of the large equipment shipped on 18-wheeler flatbed trucks to the next safe house location, somewhere in Western Pennsylvania—along with many construction workers—their focus shifted from “construction” to “maintenance and survival” mode. Residents were given daily and weekly maintenance chores to carryout.  
 
    The new 12-foot high wall was completed. The blink motion detectors—to include heat and motion sensors so wind blowing through trees wouldn’t automatically set them off—were mounted to the wall in 50-foot intervals. Security cameras were scattered about the property. Some were mounted to the wall; others were perched high up on trees. 
 
    The 263 cottages were retrofitted to house as many exiled Christians as the space would allow. Cots took up practically every inch inside.  
 
    Military-style bunkers, each capable of sleeping 200 people per shift, were constructed where the seven burned cottages once stood.  
 
    Once operational, everyone assigned there would have their own bed sheets, pillows and pillowcases, which would be stripped from beds after each sleep cycle and washed every two weeks with the rest of their personal laundry. But for now, with power still out, and the residency reduced by half, only twenty-five cottages were being lived in.  
 
    Now that the church pavilion had solid soundproof walls, it was renamed the Safe House Number One Church Sanctuary.  
 
    All aboveground structures were equipped with industrial-strength air and water filtration units and were hermetically sealed with copper-fitting and with additional thick inner walls, to hopefully prevent the enemy from honing-in on them with high-tech surveillance devices.  
 
    With the hospital moved underground, the daycare center was changed into an exercise room. Walls were torn down and the large room was filled with gym equipment. An equal amount of multi station workout machines, treadmills, elliptical bikes, free weights, were brought to the main exercise room located on the second floor of the second hole. 
 
    Washers and dryers were taken from cottages to fill every available space of what used to be the general store, where many of the pregnant women were assigned to laundry duty.  
 
    Canopies covered most walkways so ETSM members could walk or jog and get fresh air. The canopies wouldn’t prevent the enemy from knowing humans were there—that would be impossible—but the hope was that they would keep drones from spying on them, using facial recognition technology to possibly identify them. 
 
    Before signing off on the project, the structural engineer on record, who’d since followed the large equipment to the next location, warned that even with additives poured into the cement to make it dry faster, the foundations of the three subterranean locations still hadn’t dried in some places—especially on the top floors.  
 
    With time being of the extreme essence, slip forms were raised up and vertical beams were set in place too prematurely in some places, and cement was poured for the next floor.  
 
    “Though all three holes passed the bare-minimum compression tests,” the structural engineer had cautioned, “if the soil ever shifts near or below the underground holes, the structures could collapse under their own weight. Even without land shifts or earthquakes, by not allowing the cement to properly settle, all three will surely collapse in ten years.” 
 
    Realizing how moot his point was—everyone knew it would be destroyed much sooner than that—he let it go at that.  
 
    Everything stored in basements all this time, was moved underground to the bottom floor of the second 50-foot hole, to include medical supplies, medicines, backup generators, and Level A hazmat suits.  
 
    Large steel safes and industrial size walk-in refrigerators were also brought underground to store cash, weapons, various medicines and thousands of pints of blood.  
 
    If anyone needed a measuring stick to show how different life had become post Rapture, the $1M stored in one of the smaller safes wasn’t guarded as tirelessly as the blood and various medicines in the other safes. In short, the cash wasn’t the most important asset needing protection. Not by a longshot. Chances were good they wouldn’t spend it all anyway.  
 
    Dr. Singh couldn’t have been any more impressed with the new hospital. So much was accomplished in so little time.  
 
    Even despite that the concrete floors were uneven in some places, the industrial-strength air and water filtration units, and all medical equipment were working to perfection. The operating, delivery and recovery rooms were ready to be used. With the first baby just days away from being born, the timing couldn’t have been more perfect.  
 
    But as the only doctor on the premises for now, the massive hospital occupying the entire bottom floor of the first hole overwhelmed her.  
 
    It was too much hospital for only one doctor. She silently feared it would soon be too small a hospital for the constant barrage of patients.  
 
    Much of the subterranean space was still being organized. But the underground jail was finished. Each room was fitted with comfy beds, chairs, Bibles, and soft colored walls with LED screens hanging on them, ready to project pleasant sceneries and Bible quotations for all sent there.  
 
    Everyone prayed they would never be used.  
 
    Another area now operational was the top floor of the second hole. Underground hatcheries and plant beds took up a large chunk of that space. With the use of aquaponics technology, which was the combination of aquaculture and hydroponics, the tanks were stocked with catfish and tilapia. In these semi-closed systems, water flowed between the fish tanks and the nearby fruit and vegetable plant beds.   
 
    The fish waste in the water supplied nutrients to the plants. The micro-organisms in the plants cleaned the water that was then returned to the fish tanks. This provided a mutually beneficial environment for both.  
 
    Most safe houses were farming crops and fish this way.  
 
    At safehouse number one, fish tanks teemed with fish; and thousands of plants were already budding. They had plenty of seed to last seven years. And plenty of canned and freeze-dried foods to last that time.  
 
    What they didn’t have was absolute assurance that the safehouse would be here long enough to eat all the food and plant more seed.  
 
    Before the large equipment was shipped off to the next location, two more holes were dug and one tunnel; one was more like a ditch. It was risky, they knew, extremely risky, but if safehouse number one was still standing when Jesus returned, with so many children expected, they would need a place for trash disposal.  
 
    Recycling wasn’t a factor. In a suddenly disposable planet, why bother? With the closest neighbor three miles away, they hoped no one other than the birds, insects and rodents would discover it.  
 
    The last hole dug at the far-left end of the property was a 20-foot ditch they would use for burials. Sadly, it had already been used. The first death was an overweight construction worker from New Mexico who suffered a massive heart attack on the job. Estranged from his wife and kids, after they buried him, a sympathy card was sent to his unsaved loved ones back in Taos, New Mexico, offering their condolences.   
 
    The card was given to a driver in Kennett Square on one of his deliveries to Chadds Ford. He mailed it in the state of Maryland after delivering supplies to a safehouse down there.  
 
    The front of the card read: Sorry For Your Loss. Inside the card was Psalm 116:15, “Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of His saints.” The hope was that God would use that verse to cause his family to contemplate life on the other side, using the Holy Bible as their guide.  
 
    At any rate, his death was a sobering moment for everyone at safe house number one. It made them realize just how cut off they really were from the rest of the world. They feared many would soon join him there; but only their bodies, not their souls... 
 
      
 
    THANKS TO GOD’S PROVIDENCE, they were able to retrieve the large equipment, medical equipment and medicines Jefferson Danforth had generously set aside for them.  
 
    It took several trips using twenty leased 18-wheeler trucks, but the four massive-sized warehouses were completely emptied of all their contents and divvied proportionately between the safehouses.  
 
    It was then that Australian billionaire and ETSM member, Nigel Jones, put his three Gulfstream V planes into service.  
 
    Since the global businessman had contacts worldwide, his planes weren’t red flagged as they crisscrossed the globe delivering cash and supplies to their brothers and sisters on all five continents. 
 
    Travis Hartings offered to pay all costs, including fuel, crew and aircraft upkeep, but Jones declined, saying he would never be able to spend his fortune before Jesus returned. He also hinted that if anything were ever to happen to him, it would all be given to the ETSM. 
 
    They even managed to successfully ship a few robotic bricklaying machines and metal earth worms across the northern and southern borders to their Canadian and Mexican brethren in Christ, so they could better fortify their safehouses as well.  
 
    While those two countries had this large equipment in vast quantities, what ETSM members living there didn’t have were people in power willing to help them, which meant their leaders couldn’t be trusted.  
 
    Drivers delivering the equipment across the borders convinced border agents that they were part of a humanitarian effort in the Western Hemisphere to help rebuild what the enemy had recently destroyed. But more times than not the trucks were denied passage. 
 
    Some living in those countries managed to purchase equipment on the black market, or from bankrupt construction companies, with money sent from Travis Hartings.  
 
    But most didn’t have that luxury…  
 
      
 
    AS AMERICA FELL DEEPER and deeper into decline, God used this time to answer Clayton Holmes’ and Travis Hartings’ prayers to help protect their many safehouses. The Most High did this by connecting members of the American Freedom Keepers group to the ETSM.  
 
    With the U.S. military in total disarray, and with Lois Cipriano now in charge, trying to protect the country they loved was a crazy pipeline dream that needed to be put out of mind for good.  
 
    Even if their former patriots in arms still had hopes of seeing America become the most powerful country on earth again, it would never happen. In short, there would be no successful retaliation on their end.  
 
    Upon joining the End Times Salvation Movement, they were deployed to every safe house in the U.S. to stand guard. Their collective focus shifted from offensive to defensive, from fighting for the country they loved so much, to protecting all ETSM properties—especially the multitudes of children soon to inhabit their many locations...  
 
    Like everyone invited before them, after being quickly vetted, they had to cut all ties with unbelieving families, including unsaved spouses. 
 
    Twelve of them were deployed to Chadds Ford, Pennsylvania for now. Some even agreed to help guard safehouses abroad. 
 
    But with the organization’s strict “no kill” policy in effect, keeping everyone safe from harm would be no easy task. Setting bear traps outside the perimeter, using stun guns, poison-tipped arrows and rubber bullets could only do so much to protect their brothers and sisters in harm’s way.  
 
    Though they understood the rules of engagement perfectly clear, the guards often warned that if any of their locations ever came under enemy fire, chances were good it would be the last day on the planet for everyone living there, except for their children, who would ultimately be raised in the Global Community.  
 
    Holmes and Hartings understood and shared their concerns, and knew they had a right to protect their land. But if someone was ever killed on their properties, it would bring unwanted attention their way.  
 
    After many debates on the topic, the ETSM leaders promised to take their request to better arm each location under prayerful advisement, if only for the children’s sake. But until they heard from God, one way or the other, killing the enemy wasn’t an option.  
 
    In the meantime, anyone living in a safe house was assigned 30-minute time slots to pray for the protection of the End Times Salvation Movement, and for Christians who hadn’t had dreams and, therefore, couldn’t be invited to live on their properties for now. This was as important as their daily chores.  
 
    Bottom line, someone was always praying. And standing guard.
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    WITH NEARLY THREE MONTHS to organize, and with more than a million members in America working around the clock at breakneck speed, more than a thousand ETSM locations had already been fortified using the large equipment, 500 at a time.  
 
    Hundreds of other safe house locations never had access to the large equipment. Either their locations were too small, they were situated in difficult to reach, hilly places, or they were too out in the open and would draw too much attention their way. They were given excavators only.  
 
    The Kennett Square farm was now in possession of the large equipment. It was delivered from a newly fortified safe house just outside Harrisburg. What made this particular location so difficult to renovate was, with the global food crisis worsening, aside from providing food and dairy for the ETSM, the farm was required to produce food and dairy for local hospitals, prisons, and grocery stores.  
 
    With so many delivery trucks coming and going throughout the day, all underground digging was done at night. 
 
    Before the Rapture, the farm owners always proclaimed to be followers of Jesus. To a certain extent they were. Only they weren’t saved. Of Mennonite descent, like their Amish brethren, they believed in a strong work ethic, which was a good thing.  
 
    The problem was that they had become too legalistic in their thinking and started believing their good works counted for something in the eyes of God. They failed to understand that they weren’t saved by works, but unto them.  
 
    It took being left behind to finally understand what Paul meant in Galatians 2:16: “...A man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law, because by observing the law no one will be justified.”  
 
    In short, they finally understood it was God’s grace that saved anyone, not a combination of His grace and His Law (works).  
 
    At present, less than 50 members lived at the Kennett Square safehouse. But with the property resting on more than 300 acres of soon-to-be worthless soil, soon they would house as many Tribulation saints as the land would allow.  
 
    With the severe sun blockage and erratic temperature changes, crops and vegetables were in extreme short supply. Not only that, eggs were selling in stores for a dollar a piece. Bread sold for $10 a loaf. A gallon of milk sold for $20. Fruits and vegetables were so expensive that only few could afford them. Most tried growing their own crops but had great difficulty. Seed was difficult to obtain. And where it was available for purchase, it was too expensive for most.  
 
    This wasn’t price gouging. It was purely supply versus demand. 
 
    Worse, economists weren’t optimistic that prices would ultimately drop, only increase. The hundreds of millions who were part of Romanero’s relocation program and received vouchers for free food and housing for a year, would soon see just how short-lived and shallow his promises to them really were, once the food voucher program ended next summer. 
 
    Donald Johnson was preparing to go back to the Philippines, where he once was a Mormon missionary for many years. Now that he was saved, he planned on going back to Southeast Asia to help manage a safe house, a few miles outside of Manila, that had yet to be fortified. 
 
    The tall and lanky ex-Mormon from Salt Lake City spent lots of time going back and forth from safe house number one and the Kennett Square farm. The one thing the Mormons and Amish and Mennonites had in common was that all had perfected the art of freeze-dried foods.  
 
    Whatever scraps weren’t delivered, were canned and freeze-dried for future consumption. Nothing was left to spoil.  
 
    While most farmers were required to provide meats and produce for the general population, even had the ETSM not agreed to give them $100M, as fellow believers, they still would have shared the firstfruits with them.  
 
    At safe house number one alone, hundreds of gallons of milk and 5,000 eggs were set aside each week. While the massive construction was happening, they delivered twice that amount.  
 
    The pick-up time was every Monday at 3 a.m. Like all other ETSM locations receiving food deliveries from this farm, two trucks were used. The one being returned to the farm was empty.  
 
    The driver of that truck left the keys in the ignition and hopped in the other truck that was loaded with food supplies.  
 
    Travis Hartings purchased eight refrigerated delivery trucks from a seafood company that went out of business a month after the disappearances. Four were wrapped in the Kennett Square farm logo.  
 
    The other four advertised fictitious organizations and would be used solely for ETSM deliveries. All were registered under the T.H. Corporation. The magnet on the side of the Chadds Ford delivery truck advertised an orphanage in Philadelphia for troubled teens.  
 
    Most of the fuel burned on these trips wasn’t from driving from point A to B, but from taking so many detours along the way, to ensure that no one was following them. What normally took 20 minutes round trip now took twice as long. At least that much.  
 
    On September 1st, Joaquim Guzman made his first delivery to safe house number one. On his second delivery the following week, he met Leticia Gonzalez. She was in the cafeteria preparing breakfast.  
 
    All it took was one smile from her and the young man’s heart skipped a beat. He nearly dropped the large box of eggs he’d just unloaded from the truck onto the floor.  Even though he was only 15, and she was 12, he fell in love with Leticia at first glance.  
 
    The fact that she was pregnant mattered not to him. After inquiring, he was thrilled to hear she was still single.  
 
    Joaquim sought and received permission to visit safehouse number one occasionally, for church services and Bible studies.  
 
    After six weeks, he wanted to marry Leticia. If they ever got married, Leticia made it known to Joaquim that she would want to remain in Chadds Ford with her parents. He had no problem with that. It mattered not to Joaquim where they lived, so long as they were together. With his parents gone, all he wanted was to feel part of a family again… 
 
      
 
    FARM DELIVERIES WEREN’T THE only shipments being made to ETSM safe houses; there were many others. As popular as online shopping was before the Rapture, with most people once again too terrified to leave their homes, 99% of all purchases made in the world were done online. 
 
    Very few citizens dined in restaurants anymore, forcing even the fanciest restaurants to deliver to those who still had the means.  
 
    Even doctors and nurses were making house visits again.  
 
    Like all other ETSM safe house locations, products ordered online were delivered to vacant houses a few miles away from the Chadds Ford property. With the populace reduced by two-thirds, and so many vacant homes in America, there were many locations from which to choose.  
 
    The key was to be there when the order was delivered, before someone else collected it, namely squatters. As bad as porch piracy was before the disappearances, like all other illegal enterprises, it had grown exponentially since the Rapture.  
 
    Since ETSM residents never entered the houses at which their orders were shipped, they had no way of knowing if squatters lived in them or not. Which is why they were always there when the deliveries were made.  
 
    Once electricity was restored, and American citizens started repatriating, they would have to be twice as vigilant. 
 
    Jacquelyn monitored all deliveries online. When the delivery truck was five stops away, she dispatched two teenage residents to drive there and wait in the car, until the parcel truck was clear out of sight, before collecting the packages.  
 
    Teenagers and young adults did most of the outside running around errands for the organization, and collected all shipments delivered to vacant houses within a five-mile radius of the Chadds Ford residence.  
 
    The youngsters were sent out two at a time, on a rotating basis, so their faces wouldn’t become too familiar to outsiders. Escape routes were planned in advance, in case they ever encountered trouble. 
 
    Of the many supplies Jefferson Danforth had provided for them, surgical masks were the first things they ran out of. Over the past two months, ETSM members in Chadds Ford went through two thousand masks per day. They couldn’t keep them in stock.  
 
    This was the case with most U.S. locations. Thankfully, the sky above the property had cleared to the extent that, save for a few residents still battling respiratory issues—including Brian Mulrooney—this latest shipment for 200,000 surgical masks should last a while.  
 
    With the great demand for their product came restrictions; namely, sellers limited their customers to 10,000 per shipment. To combat this, orders were shipped to 20 different vacant houses within a 10-mile radius of safe house number one, under different names.  
 
    If there was one good thing, since most online companies were severely cash-strapped, aside from placing strict limits on most orders, they weren’t overly cautious with where or to whom their products were shipped. They were just grateful for the business.  
 
    With so much urgency, and with many weeks to get organized, safe house number one was starting to become a well-oiled machine.  
 
    Many other ETSM locations were slowly catching up.  
 
    Sadly, the number of believers out fending for themselves, who hadn’t had dreams, and weren’t part of the organization, kept rising.  
 
    Just knowing so many of their brothers and sisters were starving and freezing to death, weighed heavily on the two ETSM leaders, piercing them both deeply inside. They were praying and fasting and seeking Divine guidance on the best way to help them. 
 
    If they could invite the many who’d contacted them on the Last Shot At Redemption website to live on their properties, they would have already done it by now. But they couldn’t—not until they had dreams…
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    WITH SO MUCH ATTENTION being brandished on Hana Patel, Brian Mulrooney understood why the emails he and Jacquelyn had sent to her had all gone unanswered. Even Meera Singh sent a few emails to the Patels, in their native tongue, but to no avail. 
 
    Brian was growing impatient. He sighed, “Can’t help but wonder if they would have replied by now, had we included an online gift?”  
 
    Jacquelyn looked up from the Bible she was reading, “You know the rules. No online purchases to outsiders. That would require our personal information with payment. Not good!” 
 
    “I know. But by not including a gift, I feel like our emails will remain buried like needles in millions of haystacks.” 
 
    “I still remember what the reporter on TV said about Hana receiving more than a million congratulatory cards before baby Salvadora was even born. How many more has she received since?”   
 
    “Please stop calling her by that name. Gives me the creeps.” 
 
    Jacquelyn kissed her husband’s forehead. “Sorry, sweetie.” 
 
    Brian frowned, “Sometimes I wonder why God prompted me to contact them in the first place. Every time I turn on the TV or go online, the Patels are being bombarded with house visits from celebrities and people in high places, including India’s President. Yet, I’m supposed to believe they’ll find time to reply back to the few emails we sent?” 
 
    Jacquelyn gazed into her husband’s eyes. The pain of losing his kid sister was still there. She was amazed at how much gray was mixed in with the beautiful auburn hair Brian had when they first met. “You know how God’s been communicating with us using dreams. We must remain patient. Surely, He’ll open this door for us when the time is right.” 
 
    Brian leaned over and kissed his wife on the lips. “Just one more reason why I love you so much.”  
 
    “Love you too, dear!”  
 
    After one more long kiss, Brian turned off the light on his side of the bed and the Mulrooneys eventually drifted off to sleep.  
 
    The next morning, during Brian’s prayer time, Yogesh Patel kept coming to his mind. “Lord, are You prompting me to shift my focus from Hana to Yogesh?” Feeling the answer was yes, he shared it with Jacquelyn.  
 
    “Well, on one front, it certainly makes sense. It seems Yogesh is seldom mentioned among all the hoopla. Perhaps that’s why the Holy Spirit’s nudging you in that direction…” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly. Wouldn’t be surprised if Hana received more cards and emails in one day than Yogesh received in total.” Brian scratched his head, “Perhaps we can snail mail a package addressed to Yogesh only, using a fake name and return address.” 
 
    “Hmm, we’d need permission first...” 
 
    Brian nodded agreement, “Of course. But I want them to receive it before they go to the Middle East. Once they meet Romanero and receive the million-dollar prize money, with the whole world watching, it’ll be even more difficult for them to find time to open it.” 
 
    It was decided then. Brian shared his idea with Charles Calloway, who then contacted Braxton Rice.  
 
    At first, the ETSM security chief was dead set against it. It was too risky. The Patels were one of the most popular couples on the planet. With that came a very bright spotlight constantly shining on them.  
 
    “Perhaps in time it could be done,” Rice had said, “just not now...”  
 
    He reconsidered after dreaming about the very thing the Mulrooneys were attempting to do. He gave the green light to proceed, but told them not to send the package until he first had time to weigh all options and pray about it. He also needed to find a post office that was still open.  
 
    Most had closed after power was lost. Rice had no idea how personally involved he would be with this particular mission... 
 
    In the meantime, Brian spent a full day drafting a letter to Yogesh Patel, explaining what had happened to him after the disappearances, and how God had since changed him from a false to a real convert.  
 
    Taking a page out of the “Justin Schroeder Playbook”, Mulrooney followed in his late friend’s footsteps and placed the letter inside a Bible to be included in the package. His hope was, by paying it forward, those two things would impact the recipient more than the clothing for his daughter would, much like Justin’s letter had done for him. 
 
    Jacquelyn sorted through the small mountain of clothing she’d purchased for her unborn child before the Rapture, looking for an outfit or two to include in the package for the Patel child. The rest of the clothing would be shared with newborns at safehouse number one.  
 
    By choice, Jacquelyn didn’t want to know the child’s gender back then, which explained the two piles of clothing on the coffee table; one for boys, the other for girls. When the baby was suddenly sucked out of her womb on that life-altering day, the not knowing if it was a boy or girl turned out to be a minor blessing. Had she known, it would have only led to more personal anguish and given her something else to lament over.  
 
    Finally, on Braxton Rice’s order, Jacquelyn and Mary Johnston drove 66 miles northeast to a post office main distribution center in Trenton, New Jersey. All local branches were still closed.  
 
    Rice had one of his subordinates check the location the day before, looking for the best way for Jacquelyn and Mary to avoid detection. With so many security cameras, the only shot they had was to wear surgical masks and cover their heads in scarves.  
 
    Mindful that pregnant women were treated like diplomats everywhere they went, Braxton Rice told Jacquelyn to do all the talking. The only problem was, at three months pregnant, she wasn’t showing yet. 
 
    Leticia Gonzalez was going stir crazy and wanted to join them. Despite her constant pleading that she was showing, her request was denied. Not only was she hours away from giving birth, at only 12 years of age, her very presence would cause such a commotion at the post office. Everyone would want to take selfies with the young expectant mother and connect with her on social media.  
 
    It wasn’t a risk worth taking. 
 
    Before ambling inside the near-empty post office, Jacquelyn stuffed a pillow under her sweater to make her look even more pregnant than she really was. Many women had done that, post-Rapture, to further protect the child in the womb, in case the mother slipped and fell. 
 
    In Jacquelyn’s case, that was only partly the reason for doing it. 
 
    They had no intention of removing their masks or headscarves or revealing their true identities to anyone.  
 
    They just hoped they wouldn’t be asked to produce ID’s. If by chance they were, they’d say they left their purses in the car then drive to the next post office on the back-up list and try again.  
 
    As expected, Jacquelyn was showered with grateful smiles from the few people who were there, most of whom were postal employees.  
 
    Mary Johnston went largely ignored. She didn’t take it personally. 
 
    Posing as Joan Henriksen, Jacquelyn placed the package on the counter, and handed the postal clerk the shipping paperwork.   
 
    Seeing the recipient’s name on the label, the postal clerk said, “Can’t tell you how many packages I’ve shipped to this P.O. Box the past few months. Practically have it memorized. Only this is the first one addressed to baby Salvadora’s father.”  
 
    Jacquelyn gulped hard. The way he said it concerned her a bit. “I’m sure Hana still has a mountain of gifts to open. Figured they’d get to it sooner if I mailed it to him instead.”  
 
    The man raised an eyebrow, “Smart thinking on your part...”  
 
    “You should thank my husband, Brad. It was his idea.” 
 
    After placing the proper shipping label on the box and applying more tape for good measure, Kaito Yamamoto glanced at the return address label. “That’ll be a hundred and thirty-seven dollars and fifty cents, Mrs. Henriksen.”  
 
    Jacquelyn pulled two crisp hundred dollar bills from her pants pocket and handed them to him.  
 
    The postal clerk shifted his weight from one leg to the other and raised an eyebrow. This was his first cash client in many days.  
 
    For protection purposes, Salvador Romanero had urged all citizens, especially new and expectant mothers, to keep their cash in banks and use debit cards for all purchases, until the new monetary card became widely available, which ultimately would help usher in the cashless system.  
 
    Jacquelyn braced herself, praying he wouldn’t ask for identification. 
 
    He glanced down at Joan Henriksen’s baby bump and, knowing she was an untouchable, he dismissed all suspicions and took her cash. 
 
    Hormones are probably out of whack from the pregnancy; she’s not thinking right. Besides, it was getting late. His shift was almost over. He was tired and hungry and wanted to go home.  
 
    He handed his customer her change, “The package should arrive in roughly ten days, give or take. Normally, it only takes three days.” 
 
    Jacquelyn said, “We understand.” So long as it arrives before the Patels leave for the Middle East, no problem. 
 
    “Here’s your tracking number. Good luck with the pregnancy.”   
 
    Joan Henriksen rubbed her belly, “Thank you.”  
 
    “Boy or girl?”  
 
    “Time will tell…”  
 
    The postal clerk jerked his head back, “Really? You don’t know?” 
 
    The way he said it made Jacquelyn gulp hard. “Been fighting it all this time. On one hand, I wanna know. On the other hand, I don’t.”   
 
    Yamamoto grew suspicious again. Something wasn’t right with these two women. There was this nervous energy swirling about them. And he couldn’t ignore what he saw on their faces. It’s like they were hiding something. It rubbed him the wrong way. 
 
    Sensing what the man was thinking, Jacquelyn gulped, then tightened her headscarf, “It’s windy out there...”  
 
    At that, the two ETSM women left the post office, praising God that Jacquelyn wasn’t asked to show ID. Nor was she peppered with questions expectant mothers were constantly asked a few short months ago.  
 
    “Did you win contest money? If so, how much?” “Were you given a place to live for free?” And on and on… 
 
    Perhaps because so many women had already given birth; or because their country was under constant attack, they refrained.  
 
    Whatever the reason, it was one less thing to worry about. The security cameras sweeping back and forth capturing their images gave them more than enough to be concerned about.  
 
    They hurried to the car parked three blocks away, without looking back. Before getting on the highway, they were surprised to see a small diner open for business. They stopped in for a bite to eat. Both considered it a rare treat.  
 
    Save for a handful of others, Jacquelyn and Mary had the restaurant all to themselves. The server, a young woman named Candace, was grateful just to have customers to wait on.  
 
    Mary ordered a Reuben. She’d been craving one ever since she left Manhattan. It was as good as any she’d had back home.  
 
    Jacquelyn ordered an appetizer tray that had chicken wings, stuffed potato skins and fried zucchini with a horse radish sauce. 
 
    The service was excellent, but the young girl was almost too attentive, constantly hovering by their table asking if they were okay. She made it difficult for them to discuss anything important. 
 
    The two ETSM women wanted to witness to her and indeed tried to in subtle ways. But it was evident, at least for now, that she was spiritually blinded to the Truth.  
 
    When Candace dropped the check, Jacquelyn paid in cash, rewarding the young woman’s good service with a generous tip.  
 
    The biggest tip Candace would receive would come in the form of prayer, even if she didn’t know it.  
 
    The main topic of discussion on the drive back to Chadds Ford was Sarah Mulrooney.  
 
    Mary asked, “How well do you know your mother-in-law?” 
 
    “In truth, I hardly know her at all. Before she arrived at safe house number one, we spoke on the phone a few times. Other than that, the only other time I met her in person was at our wedding. What a disaster it turned out to be.”  
 
    “Yeah, brother Tom told me all about it. Only time I met Sarah was when we drove to Pennsylvania with Braxton. Even then she was a mess.” Mary stared out the passenger window. “Think she’s suicidal?” 
 
    Jacquelyn shot Mary a quick glance, then refocused her attention on the road before her, “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “You know, after all she’s been through…” 
 
    Jacquelyn sighed, “Let’s hope not. Thankfully, she made a full recovery from her collapse. Even so, aside from eating and using the restroom, she never leaves her bedroom. We often hear her crying. 
 
    “She’s the only resident not living up to her agreed responsibilities. Brian’s always saying his mother has turned into Chelsea, only she still alive. It’s having a serious negative impact on him.”  
 
    As Jacquelyn guided the vehicle onto I-95 south, Mary lowered her head and prayed the package would arrive in Chennai, India before the Patels traveled to Dubai for the Day of New Beginnings celebration.  
 
    Mary then prayed that God would intervene and heal Jacquelyn’s mother-in-law before Sarah did something foolish like her daughter had done. Finally, she prayed for Candace, “Change her heart, Lord, as only You can, Amen!” 
 
    A teary-eyed Jacquelyn said, “Amen!” 
 
    Two hours later, after taking many detours along the way, they made it back to safe house number one to learn the population was about to increase by one… 
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    JACQUELYN WALKED THROUGH THE front door to find Brian in the living room, reading the Bible by candlelight. There had been no contact between the couple since the two women left for Trenton. They were told to leave their cell phones at home, just in case. Brian looked anxious.  
 
    “What’s wrong, sweetie?” 
 
    “It’s about to happen.”  
 
    Just as Jacquelyn was about to ask what her husband meant by that, her face lit up, “Leticia’s in labor?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Wow, really? When?” 
 
    “An hour after you left. I think it’s been five hours now.” 
 
    “Let’s go see her!” 
 
    “The waiting line starts at the sanctuary…”  
 
    “Sanctuary?” 
 
    Brian nodded yes. “Everyone was so excited when she went into labor that they stormed the hospital. Meera was forced to kick everyone out. The sanctuary’s the waiting room.” 
 
    “Good thing she didn’t go with us today.” 
 
    “You got that right.” 
 
    “Let’s go to the sanctuary then.”  
 
    Brian put on his coat and surgical mask, made sure he had his inhaler and they left at once.  
 
    When they got there, a nervous Julio Gonzalez asked Tamika, “Has her cervix dilated any further?” 
 
    “Seven centimeters now. Won’t be long before she starts pushing. Congratulations in advance, Grandpa.” 
 
    Julio beamed. In his mind, at 34, he was too young to be a grandfather, let alone be called one. But now that it was about to happen, he liked the sound of it. “How is she?”  
 
    Tamika smiled. “Just fine. In the best of care.” 
 
    “And Marta?” 
 
    “Fine, too. Refuses to leave Leticia’s side.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’s hungry. Can you bring a platter back for her?” 
 
    “I’m going to the cafeteria now.” 
 
    “When can I see her?” 
 
    “Whenever you want, Julio. You’re her father.” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    Tamika smiled, “Soon, Joaquim.” 
 
    Tamika was impressed by Joaquim’s concern for Leticia. He wasn’t the father, but you’d never know it by the way he was acting. His concern for her was genuine.  He was quite matured for his young age.  
 
    Leticia wanted him by her side holding her hand when she gave birth to her son she’d already named, Julio, after her father and late brother. 
 
    Her request was denied by her parents. Bottom line, they weren’t married. But the 15-year-old was assured that, as her new boyfriend, he would be among the first to see the child after he was born.  
 
    Tamika went to the cafeteria and filled three plates full of food—one for herself, one for Marta and one for Meera Singh, and placed them in a carrying bag to keep them warm. On the walk back to the subterranean hospital at the back of the property, she peeked her head in the sanctuary, “I’ll update you all again as soon as I can, Julio.” 
 
    “Thanks, nurse.” 
 
    Nurse…Tamika liked the sound of it. The way Julio said it filled her with pride, the good kind. She descended the stairs to the underground delivery room on the bottom floor, smiling every step of the way.   
 
    Her smile faded. Tamika was happy for Leticia, but sad for herself. It was impossible not to think about Jamal and Dante. Without a doubt, being Mommy to them was what she did best in life. No one brought more joy into her life than her two sons.  
 
    Will I ever have children again? It was a question she frequently asked but had no answer to. In this present climate, she wasn’t sure she wanted kids again. If she couldn’t have more children, she would love all ETSM children to the best of her ability, as if they were her own.   
 
    She arrived back to hear Dr. Singh say to Leticia, “I know so much about you, but it seems you know so little about me. Is there anything you’d like to know?” Having delivered so many babies over the years, Meera believed engaging with first time mothers often helped take their minds off the pain, even if momentarily.  
 
    Leticia felt a light contraction. When it left her, she said, “What made you want to become a doctor?” 
 
    “From the time I was a little girl growing up, I always wanted to help others. Whenever I saw someone in pain, it made me sad. My dream came closer to becoming a reality after my family migrated here from Calcutta, India, I was only six at the time.  
 
    “It took time to adjust to my new surroundings in Seattle, but eventually I flourished as a student. I received a full scholarship to the University of Washington. After graduating from medical school, summa cum laude, I was heavily recruited by dozens of hospitals and universities nationwide.  
 
    “But I wanted to be close to my family, so I rented my first apartment and decided to work at a hospital in downtown Seattle. From a socio-financial standpoint, my siblings all did well for themselves. All of us received college degrees and were achieving the American Dream.  
 
    “A year ago, this was something I was quite proud of, especially knowing how proud my parents were of us. We all chipped in and helped them open a small business.” Meera grimaced, “Everything changed at the Rapture. It just happened to be my fiftieth birthday…” 
 
    “Really? Oh, my. If it makes you feel better, you don’t look fifty.”  
 
    “Fifty?” Tamika remarked. “You look too young to be fifty.” 
 
    Meera’s skin was a shade lighter than Tamika’s; her hair was long and black, her face beautiful, her smile captivating, her body slim; fit.   
 
    Meera smiled. “Thank you. I had planned a two-week vacation to Europe to celebrate with some of my friends. We were on the plane waiting to take off when people suddenly disappeared. Needless to say, the plane never left Seattle. I was terrified like everyone else. 
 
    “With my birthday trip cancelled, I called work to see if they needed me there. The hospital was overflowing with patients. They begged me to join them. An hour after I arrived, my mother called to tell me my father and one of my brothers were killed in the aftermath.  
 
    “I couldn’t stop crying. My hands shook so badly that I couldn’t do my job effectively. I left to be with my grieving mother. When I arrived at my mother’s house, she was so bad, I called work and told them I would spend the rest of my vacation time with her.  
 
    “I was told the entire staff was working double and sometimes even triple shifts, and that I was badly needed. I told them my family needed me too.” Meera shook her head, “Even though it was my vacation time, the fact that I chose my mother over the hospital ultimately led to my termination.  
 
    “With my career over and my whole world in shambles, I fell into a deep depression. It was during that time that I watched a video that had surfaced produced by a man from my home country of India.  
 
    “Do either of you remember Ajit Laghari? He was the Indian delegate who first broke the news at NATO Headquarters, last November, that what happened was Christian in nature?” 
 
    Tamika said, “I don’t remember his name, but I sure remember what he said. How could I forget?” 
 
    Leticia said, “I sort of remember…” 
 
    “The video he made explained how he became a Christ follower after he returned to India after the Summit and read the Bible cover to cover. I was so depressed that I decided to check the facts for myself, to see if it would impact me the way it did him.   
 
    “I downloaded a Bible app on my phone and started reading it. I woke the next day with a severe headache from the small text on my phone screen. I went out that day and purchased a Bible for myself. 
 
    “Praise God, I found answers to all my questions, including what happened on that fateful day. I believe God used that video to point me to Him, which ultimately led me to the ETSM.  
 
    “Now that I’m saved, worldly accomplishments no longer matter to me. As the only Christian in my family, I pray each night that God would open the eyes and ears of each family member, so they, too, could have the same eternal assurance I have in Christ Jesus.” 
 
    Meera dabbed her eyes with a tissue. She still felt guilty about leaving her mother in Seattle and moving thousands of miles away. The pain was still fresh. And each time she thought about the eternal fate of her father and brother, she could barely catch her breath.  
 
    She asked Tamika, “What made you want to become a nurse?” 
 
    Tamika sighed, “You and I started out on the same path. Like you, I always wanted to help people. Growing up, everyone thought I would be the most likely to succeed. When my brother Antuwan was killed in a drive-by shooting, I was sad and angry that I couldn’t save him.  
 
    “It was then that I made it my mission to become a nurse. I paid more attention in class and studied very hard. After graduating from high school with good grades, not as good as yours, Doctor, but good enough, I enrolled at the local community college to study nursing.  
 
    “The problem was that I only qualified for a partial scholarship. I worked full-time and attended college part-time.”  
 
    Tamika had a faraway look on her face, “Just as I was on my way to fulfilling my dream, my boyfriend got me pregnant. I was forced to leave school and find a second job. But I kept telling myself I would resume taking college courses at some point, to keep my dream alive.”  
 
    She shook her head, “Two years later I was married with two kids. So long nursing degree. Just as I was settling into my new life, everything took a turn for the worst when Jamal was three and Dante was two...  
 
    “Isaac, my husband, came home from work one day saying he converted to Islam. He stopped by the local mosque every day after work to read the Koran and pray with his Muslim friends. In no time, he was in constant praise of Allah. The day he changed his name from Isaac Moseley to Abdul Muhammad was the day I could no longer take it. 
 
    “As the months passed, he became more involved with Islam and less involved with me and the kids. Things kept getting worse until we finally separated. That was the day my whole world fell apart. Cried myself to sleep for weeks on end...” 
 
     “Instead of becoming a nurse, I drove a taxicab for a living.” Tamika dabbed at her eyes with a tissue, “But I never stopped reading my nursing books every chance I got, just in case.” 
 
    “Looks like the countless hours you spent reading all those nursing books has paid off after all. Though you will never receive a nursing degree for your service…”  
 
    “Thanks for the trust, Meera. I’ll try not to let you down.” 
 
    “I know you won’t. Besides, you’re doing just as much a favor for me. The thought of being the only doctor on the premises overwhelms me. Having you here comforts me greatly. You’re a big reason why I decided to come to Pennsylvania in the first place.” 
 
     “Really?” 
 
    Meera nodded yes. “I was fairly new to the ETSM when we first met at the cabin in Tennessee. I still remember how out of sorts you were. As your doctor, I had to appear strong when tending to your leg.  
 
    “But, in truth, I was just as out of sorts myself, for leaving my mother when she needed me most. The fact that I couldn’t share my whereabouts with her was all the more excruciating to me. For whatever reason, I found strength in your anguish.” 
 
    Tamika scratched her head. She didn’t know how to respond to that. As it turned out, she didn’t have to. Leticia felt a light contraction, causing the two women to put the conversation on hold and focus on their patient.  
 
    THE PUSHING AND SCREAMING went on for more than 15 hours until at 9:16 the next morning, Julio Gonzalez junior entered the world.  
 
    Had the first newborn at safe house number one known what he was getting into, he would have clung to his mother’s insides and begged her to never let him go.  
 
    Tamika recorded the time of birth, then messaged Charles Calloway informing him of the news. He asked her to congratulate Leticia, then forwarded the message to Clayton and Travis to share the good news.  
 
    “Good job in there, Tamika.” Dr. Singh said, scrubbing her hands with soap. “You were born to be a nurse after all.”  
 
    Tamika beamed, “It was an incredible experience!” 
 
    “This is why we do what we do.” 
 
    A teary-eyed nurse Moseley said, “Amen to that, Doc.” 
 
    When Julio Gonzalez got the news, he raced throughout the property sharing the good news with everyone, even knocking on cottage doors. It was the first time anyone at this place had seen him smile.   
 
    Everyone rushed to the sanctuary, anxious to finally see a newborn in the flesh. Dr. Singh and Nurse Tamika wrapped the child to keep him warm, covered his face with a mask, and joined Marta, Julio and Joaquim in the sanctuary, to introduce the newborn to his Chadds Ford family. 
 
    Julio Junior was the most beautiful sight their eyes had seen in nearly a year. Yet, amid the many tears of joy, the look on most faces was mixed.  
 
    Joyful as they were, they were equally frightened… 
 
      
 
    LATER THAT DAY, after taking a nap, Julio and Marta went to check on their daughter and grandson.  
 
    Joaquim was holding Julio Jr. in his arms, looking quite nervous. They soon learned it wasn’t from a fear of dropping the baby.  
 
    Eyeballing the new grandparents, the young man cleared his throat, “Mr. and Mrs. Gonzalez, may I have permission to marry your daughter?” 
 
    Julio and Marta exchanged astonished glances. Both were still in their early 30s, making this moment even more mind-numbing for them. Under normal circumstances, they would never consider such an outrageous proposition. Marry their 12-year-old daughter? Not a chance!  
 
    If anything, Julio would give him a piece of his mind just for asking.  
 
    What sounded utterly ridiculous a short while ago no longer sounded that way. For one thing, both were convinced Joaquim truly loved their daughter. More importantly, for being so young, he had a deep love for Jesus and was always reading the Word of God. The closer he drew to Jesus, the better he would treat their daughter. It was that simple!  
 
    Once Marta gave birth, she would be busy taking care of her own child, to have the time to care for her daughter and granddaughter the way she would like to. Leticia would need help. She would also need companionship to help get her through what was headed their way. 
 
    Marta asked, “What about the state requirements?” 
 
    Joaquim said, “I already checked. Before the Rapture, the minimum age to marry in the state of Pennsylvania was fifteen. Romanero has since removed all age requirements. Even so, outsiders can’t know, right?” 
 
    Marta nodded, then looked at her husband. “Julio?” 
 
    Convinced Joaquim wanted to marry his daughter for all the right reasons, he sighed then shrugged his shoulders. “You have our permission and our blessing, but under one condition...”  
 
    Joaquim’s face lit up, “Sir?” 
 
    “That we share the same cottage, until Marta and I feel comfortable enough to let our daughter live on her own. She’s still my little girl…”  
 
    “Yes, sir! Thank you! All we want is to be together. I promise to be a good husband and love Julio junior as if he were my own.” 
 
    Marta smiled at Joaquim, “We look forward to being your in-laws…” 
 
    Leticia became teary-eyed, “I love you, Mama and Papa.” 
 
    “Love you too, hija.”  
 
    Julio looked at his future son-in-law and smiled. He always liked the kid. For being so young, Joaquim was mature beyond his years.  
 
    Even had Romanero not changed the minimum age requirement, Julio would have agreed to his wishes. The fact that Leticia was already a mother was the deciding factor. Had she not been, even despite Joaquim’s growing faith in God, their answer would have been no.  
 
    Besides, if they survived what was coming, that would give them roughly six years together. Certainly not much time…So why prolong it? 
 
    Julio shook his head, “Boy, oh boy! First, I become a grandfather at thirty-four. Now I just gave a fifteen-year-old boy permission to marry my twelve-year-old daughter! What a day I’m having.”  
 
    The way he said it caused Tamika to burst into laughter.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A WEEK AFTER THE package the Mulrooneys—posing as Brad and Joan Henriksen—sent to Yogesh Patel was confirmed as delivered to the P.O. box, in Chennai, India, the strategy to shift their focus from Hana to Yogesh paid off when he replied, thanking the Henriksens for the gifts for his daughter. He made no mention of the Bible or the letter enclosed.  
 
    Brian read the message aloud to Jacquelyn, who was lying on his lap on the living room couch. Dr. Kim set up an encrypted email address for their use in this matter.  
 
     “It’s a start, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Brian said, “But the way it’s worded, it’s like a celebrity replying to one of his many fans, as if no further reply was needed…” 
 
    “Remain persistent, sweetie. And prayerful.” 
 
    Brian rubbed his wife’s belly. Yogesh just gave him a burst of energy he hadn’t felt since Chelsea died, and Craig was killed.  
 
    He typed a reply. You’re welcome, Yogesh. My wife, who is pregnant, sends her best to you and your family. We can only imagine how crazy it must be raising an infant with the whole world watching. We pray for the three of you every day.  
 
    Brian and Jacquelyn waited with bated breath for a reply, praying it would warrant a deeper response from Yogesh. It never came; not until the following day, when they were having a Bible study at Tom Dunleavey’s cottage. Tamika Moseley, Donald Johnson, Mary Johnston, Julio Gonzalez, Joaquin Guzman and Meera Singh were also there.  
 
    Leticia wanted to join them but, after 18 hours of hard labor, she was too exhausted. Marta remained there with her daughter and the baby.  
 
    Now that Leticia had given birth, a cottage was opened just for the Gonzalez family, so they could enjoy a little family privacy. Before going into labor, they were shacked up with 50 other members.  
 
    They were studying John, chapter six, when Brian’s phone vibrated. “He replied back!” 
 
    “Who?” Tamika said.  
 
    “Yogesh Patel!”  
 
    Meera Singh’s eyes lit up, “What did he say?”  
 
    Everyone gathered around Brian as he opened the text message.  
 
    Brian frowned, then read the three-worded message aloud for all to hear, “Thank you, Brad.” He scratched his head, “Shorter than the first reply.”  
 
    Meera Singh looked up at the ceiling, “Hmm…” 
 
    Mulrooney wasted no time ramming the keys on his cell phone, dictating his words for everyone else to hear: I was wondering if you read the letter I sent?  
 
    It took a while for Yogesh’s reply to go through the proper channels before reaching Brian’s phone. But seeing the actual time of the reply, it was immediate: Yes. 
 
    “He read it! At the very least, it means he opened the Bible.” Brian typed: What are your thoughts on it? 
 
    Yogesh replied: Not sure what to think?  
 
    Brian read it aloud, then sighed. 
 
    Meera Singh had a thought, “Ask him about Ajit Laghari…” 
 
    Brian glanced at her, “What would you like me to ask him?” 
 
    “Ask if he knows about his recent conversion to Christianity?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” Brian switched to voice texting to save time: “I was wondering if you could take a moment to shed some light on what Ajit Laghari said at NATO Headquarters last year, about Christians being the only demographic in your country to be among the disappearances?” 
 
    Brian took a moment to make sure his words were properly translated, then sent it.  
 
    Yogesh replied: Been too busy with the baby to give it much thought.  
 
    Brian dictated: “Are you aware that after doing an exhaustive study of all world religions, Ajit has since become a Christian?”  
 
    Yogesh replied: If that’s what he believes, I’m happy for him. But me and my family are doing just fine without the need of his religion. 
 
    Brian pressed on, “Would you be interested in my take on it?”  
 
    The man from India replied: I’m not sure… 
 
    Though brief, it left the door open for further communication. Brian spoke into his phone: “I understand how you feel, Yogesh, but before we go any further, please know I don’t want your money. All I want is a moment of your time.”  
 
    It took a while for his reply to reach Brian’s phone: You may proceed… 
 
    “Thank you, Lord!” Mulrooney shouted.  
 
    “Amen…” Tamika Moseley whispered skyward.  
 
    Suddenly, Brian’s correspondences with Yogesh Patel became the main focus of the Bible study. Everyone gathered around to see what would transpire next.  
 
    Brian dictated, “Ajit recently made a video explaining why he changed his religion. Before I give my take on it, I’m sending it to you, just in case you haven’t watched it. This way, you can hear his words for yourself. Then we can further discuss it. Fair enough?” 
 
    Brian sent the text message and attachment, then joined hands with everyone and prayed that Yogesh would watch it. Hana too. 
 
    Yogesh was mindful of the video Laghari had made, quite mindful, in fact. When it first surfaced, it received extensive media coverage in India. The spiritual message it conveyed had nothing to do with it.  
 
    If anything, most were appalled, and dumbfounded, at how one of their country’s former top diplomats and most intelligent citizens had suddenly lost his mind and everything else in his life as a result.  
 
    Aside from edited soundbites TV producers had allowed to be aired, Yogesh had no interest in watching the video, especially since his fellow countryman was highly critical of the man who’d made his family quite wealthy. Ajit even called Salvador Romanero the antichrist of the Bible. 
 
    With his curiosity now at fever pitch, Yogesh laid on the couch with his mobile phone resting on his chest. He pushed earbuds in his ears so his wife couldn’t hear it and listened to what the former Indian diplomat had to say about his recent conversion to Christianity.  
 
    Laghari’s face was illuminated by a bright flashlight piercing through the darkness. The fear in his eyes and expression on his face portrayed someone anticipating death for what he was about to say.  
 
    He was so terrified he even stuttered at times, “When I stood on stage at NATO Headquarters with my peers on that fateful weekend, nearly a year ago, to share my findings with the rest of the world, I may have appeared calm but, in truth, I was shaken to the core of my being.   
 
    “As a practicing Hindu, I was eager to get back to my hotel room, so I could explore the Bible for myself and search for answers to my many questions, without any distractions. But my mind was too cluttered that night, my heart too fearful, to comprehend what I was reading.  
 
    “That all changed when I returned to India and read the Bible from cover to cover in the privacy of my home. By studying the Scriptures very carefully, I learned the disappearances were prophesied long ago. 
 
    “To Christians, it’s known as the Rapture of Christ’s Church. Even more telling is that it came to pass exactly as it was foretold. The Rapture is only one of many prophecies to come to pass in the Book I now firmly believe to be the unequivocal Word of God.  
 
    “It took a while to wrap my head around Ephesians two, verses eight and nine, which states: ‘For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.’ Once God gave me the wisdom to understand it, I was amazed.  
 
    “Another verse that jumped out at me was Second Corinthians, chapter five, verse twenty-one, ‘God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.’  
 
    “After reading it three times, a lightbulb went off inside my head; it dawned on me that God’s salvation wasn’t a reward for the righteous, or from doing good deeds, it was a gift for the repentant guilty, for those who knew they deserved to go to hell and had nothing to offer, in and of themselves, to satisfy the demands of a just and holy God! 
 
    “With my eyes opened spiritually, I fell to my knees in worship, realizing only Christ could atone for my sins, which He did, praise His holy name! How could I not love Jesus, after He died for me, a wretched sinner? God, who is rich in mercy, made me alive with Christ even when I was dead in my transgressions. 
 
    “What started out as a possible theory for me has since become an undisputed fact, making my conversion to Christianity the only logical choice. In fact, I’ve concluded it’s the only religion on the planet that can legitimately offer eternal assurance to all its true followers.  
 
    “All other religions, by being works-based, can in no way offer eternal assurance to their spiritually-blinded followers. This includes Hinduism. How can anyone feel secure while hovering in between two eternities, hoping they did enough or were good enough to satisfy their gods, thus allowing them to make it to the good side when they die?  
 
    “How could anyone possibly feel peace under those uncertain conditions, when we’re all sinners and we all fall short of the glory of God? Placing the final outcome even partly on the shoulders of sinful, self-centered humans, as if we have the power to save ourselves, can by no means be considered eternal assurance on any level!  
 
    “If anything, it’s like playing spiritual roulette! How could anyone feel sustained joy under such conditions? That used to be me. But no longer, praise Jesus! Christ really is the Way, the Truth and the Life, and no one can come to the Father except through Him. 
 
    “Now that I know the Truth and have been set free by God’s amazing grace and love, I hereby publicly renounce the Hindu faith I clung to all my life, and the millions of other gods that are worshipped in my country, and trust in Christ alone for the salvation of my soul, even at the risk of losing my life. I’ve already lost everything else… 
 
    “I know my words will upset many in my country, especially Hindus, but according to Proverbs sixteen, twenty-five, there is a way that appears to be right, but in the end, it leads to death. This is true for everyone believing in Hinduism or trusting in anyone else other than Jesus.” 
 
    Ajit Laghari took a deep breath and exhaled, “Finally, I’m convinced that the antichrist recorded in the divinely inspired pages of the Word of God is living among us. I met this man in Brussels, Belgium. That man is none other than Salvador Romanero. Scripture tells us this man will possess great powers unlike no other man in all of human history. Yet, he will proclaim to be a man of peace.” 
 
    Laghari looked troubled, “I felt Romanero’s power last November at NATO Headquarters. I also heard his constant cries for peace. At first, I confess I believed him. Now I know better. Let me assure you that he is no man of peace; he is a destroyer of souls; he’s an agent of the devil!”   
 
    “My prayer is that everyone watching this video will flee from antichrist and reconcile with God before it’s too late. Seek the Lord while He may be found. Call on Him while He is near. Yahweh God promises in His Word that those who seek Him with all their hearts, minds and souls will surely find Him.  
 
    “That’s my hope for everyone watching this video. Let the wicked forsake his way and return to the Lord. Repent and trust in Jesus, for the time is at hand. Only then will God have mercy on you and abundantly pardon you. Grace and peace be with you all…”  
 
    The flashlight was turned off and the video ended.  
 
    Yogesh sat up on the couch and rubbed his forehead. He couldn’t contain his astonishment, especially the timing of it all. Instead of being turned off to what he’d just heard, he felt this deep stirring inside. Laghari’s words had really penetrated his soul.  
 
    Three days before the package arrived from America, Yogesh had a dream about it. On the surface it was no big deal; since Salvadora’s birth, the Patels received packages every day from people all over the world.  
 
    But what made this one different was that it was addressed to him alone, not Hana, like he saw in the dream. He sensed whatever was enclosed would drastically change his life for the better. Yet, before he could open it to see what was inside, he was roused from his sleep… 
 
    Yogesh woke up thinking he already had everything in life a man could possibly want. A beautiful wife and child. A new house. Newfound riches. What in that box could possibly top his recent good fortune? Certainly not the clothing for baby Salvadora! The only other thing enclosed was the Christian Bible. Could that be it? 
 
    Hana broke his concentration, “Lunch is ready, my love…” 
 
    “Be right there…” 
 
    Yogesh would watch Laghari’s video again when Hana took a nap with the baby. He would also explore the Christian Bible Brad Henriksen had sent him, to see what had caused one of the top Hindu minds in his country to flee a life of comfort and end up living in hiding because of the Message enclosed within its pages.  
 
    On the surface, it made no sense to him. If for only that reason, Yogesh felt compelled to read it for himself in search of answers.  
 
    What’s happening to me?  
 
      
 
    LYING IN BED THAT night, Hana kissed her husband on the forehead, “Are you okay, dear? You were quiet all day…” 
 
    Yogesh scratched his head, “I talked to the American man today...” 
 
    “Brad Henriksen?”  
 
    Yogesh nodded, then grimaced.  
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “Not much, but he sent me the video Ajit Laghari made in hiding.” 
 
    “You watched it?” Hana whispered softly, so she wouldn’t wake baby Salvadora. 
 
    “Yes. Apparently, they believe the same thing. Ajit’s words frightened me…” 
 
    Hana studied her husband’s face. “Didn’t he speak badly about Salvador Romanero?” 
 
    Yogesh nodded yes.  
 
    “Perhaps you should stop communicating with Brad. Look at what has become of Ajit. Life is finally being kind to us. I want nothing to distract from it, including Brad’s version of the Truth, whatever that is.” 
 
    Yogesh sighed.  
 
    Hana kissed him on the lips and turned the light off. “Get some rest, my love.”  
 
     In the darkness, Hana couldn’t quite describe how she felt. Though she knew nothing about the American man, something about him rubbed her the wrong way. Even thousands of miles away, she felt this negative vibe.  
 
    It frightened her.  
 
    Come daybreak, she would seek the counsel of her new friends. They were older, more mature, and were deeply entrenched in the most desired socialite circles in Chennai.  
 
    Surely, by having access to so many brilliant minds, they could best advise her with this new and unexpected dilemma in her life...
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    A FEW DAYS AFTER the first birth was recorded at safe house number one, the first miscarriage was recorded. The patient was Lila Choharjo, a former Hollywood actress.  
 
    Of Cherokee Indian descent, Lila was born and raised in Oklahoma. Even at 43, little had changed from a physical standpoint. She was petite and pretty, with dark brown hair. Her smile was radiant; her green eyes, dashing. At least before all hell broke loose last November.  
 
    Her eyes were too damaged to look dashing these days.  
 
    One of the 77 expectant mothers, Lila was part of the cafeteria crew. She quickly befriended Marta Gonzalez. Even before she appeared on the big screen, Marta knew Lila from seeing her in soap operas.  
 
    The moment Marta heard the news about the miscarriage, she raced underground to comfort her friend.  
 
    Lila’s Cherokee name was Galilahi, which meant “attractive”. When she moved to California as a teenager, to pursue acting and modeling, she went to a psychic in Beverly Hills. The psychic suggested she change her name to Lila, the four letters at the center of her name. She said it would bring more balance to her life, whatever that meant.  
 
    As the fetus was taken to be buried, Dr. Singh tried distracting her patient. “Did the Rapture drive you away from Hollywood?” 
 
    Lila shook her head no. “Even before the Rapture, I started distancing myself from Tinseltown. I confess, it started out of embarrassment, when I could no longer take my daughter to the movies, due to the violence and vulgarity. I once asked in an interview, ‘Is this the best we as an entertainment industry could do?’ Ended up being blacklisted for it…” 
 
    Meera asked, “What brought you to faith in Christ?” 
 
    “I always considered myself to be extremely spiritual. I was deeply involved in the New Age religion for many years. I saw beauty in all religions and enjoyed going to services, despite what the sign on the outside of the building said. I believed they all offered good insights.”  
 
    Lila rubbed her belly softly, wishing her child was still there, “Do you know I was in a lesbian relationship before the Rapture?”  
 
    The three women nodded yes. It was widely publicized.  
 
    Lila continued, “Life was seemingly perfect for me and Gabriella, especially after one of our gay friends offered to get me pregnant. After giving birth to Xenia, the father of our daughter invited us to his church one Sunday. It was a Christian church that catered to the homosexual community. I enjoyed it very much. So did Gabby.  
 
    “The Bible we read from was a newer translation which focused solely on God’s love, not His wrath. Homosexuality was never frowned upon. If anything, the Bible we read encouraged the kind of love we shared as just another unique form of God’s love in motion.  
 
    “Guess you could say we clung to a form of Christianity, believing bits and pieces of the Bible, but avoiding all parts we disagreed with in the older translations, especially the parts that exposed our sin.  
 
    “When my daughter vanished before my eyes, I became a recluse and stayed in my room day and night. One day I found an old Bible stuffed in a box in my walk-in closet. It was given to me years ago, from Christian friends I later learned were among the disappearances.  
 
    “I felt particularly drawn to it. I couldn’t explain it at the time, but it felt different than my all-inclusive Bible. For the first time ever, I felt God speaking to my heart. One thing that became apparent to me was that there wasn’t a shred of evidence anywhere in the sixty-six books of the authentic Bible translations supporting homosexuality on any level.  
 
    “That came in more recent translations. Which explains why genuine conversions in homosexual communities were nonexistent. At first, with my sin laid bare before me, I felt my situation was hopeless.  
 
    “That is, until I finally understood we all fall short of the glory of God. With my eyes opened, I realized only Christ had the power to take away sins. By finally reading the true Gospel, I discovered not only how to have eternal assurance, but how to be delivered from my sinful lifestyle. Part of that deliverance was admitting my lifestyle was actually sinful.  
 
    “I took a deep look within and closely examined the way I had been living my life. Not only was I living in sin, I flaunted it. I was more interested in social justice than what God thought about it. After bathing in God’s mercy and grace for the longest time, I repented of my sins and called upon the name of the Lord for the salvation of my soul.” 
 
    “Hallelujah!” Marta said. 
 
    Tamika smiled, then asked, “How’d you end up here?” 
 
    Marta already knew much of Lila’s story and how she ended up in Chadds Ford. She never grew tired of hearing Lila tell her story on cafeteria duty. She held her hand and listened.  
 
    “When Xenia was taken from us in the Rapture, it was the beginning of the end of the relationship between me and Gabriella...” 
 
    Lila sighed, “After I was saved for real, I tried explaining to Gabby the reason for the disappearances, and how everything was clearly spelled out in the Word of God. The more I spoke, the more furious she became.  
 
    “Never saw her so angry. She told me God didn’t exist. And if He did, she chose atheism over a heartless monster like Him.”  
 
    “How old was Xenia?” 
 
    “Four…” 
 
    Tamika grimaced, “I lost two sons. Jamal was five. Dante was four.” 
 
    Lila reached for Tamika’s hand, “I’m sorry, Tamika.” 
 
    Tamika lowered her head. “The pain never leaves me. When Leticia gave birth, it intensified. I always remind myself that they’re in Glory now. If I didn’t have that assurance, I might not be alive now…” 
 
    Marta said, “I can relate. I also lost two boys; one was pulled from my womb. Only Leticia was left behind with us.” 
 
    As the only one in the room to never experience childbirth, Meera Singh couldn’t truly relate to how they felt. She remained silent.  
 
    Lila dabbed at her eyes with a tissue, “I told Gabby when she died, she would no longer be an atheist. But by then, it will be too late. She demanded that it was either God or her! I told her I loved her, but I was His before I was hers. If looks could kill…” 
 
    “What happened next?”  
 
    “It went downhill from there.” Lila became teary-eyed again, “Gabby was much stronger than me. She used that strength to beat me senseless before storming out of my life forever...” 
 
    “As the days passed, I felt lonelier and lonelier, and all alone without my daughter. More than anything, I missed being a mother. I longed for companionship and kept battling to tame my homosexual tendencies.  
 
    “When Romanero announced the contest, I met a man online who ended up getting me pregnant…” Lila started weeping, “I was a believer at that time and knew better. Can’t help but wonder if that’s why I had the miscarriage. Once again, I’m childless.”  
 
    Meera grabbed her hand. “Like you said, we all fall short of the glory of God. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve sinned since the Rapture.”  
 
    “Yeah. It’s not like you dug up your grandfather’s grave…”  
 
    Lila snorted laughter. She was familiar with the bizarre path Tamika took to come to faith in Christ.  
 
    Meera Singh quoted Psalm 37:23-24: “‘The steps of a man are established by the Lord, when he delights in his way; though he fall, he shall not be cast headlong, for the Lord upholds his hand.’” 
 
    Marta said to Lila, “Did I tell you I had a brother who was gay?” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “When Felix was eighteen, he left Rhode Island and moved to Miami and fell in love with an older wealthy man. They traveled the world together. His lover, who my brother called ‘savior’, was on his private plane when it went down on the day of the Rapture.  
 
    “Felix visited us a few weeks after the funeral. By that time, Julio and I were Christians. Never saw my brother so devastated. I tried explaining what happened, but he refused to listen. He was furious and cursed God for taking his lover away from him.  
 
    “He couldn’t understand why I wasn’t mad at God for taking J.J. from us, not to mention the child inside my womb. Felix loved J.J. with all his heart. He used to send him gifts from all over the world.  
 
    “It infuriated him how I could speak so lovingly about a so-called God who destroyed the entire family, by taking his lover and my two kids in the blink of an eye. He became severely depressed after that.  
 
    “When he went back to Miami, I honestly thought he was suicidal. We didn’t speak again until after Salvador Romanero appeared out of nowhere, giving Felix a reason to live again. I warned my brother that Romanero wasn’t a good person, that he was the antichrist. 
 
    “He told me to shut up and to stop judging him. He said the Miracle Maker was the only human in history who loved everyone equally without judging them, including homosexuals.  
 
    “I told Felix after Jesus died for me and saved me from hell, I hated all sin, not just homosexuality. I told him I was just as much a sinner as he was. The difference was when I sinned, I felt too guilty to boast or celebrate. How could I feel happy after disappointing God? He insisted that he wasn’t living in sin; he was born that way.  
 
    From that point forward, he ignored my calls. But he texted Leticia day and night urging her to get pregnant so someone in the family line would finally get to experience a world where everyone was welcome, which we all know isn’t true.” 
 
    Marta grimaced, “He even offered to impregnate his own niece. Imagine that? When I told Julio, he was not happy. He called Felix to confront him. He listened to everything my husband said, without interrupting. When he was finished, my brother said ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, blah blah blah…’ before ending the call.  
 
    “Needless to say, he was thrilled when Leticia told him she was pregnant. On Universal Children’s Day, Leticia went to the festivities in Providence. Felix went to Miami. They kept texting each other up until the explosions. Leticia made it home. Felix didn’t. He was killed in the explosions...” 
 
    Lila sighed, “Sorry to hear that, Marta.”  
 
    “Just wish he would have left that lifestyle and trusted in Jesus. Too late for him now.” 
 
    Lila said, “Homosexuality is a hard yoke to break. Before the disappearances, I was quite the flamboyant type. I assure you had I not been converted; I would have gladly volunteered to be placed on the front line in Romanero’s fight for equality for homosexuals in places where it was still punishable by death.  
 
    “By reading the Word of God, I realized I wasn’t born a homosexual despite what society proclaimed. No one is. It’s a learned behavior—a lifestyle choice, a societal one—which oftentimes can be traced back to past traumatic experiences often suffered during adolescent years. But when you’re caught up in it, it feels quite natural.” 
 
    “What drove you into the homosexual community?” 
 
    “I was a victim of sexual abuse, by my uncle, no less…” 
 
    Meera Singh sighed, “Can’t say I’m surprised.” 
 
    “I was so damaged that I shielded myself from the opposite sex and became deeply entrenched in the homosexual community. My hatred toward men in general was intense. I wasn’t alone. Many of us fell victim to sexual molestation and other abuses during our adolescent years, all perpetrated by members of the opposite sex.  
 
    “But instead of detesting the one who defiled us, we hated all men, and found solace from the same sex. It felt right to engage with my own gender. Like your brother, Felix, I started believing I was born that way. 
 
    “Ironically, many of us were brought up in God-fearing households. To the Church’s great discredit, instead of being more loving and understanding toward us, church leaders took too harsh a stance and became too judgmental. Instead of potentially reaching us for Christ, they scared us away. At least that’s what I was told in the gay-friendly church I went to before the Rapture. 
 
    “Now that I have been set free, I oppose homosexuality. It isn’t God’s plan for humanity. Before I went into hiding, I tried sharing God’s message of hope and redemption with some of my homosexual friends. I got to experience first-hand the same level of harshness and flamboyancy I used to dish out to others.” 
 
    “I also believe we were knowingly living in sin and would be judged for it. If God didn’t judge us, He would rightly have to apologize to Sodom and Gomorrah for destroying them, due to their same sinful lifestyles. Lila snorted, “Try sharing that with homosexuals…” 
 
    “Satan can dress up the very worst of sins and make them acceptable in the eyes of most humans. But it’s still sin. Just wish I could make them understand I didn’t go from gay to straight. I went from lost to saved, like all other redeemed sinners.”  
 
    “Ooh, I like that.” Tamika said. “Well said.”  
 
    Lila sniffled and smiled faintly, “Anyway, soon after that, I started having dreams, which led me here. I went from entertaining audiences on the big screen, to being part of the cafeteria crew at safe house number one.” A weary smile crossed her face, “I wouldn’t trade my place in the world now for anything. Just wish I still had my two children…” 
 
    Tamika and Marta both nodded their sincere understanding… 
 
    Dr. Singh looked at her watch, “As much as I don’t want to end this wonderful bonding moment between us, ladies, I have other patients to see. But let me just say I will always cherish this time we shared. I have never felt this close to anyone in my life, as I do with the three of you.” 
 
    “Amen to that!” a teary-eyed Tamika said.  
 
    Meera Singh smiled, “Let us pray before I go…” 
 
    The women circled Lila’s bed and joined hands and prayed for her full recovery, especially for her immediate emotional well-being... 
 
    At that, Meera left to check on another expectant mother…
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    THREE DAYS LATER 
 
      
 
    AFTER THREE DAYS OF serious contemplation, capped off by a new round of dreams each night, Yogesh messaged Brad Henriksen with two questions for which he already had answers: Why would Ajit risk losing so much for something that may or may not be true? 
 
    Brian and Jacquelyn were just settling into bed for the night when Brian’s phone vibrated. Seeing it was Yogesh Patel, he said, “Hallelujah!” 
 
    Since sending the video to him, there had been no communication between them. Brian wasn’t sure if he would hear from him again.  
 
    Their joy knew no bounds.  
 
    Brian dictated into his phone: “Ajit risked everything because it is true, Yogesh. In fact, it’s the only true thing left in the world.”  
 
    Yogesh replied quickly: Are you aware that he receives constant death threats because of his belief in Jesus, and he was excommunicated from his family and friends?  
 
    “Yes, I am. Much like me and my wife. I’ll be happy to answer any questions you have for me, Yogesh. But can we talk instead? It’ll be so much easier than sending text messages back and forth…” 
 
    Yogesh replied quickly: My English isn’t good… 
 
    “If you talk the way you type, we should be fine…” 
 
    After a long pause, Yogesh replied: What is your Skype address. I will go for a walk and call you in a few minutes.  
 
    Brian sent his Skype handle to Yogesh then waited… 
 
    Yogesh left the house and had to push his way through the growing crowds loitering out front of his new home, as if it was a shrine. The moment he broke free of them, he added Brad to Skype and called him.  
 
    “Hey Yogesh! Nice to have the chance to talk to you!” 
 
    “Likewise.” Yogesh coughed into a fisted hand and came straight to the point, “Are you aware that many in my country think Ajit now suffers from mental illness?”  
 
    “Doesn’t surprise me…” 
 
    “No one can fathom why he suddenly walked away from a lofty government position, and now lives in hiding, for something that may not even be true? Including me. It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Brian said, “Believe me, I understand. Some think I’m crazy, too, including my own father.”  
 
    Yogesh said, “Go on…” 
 
    “The Apostle Paul said to those who were perishing the cross was utter foolishness. But to those who were being saved, it’s the power of God. Once Ajit’s eyes and ears were opened spiritually, he realized what the world viewed as foolishness was the only means to his salvation. Knowing there was nothing he could do to atone for his sins, he repented before his Maker and ask forgiveness through Christ Jesus.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, Brad. How does this apply to me?” 
 
    “Last time we communicated, you told me you were doing just fine and didn’t need his religion. From a financial and materialistic standpoint, I agree that your life has been greatly improved since the birth of your daughter. But don’t be fooled by your recent good fortune. Everything you have will be lost again.” 
 
    A group of women walking to his house noticed Yogesh and waved to him. He waved back but kept walking, “Why do you say that, Brad?” 
 
    “Not to further scare you, friend, but according to the Christian Bible, everything on the planet will soon be destroyed, including your personal belongings. There’s nothing your newfound riches can do to prevent it from happening.  
 
    “Even if you gave your fortune to the poor, it still won’t bring you any closer to God. Like Ajit said, we’re not saved by works! None of us are good enough to save ourselves from our sins.  
 
    “Come Judgment Day, unless God sees Jesus standing in your place, you will die in your sins and be eternally separated from Him, regardless of how much money you have in the bank.  
 
    “When it comes to sin, there are only two ways God’s justice can be satisfied. Either you satisfy it, or Christ does.”  
 
    Yogesh stopped walking. With a strained expression on his face Brian couldn’t see, he said, “Can you further explain that to me?” 
 
    “You can satisfy it by being banished from God’s presence forever. Or you can let Jesus satisfy it by trusting in Him as Lord and Savior.” 
 
    Yogesh protested more, “What if you’re wrong?” 
 
    “Not to sound disrespectful, Yogesh, but what if you are, and you end up in hell with your wife and daughter because of it?” Brian wanted to include Romanero’s name but refrained for now. He refused to call the child by the name her parents gave her at birth.  
 
    Jacquelyn smiled and fist bumped her husband. She inched in closer so she could hear more of the conversation. 
 
    “What did Ajit meant when he said everything that’s happened since the disappearances was foretold long ago? Can you give an example?” 
 
    “Sure! Have you heard about the Two Witnesses in Jerusalem breathing fire out of their mouths?” 
 
    “Yes. I saw it on TV many times. It’s quite alarming to watch.” 
 
    “The Book of Revelation, which is the last book in the Bible, vividly describes them. In chapter eleven, verse five, it says, ‘And if anyone would harm them, fire pours from their mouth and consumes their foes. If anyone would harm them, this is how he is doomed to be killed’.  
 
    “Scripture declares these men will have great powers. But I don’t have to convince you on that point. You saw it with your own two eyes. Soon they will turn the waters into blood and strike the earth with every kind of plague as often as they want.”  
 
    Yogesh gulped hard and scratched his head, “I had a dream…” 
 
    Brian said, “What kind of dream?” 
 
    “Before I tell you, can you talk about the one-hundred and forty-four thousand Jewish men mentioned in your Bible?” 
 
    Wow! Brian was overjoyed. “Sure! According to Scripture, God will soon use them to open the eyes and ears of many Israelites, and people from all tribes, nations and tongues...Including India.”  
 
    Yogesh shivered, “Go on…” 
 
    “They will be sealed by God and will spread the Gospel message of Jesus Christ with unbridled passion, without fear or the fear of persecution. Not even Romanero will be able to stop them initially.” 
 
    Brian winced. This was his first mention of the man responsible for making the Patels wealthy and turning them into household names. He braced himself while awaiting the next reply.  
 
     Yogesh asked, “What do you mean not initially?” 
 
    Brian shook his fist in the air in victory. “Like the Two Witnesses, the one-hundred and forty-four thousand will be killed at some point, but not until God’s appointed time has come.”  
 
    Yogesh asked, “When will that time be?” 
 
    “Roughly at the halfway point of the seven-year Tribulation period. In case you don’t know, it’s the times we’re now living in, as recorded in the book of Revelation. Until that time comes, as Christ followers are forced into hiding hoping to escape capture, these anointed men will preach the Word out in the open with boldness and without fear, because they will be protected by the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.”  
 
    Yogesh asked, “Who are they?” 
 
    “You can read about them in the Bible, in the book of Genesis. But, for now, tell me about your dream…”  
 
    “I was visited by a man named Yitzhak. He proclaimed to be one of the one-hundred and forty-four thousand you just described. He stood outside my house in the middle of the night waving for me to join him.  
 
    “I obeyed and was taken to a place out in the woods not too far from my home, where many others from my country had also gathered to hear him preach from the Holy Bible. It went on for three straight nights.” 
 
    Brian and Jacquelyn exchanged glances. Chills raced up and down their spines. Incredible! 
 
    “On the fourth day I went there for real, without Hana and the baby. Yitzhak wasn’t there, but the other people I saw in my dream were. I couldn’t believe it—they had the same dream I had!  
 
    “They all knew I was Salvadora’s father, but no one pestered me or begged for money as usual. As you can imagine, I receive constant emails from opportunists all over the world seeking capital. But not these people.   
 
    “Like you, my worldly status meant nothing to them. All they cared about was our shared dream and the Word of God. It was remarkable how we recalled various Bible verses Yitzhak had shared with us.”  
 
    Brian was astonished, “This is fantastic! The same thing happened to me! Only I saw the Two Witnesses in my dream, before they surfaced in Jerusalem. How interesting that you’re dreaming about the one-hundred and forty-four thousand before they’ve been sealed…Simply amazing! 
 
    “Can you tell me more about your dream?” 
 
    “Sure. As it turned out, many had dreams about them, including hundreds of thousands of Catholics, which just happened to be my religion before the Rapture. I was already saved by this time. But God used me to rescue a Catholic priest from the religiosity of the Church.  
 
    “In my dream, I saw a Catholic priest at my former church saying mass to a completely packed church. Suddenly, light smoke protruded through his priestly garments and drifted skyward. I smelled the smoke as it rose up toward me. It smelled like burning flesh. 
 
    “The more he spoke to the congregation, the more the smoke intensified. Suddenly, smoke started pouring out of everyone within the sound of his voice, yet he kept on preaching.  
 
    “Just as he was about to give the benediction, everyone burst into flames! When the Catholic priest blessed his sheep by performing the sign of the cross, anguished screams filled the cathedral. They begged him not to continue; his words and actions only intensified the agony they felt. But he kept going until everyone was completely engulfed in flames. Only no one was consumed by it. At least not initially.  
 
    “In the back of the sanctuary, the Two Witnesses now in Jerusalem took turns preaching the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Their message was unmistakable: ‘Repent or burn!’  
 
    “I still vividly remember what one of them said, ‘The only chance of being rescued from the flames of hell is by discarding everything you’ve been taught in this condemned house of idol worship and repent before a just and Holy God, before it’s too late!’” 
 
    “Some who heard and believed the Message sincerely repented of their sins and placed their complete trust in Christ Jesus.” 
 
    “Yogesh said, “How do you know they were saved?”  
 
    “They were plucked out of the fire and rescued from eternal damnation. Miraculously, there wasn’t a single burn mark found on any of them. It’s as if they were washed white as snow.  
 
    “Everyone else screamed in agony begging to be rescued. But since their hearts remained hardened to the true Gospel of Jesus Christ, they were ultimately consumed by fire, and were without hope or excuse.  
 
    “After seeing demons coming out of the statues, and all other points of idol worship in the church, and fleeing the smoke and flames, there was a loud explosion as if a bomb had been detonated.  
 
    “Once the smoke cleared, all things pertaining to the Catholic Church were gone, completely incinerated in the flames, replaced by a serene field full of fertile soil where the church once stood.  
 
    “I saw Jesus standing in the center of the harvest field saying, ‘I am the Way, the Truth and the Life. No one comes to the Father except through Me. Everything else is merely chasing after hell.’  
 
    “No one else was with Him. No Popes. No cardinals. No bishops. No priests. No Mary. No statues. Only Jesus! And that’s when I woke up in a pool of sweat, without knowing what had become of Father Dunleavey.  
 
    “As it turned out, he had the very same dream. Except in his dream, he saw himself standing in judgment before his Maker in the end. The reason God brought us together was that He wanted me to share the true Gospel with him.”  
 
    “Has he since become a believer?” 
 
    “Yes, praise God, and a very good friend.” 
 
    “Why do you think God is using dreams to connect people?”  
 
    “Perhaps with so much spiritual deception and strong delusion in these last days, dreams give us something we can trust and cling to in a world full of distrust. What validates them in my eyes is that they’re always connected to other people, who further confirm them.  
 
    “I can say with conviction that every dream I’ve had so far has come true. Not always as quickly as I want, but always in God’s timing. In truth, the reason I contacted you in the first place, was that God spoke to me about you and Hana the day your daughter was born.” 
 
    “What did He say to you?” 
 
    “I didn’t hear a voice; but he clearly spoke to my heart, my soul, rather, urging me to contact you. When it took longer than I had hoped to hear back from you and your wife, I started questioning the dream. Then God shifted my focus to just you. And here we are.” 
 
    Yogesh said, “I confess I had a dream about the package you sent me, before it arrived. I didn’t know what was inside the box. All I knew was it was addressed to me, not Hana, and whatever was inside the box was intended to have a great impact on my life.” 
 
    Brian glanced at Jacquelyn and smiled. “Once again, God has proven Himself faithful. Are you familiar with Joel, chapter two, verses twenty-eight and twenty-nine?” 
 
    Yogesh said, “No.”  
 
    Brian recited it from memory, “‘And afterward, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions. Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days.’ This prophecy is being fulfilled in these last days…” 
 
    “Interesting. I have one last question...” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “When will the hundred and forty four thousand appear?” 
 
    “Good question. All I can say for now is they’re here among us, but they haven’t been sealed yet. Once it happens, everyone will know...” 
 
    “Thanks for clarifying these things for me, Brad. I should go now. I want to eat before meeting with my new friends again this afternoon…”  
 
    Brian said, “I have a confession to make…” 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “My name’s not Brad. I can’t tell you my real name. Hope you can understand. Sorry for my dishonesty.”  
 
    Yogesh sighed, then thought about Ajit Laghari, “I understand…” 
 
    “I know you must go now, but I want you to read Mark, chapter eight, verse thirty-six.”  
 
    “What does it say?” 
 
    “I want you to search it on your own and really think about it.” 
 
    Yogesh said, “I will.” 
 
    “Call me anytime, Yogesh. I’m always here for you…”  
 
    “Thank you, whatever your name is. I appreciate it so much.” 
 
    At that, the call ended.  
 
    Brian went to tell the others and asked them to keep praying for the Patels, especially Yogesh.  
 
    Before going home, using his mobile device, Patel searched for and easily found Mark 8:36. “What shall it profit a man to gain the whole world yet lose his soul?”  
 
    Yogesh gulped hard and brushed off a shiver when Hana’s image came to mind. Hmm…
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    AT ONE A.M. THAT same evening, Yogesh and Hana were awakened by the cries of their daughter. Whereas Hana was home entertaining guests all day, Yogesh spent much of the day out with his new friends. 
 
    Hana turned on the small night light on the table next to the bed to nurse her daughter. She glanced over at Yogesh, who lay in a pool of his own perspiration. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Yogesh stared up at the ceiling. “I had a nightmare.” 
 
    “What kind of nightmare?” 
 
    “About our upcoming trip to the Middle East.” He never mentioned the first two dreams to her. 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Wish I could explain it to you. When the baby woke, it left me.” 
 
    “Did it have anything to do with Brad Henriksen?” 
 
    Hmm… “No. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Good! “Nothing. Go back to sleep, my love. Everything is fine.” 
 
    After baby Salvadora was fed, she drifted merrily off to sleep again. Yogesh changed into a dry T-shirt. Hana turned off the light and held her husband. His body still trembled. Whatever dream he’d had it must have been terrifying.  
 
    Yogesh woke two hours later in another pool of his own sweat. This time he remembered the dream. It was nothing short of terrifying. So much so that he was afraid to sleep again. 
 
    He climbed out of bed and went to the living room. Staring out in the darkness, he saw the guards out patrolling. The sprawling view from his living room ceiling to floor windows was usually enough to soothe his nerves. But not now. Nothing could keep him from trembling. His legs shook so badly he had to lay on the couch to avoid falling flat on his face. 
 
    After a while, he messaged his American friend whose name he did not know: Can you please call me? 
 
    Brian was in line in the cafeteria for dinner. This was the first time Yogesh had contacted him at this hour. 
 
    “Hey, Yogesh, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Are you okay, Brad? You sound terrible.” 
 
    “I caught another cold. Weather keeps changing here. A few weeks ago, it was unbelievably hot. This week it’s bitterly cold.” 
 
    “I have news to share with you.” 
 
    “Wait! Let me step outside so I can hear you better. It’s loud in here.”  
 
    Brian asked Jacquelyn to fill a plate for him and he stepped outside. Taking a puff from his inhaler, he said, “What news, Yogesh?”  
 
    “My new friends and I have this salvation you speak of…” 
 
    “Praise God! I was starting to sense that. The fact that you’ve had dreams about the hundred and forty four thousand leads me to believe that God was calling you all to salvation. Many have been praying for you. You have a huge platform with millions of social media followers. You can literally reach multitudes in a way most cannot. Imagine the treasures you can store up in Heaven by sharing the Gospel with them.” 
 
    Brian’s words served as confirmation to Yogesh. “That’s the other reason I asked you to call me. I had another dream, a nightmare, rather.” 
 
    “Care to share it with me?”  
 
    “Not at this time. It has to do with my upcoming trip to Dubai, for the awarding ceremony. If I have the courage to go through with it, believe me, you will know. Everyone will. Social media will be part of the plan. If I’m not killed, I’ll need a place to live. I’m scared of losing my family.” 
 
    Brian blew into his hands to warm them, “Whoa! Must’ve been some dream!” 
 
    Yogesh sighed, “It seems everyone who belongs to Jesus lives in constant danger. Why can’t God protect His own people?” 
 
    “When viewed from a human lens, it may appear that way, my friend. But it’s not the first death we believers worry about or will be spared from. We’re spared from the second death…” 
 
    “Second death?”  
 
    “Yes. It’s explained in the book of Revelation, in chapter twenty.” Brian opened the Bible app on his phone. “Allow me to read it to you, beginning in verse eleven, ‘Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. The earth and the heavens fled from his presence, and there was no place for them.’ Verse twelve, ‘And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books.’  
 
    “Verse thirteen, ‘The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what they had done.’ Fourteen, ‘Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death.’ Fifteen, ‘Anyone whose name was not found written in the book of life was thrown into the lake of fire.’” 
 
    Yogesh thought about Hana. A shiver shot through him. He got up off the couch and went out to the balcony. It was quiet and peaceful; the exact opposite of how he felt. “What are these books you speak of?” 
 
    “They are full of the recordings of every spoken word, thought and deed of every person who’s ever lived on Planet Earth. It’s all recorded in those books. Nothing will be left out or hidden from God’s view. 
 
    “What separates those belonging to Jesus from everyone else is that our names are found written in the Lamb’s Book of Life. Scripture is clear that Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”  
 
    Yogesh said, “Is the lake of fire hell?” 
 
    “Yes! Nothing you’ve ever seen can compare to what awaits each doomed sinner condemned to that wretched place! I shiver at the very thought of it. But that’s exactly what will happen to all who die in their sins come Judgment Day.”  
 
    There was a pause, followed by a loud gasp, “My kid sister’s there now. She took her life a few weeks ago, after America fell under attack. Her name was Chelsea.” 
 
    Yogesh frowned, “So sorry, Brad…” 
 
    Brian took another puff from his inhaler. “My father, a pacifist all his life, blames me for my sister’s suicide and my former girlfriend who also killed herself. When my Mom left him, he blamed me for everything and even threatened to kill me.” 
 
    “Is your mother a believer?” 
 
    “Yes, praise God. But as you can see, ever since I became a true Christian, I’ve experienced my share of persecution for my faith. In truth, I could go on, but would prefer to change the topic…Still too painful...” 
 
    “Of course.” Yogesh sighed, “Not to be the bearer of even more bad news, but my wife keeps insisting that I stop communicating with you. Whenever she sees me reading the Bible you sent me, her anger flares up and she does her best to distract me.  
 
    “I know her new socialite friends are coaching her. When Hana told them you were a Christian, they warned my friendship with you might cause her to lose everything.  
 
    “What started out as a few disagreements between us has turned into constant arguing. Her new friends look down on me much like the hospital staff did when our daughter was born.” 
 
    Brian blew into his hands again to warm them. With the sun now down, the temperatures kept plummeting. “This is spiritual warfare at the highest level, Yogesh. If your wife doesn’t convert, it’ll only get worse.” 
 
    Yogesh grimaced, “Our latest quarrel came earlier when I told her I’m not comfortable with her new friends always being at the house. Hana looked at me in a way she never had before. She’s no longer the woman I fell in love with. I see her changing before my very eyes.  
 
    “Being plugged into the sophisticated Chennai society has totally transformed her. And not in a good way. Aside from socializing and entertaining celebrities and popstars in our home, she does nothing else. House workers cater to her every need. Each gift we receive from her friends feels like another anchor into this fallen world.” 
 
    “I understand how you feel, Yogesh. But you mustn’t forget she thinks the same about you. You’re not the same man either. Remember First Corinthians? The change in you is seen by her as utter foolishness.” 
 
    “True, but my change was for the better.” 
 
    “Not in her eyes, brother.” 
 
    Yogesh scratched his head, “When I told her I wanted to change our daughter’s name to a more traditional Indian name, she got mad and refused to listen to me. She even asked if I was losing my mind.” 
 
    Brian said, “Changing her name would be good. But even more important is that God changes your wife’s heart. Once that happens, Hana will understand the new you so much better. But until that time comes, expect even more turmoil between you both.  
 
    “If there’s one advantage I have over you, it’s that my wife values and respects me. In fact, all men are valued and respected in the Christian communities of the world. We’re still looked up to by women as the head of the household. That’s the way it should be…” 
 
    Yogesh dropped his head and sighed, “I would give anything to feel that level of respect from my wife again…” 
 
    Brian said, “I understand, brother. We must keep praying that her eyes and ears will be opened to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Until then, you may want to be careful with what you tell her. You must never lose sight that your relationship with Jesus is personal, one-on-one.”  
 
    “Everything is happening so quickly. My head is spinning…”  
 
    Brian coughed, “Now that you know our fate as Christians, it might be a good idea to put emergency plans in place, just in case…” 
 
    “I already thought about that. I’ve become close with a man named Ahmed. He is a former Muslim who had the same dream as me. He is very poor in life but rich in spirit. I know he can be trusted. Next time we meet, I plan to give him money, without my wife’s knowledge, so he can purchase an underground shelter to live in, if it ever comes to that.” 
 
    “Good thinking. I want you to know I shared your dream with two men I highly respect…” Brian said, referring to Clayton and Travis.  
 
    Yogesh asked, “Who are they?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t tell you at this time. Hopefully soon. But I can say this: after having dreams themselves, they confirmed everyone dreaming about the Two Witnesses, like I did, were part of the first wave of converts. Everyone dreaming about the hundred and forty four thousand, like you, were part of the second wave. How cool is that?” 
 
    Yogesh scratched his chin, “Very interesting…” 
 
    “They also said the third and final wave wouldn’t require dreams. Once God’s key players were all in place, dreams would no longer be necessary. The combination of the Two Witnesses, the hundred and forty four thousand, and the three angels flying in midair, will be enough for every person on the planet to hear God’s salvation message.”  
 
    “Funny you should mention the three angels. I wanted to ask you about them. My friends and I have been studying the book of Revelation. Anything you can share about them?”  
 
     “I know the first angel will fly in midair shouting, ‘Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of his judgment has come.’ As for the other two…” Mulrooney opened the Bible app on this phone and went to Revelation 14. He read, “The second angel will pronounce judgment saying, “‘Fallen! Fallen is Babylon the Great,’ which made all the nations drink the maddening wine of her adulteries.” 
 
    “The third angel will say in a loud voice, ‘If anyone worships the beast and its image and receives its mark on their forehead or on their hand, they, too, will drink the wine of God’s fury, which has been poured full strength into the cup of his wrath. They will be tormented with burning sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and of the Lamb.  
 
    “The angel goes on to say, ‘The smoke of their torment will rise for ever and ever. There will be no rest day or night for those who worship the beast and its image, or for anyone who receives the mark of its name.’ 
 
    “After that, the Disciple John heard a voice from heaven say, ‘Write this: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on…they will rest from their labor, for their deeds will follow them.’” 
 
    “That’s deep.” 
 
    “I admit it sounds farfetched seeing three angels flying in midair proclaiming the Gospel message for all to hear, but is it more farfetched than two men breathing fire out of their mouths?” 
 
    Yogesh said, “Good point, you make?” 
 
    “Needless to say, this will serve as a final warning to everyone on the planet to repent or perish. Every ear will hear the Gospel message during this time, thus leading to the abundant harvest in Revelation seven.”  
 
    “I don’t know about you, brother, but with everything I’ve already seen since the Rapture, I’m taking this prophecy quite literally.”  
 
    Yogesh was astounded. The man God had sent to teach him His Word was someone whose real name he did not know. In normal times, that alone would be enough to cease all communications with him.  
 
    But that was the last thing on Yogesh’s mind. Even if he knew Brad’s real name and became aware of the warrant for his arrest and saw the many lies that had been spread about him online, it would have no direct bearing on their deepening friendship. 
 
    If anything, Brad was becoming one of his closest friends in all the world. Yogesh would protect him from the ire of his wife and her socialite friends to the best of his ability. Go figure! 
 
    Yogesh said, “I’ll be sure to pass your words on to my new friends.”  
 
    “Anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    “Not at this time. Thanks for clarifying these things for me, brother.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Yogesh.” 
 
    At that, the call ended.  
 
    Brian went back into the cafeteria to share the good news of Yogesh’s salvation with everyone. He was eager to tell his friend about the End Times Salvation Movement. But, as of yet, Yogesh had made no mention of it in his dreams. Hopefully soon… 
 
    Hana was watching her husband out on the balcony talking to someone on the phone. She didn’t need to guess who it was. She already knew—Brad Henriksen.  
 
    Seeing him looking up into space, she knew his American friend had just given him much to think about. This concerned her ever so deeply…
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    NOVEMBER - ELECTION DAY IN AMERICA 
 
    IN COEUR D’ALENE, IDAHO, Jefferson Danforth watched Lois Cipriano finish giving her victory speech with his ETSM friends and brothers in Christ. The delicious meal Amy Wong had prepared for them spoiled in his stomach a little more with each word Cipriano spoke. 
 
    In what could only be called a lackluster election cycle at best—only 5 million votes were cast—to no one’s surprise, Cipriano won in a landslide, collecting a whopping 97 percent of the votes. For the first time in American history, she took all 538 electoral votes, winning all 50 states, making this more of a formality than anything else.  
 
    Lois Cipriano’s subsequent rise to Commander-in-Chief had caused a seismic spike in viewership. Multitudes of Americans, suddenly interested in U.S. politics again, went in search of places with power and TV’s so they could watch this new history in the making.  
 
    Though Cipriano was already acting as interim President, now that she had won the election, it was more real to them, more official.  
 
    As America’s first female President, at 44, Lois looked forward to giving birth at the White House next month. The fact that the Italian American woman was short and a little overweight caused slight concern for her doctors.  
 
    Her lover and choice for Vice President, Jessica Whitmore, was two years older, and several inches taller than her. Jessica’s father was Caucasian, her mother, Jamaican. She was soft spoken until someone angered her. It wasn’t Lois’ average looks she was in loved with, it was her strong mind and her determination to stand up for what she believed in and see it through to the end.  
 
    When Lois privately hinted to Jessica two months ago that she would one day be President of the United States and Jessica would be her Vice President, Whitmore never doubted her.  
 
    But when Lois said they would be married at the White House and she would give birth there, it was difficult to believe, since her girlfriend was already six months pregnant at the time.  
 
    Everything was happening exactly as Lois had foretold it.   
 
    What made the new transition of power even more difficult for Jefferson Danforth was that Jessica Whitmore was his Foreign Minister when he was President. She was the one he put in charge of monitoring the shifting populations abroad, after the Rapture.  
 
    It wasn’t long after that time that they drifted apart, both politically and philosophically. Danforth knew the separation had nothing to do with politics or philosophy. It was purely spiritual!  
 
    With the government takeover well under way, mindful that her former boss was still alive, Jessica Whitmore wanted to find and silence Jefferson Danforth as badly as President Cipriano and Salvador Romanero did, along with anyone aiding and abetting him, before their secret became known to anyone else... 
 
    Braxton Rice shook his head when scores of patriot protestors were shown on TV outside the White House, screaming for Cipriano to do something to secure the country they loved so much. 
 
     An alarm went off in his mind. No doubt they were part of the 3 percent who’d voted against her. 
 
    Rice said to Danforth, “Do any of them know you’re alive, Sir?” 
 
    Jefferson flinched, “There’s always a chance. Five hundred of them were stranded underground with me for many days. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Braxton blinked hard, then drilled down deeper, “Did anyone see you on the day the plane went down?” Rice was more upset at himself than anyone else. Why didn’t I think of this earlier? He chided himself. 
 
    “Yes. That was the day everyone left for home. I personally saw each busload off, before meeting with my National Security Adviser and Joint Chief of Staff, to discuss what military options we might take, even though we had no idea where to strike first. How could we when we didn’t even know what countries were involved in the attack? 
 
    “After our underground meeting, the plan was to drive together to Joint Base Andrews before Air Force One landed. When Melissa and my body double boarded Marine One, I would be there waiting for them.”  
 
    Jefferson sighed, “Then Agent Sullivan interrupted the meeting and told me about the explosion on the plane...” 
 
    Rice ignored Jefferson’s rambling about things that weren’t necessary at the moment. “This could be a huge problem for us…” 
 
    Travis Hartings leaned up in his chair, “Why should it matter, Braxton? It appears they already know he’s still alive…” 
 
    Rice gritted his teeth in disgust. Pointing to the TV monitor, he said, “Think, Travis! Don’t believe for a moment they aren’t aware of the many cameras capturing their faces. This is their way of placing the country they love above politics.  
 
    “In a sense, this has become their battlefield. If their actions will spur others to join them for the sake of the country, I assure you they’re willing to die or be put in jail to protect America.” 
 
    Dr. Lee Kim said, “What’s the point, Braxton? It’s a losing cause…” 
 
    “You know that, and I know that, Lee, but they don’t!” 
 
    Calloway said, “At the very least, we know how much they hate Cipriano. And they despise Romanero almost as much as we do…”  
 
    “You’re focused on the wrong thing, fellas. What happens when they’re put in prison and Cipriano really puts the screws to them. AFK members who aren’t believers will ultimately squeal. What if they mention our group, and the joint plans we had made?  
 
    “Everyone has their limitations. I can assure you the right blend of torture can make anyone squeal. What if the five hundred we met with underground told others about our organization?”  
 
    Braxton said to Jefferson, “Sir, you told us yourself, at Camp David, that you appointed licensed behavior specialists to observe both groups from behind closed doors, to study our facial gestures and body movements. Didn’t they conclude some from the other group couldn’t be trusted with top-secret information as time marched on?” 
 
    Danforth buried his face in his hands, “What have I done?” 
 
    Rice bit his tongue to keep from saying something he might regret. Former President or not, it was a foolish thing to do. Then again, there was plenty of blame to go around. He was just as foolish himself, not to mention Clayton or Travis, for not thinking it all the way through. 
 
    Charles Calloway’s phone rang. It was Brian Mulrooney. Everyone was grateful for the distraction. It was starting to get heated.  
 
    “Hey, Brian. How are you?” 
 
    “As good as can be expected, Charles. I just chatted with our friend from India.” Brian was careful not to mention Yogesh by name. “After praying about it, he decided to share his second dream with me. All I can say is, ‘Wow!’ He gave me permission to share it with you all…” 
 
    “Wait! Let me put you on speaker phone, brother.” 
 
    As Brian told them, every hair on their bodies stood at full attention. 
 
    Clayton Holmes said, “Who else knows about this?” 
 
    “Only Ajit Langari and his new friends who were visited in dreams by the one hundred and forty four thousand. Not even Hana knows.” 
 
    Braxton snorted. He was already upset. “I applaud his boldness and bravery, Brian, I really do, but how in the world can we possibly help him? Sounds like a suicide mission to me!”  
 
    “That’s why I’m calling you. Other than me, he has no friends outside of his country. If we don’t help him, he’ll never survive! Besides, Braxton, it’s beyond boldness and bravery; it was part of the dream…”  
 
    Mulrooney waited for someone to say something. When no one did, he went on, “What if God caused him to reach out to me? After all, he is part of the second wave of converts! I believe we must trust that his dream is from God. How could it not be, right?” 
 
    Braxton rubbed his chin but remained silent. His mind raced with a million thoughts.  
 
    “You make a good point, Brian.” 
 
    Brian recognized the voice. “Who’s this?” 
 
    “Jefferson Danforth.” 
 
    Brian’s pulse raced in his ears. Former President or not, it was still mind-boggling for him. “Greetings, Mister President…” 
 
    Jefferson let it go. There was no time for posturing. “What’s our friend from India doing now to prepare for it?” 
 
    “Sir, he’s been giving money to his new friends in India who had the same first dream, so they can start building an underground shelter.” 
 
    Braxton interrupted, “If he goes through with it, he’ll never be able to go back to India. At least not until things calm down.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can do for him?” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone can help him. But for what the man’s about to do, we owe it to him to at least try, right?” 
 
    “Thanks, Braxton, it means so much to me.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. I haven’t hatched an escape plan.”   
 
      
 
    AFTER THINKING IT THROUGH and sharing his escape plan with Holmes, Hartings and Gang, Rice contacted ETSM billionaire member, Nigel Jones, in Sydney, Australia.  
 
    Upon hearing the plan, Jones happily agreed to have two of his Gulfstream V planes presently out delivering supplies to ETSM members on all five continents, diverted to the Middle East for the Day of New Beginnings celebration festivities. He didn’t have to be told about the danger factor connected to this particular mission.  
 
    Jones said, “With so many dignitaries going to Dubai, runway space will be extremely limited. But I have solid contacts in the Middle East. We made lots of money for each other before the Rapture. I’ll try to use my clout to gain runway access there.” 
 
    “Think it will work?”  
 
    “Let’s see if being a billionaire still has its privileges...”   
 
    Hopefully their plan, simple as it was, would work enough to help Patel escape when that time came.  
 
    In the meantime, even though Yogesh hadn’t yet had dreams about the ETSM, he would be vetted in advance, just in case…
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    DUBAI—UNITED ARAB EMIRATES—THREE WEEKS LATER 
 
      
 
    “YOUR EMINENCE, WE HAVE reason to believe the number of pregnant women not registered in the new global census is much higher than first thought.” Jurgen Staat, former NATO Secretary-General, said hesitantly.  
 
    “Go on.” Salvador Romanero was calm, as if he expected to hear this. 
 
     “We know for certain these individuals survived the aftermath of the disappearances; their names are stored in the supercomputer in Brussels.” 
 
    “Are we talking about Muslims?” With their population cut nearly in half, Romanero knew they were too fearful and too busy rebuilding their lives to take the census, even though it was mandatory. He also knew they were hiding their newborn children. But they weren’t his focus for now. 
 
    “No, your Grace.” 
 
    “Who then?” 
 
    “Those who became born again Christians after getting pregnant…” 
 
    Romanero felt heat rushing to his head, “How many?” 
 
    “Hard to say, but there’s been a huge uptick in numbers. We believe it could easily be in the millions.” 
 
    They’re trying to steal my children! “Who’s treating them?” 
 
    “As of yet, we don’t know. It’s like they’ve fallen off the face of the earth, like we’ve had a second round of disappearances…” Romanero glared angrily at Staat, “Many of their friends and family members have already been interviewed. No one knows where they went. We must assume they are hiding underground with the rest of the wackos.” 
 
    Staat took a deep breath and exhaled, “Even more alarming, your Grace, is that some who are registered in the database suddenly stopped showing up for their doctors’ appointments. Judging by their due dates, some have undoubtedly given birth by now.”  
 
    Romanero flinched, then shifted in his seat, “How many?”   
 
    “The numbers are in the hundreds of thousands.” 
 
    Romanero’s eyes flashed, “Where are they now?” 
 
    “Some are still living in the homes and apartments you’ve provided for them. Others have since left and are living with friends. As for the rest, all attempts to contact them have been fruitless…”  
 
    Staat eyeballed the Miracle Maker very carefully, “Like the rest, we believe they became born again Christians after getting pregnant.” 
 
    Romanero gritted his teeth, “I want photographs of all new pregnant Christians to be forwarded to the new push alert division, along with those who already gave birth, after rejecting the care I provided for them.” 
 
    “But there are millions of them…” 
 
    “Just do it! But tell the push alert division not to make a move until after I address the world. This gives you three days.”  
 
    “Yes, your Eminence,” Staat said, sheepishly. “Speaking of the Day of New Beginnings celebration, it appears that ten of the first one hundred women to give birth never caught their flights to Dubai.” 
 
    Romanero erupted, “What?! Where are they?” 
 
    “We don’t know. But after interviewing friends and family members, we learned they all became born-again Christians and are living in hiding with the rest. They even stopped calling their children by your name.” 
 
    “The arrogance!” Romanero took a few deeps breaths to calm himself, then stood and paced the floor, piecing it all together. “Have the next ten new mothers flown here immediately!” 
 
    Jurgen Staat gulped hard, “Your Eminence?”  
 
    Romanero snapped, “Must I write it down for you, Jurgen?! Numbers one-oh-one to one-ten! Have them flown here as soon as possible.” 
 
    Staat’s face quaked in terror. When he voluntarily stepped down as NATO Secretary-General, handing all power over to Romanero, he didn’t know it would lead to this. “It seems number one-oh-seven also went into hiding. Shall we have the next new mother in line flown here?” 
 
    “Yes. After the last monetary card has been awarded to new mothers, I want the arrests to begin. Not only them, but everyone helping them! For those living in hiding, we’ll send emergency push alerts to every mobile device on the planet, with their images on it, offering rewards to anyone assisting in their capture. Perhaps someone will see them at the market or a gas station. But I want all pregnant women to receive the best of care in jail. I want healthy children!” 
 
    “As you wish, your Eminence…” What a Megalomaniac! 
 
    Romanero glared at him angrily, “I want those ten mothers found! Number one-oh-seven as well!”   
 
    “What about the many Muslims who are hiding their newborns?” 
 
    “Let’s keep the focus on Christians for now.” 
 
    “Yes, your Grace...”  
 
      
 
    MEANWHILE, 1700 MILES EAST of Dubai, the Two Witnesses were still teaching and prophesying at the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem.  
 
    Mingled in with the many protesters were more of the young Jewish virgin men sent there by Yahweh to receive instruction from His Two servants.  
 
    With so many of them, God sent the 144,000 to the Jewish Holy Site in shifts. Some lived in Israel all their lives. The rest came from all other parts of the globe.  
 
    They started showing up the day the peace treaty was signed, the same day God’s Two servants started speaking judgment over the House of Israel. In the six months since the peace treaty signing, nearly 100,000 of them had already sat under their instruction.  
 
    None would be sealed until all were first converted... 
 
    Providentially, many were sons of rabbis who opposed God’s Two Witnesses so vehemently. How ironic that the Scriptures they forbade their sons from reading, and never allowed to be read in most synagogues, were the very ones Yahweh used to open the eyes of their offspring. 
 
    After hearing what Isaiah recorded in 52:13-53:12 for the very first time, the prophetic passages of the Suffering Servant shot straight up into their hearts and minds. As God’s Two Witnesses connected the Old and New Testaments, and bridged the two in such a way, it was impossible for the 144,000 not to connect the dots for themselves. 
 
    Suddenly aware that the very Scriptures that had been withheld from them all their lives, really did point to their coming Messiah, they read the Word of God in its entirety—both the Old and New Testaments. 
 
    By so doing, they realized Messiah had already come once, in the Person of Yeshua HaMachiasch, the very One Israel had crucified, thus proving beyond all certainty that the very same Jesus countless Gentiles had trusted for their salvation, really was Israel’s promised Messiah, the Righteous Branch and Holy One of Israel. 
 
    In short, they saw a crystal-clear connection between Isaiah’s prophecy and the New Testament biographies of Jesus, the very One who was despised and rejected by most Jews, worldwide, for more than 2,000 years, as recorded in the texts they were forbidden from reading, which, astonishingly, was recorded 700 years before it ever happened… 
 
    Not only did Isaiah record a vivid description of the crucifixion 700 years before it happened, he also recorded the bitter lament of a repentant Israel more than 2,000 years after the crucifixion occurred, near the end of human history when the Jews would look back on the One they had long rejected, and will finally embrace Yeshua as Lord and King. 
 
    In short, Isaiah recorded Christ’s death on the cross and the response of Yahweh’s chosen people, the Jews, in the past tense, as evidenced by the past tense verbs he used. 
 
    Zechariah also recorded this time of great lamenting for the Jewish people in 12:10: “And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and supplication. They will look on me, the one they have pierced, and they will mourn for him as one mourns for an only child, and grieve bitterly for him as one grieves for a firstborn son.” 
 
    With their eyes and ears fully opened, the 144,000 now understood why these “forbidden” passages in most Jewish circles were often referred to as the fifth Gospel of Jesus Christ to so many.  
 
    So profoundly precise was this text that when compared to any of the four Gospels, which clearly record Jesus’ birth, life, death by crucifixion and His resurrection, it would be impossible not to see a crystal-clear connection between the Gospels and Isaiah 53. 
 
    They mourned bitterly then repented of their sins before Yahweh God and trusted in His Son Yeshua, their Messiah, for the forgiveness of sins. 
 
    As of yet, these young men didn’t know they were prophesied about in the Book of Revelation 2000 years ago, or that they would soon be sealed as Yahweh’s 144,000 servants.  
 
    Nor did they know they would be responsible for leading multitudes from every nation, tribe, people and tongue to faith in their Messiah, Yeshua HaMasciach, both Jew and Gentile.   
 
    The Two Witnesses, on the other hand, were quite mindful of the “special” men who had been flocking to Israel from the far corners of the earth to hear their teaching were the ones Yahweh chose to fulfill this wonderful prophecy.  
 
    Even surrounded by crowds of protestors, God’s Two Witnesses always knew when someone from the 144,000 were in their presence, and from which tribe they belonged. 
 
    They also sensed the young Jewish men—now including the New Testament as part of their daily reading—were starting to piece things together, and were gaining a collective sense of their future Calling…
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    MEANWHILE, SINCE ARRIVING IN Dubai, Hana Patel was busy day and night attending gala parties honoring the 100 first mothers to give birth, doing interviews with local and global media outlets, and taking selfies and signing autographs for her many fans.  
 
    Three months ago, she was a shy and timid woman. The thought of being interviewed by anyone caused fear to snake through her. Now, basking in the spotlight of an adoring public was her favorite thing to do.  
 
    Hana very much felt like a celebrity. Her new friends had all the right connections. Her latest makeover made her look ten years younger.  
 
    She pursed her lips together to make sure the lipstick was spread evenly. Satisfied that it was, she checked her look in the mirror one last time. “Are you sure you don’t want to join me?” 
 
    “No thanks,” Yogesh said. They’re not interested in me, only you! The feeling’s mutual! 
 
    Hana shrugged her shoulders. “Suit yourself.”  
 
    “If I’m not here when you get back, I went for a walk.” 
 
    “Okay. See you later.” Hana kissed her husband on the cheek and left the suite for the bank of elevators. She was excited about this meeting with Hollywood and Bollywood executives. Desperate for a comeback, they were joining forces on a lucrative book and movie deal with her.  
 
    Hopefully they would reach an agreement and sign a contract before Hana left the Middle East. Her new attorney would join her just in case.  
 
    Yogesh left the suite a few minutes later. He, too, had a meeting to attend, a secret meeting with Braxton Rice and Nigel Jones, at a coffee shop down the street from the hotel at which the Patels were staying.  
 
    Not wanting to be seen together, the three men sat in the far corner wearing surgical masks, so no one could read their lips as they spoke. With so many security measures in place, they were already taking a huge risk by coming here. But when Brian told Braxton that Yogesh was having serious doubts, Rice wanted to look him in the eye and take his temperature to see if he would go through with it.  
 
    If not, there would be no need to discuss the plan.  
 
    After exchanging pleasantries, Braxton studied Yogesh’s eyes very carefully. He looked hesitant. “Are you sure you want to do this?”  
 
    Patel spoke through his face mask, “I’m scared to death, Braxton.” 
 
    “I understand. You have so much to lose. We all do, in fact.” 
 
    Yogesh scratched his scalp, “I don’t care about the worldly stuff. I’ve been poor all my life. I can handle it. But the thought of losing my wife and daughter makes me want to just keep my mouth shut.” 
 
    “Understandable, mate,” Nigel Jones said. “I’d be petrified too. But imagine the reward you will receive in the end. It will be well worth it.” 
 
    Patel’s eyes begged to differ. “Hope I have the strength to do it…” 
 
    Braxton said, “Let’s go over the plan, just in case. More than a hundred thousand people are expected outside the arena during the ceremonies. This should work to our advantage. 
 
    “Once you finish doing your thing, you must leave the arena through these exit doors.” Rice circled it on the brochure he would leave with Yogesh. “It’s the closest exit to the stage. It’s important that you remember this. If you leave through any other exit, we may not be able to spot you in the sea of people. Got it?”  
 
    Yogesh nodded yes.  
 
    “Once you’re outside, look for a bright yellow canopy tent. Nigel will be there selling novelty items—hats, sunglasses and the like. We already have a seller’s permit. Two other men will be with him. They’ll set it up as close to the arena as possible. That will be your first opportunity to change your appearance. What do you plan on wearing to the event?” 
 
    “A blue Armani pinstriped suit. A man came to our suite the night we checked in to take my measurements. Cost two-thousand dollars. Insane, I know. It was Hana’s idea…” 
 
    Braxton whistled, “You got that right!”  
 
    But for Nigel Jones, that price range was almost in his neighborhood. Not quite there, but close. At least, the old Nigel Jones.  
 
    “What color tie?” 
 
    “I think I chose a blue and white striped tie.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Yogesh nodded yes. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    Nigel said, “The two men in the tent with me will be Middle Eastern Christians who have been recruited to help you escape. Both are the same height as you and have dark skin. I’ll make sure they’re wearing similar suits and ties, only they won’t be nearly as expensive as yours…  
 
     “Once you reach the tent, you’ll remove your suit jacket and put on a safari hat and sunglasses. They will do the same. Time will be of the essence. The goal will be to get you in and out as quickly as possible. The three of you will rush off in different directions, to hopefully buy us a few more seconds. We must assume that many will be out looking for you.” 
 
    Yogesh gulped hard but kept listening.  
 
    Braxton said, “Nigel will point you in my direction. I’ll be wearing a yellow T-shirt and baseball cap with smiley faces on them.” He shot a quick glance at Nigel, “I know, doesn’t exactly fit my personality, right?” 
 
    Jones wanted to burst out in laughter. Never in a million years did he think Rice would wear such things. But this wasn’t the time or the place.  
 
    “I decided on bright colors because it will be nighttime. Anyway,” Braxton went on, “Once you reach my canopy tent, roughly a hundred meters ahead, you’ll strip out of your clothing and disguise yourself as a Muslim woman...”  
 
    Yogesh was taking a sip of green tea and nearly spit it out of his mouth, “You can’t be serious?” 
 
    “Do you want to escape?” 
 
    Yogesh nodded yes, “Sorry. Please go on.” 
 
    “A black burqa will cover you from head to toe. Only your eyes will be exposed. You’ll even have fake breasts underneath. Three more Middle Eastern Christians matching your size and description will already be wearing black burqas. They will form a circle around you when you change.  
 
    “After pointing you to the getaway vehicle, they’ll scatter off in opposite directions like the first two men to hopefully keep the enemy off your scent a few seconds more. Every minute will count. The car you’ll be looking for is a white Audi SUV. You’ll look for a bright pink ‘I Love Dubai’ baseball cap on the dashboard.  
 
    “Get in as quickly as you can and pray you weren’t spotted. Since we’ll be in enemy territory, we’ll be flying blind, so to speak.”  
 
    When Yogesh looked confused, Nigel Jones said, “No mobile phones or anything that can be traced and monitored. You’ll need to get rid of your phone or leave it in your hotel suite. Just make sure all sensitive materials have first been deleted, in case it ends up in the wrong hands.”  
 
    Yogesh sighed, “I understand.”  
 
    Rice let his eyes wander over the coffee shop. This meeting needed to end soon. “This is as simple as we can make it for you, Yogesh. The key is executing the plan from start to finish. There will be no room for error. No do overs so to speak. The first step is leaving from the right exit and going to the first canopy tent as quickly as you can. We’ll point you in the right direction from there. Any questions?” 
 
    “Not at this time. I understand the plan. Like you said, it’s simple.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear…”  
 
    Yogesh raised his face mask to take the final sip of green tea. His hands shook so much that he had to rest his elbows on the table. “Any final advice for me, gentlemen?”  
 
    Braxton eyeballed Yogesh, “Yeah. No matter what happens, keep the main thing the main thing.” When Yogesh raised an eyebrow, Rice said, “The goal is to bear witness to Jesus and point others to Him, right?” 
 
    Sweat was visible on Yogesh’s forehead. “That’s the plan.” 
 
    “I know Salvador Romanero will be there, not to mention your wife and daughter, but what matters most is testifying for our Lord. When the whole arena turns on you, which they will, you must find a way to block it all out and remain focused until you finish saying what God put on your heart! Everything else will just be noise.” 
 
     Yogesh said, “Hope I don’t let you down.” 
 
    “Let us down?” Braxton eyeballed Yogesh, “No matter what happens tomorrow, brother, you’re already my hero. Soon, you’ll be a hero to many. You inspire me more can you can imagine…” 
 
    Nigel Jones became teary-eyed, “I couldn’t be prouder of you, mate. Take it from this billionaire; your impact will be greater than any business deal I’ve ever orchestrated! So much so that a thousand years from now, a million years, we’ll still be talking about how the Most High used you greatly for His glory.” 
 
    “That’s deep, Nigel.”  
 
    “And one hundred percent true. I wish more people had your guts.” 
 
    Yogesh wanted to smile, but he was too frightened. He wanted to ask one of them to change places with him. Instead he said, “Please pray for me, brothers…” 
 
    “I assure you many will be praying for you from this moment on, especially when you’re inside the arena. Let that comfort you.” 
 
    Once they were outside, Nigel Jones said, “Keep fighting the Good fight, Yogesh. Pray for us as we pray for you. God is with us.” 
 
    At that, they went their separate ways… 
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    ONE YEAR AFTER THE RAPTURE 
 
      
 
    FOR MANY, THE ONE-year remembrance of the disappearances was full of mixed emotions. They fluctuated from solemn to celebratory.  
 
    On this Day of New Beginnings—the second of three new international holidays proclaimed by Salvador Romanero—the day began for many by attending memorial services honoring those who’d vanished from the face of the earth, without warning, last November.  
 
    Everyone was a year older and had new deaths to mourn and families to re-patch together again. They were still trying to adjust to this new and ever-changing world, a world that barely resembled life on the planet twelve months ago. The hope was that this day of new beginnings would be just that: a solid step in the right direction.  
 
    With three months to recuperate from the disastrous ‘Universal Children’s Day’ celebration, the first 100 mothers to give birth since the disappearances were in Dubai.  
 
    The first 89, anyway; the other eleven were merely pinch hitting for mothers who should have been here but weren’t. They were no longer welcome. At any rate, everyone hoped this second international holiday would go more smoothly than the last one had. It was desperately needed.   
 
    With so many world leaders, dignitaries, business moguls, celebrities, world-class athletes and ecumenical spiritualists occupying every seat inside the largest indoor arena in the Middle East, Dubai World Trade Centre Arena was the center of the universe.  
 
    After rubbing elbows with the rich and famous at dinners, luncheons and social gatherings all week, the 100 “special” women were assembled up on stage for the awarding ceremony. On top of receiving numerous cards and expensive gifts from the powerful elite, each new mother found a gift bag on their seats full of items valued at U.S. $10,000.  
 
    Needless to say, all were giddy with excitement. 
 
    As the first woman to give birth, Hana Patel had the dubious honor of being seated next to the Miracle Maker. Try as she might, her mind still couldn’t grasp that the man for whom her daughter was named, who’d made her a wealthy woman practically overnight would soon be seated next to her. Even more remarkable was that he was only a few years older than she was.  
 
    To Hana’s left was the 22-year-old woman from Brazil who was the second to give birth, Paula Gomes.  
 
    Next to her was the third woman from China who gave birth in Tokyo, Japan, after a massive earthquake leveled much of her hometown of Beijing.  
 
    Two seats away from hers was the fifth woman to give birth to the first American child, Salvador Rodriguez, from Seattle Washington.  
 
    Not present in the front row, or in the arena for that matter, was the fourth woman to give birth, from Nigeria, Africa. She was killed along with her husband. What sealed her fate initially was, while most new mothers chose to name their children after their fearless leader, she refused to name her son, Salvador, not even as a middle name.  
 
    Not that Romanero needed another reason, but if he did, her husband was later linked to the massive terrorist group that wreaked havoc in America and all throughout the Western Hemisphere, which resulted in the deaths of many pregnant women.   
 
    He travelled to America on a Chinese cargo ship carrying the deadly agents used in the explosions on Universal Children’s Day. When the ship docked in Boston, Massachusetts he managed to slip away into the night.  
 
    After the explosions, he narrowly escaped capture in the U.S. When he returned to Africa, global police were there waiting for him. He was shot dead in the front yard of the couple’s small house.  
 
    When the okay was given for mothers to go home and start life anew with their children, the Nigerian woman never left the hospital.  
 
    After being told the fate of her husband, she was given a strong sedative, then suffocated with a pillow until the last breath was sucked out of her comatose body.  
 
    Her son was flown to Dubai on a private jet and given to a surrogate mother to raise in the Global Community. After being properly vetted, Yasamin Dabiri, a 26-year-old, glitzy-eyed Iranian woman was the lucky recipient. The young woman was raised Muslim, but quietly identified as a closet atheist to her many online friends, before the disappearances.  
 
    After trying unsuccessfully to conceive with her husband for many years before the disappearances, she felt blessed to finally be with child, even if it didn’t come from her womb.  
 
    Strangely enough, her husband was one of more than a million who were among the disappearances in Iran. She had no idea he was even a Christ follower. Needless to say, it rocked her world.  
 
    Yasamin mourned the loss of her husband for many months before finally coming to grips with it. She was fortunate to escape Tehran shortly before it was destroyed in the earthquake and relocate to Dubai.   
 
    After hoping and wishing for a child, the Miracle Maker answered her prayer. He quickly became Yasamin’s new religion. The first thing she did as the child’s new guardian was to rename her son, “Salvador”.  
 
    Dabiri occupied the fourth seat in the front row on behalf of the Nigerian woman and would be awarded all gifts intended for the original mother, including the $100K monetary card. She was also given keys to a high-rise luxury apartment in the heart of Dubai, free of charge. 
 
    Everyone knew she wasn’t the real mother. The fact that she was so light skinned with a dark-skinned baby on her lap, dictated that much.  
 
    But no one questioned it. The sheer optics spoke volumes: apparently not even new mothers were above the law. Even they could be replaced if they became insubordinate to the GC.  
 
    It was a sobering realization… 
 
    Four rows of seats were set up behind the front row for the other 95 mothers. Some were breastfeeding hungry children. Others consoled crying infants. All babies wore surgical masks.  
 
    Regardless of row or seat, all 100 women felt honored knowing they would soon share the stage with Salvador Romanero and the Pope.  
 
    This was especially true for the ten “replacement” mothers, who just missed being part of the first 100.  
 
    Suddenly, their financial struggles appeared to be over...  
 
    Before leaving the hotel for the arena, the women about to be honored were told to remove all things religious and leave them in their suites. Crosses worn by women “identifying” as Christians had to be removed.  
 
    Burqas and hijabs had to be removed. After nearly a billion Muslims were killed, most, fearing for their lives, stopped wearing them long ago. 
 
    In Hana Patel’s case, it was the black tilak on the center of her forehead. In normal times, she would never agree to such a notion.  
 
    But these weren’t normal times and she wasn’t the same woman she used to be. In Hinduism, the forehead or “third eye” signified spirituality. Hence, a tilak (or tilaka), was intended to take the individual’s thoughts towards spirituality, which was the main purpose of any religious act.  
 
    Before traveling to the Middle East, Hana always had a red dot on her forehead. Red dots were commonly worn by married women. When she suddenly switched it for a black dot, it angered Yogesh. 
 
    Even after explaining to her husband that she did it to ward off bad luck, so the good karma in their lives wouldn’t suddenly change to bad, Yogesh took this as the ultimate sign of disrespect.  
 
    Sitting in the front row a short distance from the stage, Yogesh stared at his wife looking all aglow in her $5K gold sequin gown, very much resembling the elite company she now kept. The dress alone cost more than the old shack they’d recently vacated.  
 
    He had the sudden urge to cry. The expensive gown had nothing to do with it. His sadness stemmed from knowing the glow on Hana’s face wouldn’t be there a short while from now. The very thought of what he was about to do, caused his stomach to twist in agony.  
 
    Hana willed herself not to glance in her husband’s direction until the ceremony was over. As it was, she was still angry after the argument they’d had in their hotel suite before leaving for the arena. They seldom argued before Salvadora was born. Now it seemed that’s all they did. 
 
    Hana knew it had nothing to do with the baby. It all came down to his Christian faith…And Salvador Romanero.   
 
    After a one-hour massage, followed by a two-hour session with one of Dubai’s elite make-up artists, the last thing Hana wanted was to cry tears all over the masterful job he did on her face. She felt her husband’s negative energy all the way up on stage and felt no particular need to glance his way for now.  
 
    Her last words before getting out of the limousine were, “Just because you’re uneasy with Salvador Romanero gives you no right to ruin this moment for me! If not for him, we’d still be living in a shack, completely dirt poor. Is that what you want? If so, you’re doing a good job.  
 
    “You’ve already embarrassed me in front of so many friends and other people we have no business meeting in the first place. You couldn’t have looked any less impressed in their presence.”  
 
    “Do you think they would still be your friends if you hadn’t won the contest?” 
 
    “That’s not the point, Yogesh. What matters most is they love me, and I love them!” 
 
    The way Hana said it made Yogesh cringe. This was the first time Hana ever made him feel as if they were more important to her than he was. He felt like an outsider, belittled and totally disrespected.  
 
     “You’re right. We have no business meeting them because you and I both know you were pregnant before the contest was ever announced.”  
 
     “Shh! I never want to hear you speak those words again! Why can’t you just accept the good fortune we’ve been blessed with? Please don’t ruin the award ceremony by dragging me down to your level of misery! Have you forgotten about the million dollars we will receive tonight?  
 
    “You, not me…” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” It looks could kill…  
 
    “Come on, Hana, you’re not blind. You see what’s going on…” 
 
    “Think what you will. I plan on enjoying myself with my friends, even if you don’t.”   
 
    Yogesh knew it was spiritual warfare, so he did his best to remain silent. But knowing the eternal consequences involved made it difficult.  
 
    The one thing he overlooked among the hustle and bustle was the possibility of listening devices being planted in the limousine they rode to the arena, or in their hotel suite. As it turned out, every spoken word between them was recorded and would be analyzed later.  
 
    This would bode well for Hana. She always defended Romanero, and really was one of his biggest and most loyal supporters. 
 
    But not Yogesh. Totally oblivious to it all, the only thing on his mind was what would soon become of him?  
 
    Will I ever see my family again after today?
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    THE HOUSE LIGHTS WERE dimmed, and the soft futuristic instrumental music slowly faded, until silence fell upon the arena.  
 
    The audience erupted when four large Hollywood-like spotlights up in the rafters were turned on and trumpets blared as the Pope and Salvador Romanero emerged on stage, to a rousing ovation.  
 
    Everyone in the arena jumped out of their seats. The power flowing through the two men was so strong, it nearly knocked them over.  
 
    Romanero was dressed in his now customary brilliant white suit. The bright lights glaring down on him made him glow even more. As per usual, every strand of his soft brown hair was perfectly in place. His dark brown eyes were fully aglow. His radiant olive skin made him look like an angel of light. It was hard to find a blemish on the man.  
 
    After everyone had settled down, the Miracle Maker took a seat, as the Pope, wearing the same outfit he wore on the day Israel fell under attack, blessed each mother and child one by one in Salvador Romanero’s name. The Miracle Maker watched and nodded his approval. 
 
    Romanero shat a quick glance at Hana. She was so excited, she started shaking uncontrollably and nearly fainted. 
 
    At precisely 8:01 p.m. Dubai time—12:01 p.m., EST—all eyes were on Dubai World Trade Centre, as a moment of silence was recognized at the precise time at which the disappearances happened a year ago.  
 
    The hundreds of thousands unable to get inside the arena grew silent with the rest of the world. Many shed tears and clung to photographs of departed loved ones who’d vanished from the planet, or were killed a year ago. They circled the arena hoping to meet royalty, dignitaries, celebrities and the rich and famous, as they came and went.  
 
    After what happened on the original day of the peace treaty signing in Israel, when bombs suddenly started falling from the sky killing many in the streets of Jerusalem, and the numerous explosions on Universal Children’s Day killing tens of millions more, many outside Dubai World Trade Centre silently wished they were inside where it was much safer.  
 
    Even among all the excitement, they felt vulnerable.  
 
    Unlike last year, there was no global “Human Love Chain” this time. Romanero didn’t want it. With so much turmoil in the world, he wanted the spotlight to remain on the Middle East at all times. 
 
    After the moment of silence had ended, Romanero approached the lectern. The 100 women seated behind him straightened up in their seats. They still couldn’t believe they were in the same city as the Miracle Maker, let alone in the same arena on the same stage.  
 
    It was both awe-inspiring and mind-numbing at the same time.  
 
    Not counting the 100 new fathers seated in the front row, everyone else occupying the seats was well known for something and had already met Romanero at least once. Even so, regardless of age, they acted like a bunch of teenagers cheering on their favorite popstars.  
 
    The 30-year-old world leader—who, according to the calendar turned 31 last February—began in earnest, “Greetings, world citizens! As we gather here today for the one-year remembrance of our departed friends and loved ones, I know there’s still a great deal of pain in our hearts. Having lost both my parents recently, I feel the very same pain you feel...”  
 
    Romanero paused so his words would resonate, “But even through the anguish of missing them, and the struggle of picking up the pieces and moving on, let this day be remembered not only as a day of solemn remembrance, but also as a ray of bright sunshine piercing through the darkness.”  
 
    Salvador turned to face the 100 mothers and their infant children, “Feast your eyes on the generation that will finally experience what past generations could only dream of. These spotless little ones behind me represent the future, not the past; a new beginning for all global citizens!  
 
    “Just thinking about how bright their futures will be thrills me to no end! This is what we must rally around in our time of grief.” 
 
    Thunderous applause filled the arena. 
 
    “To the beautiful mothers, thanks again for fulfilling your duty and helping make this priceless moment possible. Last year, we had to cancel Mother’s Day. But because of you, and many other women around the globe, it will never happen again. The world is eager to celebrate all mothers again on your special day, six months from now.”  
 
    His words slithered into their minds like a snake through the grass. 
 
    Returning his attention to the large assembly before him, the Miracle Maker went on, “As our future torchbearers, nothing can be more important than protecting them; they are virgins in every sense of the word. I won’t let them be defiled in any way!  
 
    “But it’s not just our precious children who will be taken to a whole new echelon in life. As promised on so many occasions, everyone wisely opting to follow me will be part of the new utopia I’m creating. Soon, we will see the fruits of our collective labor.”  
 
    Romanero grew more serious, “As we build this brave new world, the old world is still in the process of being torn down! Naturally, an achievement like this is never easy. Nor can it be accomplished overnight or without bloodshed. As for those of you who are on the wrong side of history, your days are numbered. 
 
    “I do not wish to spend too much time dwelling on the past, but a few months ago, as you all know, I announced an international law abolishing abortion. I declared anyone caught in the act would be punished by death. This includes doctors, nurses, and all who are deemed enablers and supporters. 
 
    “Sadly, not everyone has been compliant with this global edict. One incident I’ll share with you deals with an exotic dancer in Las Vegas, Nevada. After learning she was pregnant by one of her frequent customers, she offered to pay a former abortionist triple what he charged before the Rapture to keep it a secret.  
 
    “As it turns out, this man was quite familiar with her. It was her thirteenth abortion. This woman chose to kill the child in her womb hoping to preserve her voluptuous figure, so she could keep performing for her customers. And he agreed to do it for a little extra money.”  
 
    Romanero gazed out at the thousands seated before him and shook his head in disgust, “Both are selfish individuals. Were, rather. Everyone caught in the act was put to death, including her best friend who drove her to the clinic. When I said anyone causing harm or death to any child, born or unborn, must die, I meant it. No exceptions! This universal edict supersedes the laws of all countries, including dissident countries.”  
 
    No one had to be reminded of what happened three months ago, in the name of the Islamic religion. For every person Muslims killed, three Muslims died! For every pregnant woman they killed, a thousand Muslims were killed! Their population was greatly reduced!   
 
     Romanero’s words had cast a dark shadow over the proceedings. If anyone needed further proof that he was deadly serious, all they had to do was look at the Middle Eastern woman in the fourth seat on stage. 
 
     “Finally, I wish to address the growing number of pregnant women out there who have chosen to refuse the top-notch care I’ve provided at no cost to you. Many of you have since gone into hiding.  
 
    “I implore you all to rethink your situation and reconnect with your doctors and society, before it’s too late. I’m mindful that you suffer from a mental illness. The only way I can help you is if you come out of hiding. 
 
    “I am hereby extending a grace period to each of you. It will not remain in place for long. I assure you it would be better for you to come to us before we find you.”  
 
    Many shifted uncomfortably in their seats. Others wiped tears from their eyes, suddenly frightened. Noticing, Romanero said, “Strong words and actions, I know. But necessary, if we are to ultimately pave the way for a vibrant body full of millions of youthful citizens.”  
 
    It was time to end on a positive note. “So, as we gather here for this most extraordinary celebration of new life, let the awarding ceremony begin! Enjoy the festivities. May all who are with me be blessed in my name.”  
 
    Romanero took a seat. If this was intended to be a State of the Planet address, in which he shared all progress being made, the wheels fell off halfway through. If his goal was to comfort everyone with his morbid speech, he failed miserably.  
 
      
 
    THE ONE GROUP OF individuals that felt completely invisible in Dubai, was new fathers. Some bristled in silent annoyance watching the mothers of their children being presented sizable monetary cards with great pomp and pageantry, to be used at their sole discretion, while they received nothing.    
 
    Instead of being treated as equal partners, they were made to feel like science projects, sperm donors, to quietly be discarded in the end. While they received their fair share of nods and glances from world-known figures for their contribution to humanity and were bought many rounds of drinks from those they idolized all their lives, the lion’s share of the attention remained focused on their celebrated counterparts up on stage.  
 
    For the most part, the only support group new fathers had among the thousands gathered in the arena, was themselves. The fact that they weren’t allowed to sit with their wives, girlfriends, or intimate partners, further punctuated this unflattering realization.  
 
    The only time they would join them up on stage was when they took to the podium to praise Salvador the Great for richly blessing them. They also were invited to pose for studio photographs with the new mothers. 
 
    Other than that, it’s as if they no longer mattered… 
 
    It made Yogesh Patel think back to what his American friend had said about men still being valued among Christian women. Certainly not here!  
 
    As a small token, all new fathers got to take this all-expenses-paid trip to Dubai. Everything from the flights they were on to the suites they stayed in was first class all the way.  
 
    By accepting the invitation, they agreed to look joyful when thanking the Miracle Maker in front of the whole world.  
 
    Other than that, they were encouraged to enjoy themselves to the fullest. Having seen what happened to all who opposed Salvador Romanero, they knew better than to disobey the man. 
 
    The fact that most new fathers weren’t married to their female counterparts made the situation so much easier to control. They had no legal rights to the girls or women they’d impregnated. It was evident to anyone possessing a functioning brain that Romanero cared not for them. Only their sperm was needed. Other than that, they were expendable. 
 
    On top of that, many were drug addicts and alcoholics. Suddenly free to indulge in all the drugs and alcohol they could possibly consume, not to mention scores of men and women—all of whom had the AIDS virus or hepatitis—at no cost to them, they took full advantage of it.  
 
    From the moment they arrived in Dubai and were met by limousine, the partying started. Each driver, after being briefed, knew exactly what poison their passengers were most addicted to, including their sexual preferences and appetites.  
 
    What better way to keep their minds off the women on stage than by having scores of super models at their beck and call? 
 
    They hadn’t been sober since… 
 
    As the rest of the world struggled to make ends meet and put food on the table, they got to hob-knob among the celebrities and dignitaries, for one unforgettable week, completely stoned out of their minds.  
 
    Many felt like they were occupying the front rows at the Oscars or Grammys. They were too starstruck to let the obvious mistreatment ruin this once-in-a-lifetime experience. They would enjoy this first-class trip for all it was worth and worry about their bruised egos later.   
 
    The goal, of course, for those providing the drugs, alcohol, women, and even men, was that they would drink or drug themselves to death, thus reducing this no longer necessary part of the population. 
 
    But not all new fathers were alcoholics, drug and sex addicts. Some refused every advance that came their way, including Yogesh Patel. Like a dozen other fathers, he never did drugs and very seldom drank alcohol. He loved his wife and wanted to help her raise their daughter, like any good father would.  
 
    But outside forces kept driving them apart from their spouses. Because of this, some were now starting to question the source of Romanero’s power and his true intentions... 
 
    Most new fathers were all for celebrating Mother’s Day next year, like most countries had done for many decades. And that went double for the new Universal Children’s Day celebration.  
 
    But what about Father’s Day? With so much talk about Mother’s Day next year, Romanero never once mentioned Father’s Day in his address.  
 
    Were fathers suddenly expendable, to be forgotten about altogether?  
 
    It was becoming more evident that the contest Romanero had set into motion a year ago was by design all along. It was intended to prevent unmarried or uncommitted fathers from having any involvement in their children’s lives, once they were born.  
 
    It was almost as if fathers were being portrayed as individuals who successfully did their part and no longer mattered.  
 
    It was even worse for new fathers who weren’t invited to the Middle East. Sure, they were permanently relieved of all medical expenses, the cost of clothing, baby diapers, and all other related items including paying child support. Other than that, they were on their own. Completely… 
 
    After the last monetary card was awarded, indoor fireworks lit up the 9,100 square-meter arena.  
 
    This was the signal for new fathers to approach the stage.  
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    YOGESH PATEL LOOKED OUT at the world’s elite seated in the jammed packed arena and found it both amazing and ironic at the same time, how a former peasant fisherman had reached such lofty heights in such a short period of time.   
 
    A few months ago, he and Hana were racked with constant stress, wondering how they could financially afford to raise a child if she wasn’t one of the first 100 women to give birth. As it was, they could hardly pay their bills let alone have another mouth to feed.  
 
    When it became apparent that she would be among that most blessed group of women, they rejoiced. Never in a million years did they think she would be the first to give birth, or that it would lead to all this.  
 
    Now here he was about to address the world’s elite, wearing a $2K Giorgio Armani suit that was personally tailored just for him.  
 
    While Hana, suddenly the envy of the world among most women, enjoyed basking in the bright spotlight, mindful of the great evil behind the sudden notoriety, Yogesh was sickened to the core of his being.   
 
    The man Yogesh knew as Brad Henriksen, was right all along. Even if he played along with Salvador Romanero and lived the so-called “good life” as a result, it wouldn’t last. By reading the book of Ecclesiastes, Yogesh finally understood it was merely chasing after the wind and would ultimately lead to eternal damnation.   
 
    Had Hana only understood it as well, it would have better prepared her for what he was about to do. But she didn’t understand. If anything, they were going in opposite directions, no longer best friends.  
 
    Whereas Hana’s list of well-known and high-society individuals kept increasing, Yogesh spent all his free time with his new brothers and sisters in Christ. Each time they got together for prayer and Bible study; Yogesh blessed them with more funds he’d managed to squirrel away without Hana’s knowledge.  
 
    Like most other Christ followers, his new friends were very poor, just like he used to be. Eking out meager existences was their constant struggle. If something happened to him in the next few hours, which Yogesh fully expected, he took comfort knowing he gave them enough to survive the next few months in the underground shelter they were still building.  
 
    He also met with Ajit Laghari on three separate occasions, at his underground hideout. He was amazed at his new friend’s total command of the Word of God. He was equally amazed at how thin Ajit was.  
 
    The former Indian diplomat looked nothing like he did when he addressed the world a year ago. He’d lost 80 pounds so far and counting. 
 
    In this world, they were nobodies, even less than that, but in the eternal world, they were children of the Most High God and had futures so bright, it could never be measured in worldly terms.  
 
    Hana made it crystal clear that she wanted nothing to do with his new friends or his newfound delirium, as she had put it.  
 
    As the days passed, she became more and more convinced her husband was suffering from a mental meltdown. If he didn’t snap out of it soon, she feared he would end up just like Ajit Laghari.  
 
    Last time she said that, Yogesh said, “I’ll take that as a compliment.” 
 
    Hana rolled her eyes and went to check on the baby.  
 
    Yogesh knew her elitist friends were planting seeds in her mind that were meant to pull them apart, not keep them together.  
 
    But they were the confused ones, not him. They were spiritually blinded to the Truth, not him. They were headed toward eternal destruction, not him; even if they didn’t think so…  
 
    It wasn’t Yogesh’s actions or behavior that was tearing their marriage apart. Nor did it have anything to do with his new friends. It was spiritual warfare. And Satan was using her godless friends to do his bidding for him. 
 
    Yogesh brushed off a shiver. How much worse would Hana think about his Christian faith after what would soon transpire in an arena full of celebrities, business moguls and world leaders, all gathered to celebrate the Day of New Beginnings, with the whole world watching?  
 
    One thing was certain: life was about to drastically change for the Patels, Yogesh especially, and certainly not for the better!  
 
    He just hoped Hana would someday understand why he did it. 
 
    After trying to talk himself out of it many times, he felt with everything in his spirit that God was telling him to do it. His relationship with his Maker, though new, was quite intense.  
 
    But right now, he was terrified for his life. The smart thing to do would be to thank Romanero publicly for blessing his family so richly, as he was expected to do, then wait until he was back home to say what he really felt.  
 
    With more than 20 million social media followers—a mere pittance compared to his wife’s 300,000,000 followers—Patel would have had little trouble gaining the attention of multitudes around the world with a simple post on any of his social media platform pages.  
 
    If he played it right, perhaps his number of followers would double or even triple after this week. But that wasn’t part of the plan. 
 
    If he had any social media accounts a year ago (which he didn’t), and he posted a tweet, he would be mildly shocked if anyone liked it, let alone two or three people. Now his tweets were liked and shared by multitudes of netizens worldwide. It was crazy! 
 
    A simple post like “Hello global netizens!” on Twitter easily garnered millions of likes and comments. It was bizarre, absurd.  
 
    It was about to come to a screeching halt. Yogesh knew the glaring spotlight now shining on him would still remain after this, but for reasons altogether different. Soon, very soon, he would become the hunted… 
 
    Even before taking this trip to Dubai, the more his eyes were opened and his faith in Jesus was strengthened, the more he wanted to tweet his growing dismay about the one world government Salvador Romanero was creating—to include a one world religion—to his many followers. It was a religion and system Yogesh wanted no part of.  
 
    Soon everyone would know it…  
 
    What he was about to say could have easily been posted online in the confines of his home or from an underground location like Ajit Laghari had done. With so many followers, even furious, they would share his post which would cause it to trend more quickly.  
 
    But that’s not what he saw in the dream. What he saw himself doing needed to be done publicly, with the whole world watching.  
 
    Even frightened for his life, Yogesh wanted everyone in the arena, especially Salvador Romanero, to hear what he had to say. He kept repeating the words, “Not my will, Father, but Your will be done,” over and over again, under his breath.  
 
    In an arena full of so many people, Yogesh felt terribly alone.  
 
      
 
    THIAGO GOMES, THE FATHER of the second child to be born stood behind Yogesh, very much displaying the same gleeful expression as the women up on stage.  
 
    Raised Catholic, just seeing the Miracle Maker and the Pope up close and personal elevated the blissful feeling he already had.  
 
    Even so, he silently wondered why the man who’d received ten times as many gifts from an adoring public as he had, looked so troubled?  
 
    Even when they were seated during the awarding ceremony, Yogesh squirmed in his chair each time a new image of Romanero flashed on the large arena screens. And when photographs of him and his wife were shown, from the many photo-op sessions they were asked to be part of all this week, Yogesh looked away in anguish.  
 
    Gomes tried engaging in conversation with him, once or twice, but the man from India seemed resigned to keep to himself. Plus, he was sweating profusely.  
 
    Whether he was nervous about being the first to speak, or it was due to the language barrier between them, Gomes didn’t know.  
 
    For whatever reason, Thiago sensed it ran deeper than that. 
 
    Now just moments from being introduced, the father from Brazil stood directly behind the man from India. His twitching and shaking increased considerably. As the first man to be seen and heard all over the world, Gomes chalked it up as nothing more than a case of nerves on Yogesh’s part. He was about to see just how wrong he was!  
 
    Even Gomes was nervous. But after everything Salvador the Great did for his family, not to mention millions of other families around the globe, his willingness to give thanks to his hero far outweighed his fear of public speaking. Just meeting the Miracle Maker and the Pope in person was, by far, the honor of a lifetime for him.  
 
    Looking at the back of Yogesh Patel’s head, he thought, ninety-seven seconds cost me a half million dollars!
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    A FEMALE VOICE ECHOED throughout the rafters, “Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome to the stage, Mister Yogesh Patel!” 
 
    The audience rose as one and erupted into thunderous applause, as Patel approached the lectern looking rather spiffy. To go along with his blue pinstriped suit, Hana had one of Dubai’s most sought-after hairdressers come up to their suite to give her husband a new look.  
 
    Yogesh was reluctant, but Hana insisted that he look the part. Otherwise, they might not let him on stage with Romanero and the Pope. Not only that, she wanted him to look his best for the photo-op session. 
 
    With his ridiculously expensive Armani suit on and jet-black hair trimmed to perfection and slicked back with hair gel, Yogesh certainly looked like a true success story.  
 
    The very thought sickened him. The money would have been better spent given to his fellow Christ followers back home.  
 
    Yogesh placed both hands on the lectern. Soon his voice would be heard by billions of citizens across the globe. He found it impossible to comprehend how anyone would want to listen to him, a simple man, as if he was a college professor or someone counted among the world’s elite.  
 
    With so many fathers waiting behind him, Yogesh was given just ten minutes to speak. Everyone following him would have half that time.  
 
    Wonder if they’ll even let me finish… 
 
    Seeing so many well-known faces on the edge of their seats, eager to cheer him on, as if they were best friends, terrified him even more than he already was. He feared the outcome… 
 
    Yogesh took a deep breath, “Good evening. This is my first time speaking to a large group of people. I’m quite nervous. Please forgive me if I’m not good at it. And please pardon my broken English.” 
 
    Laughter filled the arena. 
 
    “Three months ago, when Hana and I won the contest, life drastically changed for us. In the blink of an eye, we went from having nothing to gaining the whole world and its many trappings. I still have difficulty wrapping my head around it all.” 
 
    Heads nodded thoughtfully throughout the arena.  
 
    “Thanks to Mister Romanero, our ship has finally come in. From a financial standpoint he really is a Miracle Maker!” The crowd erupted in applause. “Because of this, my wife and I were convinced he was god or, at the very least, a god…” 
 
    Yogesh paused, then gulped; his hands started trembling. Lord, give me the strength to speak boldly for You, like I saw in my dream!  
 
    Without looking back at Romanero or his wife and daughter, he said, “I no longer believe this to be true…” 
 
    A loud, collective gasp filled the arena. Eyes widened all throughout. Heads tilted and jerked; many exchanged confused glances.  
 
    Yogesh took a long breath and released it, “After recently encountering the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the Holy Scriptures, I wish to take this moment to announce to the whole world that Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior and I am not ashamed!”  
 
    Some were taking sips of beverages and spit liquid from their mouths. They were incredulous. Sounds of booing and heckling filled the arena.  
 
    Someone shouted, “Get off the stage!”  
 
    Someone else yelled, “You don’t deserve the many blessings you received from us!” 
 
    Many glared at him angrily.  
 
    Unable to hold their gaze, Yogesh went blank. His body trembled even more ferociously. He remembered what Braxton Rice had told him about keeping the main thing the main thing.  
 
    But it was difficult with the antichrist seated just a few feet behind him. Without even looking back, Yogesh felt his gaze burning into him like hot coals on his flesh. Remain strong!  
 
    “Let me ask you all, what shall it profit any of you to gain the whole world yet lose your soul? A good friend whom I’ve never met, recently shared that Scripture with me. It impacted me greatly. I know you are watching. If I never get the chance to meet you on this side, my dear brother, we will surely meet on the other side someday.” 
 
    Shooting a quick glance at Hana, he knew she was mortified. Yogesh knew she knew to whom he was referring—Brad Henriksen. Now more than ever, he was thankful he didn’t know his American friend’s name.  
 
    Yogesh glanced at his daughter resting on Hana’s lap. Her face was covered with a surgical mask; her innocent black eyes were wild with activity, drinking it all in as only a child could.  
 
    She was totally clueless of the ramifications of her father’s actions or that this very well may be the last time they would ever see each other.   
 
    His eyes drifted back up until they met Hana’s. “Sorry, my love, I know we’ve just gained the whole world, but I recently exchanged it for the salvation of my soul. I hope in time you will do the same.”  
 
    Hana lowered her head. She was completely flabbergasted.  
 
    Returning his attention to the angry mob before him, he pointed his finger out at them and grew more bold, “For those of you who do not repent and trust in Jesus for your salvation, make no mistake; it will come at the peril of your souls.” 
 
    The booing and heckling continued, only it was louder now and more pronounced. They cursed him.  
 
    “We want our gifts back!” 
 
    “Arrest him!”  
 
    Hundreds of armed guards waited expectantly to pounce on Patel the moment the order was given. But it never came… 
 
    Yogesh gripped the lectern as tightly as he could, and continued, “Let me take a moment to speak to those of you who were visited in dreams by male Jewish virgins, proclaiming to be one of the one hundred and forty four thousand God will soon seal for the end times harvest upon the earth. First let me say, if you were fortunate to be visited by one of them in your dreams, consider yourself blessed!” 
 
    Many in the audience exchanged confused glances. Most had no clue what he was talking about… 
 
    “Just like the Two Witnesses preaching the Word of God in Jerusalem, these men are trustworthy. Once they have been sealed by God Almighty Himself, they will cause the greatest soul harvest for Jesus in all of humankind, even among the constant mayhem.” 
 
    Knowing who they were, this incensed Romanero to no end.  
 
    “The only reason God chose me to share this with you is that I had the same dream myself, and because of the huge platform I’ve been given. As a new Christian, I’m no expert on the Word of God. So please don’t think of me as anything special. I am a simple man, a poor man, whose worth is found in Christ Jesus. Nothing more.  
 
    “But the men in your dreams are very special. If you didn’t dream about them, fear not! The Message they will soon preach to the far corners of the world, is the very same Gospel message I now speak of. It’s the very same message that saved my soul from hell. If you believe it and receive Christ as Lord and Savior, you will escape the coming judgment.  
 
    “I know many in this arena wish to harm me, kill me even, but thanks to Jesus, I no longer fear death, not even the second death.” This caused more confusion.  
 
    When the booing was at fever pitch, Yogesh paused. He looked to his left then right, half-expecting someone to shoot him in the back of the head or drag him off the stage in handcuffs.  
 
    When it didn’t happen, he went on, “I wish to make it known to the whole world that I will never again call my daughter by her birth name. Until another name has been chosen for her, I will call her ‘daughter’”. 
 
    “My daughter!” Romanero hissed, under his breath. 
 
    Hana heard him and shot him a quick glance. Salvador knew she was staring, but he ignored her. He was too incensed to take his eyes off her husband. Hana started quaking in her seat.  
 
    Yogesh let his eyes drift up to the ceiling, “Forgive me, Lord, for naming my child after your ultimate enemy in the flesh. Please don’t curse my daughter by counting this great sin against her. It wasn’t her choice; it was ours. We are the ones who named her.  
 
    “In closing, before winning the contest, I was a lowly fisherman. It was all I knew since childhood. After my daughter’s birth, the future looked bright for me and my family. We have a beautiful new home, new cars, new friends, new everything…”  
 
    Yogesh let his eyes wander over the arena. The hatred on so many faces seated before him was impossible to ignore or overlook. The audience would have already thrown whatever they could get their hands on at him, but there was too much precious cargo up on stage with him. 
 
    Someone yelled, “You deserve death for this?!” 
 
    Steeling himself against the wave of profanities being strewn at him like a tidal wave, Yogesh said, “Until a few weeks ago, I was retired from my job and very much looked forward to living the good life with my wife and daughter…I hereby declare that after three months of retirement, I’m back in the fishing business. Only this time, as a fisher of men!”  
 
    Yogesh lowered his head and prayed aloud, “Lord, even if I die today, as You prepare the way for Your one hundred and forty four thousand blessed servants, use my words, this declaration, long after I’m gone to rescue many, especially my wife and daughter, whom I love with every fiber of my being. 
 
    “Thank You, Jesus, for being my Lord and Savior, and for rescuing me from Salvador Romanero and his false antichrist system. Remember me in Your kingdom, Lord,” Yogesh pleaded from the very depth of his being, “where I will worship you forevermore…” 
 
    Everyone was on their feet now hurling threats and insults at Patel. The booing and hissing hit fever pitch. It was so loud that even if he kept speaking, his voice would have been drowned out by all the noise.  
 
    Yogesh glanced back at his wife and child. Sensing in his spirit it was for the last time, his heart burned within him. He wiped tears from his eyes and walked off the stage, frequently looking over his shoulders to make sure no one was following him.  
 
    As the world watched, Romanero burned with fury. He did his best to steady himself in his seat. The expression on his face was quite even. It looked like something unpleasant was swimming inside his mouth, tickling his taste buds against his will.  
 
    As much as he wanted to get up out of his seat and strangle Patel with his own two hands, he couldn’t move. The name of “Jesus”—genuinely spoken—caused loud shrieking to reverberate in his soul. The mention of any other so-called god or savior had zero effect on him.  
 
    Only the name of Jesus tore him up inside…. 
 
    Even if no one in human form heard or felt it, the Miracle Maker did. It echoed loudly and clearly throughout the vast spirit world.  
 
    At any rate, the man walking off the stage was already a dead man for disrespecting him with the whole world watching. It wasn’t a question of if Patel would die for this unforgiveable sin—that decision was already made—but when, and how he would ultimately meet his demise.  
 
    Hana lowered her head in shame. Who is this man I married? She feared for her husband. But right now, she was too angry and too frightened to show any other emotion.  
 
    The future was suddenly uncertain again. Would she be forced to forfeit the million-dollar monetary card she’d just received, due to his foolish self-centered actions? She could only wait and wonder. 
 
    A female voice echoed through the rafters, “Please welcome to the stage, Mister Thiago Gomes…” 
 
    As Gomes was introduced, the look on the Brazilian man’s face was utter shock. Like everyone else in the arena, he couldn’t believe what his ears had just heard. So, that’s why he was acting so strangely… 
 
    Unlike Patel, Gomes wasted no time waxing poetic in his native Portuguese, with broken English mixed in, thanking Salvador Romanero for the many financial blessings and praising both him and the Pope for helping his family prosper. Many, trying to regain the momentum Patel had just sucked out of the arena, cheered his every word. 
 
    After he was finished, he bowed down before the Miracle Maker and kissed his feet, before falling completely prostrate before him in worship. Though he was told he only had five minutes, Romanero let it continue for nearly 20 minutes, before the next father was introduced.  
 
    Gomes didn’t know it yet, but the half-million dollars they’d missed out on, by giving birth 97 seconds after the Patels had, would soon come back to them in spades. The steady flow of gifts Hana Patel had received up to this point would soon be freely given to Paula Gomes.  
 
    With Yogesh Patel already dead to them, the Gomes’ family would catapult over the Patels to become the new “first family” so to speak.  
 
    Hana Patel was dying a slow death in front of the entire world. Why couldn’t my husband have done that? Unable to mask the complete humiliation she felt, she wanted to disappear from this place with her daughter and reappear on a desolate island where no one could find them.  
 
    She thought back to the night Yogesh had nightmares about the trip to the Middle East and how he woke in a pool of sweat. Never in a million years would she have guessed it would be something of this magnitude!  
 
    Her husband would have to live in hiding the rest of his life. He could never be seen walking the streets. Nor could he step foot inside their new home. The moment he tried someone would be waiting for him. Perhaps she would have to go into hiding someday herself with baby Salvadora? 
 
    With a sinking feeling that she might never see her husband again, Hana Patel burst out in tears.  
 
    Salvador Romanero handed her a handkerchief, then placed his left arm around her to comfort and strengthen her and make her feel perfectly safe in his care. He just hoped Hana wouldn’t eventually follow in her husband’s footsteps and jeopardize her own life in the process.  
 
    Romanero would gain a little more insight once the tapes were analyzed and he was briefed on what was said between the Patels.   
 
    Either way, Baby Salvadora never had to worry…
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    IN COEUR D’ALENE, IDAHO, Clayton Holmes was watching with Travis Hartings, Charles Calloway, Dr. Lee Kim, Amy Wong and Jefferson Danforth. All were rendered utterly speechless. 
 
    That is, until Holmes flew out of his chair, as if shot out of a cannon; adrenaline soared through every inch of his 6'5" body. “Man, that was bold!” he shouted. “KO’d by a poor fisherman!” Holmes punched the air, “Pow! Indian peasant, one, antichrist, zero!”  
 
    Clayton Holmes was a giant of a man. The 50-year-old dark skinned man with a head full of tightly coiled, thick black hair, had lost 45 pounds since the Rapture, dropping his weight to 225 pounds. Then again, 99 percent of the people left on the planet were thinner now. 
 
    Charles Calloway was the next to jump to his feet; he paced back and forth. “God sure used the meek and humble to accomplish His purposes today! Surely, our prayers were answered!” 
 
    “You got that right!” Clayton high fived Charles. Both men hadn’t felt this joyful in a very long time. It went so much better than they’d expected. They couldn’t have been any prouder of their brother in Christ.  
 
    Up until now, there was cause for concern. After Braxton and Nigel met with Yogesh at the coffee shop, Rice feared Patel was too timid and too soft spoken to have a profound impact on the masses.  
 
    When Rice briefed his two bosses, he said, “How could he impact anyone if they couldn’t hear him? It’s not like we’ll get a do over!”  
 
    When Yogesh first spoke, his voice was very soft. It was evident he was terrified. He even asked forgiveness for not being good at it.  
 
    But in the end, no one questioned why God chose him to address the world, as Patel vividly saw in his dream. He wasn’t good; he was dynamic! Every word and syllable he uttered was delivered with a level of articulation that only God Himself could have provided, through the power of the Holy Spirit.  
 
    Travis Hartings and Dr. Lee Kim exchanged astonished glances. Both were mindful of Patel’s intentions; they just didn’t know what words would come out of his mouth. They both marveled.  
 
    For Jefferson Danforth, it was one of the most heroic speeches he had ever heard. It made him think of the many times he could have, should have, spoken more boldly about issues that were important to him, but he refrained. Jefferson met Romanero twice in person, once in Brussels and once at the White House. He felt the man’s great power, evil as it was. 
 
    Yet, Yogesh managed to pull it off. It made him respect the man even more. Jefferson was so inspired that he wanted to hold a press conference and make the very same declaration for Jesus that Yogesh had just made.  
 
    But he couldn’t. Those days were over.  
 
    Then again, they were over for Yogesh too... 
 
    Amy Wong had her hands lifted toward Heaven, thanking her Maker for this amazing moment. It was right up there with her Camp David experience, when her former boss declared to everyone fortunate enough to be there that he was a Christ follower.  
 
    Back then, he was still the most powerful man on the planet, even if in title only. Now he was but a shadow of those days. Amy felt blessed to be here for him at this time.  
 
    Holmes received a text message from Braxton Rice. He read it aloud for everyone. “It’s showtime! I’ll update you when I can.”  
 
    Holmes replied: Yogesh did his part. Now it’s up to you and Nigel to help him escape! 
 
    Rice replied: That’s the plan. Out! 
 
    Clayton said, “Time to start praying, y’all…” 
 
    Everyone got on their knees and pleaded with God for their success… 
 
      
 
    AT SAFE HOUSE NUMBER one, most had gathered inside the church sanctuary to watch the BIG NEWS on TV. The only thing Brian and Jacquelyn had told them was something big would soon happen in the Middle East, something they wanted everyone to witness together.  
 
    Not that they had much choice, with power still out, the TV in the sanctuary was the only one in use on the entire property. Many space heaters were turned on to combat the bitterly cold temperatures outside. 
 
    Lunch was served an hour early so everyone on cafeteria duty could join them in the sanctuary at 12:01 EST, to pay tribute to all who’d vanished a year ago.  
 
    After shivering through Romanero’s speech, about the old world still being in the process of being torn down, that it couldn’t be done overnight or without bloodshed, and pregnant women who chose to refuse the top-notch care he provided should quickly reconsider, the real story unfolded for Christians.  
 
    When Yogesh declared, “I wish to take this moment to announce to the whole world that Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior and I am not ashamed,” the sanctuary became alive with loud cheering. 
 
    When Yogesh thanked Brian, only not by name, and said if they didn’t meet on this side, he looked forward to meeting him on the other side, everyone at safe house number one knew to whom Yogesh was referring. Tears streamed down Brian’s cheeks.  
 
    But when Yogesh declared that after three months of retirement, he was back in the fishing business, only now as a fisher of men, everyone inside the sanctuary jumped up and down hive-fiving and fist-bumping each other, as if their favorite team had just won the Super Bowl. 
 
    Then to watch as he lowered his head and prayed aloud with the antichrist, of all people, seated just a few feet away from him, thanking Jesus for saving him from his false system, and asking Him to remember Yogesh in His kingdom, it was too awesome to put into words.  
 
    But when Yogesh addressed all who were visited in dreams by the 144,000, it triggered a massive response in the spirit world. Human eyes couldn’t see or detect it, but whenever the Most High moved, the spirit world was rocked all the way down to the smallest particle.  
 
    Patel’s words didn’t lead to explosions in the physical sense—like the world recently experienced at the hands of humanity’s most heinous evildoers, but in the spirit world, it was incalculable, which was why God had sent the dream in the first place… 
 
    Even those who were part of the first wave of dreams, who were visited by the Two Witnesses before they arrived in Jerusalem, felt greatly strengthened by Patel’s words.  
 
    Tom Dunleavey felt this surge of emotion coursing through his body, as he recalled his meeting with Brian. “Thanks again, brother…” 
 
    “Glory to God.” Brian’s phone vibrated in his pants pocket. It was a text message from Clayton Holmes: Great job! God really used you mightily. It must feel good knowing your fingerprints are all over this. You’re a big reason why our brother’s unfiltered words have reached the masses. Imagine the treasure you just stored up in Heaven!  
 
    More tears flooded Brian’s eyes. Jacquelyn’s too. It was one of the most satisfying text messages he’d ever received.  
 
    Brian replied: Hallelujah! I hope to meet Yogesh soon. 
 
    Holmes replied: Lord willing… 
 
    Scenes like this unfolded at all other safehouses.  
 
      
 
    BUT IT WASN’T JUST an ETSM thing. Christians worldwide erupted into songs of praise to their Maker for giving their new brother in Christ the strength to make his bold declaration.  
 
    God used his words to break many from their stupors and wake them up spiritually, especially those who were still confused after being visited in dreams by the 144,000.  
 
    They represented every nation, people and tribe. After Yogesh explained God’s salvation to them, all fell on their faces in repentance before the Lord Jesus Christ, including many Muslims.  
 
    Those who’d been searching for Truth all this time, who didn’t have Bibles, did all they could to obtain them. Just like that, nothing mattered more to them than obtaining a copy of the Word of God.  
 
    Though most were poor and had nothing to offer, they were willing to trade what little they had for the salvation of their souls.  
 
    In a frenzy of emotion, many posted on Patel’s social media platforms confirming such dreams, saying his words were received as confirmation. By letting their feelings rise above their discipline—along with the numerous Christ followers who didn’t have dreams, but foolishly did the same—they would soon suffer the consequences...  
 
       
 
    MEANWHILE, THE INSTANT YOGESH made his bold declaration, Ajit Laghari, who was given full access to Patel’s social media platforms went on a posting tirade. With millions of followers suddenly at his disposal, what better witnessing tool was there?  
 
    Up until now, Ajit kept himself busy making a list of the Scriptures he would share online. The moment Yogesh made his declaration for Jesus, he copied and pasted them one after another, on Patel’s accounts.   
 
    Sensing the end was near for him, he would keep posting until he was caught, or Yogesh’s accounts were frozen. It was just a matter of time before one or both of those scenarios played out. Then life would become infinitely more difficult for him, physically speaking.  
 
    Even so, it was well with his soul.  
 
    Ajit’s first post was: Repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand!  
 
    His next post read: Trust in God, not man! 
 
    Almost immediately, someone replied: Correction Yogesh: Trust in Romanero, not man! What you did was evil! You disgust me!  
 
    To which Laghari replied: Not in Romanero, but in Christ alone! 
 
    The woman quickly erupted into an online diatribe full of hate-filled profanities. What did Hana ever see in you? While many are starving, Romanero made you a very wealthy man! This is how you repay him? You’ll burn in hell for this! 
 
    Many others replied similarly, to include numerous death threats.  
 
    Instead of wasting time challenging them, Laghari kept his eye on the prize and kept posting Scripture after Scripture, and challenging Romanero’s followers with questions for their leader. 
 
    Ask Romanero to breathe fire out of his mouth. He can’t! Only God can give someone that power.    
 
    Ask him to kill the Two Witnesses! Once again, he can’t. Not until they have accomplished all that God has purposed for them to do.  
 
    If Romanero truly is God, why isn’t he all-powerful and without limits like the God I serve?  
 
    I can assure you your leader is not God! Nor is he with God. Not only is Romanero with Satan, He is the antichrist written about in the Bible! 
 
    The same will be true with the 144,000. Romanero will have no power over them as well, until their missions are completed! 
 
    After that, Laghari posted Scripture after Scripture on all of Yogesh’s social media platforms, until he could no longer keep his eyes open. 
 
    At any rate, the dark cloud hanging over the Christian communities of the world just got a whole lot darker. The celebrating among believers would be short lived, especially for those whose locations were revealed by their IP addresses.  
 
    Much like what Romanero did to Muslims after Universal Children’s Day, he would use the Day of New Beginnings celebration to tighten the screws on Christians. Yes, they were next to be hunted...
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    THE WILD GOOSE CHASE Yogesh Patel had dreamt about for many weeks had just begun. He left the building through the exit from which Braxton Rice had told him, knowing his bold declaration for Jesus and ultimate rejection of Salvador Romanero had just sealed his fate.  
 
    His prayer now was that his actions wouldn’t place Hana and the baby in danger as well. In his last conversation with Ajit Laghari before leaving for the Middle East, Yogesh expressed his indecision, but only because he didn’t want to see any harm come to his family. Laghari reminded him of God’s promise in Romans 8:28 that He would work all things for good for those who love Him and were called according to His purpose.  
 
    Looking out at the sea of humanity circling the arena, Yogesh said, “Work all things for good, Lord, I beg you!”  
 
    Patel did his best to blend in as he weaved through the crowd with his head down, looking for his first contact person. Now more than ever, he would need God’s favor if he had any chance of miraculously escaping capture in the Middle East.  
 
    Even if he did escape, which was highly unlikely, he would be forced into a life of complete obscurity, like Ajit Laghari and his friend in America.  For that to happen, everything had to go his way…  
 
    And even then, Romanero’s henchmen would keep following him until he was caught. One mistake, one misstep, was all it would take. Then who knew what would happen? But with so much heat on him, it was just a matter of time before GC officials apprehended him.  
 
    One thing was certain: life would never be the same. 
 
    Yogesh pushed his way through the humungous crowd with his head down, shaking considerably. Not that it mattered much; everyone on the planet possessing a sound mind knew his face, making it impossible for him to go unseen. The fact that he was only one of a few walking away from the arena, instead of toward it, was another giveaway.  
 
    With helicopters hovering above, cameras mounted everywhere, wall to wall security, and thousands of mobile devices at the ready, his smugglers knew it would be impossible for their brother in Christ to escape, if he didn’t change his appearance in the soonest possible fashion. 
 
    Finally, Yogesh spotted the top of the bright yellow canopy tent he was told to look for and hurried off in that direction.  
 
    Nigel Jones was waiting inside with two other men. “Remove the jacket, hurry!” Jones handed Yogesh the safari hat and dark sunglasses. “Put these on and keep walking in the same direction looking for you know who, wearing a yellow T-shirt and baseball cap with smiley faces, roughly a hundred meters ahead.” 
 
    Yogesh was clearly stressed. He was perspiring profusely. He nodded and went on his way. 
 
    The two men in the canopy tent with Jones were Middle Eastern ETSM members recruited to help Yogesh escape. Wearing blue pinstripe suits and matching blue and white striped ties, the put on the safari hats and sunglasses, and went in different directions to hopefully throw those pursuing their brother in Christ off his scent.  
 
    Nigel Jones removed anything that might have his fingerprints on it and placed them in a bag, then left for the next meeting place. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Yogesh to spot Braxton Rice. The smiley face on his shirt was diametrically opposed to the expression on his face. Clearly, he was growing more paranoid as the seconds passed...  
 
    Without looking at Yogesh, Rice said, “Get in the tent!”  
 
    Yogesh practically dove inside the canopy tent. His three amateur body doubles, dressed as women wearing black burqas, formed a circle around him, “You must hurry.” 
 
    If Yogesh needed proof that the burqa-wearing women really were men, his voice just confirmed it.  
 
    As Rice stood guard outside the tent, Yogesh tore off what was left of his $2k tailored suit as quickly as he could, strapped on fake breasts—which were quite weighty—and slipped into the black burqa.  
 
    One of the men pointed and said, “The white Audi SUV is over there. Remember to look for a bright pink ‘I Love Dubai’ baseball cap on the dashboard…” Yogesh nodded that he understood. “Good. You must go now before authorities surround the tent!”  
 
     “Pray for me brothers…”  
 
    Seeing the fear in Patel’s eyes, he was assured, “Many have been praying for you without ceasing. I can only imagine how many more after this! We’re so proud of you, brother. Godspeed.”  
 
    Yogesh saw the admiration and sincerity in his eyes. The fact that he was covered from head to toe in a burqa, that’s all he saw. “Thank you.”  
 
    The two men embraced, and Yogesh left at once—his walk more of a clumsy wobble than a stride—hoping the disguise would work. Feeling the weight of the world bearing down on him, he picked up the pace. “Lord, please deliver me safely to the car…” 
 
    The three Middle Eastern ETSM members bolted out of the tent. After taking a few steps together in the same direction, they quickly scattered and went their separate ways.  
 
    Everyone outside the arena knew what was happening; they watched it unfolding on big screen monitors before Patel left the arena. The whole world knew. But with the spotlight focused solely on what was happening inside the arena, it took a while for networks to obtain a live feed outside. 
 
    Many outside the arena were recording Patel live on social media when he left the arena. Many phones were quickly confiscated as evidence so the footage could be investigated for clues. 
 
    Yogesh prayed Romanero’s fanatical followers wouldn’t recognize him. If they did, they would surely shred him to pieces.  
 
    Finally, Patel spotted the white Audi SUV. He picked up the pace, wobbly legs and all, and quickly got inside the vehicle. He was shaking uncontrollably, doing his best to keep from having a nervous breakdown. 
 
    The driver, another ETSM member residing at a safe house in Abu Dhabi, looked in his rear-view mirror and put his pointer finger to his mouth. He wore a leather Jeff hat and matching leather gloves. The beard and moustache on his face was obviously fake. 
 
    Yogesh nodded. Besides, even if he wanted to talk, he couldn’t; he was too frightened! 
 
    Meanwhile, Braxton Rice and the pilot of Nigel Jones’ plane, tore off their florescent colored shirts, placed them in bags to be later burned, and stiff-armed their way through the crowd to the designated meeting spot. 
 
    They were thankful to see Nigel there waiting for them. Once it was confirmed that Patel was in the getaway car, Rice sent a text message to another ETSM driver on a burner phone. The man had been circling the arena the past 45 minutes waiting for the text message. 
 
    Spotting them, he pulled over. The three men practically dove into the car and the driver left at once for the airport. If they didn’t leave Dubai now, chances were good they might never leave.  
 
    Rice adjusted the surgical mask on his face. With authorities no doubt poring over surveillance video and slowly piecing things together, the ETSM security chief didn’t like their chances. 
 
    At the outset, the driver was told to take Patel to the underground location at which the driver was staying, not too far from the arena. But when Rice arrived in Dubai and saw the massive security presence, the plan was quickly changed.  
 
    With so many eyes and ears on the ground and in the sky, the last thing they wanted was to expose the safehouse to Romanero’s massive security detail. It was time for Plan B. 
 
    The driver of the white Audi sped off. They had many stops to make before Yogesh could be taken to the airport. They had to move quickly in total silence. Every word spoken might be heard and recorded by those who were tracking them. 
 
    Having seen his passenger’s face many times on TV and online, the former Muslim felt like he was chauffeuring a celebrity; a burqa-wearing male celebrity now on the run and fearing for his life. 
 
    The two men drove in silence until they reached their first destination: a multi-level parking lot connected to a massive shopping mall a short distance away from the arena. Had they ventured any further, they surely would have been caught.  
 
    The driver found a parking space on the third floor and gently eased his car into it. With the economy still severely under water, parking spaces were plentiful.  
 
    Turning to face Yogesh, in broken English, the driver with warm, friendly eyes said, “Proceed to the black Toyota minivan three cars to your right and climb in the back seat. The doors are unlocked. The backseats have been removed.  
 
    “It may take a while before you arrive at the next destination. There are plenty of blankets to cover yourself with, and pillows to keep you comfortable. There are crackers and water in case you get hungry or thirsty. I admire what you did so much. You’re a hero to so many. I’m praying for you, brother. Many are, in fact.”  
 
    Yogesh’s eyes betrayed anything that could be described as “heroic”. “Thank you…” 
 
    “Go now, brother…” He was noticeably jittery. If caught, he too would be imprisoned or put to death.  
 
    Yogesh nodded his appreciation, took a few deep breaths to steady himself and got out of the car. Once he was inside the trunk of the other car, Rice received a text message.  
 
    He gave his two colleagues a thumbs up gesture. So far, so good!  
 
    Rice then forwarded the message to Clayton and Travis. They were moments away from arriving at Abu Dhabi International (UAE) Airport.  
 
    Once cleared, if cleared, they would fly on one of Jones’ two Gulfstream V jets to the Philippines ahead of Yogesh. If he was fortunate to escape Dubai, they would meet him in Manila to take the next step. 
 
    Meanwhile, not even 20 minutes later, a man appeared carrying a shopping bag full of clothing for his world-famous passenger in the black Toyota minivan. He opened the back door on the driver’s side and placed them carefully inside the car, then slid behind the steering wheel.  
 
    He pushed the keyless ignition button and left the parking garage for the next destination, knowing full well that if he was pulled over, it would mean death for himself and Yogesh. Protect us, Lord!  
 
    The first driver removed his beard and mustache disguise, bright pink cap and leather gloves and placed them in a department store shopping bag. Tempted as he was to deposit the evidence in a trash can, he held onto it. The bag would be burned if he made it to safety.  
 
    Heart throbbing in his chest, he hurried inside the mall and went to a restroom, stripped out of his clothing, and put new clothes on.  
 
    He said a silent prayer and left the restroom, knowing authorities would eventually see video of him wearing something other than what he wore on the way in. He hurried to the agreed upon exit and saw the driver waiting for him in the surface parking lot.  
 
    Their willingness to help their famous brother in Christ was about to end very badly for them.  
 
    While Braxton Rice’s little plan had succeeded in catching the enemy off guard, it didn’t take long for them to start catching up.  
 
    The two men were pulled over by authorities and taken into custody.  
 
    As of yet, no one else knew… 
 
      
 
    IT TOOK TEN DIFFERENT vehicles and three different disguises before Yogesh Patel successfully arrived at Abu Dhabi International (UAE) Airport; this time dressed as a courier delivering a package to the owner of a private jet plane. It was just before midnight.  
 
    Yogesh climbed the stairs and boarded the Gulfstream V to hand deliver the package. He never got off the plane.  
 
    Someone matching his physique wearing the same attire got off the private jet in his place and drove off in the delivery truck without incident.  
 
    The package Yogesh delivered was full of clothing he would change into once his nerves calmed down. He took a seat, shaking like a leaf on a tree in a hurricane.  
 
    The plane departed on time, en route to Naypyidaw, Myanmar where they would make a brief stop to refuel and deliver much-needed cash and medical supplies to ETSM members living underground in that country, compliments of Jefferson Danforth, before flying to the Philippines.  
 
    After that, Yogesh would be flown to Australia, before ultimately going to the United States with Braxton Rice and taken to a safe house.  
 
    If he lived that long…  
 
    Normally, with Manila being a nine-hour flight, the pilot would have preferred stopping in India to refuel. But with so much heat on his main passenger, landing in New Delhi was out of the question.  
 
    Myanmar was the next best choice. The pilot hoped they had enough jet fuel for the six-hour flight. 
 
    Yogesh watched the monitor of the flight path progress in real time. As the plane soared high above India, he wept uncontrollably, knowing he could never again step foot in the country of his birth. 
 
    What he wouldn’t give to be with Hana and the baby now, or with his new brothers and sisters in Christ underground, but it was too risky. Everyone knew his face. Then again, where wasn’t his face known? 
 
    His biggest fear was that Romanero might harm Hana to get to him. All he could do was trust that God would bless his obedience and rescue his wife from the antichrist and bring her to faith in Christ.  
 
    If that happened, it would all be worth it. The only chance they had of seeing each other again, in this life or the next, was if God opened Hana’s eyes to the Truth and she became a follower of Jesus.  
 
    That would be Yogesh’s prayer from this day forward, until God took him out of this world, which very well could be today.
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    SIX HOURS LATER, THE Gulfstream V gently touched down in Myanmar. While refueling and removing supplies and $5M in cash from the plane, the pilot and lone crew member shared a brief time of fellowship with ETSM members there.  
 
    Yogesh remained on board the entire time. For their own protection, their brothers and sisters in Naypyidaw didn’t know their new hero in the faith was on the aircraft. It would be too risky if they did.  
 
    Like the rest of the world, they were mindful of what took place at Dubai World Trade Centre Arena the night before. They knew Patel was on the run. But as far as they knew, he wasn’t part of the organization, so why would he be on one of the planes? 
 
    At any rate, if things ever went badly, and Yogesh was linked to this plane, the flight path would be investigated, and the three ETSM members receiving the delivery would surely be sought for questioning.  
 
    If it ever came to that point, by not knowing Romanero’s archenemy number one was on board, they could stick to their story that they were there only to receive supplies. If they didn’t know, they didn’t know! 
 
    Then again, even without Yogesh’s involvement, if they were ever questioned about this delivery, it would already be too late for them…  
 
    With the delivery made, it was wheels up to Manila. Yogesh dozed off after liftoff and slept the entire three-hour flight.  
 
    The plane landed at Ninoy Aquino International Airport just before 10 a.m. the next morning. Braxton Rice was there waiting for them. He boarded the Gulfstream V as Nigel Jones remained on board the other plane they would take to Sydney, Australia ahead of this one.  
 
    Rice swept the plane for electronic devices or counter-intelligence spyware. Everything seemed fine. He handed Patel a new change of clothing just to be safe; another cotton sweat suit, only this one was black in color. Yogesh exited the lavatory a few moments later, and the two men descended the seven steps leading from the fuselage to the tarmac.  
 
    The last thing either of them wanted was to board another plane. Both men were already jetlagged. On top of that, Yogesh was totally numb from missing his wife and daughter so much. The thought of never holding them again or kissing Hana was the worst kind of mental torture.  
 
    The two men quickly boarded the plane and sat across from each other in the cabin. Nigel occupied the co-pilot’s seat. When the cabin door was sealed, everyone breathed a sigh of relief.   
 
    Once airborne, Yogesh hoped to sleep the entire eight-hour flight, to hopefully forget all about his present reality, namely that he would never see his wife and child again.  
 
    Upon arriving in Australia, Braxton and Yogesh would stay in a spacious 3-bedroom apartment, at one of the high-rise buildings Jones owned, until the green light was given to bring Patel to America.  
 
    Yogesh still knew nothing about the End Times Salvation Movement. All he knew was Braxton Rice was part of a large Christian organization, he was invited to live in one of their safe houses, and he wouldn’t need to bring anything with him, including money. 
 
    The engines roared to life. Rice glanced out the window looking for anything out of the ordinary. Seeing nothing, he sighed, Thank you, Lord! 
 
    Up until now, the game plan had been executed to near perfection. It had to be if they had any chance of escaping. So far, so good!  
 
    Then again, Rice was unaware of what was happening in Dubai. Not only were the two drivers arrested in the shopping mall parking lot, the driver who delivered Braxton, Nigel and his pilot to the Dubai International Airport was caught, along with the five Middle Eastern men who aided and abetted Patel by attempting to be his lookalikes.  
 
    When it was discovered the three individuals wearing burqas weren’t women, but men, Dubai police took turns beating them senseless, far worse than what the others had received. 
 
    As the jet slowly taxied down the runway, the plane Yogesh had just exited was surrounded by police cars. The aircraft was seized, and the pilot and lone crewman were both taken into custody. 
 
    Braxton glanced at Yogesh. It dawned on him, “Where are your sunglasses?” 
 
    Patel’s mouth was twisted in a yawn. He felt around his chest or them. He often tucked them into the top of his shirt so he wouldn’t lose them. “I must have left them in the lavatory on the other plane.”   
 
    Rice wanted to say something, but he was as exhausted as Patel looked. Besides, as head of security for an international organization, and architect of this great and daring escape, if he left them on the other plane, it was just as much his fault for not noticing.  
 
    But he was too focused on getting Yogesh from one plane to the next to notice. Not only that, how could he possibly be mad after what Yogesh did with the whole world watching?   
 
    Braxton watched his speech on one of the big screens outside the arena, with thousands of others. Jacked as he was, Rice was also proud of his brother and hero. It was one of the most amazing moments of his life. He kept replaying it in his mind, savoring each word.  
 
    Besides, soon they would be in Australia, and out of hostile territory. Rice chided himself. For Christians in this new world, there were no safe havens; all territories were hostile!  
 
    Braxton Rice was about to see just how right he was. The moment they boarded the plane to Australia, their collective fate was sealed. 
 
    In short, their journey was about to come to an end… 
 
    GC authorities knew Patel had been safely ferreted out of Dubai on a jet plane, from the men in custody in Dubai. The driver detained before he could leave the airport confirmed that much. What they didn’t know was what plane Patel was on or where it was headed?  
 
    Even after suffering several beatings, the driver insisted he didn’t know. With the little information they did have, orders were given for security cameras at all private, executive and international airports to remain trained on all private planes coming and going. 
 
    Even though Yogesh’s head was covered with a baseball hat and his face was covered in a surgical mask, just before boarding the second aircraft, he glanced up to see where he was going, exposing his eyes to a camera that was trained on him.  
 
    The technology was so advanced, all it took was for a speck of the eye to be exposed for possible identification to take place. That’s precisely what happened. In a millisecond, those on the other end of the camera to know beyond a certainty it was Patel. 
 
    With all cameras linked to the dissident system worldwide, and Patel’s facial measurements already programmed, calls were made.  
 
    When Romanero got word of it, his first order was that everyone on board the aircraft be detained upon landing in Sydney.  
 
    After talking it over with the Pope, he decided not to detain them. It would be better to follow the four men and arrest them at their Christian safehouse, along with everyone else there. 
 
    But the more the Man of Peace recalled the humiliation he felt at the peasant’s hands, the more it gnawed on him.  
 
    He became so enraged that he ordered the flight tower at Manila International to delay the Gulfstream, until further orders were given… 
 
      
 
    HANA PATEL WAS NURSING her child when the phone in her hotel suite rang. “Hello?” 
 
    “If you ever mention your foolish belief to anyone that you were pregnant before the contest,” the angry female voice barked, “you will lose everything! We will be listening! Now turn on the TV…”  
 
    The line went dead.   
 
    Hana felt panicked. How in the world did they know that? She stared at the phone and tilted her head. She gulped hard. Were they listening to her conversations even before the fiasco?  
 
    The very thought terrified her. She was too fearful right now to feel violated. That would come later. She was already questioned in her hotel suite for several hours, after the last father praised the Miracle Maker.  
 
    The only names she could provide to authorities were Brad and Joan Henriksen from America. They were the ones who sent Yogesh the Bible. She admitted her husband had spent time with Ajit Laghari, but she didn’t know where they met or when. She never had an interest in knowing. 
 
    As far as she knew, they were satisfied with her answers. In that light, Hana had passed the test. When they left her hotel suite, she was beyond convinced they’d been listening to their conversations all along.  
 
    They had to be. The only person on the planet who knew her belief that she was already pregnant before the contest was announced, was her wayward husband. No one else knew. Or so she thought… 
 
    But Romanero had another reason to be concerned. The way Hana shrunk away from him on stage when he put his arm around her to comfort her, it’s as if she was rejecting him. He told no one about this. 
 
    Hana reached for the remote control and turned on the TV in her room. It mattered not what channel she turned on—the aircraft racing down the runway was shown on all stations.  
 
    A reporter said, “We have an update to bring you from the Philippines. The airplane you see on your screen belongs to billionaire, Nigel Jones, from Sydney Australia. What makes this aircraft so significant is that authorities are one hundred percent certain that Yogesh Patel is on board the plane with Jones, his pilot, and an unidentified man.  
 
    “Patel’s image was picked up when he got off another aircraft owned by Jones, which authorities believe was the plane used to help him escape from the Middle East. This has yet to be substantiated until flight logs can confirm it. At any rate, that aircraft has since been seized. Everyone on board has been taken into custody.” 
 
    As the aircraft raced down the runway and slowly ascended into the partly overcast sky over Manila Bay, Hana’s body started trembling. She feared what would happen to her husband when the plane landed in Sydney. After the way he humiliated Romanero, it wouldn’t end peacefully for him or the other three men on the plane she didn’t know.  
 
    The reporter said, “One can only think that archenemy number one will be arrested upon landing in Sydney…Then…Oh, my…”  
 
    Hana’s trembling worsened considerably when the Gulfstream V suddenly exploded into a ball of flames on her TV screen, after being hit by a missile. She didn’t see the impact in real time. But the many slow motion reruns after, clearly showed the missile piercing the fuselage, causing it to explode on impact.  
 
    The aircraft plummeted into Manila Bay, killing all four souls onboard. They never had a chance... 
 
    Hana shook so violently that she had to pull her daughter off her breast and lay her on the bed. She wailed uncontrollably… 
 
      
 
    NORMALLY AT 1 A.M., Clayton Holmes was sound asleep. But not this night. He had no intention of going to bed until the plane left Manila and was en route to Sydney. Then he would do his best to sleep until he received notification that the plane had safely landed.  
 
    Clayton believed they would be relatively safe in Jones’ high-rise office building, until Yogesh could be smuggled to the States, whenever that would be.  
 
    When the plane was blown out of the sky, it was as if all the air left the subterranean facility in Idaho. Holmes watched in horror, then fell to his knees mourning bitterly for the four souls onboard, especially Braxton Rice.  
 
    Not only was Braxton his chief of security, he was one of his best friends. He rejoiced knowing the four men on the plane were at peace now, but the pain he felt inside was like a kick to the gut.  
 
    With Rice gone, who would take his place? Who could? No one. This frightened and saddened him even more. 
 
    As the unconverted world mourned for Hana Patel, Christians praised Yogesh’s bravery and rejoiced over his willingness to become a martyr for Christ Jesus. It was both brave and admirable. Knowing what was still to come and what they still had to endure, they didn’t mourn for their brother. If anything, they longed to be with him.  
 
    ETSM members also rejoiced over what they got to see and hear coming from the mouth of their heroic brother, but they also mourned for their two fearless leaders, Braxton Rice and Nigel Jones.  
 
    Even if most Christians on the planet didn’t know them, they were legends in the ETSM, and would be sorely missed. 
 
    Dr. Lee Kim and Travis Hartings both knew Nigel Jones for many years and were deeply saddened.  
 
    Travis first met Nigel in the business arena long before the Rapture.  
 
    Lee Kim worked for the billionaire for more than a decade as his chief internet technician. Nigel was the reason Lee was led to the End Times Salvation Movement. He took his death hard. His heart ached… 
 
      
 
    IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG for investigators to confirm the plane Patel was on had made a brief refueling stop in Naypyidaw, Myanmar, before taking the last leg to Manila.  
 
    Surveillance camera showed footage of the plane on the tarmac being emptied of supplies and given to four men in that country.  
 
    Their face-covered images were broadcast all throughout Myanmar and beyond. Anyone assisting in their capture would receive a $1K international monetary card.  
 
    In this dreadful economy, for a thousand dollars, many would keep their eyes wide open looking for the fugitives. If spotted, there would be no hesitation turning them over to authorities.
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    10 DAYS LATER 
 
      
 
    PRIOR TO THE RAPTURE, real time emergency push alerts were sent to mobile devices, warning locals of impending danger—hurricanes, tornadoes, prison escapes, active shootings, AMBER and SILVER alerts being among the most frequent.  
 
    When all young children vanished, AMBER alerts were no longer necessary. And with the elderly becoming less important in the new world Romanero was creating, SILVER alerts no longer warranted the attention of the masses.  
 
    Since the Rapture, the issuing of emergency push alerts had grown exponentially, warning the world of the constant tragedy pounding the planet. It seemed every few minutes, new warnings were sent to mobile devices worldwide. What made push alerts so effective was that they were received on mobile devices in real time. They even interrupted calls and chats to inform the receiver of what was going on in the world.  
 
     The instant Romanero finished giving his address from Dubai World Trade Centre Arena, images of the ten mothers who’d failed to catch their flights—eleven including number 107—flooded every smartphone on the planet, in the form of global emergency push alerts.  
 
    As contest winners, their images were already widely known. Now that they were the enemy, they needed to remain fresh in the minds of Romanero’s loyal followers until they were ultimately captured, and their newborns were taken from them. 
 
    As of yet, none had been located. Anyone assisting in their capture would be awarded a $5K international monetary card. 
 
    The image pool was quickly expanded to include all pregnant women and new mothers in the GC database, who stopped showing up for doctor’s appointments. With no place safe to hide, many were picked up at their homes or at the homes of Christian friends and relatives.  
 
    Everyone with them was deemed guilty by association and were detained as co-conspirators. But many were still at large, presumably living in hiding in Christian communities.  
 
    It was just a matter of time before they were caught. 
 
    The next round of push alerts was sent out in the hopes of capturing the hundreds of thousands of Christians foolish enough to comment on Yogesh Patel’s social media platforms, upon hearing of his death.  
 
    Romanero was especially interested in detaining those proclaiming to have been visited by the 144,000 in dreams. Many had since been captured and were behind bars until the Man of Peace decided what to do with them next.  
 
    Even many who didn’t have dreams, but foolishly posted on Patel’s social media sites, or shared Ajit Laghari’s posts, were sought and subsequently arrested. As a result, tens of thousands of born-again Christians were quickly detained in Romanero’s global prisons.  
 
    But after what happened at the conclusion of the award ceremony, Romanero ordered a new “video” global push alert app, to broadcast enemy combatants being interrogated 24 hours a day, seven days a week.  
 
    Everyone connected to Yogesh Patel’s escape in any way, became part of the first round.  
 
    Although Ajit Laghari wasn’t part of the escape team, per se, the video he made a few months back accusing Romanero of being the antichrist already made him a wanted man.  
 
    The fact that he was caught posting on Patels’ social media platforms, not to mention that Hana Patel’s admission that the two had met on occasion, meant he would suffer the consequences of his foul actions. 
 
    For someone who thought he was so smart, he was easily tracked down by his IP address. He was posting on Yogesh’s social media accounts, using a low-grade encryption system, making his capture rather easy. Even a novice could have found him.  
 
    Laghari surrendered without putting up a fight. It was then that all of Patel’s social media platforms were taken offline for good. 
 
    Thankfully, his underground location wasn’t connected to the one Yogesh had funded before his death. 
 
    After being given a strong dose of sodium thiopental—truth serum—a crude drug used to make people talk, the interrogation on the video push alert app began. “What is your connection to Yogesh Patel?”  
 
    The expression on Laghari’s face showed a man who knew what would soon become of him. It went far beyond the fear of being incarcerated. “He is my friend and brother in Christ.” 
 
    The man lit a cigarette, “Don’t you mean, ‘was’? 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The interrogator shifted in his chair. It was late and he was tired. He was getting aggravated. “Where was he trying to escape to?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    That earned him a hard slap across the face. Taking a drag from his cigarette, he said, “I’ll ask you again, where was he trying to escape to?” 
 
    Laghari winced, “I don’t know, honest. I’m not sure even he knew where he was going…” 
 
    Ajit was slapped harder this time. His lip started bleeding. 
 
    “Who were the people that nearly helped him escape?” 
 
    Ajit looked down at his feet and sighed. “I don’t know…” 
 
    He was slapped hard again. The more he refused to answer their questions satisfactorily, the more he was beaten.  
 
    The other guard in the room said, “I think you’re lying!”  
 
    When Laghari remained silent, the man took one last drag from his cigarette, blew the smoke in his prisoner’s face, then extinguished it in his right ear. Ajit screamed in agony. The pain was excruciating.  
 
    But, in truth, he didn’t know… 
 
    After being interrogated for nearly 20 hours, they finally let the bruised and bloodied man with two black eyes sleep.  
 
    Two hours later, the video push alert app was turned on again. When Laghari still wouldn’t answer their questions to their satisfaction, he received burn marks all over his naked body from cigarettes the chain-smoking interrogators kept extinguishing on him. He was their ashtray.  
 
    He also lost a few teeth. Three were pulled out with pliers, without the use of lidocaine, before or after.  
 
    His two front teeth came out quite differently. A female guard, hamming it up for the camera, grabbed the Bible her prisoner clung to at the time of his arrest. “Doesn’t it say in here that if you eat and drink these words, you’ll never hunger or thirst again?”  
 
    Ajit remained silent. His eyes pleaded with her not to continue. 
 
    But her job was to get answers, not extend grace. She went on, “The last thing we would want is for you to starve to death in this place. If this is food, I assure you it’s the best food you’ll ever eat again.” 
 
    “So, eat up!” she yelled, smashing him in the mouth with the Bible.  
 
    Ajit wasn’t expecting it. One of his front teeth was knocked out, which he ended up swallowing.  
 
    The sadistic woman struck him again with the spine of the Book. “Drink up!” 
 
    The second front tooth came out. Ajit managed not to swallow this one. Pain shot through his brain. 
 
    The mocking continued. “Just so you know, this…” She hit him in the mouth again. “is…” SLAM! “the…” SLAM! “last time…” SLAM! “you will ever see or read this Book!”  
 
    Pulling a lighter from her pant pocket, she set it on fire. “Aww, too late for you. Looks like the restaurant’s closed forever…” 
 
    Ajit was handcuffed to the chair and couldn’t defend himself. He moaned in agony. Blood poured out of his mouth and slowly trickled down the front of his body.  
 
    The tears streaming down his face weren’t from the pain he felt, or from the missing teeth, but from knowing he would never read that Book again. It was a crushing blow to him.  
 
    Ajit—which meant invincible—felt anything but that at present, at least in the physical sense, especially knowing this was just the beginning. But knowing his final destination, regardless of what happened to his mortal flesh, it was well with his soul.  
 
    Similar images were sent out worldwide, of those captured in Dubai—the two men in the shopping mall parking lot, the driver who delivered Braxton, Nigel and his pilot to Dubai International Airport, and the five Middle Eastern men who aided and abetted Patel by attempting to be his lookalikes.  
 
    All begged for mercy but received none… 
 
    When the man who drove Braxton Rice, Nigel Jones and his pilot to the airport in Dubai, publicly denounced Islam during his interrogation, declaring Jesus as Lord and Savior, Muslims in the region located their remaining family members; all were beheaded with sharp knives.  
 
    Twelve other men were incarcerated with them, suffering the same constant torture. While they weren’t directly involved in Patel’s escape, they were 12 of the 100 fathers flown to Dubai to celebrate the women they’d recently impregnated.  
 
    Of the 100 who were flown to Dubai and shown the time of their lives, only 19 left the country.  
 
    Half of them drank themselves to death with poisoned whiskey. Fourteen succumbed to drug overdoses. One was found with his face buried in a mountain of cocaine laced with cyanide. He started having a seizure and cried for help, but no one came to his rescue.  
 
    Another man was found dead in his hotel room bed wearing nothing but boxer shorts. Needles were found in both arms. The heroin mixed with fentanyl was so strong that one dose would have killed him. The added dose all but assured his demise, which was the hope all along. 
 
    The needles were administered by a woman he’d slept with.    
 
    The other twelve new fathers weren’t killed, they were arrested. After hearing Yogesh’s speech, all twelve repented of their sins in their hotel suites and became Christians. Every word they spoke was recorded.  
 
    Their rooms were stormed by GC police in the middle of the night, and all twelve were taken into custody. 
 
    Lastly, the pilot and lone crew member in the Philippines experienced the same amount of torture.  
 
    This was only the beginning for born-again Christians… 
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    ONE WEEK BEFORE CHRISTMAS 
 
      
 
    CLAYTON HOLMES, TRAVIS HARTINGS, Charles Calloway and Dr. Lee Kim were driving southbound, on I-5, in the state of California, headed in the vicinity of another ETSM safe house location near Big Bear Mountain. This was their fifth stop in the past two days.  
 
    When they left the subterranean location housing Jefferson Danforth at 5 a.m. the day before, it marked their first-time seeing daylight since arriving in Idaho, on the day of Jefferson Danforth’s alleged funeral.  
 
    Braxton Rice was the first to leave the hiding place, when he flew to the Middle East with Nigel Jones.  
 
    Agent Sullivan drove him to a bus depot, in downtown Spokane, Washington that day. From there, Braxton was met by another ETSM member. He placed his luggage in the back seat then was taken to Felts Field five miles northeast of Spokane. It was the city’s main airport until their international airport was opened mid last century.   
 
    Nigel Jones’ G-V was fully fueled at Felts Field and loaded with supplies they would deliver to the Middle East. No one knew at the time it would be their last mission on earth. 
 
    With full access to power and secure internet, the four ETSM leaders had no intention of leaving the underground facility until power was restored in America. The recent events changed everything… 
 
    More to the point, the mass detainment of Christians worldwide. Ever since Yogesh Patel made his bold declaration for Jesus, the ETSM website was overwhelmed with desperate emails from frightened Christians looking for food, guidance, and for places to live.  
 
    They were already praying and fasting for their brothers and sisters on the outside before Yogesh did what he did. Millions more had since contacted them. Knowing many were starving and freezing to death, the time to help them was now. But until they had dreams, the only way they could help them would be monetarily.  
 
    It was decided then. Of the $5B the ETSM had hidden and buried all over the world, one-tenth was earmarked for the 144,000. It was stored in Idaho with Jefferson Danforth, until it could be transferred elsewhere.  
 
    They would give one-tenth—half a billion dollars—to Christians in need who didn’t have dreams, so they could purchase land for themselves. If more funds were needed later, it would be given to them.  
 
    They had to spend it soon. The new international monetary card being distributed to replace debit cards from the many now-closed banks, would replace much of the cash in the world, and ultimately set the stage for the cashless system.  
 
    Once the Mark of the Beast was implemented, cash would become a thing of the past. On many levels, it already felt that way. But until the microchip was implemented, a cashless economy would be impossible. 
 
    In this economy, properties could be purchased for pennies on the dollar. This could potentially help many Christians living on the outside. Once they found land, funds would be buried for their use. The recipients would receive text messages with GPS coordinates to collect it.   
 
    The ETSM would even supply them with some of the things they received from Jefferson Danforth. Other than that, aside from praying for them and pleading to God for their safety, they would be on their own. 
 
    And this meant all land purchased had to be in their names. With so many children soon to be living at their safe houses, there could be no compromising connections between them.   
 
    With the decision made, leaders were appointed on every continent, to help with the redistribution process, so to speak.  
 
    At that, the four ETSM leaders left Idaho with $30M stashed in the back of the 15-passenger van. The cash would be given to leaders at ten different safe house locations situated closest to where large groups of Christians had emailed them seeking assistance, in $3M allotments.  
 
    They already parted with $12M. The next $3M would be given to an ETSM leader residing near Big Bear Mountain, only to be hidden again, until land was found, then purchased by the others. Once established, additional funds would be given to them for popup campers, so they wouldn’t freeze to death. They were presently living in tents. 
 
    The plan was to visit ten safe houses before heading back east. They would drive in shifts, only stopping for fuel, food and bathroom breaks. 
 
    With a confirmed warrant out for his arrest, Charles wouldn’t do any of the driving, especially with millions of dollars stashed in the back of the van. He was snoozing away in the back seat.  
 
    Dr. Lee Kim’s cell phone vibrated. He checked his secure message, “They’re already there waiting for us.”  
 
    Clayton looked in the rearview mirror, “Tell them we’ll be there in fifteen minutes…” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Clayton looked over at Travis in the passenger front seat. He didn’t like what he saw. “Are you okay, partner?” 
 
    The ETSM co-founder and chief facilitator was racked with paranoia. It went beyond the fear of being in a vehicle loaded down with millions of dollars in cash, while being Christian. Having Braxton Rice around always soothed his nerves. His absence made him feel vulnerable.  
 
    Travis was grateful for the many AFK members God sent their way, now standing guard at their many safe houses, but Rice’s absence not only left a gaping hole in his heart, it shredded his peace of mind. 
 
    He looked out the passenger window, “I know I sound like a broken record, Clayton, but I’m not sure if we should stream the Christmas Eve service online, at safe house number one. Conferencing on secure Satphones is one thing, streaming live globally is altogether different.  
 
    “When Danforth’s people spied on us at the outset, at least we met at places that weren’t ours. Perhaps I’m just being paranoid, but if the enemy finds a way to spy on us this time, it’ll lead them straight to our safehouses. All it would take is for some bureaucrat to find a lone forensic link connecting us to the Danforth administration, and it’ll be enough to bring a world of trouble down on us.”  
 
    Travis turned his head to face Dr. Kim in the back seat. “You’ve yet to convince me we’ll be safe, Lee…”   
 
    Kim replied, “I understand how you feel, Travis, and I share your concerns. But even if outsiders miraculously break the codes and track our location, which I still insist is highly unlikely, instead of zeroing in on Chadds Ford, Pennsylvania, they’ll be directed to Uranium City, which is a sparsely-populated city on the shores of Lake Athabasca, in the northernmost part of Saskatchewan, Canada.  
 
    “If and when that happens, the system will be triggered, and that IP location will re-scramble every few seconds. While I admit streaming worldwide from our own locations may soon be impossible, I’ll even go so far to say this may be the last time we ever attempt it, I feel it will be safe this time.” 
 
    “I’ve already ratcheted up the private and public numbers a few notches each. That said, the chances of someone breaking the new security codes are next to impossible. I’ve had some of Danforth’s most trusted cyber security people try breaking the codes. They couldn’t do it.  
 
    “I assure you, Travis, if anyone could do it, it would be them. Even they assured me our security couldn’t be breached. And if it could, it would take many months or even years.” 
 
    “That’s good enough for me,” Clayton said.  
 
    Travis gave Clayton a sideways look, as if to say, “Are you serious?”  
 
    Before he could speak, Clayton went on, “This is Romanero’s coming out party, Travis, at least when it comes to replacing Jesus on the calendar. Who knows what that’ll mean for us in the coming days and weeks? I don’t have to tell you it won’t be good.”  
 
    Clayton tightened his grip on the steering wheel, “I need to reach out to everyone at this crucial time, especially those living at our less fortified locations, and do my best to prepare them for who knows what? Since the whole world will be celebrating Romanero’s new self-proclaimed birthday, this will be the best and perhaps only time to do it.”  
 
    Shooting a quick glance at Travis, he said, “God hasn’t failed us yet, brother. We must keep trusting Him.” 
 
    “True, Clayton, but who among us had dreams about streaming on Christmas Eve?” 
 
    Clayton sighed and left it at that…
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    SALVADOR ROMANERO’S BIRTHDAY EVE ONE MONTH LATER 
 
      
 
    AT 11:30 P.M., AT Vatican City, Italy, the Pope appeared before a jammed packed Saint Peter’s Square. After blessing everyone down below, the curtain widened. Standing alongside him was Salvador Romanero.  
 
    The massive crowd erupted into thunderous applause.  
 
    Behind the two world leaders were the Israeli Prime minister, former NATO Secretary-General, Jurgen Staat, former UN Secretary-General, Li Ping, and the Israeli Prime Minister.  
 
    A few shadowy figures stood behind them, but it was too dark for anyone down below to recognize their faces.  
 
    Once the crowd settled down, instead of saying the traditional midnight Christmas Eve Mass Catholics had cherished for many centuries, every word out of the Pontiff’s mouth was centered on the Miracle Maker and his many earth-shattering accomplishments thus far.  
 
    After waxing poetic for 20 minutes, without a single mention or reference to the One for whom his religion “supposedly” stood—the Lord Jesus Christ—he ended by reminding the many filling Saint Peter’s Square of the glorious future they all had to look forward to, once the dissidents of the faith were gone.  
 
    Everyone knew to whom he was referring—born-again Christians. 
 
    This massive step being taken was necessary to establishing a new universal religion in which Romanero would be the sole object of adoration among the people of the world. He would be his righthand man. 
 
    Without a single protest or inquiry from anyone in attendance regarding what they’d just heard, and the spectacle they’d just witnessed, or from the millions of Catholics watching online, and on TV, it further revealed their vast spiritual blindness.  
 
    Their overall enthusiasm confirmed that they were all for this new direction in which the Pope was taking them. More importantly, their continued allegiance to him, and Salvador Romanero, meant they wouldn’t suffer the same fate as the scores of mentally deranged Christians who were now suffering from behind bars. 
 
    Even more bizarre was that the Pope insisted that Romanero stay at the Apostolic Palace, which was his official residence.  
 
    After bowing publicly to Salvador, the Pontiff stepped aside.  
 
    Speaking into the microphone he said, “On this new celebration of my birth, instead of receiving gifts, I come bearing them! I’ve already received so many gifts, in the form of precious children! 
 
    “And speaking of children, since this time of year has always been about them, I want nothing to hamper that tradition. The thought of any child not receiving gifts on my birthday grieves me deeply inside. With the economy still in the rebuilding process, many new mothers are unable to purchase toys and clothing for their newborns this year.” 
 
    The first trillion-dollar cash infusion pumped into the global markets did nothing to stabilize the world economy. Another five trillion dollars had since been pumped in. It was barely enough to keep the governments of most countries afloat, at least for now. It was of little benefit to common citizens. Romanero didn’t need to remind anyone of this… 
 
    “To further ensure all kids have toys, a voucher can be found on the new International Monetary Card website. It can be exchanged for one toy and one new outfit for all newborns, at any of the stores posted online.  
 
    “This offer is also being extended to youngsters and teenagers fortunate enough to survive the disappearances. In lieu of toys, youths and teenagers can select two outfits or one outfit and a new pair of shoes.  
 
    “The choice is yours. But in order to redeem your gifts, you must present a valid ID and be photographed with your children at each store location. If you are unable to redeem your gifts tomorrow, the offer will be good until the end of the year.” 
 
    At 11:50 p.m., Romanero said, “The next birthday gift I wish to give is a joint gift between myself and American President, Lois Cipriano. Since it is intended mostly for the American people, I’ll let her share the wonderful news with the people she governs.” 
 
    All televising networks switched to a split screen from Vatican City to the White House. Vice President Jessica Whitmore appeared on screen, instead of President Cipriano.  
 
    Whitmore began, “Good evening, your Grace. On the eve of your new birthday, before sharing the wonderful gift you were instrumental in providing to the American people, I first wish to announce even more good news: the reason I’m speaking on behalf of the Commander in Chief is that she went into labor a few minutes ago here at the White House.  
 
    “As you know, with the five-hour time difference, it’s just before seven p.m. here in Washington. The President hopes to give birth after midnight. We could think of no better gift than presenting our son “Salvador” to you on your special day, your Grace.” 
 
    The Miracle Maker and the Pope both smiled and nodded at her.   
 
    “And speaking of gifts…” Vice President Whitmore paused to look at her watch. Unable to remove the gleeful expression from her face, she started counting down, “Five, four, three, two, one…”  
 
    Just like that, with the flick of many switches, power was restored all throughout the United States of America! In reality, it could have been restored weeks ago, but they chose to wait for this special occasion. 
 
    Whitmore waited a while so Americans could race through their homes turning the heat on full blast, followed by lights and all electronic devices, then said, “It’s time for our nation to come out of the darkness and back into the light! Even those of you who were without power before the terrorist attack, due to unpaid electric bills, have been restored. Consider all past balances hereby forgiven, thanks to the Miracle Maker, who was instrumental in repairing our power grids coast to coast.” 
 
    The Vice President looked at her watch. With the same gleeful expression on her face, she counted down, “Five, four, three, two, one!” 
 
    It was 7 p.m. in Washington, midnight at Vatican City, Italy. As if on cue, the Bishop of Rome led the mass gathering before him in singing Happy Birthday to Salvador Romanero.  
 
    Everyone lent their voices to the choir, then erupted into thunderous applause when they finished. It was the loudest singing ever recorded from Saint Peter’s Square. The irony was that they were singing to the antichrist of the Bible, on what was supposed to be Holy Ground… 
 
    On a split screen, the American Vice President said, “Happy birthday, your Grace!” Her smile was so big, even her back teeth were showing. “Without you, America would still be in the dark! Now millions of our citizens who relocated to other countries last June can return home! We’re eternally grateful to you, Salvador, for everything you do to make this world a better place!” 
 
     “We were going to wait until midnight in America to restore power, but decided on this time, so we can all join the global celebration! But here’s the deal, with so many people coming and going, as part of a new census, everyone living at each location will have sixty days to register with your local power providers in person, and show ID. 
 
    “Those failing to comply will find yourselves in the dark again. But for now, let’s raise our glasses. It’s time to celebrate. The President has asked me to wish you all a most blessed Salvador Romanero Day!” 
 
    Vice President Whitmore took a sip of champagne, “The instant our child is born, I’ll update you again. Until then, we wish you warm thoughts and glad tidings.”   
 
    In what could only be described as the most bizarre moment to ever transpire at Vatican City, the Pope just confirmed to the billion people he led that Salvador Romanero would not only replace the birth of Christ, but Christ Himself. The optics spoke volumes...  
 
    The multitudes of Catholics and ecumenical spiritualists filling Saint Peter’s Square didn’t even flinch. They were all for celebrating Salvador Romanero on the day of Christ’s birth.  
 
    The symbolism was unmistakable. The fact that he changed his birthdate was just another step in the process of antichrist trying to imitate Jesus. No, this went far beyond imitation. Romanero was trying to remove Jesus completely from the minds of people everywhere.  
 
    As the world celebrated the Miracle Maker, the gift he would give to himself was the mass detainment of born-again Christians. 
 
    It was time to up the ante…
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    TO SAY HANA PATEL wasn’t in a celebratory mood would be putting it mildly. After watching everything unfolding at the Vatican, she could only sigh and shrug her shoulders.  
 
    What a difference a month had made in her life. A few short weeks ago, she was having one of those once-in-a-lifetime fairytale experiences in Dubai; each day was better than the last.  
 
    It was a week full of signing countless autographs, posing for selfies with her many adoring fans, and being constantly interviewed by the global press. Hana looked, felt and was treated like a celebrity. 
 
    She even signed a movie contract for her life to be shown on the big screen. Filming was set to begin next Spring. That contract had since been cancelled and given to the Gomes couple in Brazil.  
 
    The way Thiago Gomes had praised the Miracle Maker as the whole world watch, after what Yogesh Patel did, made him an endearing figure to so many, including Salvador Romanero! 
 
    A few weeks ago, life couldn’t have been any more perfect for Hana.  
 
    It was impossible not to fall in love with the United Arab Emirates. So much so that she planned on purchasing a high-rise condominium with funds she was set to earn from the movie contract.  
 
    Her agent had agreed to handle all the paperwork for her.  
 
    With so many people starving to death, including millions in her own country, hers was a life of privilege; she even felt like royalty.  
 
    Then her late husband opened his big mouth, and everything came crashing down on her.  
 
    When Yogesh’s death was first broadcast on live TV, the Global Community reached out to her in droves, assuring Hana that the world had her back, baby Salvadora’s too. Such assurance didn’t last.  
 
    When she returned home from the Middle East, the tide of public support quickly turned against her. Taped to the front door of her home was a letter from the man who gave the Patels one of their new vehicles.  
 
    His letter read: Let this letter serve to inform that, after what your husband did in Dubai, I have no choice but to confiscate the vehicle. I can no longer in good conscience let you keep it. 
 
    Hana was so out of sorts when she arrived home that she didn’t even notice the car was gone. Even the couple who’d blessed them with the magnificent house, the very ones who plugged Hana ever so deeply into the elite Chennai social life, had a sudden change in attitude toward her.  
 
    While they didn’t demand that she vacate the premises, their once flourishing relationship had soured. In the end, out of pity for baby Salvadora, they wouldn’t evict her—at least not yet.  
 
    As the days passed, more and more celebrities said in interviews they wished they could forward all cash and gifts given to Hana to the Gomes family in Brazil. It quickly caused a Domino effect that hadn’t stopped since. Many of her elitist friends stopped following her on social media.  
 
    Those who still did only communicated with her in private, and only because they had already bonded with baby Salvadora and felt like aunts and uncles to her. But there were no more shared Tweets, Facebook posts or shares, only private messages.  
 
    The one thing Hana enjoyed doing most since giving birth to her daughter four months ago, was going online and chatting with celebrities and reading fan mail from countless folks the world over. What 26-year-old wouldn’t, especially as the darling of the media?  
 
    Word had quickly spread that while Hana was deemed truthful in all interviews, a red flag was added to her profile in the global database. That’s all anyone but the select few knew. But what they did know was this was far worse than having a shaky credit score.  
 
    The thought of going online now filled her with dread. It seemed she now had as many haters as she did fans.  
 
    Whereas 97 seconds had put an extra $500K in her bank account, not to mention millions more from a generous and adoring public, all it took was five foolish minutes at the hands of her late husband to cost her infinitely more than she had gained. At last count, she was down more than 100,000,000 followers on social media.  
 
    Hana silently feared the next update…Apparently, her membership in the mutual admiration society came with many strings attached.  
 
    The moment the high standards set forth by those at the top weren’t met, membership was quickly revoked. Yogesh was right; they didn’t love her. The friendships they shared weren’t genuine. They were predicated on so many things and were, therefore, fake at best. 
 
    How she wished she could reverse everything and keep things the way they were. She even dreamt most nights that just before Yogesh condemned himself by condemning Salvador Romanero, with the whole world watching and listening, she pulled the plug on his microphone, thus saving his life and preserving the lifestyle they shared that had rapidly become the envy of the world.  
 
    Then Salvadora would start crying, jolting Hana from her dream, bringing her back to her nightmarish dilemma. Not even her small, but no longer increasing, fortune could assuage the crushing grief she felt.  
 
    For someone who always spoke of peace, prosperity and love, Salvador Romanero’s actions didn’t follow his words. It was becoming more and more evident that if you weren’t completely for the man—as in all in—you were deemed to be against him.  
 
    But something else bothered her. The reason she shrank away from Salvador when he touched her up on stage, hoping to comfort her, was that she felt this unmistakable evil flowing from the man. Even before he touched her, she sensed it. But it was unmistakable after that.  
 
    Hana knew the woman who called her hotel suite in Dubai, just before the plane was shot down, was ordered by Romanero to do it.  
 
    Now that the Miracle Maker knew her belief that she was pregnant before the contest was even announced, would he one day consider her his enemy and order all her assets frozen?  
 
    Would he one day take baby Salvadora away from her?  
 
    Would he have her incarcerated? Would he have her killed?  
 
    Hana didn’t know. But after witnessing the sheer brutality he had ordered on everyone connected to her late husband’s failed escape, how could she not be concerned for her own life?  
 
    Ajit Laghari may have been strange, and perhaps even mentally ill, but he didn’t deserve what he suffered at the hands of his jailers. The fact that Romanero allowed it to be shown on live TV, the internet and on every smartphone on the planet, was cruel, heartless, and inhumane.  
 
    The comfort she always found in him was replaced with a constant sense of fear and dread. 
 
    But what devastated Hana most this night was that she still loved her late husband and wished he was still alive. The way she felt now, with her hero no longer so appealing to her, she would give anything to bring Yogesh back, including her newfound riches.  
 
    Even if it meant living in an old shack again, she would do it. 
 
    But it was too late... 
 
    She chose the world over her husband; now she was paying the piper.  
 
    Hana burst out in tears. She felt all alone in the world.  
 
    Crazily enough, whereas many of her online fans now sent hate mail, ever since Yogesh’s death, she received a constant barrage of comforting emails from Christians in hiding, offering their sincerest condolences, and hoping she and the baby were okay.  
 
    What they didn’t say in the emails was that they pleaded with God each day to rescue them both from Romanero’s evil clutches. 
 
    Fearing her emails were being read, Hana deleted every one of them, without ever replying. If Salvador’s people spied on her before Yogesh was killed, how much more would they be spying on her now, to make sure her secret never got out?  
 
    As the days passed, Hana felt herself withdrawing from the lifestyle she loved so much that, in the end, severed her marriage.  
 
    She was completely unaware that this was a direct result of the prayers of God’s people being answered… 
 
    Another thing Hana didn’t know was, even in death, her husband’s declaration for Jesus was still fishing for souls.  
 
    The Most High was using his testimony as seed-planting for the great end time harvest, to include Jews, Muslims, Hindus and Buddhists. 
 
    In that regard, Yogesh was still a fisherman.  
 
    Whereas Hana’s fortune would slowly but surely dwindle, like all of God’s children, his would only increase. The rewards Yogesh would receive were geometrical, meaning every life he touched on earth, whether directly or indirectly, would result in blessings on the other end.  
 
    And this meant, even though he was gone from the physical world, he was still fishing for and winning souls for his King, even in absentia.  
 
    This was her husband’s eternal legacy, even if Hana didn’t know it. 
 
    Millions of Christ followers around the world prayed each day that she would come to know it someday...   
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    IT WAS A COLD blustery moonlit night in Chadds Ford, Pennsylvania. Fierce, sustained winds howled, blowing much of the newly fallen 14 inches of snow off rooftops and tree branches scattered about the 37-acre property, adding a light dusting to what had already fallen on the ground. 
 
    This was the first measurable precipitation since they took possession of the land. With the possibility of no more rain or snowfall for many months or years to come—which ETSM members knew was at the full discretion of the Two Witnesses—it needed to be preserved, then treated for human consumption.  
 
    And this meant, beautiful as it was to look at, the snow needed to be cleared off all rooftops, and shoveled off walkways in the soonest possible fashion, then placed in wheelbarrows and dumped underground before it evaporated. But for now, it looked simply spectacular.  
 
    Jacquelyn closed the front door behind her and peered into the living room window, staring at the Christmas tree adorned with hundreds of bright twinkling lights. It was one of three that were chopped down, off property, when Tony was out hunting one morning with the guys.  
 
    The two other trees occupied the large stage in the sanctuary.  
 
    The first thing residents at safe house number one did when power was restored was turn on the heat in their cottages. First thing Jacquelyn did was turn the tree lights on. She had no intention of unplugging it until she went to sleep after the wedding festivities.  
 
    Much to her dismay, with no power until now, she could only light the tree sporadically, usually in one-hour intervals. Earlier this afternoon, she’d heard on the news that power might not be restored until next Spring. And that meant they had to use as little generator fuel as possible.  
 
    She was grateful to have power again. 
 
    A moment of clarity pierced her thinking. Memories of past Christmases flooded her mind. In her former life, Jacquelyn always went in search of the perfect Christmas tree the Saturday after Thanksgiving.  
 
    Once the tree was decorated, it remained in the living room long into the new year, along with the rest of the Christmas decorations.  
 
    Knowing this would probably be the last time having a tree in her house, she planned on leaving it up until the last needle fell to the floor.  
 
    This decision went far beyond the nostalgia she felt. With countless Christians experiencing extreme horrid conditions, even their Pocket of Peace—the name Brian gave safe house number one the first time he saw the property online—no longer felt safe.  
 
    Every time she thought about Ajit Laghari, the tears came. After his first tooth was knocked out with the use of his Bible, Jacquelyn turned her phone off. She could no longer bear to watch. Her hormones were already out of whack. She was surprised she could think straight. 
 
    Though highly impractical, in a world full of constant chaos, especially for born-again Christians, having the lights on provided a sort of mental release for her, which was good for the child inside her womb.  
 
    Who knew how long this safe house would be here? The uncertainty frightened her.  
 
    Jacquelyn was grateful for the 12 AFK guards. Had the Rapture not occurred 13 months ago, she’d still be living in Michigan, celebrating Christmas (at least from a Pagan standpoint), with her late husband, Tom, and their infant child, who would have been six months old by now.   
 
    It suddenly seemed like yesterday. But it wasn’t yesterday. It was eons ago when life was so much easier, but certainly not simpler. 
 
    Jacquelyn wondered for the umpteenth time how she would feel upon meeting the child God had plucked from her womb on the day of the Rapture. No doubt he or she was part of the Bride of Christ.  
 
    She couldn’t help but wonder what kind of relationship, what kind of connection, the child inside her would have with her child in Heaven? 
 
    “Lights sure look pretty,” Tamika said softly, trying to break Jacquelyn from her reverie. 
 
    “Could stare at them all night. But we can’t be late now, can we?”  
 
    “We sure can’t,” Tamika replied.  
 
    Jacquelyn stole one last glance at the lit tree. Just as she was peeling her eyes away from the window, she noticed movement in the house; feet slowly descending the steps. It was her mother-in-law.  
 
    “Tamika, look!” 
 
    It wasn’t uncommon for Sarah to go to the kitchen looking for food to eat when she knew no one else was there. What was uncommon was that she was dressed for the elements outside, including a scarf and hat she hadn’t worn, since arriving at safe house number one.  
 
    Sarah opened the front door and caught them peeking in the window, no doubt spying on her, wondering what she would do next. “Mind if I accompany you to church?” 
 
    Jacquelyn glanced at Tamika and became teary-eyed, “Seriously?” 
 
    Sarah smiled wearily and nodded yes. “It’s time. I’m tired of being cooped up in my misery, always thinking unhealthy thoughts. Besides, Doctor Singh said there’s going to be a wedding. Since I sort of know the bride-to-be, it would be rude not to attend, right?” 
 
    Jacquelyn and Tamika both said, “Praise the Lord!” at the same time.  
 
    How would Sarah feel if she knew how much the climate had deteriorated for Christians, or that the man who drove her to Chadds Ford early last August was no longer alive? 
 
    It was best not to ruin this Hallmark moment by telling her.  
 
    She would find out soon enough… 
 
    Bundled up from head to toe, Sarah locked arms with her daughter-in-law and Tamika, and the three women left at once for the church sanctuary. Each time their boots touched the slick snowy surface, they made loud crunching noises. Jacquelyn was bursting at the seams to see Brian’s reaction the moment he saw his mother. Finally, some good news!  
 
    This was Sarah’s first time leaving the house since arriving in Pennsylvania. When she first moved onto the property, she was too devastated, too heartbroken, to appreciate its stark beauty.  
 
    At least her bedroom window offered her a pretty good view of the grounds, even if limited. Last month, when the autumn leaves had reached their zenith, Sarah was practically glued to the window drinking it all in. She was rendered breathless, yet frightened, knowing the many trees providing shade and cover at the safe house would soon be bare, making it even more difficult to remain invisible to the outside world.  
 
    Once the last of the leaves fell to the ground, Sarah watched a few men she didn’t know draping camouflage netting over the highest trees. It was done all throughout the premises, to hopefully prevent drones from entering the property. She was mildly surprised that she finally found the strength to leave the house. Even a week ago, it seemed unthinkable.  
 
    Even with their faces covered, their breath was still visible as it pressed through their scarfs. Each exhale floated skyward, crystallizing in the frigid night air, before dissipating. Even with power restored, most of the 263 cottages scattered about the property sat in total darkness.  
 
    Then again, with secondary walls constructed, the few cottages with lights turned on looked dark and void of people.  
 
    But with so much snowfall outside, manmade lighting wasn’t needed at safe house number one. It was brilliantly illuminated, to the extent that flashlights and lanterns weren’t needed. It looked like daytime, minus the pitch-black sky and snow-covered dark cottages.  
 
    But even without the mass accumulation, having walked these grounds so many times the past five months, Jacquelyn and Tamika could have easily found their way to the church sanctuary, even blindfolded.  
 
    With a cloudless sky, the bright moonlight caused the windswept snow falling from trees and rooftops to glisten in the late December sky. 
 
    “Looks like a million glittering diamonds falling from Heaven,” Tamika said, marveling.  
 
    For a brief moment, seeing the naked tree branches flailing from side to side in the darkness, and feeling the bitter cold air on her face brought her back to the night she desecrated her grandfather’s grave in Brooklyn, which ultimately led to her being at safe house number one. It looked and felt eerily similar to this, minus the snow.  
 
    Tamika blinked it away. “Recalculating!” she told herself, under her breath. With 13 months to finally accept things for what they were, knowing beyond a certainty that her mother and two sons were in Heaven, with Jesus, and she wasn’t sitting in a New York City jail cell, she was slowly learning to embrace the chaos.  
 
    Tamika started humming, It Came Upon A Midnight Clear.  
 
    Jacquelyn joined in, as they trudged through the deep precipitation.  
 
    Sarah still wasn’t in the mood. She mumbled to herself, “Wonder if Dick’s attending Christmas Eve mass now?”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” Sarah replied to her daughter-in-law, whom she hoped to get to know so much better in the coming days.  
 
    But more than anything, after five months of no contact, Sarah missed the sound of Dick’s voice and wanted to be with him now, if only to comfort her husband, knowing he was all alone this Christmas.  
 
    What saddened her most was that they didn’t spend their 36th wedding anniversary together last October. She couldn’t help but wonder yet again if she’d made the right choice by leaving Dick.  
 
    From a spiritual standpoint, the answer was a resounding yes. Other than that, she was still tormented wondering if her daughter would still be alive had she not left him. Give me the strength, Lord, just for today… 
 
    At any rate, it felt good breathing in the cold winter air again. 
 
    As Tony Pearsall and his crew shoveled walkways leading to the church, Brian and Charles sprinkled rock salt on the ground outside the main entrance, so no one—especially the brides to be—would slip and fall.  
 
    Once they were finished, Charles excused himself, saying he’d be back before church service began. He didn’t say where he was going. And Brian never bothered asking. He knew his friend was exhausted after driving all the way from northwest Idaho so he could spend Christmas with them. Surely, he would sleep good later.  
 
    With everyone living at safe house number one soon to arrive, Mulrooney went back inside the sanctuary to turn on a few more space heaters for added warmth. With power restored, the generator was turned off and electricity was used… 
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    INSIDE THE CHURCH SANCTUARY, with power restored, a soothing array of acoustical Christmas music streamed through Dolby surround sound speakers. Many watched online and listened, as they waited for the church service, to include two weddings, to begin.  
 
    Silent Night was currently playing.  
 
    Two twelve-foot Douglas fir trees flanked the back of the stage. Both were draped with hundreds of bright, colorless lights, but no tinsel, garland or any other decorations.  Handmade wreathes—made by some of the residents—were adorned with red bows and ribbons and hung neatly throughout the sanctuary.  
 
    The largest wreath was hung on the wall behind the pulpit. It, too, was adorned with colorless lights. Sconces were mounted on the walls all throughout, boasting three candles each.  
 
    The church looked tastefully festive. Not counting Sarah Mulrooney, residents at safe house number one worked hard to create this humble environment, which harkened back hundreds of years—save for the thousands of Christmas lights.  
 
    The reason they put forth so much effort was to hopefully quell the mounting fear all Christ followers felt following Yogesh Patel’s death, when Romanero ordered the detainment of many of them worldwide. If they felt so fearful living in safehouses, how much worse for everyone with no such places to stay?  
 
    It was a terrifying thought, to be sure.  
 
    Their hope was that this brief moment of peaceful ambiance would transcend all borders and touch the heart of each ETSM viewer, whether ten miles away in Kennett Square, Pennsylvania or ten thousand miles away in China or Japan. Right now, it was badly needed. 
 
    A roaming camera was mounted to the ceiling at the midway point of the sanctuary, capturing images for all to see. It slowly swept back and forth, left to right, then back again, so online viewers could bask in the ambiance inside the sanctuary, as they listened to the music, prayed, and read their Bibles, feeling blessed to be under the ETSM umbrella.  
 
    Even with power restored, this was the only building without a heating system in place. As the space heaters slowly roared to life, Mulrooney paced the stage still bundled in his winter gear, mentally rehearsing what he would say after reading Luke chapters 1 and 2, before Tom Dunleavey performed the wedding ceremonies. 
 
    One wedding turned into two after Donald Johnson and Mary Johnston happily agreed to let Joaquim Guzman and Leticia Gonzalez get married alongside them, at the conclusion of the Christmas Eve service.  
 
    Unlike when the property was under construction and two church services were needed, the sanctuary would only be half-full this night.  
 
    Still, just knowing so many would be watching online—including the former President of the United States of America—filled Brian with great angst and twisted his stomach in knots. 
 
    When the next song Away in a Manger started playing, Brian stopped pacing and raised his hands skyward, not even thinking that the camera was streaming his image to so many online. 
 
    “Father, You know everything there is to know about me, including how many breaths I took today. Not a single heartbeat occurred inside my chest without Your permission. You even know the exact number of hairs on my head. It’s impossible for me to fathom such remarkable truths. Your Sovereign power never ceases to amaze me!” 
 
    With most residents out shoveling snow or taking hot showers in their cottages for the first time in months, only a handful of people were inside the sanctuary. One of them was Joaquim. Deeply moved by Brian’s words, he lowered the sound of the music and placed the camera on motion sensitive mode, so it would remain on Brian at all times.  
 
    Even speaking softly, everyone streaming online heard him with remarkable clarity. Brian sighed, “It hasn’t been easy following you, Lord. From day one, You turned my whole world upside down and completely estranged me from my former life. It’s difficult being labeled a monster for things I didn’t do. The anger and hatred many have toward me frightens me, especially my father…”  
 
    Halfway to the church, Jacquelyn checked the sanctuary cam app on her phone to see if the tree lights were on. Seeing her husband praying, she stopped walking and positioned her phone screen so Tamika and Sarah could watch. It didn’t take long before all three had tears streaming down their frosty cheeks.  
 
    “It’s only by Your grace that Mom had the strength to leave Dad in the first place. I can’t imagine the pain in her heart from being separated from him all this time. It’s a heavy cross for anyone to carry. But she’s been cooped up in her room for nearly five months now. Give her the strength to overcome Chelsea’s death so she can function again. 
 
    “My heart aches for my father knowing he’s all alone in New York. Please bless and comfort him during this difficult time. Change his heart, Lord. Open his eyes and ears to Your saving knowledge, so he will reject the false system he keeps clinging to. Only then will he experience Your peace that transcends all understanding.  
 
    “Though I don’t tell anyone, I still feel partly responsible for Chelsea’s death, Renate’s too, and for Mom and Dad being separated. Remove the overwhelming guilt from my heart, Lord, as only You can. Heal my family. Jacquelyn’s family, too…”  
 
    Sarah twitched upon hearing her late daughter’s name being uttered. It was like a knife stabbing violently at her heart.  
 
    Jacquelyn brushed back more tears. And to think my folks think he’s a monster!  
 
    “I know what the future holds, and I’m eternally grateful for the salvation you freely gave me, Mom too, but right now, Lord, I’m overwhelmed by everything. It’s getting scary out there.”  
 
    The next song, Joy to the World, started playing, breaking Brian from his sadness. Raising his arms toward the ceiling again, he choked back tears, “No matter what comes my way, You are my God and I will exalt thee and praise Your name forever. Your love for me is too amazing to put into words!”  
 
    Brian paused before continuing, “From the bottom of my heart, thanks for blessing me with such a remarkable wife. My love for Jacquelyn intensifies daily. I never knew two people could love each other so deeply and intensely. From a human standpoint, she’s my everything. I adore her and couldn’t imagine life without her. Bless and protect the baby in her womb... 
 
    “Finally, Lord, this will be my first time preaching Your Word to so many. Please calm my nerves and sanction my every word and deed. May You be glorified with every word I speak, Lord Jesus, in Your sweet and precious name I pray, Amen!” 
 
    Brian heard a noise outside and easily recognized the distinct sound of feet sloshing and crunching through wet snow mixed with rock salt.  
 
    He rushed to the door to greet whoever it was. Seeing Jacquelyn and Tamika at the door, he exclaimed, “Merry Christmas, my dear la…”  
 
    Brian gasped. His eyes grew wide with shock when the two women stepped aside, allowing him to see his mother standing behind them, looking like a frightened little girl. Since she never bothered to join them for Thanksgiving dinner last month, he didn’t expect to see her now.  
 
    Brian covered his mouth with his left hand, “Mom?” 
 
    “Merry Christmas, son,” Sarah said softly, humbly, lowering her head. “Sorry for the way I’ve acted of late. I know my behavior has caused you many anguished moments.”  
 
    Brian started weeping. It was a power mothers had over their children. It took a while, but he finally said, “I admit part of me thought you blamed me for everything that happened.” 
 
    Sarah tipped her eyes up, “Yeah, I heard you praying on Jacquelyn’s phone on the way here. Sorry for making you feel like it was your fault. I was devastated and didn’t know how to control my emotions.” 
 
    “I know the feeling, Ma. But your silence kept me awake many nights. One day I heard you wailing for hours on end. I knocked on your door repeatedly, but you kept ignoring me.”  
 
    “Must have been one of two nights; either my anniversary or the day I watched Chelsea’s video.” Sarah’s lower lip started quivering, “Her suicide drove me deeper into my hole. All I wanted was to be left alone. The reason I’m so thin is that I tried starving myself to death many times since coming here.”  
 
    Sarah paused, “But if there’s one thing I learned from Renate and Chelsea, it’s that suicide doesn’t end the pain. It just passes it on to someone else. I realized my constant isolation was merely my way of passing my pain onto you. I’m so sorry, Brian.”  
 
    Brian wrapped his arms around his mother and they both wept. 
 
    After a while, Sarah said, “Thanks for not giving up on me, son. I know I haven’t lived up to my responsibilities here. But don’t worry, you can count on me to do my part from this day on…”   
 
    Brian let his mother’s affection wash over him. It was as if a thousand pounds were lifted off his shoulders, leaving 9,000 pounds still there.  
 
    Looking skyward, he said, “That was fast!”  
 
    Sarah placed a hand on Brian’s shoulder and one on Jacquelyn’s, “I’m not sure about the timing of it all, but thanks in advance for making me a grandmother.”  
 
    Brian and Jacquelyn knew she was being sincere despite the fear in her eyes. Did she know what was going on outside their walls? Probably not. Otherwise, she’d still be in her room.  
 
    Brian kissed his mother on the cheek. Then Tamika. “Welcome to the very first ETSM Christmas Eve service and wedding ceremony!”  
 
    Jacquelyn got the real thing. She whispered in his ear, “By the way, I couldn’t imagine my life without you, either!” 
 
    It earned her another kiss on the lips. 
 
    They went inside. Sarah took a moment to let her eyes wander over the sanctuary. She was instantly struck by the calming peace she felt. 
 
    “There’s a face I recognize!”  
 
    Sarah craned her neck back. It was Mary Johnston. “Good to see you again, Mary.” 
 
    “You too, Sarah. It’s been a while…”  
 
    Sarah felt shame and momentarily broke eye contact with her. “Doctor Singh said you’re getting married tonight after church service.”  
 
    A smile appeared on Mary’s face. “As it turns out, we’re not the only ones exchanging vows. Joaquim and Leticia asked if they could join us.” Realizing Sarah had no idea to whom she was referring, she switched gears, “Would you like to meet the man I’ll be marrying?” 
 
    Mary recognized the confused expression on Sarah’s face, “I know, we’re not supposed to be seen together before the wedding ceremony. It’s bad luck, right? I thought that way my entire life too.  
 
    “There’s no time for those foolish superstitions. Besides, we just met four months ago. We’re still in the getting-to-know-each-other phase. Preparing for our wedding together has deepened the bond between us.” 
 
    The way Mary said it made Sarah yearn for Dick. It was written all over her face. 
 
    Mary shouted to Donald in the back of the church. “Honey, can you come here for a second?” 
 
    Sarah was completely astounded. When they rode to Chadds Ford last August, Mary was calm and reserved. Now she seemed so sure of herself, even in these perilous times. It was impressive. 
 
    Whereas Mary’s feet had apparently landed on solid ground, Sarah was still sinking in quicksand. For every step Mary took forward in her personal growth, Sarah took five steps backwards. At least that many!  
 
    Donald joined them, “Honey, meet Brian’s mother, Sarah.” 
 
    Donald took a sip of his lukewarm hot chocolate, “Nice to finally put a face to your name. First time I saw you, we were wearing hazmat suits.” 
 
     “Seems like so long ago,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Just nice to formally meet you before we leave for the Philippines.” 
 
    Sarah shot Mary a sideways look, “Oh?”  
 
    “We hope to leave after the new year.” Mary said, “Let’s dine together after the wedding ceremony and I’ll fill you in.” 
 
    Sarah nodded and smiled politely, “Congratulations to you both!”  
 
    For Brian, it was nice seeing his mother showing true grit for the first time since arriving at the safe house, and perhaps for the first time in her life, without his father by her side strengthening her. He was proud of her, broken heart and all.  
 
    Tamika’s eyes scanned the sanctuary, “Where’s Charles?” 
 
    Brian said, “Beats me. He left a while ago. Figured he went back to the house to change before church service.” 
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    “Shh,” Jacquelyn interrupted. “Do you hear something?” 
 
    Before anyone could reply, Tony Pearsall burst through the door. “Looks like we got company at the front of the property. One of the guards told me to go warn everyone.” 
 
    “Who could it be?” 
 
    “No clue, but he said there are many.” The fear in the burly man’s eyes was palpable. “The guards told everyone staying in cottages near the front of the property to head here immediately.”  
 
    Tamika became terror-stricken. Had New York City authorities finally tracked her down? Suddenly that outcome sounded peachy compared to being imprisoned as a Christ follower in one of Romanero’s prisons. Her heart throbbed in her chest.  
 
    Just when I was finally letting my guard down… 
 
    Brian was thinking similar thoughts. The warrant for his arrest was like chump change compared to the alternative. Were thieves coming to rob them and set the property ablaze? Had locals discovered they were Christians? Had his call to Craig Rubin a few weeks ago somehow been traced?  
 
    The very thought rendered Brian spitless. 
 
    Brian glanced at his mother. The courage she’d shown to finally leave the house shriveled up inside her like a flower protecting itself from a violent storm. She was so frightened, she nearly fainted.  
 
    Sarah started trembling and wished she’d never left her bedroom. And she was presently unaware of what was happening out there… 
 
    Brian glanced at Jacquelyn. She covered her belly with her two gloved hands. The expression on her face was sheer terror. She looked completely helpless. Thoughts of Ajit Laghari flooded her mind again. 
 
    Brian’s heart sank, “Relax, my love, everything will be fine.” He kissed his wife and raced upstairs hoping that it would be.  
 
    “Lord, help us. We need you now!”  
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    “WE’VE GOT COMPANY BOYS!”  
 
    When no one replied, Brian searched the entire top floor. Seeing no guards, he panicked. “Where are you guys?”  
 
    Had they abandoned protocol? He looked out the window facing the front of the property. The vast snowfall greatly illuminated the many dark figures coming toward them; his heart rate accelerated to top speed. 
 
    Mulrooney took a puff from his inhaler and raced down the stairs, taking them two at a time. His pulse raced in his ears.  
 
    He retrieved four sets of night vision binoculars, which were stashed in every building and cottage on the property.  
 
    Handing a pair to Tony, Donald and Joaquim, he said, “Follow me. Everyone else stay here! Better yet, go upstairs. When the others arrive, tell them to be ready for anything.”  
 
    The four men left the sanctuary at once, and went to the back of the church to gain a better vantage point of the main entryway to the property. 
 
    With eight babies already born and many more on the way—including his own child—Brian was prepared to do all he could to protect them.  
 
    The four men gazed out at the front of the property with binoculars, just to the right of the cafeteria. Their eyes doubled in size. Hundreds of bodies were approaching. Fear gripped them.  
 
    With only a few against so many, they felt entirely powerless.  
 
    Brian whispered, “Why didn’t the motion sensors go off? And where are the guards?”  
 
    Tony grimaced, “Good questions…” 
 
    “Go warn the others. Tell everyone underground to go into lockdown mode. The children must be protected!” 
 
    “You got it.” Pearsall raced off to the underground nursery, leaving Brian alone with the two grooms.  
 
    “Be careful!” Brian whisper shouted, unsure whether Tony heard him or not.  
 
    Joaquim gulped hard. He had proven himself to be bold and brave for his age. Still, he was only 15. This was an intense moment for him. Hence, the fear in his heart. More than anything, he wanted to be with Leticia and the baby now. He wondered if the wedding would be canceled.  
 
    Glancing out at the approaching mob, his thoughts quickly shifted to, Will we even be alive in the next few minutes? 
 
    Donald said, “Who are they?” 
 
    Brian whispered, “Seriously doubt they’re thieves. If so, why are they moving so slowly? And why haven’t they spread out by now?” 
 
    Donald Johnson sighed, “Don’t think they’re universal peace-keeping soldiers either. For one thing, they’re not marching or wearing matching uniforms.” 
 
    Brian tightened his grip on the binoculars, hoping whoever they were wouldn’t see their collective breath floating skyward and give their location away. “Are they part of a local militia here to oust us off the property and turn us into the authorities?” 
 
    Joaquim prayed, “Lord, You are my Rock, my Redeemer, Friend, and my peace in this turbulent world! Why should I fear man or death?”  
 
    “Amen!” Brian’s fearful tone of voice betrayed his bold reply.  
 
    Just as they were about to race back to the church to warn the others, the mob stopped walking and did the strangest thing: they all lit candles.  
 
    Brian shot Donald Johnson a sideways look, “What in the world?” 
 
    Johnson shrugged his shoulders and remained silent.  
 
    There was soft singing, “O, Come let us adore Him, O, Come let us adore Him, O, Come let us adore Him, Christ the Lord!”  
 
    A voice said, “Merry Christmas, Brian. Keep fighting the good fight. Pray for us as we pray for you. God is with us!”  
 
    The deep booming voice sounded familiar, but Brian couldn’t pinpoint it. He glanced at Donald. 
 
    Johnson shrugged his shoulders. He whispered, “Could be a trick.” 
 
    Against his better judgment, Brian yelled, “Who’s there?” 
 
    “Amos Nyarwarta, from Africa. Peace be with you, my dear brother!” 
 
    “What in the world?” The three men exchanged confused glances. 
 
    When the mob slowly started toward them again, they met them halfway, still trembling with fear and shivering from the cold stiff wind.  
 
    Brian saw Clayton and Travis walking alongside Amos. “What are you doing here? And who are all these people?” 
 
    Travis Hartings said, “Many are new members who will be staying here when the rest of us leave. Among them is a doctor, a cardiologist, two nurses, and more than a hundred pregnant women.  
 
    “Expect many more to arrive next month. It’s time to start filling safehouses to the brim. With Braxton gone, Clayton and I are meeting many of them for the first time.”  
 
    “Merry Christmas, Brian!” Nyarwarta’s words exploded into clouds in the frigid night air. “This is my first time in America and my first ever Christmas celebration. Thanks for having me as your guest.”  
 
    “I’m honored to have you here, Amos. Just wish I had a little more notice. You nearly gave me a heart attack!”  
 
    Clayton Holmes said, “Sorry about that, Brian. But consider this a drill of sorts. Next time it may be for real…” 
 
    Brian said, “Had it been for real, I don’t think I would have been able to escape the way my asthma kicked in.” 
 
    Nyarwarta said, “I heard your prayer. Very touching.”  
 
    Before Brian could reply, Amos bear-hugged him, lifting him clear off the ground, rocking him back and forth like an oversized, weightless rag doll, before releasing his firm grip, allowing Brian’s feet to settle on the frozen ground again. 
 
    In pained grunts, Brian said, “With that grip of yours, I never want to become your enemy!”  
 
    Both men laughed.  
 
    Brian’s lungs burned. He took another puff from his inhaler.  
 
    Glancing at Travis, Brian couldn’t overlook the fear he saw in his eyes. “Wait, I’m confused. How’d you manage to get inside without breaching security?” Brian followed Travis’ eyes to Charles, who was standing in between Clayton Holmes and Dr. Lee Kim. “You deactivated the security system, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Guilty. Soon as I left the church, I asked one of the guards to deactivate the alarm system and do a quick plow job in the parking lot, so the delivery trucks wouldn’t get stuck. All the guards were involved.” 
 
    Brian made a fist, “I’ll get you for this!” 
 
    “Me too,” Donald Johnson said, still trying to calm his nerves. He took a few deep breaths, “For a moment there, I thought I’d be the next to be buried at safe house number one, never to return to the Philippines.” 
 
    Calloway said, “Sorry fellas. Just glad you didn’t hear us. Would have ruined the surprise drill. We can never keep our guards down…”  
 
    Now that Mulrooney’s eyes had time to adjust to his surroundings, he saw Pastor Jim Simonton. “Brother! Wow! Our second Christmas Eve in a row. Could we be starting an annual tradition?” 
 
    The Michigan pastor laughed, “Merry Christmas, Brian! Place sure looks beautiful under a blanket of snow!”   
 
    Simonton’s last day as lead pastor at Southeast Michigan Evangelical Church was the day the large equipment was delivered to the safe house he was managing in the Upper Peninsula, in northern Michigan. He never even bothered putting the property on the market. Many from his church had since relocated there, along with those who attended the Catholic church in Ann Arbor, where Tom Dunleavey was a priest. 
 
    “Too bad we’ll have to shovel it before it melts.”  
 
    Travis said, “With so many more helping hands, your job just got a whole lot easier.” 
 
    “Amen to that! We’re going to need all the help we can get!” 
 
    Clayton Holmes chimed in, “What do you say we head inside the sanctuary. It’s just about showtime and it’s bone-chilling cold out here.” 
 
    Brian breathed into his gloved hands, “I must warn, as the only building on the property without a heating system in place, it’s cold in the sanctuary as well.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s a whole lot warmer than out here.” 
 
    “Not by much...” 
 
    Nyawarta’s big hands gripped Brian’s shoulders, “Well then, looks like we need to bring the heat, don’t we?” 
 
    Mulrooney wanted to laugh, but his heartrate was still too jacked up. “We have plenty of space heaters in storage, just in case. I think now’s a good time to use them.”  
 
    Walking to the church, Travis said to Brian, “After the choir finishes singing, you’ll open in prayer. After that, rejoin the congregation without reading Luke, chapters one and two. As you might imagine, Clayton has much to share with us. Tomorrow you can read them at our morning service, before ewe get busy removing all this snow.”  
 
    Brian exhaled deeply, “Truth be told, I’m relieved. Reading God’s Word to everyone watching online is one thing, but if I had to deliver tonight’s message to a full house, I’d be a nervous wreck!” 
 
    Travis said, “By the way, don’t worry about not having enough food prepared. We didn’t come empty handed. We have enough deep-fried turkeys and cooked hams, plus all the fixins to feed everyone.” 
 
    Brian eyeballed the two fearless leaders, “Man! You guys sure think of everything!” 
 
    They arrived at the sanctuary to find Jacquelyn, Tamika, Sarah and many others at the main entrance looking anything but frightened. In fact, they were smiling.  
 
    Charles sent a text message to Tamika on the way to the sanctuary: Fear not, sis, everything’s fine. Prepare for a full house and reserve the front rows for our special guests. Don’t ask questions, just do it. Be there soon. Peace! 
 
    When the mob came into view, Tamika’s eyes grew wide, “Miss Evelyn!” she shouted to Clayton Holmes’ aunt. 
 
    The elderly woman beamed. “Nice to see you again, Tamika! Been looking forward to this all day. What a sight you are for sore eyes, dear!” 
 
    “You too.” They shared a tearful embrace. 
 
    After a few quick introductions were made, the three women were handed lit candles and they went inside. 
 
    Calloway pulled a candle from his coat pocket and lit it for Brian. “Can’t attend a candlelight service without a candle, right?” 
 
    Brian nodded and even smiled, though briefly. “Thanks for this wonderful Christmas gift, even if nearly at the expense of my heart.”  
 
    Charles laughed. “Brian, meet Miss Evelyn.” 
 
    Brian said, “What a pleasure it is to finally meet you. Tamika’s always talking about you.” 
 
    Miss Evelyn took a seat in the front row and covered herself with a blanket she brought with her. “Nice to finally meet you too, Brian.” 
 
    “Miss Evelyn, this is my mother Sarah, and my wife Jacquelyn.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you both. This is my fiancé, Deacon Ernest Stone.” 
 
    Tamika’s face lit up, “I see someone’s been busy in my absence.” 
 
    Brian extended his hand, “Pleasure meeting you, sir. I still remember praying for you after you were attacked by those monsters who desecrated then burned down your church.” 
 
     Ernest grunted, “Attacked would be putting it mildly.”  
 
    “Yeah, Charles told us all about it. Praise God, you survived.”  
 
    “Amen! Otherwise I would have never met the love of my life. And speaking of Miss Evelyn, would it be okay if we were married tonight in the presence of so many of our brothers and sisters?” 
 
    Miss Evelyn said, “Marriage is the one thing I never got to do. Been on my bucket list for forty years! This may be the only chance I have.”  
 
    Everyone who heard her laughed. 
 
    Brian said, “I think that’s a question for Donald and Mary, not me.” 
 
    Donald shrugged his shoulders, “I don’t mind. Given the circumstances, I’m sure Mary won’t mind one more couple joining us either! Right, honey?”  
 
    Mary smiled, “Why not? The more the merrier, right? Never expected a normal wedding anyway.” 
 
    Miss Evelyn said, “Just hope brother Tom won’t mind if my nephew marries us…” 
 
    Mulrooney said, “I’m sure he won’t mind at all!” Just hope your wedding ceremony turns out better than mine did! 
 
    Shamus Harmon was about to answer Miss Evelyn’s question for them…
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    SHAMUS HARMON CAME BARRELING through the door. He took a deep exasperated breath, “Brother Tom had a heart attack!”  
 
    Jim Simonton’s eyes grew wide with panic. Not only was Tom someone he considered a good friend, many residents at his safe house in Michigan were former parishioners at the Catholic church, where Tom was a priest for more than 30 years. This would come as devastating news to them. “Is he okay?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Doctor Singh believes the sudden commotion caused it. She told me to tell Tamika to join her underground immediately.” 
 
    “Right away.”   
 
    Brian said, “Tamika, wait!” Then to Travis, “Didn’t you say we have a cardiologist among us?’ 
 
    “Yes. His name’s Darren. He’s here from Scotland.”  
 
    “Talk about perfect timing…” 
 
    Travis signaled for Dr. Darren McWilliams to join them, then briefed him on the situation. Before Hartings even finished speaking, he rushed off to the underground hospital with Tamika.  
 
    Holmes said, “Looks like I’ll be presiding over all three marriages.” 
 
    Brian said to Joaquim, “Why don’t you make sure the monitors are working in the cafeteria, so we can stream the service to the overflow crowd. Then go check on Leticia and the baby. I’ll save a front row seat for you and Leticia’s parents.”  
 
    “You got it.”  
 
    With a click of the mouse on Joaquim’s laptop, the acoustical music stopped playing, and the roving camera positioned itself at center stage, then stopped. At that, the 15-year-old groom rushed off to the cafeteria, near the front of the property. He turned on the monitors and was thankful everything was still in working order, after three months without power.  
 
    Joaquim then went to check on Leticia and Julio Jr. His bride-to-be breathed a sigh of relief upon seeing him. They embraced. 
 
    “You need to change quickly so we’re not late for our own wedding.” 
 
    Joaquim smiled and kissed Leticia on the cheek. After changing into the nicest outfit he owned, the three of them left for the sanctuary. 
 
    Everyone streaming online watched the choir no one expected lining the stage in four rows, still wearing winter gear. By choice, there were 144 of them—72 men and 72 women of all nations and tongues—symbolic of the soon-to-come 144,000 Jews God would anoint to lead multitudes to Christ Jesus.  
 
    The 144 singers were sandwiched in between the two Christmas trees honoring God’s Two Witnesses prophesying at the Wailing Wall. Twelve plants encircled both trees, one represented the Twelve tribes of Israel; the other twelve represented Jesus’ Twelve disciples.  
 
    They started singing, O Holy Night. They sounded angelic!  
 
    Everyone in the sanctuary and those streaming online sang along with them, praising God through this ominous storm, as the remaining ETSM members at safehouse number one left their cottages, and slowly trickled into the sanctuary, looking totally disheveled.  
 
    Taking their seats in the last available rows, they marveled. Where did the choir come from? And who were all these unrecognizable faces filling the sanctuary? Once all seats were taken, Shamus Harmon and Tony Pearsall stood outside, directing everyone else to the cafeteria. 
 
    Travis sat as closely as he could get to a space heater, in the front row of the sanctuary, hoping his pale complexion would soon warm with color. Clayton sat to his right. Next to Clayton were Jacquelyn, Tamika and Sarah. Brian would join them after welcoming everyone. 
 
    Amos Nyarwarta and Lila Choharjo sat on Travis’ left. Seated beside them were the three couples about to be married.  
 
    They sang to their Maker with all their hearts. Amos’ voice was so deep, it practically drowned out all voices in the front rows. Jacquelyn glanced at him and was thankful for the soundproof walls. 
 
    Clayton looked down at Jacquelyn’s belly, “Won’t be long now.” 
 
    Jacquelyn smiled back wearily. The fear in her eyes was palpable. 
 
    Once everyone was assembled, the choir sang a few more songs then exited the stage. Brian approached the pulpit and looked out at the full congregation. He cleared his throat and began, “Greetings, brothers and sisters, and Merry Christmas! Wow, what a surprise this is! My hope is that each of you will feel most welcome here.”  
 
    Mulrooney looked up into the mounted ceiling camera. “To everyone viewing online, though many miles and time zones may separate us, we feel blessed to have the opportunity to celebrate Christmas Eve service with you. Just hope you’re not freezing like we are!”  
 
    Many watching online laughed.   
 
    Brian sighed, “On a serious note, I received word a few moments ago that one of our residents and dear friend of mine, had a heart attack among all the commotion. He was supposed to officiate the two weddings, which have since turned into three. Please keep him lifted-up in prayer. Thank you.” 
 
    Brian shifted his weight and continued, “To our fearless leaders—the Dynamic Duo—who never cease to amaze me, I respect and admire you both so much. I know I speak on everyone’s behalf in saying, with the walls seemingly closing in on us, now more than ever we’re so grateful to be part of this organization.”  
 
    Clayton and Travis both nodded at him. It was even more evident that the two were still mourning the loss of Braxton Rice and Nigel Jones. Add to that the crushing weight of carrying a global organization in hiding on their shoulders; combined, it had taken a toll on them.  
 
    “As God keeps leading you both, I’ll keep following your every command until the very end.” Brian paused. “I would be remiss if I didn’t acknowledge the man who has blessed our organization so richly the past few months. Without your help, we’d have no chance at survival. Merry Christmas, Sir! You know who you are. Wish you were here with us.”  
 
    Jefferson Danforth watched and listened underground in Idaho, with Daniel Sullivan and Amy Wong. He started weeping.  
 
    This was an incredibly emotional time for him. Having endured so much pain and anguish the past few months, he could cry at the drop of a hat, whether alone or surrounded by friends. Amy rubbed her former boss’s left shoulder and said a silent prayer for him.  
 
    Brian looked skyward, “Let us pray. Lord, we lift up our dear brother, Tom, asking Your healing touch upon his heart. Please be with the doctors and nurses who are tending to him now. If it’s Your will to heal Him, we know it will be done. Though we suffer unending onslaughts from a world that hates and wants to silence us, because of You, we take comfort knowing we win in the end! For that, we gratefully thank You!” 
 
    Brian took a seat as Clayton Holmes went up on stage. Gazing out at the full congregation seated before him, he looked worn out. “Greetings, everyone! Let me begin by apologizing for the surprise visit, especially since it led to brother Tom’s heart attack. It’s the last thing we wanted. At least we know he’s receiving the best of care. 
 
    “But we can never forget the fear and panic you all felt earlier is what our brothers and sisters on the outside face every minute of every day. How much worse for those detained in Romanero’s prisons?   
 
     “With that in mind, instead of the Christmas Eve service we had planned for tonight, with so many online viewers, we must take full advantage of our time together, by addressing the situation outside our walls. Who knows, it very well may be the last time we meet like this.  
 
    “At the formation of our organization eight months ago, I warned this would happen. Just never expected it so soon. The rounding up of pregnant women and stray Christians is only the beginning. We all saw what they did to Ajit and everyone else involved in Yogesh’s failed escape. It’s a sign of things to come for believers. We must keep praying that God will provide the necessary strength they’ll need to continue on.”  
 
    Clayton frowned. “Think about it, what better gift could Romanero give to himself, on his new fake birthday, than to silence those who will never submit to his authority? I’m sure he knows true Christ followers will never pledge allegiance to him.  
 
    “I shudder to think what he’s planning next. With the great soul harvest soon to commence, the stakes have been raised to a whole new level. It’s getting crazy out there. Which is why we need to be extremely careful from here on out. We can never get too comfortable. We must constantly remind ourselves we’re on battle ships, not cruise ships!”  
 
    No one could ignore the ominous overtone his words carried. It was hard to sound joyous under such conditions. Plus, he was in mourning. 
 
    Holmes sighed, “For the longest time, Travis and I never understood why some Christians had dreams while others didn’t. We still don’t have an answer. As much as we’d love to invite everyone to stay with us, unless they’ve had dreams, they cannot join us.  
 
    “It encourages me to no end that so many have contacted us on the website, claiming they were visited in dreams by one of the hundred and forty four thousand, much like our departed brother, Yogesh Patel, said in his gripping speech. But until they contact us regarding dreams, they cannot know about our safe houses.  
 
    “This rule even applies to me and Travis. Many of you don’t know I have a brother. His name’s Cornelius. He’s three years younger than me. Talk about the rough and rowdy type! At least before the Rapture. When I tried explaining to him what happened last year, he refused to believe me.  
 
    “The good news is, I believe he got saved last summer before the explosions. Not so sure about his three sons. If I had to guess, I’d have to say no. They’re still too into the world. But here’s the thing, as much as I love my brother and would love to invite him to stay with us, he hasn’t had the dream. So it’s not possible at this time. Keep praying for him.”  
 
    Clayton grimaced, “Now more than ever, since our safehouses will be home to perhaps millions of children, our greatest task is to do all we can to protect them, like Moses was hidden as a small child. One mistake is all it would take to potentially cause great damage to us.  
 
    “However, we can’t just turn a blind eye to our brothers and sisters on the outside. After praying and fasting for weeks on end, Travis and I both felt led to share some of our cash surplus with Christians not having dreams, so they can purchase land for themselves. We’ve already given them a half-billion dollars.” 
 
    Holmes looked out and saw that his words were well received.  
 
    “We had to do it before the money became worthless or before the Mark of the Beast was implemented. They’re in the process of purchasing thousands of properties all over the world, for mere pennies on the dollar.  
 
    “Just think how many we can potentially help with that amount! Now that we’ve funded them, aside from praying for their safety, they’re on their own. All land purchased will be in their names. We can’t have any connecting points between us. 
 
    “Now, before I perform the wedding ceremonies, let me encourage you all with these words. As the unbelieving world celebrates antichrist, and plans for our extinction, I can think of no better gift this Christmas Eve than seeing Revelation seven coming to life before my very eyes.” 
 
    Holmes cleared his throat and recited verse nine, “The Disciple John said, ‘After this I looked, and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and before the Lamb. They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their hand.’” 
 
    Most in attendance, having already memorized that verse, mouthed the words as Holmes recited them.  
 
    The ETSM leader gazed out at the sanctuary, “Did you hear what I said? A great multitude no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language!” Motioning with his hands, he declared, “Look at the mixed ethnicity gathered here tonight; people from every nation, tribe and language, all living together on the same property, worshiping King Jesus as one, exactly as the Scripture declares!” 
 
     Holmes became teary-eyed, “This very well may be the only time since the days of Christ where one’s race or skin color truly doesn’t matter. For the first time in my life, I feel with every fiber of my being that we truly are one in Christ Jesus! How awesome is that?” 
 
    Seeing Miss Evelyn wiping tears from her eyes, Clayton nearly lost it. He took a moment to pull himself together, “Just a shame it happened at the end of human history instead of at the beginning. The Raptured church could have learned so much from us. Even among so much tragedy and despair, God always keeps His promises.”  
 
    Clayton gazed out at the crowd before him, “In truth, what we’ve done is nothing compared to how many the one hundred and forty-four thousand will reach for Christ Jesus. Big as our organization is, we represent only a tiny fraction of what John the Disciple saw in the vision he recorded for us!  
 
    “I believe they will greatly add to the overall diversity by reaching many we cannot reach—Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, and so on. Many from those false religions have already been saved, but compared to what’s coming, it’s only a tiny fraction. Multitudes more will ultimately be redeemed as a direct result of their preaching.  
 
    “As we live in hiding, they’ll be out in the open preaching boldly and without fear, even the fear of being persecuted, which will happen to all of them, even unto death. When the world sees this, many will respond to the Call. Praise God, it won’t be long now. 
 
    “It dawned on me the other day that perhaps what John recorded in Revelation seven, verse two, about the angels not harming the land or the sea or the trees until God’s seal was put on the foreheads of His servants, was indirectly intended for us as well.  
 
    “Think about it, there’s no way we would have been able to establish thousands of safe houses in a world constantly shaking. The brief reprieve was a major blessing to us. I praise God for His faithfulness.  
 
    “As I close, I confess that for the first time since we became an organization, I’m scared of what’s happening out there. Whenever Satan controls diabolical leaders, there’s no telling how far their madness will take them. Two thousand years ago, the heads of Christians were used as torches to light the pathways of Rome. How much worse will it be for Christians at the hands of the antichrist?  
 
    “Sorry to speak such dire warnings before three of our couples get married, but whatever Romanero is devising against us, I suspect it’ll begin soon. In fact, by this time next year, many of us may be driven from our safehouses, and imprisoned or even killed. And we must expect some locations to be discovered and destroyed at some point.  
 
    “But each time I remind myself that we’re on the Good side, it gives me strength to keep on keepin’ on. Can I get an Amen?” 
 
    “Amen!” 
 
    “So, with that in mind, as we prepare for the wedding ceremonies, my hope is that God’s peace will invade every aspect of this brief time we have together. While I’m not suggesting we let our guards down, let’s do our best to enjoy ourselves tonight, despite what’s going on outside our walls. It will still be there in the morning… 
 
    “Personally, I’m honored to preside over these marriages. Not only do the three couples represent different ethnicities, they also represent the young, the middle aged and the elderly.”  
 
    This caused some to laugh. Everyone else was too frightened.  
 
    Clayton looked at Miss Evelyn, “For everything you’ve done for me, and this organization, the least I can do is enjoy myself and celebrate with you and Deacon Stone. That goes for the two other couples as well…”  
 
    The ETSM leader took a deep breath and exhaled, “Now, at this time, I’ll ask the three brides and grooms to join me on stage...”
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    AFTER THE WEDDING CEREMONY  
 
      
 
    JACQUELYN WAS THE FIRST to walk through the cafeteria doors, following the wedding ceremony. The aroma from the ham and turkey baking in the oven was scrumptious. She paused to take a long whiff.  
 
    At 5 months pregnant, this was a real treat for her. The only other meal that rivaled this one since moving onto the property was when, much like now, turkeys were brought from the farm in Kennett Square last Thanksgiving, already deep fried, to feed the many who helped fortify the safe house.  
 
    After the large equipment was shipped off property, hundreds remained behind for a Thanksgiving candlelight feast in Chadds Ford, before reporting for duty elsewhere.  
 
    Jacquelyn hoped there would be plenty of leftovers this time. There were none at Thanksgiving. 
 
    With more than a thousand people back on the property, the sanctuary once again needed to be used for dining, like during the big construction days. With the possibility of the number of residents doubling come January, both buildings would be used from this time on.  
 
    Instead of one breakfast and dinner serving, two shifts would be needed, perhaps even three. And this meant, food would be rationed even more. That is, if the enemy didn’t find them first… 
 
    Even though this was a wedding reception, there was no preferential seating, not even for the newlyweds. It was like all other days at this place—first come first serve.  
 
    Brian and Jacquelyn were seated at a cafeteria table with Donald and Mary, Sarah, Lee Kim, Jim Simonton, and Julio and Marta Gonzalez.  
 
    Charles was seated at the next table over with Deacon Stone, Miss Evelyn, Travis Hartings, Clayton Holmes, Amos Nyarwarta, and three ETSM members he and Jacquelyn didn’t know.  
 
    Halfway through the meal, Charles waved Brian and Jacquelyn over to his table, “I’d like to introduce you both to three people who are very special to me. This is my childhood friend, Santana Jiles. It took a while after the Rapture, but God finally rescued him…” 
 
    “Praise God for that!” Jiles said. “Nice meeting you both. Congrats on the pregnancy, Jacquelyn.” 
 
    Jacquelyn rubbed her belly, just as the baby kicked inside her, “Thanks, Santana.” 
 
    “As for these two individuals, believe it or not, they were the first two ETSM members I ever met in person, even if I didn’t know it at the time.”  
 
    Brian couldn’t contain his surprise. His brow furrowed, “Seriously?” 
 
    Charles nodded. “Dylan here was my waiter at a Denny’s south of Atlanta, where I was supposed to meet those two,” he said, pointing to Clayton and Travis. The two were engrossed in conversation with the Stones. “At the time, it made no sense to me. The place I saw us meeting in my dream was a cabin somewhere in the mountains, not Denny’s.  
 
    “After waiting nearly an hour, I wasn’t so sure they were coming. I remember thinking, ‘I drove all the way from Sarasota for this?’ To make things worse, this tattoo covered guy kept asking me about the people I was there to meet.” Charles shot a quick glance at Dylan, “Not gonna lie, you rubbed me the wrong way, bro.” 
 
     Dylan laughed. Even after all the hoopla earlier, his green eyes were ablaze. When he smiled it was as if he hadn’t a care in the world. It was admirable. His long hair was pulled into a ponytail; he was fair skinned. 
 
    “A short time later, he approached my table again. This time he asked how I knew the two men. My heart raced in my chest. I never told him I was there to meet two men. Seeing I was becoming visibly irate, he said, ‘Relax, Mister Calloway. I have just as much interest in them as you do.’  
 
    “When I asked how he knew my name, his answer floored me. He said he was a servant of the Most High God! Man sure knew how to get my attention! He told me the meeting was still on, but I had to drive to a hotel a mile up the road to meet this young woman, Purnima Rushi.” 
 
    Jacquelyn said, “So glad you could join us, Purnima.”  
 
    “The pleasure’s mine, Jacquelyn.”  
 
    “Dylan was the first to ever say to me, ‘Keep fighting the Good fight. Pray for me as I pray for you. God is with us.’  
 
    “Anyway, Purnima worked the front desk there. Dylan told me to ask for William Fuller. Purnima knew my name too. She was expecting me. She led me to William Fuller and we ultimately drove to a log cabin in the mountains, just like I saw in my dream.”  
 
    Brian was familiar with William Fuller. He said, “Braxton?”  
 
    Charles lowered his head and sighed. If there was one thing he missed about the late chief of security, it was his intensity. He had a way of keeping everyone on their toes. They all needed to step up in his absence.  
 
    “Purnima was the second to utter the words, ‘Keep fighting the Good Fight. Pray for me as I pray for you. God is with us.’” 
 
     Jacquelyn asked, “So, you were ETSM members before Charles?” 
 
    Dylan said, “Yes. We stay at the same safe house as Deacon Stone and Miss Evelyn. We drove here with them for the wedding.”  
 
    Purnima interjected, “I also wanted to see my friend, Meera, again. I met her at the cabin in Tennessee. We have similar stories.” 
 
    Santana Jiles had since joined the conversation with Clayton, Travis and the Stones. He slid out to ask Charles, “When was the last time we had turkey together? I told Deacon Stone it was three years ago, after we fed Thanksgiving dinner to the homeless at church. Am I right?” 
 
    “Yeah. Seems like yesterday. I miss Monique’s cooking…”  
 
    “Me too, Jiles said. “Especially her homemade cornbread.”  
 
    Deacon Stone said, “Best in the South Land...” Ernest glanced at his new bride. His first bride died 20 years ago. “Until I met you, that is…” 
 
    “M-m-m,” Evelyn Stone said, with a nod of forgiving approval. 
 
    “So, this is what pork tastes like?” Everyone at the table watched Amos put another forkful of ham in his mouth. “Yummy!” He had the most satisfied expression on his face; he savored each morsel.  
 
    His voice travelled so fast, even those at other tables laughed. 
 
    When Brian returned to his table in the cafeteria, he found his mother engrossed in conversation with Mary Johnson.  
 
    Swallowing the food in her mouth, Mary said, “Originally, I was slated to be placed in a safe house somewhere outside Atlanta. Then I met Donald, and everything changed.  
 
    “You didn’t know him before coming here?” 
 
    Mary shook her head, “I know, it’s crazy. Truth be told, I met him the same day I met you. In a world where everything’s moving at lightning speed, it’s only fitting that we fell in love so quickly.  
 
    “Our first conversation was in hazmat suits. No one comforted me or made me feel safer than he did.” Mary stopped talking seeing a faraway look on Sarah’s face. She was one of the residents wearing a hazmat suit on that insane night. She was probably reliving it all over again... 
 
    Mary cleared her throat to regain Sarah’s attention. It worked. 
 
    Sarah said, “How did you end up here in the first place?” 
 
    “I worked at the Waldorf-Astoria until I came here. I checked Charles Calloway into his room on the day of the Rapture. I’ll never forget the deep flesh wound above his left eye. He ended up stranded in Manhattan with everyone else. I saw him in the lobby a few times, but we never spoke. When he left, I never thought about him again. That is, until I started having dreams about him…” 
 
    “A few months later, out of nowhere, he shows up at the Waldorf again, saying he had dreams about me too. To say I was blown away is an understatement, especially after he mentioned something about a Christian organization. He couldn’t say much because I was working.  
 
    “Turns out that was the night he smuggled Tamika out of the city. Anyway, he contacted me a few weeks later inviting me to join the organization, but if I did, I would receive no pay, only food and shelter. Funny thing was, his words never phased me.  
 
    “After my shift, I went home and spent the night in prayer. The next day, I gave my two weeks’ notice at work and opted not to renew my apartment lease. Now here I am married to a man I barely know and getting ready to relocate to the Philippines.  
 
    “I won’t miss the cold so much, but I will miss the snow. Nothing like watching snow falling from the sky. It never snows in the Philippines. Then again, this may be the last time it snows here too.  
 
    “Don’s been teaching me basic Tagalog, which is the official language of the Filipino people.” 
 
    “Had Charles told me it would lead to all of this I would have never given serious thought to such a bizarre notion. I admit I’m not thrilled about spending my final days on earth in a foreign land in Southeast Asia, but at least I won’t be alone like I was most of my adult life.” 
 
    Sarah sighed. It’s like Mary was telling her life story, only in reverse. Now she was the lonely one. To make matters worse, Mary was leaving just as they were getting to know each other. All that wasted time…  
 
    Mary took a sip of water and let her eyes wander throughout the cafeteria. She became teary-eyed. “I was adopted. Where other families have histories, all I had was a vast gray space. I often feared that if I ever miraculously got married, aside from perhaps a few coworkers, who else could I possibly invite?  
 
    “My fear was that only the groom would have people sitting in the church. I admit I’m scared to death like everyone else, but at this particular moment, having so many people attend my wedding, who are actually here as much for me as my husband, fills me with unspeakable joy.” 
 
    Sarah looked sad. “I wish you weren’t leaving. You’re practically the only one I know here, not counting my son and daughter-in-law.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sarah. You’ll be fine. Everyone’s so nice here.”  
 
    “What happened to Braxton?” 
 
    Before Mary could answer, Tamika walked through the cafeteria door. “Praise God, brother Tom is in serious but stable condition. Thanks to doctor McFadden, Doctor Singh thinks they caught it just in time.” 
 
    Looking at Donald and Mary Johnson, she said, “Tom sends his apologies for missing your wedding. He asked me to give this to you…”  
 
    Tamika handed the bride and groom a bottle of Johnson and Johnson baby oil. A letter “t” was glued to the second “Johnson” to read: Johnson and Johnston. “Brother Tom wanted to present it to you after you said your ‘I do’s’, but God had other plans.  
 
    “He said now that you’re officially married, he doesn’t wanna know what the oil will be used for! Man still has his sense of humor.” 
 
    Many burst out in laughter. But it was a guarded laughter, much like soldiers in enemy territory knowing they were completely surrounded and didn’t have the manpower or the weaponry to defeat their foe, regardless of how hard they fought; not physically, anyway… 
 
    In a world ruled by none other than the Son of Perdition, who knew what the next sunrise would bring?  
 
    No one at safe house number one could answer that question… 
 
    As the ceremony came to a close, Travis Hartings said, “Listen up. Regarding tonight’s sleeping arrangements, many of you will be taken to the three new military-style bunkers that were recently constructed. I’m told they sleep two hundred people. The heat’s already been turned on. 
 
    “While we do have nearly three hundred cottages on the property, with power out for so long, most have been vacant all this time and are probably dusty and musty. As many of us shovel snow after tomorrow’s church service, the rest of us can help rid the cottages of dust.  
 
    “Those of you who will be staying here after we’re gone will eventually be assigned to cottages. Until then, sleep wherever you’d like, so long as single men and women are separated.” 
 
    After Clayton Holmes prayed, everyone retired to their sleeping quarters.
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    SALVADOR ROMANERO DAY 
 
      
 
    FORMERLY KNOWN AS “CHRISTMAS Day”, the world was once again in a celebratory mood, even if guarded. Unlike last year, with thousands of babies being born each day, worldwide, Christmas was suddenly for children again, even if it was no longer known by that name.  
 
    Romanero’s followers would never again utter the words, “Merry Christmas!” Instead, they would proclaim, “Happy Salvador Romanero Day” or “Happy Miracle Maker Day!” Both were acceptable.  
 
    Christmas trees weren’t sold this year; they were too closely connected to Christmas. Even if they were sold, who could afford them? 
 
    Thanks to Salvador Romanero, for the first time in 13 months, droves of people showed up at malls and at clothing and toy stores at the crack of dawn—vouchers in hand—eager to redeem them for toys and clothing for their children. Even if only a handful of stores were open, it was a step in the right direction.  
 
    What made the Miracle Maker’s “generosity” so seamless was, much like the houses given to those relocating last summer had been vacant for half a year, toys, diapers and kids’ clothing had gone unsold for nearly a year, which ultimately resulted in a huge surplus.  
 
    If anything, giving them away made good business sense, in that storeowners could redeem the vouchers and break even on the merchandise. All things considered it was a decent tradeoff.  
 
    For families blessed with children and grandchildren, just hearing the cooing sounds that only infants could make, filled millions of households worldwide with joy. They felt beyond fortunate to have another chance to put down roots and raise families again. What more could they want?   
 
    The first two “new” international holidays Romanero spoke into existence didn’t go as planned.  
 
    Universal Children’s Day ended with countless millions of casualties.  
 
    The Day of New Beginnings holiday led to complete embarrassment and humiliation for Romanero, because Yogesh Patel was in his presence when it happened. 
 
    So far, his new birthday had gone off without a glitch. 
 
    All in all, one of the three, or one-third, had gone smoothly. Then again, even this one was already off to a deceptive start, because it wasn’t Romanero’s real birthday to begin with. Many things in life can be changed—including one’s name—but not one’s date of birth. 
 
    Salvador’s real birthday was on February 2nd, which happened to be the 33rd day of the calendar year. Much like December 25th, which was the Winter Solstice, February 2nd was a date steeped in evil.  
 
    In the United States of America, it was known as Groundhog Day. On the 33rd day of each calendar year, a beast rose up from the earth prognosticating the future, by predicting how many months of winter were left for all who chose to believe him. Subtle, to be sure, but that’s how Satan often worked. 
 
    The beast rising-up from the earth worshipping didn’t end there…  
 
    Even more alarming was how a rabbit known as the Easter Bunny had replaced the Resurrection of Jesus Christ in millions of households.  
 
    Much like the mythical Santa Claus did each December 25th, this mythical bunny—another beast living underground—brought gifts and candy to children as they slept. These imaginative figures were celebrated by so many in the world, to the point of idol worship.  
 
    To children, it was an easy sell. The Easter bunny, and to a lesser extent, the groundhog were cute and cuddly animals, which even made good pets. But they were still beasts.  
 
    One predicted the future; the other was meant to take the focus off the most significant event to ever happen in all of world history—Christ’s Resurrection. Without it, God’s salvation would be unattainable.  
 
    From a spiritual standpoint, the Easter bunny taking the place of Jesus was the cruelest form of seduction. Once again, Satan being subtle.  
 
    Both celebrations came to an end at the Rapture... 
 
    To many in the New Age movement and other religious cults, the number “33” was a mysterious number. These occultists even declared it a “master number”, believing the origin behind it yielded magical powers.  
 
    In Freemasonry, it was the highest attainable degree of mastery.  
 
    Many involved in these cults believed this number had a special connection to angels who watched over them, and helped bring their lives into proper alignment. These supernatural beings were venerated by these spiritually blinded individuals to the point of worship.  
 
    When it came to angels in the Word of God—the only true Source in all the universe—the number 33, or one-third, represented the fallen angels that were kicked out of Heaven with Satan.  
 
    Not only that, Christ was “33” when the world crucified Him… 
 
    Little did most know, the angels they openly prayed to, who received all their praise and adoration were demonic beings.  
 
    At the helm of this already damned ship, was Salvador Romanero. He was the ultimate angel of darkness posing as an angel of light!  
 
    Hoping to imitate the life of Jesus, even though it wasn’t the actual day of Christ’s birth—it was a pagan date steeped in evil—Romanero claimed it as his own. This was yet another deception on his behalf.  
 
    Bottom line, he wanted all praise and adoration Jesus received to be placed on him and use this day to begin removing Christ from the minds of humanity, especially the children.  
 
    But this was nothing compared to what was coming next... 
 
      
 
    AT 6:30 A.M., MANY were already out clearing snow off roofs and porches at safe house number one, and shoveling pathways leading to their cottages. It would continue long into the evening. 
 
    After breakfast, the piles of snow would be placed in the backs of pick-up trucks and dumped into the pool, before being drained underground and treated.  
 
    With 500 new members and hundreds of visitors on the premises, the peace and quiet normally felt at safe house number one was replaced with the chattering sounds of many bodies milling about. 
 
    Brian and Jacquelyn looked out the front window and saw Joaquim and Leticia Guzman out strolling the grounds looking so at peace. Baby J.J. was bundled up in Joaquin’s arms. The newlyweds looked blissfully happy at the moment, but even they knew it would be short lived.  
 
    Brian looked at Jacquelyn and knew what she was thinking. Would they ever get to stroll the grounds together once the baby was born? 
 
    All things considered Brian seriously doubted it. 
 
    Many newcomers walked the property, taking it all in. There wasn’t much to see when they arrived under the cover of darkness the night before. All were told to keep the decibel level to an extreme minimum. 
 
    But what Brian’s and Jacquelyn’s eyes feasted on most was the group of teenagers having snowball fights, sledding down small hills on shovels, and making snowmen. Even with a grueling day of work ahead, they weren’t concerned about saving their energy for later.  
 
    Brian marveled at them. Perhaps they momentarily put their fears of being the hunted aside so they could enjoy every last second of this “eternal” family reunion. More power to them!  
 
    In truth, Brian wanted to join them. It had been more than a decade since his last snowball fight. But his lungs couldn’t handle it.  
 
    At any rate, safe house number one looked spectacular buried beneath a blanket of pristine white snow, a brilliant blue sky above full of radiant sunshine.  
 
    Jacquelyn took a sip of hot chocolate, “Wish we didn’t have to shovel today.” 
 
    “I know. I could stare out the window all day looking at it.” 
 
    “God sure knows how to give glorious Christmas presents! No store-bought gift could compare to this! Let’s enjoy it while it lasts.” 
 
    “Amen!” Brian kissed his wife on the lips. “Looks like an Amish community. I half-expect to see a horse and carriage pull up to the house.” He took a gulp of coffee, “It’s hard imagining what started out with only twelve of us last August has quickly turned into all this.” 
 
    Jacquelyn rubbed her belly, “Yeah. Seems like a year has passed instead of just a few months.”  
 
    She frowned. With unspeakable evil creeping across the land, she could almost hear the anticipatory bass violin sound common to most suspense flicks, vibrating in the air, getting louder by the second.   
 
    After breakfast and church service, work would begin for everyone—whether cleaning the kitchen, preparing to feed dinner to a thousand hungry people, doing laundry, cleaning and airing out the 263 cottages before turning the heat on, or shoveling snow and removing it off cottage rooftops, to prevent roof collapses.  
 
    Some even planned to venture off property to collect snow out in the woods and the open fields. It would be placed in wheelbarrows then dumped onto flatbed trucks before being taken to the swimming pool. 
 
    Regardless of what task they were assigned, it would take up the remainder of the day. With so many people on the property, they had to take full advantage of it. 
 
      
 
    THE FIRST IMAGES OF President Lois Cipriano after giving birth was of baby Salvador feeding on her breast.  
 
    As divine providence would have it, the child came out on Salvador Romanero Day, at precisely 9:11 a.m. No inducement was necessary.  
 
    Vice President Jessica Whitmore was by her side when their son entered the world. She couldn’t conceal her astonishment.  
 
    A few months ago, Jessica had difficulty wrapping her mind around the many grandiose promises that were made to her by her lover. She wanted to believe Lois, she really did, but they weren’t your basic run-of-the-mill promises.  
 
    Promise number one was that Lois would be President someday. Check! 
 
    Promise number two was that Jessica would be her only choice as VP. Check! 
 
    Promise number three was that Lois would give birth at the White House. Check! 
 
    Promise number four was that the two would become one, at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, by way of marriage proclamation decreed by Lois herself, which happened just moments after the child was born. Check! 
 
    The fact that it happened on Salvador Romanero Day was the icing on the cake for Jessica. Ever since Lois and the Miracle Maker started working closely together, life was more perfect each day.  
 
    Kissing the President hard on the lips, the Vice President said, “What a wonderful life!” The smile on her face was luminous. 
 
    Lois looked deep into Jessica’s eyes, “This is just the beginning, my love…You haven’t seen anything yet!” 
 
    Jessica could only smile. She would never doubt her wife again; as long as they both shall live...   
 
    As the two women celebrated at the warm and cozy White House, thousands of American Patriots were being detained all across the country, on President Cipriano’s orders.  
 
    On the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, Salvador Romanero also gave an order. With Jesus removed from the worldly calendar, it was time to remove His true followers from the face of the earth as well. 
 
    On this celebrated day of their Savior’s birth, tens of thousands of born-again Christians were imprisoned worldwide...  
 
    This would be ongoing from this day forward…
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    NEW YEAR’S DAY – VATICAN CITY 
 
      
 
    SALVADOR ROMANERO APPEARED AT the Vatican again with the Pope. After blessing everyone down below and wishing them a Happy New Year, the Pontiff stepped aside so Salvador could speak. 
 
    Romanero wasted no time, “Last night as I was thrust into a deep meditative state, the message I received from the supreme being of the universe became crystal clear to me,” he declared, to his global audience.  
 
    “As we ring in the new year, let me speak directly to all of you identifying as born-again Christians, including the countless millions of you who recently,” Salvador placed his right hand on the Pope’s left shoulder, “abandoned your shepherd by leaving the flock.  
 
    “As a man of peace, I wish to extend one last olive branch to each of you, in love, despite your fierce hatred toward me. I wish to help in your rehabilitation, by giving you the opportunity to be cured of your mental illnesses, so your souls can avoid the eternal consequences of your dangerously flawed beliefs.   
 
    “In truth, I always knew Christianity had the potential to cause severe mental illness in those following its cruel and outdated teachings. Clinging to a Savior who is incapable of delivering on His many promises would eat away at anyone’s soul after a while. 
 
    “We need to look no further than the late Yogesh Patel. His death has weighed heavily on me since the Day of New Beginnings celebration,” Romanero lied. “While his actions were unforgiveable, it gave me no pleasure to have his life terminated,” the Man of Truth lied again.  
 
    “The reason I let him keep talking that day was that I wanted the whole world to see just how sick born-again Christians really were. What he did in Dubai isn’t something a normal person would do, especially after ‘gaining the whole world’, as he himself opined in his little speech.  
 
    “The fact that he referenced the two men at the Wailing Wall in Israel as noble men from God, who could be trusted, should tell you all you need to know about his mental stature at that time. Only individuals with serious mental conditions could think such things. 
 
    “The Patels were just starting to live the good life. They had so much to look forward to. Then the mental illness started eating away at Yogesh’s brain and soul, and his life quickly spiraled out of control.  
 
    “Ajit Laghari is another example of someone who had everything a man could want. From what I’m told, he had a brilliant mind and was a highly productive citizen, until mental illness got the best of him. Even so, his intelligence, unenlightened as it was, was no match for Yogesh Patel and countless others like him. All were easy prey.  
 
    “Initially, I had ordered Laghari’s death in prison, as well as everyone else caught in the act of aiding, abetting and harboring Yogesh Patel on his failed escape from capture. I have since reconsidered.  
 
    “While it may be too late to help Patel, it’s not too late to help all other detained Christians. Though Ajit Laghari has remained defiant in prison, I nevertheless will give him every opportunity to be rehabilitated, even if he doesn’t deserve it. In fact, he will become the face of the rehabilitation process. 
 
    “Intensive psychotherapy treatments have already begun for the many now incarcerated, to include mild brain shock treatments. The goal for this will be to program in new behavior, which might lead to a change of thinking. Many of you have friends and family members suffering from this debilitating disease. How can we possibly treat them if we don’t know where they are?  
 
    “It’s with that in mind that I hereby implore you all to consider it your civil duty to lead us to places where they may be hiding, especially those who are pregnant or have recently given birth. The only way they can be helped is with ongoing treatment. And that can’t happen until they’re in our custody.  
 
    “While it has yet to be determined how many will be successfully rehabilitated, those who are will be released back to society. To further assist in their re-assimilation, we’ll need to create a sterile environment, so they won’t feel tempted in any way.  
 
    “The very last thing we would want, after curing them from the mental illnesses that all but destroyed them from within, would be to expose them to the very same resources. What sense would that make?  
 
    “It would be cruel to put them through such rigorous treatment, then give them access again to the very things that caused their toxic condition in the first place. It would be like giving a bottle of whiskey to someone who was finally sober, after a lifetime of alcoholism.”  
 
    The camera zoomed in closer. “It’s with that in mind that I hereby declare all Christian works of literature outlawed. This includes the Bible, Christian biographies, poetry and all works of fiction. It also includes all works of art, entertainment, and music—even Christmas music.  
 
    “On top of that, websites promoting anything Christian are in the process of being taken offline. Soon, you won’t be able to find a single Bible passage, Christian website, social media page, charity, book, song, movie, work of art, or documentary online.  
 
    “Library and university bookshelves have already been cleared of these harmful resources. Bibles are now being removed from hospitals, hotel rooms, jails, prisons and detention centers. Once these things have been removed and destroyed, the world will finally see Jesus as the flawed Man and false Teacher He really was. He is no longer worthy of the title ‘Savior’, unless one places the word ‘false’ before the title.  
 
    “No wonder His many followers are so mentally and spiritually deranged, tormented even. Trusting in a false God who never keeps His promises would have that adverse effect on anyone, in time.  
 
    “Now that true light has finally come into the world, there is no place in society for the doctrinal hate speech Jesus preached. Under no circumstances will I let our newborns be exposed to it in any way.”  
 
    Romanero paused for effect, “In short, Christianity has no future. The only ones who will be welcome in the new utopia I am creating, are those who have been deemed fully rehabilitated by prison doctors, psychiatrists and neurosurgeons. For the sake of our children, the rest aren’t welcome. 
 
    “As I take care of removing all things ‘Christian’ electronically, in the real world, I wish to declare that on February second, at the stroke of midnight in each time zone, in every town, city and village on every continent, we will have a global book burning celebration. 
 
    “This gives you one month to sort through attics, garages, and storage bins looking for all things Christian that may have been left there by family members now gone. Purging your households of this immoral filth will be the best way to start the new year on the right foot, so to speak. Not only that, burning them publicly will be quite freeing for you!   
 
    “To help fill this massive void, everyone participating will be awarded free book and music downloads. Many of the books are new releases, which accurately chronicle my life. Some of the songs included were written for my new birthday. I have heard these songs. They are spiritually uplifting. Even future generations will enjoy them. 
 
    “But until then, I cannot overemphasize the importance of removing all Christian works of literature from your homes. Once the book burning festivities have concluded, spot inspections will begin. Anyone caught with Christian paraphernalia in their homes after that will face the consequences. So make sure to search your homes thoroughly.” 
 
    What Romanero didn’t say was those found with Christian paraphernalia would be labeled “Christ followers” and would be detained with all other believers. He didn’t need to say it; they already knew. 
 
    “Finally, I wish to announce that a new Bible is in the process of being written. It will take time, but once it is finished, it will be taught to all children as a discourse on my life, and on the future of all humanity. In short, it will be my gospel. 
 
    “But until that day arrives, much work still needs to be done to make our world a better place.” Romanero smiled glowingly, “A big step to achieving that objective will be taken this upcoming February second, at the book burning festivities.  
 
    “With that, I sincerely wish all who are with me a blessed and prosperous new year. May you all stay blessed in my name…”  
 
    Now that the Miracle Maker had already replaced the birth of Christ with his new birth date, the book burning festivities would be his final stripping away of all things Christian in the world—except for Christians themselves. But that day was coming… 
 
    Unlike the millions of Muslims the Man of Peace had ordered killed after the attacks on the West—who had no true god and therefore posed no lasting threat—Romanero wanted to steal as many belonging to the One True God, as possible, before being put to death. 
 
    Hence, the attempt at rehabilitation… 
 
    Despite the carnage all around them, those who were with Romanero were greatly comforted by his speech. They cheered the Man of Peace for his willingness to give undeserving followers of Christ Jesus one last chance at a full and productive life.  
 
    Spiritually blinded to the Truth, their reprobate hearts and minds were sinking deeper and deeper into the abyss of absurdity, as the days passed.  
 
    They didn’t realize their leader was creating a world full of people searching for Truth without ever finding it.  
 
    By the time they finally realized Salvador Romanero was merely a messenger of the devil, and a destroyer of souls, it would be too late… 
 
      
 
    WITH POWER RESTORED AT ETSM safe house number one, at least temporarily, save for those who were battling the flu who watched Romanero’s speech in their cottages or underground, everyone else gathered in the church sanctuary and cafeteria to watch.  
 
    The twelve guards protecting the property watched on their cell phones. They wished they hadn’t. 
 
     Romanero’s message was crystal clear to them, and to all Christians in the world, ETSM or not. He wanted everyone belonging to his arch enemy—Christ Jesus—removed from the planet. 
 
    Instead of waiting until daybreak, Clayton and Travis decided it would be best for everyone to leave under the cover of darkness. There were no fireworks festivities planned anywhere on the planet this year. 
 
    Even so, many celebrated, including the millions of Americans repatriating after spending a half-year in other countries. 
 
    Before pushing off, Jim Simonton went to the underground hospital to visit Tom Dunleavey one last time and pray with his friend.  
 
    He praised God that Tom had shown slight improvement. But after watching Romanero’s speech, the recovering patient silently wished his heart would have given out on him last week. 
 
    Simonton came back to the sanctuary, just as a guard at the front of the property informed that the next delivery truck had arrived to take the next group back to Kennett Square.   
 
    Jim looked at Brian and Jacquelyn, “That’s me.”  
 
    They shared a tearful embrace. “God be with you both,” Jim said. Seeing Jacquelyn rubbing her belly over her coat, her Michigan pastor said, “I pray for you and the baby always, Jacquelyn.”  
 
    Jacquelyn’s lower lip started quivering.  
 
    Travis Hartings interrupted, “Thanks for the hospitality. Clayton and I are proud of you both for everything you do. You really were the perfect choice to manage our first ETSM location.” 
 
    Brian wanted to reply, but if he opened his mouth, he would start crying. That went double for Jacquelyn.  
 
    Purnima Rushi practically threw herself into Meera Singh’s arms. Meera was like the older sister she never had. The young woman from New Delhi, India was the only saved member in her family. “We must pray without ceasing that God will use the one hundred and forty four thousand to rescue our families in India and here in the States.” 
 
    Meera said, “After seeing so many Christians being tortured on TV, only those who are sealed by God will have the power to rescue the lost. They won’t listen to us!” 
 
    “Purnima said, “God’s will be done, my sister.” 
 
    “Amen to that!” 
 
    Before leaving, Clayton Holmes led them all in a tearful prayer. For the first time ever, his voice trembled with fear. When he finished, there wasn’t a dry eye on the face of anyone hearing his emotional plea to God for their safety. 
 
    When Miss Evelyn left, Tamika dropped to her knees and started weeping. Her sobs echoed all throughout the sanctuary.  
 
    Clayton couldn’t even look at them. If he did, the giant of a man would collapse into an oversize bowl of mush. 
 
    Everyone knew this time was coming. Even so, now that the moment was upon them, knowing it might be the last time seeing each other, made it more heart-wrenching than expected. 
 
    They had to keep reminding themselves that they would spend eternity together on the Good side someday. They were grateful for the eternal assurance they had. Still it hurt. Bad. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    46 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER SALVADOR ROMANERO’S IMPASSIONED speech, the search for born-again Christians was greatly escalated. Prisons worldwide were being filled with frightened individuals whose only crime was their belief in Christ Jesus. Many were turned in by “concerned” friends and family members, against their will.  
 
    In California, another cluster of Christians were detained by universal peacekeeping forces—close to 200 in all—after their commune was discovered near the foothills of Big Bear Mountain.  
 
    After performing a customary search, authorities found a lone Christian Bible stuffed inside a sleeping bag in one of the popup campers scattered about. It was all they needed to search the entire commune.  
 
    Everyone living there were ordered outside. Authorities wasted no time ransacking all 20 campers looking for more Bibles to confiscate. The swiftness with which they moved made it appear as if they were searching for anthrax or trying to discharge a bomb before it was detonated.   
 
    Their search proved fruitful. Many Bibles were found. Everyone was arrested and taken to a prison in southern California. The property was seized along with everything on it, to include a large amount of cash. 
 
    What made their arrests of great interest to those closest to Salvador Romanero was when questioned about the money, all claimed to have received it from fellow Christians connected to a hugely popular website that had since been taken offline, along with all other Christian sites.  
 
    That website was www.LSARglobal.org. 
 
    As new detainees went through the basic interrogation process of their involuntary “rehabilitation incarceration”, to include being raped, burned with cigarettes and marijuana joints all over their frail, weakened bodies, and enduring constant beatings and receiving brain shock treatments, most were too glazed over to think straight.  
 
    Even so, not a single detainee had yet to denounce Jesus. This dumbfounded their torturers. They expected some to tough it out and remain true to their faith. But 100 percent of them? It was unthinkable.  
 
    Upon hearing the news, Salvador Romanero burned with fury. 
 
    All were sent to the next “rehabilitation” part of the prison. Aside from receiving a steady diet of baton beatings at the hands of their jailers, they were forced to stay awake for 48 hours at a time, without sleep.  
 
    Those nodding off were sworn at repeatedly and beaten on the arms and legs with batons, before having LED flashlights shone in their eyes. Those nodding off a second time received another round of beatings followed by cigarette smoke being blown into their eyes until they couldn’t see. Toothpicks were then used to keep their eyes from closing. 
 
    Each time they begged for mercy, all they heard in reply was laughter from their captors.  
 
    After 48 hours, they were told yet again that they had the power to stop the agony. When they refused to denounce Jesus again, wooden batons were exchanged for electric ones. The batons were turned on and placed inside their mouths and on their bodies. Words couldn’t describe the pain they felt as their bodies were shocked mercilessly.  
 
    They begged their torturers to stop, “Sure. Just repeat after me. I denounce Jesus. Salvador Romanero is my lord and savior. Say it!”  
 
    Remarkably, even after all that, not a single prisoner denounced their Savior. All were moved on to the next level of the rehabilitation process.  
 
    An angry, determined-looking man in his 40’s entered an interrogation room where a 24-year-old Vietnamese woman named Lanh was being held. Her hands were cuffed to the metal table before her. All prisoners being interrogated were forced to strip out of their prison gear.  
 
    The objective was to make the vermin feel the nakedness of their spiritual foolishness, hoping it would finally bring them to their senses and get them to see the light.  
 
    Those who were successfully rehabilitated would be clothed again, not only physically, but spiritually with the light of Salvador Romanero… 
 
    If not, it would keep getting worse for them. 
 
    The man took a seat opposite her and gazed into her face, “Who gave you the money, Lanh?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, rather lethargically, after receiving sodium thiopental—truth serum. Everyone arrested at her commune were given the crude drug to make them talk. It was also given to anyone in the world linked to the Last Shot at Redemption website in any way.  
 
    But even that wasn’t working. The man backhanded her across the face. Lanh shook so much it looked like she was having an epileptic seizure. This was partly due to the drugs, but mostly it was out of fear.  
 
    “Tell me!” the burly man barked. “We know you were one of the commune leaders. We also know you were involved in the cash transaction with that other group!” 
 
    “Yes, I was,” Lanh confessed. “But I’m telling you the truth, we don’t know who gave us the money. All we know is they were connected to the Last Shot at Redemption website. We were never given names or locations. Believe me, we asked.”  
 
    The expression on her interrogator’s face caused all Lanh’s strength to leave her. Her eyes pleaded for him to believe her. He was having none of it. “You expect me to believe people you claim you don’t even know, not even by name, suddenly gave you thousands of dollars in an economy where half the world is starving to death, with no strings attached?”  
 
    Lanh grimaced, “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true…”  
 
    The man leaned across the table and softly stroked her long black hair.  “Part of the rehabilitation process is that you be honest with us…” 
 
    The young woman lowered her head and started sobbing. “I’m telling you the truth. That’s all I know. Honest.” 
 
    The man stiffened up in his chair. He was free to do whatever he wanted with those in his custody, without the slightest fear of repercussions from higher-ups in the global community.  
 
    In fact, no guard or prison employee needed permission to rape, torture, remove various body parts or even kill their subjects. Anyone looking to violate prisoners—male or female—focused solely on newcomers. Once the torture began, who would want to touch them? 
 
    Attractive as Lanh was, he wasn’t interested in being physical with her, at least not in a sexual sense. Not now, anyway.  
 
    What made him the perfect candidate for the job was that he was convicted three times for sexual and physical assault, prior to the disappearances. Most guards working here had similar criminal records. Some were even convicted murderers. They were happy to finally be able to put their skills to work for the greater good. 
 
    While this man had raped his share of prisoners, he was more of a masochist than a sex maniac. You had to be to work at a place like this.  
 
    In the end, his mood was governed by which demon surfaced in his mind at any given time. Right now, the sex maniac demon was waiting in line with many other eager imps, as the masochistic demon did his thing. 
 
    The man lit a cigarette, causing Lanh to flinch. The last thing she wanted was more burn marks on her body. At last count, she had twenty.  
 
    Nor did she want smoke to be blown in her eyes again. Her vision was permanently blurred from having it done so many times already.  
 
    Through that blurred vision, she studied her captor’s face very carefully, trying to decide what he was thinking and what he might do to her next.  
 
    Taking a long drag, his eyes crawled all over her naked body like a colony of ants covering newly found food. Even though she was damaged goods, remarkably, she still looked good. She desperately wanted to cover herself, but she couldn’t. “Open your mouth.”  
 
    She did as she was told. Please don’t rape me! Since her detainment, she’d already been violated three times; once by a male guard and twice by female guards. The female guards raped her more viciously than the male guard had. 
 
    “You’re a very pretty girl. You still have most of your teeth. The ones you lost can easily be replaced. And the burn marks on your body will eventually heal. But you must cooperate with us! Hate to think how you will look if you don’t! I’ll ask you again, who gave you the money?” 
 
     “I already told you…” Her sobbing increased.  
 
    His patience was at an end. He slapped her hard across the face again. “Do you think I’m stupid or something?” 
 
    “No, sir. Not at all. I’m telling you the truth.” Blood trickled from her nose, down to her chin and slowly dripped down onto her body. With her hands restrained, she couldn’t stop it.  
 
    When the interrogator remained silent, she said, “After we found the website online, we tried contacting them for many months. Only recently did someone from their organization email us, saying they wanted to help us financially. Once the money was hidden, we were given GPS coordinates to locate it. But we never met anyone in person. I promise.”   
 
    “Okay, have it your way…” The way he said it made her blood curdle. He had that effect on everyone he interrogated. To him, it was a badge of honor.  
 
    The man took one last drag from his cigarette, and calmly left the room without saying another word.  
 
    Not even a minute later, another man entered and uncuffed her.  
 
    With trembling hands, she reached for her prison dress. “Don’t bother. You no longer need those. Unless, of course, you do the right thing and publicly deny Jesus as Lord and Savior…Then you can get everything back; your clothing, your life and your dignity.” 
 
    The young woman lowered her head as she was handcuffed again then taken to a room with hundreds of Christ followers and told to go to the back of the line.  
 
    An elderly Caucasian man in his 70’s sat in front of her. Like most others in line, he was too weak to stand. He glanced up at her with eyes that looked dead. Seeing the blood on her nose, chin and body, he whispered to her, “Hope it’s over soon. God bless us…” 
 
    Lanh tried talking but no words came out of her mouth. She was too petrified to speak, not knowing what would happen next. All she knew for now was every prisoner in the room was naked. Age, race or gender mattered not. Detainees from ages 13-99 were all detained together, with no discretion whatsoever.  
 
    Many trembled with fear as they prayed to God. All looked frightened for their lives. Some had been there since early this morning. No one would be left in this room at the end of the day.  
 
    The door at the opposite end of the large room opened, and twelve more prisoners were taken out of the room and led to another part of the prison. From the back of the line it was hard to see much. But when one of the twelve looked back before leaving the room with the eleven others, the expression on the dark-skinned woman’s face was sheer terror.  
 
    Lanh closed her eyes and pleaded with God, “Please, Lord, destroy this place…”
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    THE PHONE RANG. DICK Mulrooney glanced at his phone screen. It was Megan McCallister. Again. Against his strongest inner protests, he answered the call, “Hello?” 
 
    “Finally!” Megan shouted into the phone. Her voice was so loud that Dick nearly jumped off the couch. It was the most his body had moved in hours. “Where have you been, Mister Mulrooney? We’ve been worried sick about you! We haven’t heard from you since you sent Chelsea’s video. How long ago was that? Are you okay?” 
 
    “No, I’m not!” Dick’s voice was drained, tired, hopeless. He rubbed his forehead.  
 
    “My parents have left many voice and text messages offering their condolences. Jacquelyn’s parents too. We thought you were dead!” When Dick didn’t reply, Megan went on, “Anyway, they’ll be happy to hear you finally answered the phone. Is there anything we can do for you?” 
 
    “Not sure anyone can help me at this point, Megan.” 
 
    “I know how you feel, but we can’t give up on our pursuit to find your son. Sorry, but I can’t forgive Brian for what he did to my younger sister. I hate him! He belongs in prison! Finding him has become my new obsession. Justice must be served!” 
 
    “What kind of justice are you referring to?” 
 
    “I know we can’t get him on a murder charge, but we can get him for being a Christian. Talk about karma coming back to bite him!” 
 
    Dick cupped the phone with his hand so Megan wouldn’t hear him “I’m a Christian!” he scoffed. “And just how do you plan on doing that?” 
 
    “If we can somehow discover Brian’s whereabouts before the authorities do, we can even collect the reward money.”  
 
    Dick winced. If their hiding place was ever discovered, it would lead to incarceration for Sarah too. Perhaps even death. Not good. “How do you plan on finding him?” 
 
    “Obviously, you haven’t listened to my numerous messages…” 
 
    “No, I haven’t. Sorry.” 
 
    “I think I’ve found a significant clue.”  
 
    Dick sat up on the couch. “And what might that be?” 
 
    “For the longest time, I couldn’t watch my sister’s suicide video, especially the end part. But when I was stranded in my apartment for three weeks, I finally mustered the strength to watch it again, looking for anything that could lead us to your son. I believe my hunch paid off.”  
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “Do you remember what Renate said on the video about finding travel receipts from secret trips Brian had taken?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Well, I asked my parents to check her bedroom for anything she may have taken from Brian’s apartment, namely receipts. Even after all this time, they still can’t bring themselves to sort through her things. It’s still too painful.” 
 
    Dick frowned at Megan’s words. Even five months later, he still hadn’t been in Chelsea’s bedroom or the upstairs bathroom. What hurt most was, just before America fell under attack, his daughter was just starting to find her footing in this strange new world. 
 
    Now she was gone. All because of Brian…  
 
    Megan went on, “When the air was finally safe to breathe, I went to my parents’ house and found two of Brian’s credit card statements from May and June of last year. The May statement had a charge for two hotel rooms in Chicago in mid-April. The June statement had a charge for two hotel rooms in a place called Concordville, Pennsylvania, in mid-May.” 
 
    “Concordville? Never heard of it.” 
 
    “It’s twenty miles southwest of Philadelphia. Unless they left the state of Pennsylvania, which I seriously doubt, after all, they’re living in hiding, I believe this could be a significant clue.” 
 
    Dick wiped sleep from his eyes and saw his sorry reflection in the mirror hanging on the wall opposite him. Much like the house, he was dirty and messy. At one point, he went three weeks without showering. 
 
    His hair was unkempt. And for the first time in his life, he had a full beard that was gray in color. The usually clean cut and shaved man could only shake his head. “So, what’s the next step?” 
 
    “Rachel and I will be leaving in the morning to sign the lease on the apartment we found online. It’s cheap and it’s furnished. Once we’re in, we plan to stake out a few locations in Concordville.  
 
    “Hopefully, we’ll get lucky and spot Brian and Jacquelyn at a neighborhood supermarket or gas station. If your wife happens to be with them, this could be your big chance to rescue her and take her back to New York. We’re not alone. Many are out scouring the countryside looking to rescue deranged family members and get them the help they need before they get caught and sent to prison. 
 
    “How long do you plan on staying there?” 
 
    “Until the money runs out. Many who want to see Brian brought to justice have donated to the trip, including his former boss, Susan Marlucci. She donated five hundred dollars. Craig Rubin gave a thousand dollars before he was killed.  
 
    “Speaking of Craig, he said he tried contacting you many times. Truth be told, had you not answered my call, we planned on driving to New York, and banging on your door to make sure you were okay, before heading to PA.” 
 
    “You know where I live?” 
 
    “Craig texted me your home address.” 
 
    Swallowing a large heaping of guilt, Dick said, “How much have you raised so far?”  
 
    “Almost five thousand dollars, with the promise of more if we need it later.” 
 
    “Pretty impressive in this economy, since so few have extra cash on hand and all Go Fund Me type companies essentially went out of business after the disappearances.” 
 
    “Yeah. They want to find your son as badly as we do. They insisted on funding us, despite their own financial woes.” 
 
    Dick scratched his head, Hmm. 
 
    “Only problem is Rachel will be giving birth soon. She wants to deliver the baby in Michigan with her family surrounding her. Her parents are chomping at the bit to meet their grandson. She’s also anxious to move into her new condo, compliments of Salvador the Great.” 
 
    “When’s the baby due?” 
 
    “A month, give or take. I’d be most grateful if you joined me when she leaves, to continue the search. If you want to come sooner, feel free. Rachel and I can always share a bedroom. Personally, I think it might do you some good to get out of the house for a while.” 
 
    Megan did have a point. “Let me think about it. In the meantime, give me the link so I can donate some money to the cause.” Dick paused. “But under one condition…” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “If you find them, you’ll leave the authorities out of it until I have ample time to try and rescue Sarah. I don’t want to see her tortured for the crimes of my son. That’s all I want.” 
 
    “That goes without saying, Mister Mulrooney. We know Sarah’s one of Brian’s many victims. Our goal is to bring her safely back to you. The last thing we want is to see her incarcerated as a Christian. Nothing would please us more than to see you rehabilitate your wife without the help of the Global Community.” 
 
    A rush of adrenaline filled Dick’s weary body, “Thanks, Megan…” 
 
    “My pleasure. Just hope you’ll join us there. My folks are thinking of coming once we get situated. Jacquelyn’s parents too. The more eyes out patrolling the area, the better, right?” 
 
    “I suppose so…” At least someone’s still thinking… 
 
    “Let me get back to packing my suitcase. Thanks for answering my call. Everyone will be relieved.” 
 
    “I appreciate the concern. I’ll get back to you soon.” 
 
    At that, the call ended. Dick scratched his head again. For the first time in many weeks, he felt blood pumping through his veins. Longshot or not, if Rachel Stein was willing to drive 600 miles to find his son, at eight months pregnant, how could he, as Brian’s father, not join them? 
 
    Even so, he fell asleep that night still uncommitted either way.  
 
    Then came the dream. In it, Dick saw himself entering a convenience store somewhere in Pennsylvania, and recognizing Tom Dunleavey, one of the groomsmen from his son’s wedding.  
 
    Realizing it was Brian’s father, Tom’s eyes doubled in size.  
 
    “Where’s my wife and my son?” Dick shouted loud enough so everyone inside the store could hear him.  
 
    Tom gulped hard; his knees started trembling.  
 
    Dick barked, “Answer me or I’m calling the police! I know you’re on the run from the Catholic church and living in a Christian hideout not far from here!” 
 
    Tom’s eyes darted left then right hoping no one in the store could hear him. Without saying a word, his eyes pleaded with Dick not to call the police. When Dick’s glare became even more steely, Tom lowered his head and left the store as quickly as he could. 
 
    Dick watched him climb inside his vehicle and nearly hit the vehicle next to his as he sped off, until the car was out of sight. And that’s where the dream ended.  
 
    It went on for three straight nights...  
 
    Dick couldn’t understand why he was dreaming about the former Catholic priest, of all people! If his dream was true, what was the man from Michigan’s purpose for being in Pennsylvania? Shouldn’t his dream have been focused on Sarah instead? Or perhaps even Brian?  
 
    Perhaps there was something to Megan McCallister’s findings after all? Dick texted Megan saying he would join them in the Keystone State in a week or so. Instead of donating online, he would bring the money with him.  
 
    Mostly because his first dream about Renate giving birth to his grandson, quickly turned into a nightmare when she killed herself, Dick made no mention of this new dream to Megan. Perhaps later he would share it with her. 
 
    If they spotted the former Catholic priest inside the convenience store, or anywhere else in the state of Pennsylvania, he would then share his dream with Megan and Rachel.  
 
    Until then, mum was the word…
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    THE LAST TWELVE PRISONERS were taken from the large holding room at the detention center in southern California. Lanh was part of this group. Walking slowly behind the elderly Caucasian man, who could barely walk, the 24-year-old Vietnamese woman trembled uncontrollably.  
 
    They were ordered to stop outside a dimly lit room, as the twelve prisoners waiting before them were ushered inside—six men and six women, ages 17-78. Many were praying.  
 
    It was the worst thing imaginable seeing the bodies of nine of her fellow prisoners being dragged down the corridor in the opposite direction, whimpering and screaming in agony.  
 
    But what made Lanh’s heart nearly stop beating was that they were dragged out of the very room she would soon enter. Her knees wobbled and she wanted to sit down but vomit, urine and feces covered parts of the floor. She didn’t have to ask why; it came from prisoners trying to anticipate what level of torture they would soon be subjected to.  
 
    Inside the room, the six men and six women were strapped to metal chairs that were set up in a rectangular fashion, so they could watch each other being tortured mercilessly at the same time. 
 
    Cold electrodes were attached to shaved parts of the body. Alligator clips were secured to their genitals and nipples. Tape was then applied over them to further secure them in place. If the first round of baton electrocution didn’t break them, hopefully this would.  
 
    When the man everyone knew was in charge nodded to another man sitting at a small wooden desk, their malnourished weakened bodies trembled even more. The terror in their eyes was unmistakable. 
 
    The man flipped the switch on the small device sitting on the desk before him. Instantly, hot bolts of current ripped into the flesh of each detainee. Pain blasted through them, leaving them nearly unconscious, their bodies rigid, their hands useless.  
 
    The twelve prisoners screamed in utter agony. Their bodies jerked violently, each second feeling like an hour. 
 
    This was the nineteenth group of unfortunate souls to find their way inside this horrific torture chamber. The twentieth group of 12 waiting outside would be the last until sunrise. 
 
    Nearly 250 detainees were on the docket this day and walked through these doors. No one walked out. All were dragged out, dead or alive.  
 
    With nearly 10,000 Christian captives being detained at this location alone, prison guards would be busy for many weeks to come. 
 
    The twelve waiting outside the chamber room clearly heard the buzzing noise. To Lanh, it sounded like bug zappers used to electrocute insects. But mostly, they heard the death-provoking screams coming from their brothers and sisters being tortured, knowing they were next.  
 
    The old man leaning up against the cold sterile wall kept whimpering and saying, “Please, God, no,” over and over again.  
 
    Lanh wanted to comfort him but she was just as frightened herself.  
 
    The man in charge wanted them to hear the agonizing screams coming from their fellow weak-minded Christians. More than anything, he wanted to see the stark terror in their eyes when they were ushered into his presence, knowing it was about to get a whole lot worse for them.  
 
    The more frightened they looked the more excited he became. Torturing these despicable humans aroused him like no other sensation. It gave him a high that drugs or alcohol couldn’t match. It was orgasmic. 
 
    When the command was given to stop, the blood-curdling shrieks and moans gave way to a nightmarish chorus of whimpering and soft sniffling. Most had blood mixed in with their tears. 
 
    “Anyone willing to speak now?” he said rather calmly, with no emotion in his voice. These people weren’t worthy of his emotion.  
 
    Five of the twelve prisoners didn’t survive. They sat motionless; their heads falling to one side or the other.  
 
    The gruff-voiced man said, “Uncuff them. You know where to take them.” 
 
    “Yes sir, right away,” came the reply.  
 
    Five armed guards forcefully ripped off all alligator clips from the bodies of the five dead detainees, with no compassion whatsoever. Some were removed so violently that partially burnt skin was pulled off in the process. 
 
    Shackles were removed from their ankles and wrists, and the five guards mercilessly dragged their naked bodies out of the torture room, by their hands. One was an overweight woman in her 40s. The other four—2 men and 2 women—were elderly.  
 
    The twelve captives waiting outside in the corridor were already frightened for their lives. Seeing the five dead nearly unrecognizable bodies—four of whom were women—being violently dragged out of the room they would soon be forced to enter, caused some to pass out.  
 
    All were revived with smelling salts.  
 
    They wouldn’t get off that easy.  
 
    Their faces dropped; what little strength and courage they had left was gone. Oncoming death was terrible enough to accept, but oncoming death with time to spare was unmercifully unmerciful.  
 
    Their bodies twisted like wet sponges being drained of water. Only in this case it was bodily fluids, adding to the mess already on the floor. 
 
    The heavy metal door slammed shut again with a deafening bang. The sound echoed all throughout the room, filling the remaining seven prisoners with even more dread and fear, if that was even possible.  
 
    A few seconds of terrified silence ensued before the man in charge barked to one of his subordinates, “Hose them down!”  
 
    Using a thick fire hose, the water was turned on full blast. The seven remaining captives were showered so violently that the water ripped the alligator clips from their already-tortured bodies. This hurt as much as being electrocuted.  
 
    After the clips were refastened, the man in charge was anxious to take the torture to a whole new level.  
 
    The nod was given, and the switch was flicked back on, causing electrodes to roar back to life. Agonizing shrieks and groans once again filled the small room, only they were louder this time. The strong current attacked every square inch of their bodies with unrelenting ferocity. It felt like boiling acid was being poured over open wounds.  
 
    A new pain seared through the seven still alive prisoners, a different kind of pain. Eyes widened in panic, faces crumbled in anguish, causing their vision to go hazy.  
 
    The flesh of the overweight detainees shook and wobbled like jelly. Their heads flung back and forth; their arms and legs flailed wildly before finally going limp. Their flesh started burning and smoldering at the most delicate and sensitive parts. 
 
    The man in charge let it continue a few more agonizing seconds, before glancing at his lowly subordinate. “Cease!” 
 
    The man flicked the switch and his prisoners eventually stopped moaning in agony. But it was too late for three of them. They were added to the five others in their group to die in this fashion, leaving four of them still alive, even if only barely.  
 
    It’s a wonder anyone survived, the sadistic man thought to himself.  
 
    Part of him wished all 12 had survived. This was too easy an escape for them. He was thankful the rancid smell of burnt flesh would never penetrate his protective gear and invade his lungs and nostrils.  
 
    Having been exposed to it before, it was the worst stench he ever encountered. He gagged at the very thought of breathing it in again. 
 
    “Uncuff them. Get them out of my sight!”  
 
    The three dead prisoners were the first to be unshackled. They were dragged to the place where all dead bodies were taken. 
 
    As the remaining four were taken back to their cells, without medicines or pain relievers, they prayed that God would remove them from this horrid place, as soon as possible.  
 
    When the man in charge heard one of them humming a song to his Maker, it rocked his world. It was like seeing a blue sun in a bright yellow sky; it made no sense to him. 
 
    His bravery was respectable, but it would be short lived. Perhaps the next level would finally break him, and the rest of them, of the evil within, which was a rather odd thought coming from a bunch of demon-possessed, sadistic torturers. 
 
    Yet, for all the pleasure he derived from watching these pathetic people being tortured so mercilessly, the part he could never figure out was how they remained loyal to their God, despite it all.  
 
    He silently marveled… 
 
    He brushed that thought aside when the next twelve prisoners were ushered into the room, by armed guards. He made sure to stare each of them down, so they knew full well who was in charge.  
 
    They didn’t need to be reminded. The fear in their eyes was unmistakable. It wafted up in the air, filling every square inch of the torture chamber. They prayed even harder for God’s strength to endure it all. 
 
    As they were strapped into their chairs, some were forced to sit in new pools of bodily fluids coming from the last 12 tortured in this room. It covered some of the steel chairs and trickled onto the floor. But cleaning up after their prisoners wasn’t part of their job description. 
 
    Lanh closed her eyes and sobbed uncontrollably, constantly repeating the words, “We win in the end! We win in the end!” She hoped her declaration would serve to strengthen her eleven co-detainees.  
 
    The sadistic man in charge heard her, and admitted to himself that he would never remain loyal to Romanero, the way they were to Jesus, especially under such brutal conditions. He wondered how many, if any, currently experiencing similar rehabilitation treatments in the many internment camps, worldwide, had given in to the torture.  
 
    As of yet, there hadn’t been a single conversion at this place. It was a mind-numbing realization, to say the least.   
 
      
 
    BEFORE BEING SENT TO this part of the prison, detainees were fed stale, and oftentimes moldy, bread and were given filthy water to drink.  
 
    Most ate the bread sparingly and drank the water in small sips. Others refused to eat or drink it. Compared to what they were fed at this part of the prison, that food was like manna from Heaven. 
 
    Now, what most described as pig slop, was really dog food mixed in with the human remains of those who’d died from the extreme torture doled out by the jailers at this place.  
 
    Just like at all other Christian detainment camps, the moment death occurred, their bodies were ground up like hamburger meat, mixed in with dog food, then served to the prisoners once a day.  
 
    With a global food crisis on his hand, Romanero ordered that no food shipments be delivered to Christian detainment camps. “If they want to eat, let the maggots feast on themselves!” he had said. 
 
    Few ate it. It didn’t smell like food; it smelled like death. The stench alone was far worse than being crammed in cells with many others with no access to soap, deodorant, showers and with toilets that were clogged half the time. The combined odor from those things—foul as they were—were rosy, compared to the slop they were served.  
 
    One whiff caused instant gagging. Those who begged prison guards to remove it from their cells, instantly regretted it. Before being beaten so severely to the point of losing consciousness, the slop was shoved in their mouths by the spoonful and they were forced to swallow it, without water to help wash it down.   
 
    All of them ended up having severe bouts of diarrhea and vomiting. They never refused the food again. Nor did they ever eat it again.  
 
    Disgusting and vile as it was, if they knew the food could kill them, they would eat it like it was going out of style. But since it couldn’t, at least not quickly, they refrained.  
 
    As a result, many bordered on the skeletal.  
 
    Worse, unlike the prison guards, who wore surgical masks, prisoners were forced to constantly sniff and breathe it in day and night, in their cells.  
 
    Due to mass starvation, some pinched their noses and tried eating it. But no one could get past the first spoonful.  
 
    Some were fortunate to eat the cockroaches found crawling in their cells, but after a while, even that proved futile.  
 
    What was the point of prolonging the agony?  
 
    They just wanted to leave this hell hole and be with Jesus... 
 
      
 
    THE ONLY PRISONERS NOT subjected to the hideous conditions—at least for now—were those who were expecting, and new mothers still within the first 30 days of giving birth. Not only were they spared all levels of torture, they got to sleep on mattresses with pillows and sheets and were fed nutritional meals three times a day.  
 
    They also received the very best medical care, if only for the sake of the babies inside them.  
 
    After being given 30 days to rest and care for their newborns, all still-unrepentant new moms would suffer the same fate their brothers and sisters were subjected to on a daily basis. 
 
    Only for them, round one wasn’t physical torture; it was more mentally gut-wrenching, when their children were suddenly ripped from their arms and taken away, without warning or explanation.  
 
    It was like having their arms and legs chopped off…  
 
    They were then taken to general population and forced to watch their fellow prisoners being tortured without mercy. They were also shown livestream videos of their children being taken care of by nurses.  
 
    Many new moms volunteered to help breastfeed the children. Watching their own flesh and blood being nourished by women they didn’t even know tore their insides out even more.  
 
    All were promised their children back if only they would publicly denounce Christ and “accept” Romanero as their lord and savior. 
 
    After three denials, their “privileged” status was removed, they were stripped of all their clothing and transferred to general population, where their reprobate jailers were free to rape and beat them to their heart’s content.  
 
    Even worse, the adoption process began for their children, which meant they would never see their children again. That thought was even more nauseating than the food they were given, the crammed cells they were sent to, and the torture they would soon face… 
 
    All they could do was pray for them…
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    THE SECOND OF FEBRUARY  
 
      
 
    AT 12 MIDNIGHT, THE book burning festivities began in earnest in New Zealand. Energized by Romanero’s gripping speech, millions of New Zealanders were honored to be the first to participate.  
 
    Massive bonfires were set all over the country ready to feast on the Word of God and all other now-illegal resources of the evangelical Christian faith. There were hundreds of fires blazing in Auckland alone. They were so big and so bright they were seen in space. 
 
    The propaganda machine was turned on full speed as cameras showed residents lining up one after the next, eager to burn all Christian paraphernalia found in homes, attics, garages and storage bins.  
 
    Those participating were fed all the fresh baked bread and hot soup they could eat, and all the alcohol they wanted, to kill the chill in the air.  
 
    In normal times, this would be seen as a nice gesture. But in a world where more than half its citizens were starving to death, and everyone else rationed what little food they had, it was a blessing of massive proportions. Many ate and drank to their heart’s content.  
 
    Two hours later, the clock struck midnight in Australia. Tens of millions of citizens braved the frigid night air to participate.  
 
    Security cameras recorded away, comparing faces in the crowd to the facial recognition database. Drones hovered above capturing aerial images to hopefully broaden the base.  
 
    The bonfire burnings would commence in Asia next, followed by scores of European countries.  
 
    It took 24 hours for the bonfire procession to work itself around the world, but once it did, Planet Earth was void of the vast majority of the only resource that had the power to change lives and bring hope and redemption—the Holy Word of God.  
 
    With all Christian websites taken offline, spiritually speaking, the world was thrust into a darkness so black, even having eternal assurance, God’s children couldn’t help but be terrified.  
 
    Amazingly, no other religious books were ordered burned this day, including the Quran. More than anything, Romanero would have loved to include the Torah into the bonfires. The only reason he didn’t, was because of the peace treaty agreement. But that day was coming… 
 
    The very thought of anything Jewish ate away at his insides. 
 
      
 
    MEANWHILE, IN JERUSALEM, WITH the last of the 144,000 converted and being prepared into service, the Two Witnesses went full throttle preaching judgment on the House of Israel. They were even more bolstered in their preaching against the spiritually blinded rabbis. 
 
    When a red-faced rabbi finished shouting at them, one of the Two Witnesses quoted Luke 18:10: “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector.’”  
 
    Then the other quoted verse 11 and 12, “‘The Pharisee stood by himself and prayed: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’”  
 
    Then the other quoted verse 13, “‘But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’”  
 
    Then the other quoted verse 14, “‘I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.’ These are the words of Messiah Himself.” 
 
    “Why do you speak such words to us?” another rabbi barked. 
 
    The Witness glared at him, “You trust in your own self-righteousness while treating others with contempt! Are you without sin and without need of a sin-bearing Savior?” 
 
    Then the other Witness said, “Those who are the hardest to reach for Messiah are those who think they are already converted, when in reality, they are far from Yahweh. They are clean in their own eyes, but they are not washed of their filth in the eyes of Yahweh!” 
 
    “How dare you say that to me! To us!”  
 
    Without even blinking, one Witness quoted Jeremiah 23:1: “‘Woe to the shepherds who are destroying and scattering the sheep of my pasture!” declares the Lord.’”  
 
    Then the other quoted, Jeremiah 23:2: “‘Therefore this is what the Lord, the God of Israel, says to the shepherds who tend my people: “Because you have scattered my flock and driven them away and have not bestowed care on them, I will bestow punishment on you for the evil you have done,” declares the Lord.’”  
 
    Then the other quoted, Jeremiah 23:3: “‘I myself will gather the remnant of my flock out of all the countries where I have driven them and will bring them back to their pasture, where they will be fruitful and increase in number.’”  
 
    Followed by Jeremiah 23:4: “‘I will place shepherds over them who will tend them, and they will no longer be afraid or terrified, nor will any be missing,” declares the Lord.’” 
 
    Then, Jeremiah 23:5: “‘The days are coming,” declares the Lord, “when I will raise up for David a righteous Branch, a King who will reign wisely and do what is just and right in the land.’”  
 
    Followed by Jeremiah 23:6: “‘In his days Judah will be saved and Israel will live in safety. This is the name by which he will be called: The Lord Our Righteous Savior.’ His name is Yeshua HaMaschiach!” 
 
    Then Jeremiah 22:15: “‘In those days and at that time I will make a righteous Branch sprout from David’s line; he will do what is just and right in the land.’ He is Yeshua HaMaschiach! The Holy One of Israel!”  
 
    The rabbis tore at their robes again, “Blashphemy!” 
 
    One Witness quoted Psalm 81:11-12: “‘But my people did not listen to my voice; Israel would not submit to me. So I gave them over to their stubborn hearts, to follow their own counsels.’” 
 
    “Leave us! Leave our city at once. You don’t belong here!” 
 
    Eyeballing his protestor, he quoted Isaiah 30:8: “‘Go now, write it on a tablet for them, inscribe it on a scroll, that for the days to come it may be an everlasting witness.’” 
 
    Then the other quoted verse 9, “‘For these are rebellious people, deceitful children, children unwilling to listen to the LORD’s instruction.’”  
 
    Then verse 10, “‘They say to the seers, “See no more visions!” and to the prophets, “Give us no more visions of what is right! Tell us pleasant things, prophesy illusions.’”  
 
    Followed by verse 11, “‘Leave this way, get off this path, and stop confronting us with the Holy One of Israel!’” 
 
    The rabbi grew silent. It was as if God had used Isaiah 30:10-11 to force his mouth shut. He looked at his fellow protestors and shrugged his shoulders.  
 
    It was time to go home and read and study the Torah all night, if need be, so he would be better prepared for the next spiritual debate with the two lunatics. Then again, he said that every day he left the Wailing Wall, only to come back the next day and be made to look foolish all over again.  
 
    Every word they spoke to him and his fellow rabbi protesters made no sense to them; they were like stumbling blocks set before them that they kept tripping over… 
 
    What incensed this man most was that his own son, hung on to every word the two blasphemers spoke.  
 
    Yes, that’s where much of the anger came from… 
 
    Little did he know his son was prophesied in the book of Revelation, and that Yahweh Himself was in the process of sealing his “special” offspring, before calling him into service to help bring forth the greatest harvest in all of humankind.  
 
    Spiritually blinded to the Truth, even had the Two Witnesses told him, he wouldn’t have believed them. If anything, he would have rebuked their words and forbade them from speaking to his son again, which he’d already threatened on several occasions.  
 
    Then again, he was a self-righteous individual, and community leader, who didn’t see himself as a sinner and, therefore, felt no need to repent before a just and Holy God. And the notion that he needed someone who was nailed to a cross 2000 years ago to deliver him from God’s condemnation, like his son had foolishly insisted, was laughable.  
 
    Tragically, his laughter would come at the peril of his soul…
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    AJIT LAGHARI HEARD FOOTSTEPS down the corridor headed toward his cell. He prayed they weren’t coming for him. Whenever he heard “purposed” footsteps moving in his direction—which was often throughout the day—he started hyperventilating.  
 
    Whereas most of his fellow believers were crammed in cells like sardines, as the very first detainee to be exposed to this next level of torture, Ajit had a cell, dungeon rather, all to himself.  
 
    When the metal key slowly unlocked the steel gray door to his cell, he knew without a doubt they were coming for him again.  
 
    Ajit winced, then started praying. His heartrate was so jacked up he thought it would burst out of his chest, looking for a place to escape from his captors. His body started trembling uncontrollably.  
 
    Laghari was still ever mindful of what they did to him last time; the last two times, in fact. He still writhed in pain from it. Worse, he was never offered pain medication or medications of any sort.  
 
    The only way he would ever receive medical treatment would be to denounce Jesus and trust in Romanero.  
 
    The thought of being tortured again in a similar fashion caused his body to constrict. 
 
    “Good morning, sunshine!” a female prison guard said, sarcastically. “I see someone didn’t eat his dinner again.” 
 
    When Ajit didn’t reply, she kicked her prisoner in the hip as hard as she could. His groan satisfied her immensely; at least for the moment. That was as good as it would get for him this day. Even he knew it. 
 
    Ajit remembered his first week at this prison. Before being smashed in the mouth with his Bible, a female guard on the other side of this hideous house of torture warned it would be the best food he would ever eat again. She was spot on.  
 
    Before he was transferred to this side, with so many missing teeth, he was forced to nibble on stale, moldy bread, then let it marinate in his own saliva to soften it just enough before swallowing it without choking on it. He drank water sparingly. The last thing he wanted was a bad case of vomiting or diarrhea on top of everything else.  
 
    Upon being transferred to this side, one whiff of the food was all it took for Ajit to start his lifetime fast. Even worse, the slop was never removed from his cell. It piled up daily, filling his small space with a stench so severe that even flies exposed to it might go on lifetime fasts themselves. 
 
    The two guards wearing surgical masks and protective gloves, grabbed their prisoner by his arms, and dragged him out of his prison cell.  
 
    Ajit didn’t need to inquire as to where he was being taken or why. The room he was being dragged off to, was the very horrific place where two of his fingers were recently cut off, and two deep gashes were made on his tongue, due to his unwillingness to deny Jesus.  
 
    The female guard, before cauterizing the wounds on his right hand with a hot iron, so her prisoner wouldn’t bleed out, doused his mouth and right hand with lemon juice both times, sending a dizzying pain all throughout his body, on top of the agony he already suffered.  
 
    The first cut he received on the tongue and the first finger removed were both done in the name of the Father.  
 
    The second round was done in the name of the Son. 
 
    It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know what was coming next. The two bloody knobs on his right hand, where fingers used to be, would soon turn into three, after being seared with a hot iron again.  
 
    Laghari was quite mindful of the cauterization process. In his former life as an Indian diplomat, he went on many humanitarian missions with fellow colleagues. It always saddened him to meet many in his country, mostly young Muslims, who’d lost toes and fingers for stealing things and for perpetrating various other offenses. The affected area was seared either with acid or hot metal.  
 
    Ajit knew it was a painful procedure. He just never expected to experience it firsthand. The thought of it happening to him a third time in less than a week was the most terrifying of thoughts… 
 
    As he was dragged into the room, his eyes told a fearful story no one would ever want to be part of, even if being offered millions of dollars.  
 
    The steel chair he was strapped to still had dry blood covering much of it—his blood to be precise—from the last two times he was there.  
 
    The foul odor in the room was also his, from never showering. Even if he had access to a shower, he wouldn’t use it.  
 
    For one thing he no longer had the strength to stand on his own. Not only that, the water would hurt his body too much.  
 
    The last time water touched his body was during the electrocution part of Romanero’s so-called rehabilitation program, that many others were now suffering through.  
 
    When the water from the firehose struck his burnt and beaten body, Ajit was exposed to a new level of pain he never knew existed. He was amazed he survived it. He wished he hadn’t. Excruciating as it was, at least he left there with his body parts still intact. Unlike now… 
 
    With body cameras rolling, once Laghari was strapped to the metal chair, and his arms and legs were shackled, the guard with the paring knife in his hand—which still had Laghari’s blood on it from last time—said to his prisoner, “You have one last chance to redeem yourself. Once you do that, the healing process can begin. A doctor is waiting to provide all the care you need, plus give you strong medicine for the pain.” 
 
    The man paused to eyeball Ajit very carefully. “Do you understand you have the power to make all this go away? All you have to do is deny Jesus and the road to recovery can finally begin for you. You can be relatively pain free in no time.”  
 
    Ajit grimaced. He made it sound so good. Tempting as it was, this wasn’t his world.  
 
    The guard demanded, “So, what do you have to say?” 
 
    With deep cuts on his tongue and most of his teeth knocked out, Laghari’s words were deeply gargled. He looked up at his jailer and said, “Wepen!” 
 
    “What?” the guard barked.  
 
    “Wepen!”  
 
    “Did you say repent?” 
 
    Ajit Laghari closed his eyes and nodded yes.   
 
    The guard slapped him hard across the face, “You fool!” 
 
    With his chained left hand, Ajit scribbled in the air.   
 
    The man motioned for the female guard to bring him paper and a pencil. With her face covered, Ajit could only see her eyes. Taking the pencil from her hand, it was evident the person glaring back at him was someone possessing that shifting nature of those not belonging to God.  
 
    Did she even know she had a soul? 
 
    As if on cue, she slapped him across the face, “What, no thank you?” 
 
    Laghari winced and did his best to block out this new round of pain. With two fingers chopped off his right hand—soon to be three—he had to use his left hand to write. The female guard held the pad of yellow legal paper as Ajit steadied his left hand and did his best to scribble out the words. It was sloppy but still legible.  
 
    Finished writing, he gulped hard; his trembling increased. 
 
    The woman shook her head and smirked, then read it aloud for her co-jailer to hear. “‘I wouldn’t trade sides with either of you for anything in this world! Jesus is my Lord and Savior and I am not ashamed!’” 
 
    You’ve got to be kidding me! The male guard punched his prisoner in the nose with all his might, breaking it, sending a new dizzying pain through his brain. The back of Ajit’s head slammed into the steel chair he was strapped to. It was a wonder his skull didn’t fracture.  
 
    The guard glanced at his gloved fist. Seeing his prisoner’s blood splattered on it, he leaned forward. His brown eyes became even more angry and a shade darker. “How dare you bleed on me!” 
 
    Instead of walloping him again, he nodded for his co-jailer to restrain the prisoner. The female guard placed both of her gloved hands on Laghari’s forehead to hold his head in place.  
 
    Steadying his left hand on Laghari’s chin, the demon-possessed man ripped the bloody gauze out of his prisoner’s mouth, gripped the paring knife in his right hand and shouted, “This I do in the name of the Holy Spirit!”  
 
    Without mercy, he began the process of violently cutting his prisoner’s tongue out. He used so much force that the tip of the paring knife actually penetrated Ajit’s right cheek. It could be seen going out then back in with each motion until the tongue was completely severed.  
 
    Ajit moaned in agony and squirmed in the steel chair as much as the restraints would allow. Fresh crimson liquid flowed from his mouth, quickly running down his naked body. 
 
    The prison guard stuffed gauze in his prisoner’s mouth, to absorb the blood so he didn’t drown from it. He stared angrily at him, as if Ajit was the one who’d caused the unspeakable harm.  
 
    Holding his tongue up to his face, the guard hissed, “See this tongue?” When Ajit refused to look up, he yelled, “Look at me! Do you wanna get punched again?!” Once eye contact was made, the guard said, “I’ll ask you again. Do you see this tongue?”  
 
    Ajit nodded yes, but his body shook so violently, his head motion resembled a bobble head doll going off in every direction.  
 
    “This tongue will never tell me to repent again! More importantly, it will never praise the name of Jesus again! Romanero should have been your lord and savior, not Jesus! You fool!” 
 
    When the female guard grabbed the blood-stained pruning shears, she used the first two times, Ajit stiffened up then braced himself. He cried out to God, “Ple, Lod, sa me!” (Please, Lord, save me!). 
 
    The masochistic woman shouted, “This I do in the name of the Holy Spirit!” It didn’t take much effort for finger number three to be removed—this time Laghari’s pointer finger—leaving only his thumb and pinky on his right hand.  
 
    Ajit screamed in agony again, as blood gushed out of what once was his pointer finger, adding a new crimson coating to the arm of the metal chair to which he was strapped. He screamed even louder when she cauterized the wound so her prisoner wouldn’t bleed out—it still wasn’t time for that. His screams filled the room and echoed down the prison corridors. 
 
    Raising Laghari’s severed finger above her head, she said to her coworker, “Two out of three?” 
 
    He knew what she meant. “I say you miss this time. Same bet?”  
 
    “You’re on!” The woman aimed for the waste basket in the corner and tossed Ajit’s finger like a basketball. It hit the rim and fell to the floor. “Man, so close! I owe you a beer.”  
 
    The man smiled and shot her a thumbs up gesture.  
 
    The woman bent down until her eyes were level with her prisoner’s. Once eye contact was made, she sneered, “Still don’t want to trade places with us?” 
 
    Ajit lowered his head whimpering. He was surprised he hadn’t gone into shock by now. He prayed it would happen soon, so some of the excruciating pain could be blocked out; at least temporarily.  
 
    Having endured so much torture at the hands of his diabolical jailers, he was amazed he could feel anything at all.  
 
    With this session now complete, the guards fist bumped, then unchained their prisoner. Without a hint of gentleness, dragged his naked body back to his cell.  
 
    Ajit moaned in agony the entire way. For the millionth time since his detainment, he begged God to take him out of this world...  
 
    When that didn’t happen, instead of giving up and losing control of his mental faculties, he clung to the promise that there was a reason for the pain and torture. Hopeless as it seemed now, God would ultimately use it for His glory.  
 
    This meant checking out mentally wasn’t an option. Besides if he checked out now, he would forfeit the only peace he ever felt at this hellish place, which came from reciting the Scriptures to himself over and over again.  
 
    Though he was a fairly new Christian, the fact that he read his Bible day and night before his detainment, he was able to memorize many key verses. As a child of the Most High God, Ajit clung to the many promises he would soon enjoy for all eternity, as promised to him by his Maker.  
 
    Despite the constant pain racking his body and lack of sleep or nutrition, if there was one thing he could rest in, it was God’s promises.  
 
    He mumbled to himself, “Philippians 4:7: ‘And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard my heart and mind through Christ Jesus.’” Needing all the hope and strength he could draw upon, Ajit changed the pronoun from “your” heart to “my” heart.  
 
    “Isaiah 26:3: ‘You will keep me in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on You, because I trust in You.’” He changed the pronouns from “him” in perfect peace, to “me”, and “he” trusts in you to “I” trust in you. 
 
    When they reached his cell, the two guards heard their prisoner gurgling to himself. They had no idea what he was saying. Nor did they care to know. They were too focused on what they would eat for lunch.  
 
    They closed the prison cell door and left Ajit alone in his misery. If he was still unwilling to deny Jesus at this point, it would never happen.  
 
    The prisoner Salvador Romanero gave the dreadful honor of being the face of the rehabilitation program, was beyond rehabilitation.  
 
    And that meant there was only one thing left to do… 
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    “WE CAN NOW CONFIRM that late Australian billionaire, Nigel Jones, whose plane was used to help Yogesh Patel in his failed escape from the Middle East, owned a third private jet,” the female global news anchor said evenly.  
 
    “Flight logs have since confirmed that Jones’ third Gulfstream plane was confiscated that same week, upon landing in Van Nuys, California, after delivering supplies to Monterrey, Mexico. Authorities believe they are somehow linked to the www.LSARglobal.org website. 
 
    “The pilot and his crew were taken into custody with all other enemy combatants. After being questioned repeatedly, they have yet to reveal their sources or the name of the global Christian organization they were involved with. 
 
     “While the connection between Jones and Patel remains unknown, authorities feel certain what connected them was this Christian organization, which authorities believe is behind the website that has come under investigation.  
 
    “Details are still forthcoming. All they can say for now is both men suffered from the same mental illness. In Jones’ case, he lost his mind after losing his entire family in last year’s disappearances.  
 
    “After interviewing thousands of employees who worked for the billionaire, including everyone in upper management, no one seemed to know anything about their late boss’ secret life.  
 
    “The only thing they offered that might be of use was that his top IT man, Dr. Lee Kim, who worked for Jones for more than a decade, suddenly stopped showing up for work after the disappearances. No one had seen or heard from him since. And Nigel never talked about it.  
 
    “The dark-skinned man on the plane with Jones and Patel hasn’t been identified yet, but authorities believe he was also linked to the Christian organization and was perhaps one of its leaders. Otherwise, why would he have been on a billionaire’s Gulfstream airplane? 
 
    “Another possible link to the Christian organization is in California, where more than two hundred dissidents were detained by universal peacekeeping forces, after Bibles were discovered on their commune, near the foothills of Big Bear Mountain. During the interrogation process, they claimed to have been given money from those connected to the Last Shot At Redemption website.” 
 
    “Finally, after searching Yogesh Patel’s mobile phone, which was confiscated by Dubai officials, authorities believe they have found perhaps a significant link to the Christian organization.  
 
    “After questioning Hana Patel about things discovered on her husband’s mobile device, she confessed to authorities that a couple had sent Yogesh a Bible from America a few weeks before the couple travelled to the Middle East for the award ceremony which, consequently, led to Patel’s downward spiral.  
 
    “Authorities are looking for Brad and Joan Henriksen. Anyone with information on the couple are urged to contact authorities immediately.”  
 
    The TV anchorwoman put her pointer finger up as if silently asking her audience to wait. “I’m being told in my earpiece that we have someone on the phone who may have information on the Henriksens. Mister Yamamoto, can you hear me?” 
 
    Kaito Yamamoto spoke very calmly into the phone, “Yes, I can.” 
 
    “What is your connection to Brad and Joan Henriksen?” 
 
    “I’m the postal clerk who shipped their package to the Patels in Chennai, India. Brad wasn’t there, only Joan was.”  
 
    “Which post office was it shipped from?” 
 
    “The main distribution center in Trenton, New Jersey…” 
 
    The TV anchor stiffened up in her seat, “When was this?” 
 
    “A few months ago. What made me remember her was she was eight months pregnant, she paid cash for the delivery, and the package was addressed to Yogesh Patel alone, which was a first.  
 
    “I can’t tell you how many packages I sent to the Patels. Though, I must say, it’s been awhile. Anyway, had Joan not addressed it to Yogesh alone, I’m sure I wouldn’t have remembered her. If my memory serves correct, she credited her husband for thinking up the idea. I could be wrong, but I think that’s what she said…” 
 
    The newswoman said, “Is there anything else you can share with us?”  
 
    “Yes. She was with another woman, whose name I don’t know. Since both wore surgical masks and head scarfs, it would be impossible to give a good description of them both, at least not enough to form a composite sketch.”  
 
    The news anchor said, “Anything else you can tell us?”  
 
    “Only that they seemed jittery. And they never maintained steady eye contact. The other woman who, if I had to guess, would say was in her forties, never said a word. She looked down at her feet the whole time.  
 
    “Joan looked at me when she spoke, but she never looked above my head. Now I know why. They didn’t want their faces being captured by the roaming cameras. Someone must have been coaching them.”  
 
    Before the interview ended, local police were already at Yamamoto’s house, eager to question him. Without obtaining a search warrant, authorities searched the video footage at the Trenton post office. The roaming cameras easily captured their images.  
 
    Yamamoto was right. With their heads and faces covered, since they never looked up, it was virtually impossible to obtain a clear facial shot. When the camera zoomed in on Joan Henriksen’s midsection, it confirmed the postal clerk’s words that she was indeed pregnant, by at least 8 months, which meant she already gave birth by now.  
 
    All surveillance cameras in the vicinity were searched, hoping to spot the two women walking to their vehicle. They tracked them rather easily at first, until the women made a right on one street followed by a quick left. Who knows where they went from there?  
 
    Yamamoto was right again. Someone had coached them in advance. 
 
    Now that the Henriksen’s had been tracked to the Trenton, New Jersey area, a 50-mile dragnet was set up. The award amount was increased from $1K to $5K for anyone helping in their capture… 
 
    Jacquelyn watched at home, with her husband and mother-in-law. She was so terrified that, for a brief moment, she thought she would go into labor two months early. To hear her “fake” name being mentioned on air chilled her to the bone.  
 
    Sarah said, “Is that you?” 
 
    Jacquelyn nodded yes, then sat down. She was too frightened to speak. She felt like fainting. 
 
     “Oh, my…” Sarah sat next to her daughter-in-law and rubbed her back. She was wondering what else had happened in the 4 months she was hibernating. She knew Braxton Rice was dead and Craig Rubin had committed suicide. Now this? She hoped there wouldn’t be anything else. 
 
    If there was one thing Sarah was grateful for, it’s that Donald and Mary Johnson would remain in Chadds Ford for the time being. Manuel Jiminez too. It was too risky for Christians to be seen out in public, let alone taking international flights at this time.  
 
    Brian said, “About the only good thing is the pillow under your sweater worked. They’ll be searching for women with newborns, not someone two months away from giving birth.” 
 
    Jacquelyn didn’t reply. All she could think about was Matthew 24:19, “How dreadful it will be in those days for pregnant women and nursing mothers!”  
 
    Not even living in a walled-in, guarded community, comforted her. Her nerves were too shredded to feel comfort. She rubbed her belly, silently wishing she was no longer pregnant…  
 
      
 
    MEANWHILE, CLAYTON AND TRAVIS watched the breaking news with Charles, Lee Kim and Amos Nyarwarta, at the safehouse on the Georgia-Tennessee border, where Ernest and Evelyn Stone resided.  
 
    When Dr. Kim heard his name mention in the media, he buried his face in his hands and started hyperventilating. His legs trembled; his palms were sweaty and his mouth was dry like cotton.  
 
    Lee felt God calling him back to South Korea, to help ETSM members get better organized over there. Many who’d attended megachurches in South Korea, before the Rapture, were left behind with the rest of the false converts on the planet. They quickly repented of their sins and were false converts no more. 
 
    The plan was that Nigel Jones would fly him back to the country of his birth when the time was right. Now his former boss and friend was dead and his three planes were confiscated.  
 
    Dr. Kim silently prayed this wouldn’t be the end of the road for him. How can I help my fellow Koreans, Lord, if I’m put in prison? If that happens, it will surely mean death for me… 
 
    Clayton looked at Travis and gulped hard. “They’re on to us!”  
 
    Travis lowered his head and sighed. “Do you think they’ll ever link us to everyone we gave money to?” 
 
    Clayton rubbed his chin, “All I can say is I hope not.” 
 
    Charles asked, “So, what do we do now?” 
 
    “We wait and we watch. And we pray. If God intends for us to house many of His children, not to mention the hundred and forty four thousand, He will surely protect us. Perhaps not all locations, but at least some.”  
 
    Clayton sighed, “Not gonna lie, fellas, I’m scared like you. But if Yogesh could be so strong to the very end, not to mention Braxton and Nigel, so can I, if only to honor their memories.” 
 
    Miss Evelyn said, “Amen!”  
 
    “Amen!” Amos Nyarwarta declared, before doing what he always did when he was nervous. He praised God with song and prayer.  
 
    It didn’t take long for everyone else to join him.  
 
    One hour turned into two. Then four. Then six. They prayed and sang songs to the Lord all through the night. They kept going until the sun came up.  
 
    Before sleeping, everyone at the safe house praised God for protecting them through the night, and for filling their hearts with peace.  
 
    It was just what they needed. 
 
    It wouldn’t last… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    52 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AJIT LAGHARI HEARD THE metal key slowly unlocking the steel gray door to his cell. He was too weak to look up at his captors. 
 
    The only time guards came into his cell the past two days was to bring him food he never ate and give him new gauze to put in his mouth, to absorb more blood. It was changed every few hours.  
 
    Normally, not acknowledging their presence would warrant another beating at their hands. But it was beyond that point. They weren’t here to beat or torture him this time.  
 
    In his fragile condition, one more blow might kill him.  
 
    But dying in a prison cell wasn’t the way Ajit would leave this earth, especially with the whole world watching. If he did, as the face of Romanero’s rehabilitation program, they would have to answer for it. 
 
    Taking a moment to make sure their bodycams were turned on, the same two guards grabbed Ajit under his armpits. “Today’s your big day!” the man said. “Let me be the first to shake your hand! What’s left of it!” 
 
    His female counterpart burst out in laughter, then said, “What’s wrong with you, sunshine? The whole world’s watching, yet you didn’t even fix your hair! And you stink to low heaven! Even with this heavy-duty mask on, I still smell you!” She sighed. “Hey, it’s your party…” 
 
    They dragged Ajit’s naked body down the long corridor of the prison. As usual, the smell of bodily fluids and human-laced dog food, wafted in the air with each cell he passed by. Gone, however, was the soft whimpering and blood-curdling screams. The prison was eerily silent.  
 
    Had his brothers and sisters been killed? If he had the strength to shrug his shoulders, he would have. But he didn’t. And his mind was too numb at this point to give it any further thought. His body was limp, worthless. If so, good for them!  
 
    His vision was permanently blurred from having cigarette smoke blown in them, flashlights shoved in them, and from suffering so many blows to the face. The first-time blood trickled out of his eye sockets was during the second electrocution stage. It happened many times since.  
 
    If someone gave him an eye examination, no doubt he would be declared legally blind. And his hearing was severely affected from having cigarettes and marijuana butts extinguished in his ears.  
 
    But his soul, weary as it was, was still intact. Even though he didn’t know to where he was being taken or what measure of torture he would be subjected to next, he still had God’s salvation, and the countless promises that came with being adopted into His eternal Family.  
 
    Hoping to tame the fear he felt of the unknown, he meditated on key verses in the Word of God he’d memorized, day and night.  
 
    Toes dragging on the hard tile floor below him, he mumbled John 16:33 to himself, once again changing some of the pronouns to make it more personal to him, ‘These things You have spoken to me, that in You I may have peace. In this world I’ve had great tribulation; but I am of good cheer, because You have overcome the world.’” 
 
    “Dadu Deduj!” he mumbled under his breath. He was trying to say, “Thank you, Jesus!” It was the best he could do without a tongue. 
 
    His diabolical jailers couldn’t understand a word he said. But the Most High did. He was waiting to love on Ajit with an everlasting love the moment his tortured child stepped into eternity. This love would only intensify as the ages passed, as he became the object of His eternal love. 
 
    A steel door opened. Then another. Then another. For the first time since his detainment, Ajit was taken outside to an open courtyard.  
 
    Through blurred vision he saw a small patch of grass, but his toes never touched it. They were dragged mercilessly over the course cement littered with stones, pebbles, broken glass and cigarette butts.  
 
    His moans were softer now. He was 90 pounds lighter than when he first arrived at this place; he was too weak to bellow.  
 
    Another thing Ajit could see from his disadvantaged vantagepoint, was shackles fastened to the ankles of hundreds of his fellow prisoners. All inmates were forced outside to watch what would ultimately become the fate of them all. The only prisoners not there were expectant and nursing mothers.  
 
    All were naked, and were at various stages of the torture process. All were ghastly thin. Some bordered on the skeletal, very much resembling the man being dragged before them, as they were forced outside to witness perhaps his final moments.  
 
    Some were new inmates and had just finished the fierce interrogation period. Most had been brutally raped before their bodies became too disgusting to further violate. But it wasn’t only women being raped. Just as many men were being violated by male and female prison guards. 
 
    Like everyone before them, they were missing teeth, and had bruises and burn marks all over their bodies, from cigarettes and marijuana joints being extinguished in their ears, up their noses, and on their rectums and genitals.  
 
    Seeing others who were further along in the “rehabilitation” process, caused new inmates to quake in terror. The pain and dread they felt, while excruciating, paled in comparison to what was still to come. 
 
    Ajit thought, this explains why the prison was so silent...  
 
    Upon reaching the center of the courtyard, a voice said, “Bring him here!”  
 
    The two guards obeyed the command, then let go of Laghari’s limp body. He fell to the ground with a hard thud, shattering his left cheekbone in the process. He groaned in agony for the thousandth time since coming to this death camp.  
 
    No longer their responsibility or their concern, the two guards lit cigarettes and waited for the show to begin.  
 
    Both tingled with anticipation knowing that hundreds more would soon be sent to their part of the prison, then thousands, now that Laghari was out of the way. This gave them so much to look forward to. 
 
    “This is so much better than having sex!” the male guard said to his female counterpart. She nodded agreement. 
 
    Two more guards reached under Laghari’s arms and hoisted him to his feet. His head throbbed and his body was so limp that if they let go, he would collapse to the ground again.  
 
    Ajit opened his eyes and looked down at his badly cut and bleeding toes. Least I still have all ten. Let’s see, that makes ten toes, five fingers and two thumbs…He was amazed he could count at all. Or think! 
 
    With what little strength he still had left in his tortured body, he looked up and saw the most beautiful sight his eyes had seen since being confined to this house of evil—the sharp blade of a guillotine.  
 
    “Dadu Deduj! (Thank you, Jesus!),” he exclaimed, with as much energy as he could muster, which wasn’t much.  
 
    If the best moment in a believer’s life was his last, because that’s when he was closest to Heaven, Ajit rejoiced with everything in his now all but useless body that he had finally reached that point.  
 
    Soon, very soon, they could never hurt him again. If he had any tears left to shed, blood-filled as they were, they would be tears of joy... 
 
    With his neck securely fastened in the stocks, he closed his eyes and ignored the severe pain seizing his entire body. With his physical death mere moments away from happening, all he could think about was the thief on the cross, who asked Jesus to remember him in His kingdom.  
 
    Ajit mumbled what Jesus said to him in Luke 23:43, “‘Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in paradise.’ Dadu Deduj!” 
 
    With the whole world watching, Ajit lifted his eyes toward Heaven and forced a weary smile, before closing them again. Next time I open my eyes, I will truly be free… 
 
    With no speeches or fanfare, the moment the command was given, the heavy vertical blade fastened between two upright posts was dropped, making Ajit Laghari the first Christian prisoner beheaded by guillotine, post-Rapture. His final words, before his head was chopped off, were found in 2 Corinthians 5:8: “‘To be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord.’” 
 
    A Satan-worshipping prison guard picked up the severed head and raced through the courtyard, praising the Master Deceiver in a loud chant only he himself knew. He did this to remind each prisoner, as if they needed reminding, of their collective fate if they didn’t wise up.  
 
    He even pressed Ajit’s dead bloody lips up against the lips of some of the chained female prisoners. The desperation he saw on their faces had nothing to do with his threats; but from knowing they would be forced back into their dungeons, the very last place on Earth they wanted to be.  
 
    More than anything, they wanted to be sent to the guillotine, so they could finally be put out of their misery and go to the place where Ajit Laghari now was. But no one dared ask their prison guards for that favor.  
 
    They knew it would only lead to more torture...  
 
      
 
    SALVADOR ROMANERO POUNDED THE table as hard as he could with his fist. “Can you believe that man?” he snapped.  
 
    “Are you okay, your Grace?” Former U.N. Secretary-General Li Ping asked, taking a sip of wine, something he did with greater frequency these days. 
 
    Romanero gritted his teeth, “Really? Smiling just before his head was chopped off! How arrogant! His sickness was worse than I thought!”  
 
     Jurgen Staat said, “At least he’s dead.” 
 
    The two former Secretary-Generals were invited to Romanero’s residence in Spain for dinner and a progress meeting, to include discussing Salvador’s future relocation to the Middle East.  
 
    Shortly before Ajit Laghari was led to the guillotine, they were in mid-discussion over the great progress being made on so many fronts.  
 
    Even before the mass detainment of Christians, nearly 2,000,000 people were dying every day, post Rapture, from mass starvation, disease, murder, suicide, and from drug and alcohol abuse. While that number hadn’t changed much since before the disappearances, with the population cut in half, the death rate had essentially doubled.  
 
    Even more astounding was that they’d managed to reduce the global population by half in little more than a year. Who would have believed it possible before the disappearances? It was a mind-boggling statistic.  
 
    With more than 3,000,000,000 adults still on the planet, they still had a long way to go to reach the goal of 500,000,000 global citizens, the vast majority of whom would be children.  
 
    But they were well on their way…  
 
    The last thing Jurgen Staat said before Laghari was beheaded was, “If we keep averaging 2,000,000 deaths per day, we will reach our goal in less than four years!” 
 
    Li Ping followed by saying, “But we need more Christians to be part of that number. Only a few have been silenced at our hands thus far.” 
 
    Staat nodded agreement.  
 
    The focus then shifted to the TV monitor. Thoughts flooded their minds of the day Prince Javier of Spain was executed the same way, in a stadium full of his people. It was difficult deciding which one was more exhilarating. Both felt eerily similar and equally exciting.  
 
    Then Laghari smiled faintly, mockingly, just before the blade was dropped, and ruined the mood, throwing Salvador into a fitted rage. If they could sew his head back on and chop it off again, they would do it.  
 
    The reason for Romanero’s outburst was, even despite being tortured mercilessly, being raped, having his brain shocked, his body electrocuted, his tongue cut out, fingers cut off, and being fed the ground up remains of his fellow Christ followers, he never denounced Jesus.   
 
    He knew his condition was hopeless, but it mattered not to him. 
 
    Ajit wasn’t alone. As of yet, not a single person had been converted in any of his prisons thus far. If he remained faithful and true to His Savior to the very end, why would he expect the other prisoners to do otherwise?  
 
    It seemed the more Romanero tortured Christ followers in his prisons, the more bolstered they became in their stance for Jesus.  
 
    This ate away at his insides like nothing else. He glared angrily at the two men at his table, deep in thought. Will they willingly suffer for me to the point of death, without denying me, like the hundreds of thousands in prison keep doing for their Savior? 
 
    It was a question for which the Miracle Maker had no answer… 
 
    Hence, his erratic behavior.  
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    WITH SCORES OF CHRISTIANS languishing in prisons all over the world, and thousands more joining them each week, it seemed Romanero’s plan to silence Christianity was working nicely.  
 
    By having no access to the Word of God in any way, shape or form—including online, the millions living in hiding had no way of sharing the Gospel message to a lost and dying world.  
 
    The situation looked bleak for those belonging to the Most High God. Not counting the day Christ died on the cross for all who would believe in Him, this was the darkest period for God’s chosen people to date.  
 
    Throughout the centuries, so many unspeakable atrocities had been perpetrated against God’s faithful servants. Much blood had been shed. So much so that a steady flow of blood from Christian martyrs, ran thick and wide and deep, stopping only at Heaven’s pearly gates.  
 
    Even so, all past persecutions combined, horrific as they were, couldn’t compare to what was happening now. The steady crimson flow of blood would soon turn into a gushing river, as more Christians would be martyred in the next three years than in any 100-year period of time.  
 
    This was only the beginning…  
 
    Romanero and the Pope would soon become drunk on the blood of countless martyrs with no way of stopping it.  
 
    The situation appeared increasingly hopeless... 
 
    Then it happened, the Most High placed His seal on the foreheads of His 144,000 servants. With an absolute command of the Scriptures emblazoned on their minds, hearts, and on their tongues—both the Old and New Testaments—Yahweh sent them out to even the remotest places on earth, to fulfill their Missions.  
 
      
 
    THE INSTANT THE 144,000 were sealed, Salvador Romanero felt it deep in his spirit. It was as if his insides had been twisted so violently, he thought they would spill out of him, like a freshly gutted pig.  
 
    The antichrist of the Bible knew this time was fast approaching. Even despite his constant full court press against the children of God, there was nothing he could do to stop these Jewish preachers from leading multitudes to his archenemy, the Lord Jesus Christ.  
 
    It was written and, therefore, had to come to pass—at least until Romanero was given power to overcome and kill God’s chosen servants. 
 
    But until then, he would be in for the fight of his life, constantly battling over every last soul—especially the children.  
 
    From a spiritual standpoint, they were unspoiled, unpolluted, and pure as the driven snow. Romanero wanted to keep it that way, by protecting and leading all children into a bright and prosperous future.  
 
    As their lord and savior, he wanted to be the first thing on their minds each morning and the last thing on their minds each night.  
 
    The very thought of the 144,000 harming or stealing any child from him, infuriated Romanero to no end... 
 
    He lifted his hands to Heaven. At the top of his lungs, the antichrist declared, “I won’t let you win, Jesus! You can have some of the weak-minded adults! But I won’t let You steal the children from me! They’re mine! All of them!” 
 
    The stage was set for Planet Earth’s final soul harvest. Both sides would soon burn with the heat of battle. One side would be hell-bent to destroy countless souls for all eternity.  
 
    The other side would burn with the fervor of God’s sovereign righteousness! Salvador Romanero may have succeeded in ridding the earth of most Christian works of literature, but even had he destroyed every last Bible on the planet, the Word of God could never be bound.  
 
    And that’s because, once released, it never came back void. It always fulfilled God’s purposes. Regardless of how bleak things looked on the planet, the Message contained within its Divinely inspired pages gripped, softened and changed each heart, mind and soul of God’s choosing. 
 
    The objective of the 144,000 Jewish evangelists was crystal clear: to evangelize the world for the One they were forbidden, as practicing Jews, from reading about all their lives, prior to their conversions, and lead countless multitudes from every nation tribe and tongue to the very One the antichrist was trying to remove from the minds of everyone on the planet, especially children—their Messiah, Yeshua HaMashiach. 
 
    The harvest would be plentiful; the time of reaping was soon to come. 
 
    But it wouldn’t come without massive bloodshed…


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    “After this I saw four angels standing 
 
      
 
    at the four corners of the earth, 
 
      
 
    holding back the four winds of the earth  
 
      
 
    to prevent any wind from blowing on the land 
 
      
 
    or on the sea or on any tree. 
 
      
 
    2 Then I saw another angel coming up from the east, 
 
      
 
    having the seal of the living God. 
 
      
 
    He called out in a loud voice to the four angels 
 
      
 
    who had been given power 
 
      
 
    to harm the land and the sea: 
 
      
 
    3 “Do not harm the land or the sea or the trees 
 
      
 
    until we put a seal on the foreheads 
 
      
 
    of the servants of our God.”  
 
      
 
    4 Then I heard the number of those who were sealed:  
 
      
 
    144,000 from all the tribes of Israel”  
 
      
 
    (Revelation 7:1-4). 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They were stoned, 
 
      
 
    they were sewn in two,  
 
      
 
    they were killed with the sword.  
 
      
 
    They went about in skins of sheep and goats, 
 
      
 
    destitute, afflicted, mistreated— 
 
      
 
    of whom the world was not worthy 
 
      
 
    —wandering about in deserts and mountains,  
 
      
 
    and in dens and caves of the earth”  
 
      
 
    (Hebrews 11:37-38).   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    With hundreds of thousands of Christ followers being tortured in Romanero’s prisons, how will the millions living in hiding avoid capture?  
 
    Will God use the 144,000 to lead many of them to ETSM safe houses, or will they eventually join the rest in prison? 
 
    Who were the shadowy figures standing behind the Pope and Romanero at Vatican City? 
 
    With America now under Romanero’s control, when will the Mark of the Beast replace the International Monetary Card? 
 
    Will Brad and Joan Gunderson ever be identified as Brian and Jacquelyn Mulrooney?  
 
    Will Dick Mulrooney and Megan McCallister discover Brian’s hiding place in Pennsylvania, and rescue Sarah from him? 
 
    With the world suddenly turning against her, will Hana Patel ultimately be forced into hiding with her daughter? 
 
    Will Dr. Lee Kim ever be linked to the ETSM? 
 
    Now that Salvador Romanero had successfully engineered a coup on the U.S., what past hidden secrets would they uncover, if any?  
 
    Will Antichrist ever discover Jefferson Danforth’s whereabouts? 
 
    Find answers to these questions and so much more as you continue in this prophetic series... 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading the sixth installment of the CHAOS series. I would be most grateful if you shared your thoughts on Amazon. Even a short review would be appreciated. 
 
      
 
    May God continue to bless and keep you.  
 
      
 
    To contact author for book signings, speaking engagements,  
 
    or for bulk discounts, email @ patrick12272003@gmail.com. 
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