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	Matthew 24:3-14 New International Version (NIV)

	3 As Jesus was sitting on the Mount of Olives, the disciples came to him privately. “Tell us,” they said, “when will this happen, and what will be the sign of your coming and of the end of the age?”

	4 Jesus answered: “Watch out that no one deceives you. 5 For many will come in my name, claiming, ‘I am the Messiah,’ and will deceive many.6 You will hear of wars and rumors of wars, but see to it that you are not alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come. 7 Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be famines and earthquakes in various places. 8 All these are the beginning of birth pains.

	9 “Then you will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death, and you will be hated by all nations because of me. 10 At that time many will turn away from the faith and will betray and hate each other, 11 and many false prophets will appear and deceive many people. 12 Because of the increase of wickedness, the love of most will grow cold, 13 but the one who stands firm to the end will be saved. 14 And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	PART I

	CHAPTER 1

	nightmares

	Tuesdays were slow. The cadence of pouring rain coupled with the buzz of a coffee grinder eased my nerves while I studied my philosophy textbook.

	 “Patricia,” a deep male voice said. My boss’s spicy scent pulled my attention away from the text to meet his warm brown eyes. Even after three years of changing my name from Maricel to Patricia, being referred to by my alias, bothered me. Although on legal documentation, I was still Maricel, everyone in Dallas knew me as Patricia. All mail went to my P.O. Box. 

	“Yes,” I said, pushing my glasses up my nose. I’d only worked here for two weeks. It was rare seeing my boss around. Nor had we spoken since the interview. Whenever I did see him, he always wore a freshly ironed polo with khakis and appeared even-tempered. Judging by the wrinkles that showed under his round eyes, when he smiled, I’d place him in his mid-thirties. 

	“You dropped this,” he said, handing me a sheet of paper. His hand brushed mine. A warm electric current rippled through his fingertips, straight to my face. 

	“Thank you, Dr. Richmond,” I said. He returned a broad grin and smoothed back his thick, ash brown hair.

	“Anytime, and you can call me Mason, see you around, Patricia,” he said, leaving. I unfolded it. To my dismay, it was a page torn out of my notebook. On the back, were doodles, I smiled to myself and folded it back up. 

	* * *

	Around nine at night, I got home and undid my ponytail. Setting down a bag of Chinese takeout on the pine wood coffee table, I flipped on the television, strolled to the kitchen to wash my hands. Minutes later, I returned with an ice-cold glass of root beer and settled onto the recliner. 

	The news ticker scrolled across the screen. It informed of more details of the government shutdown, updates on flooding in the Midwest due to what scientist called Climate Change, the U.N. holding Israel accountable for war crimes against humanity, Iran’s refusal to give up their nuclear weapons, an 8.0 earthquake had devastated South America and more racial tension after a new case of an officer’s acquittal. These stories would’ve seemed alarming over a decade ago, yet so much turmoil now seemed normal.

	“What appears to be four ufos, flew over the Frank Crowley courts building last week. Some believe it’s aliens while others aren’t convinced, pointing to the possibility the strange sighting was nothing more than fighter aircraft flares, much like the 1997 Phoenix lights.” 

	I clicked off the television, worsening my pounding headache, and I rushed to the medicine cabinet, shuffling through pill bottles until I poured out an aspirin. 

	News of this sort never failed to resurrect the memories of what I had learned when I was with Azazel. Although I was free from becoming his wife, he and Lovell would still rise to power. So far, I had seen nothing out of the ordinary, and I hoped it stayed that way. At one point, I doubted all they had threatened. No peace treaty had been signed, no extraterrestrials had been present with us. It seemed as if they were bluffing. 

	My first month in Dallas, all I owned were the clothes on my back. I wandered from shelter to shelter until a caseworker I had assigned to me from a program I entered helped me land a custodial job at a hospital. 

	After graduating from that job, I worked as a pharmacy technician trainee and waitressed. I earned enough money to attend community college and rent an apartment, re-teaching myself how to drive. All the skills Azazel transferred were useless after we lost our psychic connection.

	There was this unrelenting paranoia burning within me Azazel would return. Sometimes when I went to the grocery store, a random shopper would belt out threats in Aramaic linked to the Lemurian Order. Or while working at night, I’d witness women who resembled my dead sisters from Lemuria roam the halls with sinister grins-my main reasons for quitting both jobs once I was hired at the bookstore. So far, no paranormal activity had occurred at my current position.

	Clutching my temples, I counted backward in an attempt to calm my shallow breathing. It was the only method that eased my anxiety, besides praying. The high staccato of the doorbell caught me off guard. Nobody ever stopped by unless it was a telemarketer or Jehovah’s Witness. But it was too late for either, so whoever had the wrong address.

	I lingered to the door, opening it to see a little girl in a white dress. She smiled and dangled a red basket off her tiny arm. Halloween was two months away, so it was too early for costumes. What type of parents would allow their child to run around this time of night like that? Squatting to her level, I figured I’d see if she were lost. 

	“What brings you here tonight, sweetie? Shouldn’t you be with your parents?” I asked, terrible at speaking to children. She stuffed her thumb in her small mouth.

	“Can I come in?” she asked in a soft, high-pitched tone, sucking in her lips and widening her already large green eyes. Although I hated the idea, I couldn’t leave a little girl alone this time a night. Further parting the door with a creek, I sighed.

	“Come—” I stopped in midsentence. To her right, a large brown dog, with shaggy fur and bloodshot eyes, now sat. The pooch hadn’t been present just seconds before. “Who’s this?” I asked. The creature’s pointed teeth curved into a grin.  

	“Buddy, he doesn’t bite.” She smiled, looking up at me. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head, leaving only the whites of her eyes visible. When they returned, they were an obsidian shade. 

	“What’s the matter, Maricel? Won’t you let us in?” Her voice dropped several octaves, no longer sounding like a child. The gruff of a disgruntled devil replaced the sweet tone. She bent her head back, so far it cracked.  

	I stepped back, closing the door. The dog caught it with its meaty paw, using it as a tool to invite himself inside. To force the door shut, I leaned against it, but the pooch pushed it aside. The door smashed me against the wall. Sore from the collision, I used the wall to rise. The beast and little girl now stood at the foot of a closed door. The girl stalked closer. 

	“Stay back!” I shouted. She snatched my neck, tightening her grip. Her hands felt as rough as sandpaper—thick like a burly man, suffocating me. “The Lemurian will rise!” she hollered with a violent convulsion, morphing into a sizeable feathered creature with flared talons.

	 “Jesus, help me!” I choked, passing out. 

	* * *

	I awoke in the center of the living room floor with my glasses beside me. Keeping up with them was a real pain. Ever since I’d gazed into the eyes of the crystal skull, my eyesight had never been the same. Although I could see without glasses, it was harder for me to read signs far away while driving. My spectacles, along with my hair trimmed to mid waist rather than lower waist also gave me enough of a different look, keeping anyone from recognizing me.

	 Looking to my left, I noticed couches flipped over, vases shattered, and the coffee table split in half. With a sigh at the mess these demons had made, I pulled myself up, grabbing a bat and looked under furniture, opening closets, finding nothing. So, I put on the first clothes I saw smelled clean and rushed out the door. Today, I didn’t have time to read the bible like I tried to do daily. If God were to use me; I needed to get acquainted with His word.

	* * *

	I power walked inside the bookstore clutching a handful of textbooks to my chest. My shift didn’t start for another hour, which gave me time to study while sipping my ritualistic glass of coffee. As I scattered my books across the tabletop and fixed my attention on my finance notes, Mason took a seat across from me.

	“I see this is your safe haven,” he said. His eyes burrowed into mine, and I pushed my glasses up my nose, mustering a nervous smile.

	“I guess, you could say so,” I said, standing to order my coffee. 

	“I’ll take care of that,” he said, placing his hand over mine. My body grew tense from the accidental skin contact.

	“It’s fine, you don’t even know what I order—” 

	“Let me see, one caramel mocha macchiato...” He smiled, the dimples of his face showing. 

	“How’d you know?”

	“Just an observation.”

	“So, you’ve been studying me,” I said. Mason shook his head

	 “No. what makes you think that?” His eyebrows rose. When I saw his cheerful smile vanish, I searched for an excuse to have said such a thing.

	“I was kidding. I’m a creature of habit.”

	“I picked up on that, I see you like to carry a bible?” His eyes moved to my unzipped backpack, where my King James 1611 Bible branched out.

	“Yes, it calms me.” 

	“I find reading the Bible therapeutic, as well. Speaking of which, that’s an interesting version, you got there. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen it before.” 

	“It’s a King James 1611 Bible combined with a Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance.”

	“Are you a collector of different translations and versions of the Bible or attending seminary school?”

	“No, I just prefer this version, and I do enjoy studying theology.”

	“That’s amazing you choose to devote your time to knowing scripture. I’m into end-times prophecies, myself.”

	“Me too,” I said.

	“It can’t get any more interesting than that.”

	“Agreed.” 

	“You know, I lead up a bible study on Wednesday nights. There’s one tonight, actually and you should come. It starts at nine,” he said. I didn’t enjoy attending church, the word itself gave me chills. 

	Even after being handed a task by God, I tried many times to seek Him with the help of a religious figure, first through Mass and talking to a priest during confession, yet no closure. Then, I took a more protestant approach. The subjects most congregations preached, regardless of denomination, didn’t have the slightest thing to do with my God-given mission. When I tried asking several pastors for guidance on how to fight the oncoming apocalypse against the Watchers, they suggested I seek psychiatric help. I preferred to learn from God myself, finding the more I read my bible and prayed, the closer to Him I felt.

	“I’ll have to check my schedule since I’m scheduled to close on Wednesdays,” I said. 

	“I’ll help you close and take you there,” he said. His persistence vexed me. With him being my boss, the last thing I needed was to lose my job. 

	“Sure,” I said, hoping he’d get off my back. 

	“Great.” He got up and headed to order my cup of coffee. 

	As I waited for him, I typed his name into Facebook, and his profile came up. His profile contained various pictures of him with church members, beaming. My heart thumped faster as I scrolled through photographs of him at services, outreaches,  even preaching. 

	“For you,” he said, holding out my drink. The name Patricia was written in whipped cream on the top. I closed the laptop, hoping he hadn’t seen what I was doing. 

	“Thank you,” I said. 

	“My pleasure,” he said, glancing at his Rolex watch. “I’ll see you tonight,” he said, heading over to talk to other employees.

	“Sounds good,” I said, shutting my book and putting my head down on the table.

	* * *

	A quarter till five in the evening as I stood on the ladder, placing books on the New Release section the thud of boots treading across the carpeted floor caused me to freeze. From my periphery, I glimpsed a man with a slinky build in his late-twenties standing beside the edge of the ladder. I peered down at him. He donned black from head to toe with a long trench coat and cargo pants. 

	“Can I help you?” I turned to peer down at him.

	 He hung his head, giving me a full view of his raven loose curls. The man fiddled with his thumbs. Then, he spared a glance. His sloe eyes met mine as he held a solemn stare for several seconds, and his mouth parted before reverting his gaze to the oak wood bookshelves behind me.

	“I need a book on demonology,” he said in a low tone. 

	“Let’s try the new age/occult section, there should be plenty over there,” I said, and he trailed behind me keeping a striking distance between us.

	 I skimmed the shelves in a rush to locate something. After my stay in Mu, I hated touching or being around anything occultic. I’d have to remember to pray for his soul later.

	He backed away from me and wheezed. I turned, locking eyes with him just as he sprayed chunks of vomit inches from my feet. I glared at him while his eyes dilated at me.

	“Never m-mind—” he sputtered, sprinting away and leaving me standing next to a pile of puke. He bumped into a few customers shopping as he ran out of the store. Shoppers turned. A coworker shouted at the man, but he pushed him aside, rushing through the parking lot.

	* * *

	After the strange turn of events, at last, the shift had come to an end. Mason waited for me at the exit with his usual upturned face. I tried to muster something resembling a smile, although inside I was raging like a piranha, ready to prey on my next kill. 

	“Are you excited?” Mason asked while pulling the door open for me.  

	“Hardly, some man puked in the occult section,” I said, walking past him.

	“I heard about the incident. I’m sorry that happened to you.” He locked up the store. 

	“Jeffery wasn’t busy and offered to clean it up for me.” 

	“Jeffery is always reliable. I really appreciate his work ethic. Try to relax, Patricia,” he said. I sighed, wishing I could track down the guy and strangle him for spreading his germs. The last thing I needed was to fall ill with my rent payment coming up and no health insurance coverage.

	As we walked, the sensation of something large and feathery colliding with my shoe, halted me. My gaze drifted to a dead robin, I covered my mouth. At least a dozen others sprinkled the parking lot.

	“Look, at all these dead birds! What do you think could’ve caused this?” I said. 

	“Perhaps, something is in the air,” he replied, keeping his hands in his jean pockets.

	“Death.” 

	“No, silly, it’s probably the result of air pollution. You need to think more positive,” Mason said. I turned away from him with a sigh.

	“It still doesn’t change the fact the end is near,” I muttered to myself. 

	“What did you say?” he said as we approached his jeep and he opened the door for me. I bit my lower lip.

	“Nothing, it was a joke,” I said. A smile stretched across Mason’s face, although I could tell he wasn’t amused. 

	* * *

	He drove for twenty-minutes, discussing work with me before we arrived at a mini-mansion in South Lake Dallas. The jeep turned onto a broad winding pathway.

	“You’ve got a lovely home,” I said. 

	“It’s been in my family for several generations.” He got out and opened the door for me. I strolled with him past the grove of oak trees lining the sandstone walkway.

	“I’d imagine with a home of this size your family enjoys it.” 

	“Family?” 

	“You strike me as the family type of guy.” 

	“My church is my family.” Mason turned away. Then he pivoted around eyeing me. “How about you?” he asked. “Do you have any family?”

	“I’m a family of one,” I said. He didn’t answer, continuing to walk. We came to the door, and a man who looked around the age of sixty answered the door.

	“Hello, Dr. Richmond,” he said. 

	“Hans, this is Maricel,” he said to him. The man beamed and shook my hand and held the door for me. I stepped in marveling the black marble inlay of the foyer. Around the corner, I caught a whiff of pizza and spotted four other guests, lounging in the drawing-room. There were one man and three women. Each member appeared to be in their twenties or thirties. One of the women walked over.

	“You must be Patricia, I’m Caroline Walter. Mason told us he was bringing a friend. Do you mind if I call you Patty?” she said. Although I wasn’t fond of the title, I nodded. “Great, have some pizza. We just started. There’re some cans of pop too,” she said.  More people stood up, introducing themselves. 

	I chose a seat next to Caroline while she munched on pizza. Being huddled in such a small space surrounded by this many new faces, killed my appetite.

	“You’re not going to eat?” Caroline asked.

	“No, I’m fine.”

	“If you change your mind, feel free to dig in,” she said. I nodded, although my appetite had diminished with my desire to be here.

	“Who would like to lead us in prayer tonight?” Mason asked, eyeing each member. 

	“Me!” an energetic blonde woman shot up her hand. Her hair was styled in pigtails, reminding me of a young girl, although she looked to be at least twenty-six. 

	“Okay. Tammy go for it,” Mason said. 

	“Thank you, God, for everything you’ve given us like this pizza, all of my friends. I pray this Bible study will be great like they all are. Amen,” she said, glancing over at me and her smile dissipated. “You need to be more thankful, Patty.” 

	“I am.” 

	“It doesn’t look like it.” 

	“Tammy can be a little sensitive about how others respond to her prayers,” a woman with waist-length, wavy, auburn hair seated to my left whispered. “I’m Alison Richards by the way. You can call me, Ally.” She extended her hand, and I shook it.

	“Nice to meet you, Ally,” I said. 

	“I can tell she’s sensitive,” I whispered back.

	“Today, the Holy Spirit led me to focus on the seven trumpets mentioned in Revelation 8-10. Patricia, when I spoke to you, earlier, you mentioned enjoying reading about end-times prophecies. What can you tell us about the seven trumpets?” 

	My pulse slowed with his question. Now I wished to take back my remark about loving end-times prophecies.

	“Followed by the seven seals that are opened by the lamb or Jesus Christ, which produces a series of judgments, the fire pan of saints’ prayers is cast to earth as a result of the seventh seal, God speaks, and seven different angels blow seven trumpets causing great calamities and wonders. Some believe when these trumpets are blown, portals open,” I said. Tammy smirked, and everyone turned to her.

	“I’m sorry, I had a bad cough,” she said. I scowled at her.

	“The first trumpet releases hail and fire mixed with blood and it burns up a third of the trees on earth and all grass,’ I paused. Everyone’s eyes remained on me.

	“Go on…” Mason said.

	“It’s followed by the second trumpet, which is a burning mountain cast into the sea, and a third of sea becomes blood, a third of the creatures die, and third of ships are destroyed. The third trumpet blown is a great star that burns like a lamp, and it lands upon a third of the rivers and springs of water, making the water bitter. This star’s name is Wormwood.” I said, taking a moment to catch my breath. “Just think, this could be a volcanic eruption like Yellow Stone but the magnitude of Krakatoa. There would be no drinking water.”

	“That’s an interesting thought.” Mason grinned. Tammy’s lips pressed into a tight line as she glanced at him, then me with her arms folded over her chest. “I’m sorry to interrupt continue on,” Mason said. I gulped.

	 “The fourth trumpet is blown, and a third of the sun, moon, and stars are struck. The sky becomes as dark as night. Maybe it’s an asteroid, or has something to do with planet x,” I said. One of the men rolled his eyes. 

	“Cut it out, Kent,” Mason said. Kent ran his fingers across his clean-shaven head with a sigh.

	“Somebody needs to study the works of biblical scholars on eschatology, rather than using their vain imagination. The consumption of too much fantasy and science fiction can corrupt the mind, come on planet x. You can’t be serious? That’s not even real science!” Kent said to Tammy the two covered their mouths to conceal their snickers. Their mockery made me apprehensive. 

	“After the fifth trumpet is blown, a star falls from heaven to earth. This star, which is most likely a metaphor for an angel since angels are referred to stars throughout the book of Revelation. The angel possesses a key to open the abyss. This is fascinating because some believe this angel is Lucifer.” 

	“Lucifer is not an angel, he’s was the King of Tyre, this girl is completely off base!” Kent said. Mason’s brow rose. I ignored Kent’s complaints continuing to explain.

	“Abaddon also referred to Apollyon in Greek, is the destroyer. I believe he’s Azazel, the infamous Watcher from the book of Enoch who’s believed to be chained in Dudael away from the other Watchers. Abandon is referred to in Revelation 9:11 as the king of the abyss and leader of the locust army. These locusts have the face of men, hair of women, and teeth of lions and torment those who don’t have the seal of God on their foreheads for five months. Those who are tormented by the locusts cannot die even though they seek it and they desire it but won’t find it.”

	“I’ve never heard anyone reference the book of Enoch during Bible study,” Mason said. 

	“It’s a crucial piece in the puzzle in understanding the end-times.”

	“Finish explaining,” Mason said.

	“I don’t mean to interrupt again, but wasn’t Lucifer already kicked out of heaven, so how is he freeing Abaddon then?” Tammy asked.

	“Yes, but the war in heaven spoken of in Revelation 12 isn’t referring to Satan’s first rebellion, but when he’s no longer able to go up to heaven. Before, he could make his case against the saints accusing them.” 

	“Do you have any scripture to back that up?” Kent asked.

	“Yes, in the book of Job, it talks about the sons of God, which is referring to Satan and the other fallen angels who present themselves before God,” I said.

	“So, you think demons go between heaven and earth?” Caroline asked.

	“Not exactly demons, but fallen angels do…” I said.

	“What?” Tammy interrupted.

	“Let’s not get sidetracked from today’s lesson. We can talk more about this later,” Mason said. “Continue on, Patricia.”

	“The sixth trumpet releases four angels from the Euphrates who have been chained. It gives an eerie description of the horses and their riders. These riders have fiery breastplates. But the horses are bizarre being dark blue and yellow sulfurous color. The horses’ heads are like lions’ heads, fire and smoke and sulfur come out of their mouths. A third of mankind is killed by them because those three substances cause plagues and their tails are snake-like. But still, there are those who don’t repent who are left.” I paused as I noticed Mason staring at me. Something in his eyes had changed as his mouth parted. The others must’ve seen because they turned to him. When he realized we were all watching him stare at me, he cleared his throat.

	“Keep going, Patricia. I’m amazed by your knowledge on the subject,” he said. My eyes shot to the ground.

	“In between this time of the sixth and seventh trumpet, the two witnesses arise and witness to people for forty-two months in Jerusalem. They’re given authority to turn water into blood and to strike the earth with every plague. When they finish prophesying, a beast ascends from the abyss makes war with them and overcomes them which is also quoted in Daniel 7:3 People will rejoice of their death, but then seven thousand in that city will be killed by a great earthquake.”

	“I would love to see the day the two witnesses arrive,” Caroline said.

	“Me too,” Tammy said.

	“The seventh trumpet brings thunders and an earthquake and a violent hailstorm then the ark of the covenant is revealed after the twenty-four elders rejoice in heaven giving praise to God because he is about to judge the wicked and reward the righteous. That’s Revelations 9-11 in a condensed summary,” I said, picking up a Sprite off the table and taking a sip. Everyone stared at me with their mouths ajar.

	“I don’t need to teach tonight. Patricia seems to have it down all by herself. Tell me, Patricia, have you considered seminary school?” Mason asked.

	“No, I’m not trying to be a preacher.”

	“You sound like a teacher.”

	 “You really know your stuff,” Caroline said.

	“What a load of drivel. The book of Enoch is mysticism—pure fables, I could’ve drafted a more entertaining story in my sleep. I tried reading it once out of mere curiosity. I couldn’t even make it past the first paragraph because it’s so poorly written with fantastical tales of giants 450 cubits tall and spirits and flesh mating,” Ken said.

	“Come on, Kent.” Mason frowned.

	Mason, you of all people should know women have no place teaching because they’re more susceptible to the devil’s deception.  Why do you think the serpent approached Eve?” he said. I clenched my fists.

	“He has a point,” Tammy said.

	“She was just sharing what she knows,” Mason said.

	“Still she needs a covering,” Tammy said.

	“If she’s open to it, I will serve as her covering,” Mason said, Tammy stood up and walked away.

	“What you’re promoting is Gnosticism. Its roots emerge from a perversion of God’s word.  The sons of God were the righteous sons of Seth intermarrying with the wicked daughters of Cain. Not fallen angels with human women. Angels aren’t allowed to marry, and flesh and spirit cannot produce a child! Stop preaching heresy, or God will deal with you,” Kent said. I frowned at him.

	“How do you explain the word giants?” I asked. 

	“Giants is a metaphor! You should stay away from non-canonical texts. It’s easy for amateurs to get confused,” he said, taking a bite of his pepperoni pizza.

	“Kent, she’s expressing her ideas. This is what studies are for,” Ally said. He rolled his eyes.

	“As someone with a Ph.D. in theology, I can see she’s influenced by the works of fringe scholars.” 

	“You know what, I’m done here!” I stood up to leave.

	“Patty, wait!” Caroline shouted, rushing after me. “People are skeptical of less popular viewpoints,” she said. Caroline’s almond-shaped brown eyes burrowed into mine as her full lips pouted. She appeared doll-like with her button nose, high cheekbones, midlength afro, and umber complexion. 

	“Do you believe me?” 

	“It sounds science fiction. But I have an open mind,” Caroline said. 

	“Yeah, Caroline is right. It’s not what we’re used to hearing on a Sunday morning. That doesn’t mean we’re opposed to what you’re saying,” Ally said.

	Unable to hide my frustration as I turned, a hand gripped my shoulder. I pivoted around to see Mason. 

	“Patricia, don’t leave,” Mason said. 

	“Look, it’s getting late.” I slumped my shoulders, tearing my eyes to the ground. He nodded, walking ahead to hold the door for me. I waved to the group.  

	As I buckled into the passenger’s seat beside Mason, I peered out the window, not wanting to encourage a conversation. 

	“Don’t let Kent’s words bother you. You shared eye-opening information.” 

	“He tried to discredit me, so what difference does it make if everyone sides with him? People will always stick to what they know.” 

	“It never hurts to plant the seed.”

	“That will never grow…” 

	“All it takes is a little rain. Besides, God gave you a voice for a reason. You have a gift,” he said. 

	“Yeah, right,” I said. Mason didn’t answer me, driving until we reached the bookstore. I motioned to get out, gripping the door handle. But he ran around to the passenger’s side and opened the door. I thanked him, wishing he would leave me alone.

	 “Here let me walk you to your car,” he said. I attempted to smile. Inside I wanted to punch him in the face for inviting me to that humiliation ritual of a bible study. “Here you are.” 

	“Thanks,” I said.

	“Patricia,” he said. I looked over my shoulder at him as I was in the process of shutting the door. “Don’t let anyone make you doubt what you know,” he said. I didn’t answer him. He stood there, watching as I drove away. 

	Pressing the gas pedal harder, picking up speed to enter the highway, I merged into the right lane as my lane ended. Once the car was up to speed, I turned on cruise control. 

	A flare of blue light shined in the middle of the road. It grew, encompassing the entire pathway. Swerving to avoid it, I screamed. My surroundings heated and lit up. My eyes watered from the strength of its illumination. 

	The car stopped spinning, and I emerged, befuddled. I stood in a quiet suburb in the center of a cul-de-sac under a palm tree. An orange hue painted the evening sky as the sun dipped for the day, casting a warm glow on my copper skin. 

	A burst of laughter disrupted my thoughts. I turned, noticing a couple clasping hands on the opposite sidewalk. The woman’s wedding ring glistened with the sunset. Her dark brown hair sat just above her narrow shoulders bouncing, and the man took the edge of her chin into his hands as he pulled her in for a kiss. She caressed his face, retaking his hand, and strolled with him. Suddenly, she shrieked. He caught her. Her foot oozed with blood after a shard of glass went through her flip-flop.

	From a distance, the same two creatures who visited my apartment the previous night pawed the cement, fixing their gaze on the couple. The man seemed unaware as he carried his wife. The feathered creature leaped for him. I jumped out from the bushes between them and the monstrosity. 

	At that moment, the couple became aware of my presence. I recognized the couple as Leslie and Erich. Their eyes widened—the apparitions vanished.

	“Maricel!” Leslie cried. Erich’s brows rose.

	“Keep away from us!” he shouted.

	“Erich, it’s okay, I’m no longer with Azazel,” I said. He glared at me.

	“Why are you following us?”

	“Erich, calm down,” Leslie said.

	“There are demons after you,” I said. Erich’s eyes narrowed. “They were about to get you, but I prevented it,” I said with a pant. 

	 “There’s nothing here.” 

	“There were two of them behind you. Those demons are the same entities who attacked me in my apartment last night. I believe somehow I was teleported here to warn you.” 

	They both stared at me for a long time with their brows furrowed while they faded from view. Another wave of colorful lights blinded me as I exited the highway, having returned to Dallas. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 2

	premonitions

	 “Will you have a look at this?” Mason pointed to the spot where the man had thrown up. Men in hazmat suits moved around the area, caution taping it. “You know how you got Jeffrey to clean up the mess yesterday?” he asked. I nodded. “Jeffery came into work this morning not looking so hot. He complained about nausea and passed out.”

	“Oh, no!” I gasped.

	“When the paramedics hospitalized him, he was covered in boils,” he said. “It’s not your fault. Nobody knew the man had a virus. I’ve got the staff reviewing the tapes to find the carrier.”

	“Do you think they’ll find him before he infects anyone else?” 

	“I hope so. The guy is a public health risk. Some epidemiologist might stop by to ask you some questions this afternoon since you had close contact with him,” he said. I bit my bottom lip. “You’re not feeling sick at all?” He looked me over.

	“No.” I shook my head.

	“Good. This might sound like an inappropriate question, but would you like to grab lunch with me later?” Mason asked. I laughed 

	“Sure.” 

	* * *

	Four hours later, we headed to lunch. Mason had chosen a spot at the end of the jam-packed lot.

	“Do you always park far away?” 

	“I enjoy the walk, it makes for a good work out.” 

	“I guess if you’re trying to lose weight, which you seem fine.”

	“I’d rather save spaces for those who need them.”

	“What about if it snows?”

	“This is Texas, not Nebraska.” 

	“Don’t be too surprised, it could happen.”

	“If it snows, I’ll walk.”

	“How about ice?” 

	A smile crept onto the corner of his face. 

	“Ah, I got you,” I said. He laughed and opened the door for me. As I sat in the car, a sharp ping struck my skull, and I clutched my head.

	“Is everything okay?” he asked, pulling out of the lot.

	“Yes, just a headache.”      

	“If you start to feel nauseous, let me know,” 

	“Don’t worry. I’m not infected.”

	“You seem overwhelmed about something.”

	“Overwhelmed? No. Headaches for me are a usual occurrence.”

	“You should get an MRI?”

	“No, I mean, my head tends to hurt when I’m nervous or before something bad is about to happen?”

	“Do you have premonitions?” he said. 

	“No.” 

	* * *

	As we dined at a Thai restaurant, I noticed his eyes never left me. I acted as if I didn’t see, pushing my fried rice around my bowl, focusing on the cherry blossom wallpaper behind his head.

	“What is it?” I asked him. 

	“You intrigue me.”

	“I’m really one of the most boring people you’ll ever meet,” I said, taking a bite. 

	“Not at all. You don’t know your worth,” Mason said. I gazed into his caramel eyes, unsure of how to reply. 

	“What makes you say that?”

	“You’re a private person, yet once you start talking, you’re a scholar. I was impressed by your knowledge of Biblical prophecy.”       

	“I’ve been studying Biblical prophecy for the past couple of years, it’s no big deal.”

	“But it is….you should try informing more people,” he said.

	“Yeah, sure…”

	“Your way of presenting the information is easy to follow even if it’s not the most conventional of beliefs. And people have a right to know. You need to speak up while there’s still the freedom of speech, this nation is going to Hell with all the limitations they are slapping on our God-given freedoms,” he said, digging into his dancing shrimp followed by a sip of Coke. 

	“No one cares what I have to say, I’m nobody important in the eyes of the world…” 

	“Come on, Patricia. You can’t let insecurity of what others say stop your mission.” His words sent a chill down my spine as he uttered the word mission. How did he know? Or, perhaps he had just chosen the right words. “There’s a lot of people who will wish someone would’ve spoken up and told them the truth.”

	“Look, unlike you, I’m not devoted to a cause. The unbelieving dug their graves, thanks to their complacency,” I said. He didn’t say much afterward, and we ate in silence. 

	Just as we were leaving the restaurant, a man slinking behind the building with his hands in the pockets of his trench coat caught my eyes as he brushed me with his broad shoulders. He ignored me and kept walking, I got in the car with Mason.

	 

	My chest tightened as if my lungs were tangled around my heart as an ominous sensation overtook me. 

	“Mason, hurry up and drive!” I hollered, closing the door behind me. He reversed out of the lot without bothering to question my sudden change in behavior and drove off.

	As we entered the road, from a distance, the entire restaurant lit up like fireworks. The bricks and glass flew into the street. I spotted the same man who had been lurking around, whistling while sashaying down the opposite side of the road. 

	He glanced up, locking eyes with me—it was him again, the man who had started the virus outbreak. Mason was distracted by the orange flames dancing from the combusted restaurant. A thick pillar of smoke rose into the air.

	“How’d you know?” he asked.

	“God told me,” I said. As we sped down the highway, something in his eyes had changed. 

	“Incredible,” he said, smiling. “You’re a prophet! More accurately, a prophetess!” 

	“I never said I was anything.” 

	“The foresight of when events occur are the markings of a prophet!” 

	“That’s just one instance. Besides, what made you believe me?”

	“I had faith you were one. Tell me, do you have dreams that happen?” he said. 

	“Yes, but it’s just trauma.”

	“Trauma from what?” 

	“Nothing, I was mumbling nonsense again.” 

	“No, you were opening up,” he said. “I’m here for you.” He patted my knee. I looked down at his hand, clasping my knee, wishing I could take back what I had said, not wanting him to uncover any more about me. He, like anyone else, couldn’t be trusted. The moment I confided in someone they always betray me or had marked their grave.  

	* * *

	Reporters and camera-crews swarmed the bookstore. When the journalists saw Mason approaching the front, they gathered around him, asking him questions. Just as Mason had warned, a few public health officials were congregated outside interviewing each worker.

	“What’s going on?” I said to a fellow coworker leaned against a pickup truck, taking a smoke break.

	“Ten more people got the virus,” he said.

	“Did they travel to the occult section?”

	“No, they were on the other side of the store,” he said, taking another drag of his cigarette. One of the news hosts made her way over toward me. I fled, having no desire to appear on camera. Although I had once lived for the camera as an actress, I now feared it.

	 “Where are you going?” Mason reached for my wrist. I yanked away, running to the other side of the lot.

	“I’m camera shy,” I said. Mason smirked.

	 A man in a hazmat suit arrested me by the shoulders, his large hand caused me to double back. 

	“I’m going to need you to come with me, Maricel.” 

	“What’s going on?” 

	“Everyone that has been exposed to the disease is headed for a twenty-four-hour quarantine.” 

	“Quarantine?” 

	“We rolled the tapes the man vomited at your feet.” 

	“Please, I haven’t experienced a single symptom in the last twenty-four hours.” 

	“I’m sorry.” The man gripped me. Mason stopped him.

	“I was in the building when it all happened,” Mason said. The man shrugged. 

	“Dr. Richmond, you’ve been cleared.” 

	“I know, but I’m requesting that she is as well since I’ve returned from lunch with her and have not witnessed any flare-ups.”

	“If you insist on joining her in quarantine, you can because she hasn’t been cleared.” 

	* * *

	The van shook as it rolled over jagged potholes that sprinkled the road. The farther away from the shopping districts and suburbs we traveled, passing urban areas with abandoned homes and slums the streets were less treated. A camp of homeless people held out their signs. A few displayed empty cans to beg for money.

	“Can you believe these people, swarming every corner like roaches,” my coworker Janice said to me, in the van.

	“You know, I was homeless once. You don’t know what brought them to this point,” I said. Janice pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes at me.

	“Some people are different, you see.”

	“Different?”

	“They don’t want to help themselves, they’d rather beg and get high than stop begging for a handout. It’s an illness!”

	“Not everyone on the streets is like that, I met a lot of ex-cons, vets, families that had to file bankruptcy because of a sick relative and young adults who never were taught life skills and dumped out of foster care when they hit eighteen.”

	“That’s really something,” Mason interrupted our exchange.

	“Sure is,” Janice said, turning away from me. I unclenched my fist.

	“Try to calm down, Maricel, some people are extremely ignorant of others circumstances,” Mason said.

	“Ignorant? More like bigoted,” I said.

	“I’d say myopic. In time, people like her will understand,” he said.

	“Yeah, we’re practically in a recession with all the fears about this government shutdown people are moving their money elsewhere. Then there have been cuts to most of the social programs, so no one’s spending as much. Pretty soon, it’ll be clear a recession has hit—she like every member of the ninety-nine percent will lose the crumbs they cling to consider themselves “middle class.” I’d like to see what she thinks then.”

	“That’s pretty harsh to say, Patricia.”

	“It might be harsh, but you reap what you sew, my friend.”

	* * *

	We arrived around nine at night after a long six-hour drive to a fenced-off, windowless facility in Amarillo, Texas. They herded us into the massive white building like cattle. Armed guards lined the mile-high barbed wire fence.

	“I can’t believe we’re in this mess. All because of some guy’s vomit,” I said to Mason as we sat across from one another in the dim cafeteria, eating brown processed mush that barely passed for sweet beans. 

	“They’ll find him, in the meantime remember God has a plan,” he said. Although I had chosen to put my faith in God, I grew frustrated with why negative things continued to happen. 

	After dinner, they gave each of us a change of clothes, which were white pants and a t-shirt.

	* * *

	I headed for bed curling up in a small barrack, closing my eyes. Just as I was starting to dream, a voice awakened me.

	“Maricel!” a male voice called out. I sprung up and slid on my glasses. My blurry eyes darted around the room. Everyone else was asleep. Then I heard the voice again. I followed the sound to see a slender cloaked figure standing at a distance. When it noticed me, it sprinted around the corner. The hem of its trench coat dragged the cold tile floor. 

	When I came around the corner, the person froze, standing on the opposite end of the hall. With each step I took toward the figure, dizziness overcame me. 

	The being neared me as I collapsed onto the ground. By the outline of the person’s frame, it was a man. With the way my vision wavered, his features were difficult to discern. He scooped me up, and I was too weak to resist. The man turned, checking his surroundings before running away with me.

	A guard shouted at him as he dashed down the hall. “What are you doing in here?” The man spun around with me in his arms, kicking the guard in his abdomen and the guard hit the wall—his glasses shattering with his collapse. He placed me on the floor beside the unconscious guard. I could faintly see him removing the guard’s clothing and slipping into his navy outfit and holster. 

	As he got dressed, I tried to crawl away, but he ceased my shoulders and stuffed me in a body bag and carried me past security. Moments later, I felt myself being lifted—I passed out.

	* * *

	I awoke with the roar of a train’s horn on the cold floor to a pair of dark eyes. The eyes fixed on me belonged to the man who continued to turn up wherever I was. He sat with one leg pulled up to his chest and his other spread out with his hand tucked under his chin. When he noticed me stir, his gaze reverted to me. We both remained silent, leaving only the rumble of the train. 

	“Maricel—” he said. I backed away from him.

	“How do you know my name?” I said. He got up, pacing around in circles.

	“I found you.” 

	“Why were you looking for me?” I said. He didn’t answer. Instead, he sat running his fingers through his thick curls. Although whatever disease he had spread created lesions on those infected, there was no trace of sickness on him. 

	“Are you hurt?” he asked.

	“I’m fine. Why did you take me?” 

	“I need to protect you from Azazel and discuss our mission.” 

	“How do you know about Azazel?”

	“That’s for another time.”

	“Why should I trust you when you tried to kill me twice?” 

	“Plans have changed, you’re no longer my enemy but friend.” 

	“What plans? Nothing you’re saying makes any sense!” I said. He didn’t answer. “I don’t know who you are or who you work for, but we have no business together,” I said. His stare followed me as I stood, waiting until the train came to a stop, and I leaped off. 

	He peeked out from the train car, watching me strut away. Distance grew between us while he rode off into the night.

	I headed home kicking a rock ahead of me with my head craned, and my hands tucked in my pockets for about an hour before a red Ford Fusion pulled up beside me.

	“Patricia, what are you doing out here alone this time a night?” a female voice said. I glanced up to see Caroline garbed in maroon scrubs, riding alongside me. By the way, she eyed my clothing, she probably thought I had left a psych ward.

	“It’s been a long day.” 

	“Get in,” she said. I came around, opening the door, and got inside. 

	“It’s not safe for you to be out this late alone. Some strange things have been happening.”

	“Such as?”

	 “You didn’t hear?” she said. I shook my head. “A Thai Restaurant exploded! Authorities are saying it might be a terror attack despite heightened national security, which is more reason why Republicans are arguing for border security,” she said. I looked out the window, considering how the incidents involved the man who had taken me. “What’s happening reminds me of some of the stuff you talked about at the bible study.” 

	“You really think?” I turned back to her.

	“Yes, these things are no coincidences.” 

	“So what I was saying wasn’t sci-fi after all?” 

	“No, you were onto something. You know, I was thinking that maybe these recent events are God’s way of getting our attention.” 

	“I can’t argue with that assumption,” I said.

	 “I was just leaving work, I work as a nurse, and we had some of the patients come in from the bookstore that was infected.”

	“I work there.”

	“So you and Mason work together?” she said. I nodded. “Whatever is going around is like nothing any of us have ever seen. It starts as boils, but the infected flesh rots away similar to a flesh-eating virus and then many of the people…” 

	“What?” 

	“Behave zombie-like in nature,” she said. I covered my mouth. 

	“They lose control of their frontal lobe. The disease is caused by misfolded proteins resembling prions. These misfolded proteins distort the proteins in the brains of the infected. Since protein function is controlled by shape. You can imagine how much damage it causes.”

	“Like mad cow disease or Kuru?”

	“Yes and no. We’re not even sure if the misfolded proteins are actual prions since unlike other prion-related illnesses rather than the host becoming weaker and uncoordinated they don’t lose control of their motor function, in fact, their movement is more sophisticated as they are stronger and faster and act extremely violent,” she said.

	“Fascinating, and in what ways do the abnormal proteins modify the behavior of its host?” I asked, thinking back to sector 7A from Mu, and I wondered if this disease was linked to those brutal experiments I had witnessed three years prior.

	“Before the infection is known, the host becomes more social and intimate with those in their immediate surrounding to help spread the virus and after the virus is detected, after a period of breakouts on the skin the person possesses abnormal strength.”

	“When you say abnormal strength, what do you mean?”

	“One man who called in sick who worked at the bookstore was at home sick before his wife called an ambulance since he had broken out in boils. He awakened as he was being placed on the stretcher and he suddenly broke free and grabbed a hammer that was in the room and started swinging at paramedics.” 

	“That’s awful!” How did you guys contain those infected once they changed?” 

	“It wasn’t easy because of their change in speed, strength, and agility. “We’ve lost a few personnel. This is something I don’t want you leaking out to the public because it could cause mass hysteria, so promise not to say anything to anyone or post about this on social media.”

	“My lips are sealed.”

	“What scares me most is that some of the infected have displayed cannibalistic tendencies. One woman who was hospitalized for the disease mauled a nurse’s chest.” 

	“Yikes!” I covered my mouth. “I was placed in quarantine with Mason.” 

	“Oh, dear. Are you feeling okay?”

	“Yes. I underwent a medical examination. Doctors determined I was negative for the disease as over 24 hours had passed and I was released.”

	“Praise God, did the state release Mason too?” she asked.

	“Not yet, but I’m sure he’ll pass,” I said. 

	“I hope Mason gets cleared too.”

	“I’m sure they’ll clear him, I mean he voluntarily went,” I said, staring at the starry sky.

	* * *

	A week had passed, and it was early September. The Dallas County Health and Human Services declared the bookstore risk free. They blamed the outbreak on cabbage that hadn’t been safely inspected due to the FDA being affected by the government shutdown. That same cabbage had been used in some of the meals served in the café at the restaurant and other local chains. It was recalled. What was odd was there was no mention of the original carrier who visited the bookstore. All the press surrounding the outbreak dissipated as they moved onto talks of the upcoming presidential election and the candidates making their bids. That was the beauty of this country, through the power of media, they could make the world feel like it was business as usual even if things were falling apart.

	Mason had covered for me when the department of public health found I was no longer in quarantine. He paid the health officials not to make mention of my escape and to monitor me at home until the duration of my expected symptoms of the virus passed. 

	I owed him big time, for all he had done and we continued to talk daily, and I attended his weekly Wednesday night Bible studies. When the weekend came, Mason invited me to hang out at the annual fall festival. After walking around the park, we waited in line to ride the Ferris wheel.

	“Try to relax.” He pinched my cheeks. 

	“Sometimes I think we’re living in the last days.” 

	“That’s what people have been saying for ages.” He handed the ride operator our tickets

	“This time feels different, think about the virus last month.”

	“It was a fluke they contained. You shouldn’t base reality off feelings. Facts and reason should always come first.”

	 “God doesn’t always operate by man’s logic. After all, you think I’m a prophetess. By your line of reasoning, much of what I dream and hear from God is bound to happen, right?” I said as we got into our seats.

	“Not always. There’s the spirit of divination in which the devil gives a person dreams that appear prophetic as well as speaks to a person.”

	“So far, none of my futuristic dreams have been wrong, and I can hear God when he speaks to me, I know his voice.”

	“Maybe labeling you a prophetess so soon wasn’t the best idea. It only takes a prophet to be wrong once to prove they are false. Before you go around telling anyone, make sure you test the spirit and know it came from the Lord,” he said, snapping his seat belt shut. The Ferris wheel went upward.

	“True,” I said. The man didn’t answer. We sat in silence until the ride came to a stop and for the next twenty-minutes we said little to one another

	After the Ferris wheel, we ate ice cream together on a bench.

	“Whatever God’s plan is for you, Patricia; it’s special.” He pushed a strand of my thick black hair out of my face.

	“Perhaps, I’m a martyr.” I focused my attention on the children hopping in the bounce house several feet away. 

	“Don’t talk like that.”

	“It could be my fate.” 

	“The end is near! Prepare for the apocalypse!” a man shouted. We turned to see a man with a shaved head and a white robe standing on a crate with a sign around his neck. “It’s only a matter of time people before they return. Don’t you see the earth is doomed? She’s crying with full force from all the pollution, violence and apathetic, greedy politicians. That’s why there are calamities and disease. She’s fighting back, they’re coming soon!” he turned to me and grinned. His eyes gleamed a yellow hue. A few people took pictures of him and recorded his tirade.

	“Don’t listen to him. That guy is a loon,” Mason said, taking my hand and he yanked me up from my spot. I turned one last time to look at the man who was being obscured by balloons. People crowded around him, suddenly he looked up from under his thick eyebrows and stuck out his tongue. It was a narrow slit-like a lizard, and he forked it at me, mouthing, Azazel is coming. My head spun as I quickly turned away and back to Mason, fighting my growing stomach pain, nearly knocking into a grinning clown juggling.

	“Where are we going?” 

	“I want to show you something,” he said, leading us to a game booth and buying a round at a dartboard. The woman in charge of the game folded her arms as she watched him hit the target bulls-eye every time. 

	“You’ve got some skills,” I said. 

	“Your boyfriend didn’t miss the mark once, you must be proud,” the woman said. Heat traveled to my face at her comment as we were not dating. “What prize would you like?” 

	“I’ll take the large rabbit,” he said. My brows rose, remembering how my father had gifted me with Mr. Rabbit. He placed the rabbit in my arms, and I gripped it. 

	“Thank you for the fun night,” I said. He smiled.

	“You needed it, you shouldn’t stress so much.” He tugged at my cheek. “Let me get a picture of you,” he said, holding up his phone. I put the rabbit up, shielding my face. “Come on, Patricia, let me snap a shot of your gorgeous face!”

	“I’m camera shy, remember?” I said. A flash hit me while I adjusted the rabbit in my arms.

	“Beautiful!” 

	“Mason, I’m going to kill you!”     

	He placed his arm around me, pulling me close to him so that my head grazed his shoulder. I used the rabbit to put distance between us. Although I enjoyed spending time with Mason as a friend and mentor, all the touching was making me uncomfortable.

	“It was too tempting.” 

	We strolled back to his car. As we rode, he glanced at me. My head rested against the window with the rabbit in my arms.

	“Don’t tell me you’re worried again?” he said. I didn’t respond. “Was it that freak?”  

	 “No, no, I’m just tired,” I said. The car pulled up to my apartment complex.

	“Let me walk you to the door.” 

	We came to my door, and I turned to him.

	“Thank you, Mason, for the incredible night, I needed it.” I gave him a partial hug since the rabbit was in my other arm. He held me, the scent of his old spice cologne assailed my nostrils. When I pulled away, he was grinning. 

	“It was my pleasure and goodnight.” He waved and walked away. When I got inside, I peeked out of the blinds, watching him swish to his car. He threw his fist up in the air and brought it down, pumping it at his side and mouthed “Yes!” to himself.

	I shook my head and closed the curtains and pivoted around, heading for my bedroom and placed the rabbit on my bed. I undressed, preparing for bed stepping into the shower and blow-dried my hair still wrapped in my towel when I heard a knock at my door. 

	Mason had been gone for the past half an hour. I slipped into a t-shirt and pajama pants and took a quick peek out my window to see if Mason’s car was nowhere in sight, but no vehicle in the lot resembled his. 

	A cluster of black Cadillacs parked in a row stole my attention. I turned and shuffled to the door, checking the peephole, I could only see black dress shoes, and I drew back and opened the door. Two men donning dark sunglasses and dress suits with expressionless sallow faces stood there.

	“What can I do for you gentlemen today?” I said, blinking my eyes.

	“Four UFOs were sighted in the area a month ago,” they said in unison in a flat tone. The skin on their face barely moved when they spoke. 

	“Yes, and how is this related to you visiting me?” I touched the tip of my chin with my index finger.

	“The ufos were sited the same week you were visited by a little girl and pooch.” 

	“I know nothing about a girl and dog,” I said. Their eyes narrowed.

	“You have a history of encounters with extraterrestrial beings.” 

	“Is this some kind of joke?”

	“Maricel. Those four UFOs resembled the four horsemen of the apocalypse.” Their words stirred something in me. The first four seals? , no, impossible! “Tell us, where you last saw Azazel?” they said. I grabbed the knob, pulling the door shut in their faces. 

	One of the men placed his foot in the door. He and the other man forced their way into the apartment. I recoiled, tripping into the table beside the door, breaking the lamp.

	In the dark, there was the sound of snarling and scratching with the men scampering around the house, knocking furniture over.

	I scrambled, reaching for my phone that had slid away. My hand landed on a solid object. I retrieved it, shining the light to see my visitors. They had forsaken their humanoid appearance for slimy black tentacles sprouting from their back and matching slippery dark gray sin. Their skin was even more leathery than before. When the light hit their bulging red eyes, they released a shrill cry. One of the man’s tentacles jetted out at my feet. 

	I rushed to the door, threw it open, and slammed his tentacle in the door. Sprinting down the hall, I didn’t dare look back as I heard the door burst open and the squeal of them pursuing me. I gripped the railing to balance myself as I flew down a flight of steps leading to the exit and just before I reached my car, I collided with a robust body, and I fell on my back. 

	My whole body ached as I met the gaze of the same set of dark eyes, belonging to the man who had been stalking me. 

	“Rough night?” he said, offering his hand. The calm expression written on his face did little to ease my mood—he looked anything but inviting.

	  I stood by myself and turned back to see the men who were chasing me were nowhere in sight.

	“Don’t worry, your visitors are gone,” he said.

	“Are you sure?” 

	“I’m positive.” He turned away.

	“Wait!” I said. He circuited around. “Who are you?” I said. A grin crept onto his face. 

	“We will know each other well sooner than you think when you’re ready to lend an ear and trust again.” He turned and walked away.

	I took a deep breath and prayed before returning inside. 

	After three hours of staying up, my eyelids grew heavy, and I rubbed them, hoping they would remain open, but they were resistant to my will. 

	* * *

	The streets were void except for blowing tumbleweed. Each step echoed in the expanses of the desolate land. Disheveled sheets of paper scattered across the street whipped around from the strong gust of wind. Decaying corpses and shards of glass decorated the ground, filling the air with a putrid odor. It wasn’t the only stench that permeated the air as sulfur laced with the noxious dark fumes of burning, overturned vehicles with shattered windshields. Gas leaked from the crash site onto the pavement. 

	A military tank rolling downhill from afar grabbed my attention. I ducked behind an overturned city bus while the tank passed, followed by a cattle truck. I peeked out from behind. 

	To my dismay, human faces gripping the bars peered out. The life in their eyes was sucked away by the hopelessness hanging in the air. By their mangled hair and besmirched countenances, it looked as if they hadn’t bathed in days.

	 I crept behind pieces of fallen buildings as the tank turned into a camp fenced off. My jaw dropped, fleeing in the opposite direction. 

	As I sprinted further away from the city into the outskirts of town, I happened upon a militia seated around a fire, burning dollar bills to stay warm. One man amongst them threw a picture of the president into the flames. 

	They waved an inverted American flag. The armbands they wore over their camo was of the same upside-down flag. They referred to themselves as modern revolutionaries. Taking a deep breath, in attempts to calm my raging nerves placing my hand on my head, I bolted farther away.

	An army marching downhill headed toward me—I turned to run the other way, slipping. 

	From the other side, more troops marched. I looked up to see diseased zombies on the other side, reaching for me. I cowered in a ball shielding myself from the hands.

	* * *

	The next day when I reached work, I searched for Mason. He entered with his usual smile. A few employees gathered around, chuckling at his jokes. When he saw me, he grinned wider and waved as he made his way over.

	“Mason, there’s something I need to tell you.” My voice trembled as I embraced him. He seemed taken aback by the hug. He held me by the curve of my waist.  A few of my male coworkers nudged one another as they watched. “Last night I had this horrible nightmare, the country was in ruins, the money wasn’t worth a cent, and people were in cages!” I panted. One of our coworkers chuckled. I glared at him and turned back to Mason. He patted my back.

	“I believe you,” he said, releasing me as he walked forward. I followed him and blinked at his vague response.

	“What should I do?”

	“Pray and ask God for answers. If you feel Him leading you, then share it at the bible study tonight,” he said and headed for the back room. I sighed as he left me standing there.

	I straightened the books on shelves trying to keep my mind occupied. As I worked, outside the window, I noted the same stranger with his hands in the pockets of his trench coat. 

	Tracing the back of my neck to ease my nerves had little effect as his eyes didn’t move from me while he watched without a smile. I tried to stand my ground and appear unmoved. A female coworker came up behind.

	“Don’t just stand around, there’s some books that need to be put on the shelves,” she said. I turned away from the window. When she left, I glanced back at the window, but the man was gone.

	* * *

	“You’re not still bothered by your dream last night?” Mason said, cruising down the road headed for Bible study.

	“No, everything is fine,” I said.

	“The tone of your voice and the look in your eyes tell a different story…”

	“Mason, watch out!” I rolled back my shoulder, sitting up. The car swerved to the left as the road swallowed the car behind us.

	“Close call, I’ll call 911 and see if they’re okay,” he said, getting out of the car. My skin grew clammy with sweat, my heart fluttering until I blanked out.

	* * *

	The car sped at a speed that seemed at least 100 miles per second. Through the rearview mirror, I glimpsed a familiar face pursuing us. The man’s light eyes met mine.

	“Mason, Speed up!” 

	“I can’t go any faster!” 

	“Hurry—” 

	Mason’s foot slammed the gas pedal, losing control of the vehicle, skidding for the shoulder of the road. The car flipped over, and Mason was thrown over the overpass. Both airbags deployed and I breathed in the car exhaust fumes laced with gas. The horn blared.

	I squirmed unable to move as I could hear footsteps pounding the pavement. My eyes moved upward to the polished dress shoes of a man. A puddle of gas formed beneath me, I gulped as he pulled me out of the car and took my hand. Just as my mouth parted to thank him, my lips quivered at the recognition of Lovell. He grinned at me.

	“Our time has come!” 

	* * *

	I screamed. Mason glanced at me as he opened the door to get in.

	“Are you okay?”

	“Yes, I think I passed out from shock and had a nightmare.”

	“Are you sure you’re fine?”

	“Yes, how is the person or people in the other car doing?”

	“They’re okay, the police arrived and are helping pull them out of the hole,” he said, starting the car to drive.

	“What was your nightmare about?”  

	“Mr. Lovell.”

	“Who?”

	“The Antichrist,” I said. Mason furrowed his brows. 

	“I wasn’t expecting the sinkhole.”

	“Me either, it almost seemed apocalyptic.”

	“Or the result of too much fracking,” he said. As much as I loved Mason’s willingness to lend an ear, his hyper-rational need to dispel everything irked me. By the expression on his face, after I screamed, it seemed even he thought I had lost my mind. 

	* * *

	I sat with the bible study group at a buffet and listened as they discussed their families and work as they stuffed their faces with food. Mason glanced at me as I picked at my food with my hand tucked under my chin.

	“It’s not a crime to smile,” he said.

	“Neither is it to frown,” I said, shoving a spoon full of peas in my mouth. 

	The television blared in the background, playing Ross Day’s America’s Hot Seat. Ross was a national news anchor known for his controversial segments. Ross was in his mid-forties and always wore a black suit that matched his sleek dark gray hair and piercing eyes that looked ready to dissect in and everything in his pathway.

	 A segment on his show caught the entire restaurants’ attention as vats of shouting and foul language accompanied images of civil unrest across various large cities, including Dallas. Protests had been occurring for the past few months as people voiced their dissatisfaction with the government shutdown, cuts to benefits meanwhile the cost of living continued skyrocketing while wages remained low, increasing homelessness and food insecurity. 

	* * *

	“Major riots have broken out in several major cities across the nation because millions are without food and shelter with cuts to government programs and the economic recession,” Ross said. Gaggles of people on screen raided grocery stores. “Our president’s approval rating is at an all-time low,” Ross Day grinned. 

	* * *

	 My head snapped from the screen to a few tables over to where a middle-aged couple arose and snatched food from the buffet line. 

	“Hey, put the bread down!” a waitress shouted as she tugged the bread from the woman’s hand who tried to stuff several bread rolls into her purse. Her husband came up from behind the waitress, whipping out a pocket knife. He lodged it in the waitress’s chest. She toppled over, gurgling on blood.

	Outside, the burst of gunshots fired into the glass of the restaurant across the street as gaggles of people looted nearby shops and restaurants in the public square. Shrieks and screams filled the air. Some protestors climbed street lights waving bandanas, rioting. 

	I got down under the table while more bullets flew inside, hitting some of the people around me. Their bodies hit the carpeted floor with a dud, and their blood pooled into the carpet. I covered my head, quivering as I prayed. 

	Employees fled, but hordes of people jumping through the broken windows in search of food and supplies they could salvage.

	 A hand lifted me from beneath the table, and I rose to see Mason’s. He instructed us to follow him out of the restaurant to the parking garage

	Miles of gray smoke filled the air from flaming cars. Thieves snatched purses and items from people, exiting nearby shops.

	 Police officers in riot gear lined the streets shouting over a megaphone. Some of the rioters threw Molotov cocktails into nearby businesses, filling the once teaming shops with smog and fire.

	A few teenagers wearing black clothing with their faces obscured by dark bandanas beside us launched bricks at the police. The officers shot rubber bullets, casting canisters of tear gas at the mob. They coughed wincing backward. 

	I crumpled to the ground when the substance splashed on my skin, stinging it and burning my eyes. Between my scorching pupils and smoked filled lungs, I could hardly make sense of my left or right. Mason helped me up, and we ran.

	A husky man in the streets turned his attention toward us as we entered the parking garage. His beady eyes narrowed between his bushy uni-brow. He charged at us as if we were in the middle of a football game. Mason swung his fist down at the man’s chin, knocking him unconscious.

	We reached our cars. Most of the members’ cars had been stolen, except for Mason’s and two other members. We squeezed into the three vehicles. 

	“Where are we going?” Caroline asked Mason as she got into his car with me.

	“My place, I live outside of town it takes longer to reach the area,” he said, driving off. The other members followed behind him.

	* * *

	We arrived at Mason’s house an hour before sunset. Hans rushed to greet him. Mason dismissed the maids to go home to their families and asked some of his guards to escort them. 

	Mason took my hand and led me to the bathtub. He poured milk over my head, washing my eyes out with it. 

	Several minutes later, we entered the drawing-room together. Caroline was hunched over on the sofa, dabbing her eyes. I took a seat beside her on the couch. 

	“What’s the matter?” I asked.

	“I hope my husband is okay.”

	“Where is he now?”

	“On duty. My husband is a police officer,” she said, whipping a tear from her air. I didn’t know what to say, today was a harsh time to be an officer as the entire city fell apart.

	We both froze from the bangs of a mob outside the door. 

	Just as fast as the clamor started, it came to an abrupt end. I peeked out the curtains to see officers rounding the assailants up in cuffs and shoving them into their squad cars. 

	Mason stepped outside to speak to an officer.

	“Thank you, Officer James, for everything. I’m glad to hear you guys have things under control. These anarchists and thugs are tearing up the city.”  

	 “Someone has to keep these civilians in line. We had to implement martial law. The curfew is set from seven to seven in the morning unless you’re working, but an officer must be present when you’re heading to work after hours. Anyone seen outside after that time will be stopped and questioned. Or shot on-site if they are involved in criminal activity,” the officer said. Another officer arrived on the scene, and Caroline sprung up, running to embrace him. 

	“Oh Kevin, I’m so happy you’re okay!” she clutched him, and I presumed him to be her husband as he wrapped his arms around her. Kevin looked to be in his mid-twenties with a shaved head and a smooth russet complexion

	“All right, who needs to be escorted back to their home?” the other officer said. The rest of the group agreed.

	“Are you coming?” Ally asked, turning back as they all stepped outside, leaving me standing behind Mason. My head spun, the room fading from sight. 

	* * *

	The lights flickered, and the house wobbled from its foundations. Each wall collapsed into the earth. I turned as the last pieces of the home crumbled.

	Sickly people covered in lesions prowled the streets, munching on rioters. From a distance, the curved leathery wings of a giant reptile were in view. As the figure drew closer, I recognized him as the lizard man from Agartha. Behind him were his ghastly legions. Some with long elephant trunks and pink skin while others looked like an amalgamation of different species but all standing on two legs. He instructed his armies to spearhead civilians on the road. Some of the revolutionaries fired at the creatures, but their bullets had no effect as they mauled them. 

	Some people rushed to the police begging them to save them. Those who went to the authorities were promised safety and loaded onto a truck and escorted to labor camps. There were already other occupants who had been rounded up in the months before who had gotten in trouble for loitering as homeless individuals. They, along with the newcomers, were forced to work from sun up to sundown. The facilities lacked adequate sanitation and food. The new occupants were malnourished and beaten for their lack of productivity from fatigue, or when they got out of line. 

	With time, more and more trains brought people into labor camps, and more and more bodies were thrown into black caskets, forming a mountain of the deceased. 

	* * *

	“We don’t got all day mam,” the officer said, tapping his foot. I realized I had zoned out. Everyone stared at me. I shook my head without a second thought and glanced at Mason.

	“Do you mind if I stay?” I asked. He nodded. 

	The officer led the seven of them away while Caroline left with Kevin. Mason closed the door behind him. I could hear the engines of the trucks and cars revving up as they rode away.

	“Do you think things will ever return to the way they were?” I asked as we stood facing one another. He pushed back a long strand of my hair. 

	“No, I think we’re finally here. The trumpets you were talking about have been sounded, and we’re waiting for the sixth.” 

	“You do? But what about the seven seals and first few trumpets, do you think those have all happened.” 

	“I don’t think everything happens linearly per se and a lot has been happening these last few months.”

	“I thought you were skeptical.’

	“A little skepticism is healthy, but I didn’t want to encourage hysteria on the off chance I was wrong but after today. After everything I’ve witnessed today, there’s no denying you were right.”

	“Hearing you admit this is such a relief.”

	“I’ve always believed you, Patricia, but you needed the push back to strengthen your faith and solidify your identity.”

	“You had me fooled this whole time believing you doubted me.”

	 “Something bizarre happened to me seven years ago in April,” he said, placing his hands in his pockets. 

	“What?”

	“I felt a pole shift.”

	“Really?”

	“I have a doctorate in geophysics and seismology.”

	“That comes somewhat of a surprise,” I said, taking a seat.

	“All the deaths I saw is something I never want to return to. I worked in the field for fifteen years before I retired and purchased the bookshop,” he said.  

	“Wow, I would have placed you for being no more than thirty-five,” I said. 

	“You’re generous. I’m old enough to be your father,” he chuckled. “One of my hobbies is visiting the planetarium. Seven years ago, while visiting the observatory, I realized a wonderful site.”

	“What?”

	“Niburu.”

	“You believe it actually exists?”

	“Yes, and it is getting closer, and it’s affecting the earth’s magnetic field.” 

	“What are we supposed to do?”

	“I don’t know, but I think with it was the fifth trumpet and the release of Abaddon or Azazel.” 

	 “So, if Azazel was released, where exactly is he?” 

	“That’s where the trail goes cold. No one has seen Azazel, so I have no evidence, but the data I collected from seismographs.”

	“I may have an idea where he is.” 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 3

	CHAOs

	“I believe you.” 

	“You do?”

	“I’ve always entertained the idea you were the actress Maricel. The media never did much to explain you away.”

	“Really?”

	“Your shorter hair and glasses you wear now are a nice touch.”

	“Thanks and yeah you’re right that they didn’t explain me away well. It feels like all my hard work was undone overnight.”

	“I looked forward to your next project but was disappointed when it was announced it was canceled.” 

	“Wow, you were a true fan.” I laughed.

	“I know what it’s like to have walked away from my artistic dream too. In my younger years, I was a musician in a Christian alternative band called Heaven’s Choir, but I screwed things up when my ego swelled, and I tried to go solo. Anyhow, I was never as famous as you, but I had a sizeable fandom before my fall.”

	“Interesting. It explains your flawless hair. You’ll have to show me some of your albums sometime…So, do you believe the Azazel part too?” I said, folding my lips in. He nodded.

	“Yes, and I don’t know which is more impressive, the fact I’m talking to a movie star or the former bride of Azazel and queen of Lemuria.” He eyed me. 

	“Thank God, I am not anymore.”

	“I like the name Maricel better than Patricia. Do you mind if I call you by your real name?” 

	“I missed my name as well,” I said. 

	* * *

	We grew to be better friends as he taught me about fencing since he enjoyed that and music. Fencing was a hobby I never would’ve pegged him for since he seemed like more of an instrument type guy who was ready to pull out a guitar for a bonfire. Some evenings, he did play for me and show off the songs he wrote and recorded. He and I shared the fall from grace of being two former artists who had given up the lifestyle to live modestly.

	 Downstairs in his man cave, there were a rare collection of swords and knives from various parts of Europe and the near east in a display case. 

	One evening as we fenced Mason fell to the ground and smiled, waiting for me to strike him. Seeing him on the floor vulnerable while I lowered my sword, brought on a cool breeze that edged my spine. Although we were only pretending, it conjured memories of Logan in New Mexico. I dropped the sword and sprinted upstairs.

	“Maricel, is everything okay?” Mason snagged my shoulder, halfway up the steps.

	“I’m fine.” I shoved his hand off and moved past him. His hand enclosed around my wrist, and I looked up at him then at the ground.

	“If something is wrong, you can tell me,” he said. I shrugged.

	“Okay.”

	“You have nothing to lose to open up.” 

	“I’ll leave you with this thought...Maybe, I’m not as innocent as you think,” I said, removing his hand. 

	* * *

	The government had reopened through a declaration of a state of emergency by the president, and martial law had been instituted. Martial law managed to keep some civilians under a semblance of order whereas rebels lurked, refusing to be captured and live by the rules. They dwelled on the scrimmages of town, traveling in packs and attacking in mobs whenever confronted. The media labeled them the new “revolutionaries” of our time but also a domestic terrorist organization since their motto was to free themselves from the dictatorship they believed America had become while others called them crazy “anarchist.” 

	The federal government issued a mandate to ration food. Similar to the great depression of the early twentieth century, movies were the masses’ escape. Free movie screenings were offered on Friday nights after six, causing theaters to fill with tired, homeless, starving people. 

	As I sat on the couch, reading the Septuagint beside Mason, the doorbell rang. I crossed one leg of the other smoothing my skirt. A familiar voice chimed on the other side of the door. I looked up to see Caroline entering her eyes red and puffy. 

	“What’s the matter?” I said as she took a seat beside me.

	“Remember when everyone left with the officer?” I nodded.

	“They were taken to facilities!” 

	“You mean labor camps?” I said. She nodded. 

	“I received a letter from Ally,” she said, handing it to me.

	Dear Caroline, 

	    If you’re reading this, I just wanted to inform you that after we left with the “kind” officer. Tammy and I were split up from Kent. At first, they said I was being taken home, but they lied, and I ended up in a labor camp. Tammy and I became cellmates. I never got a chance to see my daughter or husband. I wonder if they know I’m still alive. It kills me to know they’ll never see me again. 

	It wreaks of rotten bodies in the camp, and they force us to work all day. Even animals eat better than us. They feed us slop, we fight over like rabid dogs.

	 Some trains bring more labor. Each day I watch good people lose hope because they were lied to and told they were going someplace safe only to find themselves worked to death.  

	I don’t know if this letter will reach you because they tend to monitor the mail. If by the Grace of God, this bird I’ve given it to delivers it to you, I’m asking for your help. There’s a lot of evil happening, and I can’t stress to you enough how important it is you get this message out and warn the world. 

	 I know your husband is on the police force. For the few years I’ve known you I know you and Kevin are good people. Tell Mason. He’s like family and has a lot of connections. If either one of you can get me out of here, that would be a blessing. And please tell my family what’s happened to me if you get a chance.

	—Fight the good fight, Ally Richards

	“Reading it still haunts me. I heard chirping outside my window this morning, and I opened my window to see a dove with the note tied to his leg. I untied the note and saw it was from Ally,” Caroline said.

	“That’s incredible!’ I said, refolding the letter gasping at how it resembled my vision.

	“I tried to find her family, but their home was ransacked, and they were killed during the riots.”

	“My God.”

	“And Kevin refuses to do anything about it. He says he’s sorry Ally ended up in the situation. But we have to worry about ourselves. So I figured maybe Mason, can help.” Mason stood behind us, we both looked up at him, and his hands were tucked in his pockets.

	“If we are going to get to her, we better leave now.” 

	* * *

	Three hours later, we arrived at the camp in Houston. A Large barbed wire fence enclosed the massive gray facility. When security spotted our car driving up to the entrance, they approached us. Mason explained himself. They escorted us through.

	The camp resembled Ramu, even scarier sector 7A. Armed guards stood over people who toiled in the fields for the night shift. 

	Inside the facility itself, those who were done working for the night were behind bars. Most laid there and slept like the life in them had been sucked out. While others who noticed our new faces beat on the cell bars when they saw us, some extending their arms as if to reach for freedom. 

	To the far right corner, Ally hunched over. Her once perfect dark hair always swept back in an updo was now greasy and covering her face. We rushed to her, and when she looked up, her gaunt countenance astonished us.

	 All the bones in her face protruded and a tremendous amount of hair her once thick hair in the front had fallen off her balding scalp. 

	“Tammy died yesterday,” she sobbed. A guard pushed past us and opened the cage and dragged her out by the collar of her shirt.

	“Leave her alone!” Caroline cried. The man ignored her plea as he withdrew a syringe.

	“What are you doing?” I said. He glared at me.

	“This one is of no use anymore. We need more room for able bodies,” the guard said.

	“We can take her off your hands,” Mason said. The guard smirked, ignoring Mason and injected her arm. Ally’s eyes folded shut. Her mouth remained open with the last drops of saliva leaking from her lips. 

	I turned around to see a young guard trying to push another woman into a cell. She attempted to wiggle free from his grasp. Her dark eyes widened when she noticed me. Inside of herself, she must’ve found enough strength to wiggle free enough to kick the man in the stomach, rushing toward me, and cupped my face. 

	“God led me to you!” Her eyes watered. 

	“Mom!” I cried. The young guard who she kicked grabbed her back. She motioned to elbow him. He tossed her on the ground, and she passed out. 

	While the guard reached to drag for her inside the cell, I kicked him from behind in the center of his back. He crumpled forward. Another guard snatched me from beneath my armpits and smacked me in the nose. Droplets of blood dripped on my hoodie as his hands squeezed my sides so tight my circulation felt cut off.  

	A man sprung out from behind the stack of crates in the corner and delivered a series of blows to the guard’s head who held me. He dropped me. My kneecaps collided with the floor with an ache as the man struck him to his death. 

	I inched away on the cold concrete floor, taking my unconscious mother’s hand. Mason and Caroline helped me to my feet while Mason scooped her up and ran with us. 

	Stealing a quick glance back at the man who had come to my aid, his dark loose curls flipped upward as our eyes met. There he was the same intense eyes of my familiar stranger. 

	He stood wiping a bead of sweat from the edge of his brow, fixing his eyes on me while we took off. His expression remained devoid of emotion. Mason placed her in the back seat beside Caroline, and we buckled ourselves in as he sped away.

	“Never do something like that again!” Mason shouted at me for the first time, his face olive complexion was now reddening.

	“I saved my mother from being beat and enslaved!” 

	“Maricel, hear me out!” 

	“Maricel?” Caroline’s eyes narrowed.

	“I can explain the name thing later.” 

	“Please do.” She folded her arms over her chest. 

	“Her real name is Maricel. She’s the actress from the movie the missing continent,” Mason said.

	“Wait, you lied about your identity?”

	“Yes, but I promise it’s not what it looks like.”

	“She left Hollywood because of her engagement to a fallen angel, but she escaped him and changed her identity to hide from him. Now she’s with us,” Mason said. Caroline shook her head.

	“Nothing, either of you, are saying is making sense. I don’t even know who I’m in the car with anymore.” 

	* * *

	A couple of hours later, we arrived back where Kevin waited inside the sitting room with Hans. He stopped to talk to Mason while Caroline helped me carry my mother to one of the bedrooms upstairs. I laid her on the full-sized bed. 

	“I’ll leave you two alone,” Caroline said, shutting the door behind her. 

	“Mom,” I said. Her eyes opened, she sat up, and she squeezed me against her.

	“I thought I’d never see you again. I’m sorry for what I said to you three years ago.”  

	“Don’t be. You were 100 percent right about Azazel.” Being able to hold each other eased my pulse that had been raging since I’d left for Houston. It was nice to finally catch my breath in the presence of a loved one.

	Our moment of rest was snatched in mere seconds with the rocking of the house. Several portraits crashed to the floor—their glass, splintering to pieces. Some screams rose through the vents from downstairs.

	 “I’ll be right back!” I hollered and ran downstairs. About halfway down the staircase, I froze at Mason and Kevin barred the doors.

	“Caroline, go upstairs!” Kevin shouted. She grabbed a steel bat ran up the winding staircase with me. Halfway up to the rooms, my gaze wandered to the small oval window to my right.

	“Maricel, come on!” 

	Diseased people climbed over the gates of Mason’s estate. Some of the gates and walls of neighboring homes crumbled with zombies, making their way onto their property.

	A maid being sent home at the neighboring house wailed as one diseased individual, snatched her by the hem of her dress with his long yellow nails and tore her dress off until she was nude. His nails traced her bare flesh while he sniffed her. He raised his claws and slashed her face. She fell back—he cut her cheek again, skinning the flesh off her bones.

	Other zombies attacked the staff who were outside of the home. Behind the mass of zombies was a tall lizard with a man’s statue. I recognized him from Agartha as he led the legions. I pivoted around, gripping my chest from the fire in it. These sights were nothing new as a survivor of terror, yet no matter how used to the trauma I was—it never failed to hurt. 

	I rejoined Caroline, who was already at the top of the staircase. When I got into the room, I slammed the door, locking and pressing my back against it. 

	Downstairs the sharp fa-thud of the two large front wooden doors being charged into, startled us, and Caroline concealed her scream with her hand. Tears welled in her eyes. I pushed the dresser in front of the door and crawled into my mother’s arms. She clutched me, running her fingers through my thick locks. 

	The lights blacked out as the crackle of gunshots, furniture being knocked around, and vases shattering rose into the air. A strong sulfuric smell engulfed my nostrils. I coughed tasting it.  The odor came with a high pitched squeal that brought me to my knees for the few seconds it lasted, then the noise faded into the background.  I turned on the flashlight of my phone to see Caroline, brandishing a gun.

	 Without warning, a drove of sallow-faced infected people poured through the door, stampeding over the dresser. It smashed to smithereens. Caroline fired several rounds at them, slowing their stagger until they fidgeted to a stop. She wiped a trail of sweat from her forehead.

	 Six other zombies meandered through the doorway. I picked up the bat Caroline brought upstairs and struck a few like a piñata as they snatched at us with their disfigured hands. 

	My mother withdrew hairspray from her purse spraying, one in the eyes, blinding him, allowing me to take advantage of his blindness and issue enough blows of death. The zombie’s blood spattered the walls.

	 Another zombie hopped on my back, knocking me onto my stomach. Her nails pierced my back. I yowled, yanking my car keys from my pocket and jammed stabbed it back into her stomach—she released me as I slid away. Her fingers dug into my ankle. She used her grasp as leverage to leap on top of me. I gripped her wrists as her mouth stretched wide to sink her fangs into my face. The saliva dripping from her outstretch mouth and pointed teeth reminded of me when Takara had been turned by an infected escape from Sector 7A in Mu. 

	Caroline shot at her, but we rolled around so fast she kept missing. The bullets ricocheted off the floor, creating holes in the ceiling. She hesitated after several shots. 

	From behind, the zombie was sifted in half by a scythe. Her body fell to the side of me, crumpled up.

	 I lay there covered in her blood, panting, and thanking God. The man who had started the dark turn of events, hovered over me, garbed in black from head to toe like a reaper. 

	 Our gaze met, and he extended his hand. This time rather than pulling away, I accepted his invitation. There was a warm callousness to his strong hands. It was as if I could feel his entire body weight in his grasp.

	He pulled me up. We dashed out of the room, down the winding stairs ridden with holes and shell casings. Corpses of zombies hung on the railway along with those of servants who had been slain. By the door, sat Mason and Kevin with their back against the wall out of breath.

	“Maricel, what are you doing?” Mason said, straightening his back. I didn’t glance back at him or reply, hurrying out the door. Outside the house, sat a 1975 sky blue Chevy Malibu. 

	The man opened the door for me, and I slid into the leather passenger’s seat. He shut the door behind me just as Mason rushed out of the house, approaching the car.

	My familiar stranger came around to the driver’s side and slid on a pair of dark shades and turned the key in the ignition. The engine roared, muting out Mason hollering. I turned away while the man reversed the car and sped away.

	“Who are you?” I blurted. His gaze remained on the road. 

	After several minutes, he still hadn’t replied. “Thank you for saving my life,” I said. He glanced at me and back at the road. 

	“Are you ready to discuss the mission I mentioned the other night on the train?”

	“Sure.”

	“I should ask if you’re prepared to speak.” A slight grin crept onto his face. His swift change of behavior and subject startled me.

	“Speak?” 

	“Yes, that’s part of our mission together. Just like in all your dreams.”

	“What are you talking about?” 

	“Your purpose, Maricel,” he said. I smirked.

	 “I need to speak? You’re the tight-lipped one.” 

	“You do have dreams of the future, am I correct?”

	“Yes, what particular dreams are you talking about?” 

	“The prophetic ones?”

	“I don’t speak in them. I just observe.” 

	“I was wrong about you.” His lips dipped into a scowl.

	“Wrong how?” I touched his shoulder, and he pulled it away. The car jerked to a sudden stop on the shoulder of the road. 

	“I’ll take you back, none of this is right. You’re not who I thought you were, after all.” 

	“What?”

	“The mission can’t be completed if we don’t both speak….” he muttered to himself, placing his hands on his temples. I snapped my fingers in his face, and he blinked. “Meeting and following you was a mistake.” He frowned and he got out of the car, walking away. 

	He pounded the hood of his car, swearing to himself. I looked off into the distance, shutting my eyes and praying for clarity.

	* * *

	The man shouted from the top of his lungs on the sandstone steps of Capitol Hill, warning the citizens of impending judgment. I stood alongside him. 

	Various revolutionaries and creatures gathered to listen to us while news cameras captured us. 

	Guards took hold of us from behind and cuffed us. I screamed, reaching for the man as he was whisked away.  

	* * *

	“We were fated to meet,” I said, emerging from the car. 

	“Then you know what has to be done.” He turned to me as I leaned against the car. The sun was setting for the day. He came up beside me, removing his sunglasses, standing inches from my face, peering into my eyes. The brown ring around his dark eyes that often appeared black showed.

	“Yes, although I still don’t know who you are and I’m somewhat afraid. I’m probably going to make a fool of myself with speaking up about what I’ve dreamt.”

	“Are you worried about what people will say?” he said, going around to open my car door for me I followed behind him.

	“No, but I’m aware the things we say will certainly not make us celebrities,” I said, getting in the car, as he shut it behind and went around to his side getting in.

	“You don’t want to stain your squeaky clean image, your majesty?”

	“Ha, cute that you want to nickname me. I still don’t know your name.”

	“You’re deserving of the title as a runaway princess,” he said. I rolled my eyes.

	“About speaking...You expect me to have some sort of speech prepared to deliver to people when I speak with you?”

	“This has very little to do with preparation.” 

	“You know what, I don’t know why I opened my big mouth you were right, you do have the wrong person...” I said. He shook his head.

	“I know I have the right person because you were in my dreams as my fellow messenger.”

	“How can you be sure?”

	“You just admitted to knowing, princess.” He grinned. 

	“You can cut it out with the royal pet names and call me Maricel like you did on the train.”

	“As you wish, my queen.” 

	“Okay, my stalker in shining armor.” 

	“Since you’re bothered by the lack of information I’ve given you, you’ll be thrilled to know we’re headed to the District of Columbia.” 

	“Why?”

	“To deliver our first message.” 

	“You’re crazy, this is crazy, you’re making me feel crazy, but if you insist, fine. Since you believe I’m some sort of messenger of the Lord, I’ll be your first acolyte and preach to the masses!”

	“You can mock our mission, but you of all people understand that you’ve searched for answers to why Azazel chose you and you escaped Lemuria only to come up with nothing, trying to figure out what to do.”

	“How do you know all this?”

	“I have my sources. I’m Leonardo by the way, but I prefer Leo.”

	“Okay Leo, things get stranger every time you talk.”

	“Touché.”

	“Why have you been keeping tabs on me?”

	“I was hired to kill you.” 

	“What?

	“I’m an assassin.”

	“Explains everything, the garb, odd speech patterns, and strange behavior…”

	 “The day we met in the bookstore was supposed to be your last.”

	“But it wasn’t, so you tried to blow me away at the Thai restaurant too?”

	“No.”

	“But I saw you walking away after.” 

	 “I was looking for you because another assassin had been assigned to you since I failed. By the time I went to search for you. You were already gone, and I left just in time.”

	“Oh, how lovely.”

	“Like you, Maricel.”

	“Oh charming, aren’t we?”

	“I’ve been running from who I am. I have dreams and visions just like you and my fair share of supernatural encounters. Rather than trying to kill you like I was assigned, I realized we must unite.”

	“Even if we united, people are too fixed in their ways too far out of reach. They’ll never listen to us.”

	“Don’t be like Jonah.”

	The car accelerated faster on highway 270, near Little Rock. The rays of the setting sun illuminated the outline of the verdant Ouachita Mountains sprinkled with wildflowers. From the shoulder of the road just past a rest stop in the rearview mirror, I glimpsed a hoard of pale green people congregating, take note of our lone car. They staggered after the vehicle. Their limp turned to a sprint. 

	Out of nowhere, they hurled onto the windshield, cracking the glass. I shrieked, my heart skipping a beat. Leo’s palm rotated the steering wheel. The Malibu spun in a circle, causing them all to fall onto the road. He reversed into the heap of them before they could stand. The car jerked from the crunch of the corpses bending under the tires.

	“You really do have a kill switch.”

	“It’s part of being an assassin,” he answered, driving without much of a change in expression. “Have you ever been out East?”

	“Yes, but not since I lived in New York City. I’ve always taken a plane rather than drive.”

	“I’m glad I get to be the one to gift you with the scenic view of the Appalachians,” he said. 

	“Thanks, Leo,” I said with a smirk.

	We passed through the remainder of Arkansas and various cities within Tennessee. For the most part, he focused on the interstate. Every now and then he’d glance at me. Each time he looked my way there was this look in his eyes I couldn’t read. The majority of the time, I slept. I awoke to a full moon beaming down on me just as he was coming to a stop at a motel in Nashville.

	A few more zombies roamed the streets, lording themselves over the few people brave and free enough to still be out. Leo got out, closing the door behind him, walking toward one of the monstrosities. I emerged, trailing behind him. An obese pale creature with a long elephant trunk guarded the outside of the motel. 

	“Where do you think you’re going?” The creature hissed.

	“Get out of the way,” Leo said.

	“How about you make me!” he said. 

	“As you wish.” Leo took a canister, throwing it at the creature. The monsters hacked with a tumble while gripping their stomach until death. 

	He grabbed my hand, and we sprinted into the motel, passing the empty reception desk. The whole place was vacated, and he went behind the counter and created a key for a room. 

	“After you, Your Highness.” His lips parted into a sly smile. 

	“So chivalrous for a murder,” I said as I moved past him into the room. The sheets looked like they hadn’t been changed in weeks, the heater yowled, and there was still trash in the bin.

	“It’s not your castle, but it’ll have to do.”

	I took a seat on the bed. He came around and sat beside me. “Try not to worry about tomorrow, although there are going to be a lot of people who will want us dead after what we say.” 

	“Comforting. This must be how the prophets of old felt,” I groaned as I tied my hair back. His eyes moved to my lips before he rose to head for the shower.

	I undid the covers. Which was grosser?  My bloodstained jeans and tattered shirt or these crusty old covers?  Placing my glasses on the nightstand, I laid still, trying to sleep.

	Fifteen minutes later he emerged without a shirt. His narrow torso was defined, with firm pectorals, abs and muscular, broad shoulders. It shocked me since he looked much leaner under his loose clothing. Seeing him made me somewhat self-conscious of my own physique. I couldn’t remember the last time I worked out. After leaving the world of acting, staying fit wasn’t my top priority. Between my inactivity and age, it had led to more pudge to my curves than I preferred.

	 His black curls were soaking wet. It was hard time not staring while he ran a towel through his hair before taking a seat on the opposite bed. He seemed to notice but said nothing to me before he hit the switch without saying a word. 

	* * *

	Five hours later, I awoke at seven in the morning to Leo tugging on my shoulder, I recoiled. 

	He moved away, withdrawing a box of Krispy cream donuts and tossed it to me. It was a shock to see so much food.

	 “How did you get your hands on all of this, I thought they were rationing?” 

	“They are, I have my methods,” he said. Taking a bite of one. He had his own box. Although I ate a lot, I doubted I could eat an entire box to myself.

	“Do you want to share and do you have any water?” 

	He grinned and held up a pack of water.

	“No, keep it, you’ll need something to eat later.” I shrugged and glanced to my right surprised to see a new change of clothes laid out for me. Examining the tags, I shook my head at the fact he knew my dimensions. The clothes were not my style, and I stepped into the shower, relieved to get out of the stained clothing. 

	As I slid on my glasses and observed myself in the full-length mirror. The clothing I donned seemed to fit Leo’s dark style. He had selected a black tank top, leather jacket and matching pants along with black tennis shoes for me to wear. 

	When I emerged, I noticed the room was empty. Rushing outside fearful Leo had abandoned me, I gaped at the black pickup truck parked outside in place of the Malibu. 

	“Why did you switch cars?” 

	“I got tired of driving the Malibu,” he said, and he came around, reaching to open the car door for me.  

	“It’s alright, I got it,” I said. Leo shrugged and walked to his side, and I got in beside him.

	“You look less like a damsel today and more like a warrior,” he said with a smirk while firing up the engine.

	“How do you find the time to get whatever you want if our country is in the middle of a crisis?”

	“It’s simple, either I’ll find a way or make one,” he said, driving off.

	* * *

	Ten hours later, we arrived in Washington, DC. A magenta hue was cast by the sunset across the sandstone obelisk and sizable green lawn. Clusters of armed militias gathered together, taking shots at any zombies.

	“Just great, the capital is now controlled by monsters,” I said. 

	“It always has been,” Leo said.

	Overhead the blades of choppers churned as we walked toward Capitol Hill. It was heavily guarded, and the entry was blocked. Various protestors stood on the lawn chanting. Leo and I stopped and turned as he withdrew a loudspeaker amid the multitude of people.

	“Attention, concerning the president and congress. All must know there isn’t much time left. We are living in the final hour!”

	“Boo!” The crowd wagged their tongues.

	“America must repent of the cruelty and terror it was founded on and still continues to perpetuate through modern forms injustice like economic inequality, the labor camps and withholding of resources for only the wealthy and powerful “2 Thessalonians 2:11 And for this cause God shall send them strong delusion, that they should believe a lie.” He read from the bible and then shut it.

	“Go fuck yourself” A middle-aged woman shouted, throwing a cup of urine at him. It landed on his shoes. He handed me the loudspeaker—I stepped forward.

	“Revelations 17:19 says, And they threw dirt on their heads, and they were crying out weeping and mourning saying “Woe, Woe! The great city in which all those who had ships in the sea had gained great wealth from her expensive things that in one hour she was laid to waste in a day,” I said.

	“You’re the one who’s brainwashed!” a teenage boy sneered.

	“America this is you. You are mystery Babylon. Mother of Harlots and abominations on earth, your days are numbered. If you do not repent as a nation, the land will be divided and removed altogether by a series of plagues and judgments!” 

	“God Bless America!” a man hollered. “This is God’s Holy nation, what you speak is blasphemy, against this Christian nation against God, the creator, and Jesus Christ!”

	The crowd threw a slew of objects at us. Leo shielded me in his arms.

	“Shove your religious rhetoric up your ass!” the same middle-aged woman who had thrown the pee at Leo shouted. 

	An officer dashed down the steps and grabbed Leo from behind. Another came up from my side. Judging by his shadow cast on the lawn, I glimpsed a syringe he was motioning to inject into my arm. 

	Before the officer could snap Leo’s handcuffs shut, he motioned free, spinning around and kicking the officer into the one who was about to inject me. He fell onto the syringe, grunting as the poison entered his veins. The crowd burst into gasps. 

	“Run!” Leo shouted as a brigade of officers charged for him. I froze as he motioned for me to leave. “Maricel, I said run!” 

	This time I budged, dashing through the streets where protesters shouted obscenities. 

	As I darted around a corner, a limousine turning, almost mowed me down. The license plates seemed familiar. I gasped and tucked a strand of my dark hair straying from my braid behind my ear and pivoted around, changing directions as curiosity ceased me and chased after it. 

	After twenty-minutes, I spotted the limousine parked in an abandoned lot. The driver opened the door for a man in a suit, his eyes were hidden behind a pair of tinted shades. His wild dark hair whipped around with the wind. He grinned as security escorted him into a warehouse. As I drew closer, a thin hand yanked me back.

	“Take her to prison for trespassing!” a woman said. The politician turned and looked me straight in the eye. 

	“Hold up!” He held up his hand. “Take her with us,” The female security guard slipped a blindfold over my eyes and bound my wrist. 

	A pungent odor hit me when we entered the warehouse. One of the guards wrapped his hands on my waist and lifted me off my feet as I kicked in midair. She carried me down the stairs. 

	“Set her down,” the politician said. The guard launched me onto a hard surface, and the blindfold was torn off me. 

	I found myself laid out in the center of a round table of men and women in business attire. The politician took a seat and removed his shades.

	 I gasped at his piercing green eyes.

	“Lovell,” I said. He grinned. 

	“Make no mistake there’s a reason you’re here, Maricel,” he said. I stood up, taking them all by surprise.

	“Just as I have warned the masses, I will warn all of you. Repent and turn from Lovell! He’s leading you all astray. You will be responsible for the bloodshed that will occur as a result of his evil actions.” 

	 “You should’ve run while you still had the chance, you crazy bitch,” Lovell said, grabbing hold of my calf and knocking me off my feet into his lap. His legs tightened around me while he wrapped his arm around my neck. The entire table watched with smug faces. 

	A group of combatants stormed into their gathering. To my amazement, Leo led a group of armed people. He aimed his semiautomatic handgun at Lovell while his arm remained wrapped around my neck.

	“Leo, no!” I said. His eyes narrowed at Lovell as he tightened his squeeze.

	“What’s the matter Leo, too afraid to shoot?” he said. Leo’s hand shook as he held the weapon.

	“His rise is inevitable!” I said. 

	Afraid you’re going to kill your girlfriend. I thought you were an assassin,” Lovell said. 

	From the corner of my eye, the gleam of a dagger in Lovell’s left pocket caught my attention. I stomped on his foot then elbowed him in the stomach as I stole the object from his pocket and stabbed him in the right eye. He dropped me, and I crawled away and stood.

	“You’re no god!” Leo said. Lovell gripped his eye spurting blood and fell backward on the table as red droplets gushed from his socket. His associates rushed to assist him. I ran to Leo, and we fled with the protesters.

	“Kill Maricel and the rest of those vermin!” Lovell shouted, gripping onto the table with the other hand, using it for support. 

	“Come on,” one of the female protesters in the group said. The honk of a horn alerted us of our getaway ride. We sprinted up the stairs heading for the back of a delivery truck, I hopped in the back with her and another guy. Leo shook hands with another man, and he got into the passenger’s side while the man took the driver’s seat.  I took a closer look at the couple.

	“Erich? Leslie!” 

	“I never thought I’d see you again!” Leslie said, hugging me.

	“Me too!”

	“Not to interrupt the reunion,” Erich said as a drove of creatures made a beeline for the vehicle. “Where too?” 

	“Dallas.” I grinned.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 4

	doubts

	We reached Dallas the following afternoon. The streets were empty except for puddles from rainfall flooding potholes and ditches. Aside from the dirty water, the residence surrounding Mason’s home appeared quiet. 

	Leo lifted me over the gate surrounding Mason’s residence. I almost slipped as he struggled to raise me over the enclosure. 

	“You’re heavier than you look,” he said.

	“Maybe it’s a sign you should lift some weights,” I said. Leo smirked as I climbed over, jumping down. Leslie came after me, then Leo and Erich followed. 

	We walked up to the winding sandstone pathway to the door. 

	“I have a feeling your pal won’t like me,” Leo said while he fiddled with a toothpick between his teeth.

	“I’m sure you two will have more in common than you think.” I rang the doorbell. Leo’s eyes moved to the sky as he swished the toothpick in his mouth and folded his arms over his chest. Minutes later, Hans answered. His eyes widened at us, and he looked back at the truck outside the gate.

	“Maricel, it’s a pleasure to see you.” He glanced at everyone else.

	“Who are these people?”

	“These are my friends Leslie and Erich.”

	 “And him?” His eyes moved at Leo.

	“Leonardo,” Leo said, extending his hand. Hans shook his head rather than Leo’s hand.

	 “Who’s at the door?” Mason hollered from inside. His voice sounded uneven and tired as if he hadn’t slept in days.

	“Maricel is back with some friends.” 

	“Bring them in.” Mason yawned, and we entered in. 

	Mason sat in a single recliner in the sitting room. The Walters on a sofa, and my mother stood cross-armed.

	“I can’t believe you!” My mother said. “You and him....” She pointed at Leo, “Are all over the television!” 

	Caroline pointed to the TV where America’s Hot Seat played. Ross sat at a table with two political pundits Krista McIntosh, a woman with shoulder-length strawberry blonde hair who looked to be right around forty. Krista represented a conservative think tank group, and she was a supporter of the current president. Hal Cornwall sat on the other side of Ross Day. Hal looked to be nearing fifty and wore thick black glasses and had a shaved head. He was from a progressive foundation and was known to be a critic of the current administration. They replayed clips of Leo and me at Capitol Hill. 

	* * *

	“Former actress, Maricel who is known for her leading role as Eve in the “Missing Continent” has shed her Hollywood glamour for a radical doomsday cult member. With the help of an unidentified man, who’s believed to have converted her is wanted for killing a military police officer. The criminal pair are “warning” the country to turn back to God or else destruction,” Ross said. 

	“There’s a separation of church and state for a reason. Clearly, Maricel and that loon don’t know the difference,” said Krista.

	“Krista, they’re using their first amendment rights to express their dissatisfaction with this current administration like many protesters even if it’s laden with radical religious ideologies,” Ross said.  

	“More like abusing the first amendment as anarchists. I doubt these two would be calling out the administration if they had their party in office.”

	“Is that so, Krista. You and our president’s supporters would make any excuse for the incompetence of this administration. If anything, if you want to see fewer people like this doomsday cult, then it’s clear we also need a change of leadership,” Hal said. Krista shook her head, and Ross grinned.

	* * *

	The news segment went to commercials. Caroline flipped off the television.

	“What are you doing in here?” Mason glared at Leo as he stood behind me. Leo withdrew the toothpick from his mouth, tossing it in the trash bin beside the couch. 

	“I’m here for her,” Leo said. 

	“We are friends now.” I smiled. 

	Leslie ran to embrace my mother. I followed behind her, joining my mother on the sofa across from Caroline. Erich shook hands with Mason and Kevin. Mason stared at my new style of clothes and wrinkled his nose.

	 “Do you know how worried we were about you, Maricel?” Caroline asked.

	“I’m sorry for leaving without telling you guys anything. After Leo saved me, I realized he had answers to many of my questions. Now he’s helping me with my gift of foresight. He also has the same gift,” I said, placing my hand on Leo’s shoulder. Mason’s eyes narrowed, and I withdrew my hand. “We are prophets unified by rare circumstances.”

	“Oh please, him a prophet!” He shook his fist. “A clown in a dirty trench coat who spreads disease, blows up buildings, and kills an innocent officer doesn’t seem to have the makings of a prophet to me. He seems more like a low life terrorist!” 

	“You sound just like those pundits,” I said.

	“They have a point, especially Krista. You two are completely off base!”

	“Why because our God-given message isn’t loved by the media talking heads,” Leo said, concealing a snicker with a convenient cough.

	“It’s deeper than that,” Mason said.

	 “Look, it’s not our fault their politicizing our message for the upcoming elections. All I know is if it weren’t for Leo, I wouldn’t be alive!” 

	“Nor would you’ve been touted a cult member who’s wanted for murder!” Mason stood up, clenching his fists. 

	“That officer was plotting to kill me with that syringe in his hand. Leo saw it in time and stopped him.”

	“Maricel, he’s gotten inside your head, if you believe any of this maniac’s actions are justified. He’s a criminal who’s transformed your image to look like a psychotic vigilante!” Mason hollered and marched out of the room.

	* * * 

	At supper, Leo and I sat beside one another. To my left was Erich followed by Leslie. The Walters and my mother sat by Mason on the opposite side. I faced Mason as he led the table in prayer before we dined.

	As he took bites, his eyes avoided me. The few times his gaze landed on me, he never smiled like he usually would. Every time we exchanged glances, he would grin, and when Mason and Leo’s eyes met, Leo would smirk. 

	 “So it’s rained a lot …” I said.

	“It happens when you skip town for a week,” Mason said, taking a large bite of his corn on the cob. 

	“Mason, did you tell Maricel, about the trip you’re making to Yellow Stone in a few days,” Caroline said. He shook his head, wrinkling his forehead.

	“Wait, you’re going to Yellow Stone?” I said.

	“Yes, there’s been an uptick of stronger seismic activity occurring in the surrounding areas.”

	“How so?” I said, twirling my fork. His scowl seemed to turn upward.

	“The pH levels of Yellowstone’s surrounding lakes have lowered. It doesn’t help that due to melting from heavy snowfall from last winter the surrounding lakes are rising.” 

	“That’s fascinating, I’ve always wanted to see a volcanic eruption or experience an earthquake.” 

	“No, you don’t they’re awful, I’ve seen them since I’ve lived out in California my entire life and they are nothing you want to pray for,” Erich said.

	“He’s right while serving in the air force I was stationed in Japan when a terrible one occurred. Nothing you want to experience,” Kevin said. 

	“I see what you both are saying but being from the mid-west, twisters often hit, once one devastated my grandparent’s farm when I was staying over, and I lost my grandmother. I was terrified of tornados. Even knowing all of that I’m still curious about earthquake and volcanos,” I said.

	“I’ve been through plenty of natural disasters in my lifetime, hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes and so on,” Leo said. 

	 “You’re full of it. Had you experienced so many natural disasters you would’ve been dead by now,” Mason said.

	“I always know when it’s time to get out,” Leo said.

	 “Is that so? Maybe you should’ve tried warning people before the disaster struck like a real prophet would rather than being selfish.”

	“Most have this bad habit of disregarding what someone they perceive as a “low life has to say.” Leo tapped his fork on his bowl. 

	“I’m leaving in a couple of days, I want to make one thing clear. I don’t want any of you getting closer than I tell you to go. If I tell you to stay back, listen. Because I’ve watched many innocent people die from ignorance.” Mason stood.

	* * *

	 After dinner, Leslie caught up to me.

	“You and Leo seem pretty close,” she said

	“We just started talking.” 

	“For two strangers, you’ve clicked fast.”

	“Perhaps.”

	“If you don’t mind me asking. Whatever happened between you and Azazel?” 

	“I left him.” 

	“So he’s completely gone?” Her brows raised.

	“Not exactly but I doubt he’ll be coming back anytime soon.” 

	“What makes you so sure?” A familiar male voice asked. We both turned to see Erich walk into the room. 

	“It’s my newfound faith without him, that makes me feel safe from his return,” I said. Erich shook his head.

	“I doubt you’ve seen the last of him,” Erich said, before walking away. 

	“Don’t mind him, he’s still upset about what happened the last time we saw each other.” 

	“Can I ask you something?” I said as I rubbed my neck.

	“Anything.” 

	“Were you walking with Erich one evening and cut your foot on glass?” I said. Her eyes narrowed.

	“How’d you know?” 

	“I had a vision.” 

	“Ah, so it was no dream?” 

	“Did you see the demons I tried to warn you about too?”

	“No, but I remember you leaping out of the bushes and saying something about that.”

	“What happened after that?”

	“It was weird. We woke up a few seconds later at home and shared with each other that we had this weird dream with you in it. When we checked my foot, it was fine.” 

	“Interesting, we might’ve been in each other’s dreams.” 

	“This is all too weird for me to fully fathom,” Leslie said, shaking her head.

	“What made you and Erich decide to go to DC?”

	“After you left, I quit acting. It wasn’t the same without you. I decided to go to school for elementary education. When all of this chaos erupted, Erich was laid off, and I quit school.

	“I’m sorry to hear that.”

	“It was rough, but Erich and I felt we had nothing to lose, so we left LA to protest in DC.”  

	“I can relate to the education part. I was nearly finished with my bachelor’s in economics at the University of Dallas while working with Mason when all of this happened.”

	“You were further along than me.” Leslie smiled.

	“Not to interrupt, but I overheard what you said Leslie,” Caroline said, walking up to us. “My husband lost his job too because he refused to use lethal force on a couple of minors.” 

	“Things are only getting worse,” Leslie said. 

	“Very much, I pray there’s still hope for this nation,” Caroline said.  

	I left the room. It seemed everywhere I turned it was doom and gloom. Around the corner I heard whispers, I peeked out to see Kevin and Mason talking at the kitchen table.

	“I don’t like him,” Kevin said.

	“Like is a weak word,” Mason said.

	“I’ve been on the force for five years. I know a sociopath when I come across one,” Kevin said.      

	“You would think she would’ve learned by now after being fooled by her ex how to tell a scumbag when she sees one, but she’s too naïve,” Mason said as he took a sip of his beer. “She’s a knowledgeable girl, but she’s weak mentally as common sense is something she lacks, at times.” His words left a deep swelling in my chest. I squeezed my eyes together to stop the tears welling in my eyes from falling. I whisked around so fast that I almost knocked heads with Leo and I gasped. He placed his fingers on my mouth. My breath hitched in my throat as his finger left my lips.

	“I thought Mason was different,” I said.

	“Maricel, what you just discovered about him is who he’s always been.”

	“But...if it weren’t for him I wouldn’t have even thought about having a gift,’ I said with my eyes still on the ground.

	“That’s the thing. Mason talks about me being a snake. Yet, it’s strange how quick he is to change his opinion of you because of his hatred for me.

	“Maybe he’s just upset,” I said, walking away, although deep down I couldn’t shake Mason’s words.

	* * *

	The weekend came. Mason, Erich, Kevin, and Leo loaded luggage into the camper while Caroline, Leslie and I checked that we had every item we’d need on the list. 

	After we finished checking, I hugged my mother. She took out a bottle of anointing oil, placed a drop of oil on my forehead, and prayed for me in Hebrew. 

	“I didn’t know you knew Hebrew?” I asked her.

	“I picked it up after I started studying theology.”

	“What? You theology? What happened to you not wanting to be brainwashed by grandfather’s preaching?”

	“Your grandparents’ prayers were finally answered. They wanted me to go to Bible College like they did and do ministry. I ran from it, but thanks to your situation with Azazel, I ended up studying it, hoping I’d find a way to get you back.” Her words and newfound faith stunned me

	“I’m thankful you also found the truth by whatever means necessary,” I said with a smile.

	“All right, we better be off, Make yourself comfortable,” Mason said to my mother. 

	“Thank you, Mason, for everything. You kids enjoy your trip.” My mother waved.

	As I climbed in the back to sit at the table beside Leo, a hand enclosed around my wrist. I turned to see Mason.

	 “We haven’t spoken in a while. I miss hearing your voice. You have one of the most beautiful minds I’ve encountered,” Mason said. I looked away and turned back to him, smiling. It didn’t reach my eyes. Funny how today I had a beautiful mind, yet a couple of nights ago it was weak. 

	I buckled myself in, and Mason closed the door behind me, got in and fired up his engine. 

	“You think the volcano will erupt?” I asked Mason as he kept glancing in the rearview mirror at Leo. 

	“Sorry, I wasn’t listening, can you repeat what you said?”

	“I was wondering if you felt the volcano was going to erupt,” I said. Mason nodded and returned to glancing in the rearview mirror as he drove. I sighed and lay my head against the window. 

	By the time he reached Oklahoma, he had switched off with Kevin. Kevin drove for five hours before switching with Erich. Mason. He never asked Leo if he wanted to take the wheel. Leo remained in the back, playing with a deck of cards. 

	“Do you still read, the Apocrypha?” I asked Erich as he drove.

	“It never hurts to reread it, I still pick up on new information. Now I like to focus on the Bible more, especially the Gospels. Growing up, I didn’t believe in the New Testament.”

	“Oh, why not?”

	“I’m Jewish. I wasn’t ever really devout despite attending Hebrew School and going through the motions of feast days and synagogue services. In my twenties, I dabbled in Jewish Mysticism, the Kabbalah and occult hence how I learned of the book of Enoch. But after what happened with Claudius and all I decided to explore Christianity.”

	“Interesting, I will say that the Apocrypha does help when comparing it with the Bible, thank you again for giving it to me, it really helped me put the pieces together when I was with Azazel.”

	“You’re Welcome.”

	“When I was in Lemuria, I met a servant named Francis, who was illiterate. I taught him to read using the Book of Enoch,” I said. Erich smiled.

	“No way, that’s awesome! Where is he now?”

	“Dead,” I said. Erich’s smile faded.

	“At least he knew the truth,” he said. I nodded. “Can I ask you something?” 

	“Anything,” I said, my stomach tightening. 

	“Do you ever pine over what you and Azazel had?” he asked. It was a strange question coming from him. 

	“Sometimes.”

	“Good.” His face stretched into a grin. Strange. Turning back to Leslie, I noticed she and everyone else was asleep, except for Leo who stared at me. “I’ve returned for you Maricel,” a familiar guttural voice spoke. 

	I turned back to Erich. In his place was Azazel. His cobalt eyes and golden hair glowed like a flame as he winked at me. He wore the same cerulean trench coat he donned the April evening we had met at Griffith Park.

	A scream escaped my lips, and the trailer screeched to a halt. Leo ran around to my side, shaking me awake as I quivered.

	“Azazel wasn’t there. It was just a hallucination, I get them too,” he said. I embraced him with a sob. Erich shook his head as he watched.

	“Wait, what happened?” Erich asked.

	“I thought you morphed into Azazel,” I said. Erich frowned. 

	“I was driving the entire time.” 

	“Are you sure you don’t need any medication?” Kevin said, tapping me. He was now wide awake along with everyone else. 

	“She had a nightmare,” Leo said. 

	“She was losing her mind,” Mason answered, coming around the trailer to the passenger side, glaring at Leo. “Maricel didn’t have this problem until you arrived!” Mason gripped Leo’s shoulders and shoved him to the ground. 

	Leo sprung up like a cheetah and balled up his fist, ready to jab him when Leslie jumped in between them.

	“Cut it out the both of you!” she said. 

	Both huffed and got back in the trailer glaring at one another. Leslie traded seats with me. 

	“If you ever need anything, I’m here for you,” Mason said. I nodded. 

	* * *

	A day and a half later, we arrived at Madison campground at Yellow Stone National Park and set up our tents. I decided I needed to take a walk to clear my head. The smell of firewood from the bonfire our camp had started permeated the air. It helped warm the frigid air from the dropping September temperatures. The scent stuck to my red plaid flannel shirt.

	To keep warm, I hugged myself, balling up my fist into the cuff of my sleeves wandering further into the forest. 

	“Why are you distancing yourself?” a male voice asked. I looked up to see Leo standing beside me. He also wore a plaid flannel shirt, but his shirt was navy and under a black leather bomber.

	“I’m still a little shaken after what happened,” I said, continuing to walk. Leo followed behind me. 

	“I feel you.” Leo yawned, stretching his arms. “I have something for you,” he said, reaching into his back pocket.

	My eyes widened at the switchblade he held in his hands.

	“What’s this?”

	“I want you to keep this with you for your protection.”

	Backing away, I shook my head.

	“Leo, I can’t. I don’t like weapons.” 

	“Maricel, you might need this someday.” He placed it in my palms. My hands shook as I felt the ridges of the grip under the cloth.

	“Fine, but I plan to keep a clean slate,” I muttered to myself, placing it in my back pocket and thinking back to Mu. His gaze shifted to the trees as if he had drifted too deep in thought to hear me mumbling to myself.

	“Do you smell that?” he said. I took a whiff of the air. Mixed within the scent of firewood was a hint of sulfur, and I pinched my nose. 

	“It wreaks of sulfur,” I said. “It’s probably the result of the PH levels lowering.” 

	“Or a demon.” A slight grin spread across his angular face. 

	“I highly doubt it.”

	“Maybe Mason…” 

	“That’s not funny.”

	 “Speaking of Mason, he is possessive of you.” 

	“Possessive is an overstatement, we were good friends before you came around,” I said. Leo shook his head.

	“Friends?” He smirked.

	“What are you trying to get at?”

	“He sees you a more than a friend.”

	“He’s very protective of his friends.”

	 “I don’t see him worrying about his other friends or coworkers to the extent he does with you.” 

	“I left him hanging when things were rough, and since nothing has been the same.”

	“He’s always been that way about you. I noticed this before I intervened and just watched the two of you.”

	“He took me in and mentored me,” I said. Leo moved closer to me, picking a piece of lint off my shoulder. “He’s like a father to me.”

	“So was Azazel...”

	“I don’t like where this conversation is going,” I said, looking away.

	“I’m just calling it how I see it. The touching, the way he watches you and the jealousy. Next, he’ll be down on one knee asking you to marry him,” he said. 

	“None of this is comical, the last time I was engaged it was a huge disaster,” I said, running away from him.

	“Maricel, wait up!”

	I ran nearby the camps. Mason was returning from making a trip into town warning the locals and campers of the impending danger. He donned a brown suede jacket and boots. His tri-color aviators reflected the evening sunset.

	He plodded over to me and glanced back at Leo chasing after me. Mason pulled me aside.

	“Are you okay?” he asked, removing his shades and glaring at Leo.

	“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said. Mason put his arm around me.

	I walked with him over and took a seat on a log around the fire. The flames cast a soft glow on Mason’s face as Caroline handed him an acoustic guitar. He adjusted the strap around his shoulder, strummed it and begin to sing. His voice was more profound than I imagined. A chill whisked up my spine with the way his eyes glistened at me with every note he hit. Gulping, his words and voice dissipated as I looked to the embers within the flame. 

	The thud of Leo’s boots as he joined us ten minutes later snapped me back into the moment I’d dissociated from. He settled down across from me. Every time our eyes would meet rather than holding our usual gaze, he would look away while he fidgeted with his hands. 

	A roar of clapping came as Mason wrapped up his song.

	“What’d you think?” Mason asked.

	“It was beautiful,” I said. Mason grinned and set down the guitar and leaned in and whispered.

	“I wrote the song for you.”

	“Erich and I heard, there’s supposed to be an asteroid in Florida coinciding with a category 2 hurricane developing and headed for the golf in another week or so. We were thinking to check it out,” Leslie cut in, to my relief. 

	“I think that sounds like a great idea,” I said.

	“We should try to track the activity occurring in the heavens and earth, each of them could be their own sign,” Caroline said. I thought about what Leslie said about the asteroid. 

	I motioned to grab my plate of food from Caroline as she handed it to me. Mason took my hand before it reached the plate. Everyone around the fire fell silent. Caroline gasped as Mason reached into his pocket to retrieve a white box. Leo crossed his arms.

	“Maricel, the past couple of months have been chaotic. But through it all, we formed a unique friendship. Although I’m just getting to know you....” he said. I gasped, covering my mouth. “I want to take the next step as your boyfriend.” He opened the box and in it was a pearl necklace. Tears gathered in my eyes as he came around behind me, fitting it around my neck. 

	“Wait!” I said as he motioned to clasp it around my neck. He froze, and I gulped. “I...need to think about it, I’m still healing from Azazel. I’m so sorry, Mason.” I got up and pulled my feet forward to walk away. A lump formed in my throat and I turned to see Mason with his head down. 

	It was the first time I’d seen him with his head hanging low. A great rift formed in my heart, but compromising our friendship for the sake of placating him was out of the question. 

	I dashed deep into the forest. Each evergreen seemed as if it were spinning and narrowing the around me. Cupping my head, I did everything to block out the last several minutes. How could I have been so blind? His intentions had always been clear. Anyone else would’ve seen his intent from a mile away. My loneliness and desperation for another soul like myself kept me from seeing through our “friendship” Now Mason’s willingness to lend an ear, his ability to believe everything I said and is hatred of Leo all made sense. 

	I slowed to a stop, catching my breath. Shrill screams echoed off the Engelmann spruce and Whitebark trees, stretching to the heavens. 

	With the last slither of energy in me, I sprinted until I saw the back of Caroline and Leslie looking ahead.

	“What’s the matter?” I said. 

	Caroline pointed—her hands shaking. Leslie covered her mouth, I came around to get a closer look.

	Outside a tent laid four charred bodies. My chest stung as if it had been pierced by a spear. “We have to get out of here!” 

	From afar, the trees beyond us snapped from their roots as a large body of water swept towards us. A few deer in the current’s pathway boiled from their hooves up under the high acidic levels.

	 From the other side, another current rushed in. We were surrounded. 

	“Quick, climb the tree!” I hollered. 

	I hugged the bark, pulling myself up to the branches and I extended a hand to Caroline, helping her up the tree branch. Leslie followed behind her. We climbed as high as we could get it while the tree shook from the acid eating at its roots. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 5

	calamities

	The roar of a motorboat racing toward us, kicking up the water behind it snapped me back to reality. Caroline used her scarf to signal it. Just eight feet short of us, the boat whisked to a stop. 

	“You’re all going to have to jump! There’s not much time!” Leo hollered. Leslie hopped first, landing inside. 

	Caroline hurled through the air next. Her scarf slipped from her neck, dropping into the boiling water with a melt. She barely made it inside the boat and clutched the edge of it. Leslie pulled her further on. The tree I remained in sunk descending into the rising waters. 

	“Maricel jump!” Leo hollered at me. 

	My feet left the branches, my arms flailing. Leslie and Caroline gasped. 

	I landed on the back of a jet ski that raced out of nowhere and clutched to a helmeted rider. We sped toward the mountain range away from the acidic waters. The dark silhouette of the trees flew past us as starlight lit our path. 

	Several minutes later we reached a dry spot of the forest. The rider parked the jet ski on the newly formed shore. The bottom of the Jet Ski was melted. I turned as the rider removed his helmet and Mason shook his shaggy dark hair out of his eyes. 

	Caroline and Leslie were already waiting for us and were reunited with their husbands. Leo watched with his mouth agape.

	“We don’t have much time to sleep, it’s already eleven. We need to be up by seven because the volcanic activity is expected by eleven, and we need enough time to evacuate the area. It could be sooner with the pH levels as low as they are,” Mason said. 

	I lay flat on my back in the camper sweating growing too hot for the blankets. When I tossed them aside, I was too cold. My eyelids flickered until they shut. 

	* * *

	I rose off the bed gliding through the ceiling into the dark starry heavens floating into every sphere of the atmosphere. 

	Obsidian wings covered me while a sharp current of electricity shot through me when my body met his. His torso was still hard and warm as I remembered. I raised my head to the pale face gazing down at me with flaring cobalt eyes and golden spirals standing off his head like a halo. 

	“We will meet again,” Azazel said as he held me. My face dampened with tears.

	Then as fast as I ascended, I fell through the camper into bed.

	* * *

	My eyes popped open with a gasp. I slipped out of the tent. Several feet away, Leo, staggered towards the water like a drunkard. Judging by his closed eyes, it was apparent he was sleepwalking. I ran after him. But he halted just as my hand was inches from his skin and I fell.

	Out of the shapeless volume of water formed a woman. I hid behind a tree as he spoke to Naamah.

	“How long will it take you to deliver her to me?” 

	“I’m still working on it,” he said.

	“If you still want to be a prince, you will have to hurry or else I can find another,” she said.

	“Your highness I won’t fail you,” he said. I turned and ran back into my tent.

	* * *

	The next morning, Mason shook me. I stirred, smiling at him. He pushed my hair out of my face beaming. 

	“I’m sorry about putting you on the spot last night.”

	“Mason you don’t have to apologize.”

	“No, I misread our interactions this past month and made a scene when I should’ve asked you in private that way you didn’t feel so overwhelmed and we weren’t both embarrassed.”

	“Mason....”

	“Maricel, when you left last night, I was hurt. After nearly losing you to the flood, I reflected on the thought of being separated from you forever even as a friend,” he said, brushing a tear from his eye. “If you don’t feel the same way, I can live with remaining friends. Having you in my life is good enough.”  

	I sat up in bed.

	“About last night...I was afraid.”

	“Afraid?”

	“Afraid of what moving beyond friendship would do to our already strong bond.”

	“Maricel, you have nothing to fear. I will always protect you, whether or not we are romantically together or not”

	 “Mason, the answer is yes, I want to take the next step.” I hugged him. He scooped me off the bed, set me down on the floor on my feet, and twirled me around. 

	“What in the world is going on?” Caroline peeked into the camper, overhearing us.

	“She said, yes!” Mason danced. She smiled.

	“Congrats, you two make the cutest couple,” she said. Mason pushed my hair to the side and placed the necklace around my neck, as he did there was a lump in my throat. He took my hand, strolling to breakfast with me.  

	Everyone but Leo sat outside on lawn chairs munching on eggs and toast. They all looked up grinning as they saw Mason and I held hands.

	“Congratulations.” Leslie smiled. 

	Leo emerged from beyond the forest, his hair was unkempt. He rubbed his partially open eyes. When he noticed the necklace around my neck, his eyes popped wide open. 

	“We better get a move on,” Mason said. He placed his hand on my back, moving me along while everyone shuffled to pack up their things, putting their tents inside the camper. 

	* * *

	After breakfast, Leo disappeared again and three hours passed since the predicted eruption. I sat beside Leslie as she fanned herself, listening to the men’s conversation. Erich started for the cooler to grab a coke. 

	“Maybe it was a false alarm,” Kevin said as he folded his lawn chair standing to leave. The blades of a chopper roared overhead. 

	“What’s going on?” I said to Mason. 

	“I called in a chopper because we should leave,” Mason said.

	“What’s the rush?” Erich said, popping his can of soda open.

	“We have overstayed our visit,” Mason said.

	“And nothing has happened, so what’s a few more hours of this scenic view,” Kevin said.

	A slow-simmering rumble disrupted Kevin’s folding. Erich’s beverage splashed the terrain with the crackle of rocks hitting the earth. My gaze lifted to old faithful. Thick smoke curled, blackening the air. Down her slopes orange viscous molten lava shot out.

	 “Run!” Mason shouted, sprinting for the rescue ladder.

	“Hurry!” the pilot shouted at us while extending the rope ladder. Everyone rushed up the ladder, gripping the wooden rungs to steady their climb. I clutched to each step, pulling myself up as it swayed. The horizon lit up with an array of slivers lightning gleaming through the ash cloud. My fingertips landed on the padded floor of the helicopter but slipped. Mason’s hand grasped my falling hand, pulling me into the chopper. 

	“That was a close call,” I said.

	“Too close,” he said.  The helicopter faltered with the molten rocks hurling for it. A deep boom like that of a voice rattled me as it followed a streak of lightning. 

	“God is speaking,” I muttered to myself.

	“Is everyone on?” the pilot asked. 

	“That should be everyone,” Mason said.

	“What about Leo?” I said.

	“We don’t have time to go back!” Mason said. I closed my eyes, praying under my breath when a knocking on the window interrupted my prayer, and I peeked out to see Leo holding onto the skids. Mason’s mouth moved to shout against it. Before he could utter a word, I opened the door. Leo slid inside. Mason jutted his chin as he watched us.

	“Where were you?” I asked Leo.

	“Doesn’t matter,” Leo said with a scowl.

	“Does my mother know, we are bound for Florida?” I turned to Mason.

	“I informed her over the phone, and I sent for Hans take her there.” 

	I held onto my chest as my heart pulsated with the quiver of my body. The woman piloting the chopper kept a straight face while she maneuvered through the thick blanket of ash.

	“Thank you for coming to our aid. It has to be tough piloting through this fiasco,” I said to the pilot.

	“Earthquakes are happening all over the country. Both the San Andres fault line and New Madrid erupted. Something that never should’ve been,” she said, brushing a tear from her eye.

	* * *

	Five hours later, the chopper touched down at the Mitchel air force base in New York City. Distraught people scrambled around the base as hysteria permeated the air. A large television screen displayed scenes from America’s Hot Seat of the eruption of Old Faithful at Yellowstone. The awakening of the Teton fault had set off several other fault lines cross country as far southwest and east as San Andres in Southern California to the New Madrid fault line in the boot hill of Missouri. With the massive volcano eruption and earthquakes, survivors were trying to locate eastward. 

	Mason guided us through the sea of panicked faces. He spoke to an officer, exchanging something in a container. They shook hands, and the officer glanced back at us with a sigh. What sort of bargain had they made?

	“How many do you have with you?” the officer asked.

	“Seven,” Mason answered. 

	The man eyed all of us and instructed us to  follow him. The officer had an aircraft prepared, and he called over another officer.

	“Warren!” he hollered at the second officer. Warren sprinted over. “Can you escort these folks to Pensacola and guard them?” the officer asked Warren. Warren surveyed us all and nodded.

	“I’m Warren Cabrera. It’ll be my pleasure flying you all to Pensacola,” Warren said. He turned to Kevin and smiled. “Wait a minute, I know you!”

	“It’s been some time, Cabrera. How’s life treated you?” Kevin asked.

	“Pretty damn good, Walter.” 

	“Did you marry Katherine?” 

	“Nah, when I returned from serving, she had moved on to a friend.”

	“I always knew there was something off about her.”

	“You did warn me, didn’t you,” he said.

	“You’re 26. You got time to settle down,” Kevin said. 

	“Ha, 27 in a couple of months. Hey, Caroline.” Warren waved to her

	“It’s been four years since we met,” Caroline said.

	“I see Kevin is just as crazy about you as he was when he served.” Warren nudged Kevin. “I say once we settle down in Pensacola the drink is on me,” Warren said. Kevin and Caroline smiled. “Who are the rest of these people?” 

	“Friends. We just returned from Yellowstone.”

	“Damn! You came all the way from there? You guys must have barely made it out. I hear that place is demolished!” Warren’s eyebrows rose as he followed us to the craft. 

	* * *

	After 9:00 pm, we arrived at the Elgin air force base. As I journeyed down the jet bridge, my knees buckled as my hair whipped my face obstructing my view. I had to push it back, almost missing the final step. 

	A hand grasped mine. Looking up, I met Leo’s gaze. Our eyes locked. Heat traveled to my face with the departure of our skin.

	“Thank you,” I said in a soft tone. Leo didn’t seem to hear as he walked away without a response.

	A group of armed officers awaited us with convoys. Caroline, Kevin, and Warren entered a tank with the driver. Eric and Leslie got in with a second driver. They turned back to Leo, Mason and I as we stood there. 

	“Are you riding with us, Mar?” I moved forward to come with them. To my surprise, Leo yanked me back.

	“What do you think you’re doing touching my girlfriend?” Mason said. Leo stepped forward, Mason moved closer to Leo, standing over him. He was a couple inches taller and glared down at him. Leo looked up, holding the stare.

	“We don’t have time for this,” I said. 

	Mason took my hand and helped me into the third car. Leo climbed on the other side, and Mason shook his head at him.

	I sat beside Mason and across from Leo. Mason put his arm around me, and I cupped the side of my face to mask my growing discomfort. Leo crossed his arms as he watched us.

	Outside some people who had strayed from tent cities along the roads cleared the way while others got combative with the tanks. Molotov cocktails flew through the air, smoking the ground in front of us. The tanks swerved around them.

	 The protestors shouted profanities about fascism giving me flashbacks of my coronation with Azazel. Others scurried around the streets, fighting cops. It was evident that some of them had managed to turn the tables fleeing the camps with the help of the revolutionaries. A man stood on top of a burning car reciting the constitution, ripping a replica of it to pieces. 

	“Look at all of those criminals out there looting, rioting, and fighting. Those savages are tearing the nation apart!”

	“What the hell did you think was going to happen? This nation is modern-day Babylon build on bloodshed, thievery, and slavery,” Leo said.

	“America might have had a rocky start, but it’s still a Christian nation, and that doesn’t mean everyone today deserves to pay for the sins of their ancestors,” Mason said.

	“Like it or not. You reap what you sew, and everyone is paying today with the collapse of the economy, disease, empty bellies, natural disasters, and failed government protection,” Leo said.

	 “Since their plight resonates so well with you, Leonardo, why don’t you join them on the street? You would fit in with the clowns. Then again, what could a brute offer them but more madness.”

	“You may have been able to dodge much of the internal disaster so far, but when it’s all said and done, no one will be safe, including the self-indulgent plutocrats.”

	“Is that so?” 

	“Mason, that’s enough and Leo I see where you’re coming from but arguing isn’t going to solve anything at the moment,” I said. They both fell silent. Leo watched me as I sat across from him. Mason placed his hand on my hand rested on my knee. I jerked my knee away.

	* * *

	My mother stood on the limestone balcony, just above the vineyard. When she spotted us from below arriving in the row of tanks through the gates, she tore down the winding iron steps. When she reached me, I embraced her. Her eyes watered as she held me. 

	“I’m so glad you’re safe!” she said. “All of the seismic activity from the Cascadia, Teton New Madrid and San Andres quakes affected the Dallas area as well. California and most of Oregon and Washington sunk beneath the sea.”  

	“My God, what’s happening,” I said.

	* * *

	Kaboom! A loud blast shattered my eardrums, leaving a pile of rubble beneath my feet. There were remnants of shrapnel dispersed across the pavement. 

	My tennis shoe got caught on a piece of metal as I sprang over debris. I fell face-first on the floor, twitching in pain as the clamor of large boots marching in single file surged throughout my eardrums. 

	The smoke cleared, revealing a legion of masked men drawing closer. I planted my sore palms on the debris rising to stand, but the fray of my jacket hooked me to a splint of wood. 

	The oversized shadow of the legion of figures alerted me of their presence overhead. Gazing upward, my pupils constricted in terror with the realization that the army was not comprised of mere men but giants.

	* * *

	I awoke in the middle of the night sweating with a dry, aching throat. The faint tune of alternative rock disrupted the silent night. Pushing aside the quilted comforter, I swung my legs over the bed onto the vinyl floor.

	From a distance in the long hall, under the archway, a light seeped from inside of another bedroom. The door was ajar. I pushed it open and leaned against the frame cross-armed.

	Leo stood shirtless in the center of the room, throwing knives at a dartboard.  He never missed the target—His precision was perfect. 

	* * *

	I gasped, and he whisked around, so fast that I lost my balance. He rolled back his shoulders, looking down at me. 

	“I see you came to watch. Enjoy the show?” He offered his hand, but I stood on my own brushing the dust off my sleeves.

	“I couldn’t help it with the music playing. I could hear it from all the way down the hall.”

	“You’re having trouble sleeping again?” 

	“Yes.” My eyes narrowed at him.

	“Same here.” 

	“More nightmares?” 

	“Yes.”

	“The kind that wakes you up to throw knives at a board at one in the morning?” I smirked. He held his sentence as his lips pressed into a thin line. I turned to leave.

	“Wait!” I pivoted around.

	“Be careful with your boyfriend.” 

	“Okay, what’s with you?” I said.

	“Don’t you find it strange that he’s been so prepared for every disaster that’s happened?”

	“Not really. Mason did what any individual that understands end times eschatology would do who had the resources. He invested wisely.”

	“When the dollar crashed, how did he know the new currency they would switch to?” 

	“By studying the global market.” 

	“He’s one of them.”

	“One of who?” 

	“The same elite that’s a part of the problem.”

	“No—“

	“He’s very modest about how he comes across with you and your friends. His capital is obvious with how he refers to everyone outside of his bubble as savages.”

	“Mason comes from a hardworking family who accumulated their wealth over several generations. He’s a hardworking man himself. His use of language for those protesting is problematic, but he doesn’t agree with their method of civil disobedience.”

	 “Bullshit, Maricel. He’s a bigot.” 

	“Why all the accusations? You act like he’s the devil.” 

	“Wouldn’t be surprised,” he said. I frowned and walked off. Leo stood, taking a sip of water, watching me as I disappeared. 

	* * *

	The next morning I awoke feeling as if the little sleep I had vanished with the peel of my eyelids. 

	I showered and slipped into a polyester t-shirt and jeans and shuffled down the halls and l-shaped stairs passed the entryway scattered with baroque déco. When I crossed the living room, I noticed a King James Bible laying on the leather ottoman, and I scooped it up. I ventured to the dining room, taking a seat at the rustic wooden table, opening up the bible to the book of Mathew chapter 24. My eyes moved across the page, taking in all that Jesus spoke of concerning the time of the end.

	“Do you ever sleep?” I jumped at the sound of the deep voice, my gaze lifted to behold Leo. He wore a camo jacket and dark faded jeans opposed to his usual all black dress. His matching camo baseball cap emphasized the slanted shape of his eyes.

	“I’m an insomniac. You don’t seem to sleep much either,” I said, tucking my hand under my chin. He partially sat on the edge of the table. “This past month has been hell and to think we haven’t seen it all yet,” I said, looking up at him. He folded his arms over his chest.

	“I’m leaving the states in the spring.” 

	“Where, would you possibly go?” 

	 “The Eastern Hemisphere,” he said while stretching. 

	“That’s broad, you mean like to the Levant?”

	“Yes and further south like Africa. I was thinking maybe before I reach the Middle East, we can sail the world,” he said, placing his hand on mine. 

	“What about the others?”

	“They can come if they want.”

	“And Mason?” I said. He rolled his eyes. 

	“What about him?” 

	“He’s my boyfriend.” 

	“Is he really?” Silence filled the air as I sat there, swinging my foot under the table, gazing into his eyes.

	“I see you two are up early,” a male voice said from behind. 

	I pivoted around to see Mason entering, He wore a white Guayabera shirt and navy trousers. I quickly moved my hand away from Leo’s. I smiled at Mason as he came around, massaging my shoulders. He kissed my cheek and narrowed his eyes at Leo. “I asked Hans to fix us some coffee,” he said, taking a seat on the other side of me. 

	“Thanks, coffee sounds nice.” 

	“I made sure to tell him to brew it the way you used to drink it at the café.” He caressed my hand, the lines around his eyes showed with his smile. 

	“Thank you, I really appreciate it.”

	“Anything for you,” he said. I mustered a smile. 

	 Hans came around and handed me a mug, as well as Mason. Leo got up and left. I turned back to Mason whose smile had slipped from his face.

	“You two talk a lot,” he said, taking a sip of his warm coffee. 

	“There’s a lot to talk about with all of the chaos occurring.”
“You know what my opinion is of him.”

	“Of course.” 

	“Then stay away from him,” he said. His eyes moved to my bible. “The devil places certain people in our lives to cause us to stray from our true purpose.” 

	“And sometimes God places unlikely people in our lives to teach us things about ourselves we wouldn’t admit otherwise,” I said. Mason ran his fingers through his thick hair.

	“You’re too trusting.”

	“I’ve lived my share of life long enough to know not everyone, and everything is as it seems.”

	“I remember being in my mid-twenties, although it’s a long ways from adolescence, there’s still a lot of maturing that happens.”

	“It’s a quarter of a century. Besides, it’s not a matter of maturity; it’s intuition.” I scowled. He laughed.

	“Intuition you say? If that’s so, then your gut should be screaming at you to stay away from a criminal. I know he’s an assassin.”

	“People can change.”

	 “You trust him not to kill you?” His words stirred memories of Leo speaking to Naamah. “Not only is he a murderer, but he tried to disrespect me in my own house by flirting with you.”

	I sighed to myself thinking about how compromised I had looked earlier with him holding hands as Mason walked in. There wasn’t much I could say to defend Leo. I crossed my arms and looked away from him. 

	“Maricel, I love you, and I promise to protect you.” He grasped my hand. I turned to him. “Since the day my sights were set on you, I wanted you more than life itself.”

	“During the job interview, I seemed like another employee to you. And when we started talking in the café, I thought we were just forming a friendship based on theological interest.”

	“You’re right about my feelings initially during the interview, I wasn’t smitten yet. You were another pretty face who I hired. But that Tuesday afternoon when you dropped your sketch, and I handed it back, your eyes captivated me when you looked up.”

	“My eyes?”

	“Yes, they’re demure yet courageous. At that moment, I wanted to find out who you were,” Mason said. I looked down at my half-finished coffee. “That Wednesday, we started discussing scripture, I felt a connection unparalleled with anyone else.”

	“I never realized your feelings for me ran this deep for this long,” I said with a deep breath. 

	“Having you as my girlfriend is the best thing that has happened to me. I wish I had met you sooner because you’re the highlight of my life even if the world is falling apart.” 

	“Mason...I need some…..air!” I burst, leaping up from the table, rushing down the hall.

	I slid backward from the collision as I surged around the corner. Looking up, I realized I’d bumped into Leslie. She wore a floral sundress and a big brim hat. She knelt down, gripping my shoulder as I caught my breath. 

	“Maricel, are you okay?” 

	“Not really, I realized how big of a jerk I’m being.”

	“A jerk for what?”

	“My feelings for Mason aren’t mutual. I’ve been stringing the poor guy along with this “relationship.”

	“No surprise there.”

	“You knew?”

	“No offense Mar, but you strongly rejecting him then suddenly coming around the next day was too weird. I know, Caroline likes you two together, but as your best friend, I’ve noticed things have always seemed one-sided.”

	“Aw, Les. I should’ve confided in you sooner. I’m just scared of hurting him with a breakup. He’s done so much for me.”

	“It’ll hurt him for a while at first but getting his hopes up with a fake relationship is far worse, he’ll be devastated if he finds out you’re faking your feelings especially if he proposes, which I could totally see.”

	“You’re right. Mason is such a great guy but not as my life partner. What I feel for him is platonic, and I can’t get past that.”

	“Some people are better as friends. Just tell him how you truly feel. Unless you’re willing to sacrifice your happiness for his for the rest of your life.” 

	 “Thanks for your advice, I think I’ll invite him to take a walk with me later today along the vineyard and then drop the news.” 

	“Anytime, girl. That sounds like a plan.” She helped me to my feet. “See you at breakfast!”

	 I spun around and headed for the courtyard. To my relief, Mason was no longer at the dining room table. I passed the kitchen where my mother was busy helping out the cooks fry eggs and prepare toast. 

	When I slid open the glass door entering the outdoor kitchen, I sauntered to the adjoining courtyard. I was met with the roar of the large fountain. The row of palm trees lining the cobblestone patio swayed with the warm breeze. Leo was under the archway facing the pool. He paced around with his hands folded behind his back. He froze when he saw me. I slid my glasses up my nose and adjusted my ponytail and walked closer to him.

	“We need to talk about the nightmare you had last night about the future of the nation,” he said.

	“How did you know what my nightmare was about?”

	“I dreamt the same thing about the army of giants.”

	“Weird, what do you think it means?”

	“We need to warn everyone again, especially the elected officials.”

	“So another trip to the capital?”

	“No, we can reach out to them through the web.”

	“Aren’t most of the servers down?”

	“I have a friend I can contact to fix that issue.” 

	 “How long will it take?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“If we’re using the power of the internet then we need to air our message on prime time television. Do you think it’s possible your friend could hack into the media’s servers, preferably during America’s Hot Seat?” 

	“You want another segment from Ross Day and his commentators?” he asked with a grin.

	“No, but I know a lot of people tune into his show.”

	“I’ll see what she can do.” He turned and left me standing there alone. Although he agreed upon the plan, still I couldn’t shake my suspicions of him.

	“It’s a nice day out,” Caroline said while she took a seat at the outdoor kitchen table with a glass of lemonade. She smoothed out her black skirt that contrasted well with her pink tie bow-neck blouse.

	“It sure is.” 

	“If only the state of this country were like this weather.”

	“I thank God for all we have because we have it better than most,” I said.

	“You can say that again,” she said, adjusting her sunglasses.

	 “Does it ever bother you that we’re safe and sound while outside this fortress millions starve, fight and die just to survive?”

	“I do feel bad for them. Those struggling are in my thoughts and prayers. God blessed us, and I’m not going to apologize for the position I’m in no matter how unfair it seems.” Her words did little to lessen my inner guilt. “Leo seems close to you,” she said as she fanned herself.

	“It’s nice to talk to someone who has similar experiences.”

	“I’m happy you two can talk, but it makes Mason uncomfortable.”

	“I know, and I’m torn about it.”

	“Please try not to hurt Mason.”

	“Hurt him?”

	“When you left for DC. He got really depressed and refused to eat or drink. It was the first time I had seen him cry.”

	“That’s scary,” I said, brushing a bead of sweat from my forehead.  

	“You two remind me of Kevin and me sometimes, he was just as wild about me as Mason is about you. He pursued me until I said yes.” 

	“How long have you and Kevin been married?”

	“Four years. We were high school sweethearts we started dating my freshman year. He was a senior football player, and I was a cheerleader,” she said. I smiled. “He proposed to me my senior year of high school right before graduation, and he was deployed overseas.” 

	“Was it hard?”

	“It was actually. I was off in college while Kevin was on the other side of the globe fighting for this country, but we managed, and after his four years were over we tied the knot on my twenty-third birthday.”

	“That’s beautiful,” I said.

	“I’m sure someday you and Mason will do the same. I’ve known him for a couple of years. He’s a good friend and a God-fearing man,” she said. A lump formed in my throat as she went on about him. The more I heard about him, the less convinced I felt about staying with him. “Our bible study prayed God would bring an incredible Proverbs 31 woman into his life. Tammy thought it was her, but God had differed plans.”

	“I’m sure...” I muttered.

	“It’s a shame because so many women have thrown themselves at him over the years because of who he is and what he has, but he never settled.” She beamed, looking up as she spoke. 

	“That must’ve been tough for him.”

	“It certainly was, and often he complained about feeling used. But then you came along. You’re the answer to his prayer, Maricel.” 

	“Maybe,” I said I rose heading inside entering the kitchen catching a whiff of blueberry muffins.

	“It’s about time,” my mother said as she fixed a plate of food for herself last.

	“I’m sorry, I’m late. I just needed some fresh air.” She smiled.

	Leo was seated at the snack bar with a plate texting on his phone. How was he getting a signal with most towers down? With a deep breath, I lingered to the dining area. 

	 Mason sat at the table conversing with Kevin Erich, Warren, and Leslie. He glanced at me while I fetched a plate and joined everyone at the table in the dining room.

	“Caroline and I were in the courtyard just a few minutes ago enjoying the weather,” I said. My words were met with silence “Maybe we can take a walk later through the vineyard.” 

	“It’s too dangerous,” Mason said, not meeting my gaze. 

	“But the vineyard is on your property where it’s safe.”

	“You never know who’s lurking outside these gates waiting to sneak over the gates,” he glanced over at Leo.

	 “It was just a suggestion.”

	“One with little thought put into it,” he said. I stood up, glaring at him. “Maricel, where are you going?” Mason asked.

	“I lost my appetite,” I said. Leo was now looking at me from the kitchen region, his mouth slightly open. I stopped in place.

	“Is that fresh toast I smell?” Caroline said as she entered the dining room. Everyone remained silent. “Okay… It’s awfully quiet. I’ll go grab a plate,” she said, picking up on the tension hanging in the air. 

	“Mar!” Leslie called after me. I turned away, ignoring her. 

	I ventured to my room, closing the door behind me and sat down in a chair. My throat swelled to whimper, but my eyes were too dry to produce tears.” I placed my headphone in my ears, drowning out my surroundings by hitting play and withdrew my journal from the second drawer of the nightstand to write. The words poured on to the page with each pang my heart suffered from the inescapable pain welling inside me 

	* * *

	Hours went by as I scribbled on the page after page. My train of thought was interrupted by a light knock at the door. I removed the headphones and answered the door.

	“Come in,” I said. Leo stood with his hands tucked deep in his pockets. For once, he had tamed his unruly curls with gel. 

	“You’ve been acting erratic,” he said, eyeing me.

	“Isn’t everyone? The world is burning. I feel guilty, sitting here passive.” I tucked my journal in the drawer.

	“Not for long.” He reached in his back pocket for his phone. “My friend, Crystal Hays, used the deep web to hack into America’s Hot Seat as suggested by you. Ross Day is ten minutes into the segment. When I hit record, you will live stream. Are you ready?” 

	“As ready as I’m going to get.”

	“You’re on in three, two…” he said, angling the camera at me. I prayed for strength and guidance from the Holy Spirit as well as peace of mind with the words I spoke. After I finished my prayer, I opened my eyes.

	“I prefer lights camera, action,” I said. Leo rolled his eyes.

	“Action,” he said. The record button beeped. 

	“Hello, my name is Maricel. You might remember me for the film The Missing Continent. Today I’m burdened with informing you that the clock is ticking for this nation. It’s almost midnight. We are in the final hour. Although the things you have already witnessed are horrific, they are what Jesus Christ warned about in Mathew 24 concerning the signs of the times. What is to come next is far worse.”

	“I was shown in a dream by the Most High that there will be a home invasion on American soil with a nuclear weapon used. I hope our elected officials will heed this warning and prepare.”

	“Every citizen, I advise to pray and take shelter,” I said. Leo signaled to me that the recording had stopped he lowered the camera.  I sighed as sweat whisked down my face from nerves.

	“How did it feel?” He gulped.

	“Weird...” 

	The door swung open. Through it stormed Mason with clenched teeth. He shook his fist

	“Are you out of your mind?” he huffed.

	“I can explain!”

	“What’s there to explain? Just when I think you couldn’t have stooped any lower, you do this! I’m disappointed in you, Maricel.”

	“Disappointed? The lives of millions of people are at stake! What am I supposed to do? Just sit here and drink from a posh little beach house while the world goes to hell!”

	“So gracious of you to take everything I gave you for granted! This thug has filled your little head with delusions of grandeur that you’re some doomsday messenger who’s going to save the world!”

	“You said it yourself that I had the gift!” 

	“And you think that places you above the law!”

	“It was for a noble cause!” 

	“More like criminal. Who’s to say the United States is Babylon or that God is “judging” anyone? How self-righteous are you, Maricel?”

	“The signs are everywhere.”

	“A delusional mind finds signs everywhere!” He frowned.  Leo stood not uttering a word. His silence angered me. Leo was as “delusional” as I was, so why was Mason only attacking me? Then again, I should’ve known he hadn’t gotten over this morning.

	“I’m just doing what I feel God is urging me to do.”

	“Don’t bring “God” into this!” He scowled. “You hacked Ross Day’s show because you didn’t like what he said about you a week ago and wanted to even the score. To make matters worse, you mentioned nukes! Now the media thinks your message from God was a national threat, prophetess!”

	“You’re exaggerating things.”

	“If you don’t believe me, go see for yourself.” 

	I pushed past him leaving Leo standing in the room alone, and Mason followed behind me down the steps as I moved to the living room. 

	On the television screen, Ross Day grinned as he displayed shots from the video of me seated in the chair speaking. 

	* * *

	“Hal, I never thought I’d see the day when I’d agree with you. This video is the definition of terrorism,” Krista said.

	“Am I hearing what I think I am?” Ross said. “Did Krista McIntosh and Hal Cornwell agree for once on an issue? I have to say, in the ten years on prime television never has my show been hacked by a mentally disturbed fundamentalist cult leader,” Ross said.

	“I don’t think Maricel is mentally ill, I think she’s using fundamentalist rhetoric to threaten this count,” Hal argued.

	“She does have a messiah complex, which could be the result of a mental breakdown. After all, she had one hit film and since has fallen out of the limelight, so she clutches to this savior complex amid the chaos.”

	“Don’t feel too sorry for her Ross, she’s a psychopath, dog-whistling other extremists!” Hal said. 

	“Hal, it’s common for those who are experiencing psychosis to think every catastrophe is an act of God, especially if she’s under the influence of drugs or that man she was with,” Ross said.

	“I don’t buy the whole innocent act. Hacking your show suggests Maricel is calculating!” Hal said. 

	“She certainly is methodical since she decided to have her boyfriend hack the number one rated show in primetime news,” Ross grinned. “But she also has a history of seeing spirits. Remember that account two years ago from Casper James and Lyric Break about arguing over demons with her fellow actress Leslie Blake.”

	“That was bizarre Ross. I have to agree with Hal that she might even be the cult leader rather than the guy she was with at Capitol Hill,” Krista said.

	“Up next folks, I’ll have Casper James live streaming from Los Angeles to share what his experience with Maricel was like.”

	* * *

	.

	My blood ran cold as I muted the television. Had I acted on impulse rather than hearing from God? Leo was eager to use me as the face of “our” prediction. He hadn’t bothered to talk me out of it. I covered my face as Mason stood behind me with his arms crossed.

	“You’ve placed us all in danger!” 

	“I’m sorry,” I said. Mason tore my hand from my face, forcing me to look at the screen. On it was Casper and his lips moving as he discussed me worsened the sharp pain my stomach. “Now, they’re going to charge you with treason and the rest of us could be linked to you for conspiracy! You’ve compromised everyone here’s safety!” He sneered. Tears welled up in the ducts of my eyes. 

	“Please forgive me, Mason, I’ll leave to keep everyone here safe...whatever it takes—” I whimpered. He wrapped his large hands around my shoulders, squeezing them so tight, I tensed up. Breathing in, I did what I could to calm my uneven pulse. His eyes that always delighted in me were now consumed with rage as he shoved me.

	 I fell face first and breathed into the Persian carpet allowing the wool to absorb my tears and muffle my whimper. 

	Mason pulled me up from behind with the vibration of Erich and Leslie’s footsteps rounding the corner. 

	“I’m sorry I lost my temper,” he said. My eyes were still red and puffy

	 Leslie scowled at Mason, shaking her head. 

	“Maricel, what happened?” She asked. My lips started to move. I covered my mouth too overcome to speak and turned away. Mason grabbed my arm and whisked me around to face him and took my chin into his hands. 

	“Please forgive me, Maricel!” he pleaded. His eyes had returned to their usual warm expression. 

	With a deep breath, my mouth parted ready to unload the sharp sentences hanging on the edge of my tongue that would let everyone know what he had done.

	His grip was lost with Leo shoving Mason down and kicking him in the abdomen. The couches were displaced with them swinging at each other. Erich and Warren ran out and grabbed both of them.

	“I’ll kill you!” Leo shouted as he was removed from the situation by Erich and Warren.

	“I’d like to see you try,” Mason said, adjusting the collar of his shirt and smoothing back his hair.

	“I’ll sever your throat if you lay a hand on her again!”  

	“Get this hoodlum out of my house!” Mason said to his guards. Security motioned to grab Leo. They stopped shoving him when he raised his hands behind his head. 

	The guards followed Leo to his room as he packed up his things into his backpack he carried. Meanwhile, I stood speechless in the living room, unsure of what to think. It felt as if the world was spinning too fast for me to keep up with.

	 He emerged minutes later with his book bag. He looked at me and tilted to his head as to ask if I were coming. I glanced back at Mason. He wiped a speck of blood from his nose. He scowled at Leo before his gaze shifted to me. If I left, I wouldn’t be welcome back. There was no way I was abandoning my mother and friends. Especially while Mason was in one of his moods. Not for some stranger like Leo.

	 I shook my head. Leo frowned and turned away from me with a shrug as he left disappearing out the door. 

	I rushed up the steps to the balcony, gripping the railing to watch him traveling further away. He looked up at me, locking eyes. A surge of foreboding ripped through me as we held a stare.  Finally, he broke eye contact and continued walking as the sun was setting for the day. 

	Everything in me wanted to call after him and beg him to take me with him—better yet, chase him. I couldn’t bring myself to make a peep or move. The same longing I had to follow him was the same emotion that paralyzed me. Leo kept plodding along until he was entirely out of sight. 

	Large hands covered my shoulders. They stiffened from the unexpected touch. I pivoted around to see Mason standing behind me, he took me into his arms. He was the last person I wanted to see or hold me. Yet, I knew better to show my indifference.

	“We have to leave.” 

	“Leave?”

	“It’s not safe here. We need to leave town. I have a bunker,” Mason said. How convenient now that Leo had been thrown out and even more reason he was a coward for overreacting to what I had done if this all could’ve been solved with another one of his resources. 

	“Let me start packing my things,” I said, turning away to head back inside. Mason nodded. Now that I had violated his trust, it was near impossible to earn it back. I passed my mother’s room, and she looked up at me.

	“Maricel!” she said. I entered and took a seat on the edge of the bed.

	“I thought I was doing the right thing by warning the nation...” I said. 

	“I’m sure Isaiah, Elijah, Ezekiel, and many other prophets felt the same feeling you felt. But right now there’s no time to cry.” She took me into her arms. 

	“Mason, says we should leave again.” 

	“Okay,” she said. 

	“Mom...” Before I could utter the next phrase and confess to her what Mason had done or how trapped I felt, I bit my tongue.

	“Yes...”

	“Nothing.” I helped her collect her things. 

	“If you ever need to talk, I’m here to listen. I don’t want to make the same mistake with a lack of communication like what happened when you fell prey to Azazel,” she said. I nodded.

	* * *

	After thirty minutes of packing, I sat beside Mason in a minivan, Leo came to mind. He was all alone out there, but he was an assassin who could fend for himself, right?

	In the minivan, I sat beside Mason, Leo came to mind. He was all alone out there, but he was an assassin who could fend for himself, right? 

	We passed burning buildings, weathered architecture that once was crowded businesses districts and main attractions for tourists. 

	Mason stopped at a small gas station. As we waited, I noted it was vacant except for the minivan and the clerk’s Toyota Corolla. 

	I headed inside to use the restroom donning a baseball cap and removing my glasses, hoping it would make me more nondescript. While I entered, in the clerk squinted and me and his lips pressed into a thin line, adding my unease. Mason came in after me and bartered with the clerk.  

	As I left the bathroom, heading back outside, I noticed a blue hummer sitting on the side of the road nearby filled with four plump men with beet-red faces spitting Tabaco. I turned away. Mason was already back in the van, and I got in beside him. I stole one more glance at the truck and the hair on my arm raised. Rather than speak up about my growing concern, I kept my lips sealed and prayed silently about the whole ordeal.

	* * *

	We headed north until the car stalled as if out of gas. Mason pounded the dashboard and got out to check the engine under the hood. As he and the other guys were outside trying to solve the problem, the same hummer from earlier pulled up. A few of the rugged men donned bandanas and shotguns. 

	“Need a lift?” The driver offered from behind his shades. His shaggy beard cropped his face. 

	“We have things under control, but thanks for the offer,” said Mason.

	“Doesn’t look like it. There’s plenty of room in here. We can take you, folks, wherever ya’ need to go.”  

	Mason ignored his invitation, continuing to work on the minivan. The hummer remained parked on the opposite end of the road. The men sat there watching. I noticed a meat hook in one of the guy’s hands in the backseat and various other tools that looked as if they had just returned from a slaughterhouse. I gulped. The man who offered us a lift met my gaze and spit on the dusty road. 

	“Well, Well what do we have here, If it isn’t the most wanted person in the U.S of A,” the man said. I didn’t answer. “Ya’ know we could turn Maricel in and get ourselves a real juicy reward—they’re offering free meals and housing!” 

	Some of the men in the back of the hummer hooted, slapping hands. 

	“Surrender the girly, and all will be good…” he said. I scowled at them, my fist clenched at the sides. Mason gritted his teeth.

	“She’s not going anywhere!” Mason shouted. 

	“It doesn’t seem you have much of a choice. You have nowhere to go,” the man said. I shook my head and gripped the door handle. My mother’s hand circled my shoulder. Shrugging her hand off, I emerged from the minivan.

	“Maricel, wait,” Mason said, but I ignored his plea and walked across the road until I stood beside him. His broad grin revealed his yellow teeth. Without warning, he snatched me off my feet by the abdomen, squeezing my ribs tight. Two other hefty men hopped out from the truck and skulked towards the minivan.

	 Mason ran at them and picked one of the men upholding him over his head before throwing him. His bones cracking and he yelped. 

	Another struck at Warren. Warren jerked to the side, avoiding the punch. He raised his leg, sweeping it into the man’s chin knocking him unconscious.

	The man tightened his grip on me. My ribs burned from within as if they had been set ablaze.

	 “We are going to need food for the road!” the man shouted.

	From within the truck, two men inside the vehicle fired at the van. Hans and the women inside ducked as the bullets shattered glass, knocking the van on its side. Kevin and Erich shot back at them, crouching behind the overturned car. 

	The man slinked behind the hummer with me. He withdrew a gun from his holster and shot Mason in the arm.

	Mason fell clutching his arm. I stepped on the man’s left foot. A yowl escaped his lips when I circled around, elbowing him in the abdomen. Reaching into my back pocket, I slit his jugular vein with a switchblade. His blood sprayed my hands and clothing. He fell over lifeless.

	 I stole the handgun from his back pocket and brandished it. All the gunshots ceased as empty shell casings lay on the dirt ground from the rounds that had been shot. A few men from within the truck took note their fallen leader and rushed out from to his aid as he lay there dead. They scowled at me.

	 Hans helped the women crawl out from the minivan. Mason, who held his arm that had been penetrated looked up at me with his mouth ajar. 

	“Give me your hummer!” I shouted, aiming the gun at the three others. They cowered. I instructed everyone to get in as they withdrew their belongings from the overturned minivan and placed them inside the hummer. The men watched standing back as we took their vehicle and I sped away, blowing smoke in their faces.  

	“You killed a man back there!” Mason shouted as I drove.

	“It was self-defense.”

	“I can’t believe you!” 

	“I saved our lives.” 

	“By murdering someone?” 

	“You didn’t have a problem taking those guys on with Warren, Kevin, and Erich.” 

	“That was different. Where did you get that knife from?”

	“It doesn’t matter. And how is what I did any different?”

	“Let’s see. If it weren’t for your impulse, this whole ordeal never would’ve occurred.”

	“I trusted my gut, I wished I would’ve sooner back at the gas station rather than keeping silent.”

	“And once again like that video you filmed with that rat, it was a stupid thing to do.”

	“You of all people should be thanking me, Mason, I saved you.”

	“It’s not your job to defend me, Maricel.”

	“Even if you’re too prideful to be saved, five other people’s lives were spared.”

	“He missed me when he shot. My arm is perfectly fine. It was a part of the act,” Mason said. I looked back in the rearview mirror and not a scratch or bruise marked his arm.

	“I could’ve sworn I saw you bleeding.”

	“I don’t bleed. That’s why you never should’ve killed him nonetheless listened to his outrageous orders.” I pulled over on the shoulder of the road losing the desire to drive. Mason got out exchanging places with me. I didn’t converse with him the rest of the way.

	After another hour, we arrived in Destin. The once beautiful resorts had been demolished. Trash lay everywhere making it a dumping ground and buildings were engulfed in flames. 

	Mason drove to an open field and parked the hummer, getting out. The tall grass obscured him when he bent down.

	Minutes later, he stood up and motioned for us to come over. We all got out and walked over to the open trapdoor. Mason climbed inside using the ladder.

	Warren held the door helping everyone out while Mason received the belongings. 

	When I reached the surface of the bunker, my eyes grew wide at how spacious and furnished it was with a living room, kitchen, and several rooms. Along the walls were portraits where the window would be that emulated a warm sunny day, the next window showed an overcast sky. On the other wall, the pictures mimicked evening and night.

	“Impressed?” Mason whispered in my ear as he stood behind me with his hands folded behind his back.

	“It’s a good start,” I said, not turning to face him. I wanted to tell him that I was over with him. The fear of him spiraling into another rage trumped my desire to be forthright. 

	“Get used to it. I’m hoping God will be merciful and allow us to stay one step ahead once the tribulation starts.”

	“I doubt anyone will be able to do that.” 

	“Perhaps it’s wishful thinking,” he said. Satisfaction was evident in the tone of his voice. I was unsure if it came from the fact Leo had been put out or that I was impressed with the place. Rather than answering him, I traveled to the kitchen area. Leslie and Caroline started preparing dinner. I moved to the fridge. It was more extensive than the one I had seen at the beach house. To the left of it were another row of refrigerators. It must have taken years for them to construct the place.  

	“Are you and Mason fighting?” Caroline asked. My blood ran cold as I turned to face her.

	“We were, but…” Leslie lifted her brow at me. “I don’t think things between us are really working…”

	“Really? I’m surprised. You two seemed so happy together, but it’s your call,” Caroline said.

	“We’re far from happy with each other at the moment,” I said.

	“Is this about Leo or what happened back on the road?” Caroline asked.

	“Neither.”

	“I think it’s about Leo,” Leslie said.

	“No.”

	“He threatened to kill Mason after you guys argued,” Leslie said. “If you don’t mind telling me what happened?” Although Leslie was my best friend, I was still too ashamed to tell her and Caroline my “perfect” boyfriend had shoved me on the floor. 

	“It’s nothing.” 

	Both women exchanged looks. Neither asked me anything else about the incident. Instead, we turned their attention to preparing a meal. 

	*  * *

	An hour later, we served dinner to the rest of the group, everyone sat content.

	“Smells good,” Warren said, putting his feet up on the table as I set down his plate in front of him.

	“Feet down!” Leslie said. He laughed.

	“Okay, mom,” he said. She rolled her eyes.

	“I hope you enjoy,” I said. Warren smiled at me.

	“You didn’t add anything Maricel because you’re a little loca.” He snickered. His laughter ended when he saw me shake my head and place my hand on my hip. The next person I set the plate down in front of was Mason. He beamed as if he had done nothing wrong earlier. I looked away and snagged a seat beside my mother. 

	“Thank you, Lord, for bringing all of us together and keeping us safe through the storm our country is enduring. You know if this is truly the end of the nation. Whether we are in modern Babylon or not, I pray that each and everyone at this table would survive without a scratch. Thank you once again. Amen,” Mason prayed.

	When he concluded his prayer, my stomach and chest burned. How he was still questioning the legitimacy of the prophecy? How much more would it take?

	“You girls really outdid yourself,” my mother said as she took a bite of the brisket.

	“Thanks,” Caroline said.

	“Can I marry you, Maricel, even if you’re loca when it comes to hacking the media and criminals along the road with weapons?” Warren said, glancing at my empty ring finger and heat rose in my face.

	“She’s all mine,” Mason said. His words were a bitter reminder of how I needed to free myself

	“Oh, my bad, Mason. I didn’t realize you two were together. I just joined the crew and assumed you two were good friends since you both aren’t overly affectionate.” His words caused Mason to scowl.

	“Neither did I...,” my mother said. 

	“I’m sorry, I totally forgot to mention it to you, mom,” I said. Mason grunted and narrowed his eyes at me. 

	“Now that everyone here is aware, I just want to say it has been the best weeks of my life.” Mason grinned. My appetite was officially gone. 

	“Why are all the hot or nice ones always married or taken,” Warren said. I smiled.

	“You’ll find your special someone out there, Warren. God’s got the perfect wifey for you,” Caroline said.

	“If we all don’t die first.” 

	“Don’t talk like that,” Leslie said.

	“Just calling it how I see it,” Warren said.  “So what was up with the other guy?”  

	“That thug, Leo?” Mason said. 

	“Is that’s his name? What a total freak,” Warren said.

	“You took the words out of my mouth,” Warren said. Mason and he burst into laughter. Kevin joined them. Leslie and Caroline stared at me while Erich pushed around the peas on his plate.

	“He isn’t a thug,” I said. The table lapsed into silence. “He does what he has to do to get by.”

	“You call stealing, killing, and lying just getting by?” Mason said. 

	“It was for a good cause,” I said.

	“That’s what the devil does,” Mason said. I glared at him. My mother placed her hand on my back. 

	“If you excuse me, I need to have a word with my daughter,” she said. I followed my mother to her room.       

	“Maricel, what’s with you? I heard the argument between Mason and Leo, and then you just slit a man’s throat after placing yourself in danger.”

	“I haven’t been the same since I left with Azazel.”

	“How can anyone remain the same after being exploited by that monster?” 

	“When I was with him. I was crowned queen of Lemuria, that’s the kingdom he took me through the portal the day I left you,” I said. My mother gasped. “I fled on our wedding day as a consequence I saw more deaths than any soul could sustain. “When I slit the man’s throat. It wasn’t the first, and I’m sure it won’t be the last,” I said. She covered her mouth. 

	“I’m so sorry, sweetheart,” she said.

	“That’s the thing. Mason will never understand what it’s like to carry this weight. Yet Leo understands as a former assassin.”

	“It explains why you seem to have more chemistry with Leo than Mason even though he’s your boyfriend.” 

	“I feel stuck with Mason,” I said.

	“How are you stuck with him? If you’re not happy with Mason, tell him and end things.”

	“That’s what Leslie told me.”

	“And she’s right so what’s holding you back?”

	“Guilt.”

	“You have nothing to be guilty about.”

	“He’s done so much for me.”

	“That still doesn’t mean you have to be in a relationship with him.”

	“I originally hooked up with him to get back at Leo.”

	“Maricel, why?”

	“I thought Leo was betraying me.”

	“That’s no reason to use Mason in that way. Look, as bad as what you did is since Mason is your friend he should understand.”

	“I’m trapped in a bunker with him for God knows how long. I don’t need him giving me the evil eye every time I cross his path.”

	“I see your point, but it’s obvious you aren’t happy.      

	The creeping howl of an air raid siren growing louder disrupted us. From outside the living room, we heard a commotion.

	“Everyone get over here!” Kevin shouted from the living room. I scrambled out of my room to the television. 

	On scream, images streamed of miles of dark smoke from a nuclear attack on Kansas City, Missouri. My mother covered her eyes. Under the scrolling news ticker flashed warnings. Warren did the sign of the cross.

	“Today, is one of the darkest days in U.S. history, not just for our country but for the world. The first nuclear bomb in history was dropped in the heart of this country. Millions lost their lives to the senseless terrorist attacks. As we face a ground invasion. Troops have been deployed to the eastern border to combat this crisis. Maricel predicted this would happen just hours before. Is she a doomsday psychic or a terrorist?” 

	The broadcast wavered cutting out. On camera appeared a man on the screen dressed in long dark clothing. His face was obscured by a matching face max. One arm was wrapped around the speaker of the house’s neck. The speaker of the house squirmed as the man pulled the trigger and blood splattered the screen. 

	“I have killed your president, your vice president, and speaker of the house. I’ll remove everyone in my way. I am your new leader,” the translated captions read.

	“And to think if we wouldn’t have got here sooner,” Caroline said. “Mason good thinking.” 

	“No, thank God and Maricel. She’s the one that warned us,” Mason said. The room’s eyes shifted to me.

	“I have to go up there,” Kevin said, standing.

	“What?” Caroline said.

	“I can’t just sit and watch a bunch of terrorists take over our country!” 

	“Kevin, remember what you said earlier about taking care of ourselves,” Caroline said.

	“He’s right,” Warren said.

	“I feel the same way, I don’t know much about fighting, but I’d rather die knowing it was for a worthy cause,” Erich said. 

	“Please don’t leave me down here, Erich,” Leslie said.

	“Babe, it will be okay,” he said, giving her a peck on the lips.

	“If you three are going to go then I’m joining you,” Mason said, adding himself in. The four men moved to Mason’s armory.

	 The men suited up with camouflage, bullet vest, and helmets. I along with their wives, stood in the doorway watching. Leo was right, he was always one step ahead. Even when being shot.

	“You ladies stay safe and don’t for one-second rise above this bunker, you hear me?” Mason said. I nodded. “That includes you, Maricel, you aren’t exempt even if you’re able to defend yourself,” he said. Mason stared at me for a moment, not uttering a sound. In the background, the women embraced their spouses. Mason’s eyes remained fixed on me.

	“What happens if you guys don’t return? Those are professionally trained men, not just little guys with guns. This is a home invasion a war that you’re injecting yourselves into,” I said.

	“We will return,” Mason said. He leaned in, planting a kiss on my lips. My eyes opened as confusion and dizziness filled me with the withdrawal of his lips. Before I could get a word in he walked away, climbing the ladder with the other men. The air from the trapdoor opening sent a chill down my spine. 

	* * *

	Days passed. Leslie and Caroline viewed the news praying their husbands were not among the casualties. 

	Despite the waring conditions, my longing to be above ground grew with the day. One night as everyone slept, I tiptoed around putting on my glasses, throwing a sweatshirt over my thin tank top and opened the cellar, taking in the aroma of the uncut grass and catching a glimpse of the Orion constellation with the Rigel star shining the brightest within it. A large orange moon loomed overhead as the rush of cool midnight grazed my skin. Strange how no one had predicted it.

	I swung my legs over and climbed out. Planks of uprooted wood from the seaboard, beer cans, liquor bottles, and cigarette butts were scattered throughout the sand. Watching my step, as granules of sand filled my tennis shoes, irritating my socks as I plodded towards the crashing current. 

	A hand steadied my shoulders from behind, I spun around with bawled fist into Leo. I laughed as he caught me, taking my hand. Until now, I’d nearly forgotten the power of his grip—a feeling I’d missed. We ran with clasped hands toward the dark waves.

	“You returned?” I said while the frigid water whisked around my ankles.

	“I had to,” he said.

	 “A shift is coming.” 

	“What do you mean by shift?” I turned away from him with crossed arms as his conversation with Naamah came to the forefront of my mind.

	“I slipped into a ritzy rendezvous while away.”

	“How does the one percent have time for a rendezvous when the nation is falling apart?”

	“The elitists are having one hell of a time while the terrorist they funded is killing the masses.”

	“But why would they fund terrorist to harm a country they already control?” 

	“They don’t care about anyone outside their family bloodlines.”

	“Isn’t that more collateral for them in the end?”

	“No, because this is what they’ve always planned. An eagle never really represented America accurately. Its true symbol is and was a rattlesnake.”

	“What?”

	“They plan to rebuild America now that they’ve purged it.”

	“Into what?” 

	“At the gathering, Lovell boasted Columbia’s rebirth into New Babylon rising as will the age of the serpent begin,” he said. I covered my mouth. 

	“I thought she is already new Babylon.”

	“Colombia was and always was fated to be since her inception.” 

	“I saw another familiar face at the party.”

	 “Who?”

	“Mason.”

	“You’re making this up!” I backed away.

	“Why would I lie to you?” He enclosed his hand around my wrist, stepping closer. I held my sentence as I peeled my eyes away from him.

	“He told me he and the other guys were going up there to fight the terrorist!” I tore my wrist away.

	“He lied!” 

	I looked up at him as he narrowed his eyes at me huffing. 

	“I had a vision of you also.”

	“About what?” I gulped. He turned to walk away.

	“Leo, wait!” I called after him.

	“If you really want to know, what I saw,” he said with a deep sigh. I nodded. “I saw them coming down and among them was your ex-fiancé,” he said, his eyes filled with terror.

	“And?” 

	“The Watchers destroyed everything.”

	“That’s the sort of thing I dream all the time,” I said.

	“But Azazel took you—” He frowned.      

	“Where?” 

	“I don’t know, I was unable to save you.” He lowered his head and turned to leave. I stood watching him disappear into the night.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	PART II

	CHAPTER 6

	GOLDEN AGE

	My mother shook me until my eyes squinted open to the soft artificial glow of my room. It was a quarter till eight. I sat up in bed. In her hands was a small cupcake with blue icing and a candle, and I raised my brows at the dessert. 

	“What is this for?” 

	“Happy twenty-fifth birthday.”

	“Today’s my birthday?” I said. She nodded.

	“You’re funny.”

	“I can’t believe I forgot my own birthday!” I laughed. She smiled.

	“Come on, you’ve already slept in, you don’t want to waste the day away,” she said. I ventured into the next room where everyone stood with streamers and birthday hats. 

	Mason ran out from amongst them and embraced me. My breath hitched in my throat, thinking back to what Leo had told me about him. I was relieved to see Kevin and Erich had made it back safely as well. I didn’t see Warren. Had he survived?

	“Happy twenty-fifth,” a male voice said. My jaws dropped at the sight of the man among my friends. 

	“Zev!” I rushed to hug him.

	“Happy birthday!” He embraced me back. Zev had grown out his thick black curly hair he inherited from my mother, which I’d envied. 

	“I haven’t seen you since I was fifteen. What brings you here?” 

	The last time I saw him, we had fought. The next morning he disappeared without bothering to contact my mother and me. 

	“About the hurtful things, I said back then to you and just up and leaving...” 

	“Don’t worry about it,” I said, cutting him off, “I didn’t care to hear an apology, just being here is enough for me.”

	“Happy birthday, Maricel!” Leslie said, smiling. Caroline hugged me, and Erich and Kevin wished me it as well. 

	Mason handed me a gift and said to me, “I hope you like it.” 

	I embraced him, and he picked me up off the floor. My mother withdrew her phone from her pocket.

	“It’s not good for much anymore, but at least I can still get a picture of all of you.” We all moved closer together while my mother snapped a photo. 

	“I want to take you somewhere special,” Mason said. My eyes widened at the offer.

	“Okay.” I shrugged following him. He pushed open the doors, light poured in. My eyes adjusted to the sunlight. Mason took my hand, and everyone else followed. His palms were far smoother than Leo’s I remembered from when we walked together. The beach came into view as we drifted closer to what was left of the boardwalk.

	My pulse lurch from the glimpse of a ship nearing the shoreline.

	 “Mason, we should go back!” I said, but he didn’t say a word as the ship came closer. I ran. Someone gripped my hand. Circling around, I now faced Mason. “What are you doing? That’s an enemy ship!”

	He disregarded my plea and shoved me onto it. A man steered it. His familiar smirk eased my panic with the realization it was Warren.

	“I hope you like it, I know it’s hard to get a cruise when chaos is erupting,” he said, I embraced him. 

	“Thank you, I don’t know how you did it, but I love it!” I chose a spot by Mason to sit. He handed me a glass of champagne—we toasted.  From the back of the vessel, the rest of my friends, emerged taking a seat around me.

	“Surprise!” they said. I laughed.

	“This is brilliant!” Upon a balcony, Erich acted as a DJ.  I laughed. “And music too, you guys spoiled me even in the middle of an apocalypse. I can’t believe you got away with this with all the chaos at here.”

	“It was originally Caroline’s idea since she seemed to notice you liked to stray, she figured you were longing for outside air.” 

	“Thank you, Caroline.” 

	Caroline grinned and said, “I think someone wants to dance with you.” 

	I turned to see Erich and Leslie already dancing while Zev sat to the side drinking. Mason stood alone, and I could tell he wanted to. It was the least I could do after what he had done for me. I walked over.  He placed one hand on my waist.

	“Mason, show me what you got,” I said. Mason swayed with me. I buried my head into his chest while he held me close to him as we rocked to the music. 

	I spied Leo from a distance standing there watching us. Leo’s expression was unreadable. Mason hadn’t seen him yet. After dancing to two songs, I joined my brother where he sat.

	“Hey, Zev how have you been?” 

	“The better question is, what have you been up to? I can see since I’ve been gone you’ve been on Broadway, starred in a movie, and traveled the world. Ma told me you were romantically involved with a fallen angel who crowned you queen.” 

	“When you sum it all up to me. It sounds like a fantasy but as crazy and embarrassing as it all is, it’s all true—my life has been pretty eventful.” 

	He shook his head and said, “I thought I’d never see the day when you grew up. It’s strange to imagine you in a relationship because the last time I saw you. You were this little girl with her nose always buried in a mythology book, a total geek, you still are, no offense.” 

	“I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.” 

	“So, what’s the deal with Mason?” he asked. I looked away.

	“Things are complicated. I haven’t broken up with him yet, but truthfully I see him as just a friend, he took me under his wings when disaster struck.”

	“So the poor guy has been friend-zoned but doesn’t know it?” 

	“Yes, and I hate myself for giving him false hope. But enough about me, do you have anyone special in your life?” I asked. He shook his head.

	“Nah, not really.” 

	“It’s good to see you two talking, I remember the last time you two couldn’t even stand to be in the same room,” my mother said. 

	“A lot has changed since,” I said.

	“Maricel, come here,” a familiar male voice said. 

	Everyone turned to see Leo standing at a distance, with his hands tucked in his pockets. Every time Leo spoke, it was in the most awkward moments. People’s reactions to him were unfavorable, yet he made perfect sense to me. I got up and walked over to him. Mason glared at the unwelcome guest.

	“I didn’t mean to scare you last night,” he said. “Anyways, happy birthday, your highness,” he said. I smiled at him.

	“Thanks, and don’t worry, I’m not afraid,” I said. Leo's hand enclosed around mine. We walked further abroad the ship. He handed me a seashell and put it to my ear, I listened to the sound of the ocean within it. 

	“I picked it up last night and thought you should have it to always remember our crazy adventures.” Our gaze remained fixed on one another while the waves crashed, taking me back to when we skipped town together, driving cross country on those crazy summer evenings.

	The sky lit up. Leo shook his head as if returning from a vivid daydream and glanced up at the sky his pupils constricting.

	 A sleek metallic aircraft in the shape of a magnet hovered over the land then more disks populated the sky, blocking the sun. 

	“What’s going on?” Caroline cried.

	“They are here!” Mason shouted. One of the space crafts headed straight for the mainland and swerved sharply at a ninety-degree angle, changing course starting for the ship. 

	Everyone ducked down as it flew overhead, grazing the ship. The yacht tipped. Leslie let out a scream and Erich instructed her to go below the deck.

	We ducked down as the first waved washed over our ship. The craft loomed directly overhead. Leo took my hand and dashed away with me toward the edge of the ship. Below the waves of the Atlantic wavered. Mason rushed after us. 

	“Let go of her!” Mason yelled at Leo, yanking me from him.

	“She’s safer with me!”

	“She’s not going with you!”

	“If she stays up here Azazel will find her.” 

	“I can protect her from Azazel, if she jumps ship with you, Naamah will kill her!” Mason said. I was speechless as the two quarreled. High frequencies rang out from the ship, shattering my eardrums vibrating through my core. The boat pulled toward the coastline.

	“You’ll get her killed!” Leo shouted, kicking Mason in the face and grabbing me back, leaping with me into the ocean. Mason hollered reaching for me as I descended into the sea. 

	The boom of the ship colliding with the aircraft was muffled by the descent into the water. Leo and I rose above the waves as he swam with me. From behind us, the fishtails of mermaids racing toward us came into view. Among them was Naamah. 

	“Thank you, Leonardo,” she said. I thrashed around to free myself. It was no use against Leo’s grip.

	Leo lost hold of me as I sunk further into the ocean away from Naamah and the other sirens, as a vortex formed beneath the sea. Pressure filled my lungs while the waves whipped me around. Then I suspended with the vortex rising from the water. 

	From a distance suspended in midair, there was Azazel. His pale hair flowing hair was now a dark golden hue and trimmed short, emphasized his piercing cobalt eyes. Leo surfaced from the water, gasping. Like a magnet, I drifted closer to him against my will.

	“Maricel—” A broad grin spread across Azazel’s face.

	“Azazel—” 

	“It’s nice to see you again.” 

	I didn’t respond to him as he pulled me close to him to the point he could wrap his muscular arms around me. 

	“Now that I’ve returned, we can rule, together.” 

	“I want nothing to do with you.” 

	He smirked then glanced at Leo still in the water. His eyes moved back to me. 

	“You’re nothing without me, why do you think you lived as a pauper after you foolishly ran away.”

	“I’m called by God as his servant.” 

	“Maricel, look around you. Out of all these people do you really think God gave you the gift of prophecy? With all the blood on your hands.”

	“My sins are forgiven.”

	“You’re just like me.” He lifted my chin as my head dipped, and I tried to push away. His lips swallowed mine. I slapped him, and he chuckled. “You made the wrong choice, Maricel,” he said, letting me go. I fell, landing on the sand by my friends and a crowd who had gathered. My glasses lay shattered.

	Azazel glided to the shore with a host of other angels. Some appeared more human-like than others. His body was engulfed in a massive flame of fire. 

	The onlookers backed away as he moved closer to them. He stopped flaring despite his piercing gaze remaining

	“Greeting, homo sapiens. I have returned from Niburu as your creator. The Garden of Eden, some of you, believe in was nothing more than an experiment that we performed thousands of years ago with the primates of earth. We left due to cataclysms and returned to our home planet. But after observing the way man destroys the planet through greed, violence, and war, we have returned to redeem you while there is still hope. Now bow to your gods.”

	Some of the trembling members of the crowd knelt. I lay on the ground catching my breath. Caroline glanced at her husband—the two refused to move along with Leslie and Erich.

	“You’re a fraud!” Erich shouted. One of the gray-skinned angels with Azazel struck him with a staff. Azazel’s eyes lit up an emerald shade from the lasers, shooting from his eyes, burning the ground.

	“Bow! Or I’ll fry all of you!” 

	Leslie knelt, crying and Erich glared at him. A gray-skinned winged being grabbed him by the neck.

	“I refuse,” Erich said. Azazel aimed the laser inches from Leslie’s face, and Erich glanced at her. She shook her head, encouraging him to stand his ground. Erich sank to his, knees shaking his fists. The rest of my friends got down on their faces, as I still lay there.

	“Stop lying there and bow to your god peasant,” Azazel said, moving closer to me. I crawled away. When there was enough distance, I stood to run. He gripped me by the hair, yanking me, and I squealed in pain as he pulled me down onto my knees. “Tell everyone how much you love me, or I’ll blast all of your little friends to smithereens,” he whispered in my ear.

	“You’re the same monster I left in Mu,” I said, turning around to see that Asmodeus and the Seirim’s claws wrapped around my mother and brother as they squirmed. 

	They shook their heads against it. I looked back at Azazel with a gulp closing my eyes.

	Mason pushed forward, striking Azazel, in the head with clenched his fist.

	“Stay out of this!” Azazel ordered him.

	“Let her go!” Mason hollered. Azazel dropped me—the two were now standing toe to toe. 

	
“Belial, you have a sense of humor, thinking you could be to her what I was.”

	Mason turned to me as my eyes widened. He lifted his brows, turning and lowering his head as large black wings sprouted forth from his back.

	“Mason!” I gasped. He pushed Azazel, and the two quarreled. Leo crawled onto the shore from the water.

	“Come on, we have to get out of here!” he said to me, taking my hand. “Hurry, get in the car!” Leo said. We all tried to pack in.

	“The rest of you in here!” Erich said as he took a car. I sat beside Leo, and he sped away. My mother and brother sat in the back silent.  

	“Where are we going to go?” I said. Leo didn’t answer; he just continued to drive. Peering back into the rearview mirror, I noted Azazel and Belial were both gone. 

	* * *

	Over fours later, we arrived at an abandoned bar in Donalsonville Georgia. I stepped over the splintered wood and broken glass. The liquor cabinets were wiped clean, and the tables overturned. Behind the counter, Leo opened a trap door. We followed him down a stairwell. 

	Along the right walls was a case filled with artillery. The area to the left was filled with computers and large television screens streaming news stations and maps of the world. A girl in a plaid blouse at a computer typed away at one of the computers. She glanced up at me from behind her large black glasses and stood.

	“You must be Maricel. It’s a pleasure, I’m Crystal,” she said. Her blonde hair bobbed with her sleek ponytail. “Make yourself comfortable.” She grinned, slapping her hands against her baggy khakis. 

	“You must be Crystal Hays, the friend he contacted to help us stream live. Thanks again,” I said. Crystal stretched yawning. 

	“Yup, that’s me.”

	“She’s a prodigy,” Leo said, throwing his arm around her. Crystal blushed.

	“From what I gathered, our government had sent messages to other nations about the invasion today,” she said as we walked into another room. 

	A set of puke green vintage couches surrounded a wooden coffee table in the center with an ashtray. Beside the ashtray sat a heavy-set man with his feet outstretched on the table as he smoked, watching television.

	“Hey Rain, we got guests,” Leo hollered at the man. He turned and waved and turned back to the television. Anyways, make yourselves at home,” Leo said to my friends and family as he leaned up against a raptor. I remained beside him and Crystal with my arms folded over my chest as my friends and family settled down in the living room.

	“When Leo ran into Lovell at the party, he was wearing an eye patch,” Crystal said. 

	“What, why?”

	“Oh, Maricel, remember stabbing him in the eye.” Her words brought me back to that moment, and I gasped. “If you only knew of how big of a threat, you are to them right now.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“You succeeded in warning the nation of the impending attack. And you have a history with Azazel. You know too much, so right now you’re worth more alive than you are dead to both sides.”

	“Why?”

	“Because Azazel wants you alive,” she said. I gulped.

	“Like that really matters, once he sees I refuse to change, he’ll want my head on a platter as well.   

	“Not to interrupt the two of you. Is there anything you have in here to eat?” Leslie said, coming up behind us.

	“There’s a fridge back there, I hope it’s not empty because Rain cleans it out most of the time. Leo manages to buy from a small farming community of people in an underground city.” The three of us turned to see Leo, wrestling Rain. 

	  I walked over to Leo and Rain talking.

	“So this is Maricel, the girl you never shut up about, she’s easy on the eyes. I’m sure Enver will think so as well,” Raid said, taking a good look at me from head to toe.

	“Enver loves all women,” Leo said, tipping his can of soda to his lips. 

	“You really surprised me, Leonardo I always thought you were asexual,” he said. Leo shoved him. Heat rose in my face.

	“I had no idea you told all of your friends about me, Leo,” I said, he looked away. Rain grinned.

	“He’s told me a lot about you, after all, we are best friends, right, Leo. Happy birthday,” Rain said, placing a party hat on the crown of my head. 

	“You told him that too,” I said. Leo narrowed his eyes at Rain. Crystal spun around in her swivel chair to join us. Everyone stepped into the room with streamers. My mother carried a cake. “I thought you left everything behind?” 

	“I did, but Leo’s friends prepared it.” 

	Crystal and everyone sang happy birthday to me. It was all odd. Mason was missing—the guy I had seen as a mentor was also a fallen angel. Did anymore remain among us? 

	“Make a wish and blow them out,” Leslie said with a smile. I thought for a moment, realizing although I was celebrating my twenty-fifth. I decided to pray rather than wish for the protection and safety of all my friends. I closed my eyes, pulling back my hair, taking a breath and blew out the candles. They came back again. Exhaling harder, I huffed until they burned out. After spitting all over the cake from the trick candles, everyone crowded around me for a slice of cake, and I did my best to cut equal slices.

	* * *

	After all the cake and conversation, I sat on the couch alone, glad to have a few minutes to myself trying to make sense of the day and the madness that plagued my warped views of reality. My time alone was short-lived as Leslie and Caroline took a seat beside me. 

	“Is Mason on your mind?” Caroline asked as I slumped with my hand tucked under my chin. I nodded.

	“The possibility of him being an angel never crossed my mind even after spending time with Azazel I would’ve thought I could tell the difference.”

	“Oh, Maricel who says he’s not your guardian angel sent from Heaven.”

	 “I’m not too confident he’s one of the good ones,” I said.

	“You never know, you’ve been hurt by Azazel. Mason is probably just trying to protect you.”

	“My question is if his name is Belial, what is written about him?” Leslie said, flipping a section of her hair behind her shoulders.

	“Belial is mentioned in the bible a couple times 2 Corinthians 6:15 And what concord hath Christ with Belial? Or what part hath he that believeth with an infidel? He’s also mention in 1 Samuel. He’s an entity from the war scrolls. Who is supposed to lead a war against the saints? The Dead Sea scrolls speak of seven battles being fought that many believe are all a part of Armageddon. He’s a fallen angel, the prince of hell, and the leader of eight demons according to demonology. His name is often interchangeable with Satan or the adversary?” I said.

	“So, are they the same?” Caroline said.

	“Yes, no. Honestly, I’m not sure.” 

	“So, say he’s Satan himself. How did he get away with tricking us since Mason often played in the worship band at our church and lead Bible studies?” Caroline said.

	“That’s a good question probably because fallen angels are seducing spirits.”

	“Why did he want to have a relationship with you?

	“It’s probably her gift of prophecy,” Leslie said. “She’s a lot safer than we are since both fallen angels want her.

	“Leslie, we are in the tribulation, they have more important things to do than worry about me.”

	“Maybe there’s a glitch in their army,” Caroline said.

	“They can’t be too divided. Remember what Jesus Christ said in Mark 3:25 And if a house be divided against itself, that house cannot stand. At the end of the day, they’re on the same team. They’ll put their differences aside to destroy the earth,” I said.

	“I agree with Caroline on this one, Mar. You’re basing who Mason is from a place of hurt,” Leslie said.

	“What?”

	“His fruits don’t seem to suggest he’s evil or else why was he able to host Bible studies and talk about God all this time,” Leslie said.

	“Mathew 24:24: For false messiahs and false prophets will appear and perform great signs and wonders to deceive, if possible, even the elect.” Belial will continue to lead others astray until he can hide no more and Armageddon takes place, that’s why we must warn others,” Leo said, stepping into the room.

	“Then how do we combat him, he and Azazel know how to charm people look how they had the whole group under their spell last time.” 

	“Faith, you’ve got to have it. Before they start taking the mark.” He walked out of the room, almost bumping into my brother entering.

	I rose to head to bed. My brother stopped me by my shoulder and pulled me aside.

	“Be careful,” he said. 

	“Thanks for the warning Zev, goodnight,” I said, looking up at him and leaving.

	* * *

	No matter how tired I felt, my body refused to rest. Hours had passed since I had attempted to go to bed. Rising, frustrated, I paced around, doing jumping jacks, squats, sit-ups to wear myself out. Pivoting around, I fell back into bed, worn out, yet not enough to sleep. I glimpsed a figure in the corner of my room. Sitting up, its silhouette came into focus as it stood in the dark masked.

	 “Who’s there?” I said. The figure emerged from the darkness into the pale moonlight, revealing Belial’s countenance.

	“Maricel, we need to talk.” He handed me a gift box. On top of it were my glasses. They were fixed.

	“Thank you for repairing my glasses, but why are you here?” 

	“Please, hear me out.” 

	“You lied about your identity, Belial. Why?” 

	“The same reason, you wanted to go by Patricia. My name brings instant chills and danger to those I love. The war scrolls may have prophesied my coming, but they are wrong about my intentions. See, I’m just like you and your friends. I’d hate to see the earth destroyed by Azazel.” 

	 “You’re no different than Azazel. You both lie the same” 

	“The Essenes were radicals who took an extreme interpretation of the Torah when they wrote the Dead Sea scrolls and replaced my name with Azazel’s and various other devils!” 

	“Good one, but I don’t trust what a fallen angel has to say.” 

	“Maricel, I know you better than anyone else,’ he said, moving closer to me. 

	“We just met a month ago.”

	“You’ve only known of me for a month. Truth is, I’ve been with you from the moment you took your first breath.”

	 “You got to be kidding me, Belial.”

	“Azazel sent me to watch over his future wife from birth.”

	“If that’s so then it disproves your lies about you being against Azazel since you admitted to working with him.”

	“I changed sides.”

	“How convenient?”

	“I was the angel who guided you home when you fell asleep in the tree. I was the voice who spoke to you in your crib as a baby. I was your imaginary friend who played with you as a child.”

	“And all this proves is that you’re a creep.”

	 “I was there before Azazel. I wrote you the letters of encouragement and gifted you with feathers from my own wings. Azazel took credit for everything I gave you. His first original gift to you was the necklace he stole from his wife!” He inched closer to me, and I backed away, shaking my head.

	“Why didn’t you intervene and stop him from hurting me if you were my protector.”

	“When Azazel came, he forced me to cut all contact with you.”

	“Why would he force you to do that?”

	“He figured out I had fallen in love with you even though my original purpose was to guide him to you.” His words stirred a deep pain in my chest like my organs were twisting inside. “When I saw what Azazel had planned for you, I went against him to save you from a cruel fate. He had me imprisoned until I managed to free myself.” The moonlight shimmered on his dark waves and caused his soft brown eyes to glow as he clasped my hand, rubbing it. “I want to help you. I lost you once to Azazel, and I promise to protect you from him whether you choose me or not.” I gaped at him. How had I gone my entire life without knowing of his existence?

	“I’m sorry Belial, I still don’t trust you.” I yanked my hand away.

	He sighed with his head hanging low and spread his black wings.

	“I’ll be there for you when you come around, Maricel,” he said. As he materialized through the wall. I ran to the window looking out and saw him flying away, vanishing into the still of the night. I took a seat on the bed with the gift and opened the box to find a ring engraved with a pentagram on a necklace chain, I turned it over countless times. Underneath it was a note.

	Dear Maricel,

	If the order were aware that another one of their relics fell into your hands, they would hunt you down. This charm once belonged to King Solomon. It was used to control demons to help build the temple. Now it is yours. Use it sparingly. The same demons who are your enemies will serve you when you wear this ring and summon them.”

	-Your friend, Belial.

	Closing the box and pushing it under the bed, I did my best to sleep.

	* * *

	The ground beneath my feet trembled with the rumble of thunder. I wobbled to remain grounded. Another wave of tremors knocked me on my face. The clop of galloping speeded my pulse.

	Through the thick black smoke, Belial rode upon a horse resembling a lion with a snake’s tail. Sulfur issued forth from their mouths. With a sword raised, he slaughtered all in his path. Leo stood with his back turned. Belial aimed the sword at Leo’s neck, I let out a scream, and everything faded to black.

	* * * 

	“Wake up!” I opened my eyes to see my mother standing over me. “Nightmares again?” she said. I shook my head climbing out of bed. 

	“It’s morning already,” I said. 

	“Yes, and I don’t want you in here all day just because Mason turned out to be Belial which means worthless in Hebrew.” 

	“You and your Hebrew again. I’ll be out in another thirty minutes, I need to shower.” I said, and she left. I stood up and crouched down under my bed, pulling out the small box. 

	According to mythology the ring once belonged to Asmodeus, the king of the nine hells. The seal was instrumental in building Solomon’s temple. Asmodeus had got rid of it, throwing the ring to the bottom of the ocean. King Solomon later retrieved it, having turned to sorcery after being introduced to it by his pagan wives. 

	I closed the box, sliding it under my bed, getting ready. 

	Everyone was clustered in the kitchen eating. Zev and Leo chatted and when I entered they both looked up at me. 

	“Good morning,” I said, taking a seat between Leo and Leslie. Caroline set down a plate of grits.

	“They don’t bite.” Caroline grinned. I took a bite, finding the flavor of butter and salt she had put in much like kettle corn. 

	“Turn on the TV, I want to see what’s going on,” Crystal said. 

	“I don’t know what for,” Rain said as he rushed to the television flipping on America’s Hot Seat. Ross Day recapped the angels descending from silver aircraft. 

	One clip showed Azazel and I kissing. The cameras zoomed in on me, cutting the slap out. On the bottom read, Fugitive and Doomsday prophetess who foreshadowed the terrorist attacks, Maricel kisses alien god. On another screen stood Belial, fighting Azazel and beneath it read. His brother disagree with his approach to human beings. The answers have been found, and humans have found their missing link. 

	Krista and Hal sat at a table with Ross grinning.

	“She wants to a female Nostradamus so bad,” Krista commented.

	“She’s insane, but all the hot ones are,” Ross said, “My bad, was that too far,” he said

	“You ask me,” Hal said. Krista rolled her eyes.

	“Has anyone forgotten this woman is wanted for treason. Rather than talking about her love affairs, we should be tracking where she last was seen.”

	“We’ve entered a new age of human history. We aren’t alone and have made contact with extraterrestrials,” Ross said. Rain flipped off the TV.

	“Are they going to masquerade themselves as the Annukai for the entire tribulation?” Kevin said. 

	“Probably three years before they turn on us,” Leo said.

	“Three years of bullshit?” Erich said, flipping the table over. The bowl of fruit rolled on the floor. He stood, shaking his fists.  

	“Erich!” Leslie said. He stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him. She turned back to face us.

	“I really don’t know what’s got into him. I’m sorry.”

	“Why wouldn’t a good God spare us from this hell? Wasn’t there supposed to be a rapture or something?” Kevin said.

	“Maybe a mid or post-trib rapture,” Caroline said. Kevin shook his head.

	“I’m going to go check on him,” Leslie said, walking away.

	“We need someone to get some supplies,” Rain said.

	“I’m heading to Flo barter,” Leo said.

	“Are you sure?” Rain’s brows rose.

	“Flo?” I asked. 

	“Flo is an underground city about 5 miles from here. They operate a farm and a black market,” Leo said.

	“Really?”

	“Yes, they trade with us,” Rain said.

	Leo pulled on his backpack and motioned to the door. Watching him leave, stirred the image from my dream of him being beheaded by Belial. 

	“I want to come too,” I said. Everyone turned to me.

	“No! You’re staying in here,” my mother said.

	“Mom, I’m not a child anymore.” 

	“Your face is all over television for being a fugitive and Azazel is looking for you,” my mother said. I rolled my eyes.

	 “She’s right you just don’t have Azazel to worry about. There’s Belial also,” Leslie said.

	“I’ll be fine.” 

	“Maricel, can I have a word with you?” he asked, taking my arm and walking around the corner.

	“They’re right, I prefer, Rain goes instead, he’s the one who makes the runs anyways,” Leo said.

	 

	 

	“Bros before hoes,” Rain said, peeking around the corner. I frowned. 

	“I’ll be fine, Leo, you and Rain can continue your “bromance” some other time,” I said, walking up beside him.

	“I never took you for the type to say something like that,” he said.

	“Well I’m full of surprises,” I said. Rain lifted his arms, mouthing something to him that conveyed his annoyance. Leo looked back at him then at me and closed his eyes and muttered something to himself.

	“Rain, I’m taking her this time.”

	“Leo, are you crazy?” Rain said. He didn’t answer him. “You haven’t seen them in years, and you don’t know how they’ll react especially with her with you.” I wondered who this they were that Rain was referring to. Leo ignored his comment, walking with me to the garage where a 1966 white Ford Mustang sat.

	“Another classic car and it’s a mustang this time?” I said. He shrugged.

	 “I prefer everything vintage.” Leo came around and opened the passenger’s seat for me. I got inside and buckled in. 

	Leo sped down Interstate 285 West. Along the highway, the city streets were a war zone between angels and mutants.

	“We should do this more often,” he said. 

	“Go out?” 

	“Runaway like what we did back in Dallas to DC.”

	“I’ve run away more times than I can count.” 

	“I can relate,” he said. 

	“You can? I thought you were more confrontational.”

	“Most times, but when it came to my community, Flo, I up and left.”

	“Why?”

	“They sold me to the state as an infant, that’s how I became an assassin.”

	“I never would’ve imagined.”

	“I hated them, but I stuck around twenty-one years before I took off.” 

	“Have you tried contacting them since?” I said. Leo didn’t answer as he exited the highway now driving through an abandoned residential area, and kept on going until we reached a slum on the edge of the city and parked. 

	I followed him as zombies staggered toward us, surrounding us. Leo drew a gun from his trench coat and blasted them into patches of flesh. One staggered out from behind him.

	“Leo!” I shouted. He shot from behind without turning.

	“I’m getting too used to you killing, this can’t be good.” 

	“Someday I’ll train you.” He placed his arm around me as we rounded the corner, passing a pile of rotting dead corpses, to an abandoned alleyway.

	“Stay close,” he said, I followed behind him, as he shined a flashlight. He knocked lightly on a brick wall. No one answered, and he muttered something. 

	As we turned to leave, a brick slid, slightly and a bearded man stuck his head out, staring at Leo and he smiled. His shaggy black hair was a mess. The man glanced at me—his smile faded.

	“Come in,” the man said, surveying the area. Leo parted the way, and I entered in before him, the man watched me.

	“What are you here, for now, brother, you haven’t been to visit yourself for nine years and always send Rain or Enver, what have you’ve been doing all this time?” he said.  

	Leo didn’t answer him. 

	Behind the beat up, ally laid a community of people selling and trading food for silver and gold. Children ran playing on the streets, women sewed clothes and teens sold fruits. It felt as if I had sent back in time.

	“Would you like to trade your necklace for one of these blankets? It’s beautifully sewn and is made of mulberry silk,” a woman said, rushing up to me, advertising it me as she held it up. It was gorgeous, and I thought about how I could use a blanket. I rubbed the back of my neck, thinking about how she was trying to get me to trade the seal of Solomon for a quilt. 

	“I’m sorry, I’d love to, but I’m going to keep the necklace; it was a special gift. Leo’s doing the trading over there,” I said. The woman glanced at Leo. Her eyes widened. She dropped the blanket and moved back, knocking into one of the tables behind her. She tapped on another woman and pointed at me. They whispered, watching us.

	“Is everything all right?” I said.  

	“Stay away from us!” she said, picking up, a knife from a table.

	Leo ran between us. She pushed him out of the way, and tackled me, raising the knife. 

	I grabbed her hand and forced the knife out. It went flying. The crowd that had gathered gasped. We struggled on the ground rolling around, knocking into table legs getting covered in dust. She grabbed my head and tried to smash it into the asphalt, triggering a nose bleed. I rolled her over on top of her, putting her in a hold. She sunk her nails into my arm and struck me in the face. I fell backward. Springing up like a cheetah, she kicked me in the stomach. I shielded my aching abdomen from the next strike.

	“Cecily, stop!” Leo shouted, pulling her away. She huffed blowing strands of her auburn hair waves out of her face. 

	I rose, brushing the dust off me, both of our hair was disheveled. Something in Leo’s eyes was different when he looked at her in a way I’d never seen. 

	Her coffee-colored eyes watered as she wrapped her arms around him, her long, auburn hair, bounced as she embraced him.  

	“Leo! I thought you’d never return,” she said. He rubbed her back.  

	“I missed you too, Cicely,” he said. She slapped him. 

	“That was for leaving,” Cicely said. 

	“I deserved that,” he said. 

	“You sure do,” a man with dark graying hair said as he emerged from the crowd. He smiled at the sight of Leo and Cicely. When he saw me standing off to the side, he glared. The man walked over to Leo. 

	“Son, you’ve made it back, why so long the wait?” Leo stared at his father, then at Cicely. All of the people of the town cheered for his arrival. He withdrew a bundle of deer meat, he had wrapped from his backpack and set it down on the table.

	“Rain and I hunted and skinned it last night, it should make a meal,” he said. 

	“Good job, my son. But what kept you away all these years?”

	“I was soul searching, and I found Maricel. We share something in common,” he said, taking my hand. People whispered. Cicely glared at me, placing her hand on her hip. His brother crossed his arms. 

	“What could the two of you possibly have in common?” Leo’s father asked.

	“We are messengers of the Lord, and our mission is to warn the country before it’s too late.” 

	“Leo, do you know how crazy you sound? You’re no prophet, you’re an assassin.”
“I’m more than just a single title.”

	“Son, if it weren’t for you, we’d never have what we do today. With your help, we fought our way to this place of safety.”

	“I’m aware, but what does this have to do with anything?” Leo said, rolling his eyes. His father ignored his comments gloating about his son’s achievements.

	“You trained all of the men of this town in warfare and help set up our militia and taught them how to hunt.” 

	“I’ve changed,” Leo said. His father shook his head.

	“Your mother would’ve been proud if she were here to see the man that you became, but I’m sorry to tell you while you were in the world of heathens chasing her,” His father said pointing at me. “You’re mother fell ill and passed on to be with the Lord. We thought you’d never return, when Rain said he had no idea where you were, we were worried that you had been killed,” he said. Leo squeezed his eyes as if he were restraining tears.

	“Father, this is my life now. Maricel and I can’t complete our purpose without one another.”

	“Have you lost your mind? Someone, the likes of her isn’t even clean enough to set foot in Flo. You put everyone here at risk bringing that wench.”

	“Be quiet!” 

	Everyone gasped. 

	“Ah, I see the prodigal son has returned but has fallen under her spell,” an elderly man stepped forward who wore a long red robe with a full head of dark gray wavy hair.  

	“There was a reason why I left this place.” 

	The older man shook his head with a hiss, and the whole community mimicked him.

	“Woe to you, Leonardo,” the man said. Leo looked up at him. “For you are wise but a fool at the same time. Like King Solomon, your love for strange women will be your demise.”  He and the entire community turned their backs to Leo.

	“Woe to Leonardo, Woe to Leonardo...” they repeated in a mundane tone. The leader of the group turned back to me. His eyes narrowed. Leo reached for his father’s shoulder—he shook his hands off. 

	 “I have come for some bread, butter, water and blankets would anyone care to give them to me,” Leo said. Everyone ignored him. They looked at the leader for permission to give it to him.

	“Let the man have what he came for, he’ll need it since this is his last time Leo is welcome unless he puts her away,” the man said. “For now he’s dead to God and to us.”  The man walked away. A group of women and girls in long white dresses joined his sides. Some looked to be only twelve years of age. He stopped by me as he passed.

	“I hope the flames of hell engulf you for brainwashing our Leonardo,” he said. Cecily handed the blankets to Leo and glared at me.

	“When you come to your senses, you’ll realize she’s nothing but the queen of devils,” she said. He sighed.

	“Thanks, Cicely for the blankets.” He handed me them as he carried the paper bags full of supplies. 

	We walked away, and he didn’t say anything to me. His dark eyes remained sullen. I turned back all of the people in the town watching us with crossed arms.

	My body stiffened, wondering how they could judge me without knowing me. Flo was no better than the media who made me out to look like some type of half-witted, hypocrite. 

	We sat in silence before he shifted the car into drive. He hadn’t bothered to look at me and had yet acknowledged me since we had left. Was he now too ashamed of me? God, I prayed not. After all, we had been through.

	“If I knew things would go that way, I never would’ve brought you, I’m sorry about all the stuff they said to you….” His voice trailed as he kept his eyes straight ahead.

	“I’m used to all the hate. It’s the theme of my existence,” I said. 

	“Leo, are you and Cicely...?” 

	He glanced at me for the first time since we had left and furrowed his brows.

	“Are we what?”

	“You know…” I held my tongue, I didn’t even want to say the words.

	“Together?” he asked. I nodded.

	“No.” 

	“It seems like it,” I said. Leo arched his brows.

	“Before I left, she and I dated for a few years. We grew up together. Deacon, the leader of Flo, paired us together before we were born because our mothers had gotten pregnant around the same time.”

	“Wow.”

	 “She’s a childhood friend.”

	“You two seem like more than friends.”

	“We had an arranged marriage set up after her twenty-first birthday, but she’s more like a sister.”

	“Why?”

	“Cicely started flirting with me when we were fourteen. I wanted to keep it platonic because I didn’t want to end up like the rest of the members dead in the eyes with no control of my own destiny.”

	“That’s how you view commitment?”

	“No, I believe in commitment with the right person, but Flo is different.”

	“Different how?”

	“It’s a cult. I had seen the outside world and desired to live differently. I had been bouncing back between living with the community and the outside world.”

	“I’m sorry about your childhood growing up in the cult must have been rough.”

	“Deacon” believed we were living in the last days. My parents were drawn to the sermons as a teen couple who had run away from their foster home. Deacon found them and converted them to join his community.” 

	“Deacon sounds predatory.” 

	“You think that’s bad. When Deacon discovered my gift of foresight, he encouraged my parents to sell me to the state as part of God’s will, so I could be used in God’s end time’s army and train the others for Armageddon.”

	“He wanted your parent to sell you? That’s slavery!”

	“The community settled in Georgia and lived comfortably from my bondage. There were other kids they took from our community,” he said. I gasped. “We were a good control group. Having been isolated from the outside world. Cicely’s older sister was one of them. She also was trained to be an assassin.”

	“Interesting.” 

	 “Our parents would walk us to the air force base where they would shift us back and forth. I was eight when they began training me. For nearly twenty-two years, I’ve been an assassin. Once I was fully trained at sixteen, I was released to live in the community as long as I went on assignments.”

	“How was it like assimilating back into your community?”

	“Difficult that’s why I took off after my twenty-first birthday. All I knew was killing. When I got offered a huge sum of money to carry out the dirty work of those in high places, because of how skilled I was. I gladly took up the offer.”

	“How much were you looking at?”

	“Usually a quarter to half a million an assignment.”

	“You must have been assigned to some pretty high-profile jobs.”

	“I was.”

	“You lived pretty lavishly before all this?”

	“I lived a fairly modest life, but never owned my own home, I’ve never needed more than what could fit in my duffle bag.”

	“Are you kidding?”

	“It would be too suspicious a guy like me in his twenties with no college degree turning up with all of this money when I had been posing as someone with basic odd jobs.” 

	“I see.”

	“Before I decided to leave home, there was a time where I tried to be happy with Cicely, but the offers never stopped from people in high places.”

	“How long did you two date?”

	“Five years. Cicely wanted me to give up being an assassin to marry her. I started killing again when I was eighteen.”

	“What did you tell her when you took off?” 

	His eyes stayed fixed on the road.

	 “I told her it would be hard to settle down and get married without always having to worry about protecting her.” His words made it clear where her anger stemmed from and how bad he must’ve hurt her. “I didn’t tell her I was going back to a fulltime life of crime, or that I had already been getting my hands dirty, nor did I say I was leaving for good.”

	“No wonder she hates me so much…she must think...What do you think Belial’s next move is?” I said, trying to change the subject.

	“Not sure, we’ll have to keep watch,” he said. I could tell he wasn’t in the mood to talk. 

	Sirens sounded with a flash of red and blue lights. Leo glanced in his rearview mirror, to see the headlights of the police tailing us. He pulled over to the side of the road. “Whatever you do, don’t make a sound or move, I’ll take care of it,” Leo said as he put on his sunglasses and rolled down the window. The officer came over to the side.

	“Good evening, sir,” Leo said.

	“I see you were driving with a broken tail light,” the officer said.

	“My bad, I need to get it fixed,” Leo said.

	“Do you mind if I see a copy of your license and registration,” he said, leaning in. His eyes moved to me and narrowed. 

	“Sure thing.” Leo dug into the glove compartment and handed him his ID. The officer stared at before going to scan it. I sat silent as we waited.

	“Felix Croft,” the officer said, “I need you to step outside the car.” Leo got out. The officer’s eyes changed to a maroon shade, growing brighter as if his eyes were ready to unleash a surge of fire. His skin glowed a silver, metallic tone. Leo motioned away, but the officer shot a laser at his hand. He gritted his teeth, toppling over

	I flung the car door open and ran at the officer from behind, driving my switchblade into his hard drive. He shook with black smoke emanating before collapsing. Leo lay beside the disabled android writhing in pain, and I helped him up into the car. 

	 “I’ll drive,” I said. He hunched against the window as I drove. “I’m sorry, for not listening,” I said. He shook his head.

	“You never do, Maricel. You could’ve died!” I didn’t answer him. “Now isn’t the time to be selfish, if one of us goes, there is always the other. Our lives aren’t about ourselves anymore; they are about getting the word out.” 

	“Leo, there are other prophets.”

	“Next time I’m in trouble I can handle it on my own,” he said.

	“Here take this,” I said at a red light tearing off a piece of the cuff of my jacket and handing him peroxide. “I know it’s not much, but your hand needs this to heal.” 

	He snatched it and yowled as his flesh stung. I kept my eyes on the road. 

	* * *

	We arrived just as the sunset. As we stood in the garage, I noticed that his bandage was slipping.

	“Here let me fix it,” I offered, stopping him by his elbow. He turned while I wrapped it over his hand.

	“Thanks,” he said, turning away from me and heading inside.

	“What happened?” Rain said as we entered.

	“I don’t want to talk about it,” Leo said, pouring out the bags of food onto the counter.

	“So how was the trip?” Caroline said as she and Leslie crowded around me.

	“Pleasant,” I said. 

	“Come on, what went on?” Leslie said. I sat down by them.

	“His family are a part of an actual cult called Flo.”

	“Cult?” 

	“They think I’m the spawn of Satan, including his family.”

	“Wow, that’s rough. I’m sorry you had that experience,” Caroline said, placing her hand on my shoulder.

	“Then there’s his psycho ex-fiancé Cicely who’s not over him after several years.”

	“I feel bad for her actually. They must’ve had an awful breakup,” Caroline said.

	“I might have some sympathy for her if she didn’t try to stab me.” 

	Caroline gasped, and Leslie’s eyes widened.

	“Are you okay?” Leslie said.

	“Yes, Leo stopped her, but he’s cooled down toward me after he saw Cicely again.” 

	“At least he defended you from her.”

	“I guess, but I wish he’d warm up to me again and not let his run-in with her make him question his friendship with me.”

	“Maricel, are you jealous?” Caroline asked.

	“Jealous? No, I just don’t like that he’s pushing away,” I said, feeling my heart beat faster from what she insinuated.

	“I think you have a crush,” Leslie said. 

	“No. It’s not like that. I care about him because I’m supposed to protect him.”

	“Protect him from what?” Leslie said.

	“I had this nightmare Belial beheaded Leo. Since we’re assigned to the same mission, it only makes sense I protect him.”

	“That’s not your job. I think that you’re masking your true feelings. Don’t let what happened with Azazel hinder you from loving again,” Leslie said.

	“We are in the middle of an apocalypse. What good is loving someone?” I said.

	“Look at our marriages,” Caroline said.

	“You got married before this all started.” I walked to my room, closing the door. Standing in front of the mirror, I examined myself. My cheeks were still plump with baby fat, giving me the look of being several years younger along with my almond eyes and full lips that seemed like they were frozen in a slight pout. From behind, I spotted someone.

	“Maricel.”

	 I pivoted around and caught my breath. Azazel stood there, placing his finger over my lip.

	“I’m not here to hurt you.” His hand left my mouth, and he took a seat in a chair. “Just like old times,” he said, looking around the room. “Comfy place you have here.”

	Azazel’s short haircut brought out the sharpness of his face—a look I’d never grow used to.

	“I’m not one to give up on what I want, so I’m extending my offer.”

	“Azazel...”

	“Consider yourself lucky. I don’t like to beg, and I’m rarely nice to anyone,” he said. I didn’t answer him. “Is this what you really want, to live in this rut with these clowns?”

	“You’re better than that, Maricel. You were made to reign beside me, I know you better than anyone on this earth,” he whispered in my ear. 

	“You used to know me, but you don’t anymore,” I said. He shook his head.

	“Ah, Maricel. You’re cute when you grow a backbone. I’ll annihilate everyone who is against me. Since you’re on the wrong team, I’ll have to destroy you too. You wouldn’t want that,” he said, moving closer.

	“We’ve always been enemies, Azazel,” I said, turning away.

	“Have we?” He placed his hands on the crown of my head. His touch was still as warm and electric as I remembered. I winced, but he was too strong. 

	Flashing before my eyes, the image of a fierce ruler seated on the throne as a procession commenced. He ordered people to build him a monument, one that would stretch into the heavens.

	“Do you see this man?” Azazel said. I nodded. “Who is he?”

	“Nimrod,” I said.

	“And her?” he said, pointing to a woman standing at Nimrod’s side.

	“Semiramis.” 

	“Do you know who they are?” he said. I nodded.

	“They picked up where Naamah left off. Do you know who else they are?” 

	    “Who?”

	“Who?”

	“Your ancestors.” 

	“No, that’s not possible, I thought they….”

	“They had descendants, it was they who made the promise to give their daughter at the appointed time to me. Through your father’s line, you’re a descendant of Nimrod. On your mother’s side, you descend from Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” he said. 

	“It can’t be—” 

	“There’s a reason I chose you.”

	“You’ll tell me anything to keep me intrigued with you.”

	“And you’ll do anything to run away from me. It doesn’t change a thing, Maricel. I’ll keep chasing you.”

	“There is a reason you are special to Belial and I. Your ancestors have made your choice for you,” he said. 

	My vision faded with the departure of his touch—he left me alone in my bedroom. 

	

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 7 

	DISCORDIA

	Azazel’s words echoed in my mind. A knock at the door reeled me back to reality. 

	“Enter,” I said.

	 “Maricel, can we talk?” Leslie said. 

	“About?” 

	 “Erich.”

	“Is he all right?” 

	“Not at all. Between Belial being a fallen angel and everything happening in the world, he’s agitated.”     

	“It’s a lot to deal with,” I said, recalling his recent outburst.

	 “I don’t want him losing faith.”

	“Give him some time. I’m sure he’ll come around.”

	“I want to, but it’s affecting our marriage.”

	“In what way?”

	“He’s very cynical, and we’ve been fighting a lot. Most of our arguments are over him feeling we would’ve been better off on our own.” 

	“I see.”

	“He has trust issues when it comes to you.”

	“It figures.” 

	“Your ties to Belial only add to his suspicions.” 

	“I can’t blame him or anyone for their suspicion of me. Leo’s family thinks I’m trouble also.”

	“Erich hardly trusts Leo either, and he thinks Caroline and Kevin are good people just unaware.”

	“Either way, we are locked in this lair together. We will just have to work past it.”

	“That’s what I keep telling him. I probably should go see about him now.” 

	“I hope the best for you two and will pray about the situation.”

	“Thanks, Mar.” The tune of Ross Day’s show on the television drowned out her voice.

	“While you check on him, I’m going to see was Ross is saying now,” I said, motioning to move around her. 

	“How can you stomach that pig’s pseudo-journalism, especially his obsession with you?”

	“I need to know what my enemies are saying.”

	“Suit yourself, have a good evening,” Leslie said, watching me disappear around the corner. The living room was empty and dark, except for the glow of the television. It was as if someone had started to watch tv then disappeared. Plopping down, I turned up the. Breaking news flashed across the screen.

	A familiar man spoke. His voice increased the ache of the knots forming in my stomach.

	“Today marks the start of a new era. A milestone has been achieved with the signing of a peace treaty in the Middle East. This treaty is a step toward a two-state solution between Israel and Palestine—a bright future for or our youth. Today we have shown the world we can overcome our differences. I’m honored to have made such a positive difference. Now, my right-hand man, Azazel will speak.”

	Azazel fell from the sky. His countenance glowed bright like the sun, contrasting is black wings that were spread wide—his eyes sparkled like two pieces of sapphire. 

	“Messiah!” The crowd chanted. A few people rushed the stage. Security kept them back. Other angels stood around the region, touching the worshiping hands. Mr. Lovell handed him the microphone, stepping aside. 

	“It’s an honor to have returned to witness this era of humankind, a time where there can be world peace. Let’s start fresh, together as we eliminate nationalism, borders, and wars. We will come together to form one government because we are one, one nation, one tongue. No discrimination against race, gender, religion, sexual orientation, socio-economic level, or species. This is the age of harmony. One where all property and resources are owned by the world government and doled out fairly. I couldn’t have done it without the help of Valen Lovell and his fiancé Therasia.” 

	A woman donning a violet tulip-shaped dress as if sewn from a field of flowers sashayed on the stage. She tossed aside her long, wavy dark brown hair, shielding her heart-shaped face. There was Tess with no severed head, scratches or burns, and she embraced Lovell and Azazel. She turned back to the camera, grinning wide. Although I understood he was addressing the entire world, I felt as if he were staring and speaking directly to me. I clicked the television off, put down the remote, and stood. “It’s time,” I said as I headed for his room.

	Despite the fight Leo and I had earlier, I knew we had to warn people now that the tribulation had officially begun. Most of the lights were off as everyone had vanished to their rooms. Knocking on his door, I got no response. After the fifth knock, I gave up. As I pivoted around to leave, I noticed Crystal.

	 “Are you looking for Leo?” she asked. I nodded. “He’s downstairs working on the car. Is everything okay?” 

	“See for yourself it’s all over the news,” I said, plodding away and rushing down the steps.

	“What?” she said. 

	I walked to the garage. Leo’s boots and black jeans were all I saw him while he lay under the car, performing an oil change.

	“Leo, can I have a minute with you?” 

	He didn’t answer me, and I started to walk away when he slid out from under the car covered in oil.

	“Oh, it’s you—” he said, stopping midsentence. “For a moment, you reminded me of someone else.” His words struck me in a way I hadn’t expected. 

	“The peace treaty has been signed, and Tess, Naamah’s true vessel is alive. Which means everything has begun with the false trinity!” 

	 “I know about Tess,” he said.

	“Why didn’t you tell me?”

	“We don’t have time for this.”

	“Maybe we should revisit the capital and warn people.” 

	“Now’s not the time to act impulsively. We can pray about it. When either of us receives an answer from God, we will act.” He said with a sigh and slid back under the car. Staring at his black tennis shoes, I wrinkled my nose and marched away.

	* * *

	Two hours later, I crept out of my room, climbing the staircase sealing the trapdoor shut and stood in the old bar. The canopy of stars came into view with a violent gust of wind that edged my skin. I balled my hands up in my pockets to stay warm from the October breeze.

	The streets were quiet for the first time. No screams, howls of pursuit or gunshots. Residential areas were full of life. Lamppost lights illuminated the sidewalk. Along the streets were homes with the silhouettes of people up late, sitting inside talking and laughing. Was it really their homes, or had they occupied someone’s former dwelling now that the population had been reduced?

	With the treaty signed those who remained now had an opportunity to live a healthy life after being released from labor camps.

	I passed a man helping an elderly woman across the street. People were being kind to one another rather than fighting over food. The number of homes standing outnumbered people who could dwell in them.

	After a ten minute walk, I made it to a small park, and I took a seat gazing at the green shrubbery despite it being early October.

	A man in a dark gray pea coat took a seat beside me. His face was covered by the newspaper he read. When he felt my stare, he lowered it, revealing his visage.

	“Belial—“

	“I see you’re getting an eyeful of the changes that have been made,” he said. 

	“I hate to admit it, but everything seems so calm and beautiful. It’s like waking up from a nightmare.” 

	“It’s always this way before disaster strikes. Don’t let the tranquility fool you, trust your instincts.”

	“I’m sure things will change for the worse now that the treaty is signed,” I said. Belial shook his head.

	“That treaty all the futurist theologians have been waiting on means nothing.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“That’s not part of the real prophecy.”

	“Explain?”

	 “Lovell and Azazel only did this to charm the world.”

	“You’ll know when it’s time.”

	“How?”

	“Martyrdom will begin as Mathew 24 spoke of,” he said. 

	“Are you wearing the seal of Solomon?” 

	“No,” I said. 

	“You should, you’re going to need it, peace is its own form of chaos,” he said, vanishing into the night. I ruminated on his words striding back when hollering, and a church organ from praise music arrested my attention. The noise emanated from a church. Who’s having service this late? A choir rejoiced for the peace of Jerusalem and the great man who had brought it.

	Bursting through the doors of the church where women danced with tambourines. The band’s song ceased with my entrance.

	 “You all are deceived, that man you call a hero is the son of perdition!” 

	The pastor stepped forward, showing the same twisted smirk I had remembered.

	“You again, the so-called prophetess that has bewitched Leonardo,” Deacon said.

	Behind him was Leo’s father who glared at me. What were they doing outside of Flo?

	“I’m not here to argue, but warn all of you, there’s martyrdom on the horizon and to sit here blind just because you can eat again, and return to your comfortable lifestyle is pure ignorance.” 

	“She’s in contact with demonic spirits!” Leo’s father shouted. The crowd erupted into gasps.

	“Heed my warning, before it’s too late,” I said, turning and walking away. A woman amongst the crowd scowled at me, as she stood beside a group. I recognized Cecily. Leo’s brother was to her right. 

	Although tears filled my eyes, I kept moving, heading back to our residents. Should I warn Leo? Chances were he’d oppose the idea his family had fallen prey to the deception. Besides, he wasn’t willing to tell me Tess was alive. What other secrets was he hiding?” 

	* * *

	Birds singing and the scent of freshly prepared waffles woke me. I tiptoed into the kitchen to see my mother making them.

	“You’re up early for once?” she said.

	“I used to be a morning person, you know.”

	“I remember.”

	“But that was before reality kicked in and I grew older, and was surrounded by psychic vampires.” I poured myself a glass of orange juice and took a seat on the stool by the snack bar. 

	“Why the long face?”

	“That peace treaty signed has no real value. It’s not even a part of the prophecy. It was just done deceive those waiting on a messiah and those of us looking for the antichrist to believe it is him.”

	“Are you saying that he isn’t the antichrist?” 

	“I believe Lovell is, but what he did is a diversion.”

	“So, you’re skeptical?”

	“Half of the stuff broadcasted to us is staged. It’s a smokescreen.”

	“For what?”

	“I’m unsure—” 

	“Have you prayed about all of this and discussed this with Leo. 

	“I’m unsure if he can be trusted.” 

	“Ah, I see,” she said, cracking eggs into a pan preparing sunny side up eggs.

	“He has this other life. Those in it, aren’t too accepting of me,” I said as my chin rested under my hand. My mother smiled. “How is that funny?” I said.

	“Your father’s family was the same way, they couldn’t stand the sight of me.” 

	“Really?” I thought I never met them because he ran away?”

	“No, they were true in-laws, you’d never want to have, but despite what they thought, your father and I did something extraordinarily stupid.” 

	“What?”

	“We took off from college our freshman year and ran away to marry in Vegas before his parents could say anything, there was Zev.” 

	“So you know a thing or two about up and leaving yourself?”

	“Yes, I do, my parents weren’t too happy either they kept me away from him for a reason. Remember, your grandparents were very spiritual.”

	“Indeed, grandpa was a pastor.” 

	“I felt they were holding me back. While my father was ministering to a congregation winning souls for Christ, I was a true preacher’s daughter out partying.”

	“I never knew you were like that.”

	“Trust me, you weren’t the only rebel.”

	“What?”

	“You’re a different kind than I was.”

	“How so?”

	“When you were born, I had lived without religion. Your father and I had raised Zev without the control of dogma.”

	 “Explains my ignorance of angels and demons.”

	“I figured I wouldn’t teach it to you because I wanted you to live a life free of a fear of going to hell because of a judgmental God and decided when you were old enough you determine what you wanted to believe.”

	“I guess it worked out since I did figure out what to believe in the past 4 years.”

	“Yes, and in the end, it was my daughter that brought me back to my roots.” 

	“That is something to think about. So, how does this all tie back to Leo?”

	“I don’t know whether he’s trustworthy, but if he’s who he says he is and the Most High has you both tied together for a mission then things will work out.”

	“I guess,” I said, looking down. 

	“And Maricel,” she said. I looked up. “If he’s the one for you, you two will make it through this period if not then don’t be afraid to let him go.” 

	* * *

	Later as everyone sat around the table for breakfast Rain gulped away his waffles washing it away with orange juice. 

	“Slow down you don’t want to choke,” I said.

	“I won’t, I eat this way all the time besides I’ve got to go soon.” 

	“Where?” 

	“Leo and I are going to catch up with some old friends,” he said. My eyes moved to Leo—he scowled at Rain. His gaze shifted to me. He wore a glare that remained while he got up and left.  

	* * *

	About an hour after they headed out, I decided to head to town with Leslie, Erich, and Warren. Erich hadn’t said much since the incident the other day. He drove a Hummer. I sat in the back beside Warren while he had headphones in his ears sleeping.

	“So they signed the peace treaty,” Erich said, breaking the silence, glancing back at me through the rearview mirror. 

	“That means three and a half years of peace and three and a half of chaos,” Leslie said. He smirked.

	“Out of the trillions of people that could’ve existed during this time, after plenty have passed on, why us? We could’ve been born in a different time, free of all this chaos,” Erich said. 

	“How do you know this is all true? Can’t this be another political move? There’s probably an antichrist figure out there, but I’m not sold on this seven-year thing,” Warren said.

	“God never gives us more than we can handle,” I said.

	“Way to look at things positive, Mar,” Leslie said.

	“I’m skeptical that the tribulation has started yet,” I said.

	“Why?” Leslie said.

	“When we see the mass martyrdom that’s when I believe we will know for certain. Warren is right; the peace treaty is another political move.” 

	“Why would God abandon us now?” Erich said. 

	“No, honey it just seems that way.” Leslie placed her hand on his leg as he drove. He didn’t break his gaze from the road while he exited the highway, pulling across the street from the supermarket. Cars were parked down the street from the jam-packed lot. 

	We walked past semi-trucks with new shipments. Inside people snatched food, filling their baskets, so full items fell out. A can of beans rolled out of a woman’s basket as she shopped. Another woman grabbed it. The woman who had lost her can of beans grabbed the woman who stuffed it in her basket by the hair and punched her.   

	“Valen Lovell is a savior,” a man whistled while he pushed a cart full of groceries across the store, passing the brawling women. Erich and Leslie exchanged looks with Warren and I. We shook our heads. 

	“They really cleaned out these shelves,” Warren said, grabbing the last bag of bread. We split up salvaging what we could.  Most of the shelves had been picked through limiting our choices. 

	Various amethyst banners hung on the wall with a new symbol of three triangles around the faces of Lovell, Azazel, and Tess. The three triangles formed a familiar shape I’d seen before—a goat insignia representing the Lemurian Order. How nauseating. How were they already erecting images? 

	At the register, Erich pulled out his wallet to pay.

	“I wonder how long it’s going to be like this,” Leslie whispered to me. The cashier furrowed his eyebrows at Erich.

	“Son, that’s not worth a cent.”

	“Damn,” Erich said, lowering his head.

	 “Take whatever you need brother, all food here today is free, compliments of our savior Lovell.” The cashier grinned. In other aisles, just as surprised shoppers left with baskets of free food.

	“Thank you,” Erich said, laughing with Warren. 

	“I hope it stays like this for a while,” I said. We headed for the car loading the food in, when a crowd gathered around to see something in the street. Some within the circle screamed, stretching out their hands like a group of teenage girls at a concert to touch whoever was in the middle of them. “I’ll be right back,” I said. Leslie followed me, pushing through the sea of faces.

	In the center, Azazel stood beside Tess with a single bag of groceries in his hand. He raised the bag up to the sky and brought it down. Suddenly, four other bags appeared in one hand and five in the other. A couple wiped tears from their eyes and hugged each other than Azazel as he handed the bags to them. Next, Tess prayed for a rail-thin woman with a bandanna covering her head. Her cheeks grew rosy while her body seemed fuller. She undid the bandanna, dropping it to the floor as she tossed her full head of luscious gold hair.

	“Thank you, my priestess,” the woman said, exchanging kisses with Tess on the cheeks.

	“Tess,” I said under my breath. 

	Azazel turned—our gaze meeting.  His eyes were now a deep forest green shade while he moved toward me. With each stride he took, every nerve in me weakened as if I were going to have a panic attack from my head spinning, and my sweating palms. Leslie gulped as terror formed on her face.

	“Maricel, what brings you here?” he said, standing inches from my face. I kept my eyes at his chest level, not bothering to look up.

	“I….was just in town,” I said. Tess glared at me cocking her head, around her neck was the necklace Azazel had once given me. 

	“Well…?” 

	“She’s leaving, now,” a male voice answered for me. I turned to see Leo standing behind us with Cecily, Rain and his brother. Azazel smirked.

	“I’ll see you around,” he said smirking at Leo. 

	“Maybe,” I said low in tone. Leo grabbed my arm as I walked back to the hummer.

	 “Why is it your concern?” I said, shoving his hand off my arm.

	“Speaking to the devil?” he said.      

	“No, I was leaving.”

	I plodded away, getting in the car with Leslie, Erich and Warren. My eyes darted to Leo again. He was already watching me with Cecily, as they got into their vehicle. 

	    “What did he say?” Erich said.

	    “Not much, Leo interrupted him.”

	    “It looked to me like you were quite chubby with Azazel like old times,” Erich said.

	    “Hardly,” I said, rolling my eyes.

	* * *

	When we arrived home, the house smelled of pot roast and dinner rolls. My mother was setting out plates and silverware.

	“Dinner already?” 

	“Yes, what took you guys so long?”

	“Traffic and crowds. You’ll never believe who I saw.” 

	My mother covered her head.

	“Oh dear, was it Belial, or did you “coincidently” run into Leo?”

	“Azazel.” 

	“What does he want now?”

	“I don’t know, but he and Tess are performing miracles.”

	 “Who’s Tess?”

	“My half-sister.”

	“What?”

	“When dad divorced you, he remarried her mom.”

	“It figures, and she just happens to be tied to all this craziness too?”

	“Yes, and she is a high priestess.”

	“Yikes. Well, the fact Azazel is performing miracles makes since in Mathew 24:4 For the great messiahs and false prophets will appear and perform great signs and wonders to deceive, if possible even the elect.” 

	“Leo said the same thing about Belial.” 

	“I’m sure he’ll have a part to play too, come on help me finish setting the table.” 

	I assisted her in placing silverware on the placemats and carrying over the platter of pot roast, vegetables, and a basket of bread.

	“Maricel, can we talk,” a male voice said. I turned to see Leo peering into the kitchen. To my horror, Cecily and his brother were on the couch, pretending to watch television while eavesdropping. I shrugged.

	“Let me just finish what I’m doing, then we can talk.” 

	He nodded. I turned back to my mother.

	“Run along, I’ll finish dishing out the food.” She gave me a slight smile. 

	I left, walking around the corner where he stood, fiddling with his thumbs. When he looked up, noticing I was standing there, he ran his fingers through his short wavy hair. He motioned for me to follow cutting through the living room upstairs. Cecily glanced up at me, whispering to his brother. The two snickered. 

	We were alone upstairs, standing in the old bar where empty liquor cabinets remained. Most of the glass and broken bottles had been swept up by Rain. The bar was starting to look ready to reopen.

	“I know things have been different since my friends and family entered the picture, but I think there’s something else you’re not telling me.”

	“What?” I shook my head.

	“You’ve been different.”

	“Different how?”

	“Attacking police, making a scene in a church, contacting Azazel. What has gotten into you?” I was surprised he knew about me and the church then again his brother and Cicely probably told him about me.

	“Nothing, I figured since you were busy with whatever you’re doing, I should carry on. It’s not like when I found out I had the gift of prophecy there was crazy glue that bound us together.” 

	“Maricel, I care about you.” He said. It was the first time I ever heard him say he cared about anything. “It bothers me, we don’t seem as close. First Belial, now my folks and next thing you know you’re talking to Azazel.”

	“I heard what you told Naamah back at Yellow Stone. And you’re the one that’s been distancing yourself from me when I try to reach out to you.”  

	“What I said to her back there was to protect you.”

	“I don’t need protection but if anyone does it’s you,” I said. 

	“I’ve never told anyone this but…” His voice trailed. 

	“What?” 

	“I would kidnap people for satanic rituals. I got paid a fortune. Sometimes I was present when they’d torture them.”  He craned his head as he spoke. I covered my mouth.

	“What made you stop?” I gasped. 

	“You.” 

	“Me? Cicely was the one getting through to you.” 

	“There was a reason I ran away. Pretending to care about Flo was more than I could take. I tried with everything in me—I had too much hate pent up inside. I was all about looking out for myself, but you changed my view.”

	“How?”

	“When I was first assigned to kill you, I viewed you as another brain dead celebrity.”

	“How charming.”

	“That Wednesday I saw you putting books back on the shelf, it was hard to explain how I felt.” He paused as if he were re-experiencing the moment. “At first, the very essence of you angered me. I wanted to rip you from the ladder and shatter you into a million pieces.”

	 “Oh my God, that’s extreme.”

	 “When you turned around, it was if I was struck by lightning. It was debilitating. There was something in your eyes that called out to me. My hatred turned to love in that very second.” 

	I turned away from him as a low pain set in my stomach. His confession of care with his honesty about his internal chaos to destroy worsened the growing ache.

	“I couldn’t kill you so rather than vomiting on you like I had planned so that you would die a slow death and be blamed for the spread of the disease, I spared you,” he said. “I rethought things angered by my weakness. I tried to fight what I felt for you. I had never let an assignment go, and I sat in my hotel room in Dallas beating myself up about failing to get rid of you worried about the consequences.”

	“So, you tried again?”

	“No, by sunrise it was clear you were meant to be in my life, and I went searching for you to stop the second assassin Naamah had sent to follow up on what I failed to.” His arms wrapped around me. I buried my head on his chest. 

	He let go, beholding my countenance. Part of me was flaming from the idea this man had confessed to taking pleasure in the pain of others and the idea of my destruction. There was a chance this was an act. For all I know, he still dreamt of that day, yet as we gazed into one another’s eyes, my rage subsided—replaced with passion. Our lips moved closer. My body felt as if it were set on fire. All the pain from Azazel faded. Just as the corners of our lips touched, experiencing their softness, I spied a familiar face from the corner of my eye. I jerked away. Leo glanced back to noticing her there crossed armed.

	 “Excuse me,” she said. Leo sighed and walked away, heading back downstairs. She followed him, passing me. 

	“Stay away from him, you witch,” she said before descending downstairs. I frowned and headed to the dining room behind her, entering in to see dinner was prepared but displeased to see Leo’s father was there as well. 

	“Who would like to lead us in prayer?” my mother said. Caroline volunteered to pray. When I opened my eyes, Cicely glared sideways at me. The table was sheathed in silence with everyone observing one another, yet not daring to speak to worsen the unspoken tension hanging in the air.

	“Erich, how did the trip go to the supermarket?” Kevin said. Erich winked at his attempt to break the ice.

	“Pretty well, actually people were stocking up. It felt like a jungle at times, but the best part was it was all free!”

	 “Get out!” Caroline said.

	“No joke. You want to see the receipt,” Erich said.

	“Wow that’s something else, God is good!” Caroline said. “Praise God, we prayed to get food to stock up on and stretch the dollar—he did more than just that!” 

	“He sure did!” Leslie said.

	“Who knows how things will look when that mark goes into effect. At least we have a start,” Kevin said. Leo’s brother smirked.

	 “Simpleton, you can’t depend on the government ran business to be your source,” Leo’s brother said.

	“Not all people have the same luxury of an underground market,” Leslie said. Caroline gasped. He exchanged glances with Cicely, and they both shook their heads.

	“Baran, they’re just making use of the last of what they’ll be able to get,” Leo said.

	“When did siding with those become your concern?” Baran said. Before Leo could answer, he spoke again. “Oh wait, ever since you got caught in her snares.” He pointed at me.

	“If you want to talk about me, why don’t you address me directly instead of acting like a little coward?” I said. Everyone at the table went silent. 

	“Leo, for the love of God can you please calm that woman down. If it should even be called that,” his brother said, laughing. Leo stood up and grabbed his brother by the collar.

	“Shut up about her!” 

	“Don’t you see what she’s doing to you two? She’s trying to create division with her sorcery? She is an incarnation of Discordia, queen of mischief like her lover Azazel. She’ll get us all killed and use us as human sacrifices!” Cicely said, leaping up to help Baran.

	“Is that so Cicely?” I said.

	“No one is fooled by your tactics,” she said.

	“None of this is about me being a witch or not. It’s clear, the real reason you hate me is because of Leo.” 

	Leo’s mouth parted. He had let go of his brother’s shirt. She turned to me glaring.

	“I would shut my mouth if I were you, bitch!”

	“Why should I?” I said. She ran at me with a fork. Kevin and Crystal blocked her from me.

	“Just sit down and eat. We’re all adults here, let’s act like it,” Crystal said. Leo’s father now watched me.

	“What interest do you have with my son?”

	“Like it or not, sir, your son and I have a mission to complete.”

	“Your no prophetess you tart,” he said. 

	“My daughters no tart, you bonehead,” she said. He gave my mother a taunting smile.

	“You’re the hag that raised this witch? It’s a no wonder she’s as boorish as her mother.” My mouth dropped at how rude Leo’s father was to my mother considering he had a good fifteen to twenty years on her and had the nerve to call her a hag.

	“What’s the matter with you people? Just eat your damned food and shut the hell up! If you have a problem with my sister than get out,” Zev said.

	“It goes beyond that, she’s corrupted Leo, she speaks to demons!” Baran shouted at him. Zev shook his head.

	“Don’t’ talk about my sister that way you lunatic!” Zev said, standing with his fist clenched. Although I despised Baran, I didn’t want Zev fighting him.

	“People, please don’t ruin a perfectly good meal,” Crystal said.

	“It’s already been soiled by the ill-bred witch,” Cicely said, giving me a look over. 

	“What in the world is going on?” Rain said as he walked in late from being out. 

	“A fight broke out,” Leo said. Rain rolled his eyes.

	“Give Maricel a break, you barely know her, she seems like a pretty nice girl,” Rain said. Cicely crossed her arms, rolling her eyes.

	“Yeah, just wait and see. I bet she used love spells to brainwash him.” 

	I didn’t appreciate being defamed, especially when none of it applied to me. I let my tongue slip.

	“I wouldn’t have to use love spells to make him want and care about me unlike you. Five years and an engagement, and he still left you.” 

	Leo shook his head at me, pinching the bridge of his nose. Everyone gaped.

	“Damn she’s cold,” Warren said, appearing to enjoy the drama.

	The candle flaring in the center of the table blew out with a violent gust of wind darkening the room.

	“Good evening folks, I’m not interrupting anything am I?” A familiar voice uttered from a distance, stepping out of the darkness glowing. The entire table looked up at Azazel, approaching the dining room with a huge grin.

	“Azazel?” I said. My eyes following him, disenchanted. 

	“If you excuse us, Maricel and I need to talk,” he said. I glanced back at my friends as they gaped. Leo’s family stood back, frightened. 

	I rose, drifting over to him until we were standing side by side. 

	Leo sprung forward to attack Azazel. Azazel extended his palm—Leo blew back, his face and body landed in Warren’s, Zev’s and Kevin’s food. All three men sighed. Cicely hopped out of her chair, screaming. Leo wiped the carrots, potatoes, and pieces of meat off his face and clothes. His eyes narrowed at Azazel, who returned a sly smile.

	“What did you think you were going to do boy? Save her?” 

	Azazel took my hand, issuing a familiar shock. We vanished from the midst of them.

	* * *

	Rows of cypress towered over us, stretching across the limestone pathway. The brightness of the Middle Eastern sunlight and clear blue skies was a welcome sight to the dull atmosphere of artificial light I’d grown used to. Several feet away stood the white marble Temple Mount with its golden colored dome.  

	Azazel, clasped my hand walking through Jerusalem with me and stopped, withdrawing a bouquet of roses.

	“I want you to have these.”

	“I can’t accept them.”

	“Come on, don’t be that way.”

	“What is it that you wanted to speak about?” 

	“Curiosity is a powerful weapon. It works every time with you,” he said with a smile, revealing his round teeth. “I got you to leave with me.” His golden curls were growing longer again, creating a perfect halo around his head. I turned away from him. “Don’t tell me you feel a connection to those rodents in that basement they lock you in.”

	“Azazel!”

	“Your family and friends haven’t changed since the day you left with me for Lemuria? Don’t you remember how tired of it all you were?”

	“Yes, but I was deceived.”

	“They are still as two-faced as before if not more.”

	“I’m not going to be taken for a fool this time, you’re a monster.”

	“You know in your heart you don’t believe that.” 

	“I do,” I said. Azazel sighed, closing his eyes and reopened them. This time they were a golden hue, matching his hair.

	“Leo is lying about how he feels about Cicely.”

	“My relationship with Leo is none of your business.”

	“You are my business.” 

	“Azazel, I’m not your property.”

	“He stuck with her five years,” he leaned in and whispered, tickling my ear with his warm breath. “That’s a long time. Longer than you and I were together. Half a decade.”

	“He still left her like I left you.” 

	“There’s a part of the story he’s leaving out.” He laughed.

	“Why are we talking about them?” 

	“Ignorance is bliss,” he said. “In another week, the new international government will be finalized.”

	 “So, what now?”

	“To gain trust, you have to create disruption, people are far more willing to accept whatever you give them if you take food from their bellies.”

	 “So, this is all one sick psychological experiment?”

	“It’s far more elaborate, my dear. Now that they understand what it’s like to suffer, they’ll accept whatever we give them even if it means surrendering their liberties they once fought for.”

	“Unbelievable.”

	“Even the watchmen will bow down before us to protect those they love most.”

	“How can you be so sure of this?” 

	“Love is a dangerous weapon,” he said.

	“You sound just like you did in Mu still as self-serving as ever. You’re nothing more than a misanthropic fallen angel.”

	“I am what I am.” 

	“Unfortunately,” I said.

	“How much are you willing to lose for a God you’ve never even seen?” he asked, circling me like a turkey vulture ready to swoop for its prey.

	“A lifetime of hell is nothing compared to an eternity in the lake of fire separated from the creator.” 

	 “I’ll hold you to it,” he said. Those words tightened the knot in my stomach. He paced around me, wagging his finger. “So hardheaded, so loyal to a cause you have doubts about.”

	“Says, my former captor.”

	“The more time passes, the rise of the Lemurian Order is imminent, the closer we come to Armageddon. And the closer I come to conquering.”

	“In your dreams.”

	“You once told me you’d fight alongside me for the love we had.”

	“That was before I knew the truth,” I said, looking away, he placed his hand on my chin angling my head toward him.

	“You can pretend to be a stranger. The way you breathe when I’m around and the spark in your eyes tell the story.”

	“Delusion is a strong drug.” 

	“It’s a shame, after all, I’ve done for you. Belial gave you the seal of Solomon, didn’t he?” 

	“Yes, why?”

	“You’re going to need it, be thankful you’ve got friends in high places.” His voice faded. 

	* * *

	When I turned, I stood back in the dining room, where everyone was arguing. The room grew silent at the sight of me. Their eyes following me like I was a phantom.

	“I told you she was a witch!” Cicely shouted.

	“I’m no witch, I was warned.”

	“Warned by a fallen angel?” 

	 “Even Jesus was tempted by Satan and many time prophets are some of the first to be informed of the enemy’s plans,” I said, walking back to my seat. 

	“Another excuse, why don’t you do us all a favor and knock off the act,” Baran said with a smirk.

	Leo fidgeted with his fork as I took a seat, he got up from the table, leaving for a walk, and Rain followed him.

	* * *

	An hour later, I pushed aside my quilted comforter to climb in bed when a light knock interrupted my routine. I walked over, cracking the door open. Cicely stood there with her large mahogany waves in a high ponytail except for her bang that swept across her narrow face. The coffee-colored robe she wore matched her brown cat-shaped eyes.

	“We need to talk,” she said, walking further down the hall. I slipped on a pair of slippers, following her upstairs to the bar and out the backdoor. Outside was a balcony over the courtyard. For as long as I’d been there, I hadn’t been up to that spot. She took a seat in a plastic chair crossing her long, shapely legs beneath her brown silk robe and pointed her bare feet at the concrete floor.

	“I’m all ears,” I said, sitting in the straw chair beside her.

	“This is where Leo and I used to stargaze, he proposed to me here ten years ago.”

	“Wow, being here must be nostalgic for you both.”

	 “You’re right. He is wrapped around your little witchy finger. After all, you’re younger and pretty enough. His eyes have always had a tendency to wander.” Her words left me speechless as to how to reply. “I want you to remember something, little girl.”

	“Little girl?” I shook my head at her.

	“People always remember their first, so every time he touches you, he thinks of me. No matter how many flings he’s had with other women, I’m always the one he returns to,” she said. I frowned. “If it wouldn’t have been for Baran, he would’ve been married to me for years now.”

	“What happened?”

	“When he started going on those assignments while we were dating, Leo came around less. I got lonely, so I started seeing his brother.”

	“What does any of this have to do with me?” I said.

	“Even if Leo wants to waste his time with you, I’m not going to let you hurt him.”

	“Hurt him?” 

	“I know what you did in Lemuria a couple years ago,” she said. By the flare of her nostrils, it was clear she knew something.

	“What about Mu?”

	“All those innocent people you killed. Yet you pretend you care about humanity.” 

	“You can’t hold me to that forever,” I said. Cicely leaned in closer.

	“My sister warned me about you.”

	“Sister?” She shook her head.

	“You do remember her?” 

	 “I’m sorry, I don’t recall.”

	“You had no mercy on her when you skinned her alive and left her in the desert of New Mexico to rot.”

	 A dull pain took over the front of my head with my recall of being under the influence of the crystal skull. Logan’s flushed face with her hands raised in surrender, backing away as I raised my knife to lacerate her after accusing her betrayal flashed before my eyes.

	“I wasn’t myself, and she betrayed me!”

	“Excuses!”

	“Some would blame it on drugs, others on anger, or a rough upbringing, even insanity, but you of all people blame it on a relic, how pathetic.”

	“It sounds crazy, but the crystal skull altered me.”

	“You thought she was just a Jane Doe no one would ever find.”

	“It’s horrible what I did. If I could go back to that moment I would’ve prevented it, I’m sorry.” 

	“Shut up!” You’re not sorry, you deserve to burn in hell right beside your demon lover Azazel!”

	“It’s not like Leo, is any more innocent, he was a murder for a living.”

	“At least he takes out the lofty. You kill the innocent.”

	“What I did was wrong, but Logan nor anyone else I slew in Mu was innocent.” 

	“Leo’s not a gruesome serial killer, with him it’s just a quick death. Whereas you torture people for hours before granting them the option of death. You sadist”

	“I’m a sadist? I killed for self-defense and survival. Leo aided in the abduction of women and children…!” I shouted, stopping midsentence as his shadow came into view with him stepping outside. His eyes were huge, and he gritted his teeth. Cicely stared at him, gaping and I hopped up and sprinted past him. He grabbed my shoulder before I could make it out the door.

	“What gave you the right to say anything, I trusted you!” 

	“I’m really sorry …”

	“You threw me under the bus to save your own skin?” He ran his fingers through his hair.

	“Leo—”

	 He released my shoulder and marched back inside before I did. I waited several seconds for him to disappear and noted Cicely sat glaring at me. A minute later, I walked back inside, downstairs into my room. 

	 My face landed on the cotton pillow, soaking it wet with tears. Each teardrop burned my eyes. Everything I had done to Logan sharpened the pain in my chest along with the realization I was willing to magnify Leo’s flaws to minimize my own. Some friend I was.

	“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” a voice said. I lifted my gaze to behold Belial standing at my bedside.

	“What brings you here?”

	“Once everyone else here finds out what you did to Logan they’ll never look at you the same again either,” he said.

	“You can’t say that for sure.”

	“Remember how shocked your friends and family were to see you slaughter that man for me?”

	“How could I forget? But you acted the same...”

	“I only acted that way to keep my identity a secret. Remember when I said I didn’t bleed?” he asked. I nodded. “That was a hint of my true identity.”

	“How could I have overlooked that?”

	“No one here trusts you because of your history with Azazel. You should’ve heard what they said about you at the table,” he said. I frowned casting my eyes to the ground. Mason took my chin. “You’re better off leaving with me.”

	“I can’t,” I muttered. Why was I even entertaining his company? Had I sunken this low?

	“Think about it,” he said, vanishing into the darkness of the room.

	* * *

	The next evening, the stray hair escaping my bun blew against the breeze, obscuring my view of the marshlands ahead. My arms ached from the repetitive motion of rowing a boat through the swamp. Getting fresh air was a nice change of pace. Swimming at a distance was an alligator.

	I ducked from low hanging trees. Birds flew past me. Sharp tings of mosquito bites filled my arms despite my long sleeves and bug repellant I wore. 

	Last night’s argument replayed. It was clear why Cicely hated me. It went far beyond Leo. Arriving at the shore, I walked along a path, beside the water, watching my step. Rustling from among forest brushes took me surprise. Before I could turn, the pound of footsteps from someone running up behind me filled my ears. Large hands gripped me by the hair, yanking me backward, I squirmed against their grasp, failing to find freedom and balance before losing control of my feet and I collapsed face forward deep into the swampy water, sinking below. I splashed around, blowing bubbles upward to determine the direction of which I should swim up, and I paddled my way to the top, gasping for air. 

	When I reached the surface, no one was there. I surveyed my surroundings, noticing my boat was nowhere in sight. Further up the bank, the melody of women gathered together singing carried with the wind. 

	I climbed onto land, walking upstream. Another surge of pain overtook my chest. I froze as a group of women in long dark dresses and bonnets gathered for a ceremony. They stood by the lake as if waiting for someone. 

	Moments later, a young nude girl, with skin that resembled red clay arose from the river. Her long curly hair covered her bare breast.

	“Queen Naamah we bring you offerings,” a young woman greeted her, stepping forward with an amethyst stone and setting it down before Naamah and bowing. Naamah grinned and scooped up the stone.

	“Very, good my daughter Naira, I’ve come to bring you great news.”

	Naira’s large round dark eyes were full of hope. 

	“In the last decade of this century, you will have a great, great-granddaughter, and she will be my vessel when we enter the Age of Aquarius after her 18th birthday.” 

	“This is great news!” Naira said, hugging another girl with her, the two of them leaping with joy.

	“She will restore the religion of your ancestor Semiramis, she will bring order to this chaotic world, and all peace will come. In between this time, you will see massive changes throughout the century take place from equality for women of all colors, an end of Jim Crow segregation, world wars and the assassination of a president, mankind will claim to visit the heavens.” 

	 “Queen, it is hard to believe!” Naira clasped her mouth. 

	“And what will the name of the girl be.” Naamah circled her, smiling.

	“Therasia,” she said. 

	Chills traveled down my spine at the mention of Tess. Naamah too had taken drastic measures to ensure herself a seat in the apocalypse going behind Azazel’s back. 

	“Will I have a daughter or son before her?”

	“You will have a son who will marry a woman named Sonia. Together Therasia will have the perfect lineage,” she said. Hearing her speak of Tess’s mother who would break up my family and I couldn’t stay as I ran out from amongst the trees, and everyone turned.

	“Don’t listen to her Naira, she’s lying!” I yelled. “I am…..” I flew backward hitting a rock on the shore, my back ached, and my boat was in sight again. I passed out.

	* * *

	I awoke in a bed. Blinking a few times, the posters of vintage cars, and a pinup girl poster along the navy wall alerted me I was in Leo’s room. He stood over me sighing in relief.

	“What happened back there?” I asked.

	“I found you lying on the rocks.” 

	I sat up in bed. My back still hurt, and I hugged him as he held me, I tried my best to make sense of what had just happened. I then thought about who could’ve pushed me, wondering if it were Cicely. 

	“You know the strangest thing about everything,” Leo said, staring at me.

	“What?”

	“I experienced this awful sense of déjà vu, a few seconds before I found you lying there.” 

	“I know this is going to sound crazy, but I think I traveled back in time.” 

	“What?”

	“When whoever pushed me, I drowned, then it was as if I were watching my great grandmother interact with Naamah. I tried to stop her from listening to Naamah and my father and Tess’s mom getting together.”

	“Wow, that’s pretty deep. Are you alright?” 

	“Yes and....I’m sorry about last night.”

	“Save the apology, I forgive you.” He smiled at me. “Say who pushed you into the water?”

	“I really don’t know.” 

	“I’m going to find out,” he said, standing up clenching his fist, but I grabbed him by the arm pulling him back. 

	“Leo, it’s all right, I’m fine, and I really don’t want any more drama. Things are bad enough as they are. Maybe you could take some of that anger you have stored up to teach me some moves like you said earlier. I’m sure they’ll come in handy later.” 

	“Are you sure? You’re still healing,” he said.

	“No, I’ll be all right as long as you’re easy on my back. For the most part, I’m a tough cookie,” I said. 

	“Okay, I’ll go easy,” he said. I stood. Leo walked around behind me. He curled his arm around the curve of my waist, steadying me. With his other arm, he helped me position both arms so that one was in front of the other while I balled my fist. 

	  He let go of me, demonstrating various movements and stances of fighting. I mirrored him, remembering what Logan had taught. He lifted me suddenly as if we were dancing and swung me over his shoulder. When I landed, I got into a fighting stance. 

	“This is our move. If we are surrounded. I will lift you.” 

	“It reminds me of dancing.”

	“There’s not much of a difference,” he said.

	* * *

	We practiced for hours until we fell over in bed. 

	“I give up,” I said as I lay beside him gazing at the vaulted ceiling. Butterflies formed in my stomach. He took my hand, pulling me on top of him so that my legs wrapped around him and he clasped my hands again. 

	“Put me in a hold,” he said. 

	“I don’t have any energy left.” 

	“Someday you will, I’ll help you build stamina,” he said with a smile. Peering down at his angular face, I caressed his thick hair as he stared up at me. The door swung open, startling us both. I sprung off Leo onto the floor. He stood to get out of the bed. In the doorway stood, Baran leaned against the wall, glaring.

	“Some God-given mission, sleeping with the enemy,” Baran said with the shake of his head. 

	 “Stay out of this!” Leo said.

	“Leo, you’ve been thinking with the wrong head ever since she wrapped her legs around you.” Baran smirked. Leo stepped forward with a glare. “I was hoping the witch would drown when I pushed her. But she didn’t, so it proves she really is a sorceress,” he said. Leo shoved his brother against the wall, gripping him by the collar of his shirt. 

	“You’re a sap Leo, the first pretty girl who pretends to love you and you’re willing to turn your back on Flo!” He struck Leo in the face. Leo wiped the bead of blood from the newly formed cut above his brow.

	“Stay away from her,” Leo shouted, picking his brother up and throwing him across the room. Baran collided with the floor and sat up, scowling at him.

	“Get a grip, Leo!” He frowned. 

	“Apologize for trying to kill her!” Leo shouted. Baran rolled his eyes.

	“You think you’re in love, huh?” he said. Leo turned away from his brother. Baran cursed. “You know you’re settling for Azazel’s seconds.” He laughed. Something in Leo’s eyes flickered. He swiveled around, racing for him. By the gestures, Leo displayed, it was evident he was planning on seriously injuring his brother.

	“Leo, stop!” I cried. He turned to me and froze. I walked over to him and wrapped my arms around his neck. Leo gripped my face. “It’s okay, it’s not worth harming him.” 

	His brother watched us as he stood, brushing the dust off his jeans. The door opened again, and Cicely stood there.

	“What’s going on?” she said.

	“Leo’s too far gone,” Baran said, knitting his brows together, walking over to her and placing his hand on her back. They left, shutting the door behind them.

	“I can’t believe my brother tried to kill you.” 

	“He’s probably just trying to avenge Cicely. I had no idea Logan was her sister. Now, I understand why she hates me so much.”

	“What’s done is done. Sometimes all you can do is forgive yourself and believe God has forgiven your sins. It gives Baran no right to lay a hand on you.” he said. 

	“I’m just afraid if anyone else here finds out, they’ll hate me too.”

	“Even if they turn against you, I’m still here, and you’re forgiven by God. That’s all that matters,” he said. I embraced him.

	* * *

	Two hours later, I sat on the couch, watching Ross Day. He showed news footage from earlier in the day of a parade honoring Azazel, Lovell, and Tess. Crowds gathered in the street. Women hollered, chasing after the Watchers as they walked the streets in a procession with their wives. 

	On the last float were Azazel, Lovell, and Tess. They stopped by a crowd to sign autographs. A reporter stopped by the float. 

	 “Azazel, it’s inappropriate to ask as you’re a very strong spiritual leader, but I’m going to ask for all the women out there....” She giggled. 

	“Please do ask!” 

	I planted my face in my palm then looked up at the screen as a broad grin was etched on his face.

	“Are you single?”

	“Yes but I’m heartbroken because there was a special woman—”

	“What happened to her?”

	“She...” He held his tongue. “Died.” 

	“I’m sorry to hear that,” The reporter patted his shoulder, I rolled my eyes at the screen. “I don’t mean to keep prying, but what about you and that nuisance Maricel? There are rumors after the kiss.” 

	“Was that her name? I feel sorry for the poor girl, I saw her drowning when I rescued her she thanked me with a kiss.”

	“Is she your type?” The woman narrowed her light eyes. Seeing this woman’s desperation combined with her vitriol toward me was its own sickening sight. 

	“It was flattering, but she has a few too many screws loose in the head. She’s cute for an earthling, but not my type.” 

	The reporter chuckled at his snide remark. My eyes narrowed. I raise my middle finger to the television, acting as if he could see it. 

	“You heard him, Ladies, he’s single and ready to mingle!” Azazel waved as he disappeared into the crowd. Anger rose within me, as he had tried to turn me into the desperate one after he had forced me to kiss him, which was typical of him. 

	“He’s playing mind games with you” I turned to see Caroline as she watched me. Instant embarrassment plagued me as I realized she caught me flipping him off.

	“I suppose so,” I said.

	“Whatever you do, just don’t cave in,” she said, heading for bed.

	* * *

	As I lay in bed, I struggled with flashbacks of Azazel, remembering when he had contacted me through my first dream. Deep down, my desire to contact him festered. 

	When I closed my eyes, the covers rattled alerting me to a presence beside me. I turned over, and he was lying next to me. Our faces were inches from one another’s 

	“What are you doing here?” 

	“I came to check on you,” he said, pushing a strand of hair out of my eye.

	“I heard what you said about me on television. I wasn’t good enough for you then.” He laughed.

	“I’m trying to protect you.”

	“By putting me down on national television, and from what?” 

	“Yourself,” he said. I rolled my eyes, starting to turn over. He grabbed my shoulder. “Why are you so damned sensitive? I swear it doesn’t take much to upset you.”

	“You called me a lunatic to the world and said I was cute for an earthling but not your type what does any of that even mean?” I said. He rolled his eyes.

	“Learn to read between the lines.”

	“I do. That’s why I’m not going to be taken for a fool again.”

	“You’re brainwashed.”

	“No, my eyes are open.” 

	“Open to what? The bullshit those cretins fed you from a book plagiarized from Egyptian mythology.”

	“The truth.”

	“Do you hear yourself?” Your eyes are more closed than ever before. You’re just as gullible as Eve.” He chuckled. I glared at him. “You should leave with me because when the new currency is announced, it will be difficult for you to eat.”

	“I’ll manage.” 

	“You are nothing without me, Maricel.”

	“Unlike you, I don’t take bribes and fall for temptation. Misery loves company.” I sneered. He frowned, digging his nails deeper into my bare shoulder.

	“What I did, thousands of years ago, wasn’t because I fell to temptation. I freed myself” 

	“You’re a prisoner to the idea of revenge.” 

	“Do you think these people will have your back?” He gritted his teeth. I didn’t answer. “Your busybody mother wasn’t there for you when you needed her most, your estranged brother ran away because he couldn’t stand the sight of you, Leslie is still a backstabber, her tool of a husband hates you because of me, Caroline is overzealous and pities you, her husband is just merely tolerating you, Rain and Crystal are reluctant to have your party here and are freaks anyway, and well Leo’s folks they hate the very essence of you.” 

	“Are you finished?” I sighed. Azazel grinned.

	“Then there’s Leo, the poor lad believes the two of you have some sort of purpose together. Or that’s at least what he says. That’s his lust speaking. When it’s all said and done he’s going to stick with Cicely. “

	“That’s exactly what you want to happen. Your little manipulative tactics don’t work on me anymore. The Most High has the final say, and he will take away and bring into my life whomever he wants to complete his purpose with me. Regardless of what anyone else says or their logic.”

	“When we start slaughtering saints we’ll see how strong your faith is.”

	“Get behind me, Satan!” I said. His dark blue eyes blazed like a furnace. He disappeared, leaving me in my bed alone.

	* * *

	The next day although I slept on it, it was difficult to shake the events of the days prior. I tried to distract myself by helping Caroline fold laundry.

	“You two will never believe it!” Leslie shouted, running into the laundry room.

	“From your excitement, I’d guess a miracle happened,” Caroline said.

	“Go see for yourselves.” We followed her out to the television Ross Day’s show was on this time it showed footage in Jerusalem of two dark-skinned men with white wooly beards. People shouted at them in Hebrew cussing at them. Ross’s panel referred to them as trouble makers. They appeared to be in their late sixties both wore long white robes. They claimed to be Elijah and Enoch. The media referred to them as potential terrorist threats. I gasped.

	“This is amazing.” 

	“I know,” Leslie said, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye.

	“I never thought I’d live to see the day,” Caroline said.

	“Sweet Jesus. It is true,” Warren said as he walked in.

	“Do you believe now?” I said.

	“I can’t argue with that,” he said.

	“What are you buffoons whooping and hollering about,” Leo’s father said, taking a seat.

	“The two witnesses are here. Like it prophesies in Revelation 11. This is the start of the tribulation.”

	“Why because you believe?” his father said.

	“No, because this is what scripture says.”

	“How would you know a thing about scripture when you’re whoring around with the devil?”

	 “God is my judge.” 

	“Women are not even allowed to minister that’s why the bible warns of Jezebels,” Baran said, entering the room.

	“I do have a God-given right to prophesy. It doesn’t matter what I did in the past, God forgives me as he looks at my repentant heart. Romans 3:23 For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God.”

	“Who better to quote scripture than Satan himself,” Leo’s father said.

	“I’m not religious, but I can tell you this. Christ wouldn’t be pleased with the way you people have been behaving. Who’s not to say Maricel isn’t chosen by God to minister. God used Paul, a man who used to murder Christians. Why can’t he use a young woman who nearly wedded a devil also,” Warren said.

	“He’s right. Remember 2 Corinthians 5:17 Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new.” Caroline said, and Leslie nodded.

	“God doesn’t make mistakes. She is a mistake. A woman is supposed to be quiet and submit to a man,” Baran said.

	“God uses whom he will. He can use anybody he wants. For whatever reason, he chose Leo and me. Two people who were undeserving of his grace. Mathew 22:14 For many are called, but few are chosen. God will not be mocked!” I said, standing up and leaving for my room. 

	* * *

	October had passed—early November had arrived. Mr. Lovell won a Nobel peace prize for reducing world poverty and food insecurity. With his achievements, Lovell deemed himself God incarnate similar to Zeus in a pantheon of gods and goddesses in a speech to the United Nations. Azazel followed his speech with the declaration of a new polytheistic one world religion referred to as the Lovellian faith based on love, charity, peace with the acknowledgment of the new trinity of Lovell, him and Tess as the heads of the pantheon. Many skeptics and upset devotees of various religions disagreed with the message and spread of the Lovellian faith referring to it as a cult and Azazel as a cult of personality. As a result, protests had erupted, the Lemurian Order did their best to quell the rage.

	With the spread of the Lovellian faith, our household decided with nightfall to make a trip to the store to buy food. It was a matter of time before they announced the spread of the new currency. 

	Leo, Rain, Crystal, Baran, Cicely, and I headed to the store to gather the supplies. Despite Baran’s mockery of the grocery store, with Flo hurting for resources, it was the last resort.

	A man stood on a corner under a street lamp holding a bible.

	“Repent and pray, the antichrist is here, prophecy has been fulfilled. The return of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ is almost here!” he shouted. A silver escalade drove past him, hitting a pothole of water so that the dirty liquid splashed him. The driver and passengers cackled and kept driving. 

	The man shook off the muddy water from his clothes. I sprinted to him, breaking from the group. He turned, his eyes widening at me

	“Maricel?” 

	“You recognize me?”

	“Yes, you’re the young woman from the news who has been prophesying of our nation’s future.”

	“That’s right! We are headed to the store to buy the last food we will probably see before the currency switches. If you want, we are gathering together as believers, you should join us,” I said. The man smiled.

	“I appreciate your concern, my sister, but my place is out here.” 

	“I understand. It’s nice to meet another prophet,” I said. The man smiled, and we shook hands. “God bless you, brother,” I said, crossing back over, joining the others. 

	Just as I reached the other side, cops rushed out grabbing the man, pepper-spraying him. He lay on the ground with his arms stretched out as if he were worshiping. They struck him with a baton as he sang a praise song further infuriating the officers. 

	“You have committed treason!” an officer said. “The Lovellian faith is the only way.” 

	I motioned to run to his aid. Leo pulled me away. The burst of gunshots carried in the air as pieces of the man’s brain matter covered the concrete.

	A block ahead, we passed a church, holding a prayer session. Minutes later, screams rang out as police descended on the building, launching gas canisters through the windows. People coughed as it took over their lungs. A few stumbled out of the church, dropping dead on the sidewalk from the attack.

	“They need our help,” I said, motioning to cross the street but Leo shook his head against it. 

	“All we can do is pray for them, our involvement won’t solve anything,” he said. His unwillingness to aid them worsened the sting in my chest. He clasped my hand while we walked.

	Inside the grocery store civilians scurried up and down aisles. When we got to the cash register to pay, the woman ahead of us in line set a bag of flour on the counter. The cashier rubbed his balding head.

	“I saw you outside sitting in your car, praying,” the cashier said.

	‘I do it all the time,” she said. The man snatched the flour from her hand. Her jaw fell open. 

	“Who were you praying to?” he asked, his eyes were alight. The woman’s countenance grew chalk white. 

	“God,” she said. The man gritted his teeth.

	“Lovell?”

	“No the one and true living God.”

	“You ingrate after all our savior and the Lemurian Order has done for us! Recant it!” He withdrew a gun from his back pocket and aimed it at her head. 

	“One nation under God we trust,” she said with tears welling in her eyes. 

	Cicely and I held onto Leo from both sides with the reverberating of him firing. Fragments of her flesh covered the counter. He hollered for the janitor to clean up her remains. How could he get away with killing a woman, and no one batted an eye? This had to be a nightmare.  The cashier turned to me.

	“A coworker who took a smoke said she saw you in the streets conspiring with that senile man committing treason against the Lemurian Order.” He scowled, showing the many wrinkles in his face. By his weathered countenance, he looked to be pushing fifty.  Leo stepped in front of me.

	“Move out of the way!” the man said. 

	“Leo, you heard him!” Cicely said. 

	The glass exploded, flying all over the floor with the breaking of a window. The cashier’s eyes widened at the sight of large black wings parting, revealing a figure.

	“Stand down and let her have whatever she wants!” Belial ordered. The clerk wrinkled his nose and lowered his gun, allowing us to take whatever we needed folding his arms over his chest. I turned to Belial.

	“Thank you,” I said, and he grinned.

	“A word of advice. Next time you’re in danger use the seal,” he leaned in, whispering with a wink. He flew off into the night. 

	* * *

	When we arrived home, I stayed up late reading the bible. 

	“What are you reading?” Leo asked, taking a seat on the other side of the sofa with a can of soda. I smiled.

	“I’m reading about the prophet Isaiah. Half of it is referring to Israel then and now, and the destruction of Babylon.”  

	“The bible said that the seed of Abraham would be as the grains of sand. That means they are everywhere. Remember the diaspora.” He grinned. My head spun as the room felt like it was like a bottle cap whirling around a countertop. 

	A bright ball of light entered the room and Leo and I both crumpled to the floor. The light formed into an angel. His dark waves blew back with the wind that accompanied him.  

	“Don’t be afraid for I am only an angel,” he said. 

	Leo and I stood as he towered over us. “I was sent to deliver a message.” 

	 “What message?” 

	“You must warn the world of the new system of currency. In exchange for their right to eat and to remain a part of society, they will change their DNA, merging it with that of the Beast.”

	“Part of the Lemurian Order?” I asked.

	“Yes, and those who take it will be lost forever. They’ll be like the Nephilim in the days of Noah. They’ll outnumber the sons of man on earth just as they did proceeding the flood. Warn those who will listen not to take the mark.”

	“Where should we go?” Leo asked. The angel touched his head. Leo opened his eyes. We both fell backward. As we lay there, a voice spoke.

	“I am with you always, no matter what happens.” My eyes peeled open. 

	“You had the same experience?” I asked Leo.

	“Yes.” He laughed. Hugging me. 

	“Hallelujah! Leo shouted. “Bring me a paper and a pen,” he said. I did so, and he recorded a list of places with dates. 

	“What’s that?”

	“This is where we are to go warn people.” 

	* * *

	A week later, the currency changed to a single international payment system. People were asked as part of their conversion into the Lovellian faith, which would also signify their new citizenship status in the world government to tattoo their wrist or forehead with a goat insignia. This tattoo would then alter a person’s DNA structure, making them a part of the new human-alien family, which promised health and prosperity. This system of payment was based on deeds. 

	Without this, there was no access to food. Children were not allowed to attend school without it. A few parents protested it, and the Lemurian Order threatened to remove their children from their households if their parents didn’t cooperate.  

	Leo and I traveled to time square in New York, the strip of Las Vegas, the Mall of America in Minneapolis Minnesota and various locations warning people to repent dodging the police and being used as the face of terrorism. 

	Each time Leo and I would go somewhere to minister, we were protected. Angels would translate us to the locations. Supernatural miracles would take place. No one else in the house could understand what we were doing nor how we got there.

	* * *

	December swept in faster than expected. Leo and I sat on the clay rooftop. My head rested on his shoulder while he held me close to his chest. Our bodies warming each other. 

	“I’ve been considering making a trip for some items that might help us,” he said.

	“Where you thinking about going?” I asked. Before he could answer, a drone flying over the roof, interrupted our conversation. He took my hand, climbing inside the bar, and to the lair’s dining room where everyone was gathered for lunch.

	“I have an announcement,” he said. Everyone stopped chatting and stared at him. “I’m planning on making a trip.”

	“Where?” Kevin asked.

	“Vatican City.”

	“Wait, did you say Vatican City?” Kevin said.

	“Yes, there were some books down under the library, we need. They might help us better understand what the Lemurian Order is plotting.” 

	“Leo. We get you, and Maricel feel it’s your God-given mission to “save” the world, but do you really think God wants us acting rashly just to get our hands on a few books? Proverbs 19:21 There are many devices in a man's heart; nevertheless the counsel of the LORD, that shall stand,” Caroline said. 

	“What kind of books are worth risking our lives to get?” Baran asked. 

	“Ones that may detail Lovell and Azazel’s plans.” 

	“You think they were stupid enough to draft their plans in a few books hidden in a city that may indeed be Babylon rather than this country like you and that loon keep saying,” Baran said.

	“It’s worth the risk.”      

	“Worth the risk?” Warren said. Leo rolled his eyes.  

	“You’ve been listening to her too long,” Baran said, pointing at me. 

	I folded my arms. Must everything be my fault?

	“Leo, your plan will get us all killed,” Cicely said. 

	“He’s right, this is a chance to help protect others like us. This is a chance to stay one step ahead of them,” I said. Everyone turned to me. Most were shaking their heads. 

	 “We could be murdered by the Lemurian Order for treason?” Cicely shouted

	“I know, but it’s a risk I’m willing to take.” 

	“You’ve changed, Leonardo,” his father said.

	“I don’t have time for this,” Leo said. His father grabbed his son shoulder, taking him to the next room. We all could hear them shouting and cursing at one another having a screaming match.

	“After everything, we sacrificed for you, and you do this?” 

	“What was your sacrifice? Oh, that’s right, ME! My childhood. Some sacrifice…” His father frowned.

	“It was for your own good, look at everything you know now and the abilities you have. You will survive to the end remember survival of the fittest.”

	“At what cost?” 

	“If you can’t get that floozy out of your head then work whatever itch you have out of your system.” 

	“First off her name is Maricel.”

	“When your mother died, she told me to promise her that if you ever came home that you would stay and marry Cicely and have a normal family in Flo.” 

	Leo didn’t answer his father. He walked out of the kitchen glaring.

	“Leo, are you okay?” Cicely said, unable to contain her joy after overhearing his father. Leo didn’t answer, she gripped his arm, and he shoved her hand away. He passed me looking, still didn’t smile.

	“If we’re going through with this then when is this all going to happen?” I said to Leo. He sighed.

	“In about a week on Christmas. We have a submarine that has been constructed by Rain, Crystal and I.”

	“When we reach the shore, they’re going to check us.”

	“They’ll be busy with their annual mass ceremonies but this time to Lovell. We’ll figure it out when we get there,” he said, walking away. 

	“He’s lost his mind,” Cicely said, leaving.

	“Who’s in?” I said.

	“Leslie and I as always,” Erich said.

	“I guess that means my wife and I as well,” Kevin said on their behalf.

	“Count me in.” Warren laughed.

	“I have to keep an eye on you,” Zev said.

	“Crystal and I have no problem,” Rain said.

	“I don’t want you guys screwing it up for Leo, so Cicely and I are coming along,” Baran said. I smiled for a second, although deep down, I felt torn knowing that it would be impossible for Leo and I to be together. His father was against it and always dreamed his son would marry Cicely yet, I had his heart, yet that wasn’t enough. In his eyes, I would never be good enough for his son.

	“You love him,” a voice said from behind as everyone had left the room. I turned around to see Leslie.

	“I don’t know,” I said.

	“You’re afraid.”

	“Afraid?”

	 “Afraid of the circumstances,” she said. I didn’t answer her. “Leonardo has to make up his mind. Until then, all you can do is wait. How do you think Erich and I made it without the approval of his mother?” 

	I laughed thinking about what she had said, remembering the thanksgiving fiasco over three years ago. She left the room. Although Leo was on this mission, I doubted he was really hearing from God. It seemed impulsive on his part, or worse, he had ulterior motives. 

	 

	CHAPTER 8

	SANCTUARY

	Sometimes when the world crumbles around you, you chose not to notice. Sometimes you do, but you’re in a state of denial or simply decided not to care. Either way, it always comes back to bite you. After all of the hardships, I’d like to think I learned my lesson that somehow things would work out differently. That the end result would be better. Each trial, I overcame a new one with a far more complex issue would present itself—that was the misery of it all. 

	* * *

	Turning over the seal of Solomon with the chain coiled in the palm of my hand, I drew a deep breath and hooked it around my neck. I turned it, so the ring on the chain touched my bare chest. When it made contact with my skin, a warm heat much like Azazel’s     touch emanated from it, and I tucked the ring on the end of the chain under my shirt and covered the remainder of it with my hair hoping no one would notice. I remembered Belail’s advice thinking back to how I was almost killed, although I didn’t agree with sorcery, I figured that it could be of some use. Although I would do everything in my power, to prevent myself from using it. 

	As I turned to leave a hand grabbed my shoulder. My gaze lifted to behold Belial.

	“What are you doing here?” I said, startled by his arrival.

	“Don’t go; it’s a trap.”

	“How so?”

	“You are wanted by the Lemurian Order. By going to the Vatican you’re walking right into a trap.”

	“Those books hold the knowledge we need.”

	“You’re sure God really told you to do this?”

	“No, but I trust Leo’s judgment.”

	“If you insist on having those books, come with me and I can retrieve them for you without everyone risking their lives.”

	“Thanks but no thanks.”

	“Maricel, have you considered Leo is still working for Naamah, which means he’s setting you and everyone else up.”

	“He wouldn’t.”

	“I won’t stop you. Be careful and if your life is in danger, use the seal,” he said. His finger brushed the chain, pricking my skin.

	“Just because I’m wearing it doesn’t mean, I’m going to use it.”

	“You’re walking a fine line,” he said, fading away. The door opened. Leslie came in, she wore a brown shawl matching her hair. Her hair was up in a messy bun, I could tell she hardly got any rest the night before. She stood there trying her best to muster a smile, although it was evident she was terrified.

	“Are you ready?” she said.

	“As ready as I’m going to get” I walked out with her to the living room, where the others were gathered. My mother was speaking to Zev when I entered, they stopped and stared at me without smiling. 

	“Is everyone ready to leave?” Crystal said. I could tell Caroline finished praying recently and had produced tears from it, as she shook her head. Her eyes were still watery. No one objected. I embraced my mother, her eyes were filled with tears as well.

	“Don’t worry, I’ll be back as soon as I can.” She held me close and nodded and withdrew a bottle of the anointing oil and prayed over me in Hebrew. I closed my eyes taking it in. Nausea overcame me.

	* * *

	Voices pulsed through my mind suggesting graphic solutions. I did my best to maintain balance as they irately cursed at me as I summoned their power. Everyone stood at a distance from the army of demons surrounding me hissing and baring their claws and fangs. 

	All fear left me, at the realization I was their new leader. They were my legions. I turned back to Leo, who scowled at my betrayal. He sprinted forward, but I motioned with my hand for a demon to hinder him and Asmodeus caught him by the neck. He threw him aside. He slid across the floor. writhing. I laughed, enjoying every essence of my newfound demonic power as my surroundings circulated like a whirlwind. 

	* * *

	My eyes opened as she finished praying astonished by what I had just foreseen. Was this a vision? Perhaps, a warning from God, or was it another temptation from Satan? 

	I glanced at everyone else. In their midst, I felt naked like Adam and Eve had when they ate from the tree aware of their sin and desperate to hide from the eyes of God. Although God hadn’t addressed them. They rushed to make clothes of figs. Right now, I needed my own cover feeling exposed. 

	“Be careful,” my mother said. Her words and solemn expression added to my angst. Was she shown the same thing?

	“I will,” I said to her turning to leave with everyone. I stepped outside to see a row of cars on the side of the street. Caroline, Kevin, Warren, Erich, and Leslie got into the Audi s4. Baran, Cicely, Rain, and Crystal climbed into a Toyota Rav4 with Zev. Leo smiled at me, opening the door of his red 1950 Porsche 911 for me. 

	“It’s nearly a five-hour drive, don’t fall asleep on me because I barely slept last night,” he said as he drove.

	“Nightmares again?” 

	“It was a mixture of both nerves thinking about this trip and well, yes nightmares.”

	“What did you dream this time?”

	“I don’t really want to talk about it.”

	“Was I in it?” 

	He glanced at me from behind his sunglasses, making it difficult to read him. 

	“It was another one of those freaky ones except this time you were evil.”

	“Evil?” I laughed. The set of his jaw remained stiff.

	“You replaced Tess.”

	“In what way?”

	“You joined Azazel after killing her for good. Around your neck was this strange necklace with an emblem or sigil. Maybe a pentagram...I don’t remember.” His description matched the seal. It wasn’t helping the unease building within me. “You touched it, and demons crept toward us. I tried to stop you, but you ordered for me along with the rest of the group to be executed by the devils. They devoured every inch of our flesh. The pain was indescribable. I woke up breathing heavy feeling as if chunks of my body were missing.”

	 I gulped hoping he hadn’t seen the seal of Solomon and put my hand down on my lap, twiddling my thumbs. Leo’s eyes narrowed.

	“You have nothing to worry about, I’m on your team.” 

	He didn’t answer as he drank from his water bottle. 

	 Promise me, if you find another relic you won’t keep it and fall prey to using it like you did with the crystal skull in Mu?” he asked. There was no way I could promise such a thing while I wore the seal of Solomon. After all, he warned that one of us needed to live, and they were murdering prophets in the streets. 

	“I promise I won’t be corrupted.” 

	* * *

	Four hours later, we came to Jekyll Island. It was filled with people playing and laying out in the sun. A man awaited the entrance checking for those who had the mark. Our car was the first to go. He stared at us, his pupils were narrow slits.

	“You don’t appear to have the right currency, you can sign up for it, over there,” he said.

	“We’re not signing up for the mark of the beast,” Leo said. The man aimed a pistol at us.

	“Get out of your car, and put your hands where you can see them! You’re in violation of the law! Some of his spit landed on my face. I wiped it away. 

	“Some rules are meant to be broken,” Leo said, getting out of the car. He reached out and twisted the man’s wrist, knocking his gun to the floor and he grabbed it. More security ran out. We both got back inside as they surged toward us. 

	“Drive!” he said. I slid over into the driver’s seat and took control of the steering wheel. Leo jumped on the back of the car, dodging their bullets while they shot at him. He hung with one hand, firing back. I sped along with the other vehicles, charging through the gates, bursting on the shore. People ran, screaming as our cars rolled on the sand. 

	A nuclear ballistic missile submarine awaited us. From a distance, Leo’s father was present with a group of unrecognizable men guarding it. How had he managed to get it here despite the high level of security? The submarine was far lengthier than I envisioned. Its metallic girth seemed to stretch hundreds of meters across the ocean. 

	We boarded it, Leo’s father parted ways, ducking for safety. Leo was last, helping everyone else in. The submarine descended underwater. 

	“You guys built this,” I said in awe.

	“Yes it took many years, it’s not something that you build overnight.

	“You should’ve been an engineer,” I said.

	“School was never a place for me.” 

	“Reminds me of old times,” Kevin said. Warren grinned. 

	“I thought I’d never board another submarine. Here we are again,” Kevin said.

	“We’ve been detected!” Crystal said. The drone fired several rounds. The submarine rocked. Rain who sat beside Crystal controlling the missiles shot one back at them, blowing up their drone.

	“I should’ve never went on this trip. You guys are crazy! There is a reason I retired after service. Just what we needed another strike against the “government”! Warren said.

	“It’s not like we aren’t already at risk,” I said.

	“You and Leo are bonafide terrorists. The rest of us have managed to stay off the radar. You do know that most drones can see into any house or vehicle. I bet it took pictures of us.”

	“We’ll have to keep our guard up,” Leo said.

	“The Lemurian Order will run our mugs through facial recognition.”

	“He has a point,” I said.

	“Thank you,” Warren said, taking a sip of water. 

	“How long will this thing last under water?” I said.

	“We have plenty of food and supplies and we should only be down here for a week,” Crystal said

	“I hope we don’t get seasick.” I walked over by my brother, who was standing alone.

	“How was the ride with him?” Zev said, taking a seat.

	“It was okay, except he dreamt about me last night.” Zev shook his head, smiling.

	“What about this time?” He smirked.

	“That I became evil.”

	“You had me worried thinking he dreamt something else…” His expression gave away what he was thinking. I shoved him.

	“No…” 

	“Ma told me to look out for you.” 

	“I figured.” 

	“Don’t act so indifferent, I would’ve done so regardless.”

	“Whatever.” He shook his head.

	“That part of you hasn’t changed.” 

	“How was your ride with Leo’s kin?”

	“Too damn long.” 

	“Was it that bad?”

	“Crystal and Rain are pretty chill, but his family and ex are lunatics.” We both broke out into laughter.

	“I wouldn’t have wanted to trade places” 

	“It’s strange to think we’ve descended hundreds of feet underwater already!” Caroline said as she walked over.

	“Right, maybe we’ll see an octopus or squid or something.” 

	“I’ve heard horror stories of them attacking submarines,” she said.

	“The odds of that happening are slim.”

	“You never know, girl, the odds of zombies, aliens, mutants, and androids were slim too.” 

	“Very true,” I said, splitting my attention as I overheard Cicely talking to Leo across from us.

	 “Leonardo!” 

	“Will you calm down?” 

	“I should calm down? You’re the one who’s lost it, believing this girl is a saint. She murdered my sister!” 

	The submarine fell silent with her words.

	“Maricel, is that true?” Caroline said. 

	“Yes, it was an accident.” 

	“She’s lying I saw the body, it was clearly premeditated!” Cicely shouted.

	“Azazel gave me a crystal skull. It can take possession of you if you look into its eyes. When Tess killed one of my friends, in a fit of rage, I tried to fight her. My own strength wasn’t strong enough.” I gasped as I recalled the moment. “I was trapped and scared, so I confided in the skull and let it take over. All of my thoughts were wicked, and my heart hardened to stone. I killed every last one of her henchmen before getting to her and chopping off her head, or so I thought. I don’t know how she’s alive still.”

	“Oh my…!” Leslie’s voice trailed.

	“I didn’t stop there though…. I’ll admit without it, I wouldn’t have made it out of Mu,” I said, brushing a tear from my eye. Zev shook his head.

	“It’s hard to believe, you seem so innocent like such a nice girl…” Caroline said, staring at me with her mouth wide open.

	“It’s partially why my eyesight has never been the same. Like I told Cicely earlier I’m sorry.” 

	“You will never be forgiven, I can’t wait until you burn in hell!” she said.

	“Cicely, you weren’t religious nine years ago, nothing more than a doomsday prepper.  You said it yourself that you weren’t a fan of religion and thought Deacon was crazy,” Leo said.

	“People change, you should know since you were absent so long.”

	“I was gone for a long time. Not much has changed with you. Before I left, you begged me to leave Flo with you and forget God,” he said. Her face grew ruddy with anger as he admitted to leaving her behind without a care in the world. “You only adopted these religious beliefs to condemn her!” 

	“An augur even confirmed what Deacon said about Maricel.”

	“You relied on a fortune teller rather than the voice of God.”

	“There was a prophecy that foretold of a wicked woman born near the fall equinox,” she said, shaking her head. “She’s of Nimrod’s progeny.” 

	“There was a prophecy out there, but what these so-called legends forgot to mention is she has free will. Her half-sister Tess took her place.”

	“That’s what she wants you to think. She’s nothing but a whore.”

	“You don’t have much room to talk. You slept with my brother when we were engaged.” 

	She blushed. Baran turned around scowling.

	“You know Baran, and I are sorry and that I’ve loved you since we were children. You drove me to it because you weren’t emotionally available.”

	“Cicely, you weren’t easy to open up to.”

	“Don’t let her make you forget the way we use to talk for hours. You told me once that I was the only woman you loved and ever would. Did you lie to me?” 

	I looked away hearing the words she had spoken. Was Leo bluffing when he had professed his love for me?

	“When I said I loved you, I meant as a friend or sister!”

	“You’re a liar! If it were only platonic, why would you propose to me? We were supposed to get married 9 years ago!”

	“My parents forced me to! Why do you think we rarely kissed and I hesitated to hold your hand in the five years we were together?” 

	“You left like a dog with his tail tucked between his legs after I slept with your brother because you were jealous and hurt! You loved me, and you don’t want to admit it in front of your trophy girlfriend.”

	“I don’t love you the way you want me to. You’re right, I was hurt. I was betrayed by you and my brother. The things I overheard you telling Baran about me that you wished you were engaged to him instead, and he was so much better. You expect me to forget that?”

	“I was upset, and Baran was there for me.”

	“Despite what you did, I still care for you as a friend. My feelings don’t go beyond that.” He stood. 

	She pulled him back down and climbed on his lap, wrapping her legs around him. He motioned to remove her as she leaned in to kiss him. Leo turned his head away while she found his lips. Their mouths merged, sharing a kiss. 

	“Did they just really?” Leslie said, covering her mouth. When they finished, he stood up. She reached for him, but he pushed her away, walking off. Cicely looked back at me, this time with a smile in her light eyes. 

	“I’m afraid so,” I said with a deep sigh.       

	 “Mar, don’t waste your time thinking of him. Are you fine otherwise with the murder confession?” Leslie said. 

	“I should’ve said something sooner.” 

	 “It explains a lot like slitting the man’s throat on the side of the road. But I don’t see you any differently.”

	“I murdered so many people!”

	“But you don’t murder anymore unless it’s for self-defense. I look at who you are now not the past. Don’t listen to Cicely. What happened to her sister is awful, but she’s wrong God has forgiven you. Right now she’s bitter.” 

	 “Maricel I would’ve never taken you to be the type, but I agree with Leslie your past doesn’t define you,” Caroline said, giving me a hug.

	“Thanks, I love you guys.” We all gave one another a group hug. “I mean girls!” We all laughed as we held each other.

	* * *

	A week passed, and we arrived on the coast of Italy Christmas eve. 

	We snuck on board a train traveling to the Vatican. During the train ride, Leo signaled for me to follow him and we journeyed into another car where were all alone. He shut the door behind him. 

	“Remember our first train ride?” he said.

	“Hardly, I was sedated.” 

	“That’s right, I did place something in your food at the center.”

	“I figured,” I said.

	“When you just lied there, it felt as if I was watching an angel sleep.” He withdrew a bracelet made of sapphire. “Happy belated birthday,” he said, placing it around my wrist. I gazed into his eyes, startled by the gift. My birthday had been three months ago. The bracelet was made of my birthstone. 

	“Thank you, Leonardo,” I said. He chuckled.

	“What?”

	“It’s just cute when you say my name. No one else has that effect.”

	“Maybe I should say your name more often.”

	“Marciel, I want to commit to you. I understand if it may be too much for you considering everything that happened with Masial and Claudazel.”

	“Leo...I...” I gasped.

	“I want to marry you. I don’t know how or when but if the last thing I do, it’s worth it.” 

	I smiled at him. He had spoken the answer to my prayer. I embraced him, and he held me tightly, I felt so safe in the grip of his arms. 

	“You already know my answer,” I said as he held me. “Yes, to everything you said. I want to spend the rest of my life with you as well.” 

	The car door slid open as we held each other. To my displeasure, Baran stepped through. 

	“You’re an idiot!” Baran hollered.

	 “Stay out of this!” Leo said.

	“So that’s how you treat family.”

	“Why are you and father forcing Cicely on me? I’m never going to change my mind!” Leo slammed him into the wall of the train. I jumped back gasping. 

	“We’re supposed to marry within Flo, not an outsider!”

	“Why don’t you marry Cicely yourself since two are still seeing each other.”

	“I wouldn’t have to comfort her still if you were doing your job right. Have you forgot that your little girlfriend killed my future wife?”

	“Your interest never lied in Logan; it was always in Cicely. You used to tell me how lucky I was to have her rather than her sister. Logan abandoned the cult heartbroken.” 

	“They fried the rest of your brain cells with the electroshock therapy,” he said. Leo huffed, choking his brother, he finally released him. 

	Baran wiped the blood from the corner of his nose glaring at him. He grabbed me by the waist, draping me over his shoulder like a sack of grain. He swung open the train door as the tracks raced past us. I squirmed as he slammed me down so that I was dangling out of the car while the train moved.

	 “Let her go!” 

	“As you wish!” he said, letting me slip from his grasp. I swung upwards, punching him hard in the face giving him a black eye and then raising up as he tried to grab me. I kicked him the stomach, and he fell backward.

	“You bitch!” He shouted as he lay there, writhing. Leo smiled at me.

	“Don’t ever touch me again, you creep!” I said as I left. 

	* * *

	We spent the night resting in the forest and awoke early. In a bag were disguises and fake ID’s that Crystal had made. I put on a short wig, a long navy dress, and a head covering, which made me appear several years older. 

	Leslie slipped on a long blonde wig and flipped her hair.

	“I’ve always wondered how I would look with platinum blonde hair,” she said. We both burst out laughing. Caroline slipped on a brown wig, pulled back into a bun and reading glasses. 

	“I look like a teacher,” she said. 

	We snickered. Cicely rolled her eyes at us as she adjusted her mid-length black wig. 

	“We are going to split up, I figure the best way to do so is by gender, you girls will sneak in and obtain, this list. I’ll guide the way before the split,” Leo said. His long wig, brought out his intense eyes as he spoke. I tried not to get lost in them. He handed me a sheet. Cicely snatched it from my hand. “Please try to get along we don’t have much time, we need to move quickly.” 

	We joined the crowd gathered for the Christmas Eve mass honoring Lovell. As they prayed, we moved through excusing ourselves and tiptoed around the building ducking and dodging every slight bit of sound caused us to jump.

	Men stood guard on the roof. Crystal had hacked into one of the mics. A loud boom sounded from the opposite direction of where we were infiltrating. The guards turned to see where the noise came from, and the crowd went crazy. 

	We made it into the building. Leo handed me a key. 

	“Use this it should be able to open anything.” 

	“Are you sure?”

	 “Now’s not the time for skepticism,” he said. I took it and hurried. As he moved with me, a group of men stood guard and Leo threw a canister of gas. They coughed, tripping over their own feet, passing out. Not before hitting the alarm alerting the vicinity of our intrusion. 

	I hurried in and did my best to remain calm. My eyes were alight at the rows and shelves of books. I scanned the columns. There were  books on advanced medical procedures, scientific breakthroughs, advanced mathematic equations, historical books on information never heard of coming out of unsuspecting civilizations, books on fallen angels and their classes. 

	“This is amazing, they were performing advanced surgeries before the dark ages,” I said as I handed it to Crystal.

	“They had a plan drafted for centuries of what’s happening today,” Caroline said, handing Crystal another book.

	“Check this out, here’s a book on antediluvian weapons of mass destruction. Some of this stuff is beyond us,” Leslie said. Although I felt as if I were getting a headache, from trying to regain focus, picking up the books I could remember from the list. There was one last book on the false prophet. I scooped it up, preparing to hand it to Crystal, so she could place it in her bag. Cicely snatched it.

	“Hand it over, I need to give it to Crystal,” I said.

	“This book contains information on the false prophet’s whore,” she said. Dust hit her in the face, and she coughed. “Let’s see the false prophet, which is also Abaddon, Apollyon, also the infamous Azazel will be unleashed, after a ritual is performed in a desert, summoning him. The thirteen crystal skulls will be united. He will rise like a phoenix to find his wife.” She glanced at me. 

	“We don’t have time for this. Do you not hear the alarms?”

	“Some say she will be from a powerful occult bloodline, other’s say she will be a common girl none would ever expect. Chaos follows her...”

	The clanking of the hefty guards’ boots, as they bolted down the stairwell charging toward us like a cavalry, was our cue to run for cover. 

	Before Cicely could shut the book, a guard gripped her by the collar.

	“What are you doing down here,” he said.

	I hid behind a shelf, peeking out as I could see their pant legs as they interrogated her.

	“I was lost,” she said with a pout. The guard slapped her, she fell face forward.

	“Who’s with you?” Her light eyes grew big with horror.

	“Our leader is Maricel, she made us raid the Vatican!” 

	They started searching behind every shelf. Crystal motioned to run, but they captured her. Security turned to where I was and dragged me out from behind the shelf and clubbed me. I cowered in a ball to protect my face. 

	“If it isn’t Maricel. The girl who Azazel never stops mentioning. Tomorrow you will stand before the false trinity to speak in Washington DC. We’re deporting your cult back to the United States.” 

	* * *

	I sat on the cold floor of a prison cell alone, clutching my knees rocking. Leslie and Caroline slept in the cell across from me. The only good thing about being considered a cult leader was that Cicely was not locked up together.

	Casting my eyes to what would be the sky, imagining the thousands of constellations that were overhead, my mind wandered. All my life, I had grown up, with one viewpoint of the bible never attaching myself to anyone in it. 

	At sunrise, they brought us before the false trinity. Although our crime was committed overseas because an international government had replaced previous nation-states, our crime was considered an international offense. 

	In single file linked by shackled together, we walked through a wide hall. The white marble flooring added to the vastness of the room. Carved in high relief along the coffered domed ceiling was the imagery of winged beings lined with plated gold ornamentation. Straight ahead past the sandstone ionic pillows under three windows sat Lovell, Azazel, and Tess on thrones. The round window opening in the center of the ceiling, shined upon them, giving them a glow that seemed almost ethereal. Tess was in the center donning a jasper encrusted diadem and trinkets. Her face was painted so precise. It almost seemed artificial. 

	The orange jumpsuits we wore were unflattering. My hand remained shackled in front of me. 

	“Master,” a voice inquired, stepping forward. I stared in disbelief as Thane the same guy who had tried assault me back in LA came forward. “I bring before you the thirteen fugitives that left their region without consent of the government and having currency, shot down a government drone, constructed a marine submarine illegally, broke into the Vatican in attempts to rob books that contain classified information with the belief they could overthrow the Lemurian order.” Thane turned to me and sneered.

	“Bring them forward, let me have a look at the fugitives,” Lovell said, his eyes gleaming. He glanced down at me and exchanged looks with Azazel. “I think it’s best if we let Tess deal with them,” Lovell said with a twisted smile looking us all over. We stepped closer.

	“I see the thirteen of you felt you were above the false trinity. Especially you, forming your own cult! Bow before us and recant your beliefs!” she said, pointing at me.

	“There is only one God. His name is above all names. I along with my brothers and sisters, will continually worship and serve Him. You’re the one that needs to recant your false beliefs and repent for your blasphemy!” I said.

	“Don’t speak unless asked to.” 

	“I thought I beheaded you,” I said.

	“Not so innocent as you pretend,” Lovell said. Leo was right now that Lovell was in front of me, the flesh in his eye really did bulge. 

	“I never said I was innocent,” I said.

	“Let me refresh your memory,” Tess said, waving her hand. I fell, gripping my head. 

	* * *

	Her pupils constricted with terror as I tore the blade across her neck, and the blood flowed to the handle and onto my hands. She gurgled. Her head rolled toward my feet, and I scooped it up, dangling it like a trophy. 

	My mind rewound to the critical point. This time, a girl no more than fifteen years of age. Most likely, a captive from a ritual appeared to be her as I was so caught up in my hatred. Tess stood behind me laughing as I killed her, her head rolling to the ground.

	* * *

	“Remember now,” Tess said.

	“You…!” I sprung forward. Thane pushed me back.

	“Have more respect for your queen,” Thane said.

	 “I have a treat, rather than execution, I have something different in mind,” said Tess.

	A tall cross-eyed man hobbled out from the chambers using a cane to support his balance. His long gray beard and wavy peppered hair were a familiar sore sight, Slate—the high priest who had initiated me into the Lemurian Order. 

	He turned his hand sideways, muttering a phrase I was unable to make out. When Leo saw him, his eyes glazed over. Leo tilted his head, cocking it side to side, rolling his neck. When he turned around, his expression had changed. 

	His friends behaved the same way as if they had choreographed a reaction. Like robots, they turned to us. Their eyes were devoid of sentience. Lifeless like zombies they motioned to pounce. 

	Leo wrapped his chain around my neck. With both hands, I gripped the chain, fighting the stress of it tightening and kneed him in the stomach—freeing myself from the suffocation. He snatched my leg, twirled me around in a circle throwing me backward, landing at Azazel’s feet. I glanced up at Azazel. His eyes were an indigo tint.

	“You came crawling back,” he said. I frowned. “You still think he has your back?” 

	I stood up, dusting off the dirt. From my left side, Cicely charged at me. Sliding to my right, she missed me and bumped into Leo who ran at me from behind. 

	Crystal picked up Leslie and tossed her on top of Caroline. 

	Baran wrapped his meaty arm around Zev’s neck, bashing his head in the ground. 

	Kevin and Warren took strikes at Rain, teaming up to wrap their piece of the chain around Rain, leading to his collapse. 

	Cicely grabbed me by the neck. I struck her face; we both fell. She leaped up, wiping away blood from her busted lip, stalking toward me. My breath was growing shorter.

	When she lunged form me, I butted heads with her so hard she stumbled back. I raised my fist to strike before she could stand. Her mouth parted and eyes widened with confusion as if she had finally returned to her normal state of mind. Tess clapped.

	“Bravo! That was beautiful!” Tess laughed, taking a bite of chocolate. “Time for round two,” she said, opening a book— The Lesser Key of Solomon Grimoire.

	She read an invocation. 

	Ghastly, formless figures materialized through the walls, ceiling, and air. Some were mere shadows while others had thorns, deformities with bodies or heads of various animals and insects. The room wreaked of sulfur and rotten meat. 

	The two demons at the front of the horde were Asmodeus and the Seirim. The Seirim small horns shimmered under the natural light pouring in from the windows above whereas the sun magnified the rotting flesh of Asmodeus’s countenance.

	“It’s been a long time!” His grin showcased his large fangs. 

	Caroline and Leslie prayed under their breath. Their mouth’s sealed shut as if an invisible zipper had taken over their lips. 

	Azazel rubbed his neck watching with a grin, signaling for me to use the seal. My hand grazed over my shirt, feeling the cold metal on my clammy skin. I stroked it once, twice, a third time, stopping—No. I can’t. Once could save us all.

	Before I could make up my mind, Asmodeus’s nails jetted out to scratch me. He missed me by an inch. 

	A wave of electricity shot through my hands, traveling up my arms, and down to my legs. I knew no spells or enchantments. Just my faith was enough to transfer the energy needed for the seal to work. 

	As the demons surged toward us, a mighty wind, spinning drew closer. My hair blew around my head, and I levitated off the floor. Asmodeus went through me like my body was a hologram. 

	A horde of voices filled my mind with chaos now dwelling in me. Their voices were now inside me. 

	“Break the shackles from our hands and go after Tess instead,” I said, telepathically. 

	The Demons turned their attention to Tess. Tess muttered a spell, and they stopped short of her. 

	“I knew she had it in here.” Azazel clapped. I ran my fingers through my hair as my heart sank. 

	Oddly enough, the false trinity remained situated on their throne, not bothering to apprehend or pursue us. Their passivity was our cue to run. 

	My body ached while I tore down the never-ending corridor fighting the voices booming in my head. Behind me, all seventy-two spirits followed. 

	Falling to my knees, I clutched my head to rid their complaints about being under the control of me. 

	“Stay where you are and don’t follow me!” I said to them, noticing all my friends were no longer in sight. I jogged out into the bright sunlit street. 

	Around the corner was a parked empty cattle truck. Warren was in the driver’s seat. I noticed Zev shoving Leo. 

	“We need to wait for her!” Zev said.

	“I will but not before we talk,” Leo said. Zev narrowed his eyes as he saw me sprinting to him. Although the spirits were no longer following me, they wouldn’t stop clamoring in my head.

	“Zev, I’m so sorry. I thought everyone had left me behind,” I said, wrapping my arms around him. Zev held me. A single tear hit the top of my head. The pain in my chest worsened by the sting of hurting him with my actions.

	“Maricel, what happened?” he said, his pitch wavering.

	“I don’t know,” I said. 

	“I thought I’d lost you,” Zev said. Leo watched as Zev helped me into the cattle truck. We sat beside each other. I laid my head on his shoulder, clutching his arm. Leo got in last, closing the doors and chose a seat by me, yet said nothing. His anger radiated from him. When I did chance a glance, he was scowling.

	My head was throbbing as if a thousand needles pricked my brain. 

	“Are you okay?” Leslie asked.

	“I still hear...” I muttered.

	“Hear?” Caroline asked.

	“Them.”

	“Who?” Zev asked.

	Leo’s fingers suddenly wrapped around the chain and ripped the necklace from my neck. 

	“What the hell is this?” he asked. I tipped over from the force of his pull and Zev caught me. The headache stopped along with the voices. I snatched it back from him, stuffing it in my pocket. Zev’s eyes widened at the seal. 

	“It doesn’t matter! It saved all of our lives.”

	“I trusted you this morning when I shared my nightmare. Why would you keep this from me?”

	“I knew how you’d react,” I said.

	“You acted like you saw the light like you wouldn’t repeat this same mistake in Lemuria!”

	“I was in a tough spot and didn’t know what to do. They were going to murder us.”

	“What happened to waiting on God?” His words stung and I didn’t answer. “I saw the smug expression Azazel gave you. It was a gift from him, wasn’t it?” Leo said.

	“No.”

	“Then how did you get this?”

	“Belial,” I said with a gulp.

	“Wow, her second boyfriend,” Cicely said with a snicker.

	“I’m sorry,” I said. 

	“Sorry doesn’t fix a compromised prophet.” While what he said had a ring of truth, his failure to see his shortcomings intensified the anger bubbling within me.

	“If you want to talk about a compromised prophet. It was your idea to steal from the Vatican. We wouldn’t be in this situation if it weren’t for your selfish actions.”

	“I made a mistake, but I never said God told me to do it. Nor did I keep secrets.”

	“I’m not the one who has an alter ego who gets triggered by Slate.”

	 “He trained me, Crystal and Rain to be assassins. I thought we had all of their cues out of our heads. I was wrong. I had no idea Cicely and Baran were like me as well.”

	“That makes us even.”

	“No, I reverted to that because of mind control. You made a conscious decision to choose the seal.”

	“I did it to save us!” 

	“You’re not who I thought you were.” Leo sighed. 

	It appeared to everyone I had joined forces with the fallen. If they only knew half the story, they’d understand, the trauma of the past three years. 

	Leaning against Zev, I passed out.

	* * *

	Several hours later, I awakened to the magenta rays of the setting sun pouring in on us. Everyone was getting out of the truck. We had reached Georgia.  

	Climbing out, never felt better with the scent of fresh air.     

	I reached in my pocket. To my horror, the seal was missing. 

	Before I could open my mouth to voice my complaint, Leo’s father sprinted out of the bar.

	“Son, we have to get out of here. These monsters..!”

	“They what?” Leo said. His father was out of breath.

	“Broke in—they are destroying everything!” 

	 “My mother is in there!” I said, dashing forward. Leo gripped my shoulder to slow me. I shook myself free, running inside. 

	The echo of furniture being tossed around downstairs filled the air. I descended the stairs, stepping around remnants of broken vases, sofa cushioning, and broken. She was nowhere in sight. My heart paced faster. Scanning the room, in a corner, I spied Asmodeus and the Seirim, blocking her.

	 “Where is she?” the Seirim threatened, snatching her chin.

	“I’ll never tell you, you disgusting demon, In the name of….” Her voice grew muted. Her eyes moved to me, widening. She shook her head.

	“If you don’t cooperate, we’ll kill you,” the Seirim said, raising his hooves. A tear rolled down her cheek.

	“Wait!” I cried, rushing out. The Seirim turned with a grin. Asmodeus blocked me with a force pinning me to the wall.

	“Now you have a front-row seat!” the Seirim said, turning back to my mother. “I’m going to hack her to pieces!” 

	“Take me instead.” I pleaded. 

	“I want you to suffer just like you made my mother suffer!” he said. Leo and Zev ran in behind me, freezing in place.

	“Stay back, you fleas!” Asmodeus said. He waved his hand with the same magnetic force, gluing Zev and Leo to the walls.

	He shifted his hands. We fell from the walls, gasping. Getting back up, Zev and I ran at the Seirim from both sides. Before we could reach the Seirim, Asmodeus smote us. His blows sent electricity through our bodies. 

	Belial appeared in the room and gripped Asmodeus by the neck, glaring at him. Asmodeus twisted his hand in another signal. A horde of demons appeared in the room, climbing on top of Belial, knocking him to the ground. He dropped Asmodeus while they covered him.  

	Seeing Belial overpowered worsened my angst. The seal flashed before my eyes in a vision. Searching for it in my mind, I located it inside of a closed, dark denim space—Leo’s pocket. Focusing on it, it floated out of his pocket to me. Clasping it, I close my eyes, sliding the ring around my finger. A bright burst of colors danced around, in a whirlwind of energy lifting me off my feet. 

	The demons turned to me like soldiers when my feet hit the ground. A powerful force coursed through my veins straight to my fingertips. Leo and Zev’s mouths were wide open. 

	“Leave my mother alone and get out of here!” I said to them. The Seirim dropped my mother.

	Leo tackled me from behind. The seal slipped from my finger, severing the connection and it rolled away. Squirming to wiggle myself free and retrieve the ring, I attempted to lift him off me. He was too heavy to lift and wouldn’t budge. 

	Zev sat up, his gaze moving from mom, the ring to me. 

	The Seirim snickered, raising his hooves to attack. My mother closed her eyes, singing a praise song as he gashed her neck wide open. She fell over, coughing up blood still singing to the best of her ability until her eyelids folded. Asmodeus and the horde gathered around her corpse, lacerating her to pieces of meat and consuming her flesh and bones, leaving nothing to bury, then vanished.

	“No!” I whimpered, soaking the ground with tears. Zev shoved Leo off, wrapping me in his arms. We held each other, exchanging tears. We walked upstairs out of the bar, joining everyone outside. Leslie’s eyes widened when she saw us crying and rushed to embrace me.

	From the corner of my eye, Cicely beamed while she watched with Baran. 

	 “Maricel, I’m sorry!” a voice said. I turned to see Belial. Tears welled up in my eyes. 

	“Sorry doesn’t bring my mother back!” My voice rose with a tremble. My heart seemed as if weighed more than I could bear. I lost the will to stand and stumbled, Belial caught me, holding me. I clutched him.

	“Goodbye, Belial,” I whispered.

	“I’ll still be here for you when you need me,” he replied and faded.

	“Now you know how it feels to have someone taken from you. God has brought judgment on the wicked!” Cicely said.

	“Shut up!” I shouted.

	 “You’re an inconsiderate piece of trash!” Leslie hollered, pushing her. The two yelled at one another. Erich jumped in the middle.

	“It doesn’t matter if she died, she was a heathen anyways!” Baran said.

	“Shut up, about my mother, before I pound your face in!” Zev said, moving to pounce.

	“You guys, calm down, this is what they want us to do fight, be divided!” Crystal said.

	 “She was on the wrong side,” Leo’s father said. Leo walked out of the bar, running his fingers through his hair. Between his father’s words and seeing his face, only worsened my growing hatred.

	“All of you are going to pay for this, especially you!” I pointed to Leo. 

	“Maricel—”

	“Don’t speak to me.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Don’t bother apologizing, snake. I’m done with you and this, I’m leaving,” I said, walking away. My brother and my friends followed.

	“Please, we’re stronger together,” Leo said, taking my arm. 

	“No, I’m at my weakest, you killed my mother! I knew I should’ve never trusted you!” I slapped him across the face. He rubbed his face.

	“You’re just like the rest of Flo. You belong with them. Stick to your little “cult” and stay the hell away from my people and me. I hate you!” 

	His face quivered, and he kicked the ground as he watched us lave for the cattle truck.  

	Warren fired up the cattle truck, and Kevin joined him in the passenger’s seat. Erich closed the back and sat by his wife. Caroline placed her hand on my shoulder.

	“Maricel, I’m so sorry,’ Caroline said, I didn’t answer her, shutting my eyes to squeeze back tears.

	The truck rolled down the hill, leaving the Georgia countryside. I had no idea where we were headed but as long as it were as far away from Leo. 

	When I had lost my father, it had been different. He was always distant. Losing my mother felt like a part of me had died. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 9

	FLASHBACKS

	My mother must be in heaven, dancing—reunited with our ancestors. If only I had died too, this entire nightmare would be over.

	* * *

	We had driven until we reached Mobile Alabama and spent the last two weeks, hiding in an abandoned train station. There were at least twenty unread messages from Leo asking if I were okay and that he now stayed in Columbus, Ohio. 

	* * *      

	Leo had rejoined Flo, helping fish and hunt. They had set up a new trading system, much like the one they had in Georgia. 

	He sat on a hill beneath a Magnolia tree overlooking the village, staring at a picture of me. My possession of the seal confirmed his suspicions, yet he was disgusted with himself for failing me with my mother’s death.

	Cicely waltzed toward him in white pumps and a toggle coat. She had taken the time to curl her hair, wear pearls, apply mascara, lipstick and eyeshadow, enhancing her distinct features. He hadn’t seen her dressed or made up since he had left her. 

	He shoved the picture into his pocket.

	“Leo, don’t be so hard on yourself,” she said, crouching beside him and clasping his chin. Her skin smelled of citrus akin to the citrus fields they would walk as teens.

	“I was convinced I was a prophet, that she and I had something special…” His voice trailed. She placed her finger on his lips.

	“It’s okay, Leo. I forgive you. I’ll help you forget,” she whispered. She drew away from his ear and stood. Although it was winter, she wore a fitted brown dress beneath her coat.  Her heels emphasized the length of her long legs. He stood, holding her by her tapered waist. Cicely touched his face, gazing into his eyes. Their lips inches apart. 

	Before their mouths could merge, she faltered into him with a scream.

	Her head fell from her shoulders, rolling to the ground next to his foot. He held her squirming body in search of its head as her blood spurted all over him. Trying to stabilize her flailing body, he clutched her in horror. After a minute, her body crumpled to the field. 

	His eyes moved up to see Belial, grinning. Leo struck at him, Belial flew away into the distance. 

	From afar, Belial and a legion of demons set fire to Flo’s camps. Cries rang out in the air. 

	He burst downhill. Dark, heavy smoke filled his lungs. He coughed, running through the camp. Bodies laid everywhere. He burst through a tent to see Deacon impaled on a tree log with his wives. Rivers of blood covered the grass and tents. 

	Turning around, he noticed the Seirim, dangling his brother upside with a saw in the other hand. His father laid on the floor, gasping. Asmodeus stood over him with a rock raised ready to bash his head. Leo froze.

	His father grabbed a gun not too far from him and shot himself in the head. Pieces of his head sprayed the tent. Leo ran at the Seirim. Belial came from behind, picking him by the collar and choked him. The Seirim sawed his brother from the crotch up in half and tossed his remains beside his father.

	“I should kill you, but you’re already dead,” Belial said with a grin. 

	“How did you find us?” Leo gasped from his hold tightening. “My girlfriend, Maricel, sent us with the Seal of Solomon.”

	“No!” Leo shook his head.

	“We’ve always been together. She warned you’d all pay, an eye for an eye,” he said, tossing Leo, he rolled until he lay there watching all of Flo ravaged by the orange flames. All he knew had been defiled, slaughtered, and burned to the ground. His jaw tightened with his clenched fist. 

	“I will destroy her and all she loves. I will kill her!’

	* * *

	Sunday morning, I walked the old tunnels of the train station. I’d lost both parents and was unsure if my other was truly proud of me when she died.

	From afar, I heard whistling. Zev staggered around the corner. His eyes were bloodshot from a hangover. “Zev, you need to stop drinking,” I said. He walked past me, and I gripped his arm.

	“Where are you getting this booze from anyways?” I asked. He shook himself free.

	“Stop nagging me, Maricel. I can see why nobody ever stays in your life,” he said. I released his arm, squinting to control my tears. He swaggered away, whistling. He didn’t mean it? Did he? It must be the alcohol. Hearing that was the last thing my heart could take.

	Erich noticed me with my head down and walked over. 

	“Are you okay?” he asked.

	“No, everything hurts,” I said. Erich pulled me in for a hug and clutched me.

	“Maricel, I’m so sorry about your mother and Leo.” 

	“Leo?”

	“You didn’t hear?” he said. I shook my head. “I’m sorry to say; I spoke to Rain this morning. He said Leo is dead,” he said. The words echoed in my head. I let go of him and ran further down the tunnel.

	“Maricel wait!” Erich called after me.  

	Around the next corner, I saw Leslie.

	“I’m so sorry Mar, I heard about what Erich said, he told me his village burned down,” she said, hugging me. As she held me, her body grew scaly and rough. I let her go. Asmodeus. I opened my mouth to scream, but he covered my mouth, pinning me down, I grew tired and passed out.

	
*  *  *

	Azazel towered over me while I laid on the floor, his eyes were a pale blue color. 

	“I want to show you something,” he said. I blinked, adjusting my eyes. He still, appeared blurry. 

	“This might help?” He handed me my glasses.

	“Thank you.”

	“You’re cute in them, in a bookworm way. Come with me,” he said, scooping me up.

	“Where?” 

	“To Antarctica.” I shook, growing terrified as I wasn’t dressed for the extreme temperatures fearing frostbite.

	“I’m not dressed for the weather.” 

	“You will be when we get there.” 

	A portal appeared within my room. 

	“Are you ready?” 

	“Just get on with it,” I said. 

	“I missed you, Mar.” Although I had managed to suppress my feelings for him, being in his arms was reminiscent of old times of world travel.

	He stepped through with me, we glided through a wormhole. A mass of energy wrapped around us, noises, and images of time flying past us.

	We landed on the ice of Antarctica where penguins waddled past us. Azazel was right about climate-appropriate clothing. 

	“What brand is this?” 

	“Eve’s clothes when she got kicked out of the Garden of Eden.” 

	“To think I’m wearing the first woman’s clothes. This amazing.”

	“Nimrod used to wear Adam’s clothes to go hunting. That was part of his secret to being able to kill giants.” 

	“Are you saying in these I’ll be a giant slaying machine?” 

	“Don’t get too happy. As long as I’m around, you’re not slaying any giants.” 

	We walked across the ice together, coming to what appeared to be a megalithic structure in the shape of a pyramid made of ice. There was a wheel—I turned it. The ground beneath our feet shifted and opened, we dropped, sliding down a tunnel. A scorching heat rippled through my body, melting my flesh.

	“You tricked me!” 

	“I want you to experience the pain I suffered,” he said. I struggled to stand as I crawled on the hot ground, burning my feet, hands, knees like coals of fire. The stench of rotting flesh and sulfur filled my nostrils. Screams, I could neither determine if human rang through my ears.  Amongst the flames, demons beat disfigured skeletons, ripping body parts off then putting them back together in a game of torture. Those were once people. 

	A demon who resembled a giant locust with long hair and a tail of a scorpion hissed, turned to me, stalking closer. Azazel moved in the way of us.

	“Don’t touch her, she’s with me,” he said. It hissed, raising it’s stinger and flicking near my face, stopping inches.

	Azazel picked me up once again, flying upward we landed on the ice. This time we sat in the North Pole.

	“What the hell was that?”

	“Part of hell?” 

	“You took me to hell?” I jumped up.

	“It was nowhere near as painful as it truly was. Be glad you weren’t a permanent resident. Imagine that for all of eternity with no chance of escape. That was me until I was jailbroken.” I shook my head. “Remember visiting stone hedge, the pyramids of Giza, and other structures?” he asked. I nodded.

	“They were activated by our energy merging since we traveled the ley lines. Now the Lemurian Oder when ready can open a portal to hell.”  

	“You used me! “

	He laughed, shaking his fist at me, his eyes now an orange color.

	“In a few more months the gates of hell will open. There will be nothing holding back all demons from terraforming the earth.”

	“That’s wicked.” 

	“Humans will have their turn then God is next.”

	“God?”

	“Yes”

	“After we open Hell’s gates. We have the technology to defeat God and his army, throw them in hell and lock them in for our reign.”

	“You’re disgusting.”

	 “Thank you. After the pole shifts, the earth will stand. Its magnetic field will be lost. Maybe I’ll give you a front-row seat. I’ll return for you,” he whispered. 

	* * *

	My eyes popped open with a gasp. I lay on the train platform with Asmodeus’s release.

	“Soon prophet,” he said, disappearing. 

	Bright blue flashes of light cast on my silhouette exposed me. The heavy tread off tactical boots followed by screams of terror erupted through the tunnels. 

	“Surrender to the Lemurian Order!” an officer yelled. I backed away while more armed men moved in. Pivoting around, I ran. Behind they chased me. I passed Zev who stumbled to the ground—they handcuffed him. 

	“No!” I cried out. In his drunken stupor, he shook his head.

	“Don’t try to save me,” he said. My feet burned with every stride I took, pulling each leg in front of the other until I reached the others. Leslie’s eyes widened at the sight of them chasing me. Erich, Caroline, and Kevin started running with me out of the tunnel, climbing the ladder. 

	I was last to jump on the ladder up. Looking down, I saw Zev. Turning away, I kept climbing as they shot at me barely missing.

	We hopped in the cattle truck. Erich fired up the engine, driving. The officers leaped in their cars with red and blue lights flashing, shooting at us while we sped along the coastline. 

	A bullet pierced Erich’s forearm. He lunged forward, slamming the brakes, so hard the truck swerved. Leslie shrieked. The vehicle rolled over the guardrails off a rocky cliff hurling for the ocean. We ejected ourselves falling into the water with the explosion behind us. Everything around me went black. 

	*  *  *

	 “Are you sure about this?” Rain said to Leo while they and Crystal stood outside of the gray domed facility in New York City.

	“We need some of the Lemurian Order’s weapons to stop them,” Leo said.

	“It sounds more like you want it for revenge,” Raid said. Leo didn’t answer

	“Wear these.” Crystal said, handing them armbands. I made them out of DNA I extracted from corpses who had taken the mark,” Crystal said.

	 Leo slid on the band, covering it with his sleeve. “This should make them believe you have the currency.” 

	Leo and Rain strode to the backdoor, holding their armbands up to the door’s panel. The door clicked open, and they took the elevator to the fifth floor. They crept around a corner until they came to office 202.

	Leo picked the lock and jiggled the knob. Just as it cracked open, a voice spoke.

	On the other side was the silhouette of a man with white hair seated in a swivel chair. His shoulders were hunched and back to them as he stared out the window at the city skyline. 

	 “Can I help you, boys?” the man said.

	“What weapons is the Lemurian Order having you work on, Dr. Prescott?” Leo said. He turned around with rage in his purple shade eyes.

	“How did you get in here?”  

	“That’s not important.”

	“How did you know I was working on a device?” 

	“One of the books in the Vatican library.” 

	“So, you’re the fools in Maricel’s cult. I thought they locked you up.”

	“I don’t work with her.”

	“I’m not telling where my weapon is,” he said. His arms stretched forth like rubber tree branches while his nails turned to claws, extending from his hands, gripping the both of them by the necks. Dr. Prescott’s skin hardened like bark on a tree. “You made a horrible mistake breaking into my office,” he said, his eyes ablaze.

	* * *

	The hum of providence petrels and the roar of the ocean current jilted me awake. We had washed ashore. I turned just as Belial left. Before I could thank him, he disappeared.

	“My arm!” Erich shrieked, writhing on the sand gripping his forearm.

	“Erich!” Leslie cried, squatting over her husband. Blood pooled under from arm while he blinked. “We need to go to the hospital!’

	“We can’t, or we’ll get arrested,” Warren said. “Plus we have no idea where we are.”

	 “I can do my best,” Caroline said. Leslie looked up at her. Kevin and Warren came from behind and assisted Leslie and me in carrying him further onto land. 

	We laid Erich down while Caroline reached into her backpack and pulled out antiseptic wipes, gloves, forceps, a scalpel and a tourniquet. Leslie bit her sleeve half-covering her eyes as Caroline pulled on the gloves, wiping down the wound. 

	“Hold still,” she said. Erich nodded, gritting his teeth. She cut into his flesh, widening the wound to pull the bullet out. More blood ran down his arm. Caroline stopped to wipe it before using the forceps to pull it out, placing the shell on the ground. Kevin, Warren and I held down his legs to stop him from kicking, and Leslie took his left hand. She applied the tourniquet’s Velcro strap above the injury, wrapping it around his arm. She twisted the windlass rod until the bleeding ceased. 

	* * *

	Leo hung shackled beside Rain and a third man. His curly hair obscured his face while blood leaked from his mouth. His shackled arms were filled with cuts. When the man looked up at Leo, his eyes widened.

	“You?” Zev said. 

	Thane emerged in a black uniform with a baton in hand and smirked. His dark hair was slicked back. His eyes were an odd purple hue rather than their previous brown.

	“Tell me where is Maricel?” No one answered, so he struck Zev in the leg.

	“Where is your sister who I almost got a piece of,” Zev clinched his fist and spit in his face.

	“I’m going torture the three of you until you tell me where she is. Your only other form of redemption is taking the mark.” 

	“Never!” Leo said squirming.

	“You will when I’m finished with you,” he said, withdrawing a scalpel. Let’s start with your arm first. Zev here has already gotten his fair, share of beatings, starvation, and peeling of the skin, except I was only torturing him with this petty knife. This scalpel should sever a few veins. 

	Rain’s scrunched his face. “So anyone want to pledge allegiance to the Lemurian Order and profess Lovell as your messiah.”  A bead of sweat from Rain’s forehead hit the ground. “How about you first big guy?” he said. He shook his head. Thane glided the knife across Rain’s stomach.  Rain wailed in pain as blood poured to the floor. “Do you change your mind?” He shook his head. He gashed his right leg. Rain screamed again. Leo swung around, kicking Thane and he fell backward. His hackles broke, and he undid Zev’s shackles then ran to Rain’s aid. 

	“Come on!” Leo said with the help of Zev trying to lift Rain.

	“No go on without me,” he said.

	“We can get you the help you need.” 

	Rain shook his head.      

	“No! I’m finished with this.” 

	Thane ran at Leo from behind with a knife. Leo pivoted around kicking Thane into shelves. Zev staggered to the baton and raised it over Thane’s head, clubbing him.

	 “Tell me, what the Lemurian Order has planned?” Leo said, joining Zev. Thane laughed. 

	“Over my dead, body!” he said. Leo gripped the collar of Thane’s shirt and blood dripped on his hand from his bloody nose.

	“Tell me!” Leo shouted.

	“Pole shifts and the opening of Hell’s Gates.” He laughed. “You can’t kill me, I’m immortal,” he said. Zev threw Leo the scalpel.

	“I’m going to give you a taste of your own medicine,” he said, Thane laughed. Leo came down with it prepared to dissect him when he was knocked out of the way. He turned to see Rain standing there.

	“No, you’re not,” he said.

	“Rain?” 

	“I’m finished trying to be a hero, that’s why I got this.” His eyes flickered with an amethyst tint.

	“You have the mark?”

	“I’ve had it for some long time. That’s the only reason you were able to get into this building.” 

	“Leo charged at Rain with the scalpel. Rain gripped his wrist.

	“We’re stronger than you. I’m going to spare you both this time.”

	* * *

	Camping around a fire, a young boy with golden wavy hair contrasting his dark complexion rushed out offering us a dish, I smiled accepting it. 

	“You six are from America?” a woman said with a full head of silver hair.

	“Yes.” 

	“We were running from the Lemurian Order,” I said. The woman shook her head.

	“This island has been filled with chaos as well.”

	 “How so?” I said.

	“The giants who dwell in the caves are roaming around more, attacking locals. We’re afraid.”

	* * *

	 “Where’s Rain?” Crystal said as Leo helped Zev into the car and Zev how did you find us?”

	“He was kidnapped, and Rain had the mark all along.” 

	She shook her head with a tear, heading for Memphis. 

	“He was the only blood relative I had left, my cousin...” she said with a sniff. In the backseat, both Zev and Leo sat. 

	“I’m sorry about your mom, I lost my folks not too long ago,” Leo said to Zev. Zev glanced at him. 

	“Nah, it’s not your fault. We’re in the tribulation.” 

	* * *

	I walked through the islands until we came to the edge of the Aotaha caves, Kevin and I went while Caroline and Warren stayed behind with Leslie to help care for Erich. 

	“You really think giants are in these caves?” Kevin laughed.

	“I mean we’ve seen zombies, mutants and giants why else wouldn’t there be giants. I’ve seen them before.” 

	“You have?”

	“Yes.” 

	“I’ve heard legends of the sci-tes-cah red-haired giants in the lovelock caves in Western Nevada. According to lore, they were cannibals and warred with Native Americans.”

	“Yes, indeed. I didn’t take you to be one for mythology.”

	“There a lot of things you don’t know about me. But do you really think these stone giants are here in these caves.”

	“Yup.”

	“If you say so, but if I see something, I’m taking off, because I’m not trying to be David. I don’t have a slingshot neither do I know how to use one,” he said. I laughed.

	“Neither do I.” I shined a flashlight in the cave as we walked through it, I stepped on something, and I looked down to see the skeletal remains of a human. I backed away. 

	The pounding of weighted footsteps trailed us as rocks fell. Kevin and I turned, noticing the entrance was barricaded by stones. 

	* * *

	Leo slammed the car door shut, leaving Crystal and Zev in the car. 

	The click of heels along the alleyway alerted him. Tess stood before them.

	“Hello, you contacted me through astral projection,” she said. 

	“Thane told me something about pole shifts. What all does that mean?” 

	“Oh, Leo, you’ve always been the perfect toy,” she said, caressing his face. He shoved her hands off. “You would’ve made a superb soldier if you wouldn’t have been too weak for Maricel.” 

	 “The pole shifts you heard about will be massive, the entire magnetic field will disappear, the ozone layer destroyed nothing to blanket the earth and stop debris from falling, and well solar flares will burn up much of the planet not to mention Niburu will pull on the earth causing massive tsunamis.”

	“Niburu?” 

	“Yes, the mother planet.

	“And you see this as good, how?”

	“I’ve got a ticket out of this world, I’ll travel to the moon, Mars wherever I can. It’s not like the angels can’t take me.”

	“And how is this supposed to happen?”

	“Dr. Prescott and his team created the perfect machine, they are supposed to show it off at the convention this weekend. Anything else you need to know?” She smiled, tracing her fingers along his chest. He looked down at her as she smiled.

	“No.”

	“How exactly did Maricel get a hold of the seal.”

	“She and Belial or lovers,” he said. She shook her head.

	“Poor thing. Maricel broke Azazel’s heart too,” she said, swishing away. Leo sighed, watching her disappear. 

	*  *  *

	Kevin and I pushed against the rocks. It was going to take a wrecking ball to move them. 

	The closer the giant came, the faster our hearts fluttered—we had no line of defense.

	“We’re going to have to trick it somehow,” Kevin said.

	“How?” 

	“Follow my lead.”

	A giant man with dark hair emerged from the darkness.” He licked his chops.

	“Looks like I’ll have a nice treat tonight.”

	Kevin ran under his legs suddenly, and I followed. The giant looked under his legs and pivoted around, chasing us through the cave trying to smash us. 

	We ran in a zig-zag pattern while his arms reached to scoop me up. He kept missing, bruising his hands on the stony ground. Kevin ran up against the wall. The giant reached for him, but he slid away, causing the giant to hurt his hand. I turned running under his legs again with Kevin going back toward the entrance. The disoriented giant tried to spin once more, falling upon the barricaded entrance, passing out. 

	We rushed out of the cave back to the shore. Our four friends waited with the locals staring at the darkened sky ignited by a bright streak of lightning.

	More giants were emerging down from the hills. We gathered together as there was nowhere left to turn but the water. 

	A towering figure with a head of a swordfish and scaly flesh arose from the waters. I bit my lip in shock as the Adaro, made his way onto the land the local stood back, from the other side the giants ran at us. 

	Swallowing back my fluttering heartbeat, I withdrew a rope from my backpack and leaped on the back of the Adaro attempting to choke it with the cord. It threw me off and reached for Leslie, grabbing her. Erich tried to tug her away. His injured arm cracked, bursting the tourniquet. 

	She screamed as the Adaro took her captive. He held up his hand. A force surrounded them while he shot poisonous fish. I dodged the flying fish that nearly grazed my skin.

	I withdrew the necklace from my pocket, staring at the seal as it hung on the broken chain then back at Leslie. The Adaro was opening his mouth to suck her life out. From behind the giants raised their clubs to smash us.

	Placing the ring on my finger, my body convulsed and I rose. The Adaro stopped as he and the giants stared. My body became translucent, and I dematerialized and then materialized. Not only did I resume control over demons but the four elements rather than just my main element of wind.

	 “Asmodeus, bring the others we have giants and an Adaro to beat.”

	They appeared around me, forming a circle bearing their claws to fight. 

	The Seirim turned to me glaring. His hoof caught on fire, and he stomped it out. 

	“Enough fooling around get to work.” 

	The demons pounced attacking the Adaro and the others the giants. The Adaro dropped Leslie, and she ran to Erich, helping him up. I then commanded Asmodeus.

	“Make me a boat, to sell away in.” He did so, using wood he could find to fashion one and form a portal to what was left of the West Coast. I signaled for everyone to get on board, they ran to it.

	“Thank you.” I smiled. Asmodeus frowned and turned away. “Leave now,” I told them, they did as I said and we sailed through the portal.

	* * *

	 “We’re on the west coast!” Kevin said, kissing the ground. “Back in America!” 

	Leslie smiled, helping Erich off the boat. 

	In California’s place was Las Vegas. People gathered outside by the beach laying out. We crept around them. Most not noticing us as they were too busy, taking selfies and on their phones. One feature that stood out with each person I did meet’s gaze was their eyes shimmered a purple tint. Amethyst-the spirit of the Age of Aquarius coursed through them.

	To my dismay, a group of the Watchers walked with women along the beach. Hoping they wouldn’t notice me, I tried to divert my group’s attention. 

	Semjaza sat up as his arms remained wrapped around his a woman I had never seen before and glanced at me. His eyes grew large, and he alerted the other angels. They all began turning with their wives.

	“Mar, why are those people watching us?” Leslie said.

	“I don’t know, let’s get out of here, maybe they figured out we don’t have the mark.” 

	We started to walk faster when Kasadeja, Semjaza, Kokabel, and Shamsiel approached us. 

	“Well, well if it isn’t Maricel and let me guess your friends,” Semjaza said. I smiled at them. 

	“Mar, who are they?” Leslie whispered.

	“Just a couple of people I went to school with,” I said with instant guilt for my lies. Leslie narrowed her eyes.

	“It’s been a long time, how have all of you been,” I said. A couple of the women on Semjaza’s arm looked me over, snickering about my tattered clothes and messy hair and skin. 

	“The question is, how have you been? We haven’t seen each other since high school, it’d be nice if we caught up maybe at the casino.” 

	Although it was a terrible idea, the fact Semjaza had covered for me pretending to be someone I knew from high school was kind of him. What were they gambling in those casinos 

	“Sure, we’re up for it.” I glanced at Caroline; her mouth hung open. 

	* * *

	Leo waited outside the convention hoping he’d catch Tess so he could speak with her again. His spite for her was just as strong as his fascination. She was the one who had made him aware of my existence. While she jaded him with her games between assignments flirting and stringing him along, one year ago in Baltimore, she made it clear after an invitation to a hotel room and a large sum of money all he had to do was get rid of me. Here he was again at square one. 

	Tess and Jalen walked out together, holding hands. Her eyes wandered to him, she split from Lovell as he got in the car with Azazel, riding off. She walked over by him. 

	Crystal’s nose shriveled up at the sight of her. Zev stared for the longest time without saying a word, and she pulled Leo aside. 

	“I overheard what Dr. Prescott said about his device having the ability to alter the Quantum realm and bring back the Pre-Adamic race?”  

	“He’s very private about his experiments, you know.” She turned to walk away. 

	“Tess, I need answers,” Leo said. She turned back to him again, smiling. 

	“Sorry can’t do that. You’ll spread the word to all the other little sheep trying to protect them,” she said.

	“Please.” He wasn’t one to beg, yet he needed answers.” She turned to him. There was a sparkle in her amethyst eyes. It was a shame to him they were no longer the gray color he remembered.

	“If you want me to give you access to the weapons and tell you about their plan in full detail, then you’re going to have to promise something in return,” Leo said.

	“We’ve been down this road too many times, Tess,” he said. She came close to his ear. Her lilac scent all too familiar to his past encounters. 

	“I’ll give you weapons if you promise me to kill Maricel,” she said. He grinned for once they were on the same page.

	“That shouldn’t be hard,” he said. She gazed in his eyes, sucking in her lips.

	“I thought you cared about her.”

	“I was only pretending to get closer,” he said, and she grinned, moving closer, picking lint from the collar of his shirt. 

	“Before Adam and Eve, there was a race of creatures that roamed the earth coexisting with the angels. Some of them turned against God and were chained in hell as well. They assisted the Watchers,” she said, brushing back a piece of hair.

	 “You sound too excited.”

	“Prophecy must be fulfilled,” she smiled. “Bring me Maricel’s head on a platter. I can bring the weapons by, but you’ll have to go to Boston.” She leaned in until their lips met, sharing a kiss. When they finished, he opened his eyes, and she smiled.

	 “Don’t overthink Leo, just do as I said,” she said, walking away. He came around the corner. To his dismay Crystal and Zev were gone, he realized while he had been trying to sweet-talk Tess into giving him the weapons the two had been captured. 

	* * *

	We sat in the spacious lounge under neon lights. Semjaza had forced one of the girl’s up, so I could sit beside him. He wrapped his arm around me. 

	“I see you guys don’t have the correct currency?” 

	“Nope,” I said. Erich’s eyes narrowed glaring at me.

	“What’s holding you back?” I glanced at my friends, and they shook their heads. “You know what, it’s all right gambling around here works a little different. Since our currency is either in the wrist or forehead, we gamble something different.

	“How so?” Kevin said.

	“We gamble our bodies.”

	“Bodies?” I said, confused. “In return for what?”

	“Power, healing whatever you need.”

	“When did gambling turn into magic?” Something in Erich’s eyes changed. 

	“Magic is all around us. Just see and take a look?” 

	Everyone turned to a middle-aged woman, peering into a mirror, touching a line on her forehead and touching her hips with a frown. She rolled her eyes when a man walked by with a woman who looked no older than twenty-two on his arm. The woman walked over to the table and offered her body in return for beauty and youth. 

	She bowed on the ground with her arms raised. A mass of black energy hovered overhead and trickled into her nostrils. Her eyes rolled back, and she shook. Her soul screamed within her as it singed in heat. 

	She stood up again. Her loose, wrinkled skin was now smooth, her eyes clear and bright. Her short stubby frame had been altered to a lean, tall stature of a supermodel. She now looked no older than her early-twenties. Men crowded her while she flipped her sleek, hair flirting including the man who had been with the younger woman, leaving her behind. 

	“So it’s a onetime deal?” I said, standing up, ready to leave. Hoping my friends would follow. 

	Yet it was almost if they hadn’t seen or heard what happened to the woman as they stared amazed. Semjaza’s eyes moved to Erich. 

	“You know, I was in your position too,” he said, looking at Erich’s broken arm. “Have you been to the hospital? That looks infected.”

	“What do you mean by been in my position?” he said.

	“Weak.” 

	“Excuse me?” Erich glared. 

	“My life was falling apart. I know the look. I was depressed. My wife was murdered. I also had broken a bone and had failed miserably,” Semjaza said. 

	“Erich don’t listen to him, he’s an angel. If you do this you’ll become demon possessed,” I said. Semjaza slapped his hand on his head.

	“Mar, you’ve always been one to have a wild imagination.”

	“I lied these are the Watchers, and they are trying to get you to become possessed so their demon seed can have more bodies for Armageddon,” I said. Erich still seemed unmoved as he shook his head. 

	“I don’t care anymore. If God really cared, we wouldn’t be in this position. I’m done pretending to believe that everything is going to be okay until Jesus comes riding back on that horse.” 

	“Erich, you don’t mean that, don’t do something you’re going to regret?” I said. 

	“I’m done with your bullshit Maricel. The only reason you’re still okay is that you flirt with fallen angels and they gift you with talismans. What special protection does Leslie and I have? God? I don’t you even have visions or dreams!” 

	“Erich, please,” I said.

	“You’ve always been a pain in the ass, everything revolves around you,” he said. Leslie held her mouth. 

	Erich staggered over to the table. Semjaza watched with his face stretched into a smile. 

	Leslie rushed over behind him, trying to stop him by gripping his arm. He pushed her away. Erich’s eyes rolled back as he lifted his one functioning arm and bowed. When his eyes rolled back to the front of his skull. They were now a green shade. He turned to us with his fist clenched. To our left the angels were also watching us now standing to attack

	 I slid the ring around my finger and a circle of fire formed around my friends and I. The angels gaped while I sent a strong wind and the building collapsed. 

	We rushed out of the building. Leslie turned back to look for Erich—he was nowhere in sight. 

	* * *

	Charlotte North Carolina was much chillier compared to Nevada in late February. The five of trekked through the snowy forest coming out of the portal I had formed. More had fallen than usual closer, a rarity in a location such as this since it had more of a mild climate year-round. 

	Leslie had barely spoken since the incident with Erich, and I was sure she was hurting but didn’t dare ask her. 

	“Well we’re here,” I said, looking at the small cottage where my father’s parents used to dwell. I had done research back when I was being sucked in by my dad. It had landed me here. 

	Legends were the cottage was haunted. Right now, I didn’t really mind those sort of details the thing that really bothered me was if someone had taken advantage of the idea and was living there. I knocked on the door. No one answered. When I entered with the four of them, the door closed itself. Caroline jumped clutching to her heart.

	“You know what I can’t do this sort of thing,” she said, glaring at me. I wanted to stop her, but I couldn’t blame her for the frustration she harbored toward me with all that had happened. Caroline opened the door leaving, her husband and Warren following her. 

	I stood alone with Leslie 

	“I’m sorry about the inconvenience, how are you holding up?” I asked. Leslie didn’t answer me. Instead, her eyes watered and she walked upstairs, closing a door. 

	 

	* * *

	Caroline, Kevin, and Warren walked through the woods when beyond the trees they heard shouting. They sprinted out by where the road ran. A gang of thieves threw a man to the ground, punching him. They had snatched his food. The woman he was with tried to pry one of the robbers off him. The thief pushed the woman back and spit on her. 

	Kevin and Warren motioned to help.

	 “We have to do something,” Warren said.

	“No, it’s too dangerous,” Caroline said.

	“Caroline, we can’t just watch, don’t move from here,” Kevin said, dashing out with Warren.

	*  *  *

	I trod through the snow-packed cemetery until I reached a headstone, kneeling. On it read my father’s name. I took a deep breath, wondering how his funeral would’ve been.  

	“When you died, I hated you, and when I think about how you tricked me, I wished you were dead. You abandoned me as an infant for Tess leaving my mother and Zev all alone after ten years. But I’m here to let it go. To forgive you for what you did to me, I can’t keep harboring it, it’s eating me up.” I whimpered, shaking from the frigid air.  

	“That was beautiful,” a voice said from behind, clapping their hands. Standing and pivoting around, I faced Belial. 

	* * *

	Leslie lay on the floor, staring at the ceiling covered in cobwebs, bawling, replaying the hatred on her Erich’s face before he disappeared. 

	A drowsiness came over her as she struggled to keep her eyes open. Her muscles relaxed with her eyelids.

	* * *

	Erich stood with his back to her in a sunflower field. He turned, his hazel eyes twinkled with the sunlight enraptured with love. She ran to him, and he picked her up with an embrace.

	“I’m sorry, Leslie, I messed up,” he said.

	“I know.”

	“Can you ever forgive me?”

	“Oh, Erich of course.” She sniffed, wiping away tears, throwing herself into his arms.

	* * *

	When Kevin and Warren had emerged from the bushed to aid the couple. They had identified them as Zev and Crystal. The gang of men had come armed with crowbars and struck at Warren. He pushed the man back, and he fell into the snow. Kevin knocked another out, but a third man in the gang drew a gun. Caroline paced back and forth, praying.

	Suddenly, a low growl from the bushes behind Caroline startled her. They rattled as a pack of coyotes, crept out. She froze, praying while they sniffed her. After dismissing her, their eyes moved to the street. Their nostrils flared at the odor of the bag of food the bandit with the gun held.  

	Kevin and Warren raised their hands while Zev and Crystal still laid on the floor. He and a couple of other men in the gang seemed not to notice the coyotes creeping around them.  

	The coyotes lunged forward, attacking the gang of men. Zev rolled over. Crystal helped him, and the four ran back to Caroline in the woods. 

	* * *

	“You can’t pretend that you don’t miss me,” Belial said,. 

	“Belial, a few months back you had me fooled, I’m not going to make the same mistake.” 

	“You sure love using the seal I gave you,” he said with a smirk. My eyes cast to the ground. “I’m not here to prosecute you, I’m here to help.”

	* * *

	Their embrace was unbreakable. Within his arms, she felt safe and relieved to have her husband back. His grip changed. In place of her husband was a charred face. 

	* * *

	She awoke with a scream. Asmodeus covered her mouth. Her eyes grew wide with horror. 

	“Don’t worry, I’m not here to hurt you, I’m here to talk, Leslie” He laughed, her face filled with terror. 

	* * *

	“Why are animals behaving like that?” Crystal said, looking at Caroline.

	“That’s what I want to know,” Caroline said.

	 “Maybe those coyotes were rabid,” Caroline said. 

	“Coyotes don’t really attack humans that much, it’s unusual for their nature and even when they do the damage inflicted is never as severe as what happened back there. Rabies do seem like a plausible explanation.”

	“Or maybe it’s a sign of the times,” Kevin said.

	“The lack of food from famine these times bring, and competition over resources would explain their insatiable appetite,” Zev said.

	* * *

	 “I never asked for your protection.”

	“Keep telling yourself that, you’ll realize you can’t make it alone,” he said. I shook my head, walking away from him. “Maricel I’m all you have, it’s always been that way. You and me against the world!!’ he called after me. I ignored him, walking home. 

	* * *

	 “I’ll free your husband,” Asmodeus said.

	“How?”

	“I can tell the demon who he’s under the control of to leave him. I’m one of the princes of hell, you know.” 

	She narrowed her eyes at him.

	“But you have to do something for me.”

	“What?”

	“Leave Maricel for good, never look back, and make sure it’s clear to her you want nothing to do with her,” he said. The idea of setting her husband free gave her hope. “I’ll give you time if you don’t follow through. I won’t follow through for you.”

	* * *

	Fifteen minutes later I reached the house, just as I was to the door, Leslie was leaving, carrying her things. When she saw me her, pressed her lips into a tight line.

	“You’re leaving?” I said. She shrugged.

	“I can’t stay here anymore. Caroline was right, this place is creepy.” 

	“If it is, maybe we can find somewhere else to stay,” I said. Leslie rolled her eyes and laughed.

	“No, Maricel. It doesn’t matter where we relocate, it’s just my life was fine until you re-entered it. You’ve never been the same since you left for Lemuria.”

	“Leslie?”

	“Will you shut up? And listen, damn it, Mar!” she hollered, her face, reddening. I glared at her. “I’m tired of you getting me into trouble first the Azazel thing, then the Seal of Solomon. Now, my husband is possessed all because you neglected to tell us that those were your old fallen angel buddies.” 

	“I’m sorry I’ve been selfish.”

	“It’s always been about your best self-interest…You judged me when you left for Lemuria for my past, and I took you back. I’m sick of you lying to me.”

	“Leslie, please...”

	“As your best friend, I figured you would be open with me and keep things real, but you still continue to make excuses. I can’t do this anymore. Don’t ever try contacting me. Our friendship is over.” She turned and walked out the door. 

	* * *

	A month had nearly passed. I sat praying and wondering if God would answer me. It had felt like forever since I had heard his voice. The more I cried out, the more I felt hopeless. Although I had managed alone, I knew this wasn’t what I was called to do, and with or without my friends or family, I had to complete what I was put here to do. I ripped the seal from my neck and threw it at the wall weeping.

	“What have I done?” 

	* * *

	In Michigan, the seven had been staying in an abandoned cabin. None of them had eaten in a week as everything in the forest was dying. The animals had become rabid and with no weapons and every market closed off. It made it impossible. Their hunger and thirst were worsening so much, they had considered going to drink from the poisoned river.

	* *  *

	Leo had landed himself in prison after he had been caught loitering, having lost track of the days wandering streets and sleeping where he could lay his head.

	They had deprived him of everything, only keeping him alive to torture him trying to make him renounce Christ, and asking for him to give up the location of other saints. 

	He planned to escape with each day that had passed. From a distance, he looked up to see Tess standing outside his cell.

	“I see you got yourself into more trouble,” she said. He didn’t answer her.

	“What did you do to Crystal and Zev?” he asked. She shook her head.

	“I have nothing to do with where they went. I’m here to set you free.” He stared at her, still scowling. 

	“How would that benefit you?”

	“Leo, have you forgotten your mission?” 

	“No.” 

	She handed him food. He took it from her biting into it,

	“You have to kill Maricel, and I know where she is.” She laughed. 

	“Where?”

	“The opportunity will present itself, at the upcoming gala my husband and I are putting on in honor of the Hell’s gates opening.” She handed him a slip of paper with an address and date. Men came and unlocked the doors of the prison. He followed her out. 

	*  *  *

	As Leslie drove through Louisville in a car, she had found abandoned. It had been a month, and no Erich was in sight nor the rest of her friends. 

	She swerved at the sight of a figure in the road as rain pounded the car hood. Stopping beside the man, he was drenched, his dark-hair soaking wet and he looked up at he—Erich. His eyes widened at her. 

	“Get in,” she said, unlocking the door for him. Erich nodded and climbed in.

	“Leslie, I’m sorry, he said.” I’ve really missed you. She grinned, leaning to kiss him. His hand wrapped around her neck, tightening. She squealed, kicking and managed to open the door rolling onto the road, crawling away ahead of the car. 

	Erich drove forward, and Leslie struggled to stand, hobbling forward. The car sped after her. She fell off a drop off rolling into a forest ditch. Erich rushed down to have a look at her, touching her face. Her body remained motionless. He laughed and sped away, to hunt the other saints.

	* * *

	“Who to trust? Who to believe? I tossed and turned, trying to fall asleep. Voices spoke in my room while shadowy figures watched me. 

	I opened my mouth to shout. Nothing came out. Hopping out of bed, I ran out of the room, down the winding staircase headed for the front door. The front door was already hung right open. Just inches from it, it slammed shut in my face. 

	I ran for the back door. It locked itself as well. I rushed for a window downstairs.—it sealed itself shut. 

	Sprinting upstairs, I opened my window, which was three stories, and looked down. If I jumped it’d be pure suicide.

	Closing my eyes, I turned around backward with my arms out, bracing myself to jump when a hand grabbed me back, covering my mouth, and spun me around. My eyes popped open to see Azazel.

	“I told you, I’d see you again,” he said, placing his hand on my forehead. I grew faint with his touch and passed out as he flew away with me disappearing into the night air. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 10

	
DESECRATION

	Erich left the men’s rest stop, pulling up his pants after alleviating himself. He had spied three men and two women—it had to be them. He moved toward the women’s bathroom where he noticed Caroline and Crystal entered minutes ago. 

	“Here kitty, kitty,” he said, kicking down the stalls to find nothing. From behind, Warren hit him with a club. Erich turned around flipping Warren over his head, throwing him on the ground and he fell passing out. Zev attacked him from the side with a kick. Erich shot him in the shoulder and Zev winced yet still ran ahead. He shot Zev again until he fell over. Crystal and Kevin swung at him, but Erich stabbed both of them, and they fell clutching their abdomens. He dialed Rain.

	“I found the missing sheep,” he said.

	“Be right over,” Rain replied on the other end.

	Minutes later, Rain pulled up in a truck, and he assisted Erich in loading the bodies to be flown into DC for the gala. 

	* * *

	Leslie sat up in the brushes with a dull headache clutching her head. Her legs weren’t broken just exceedingly sore. She glanced to her left. Beside her lay Erich’s wallet, he must have dropped from his trench coat when he stood over her, and she scooped it up. In it was a list of contacts. Her eyes glossed over them and landed on the name on one of the cards. Thane and Rain. She thought back to Leo’s friend. Perhaps he was in on the village fire to Flo? Asmodeus hadn’t held up his end of the deal and she of known after all if Satan was the father of lies and she had believed one of his followers. 

	On another card, there was a list of names. Among the names were ours. She gasped. Just as she struggled to stand, she saw a familiar face passing by, and laid back down, listening to the familiar raspy voice.

	 “Those bastards! That should’ve been me not Maricel. I hope Leo slices her to bits.” She peeked down to see Leslie lying there with a smirk and poured her remaining coffee on her and threw the cup at her. It hit Leslie’s face and rolled down to the side of her. 

	Tess grinned and kept walking. Leslie didn’t appreciate being treated like a trashcan yet knew better than to move. 

	“At least one of the sheep is dead. The rest will be slaughtered at the gala where we’ll make examples of them, especially those prophets. I’ll have Leo kill Maricel and then when the chump thinks he’s safe we’ll kill him as well, and their heads will be on my platter along with the other prophets. As for the rest, they’ll make good human sacrifices, she laughed. “Oh, Thane stop it!” 

	Tess lingered to her car, she opened the trunk for a brief second to put something in and got distracted as she and Thane went on walking to the side of the car bickering with him. 

	Leslie hurried out of the ditch and went around to the trunk hastily throwing out some of Tess’s beauty supplies and zipping herself into Tess’s suitcase. It was tight, and she barely fit, but thanks to her lack of eating and her petite size, she was just able to make it work. She prayed she wouldn’t check it

	Tess was still facing the opposite direction talking on the phone. Finally, she strutted back over and shut the trunk, barely looking too caught up in her ranting and raving. 

	“No, Thane, you can’t sleep with her!” she yelled at him and turned back around, hanging up, cursing and getting into the car slamming the driver’s door. “What is it about Maricel, she’s not better than me, I’m queen I wear the crown, me not her, she’s not even as pretty! I hate her, I hate freaking her!” She fumed as she drove off, heading for the Louisville International airport. 

	* * *

	Twenty-minute laters, when she arrived, Thane assisted her with her luggage.

	“Damn, what did you put in here,” he said as he struggled to lift suitcases.

	“All of my beauty supplies. Why else do you think I look so flawless?” His brow rose. “Don’t give me that look Thane I’m naturally gorgeous.”  

	“Are all those pounds of makeup really necessary?”

	“You’re really starting to irritate me,” she said to Thane had a difficult time rolling the suitcase, but managed. At the terminals transportation security checked bags having them place all of their belongings on a conveyer belt. 

	Tess was exempt from such at her request because of her status, swaying past them, heading for her light private Jet along with Thane willing her luggage. 

	Leslie gulped from inside the suitcase having trouble believing she had actually made it thus far. Tess swished up the airstairs. Thane followed behind her. She reclined comfortably in a leather seat as a flight attendant brought her a pint of Vodka Tess downed it down. Thane stared at her for a moment.

	“Geeze woman, how much do you drink?”

	“Enough for us both to swim,” she said.

	“Don’t die of alcohol poisoning,” he said. She snapped her fingers.

	“Don’t forget to put my luggage up.” 

	When he got to the suitcase with Leslie in it, he struggled to lift and fit it into the compartment. It fell, and Leslie crashed onto the floor along with some of Tess’s beauty supplies, rolling all over the place. 

	Thane gaped at her and then grabbed her legs. Leslie kicked him in the face, rising. 

	He held onto his black eye before standing to reach for her again. She again kicked him in the groin area. 

	Another man came from behind and subdued Leslie by the shoulders lifting her off her feet. Thane got up, cursing. Tess glared at her.

	“I thought your precious little “hubby” took care of you!”

	“He made a mistake,” she said. Tess rolled her eyes.

	“Where’s Maricel.”

	“I don’t know, we parted ways a long time ago.”

	“You’re lying to protect her.”

	“I have no idea, I promised Asmodeus I’d leave her,” he said. Tess frowned.

	“Well, then I guess you’re of no use anymore.” 

	* * *

	My head throbbed and vision was clouded as my eyes peeled wide. They were sensitive to the ring lights around me. 

	I felt awful like I had been drugged. I lay in a California king-sized bed, of a luxury hotel in Arlington, Virginia. I glanced down at my smooth shaved, dark legs realizing I wasn’t in my pants and I wore a crimson gown, along with matching stilettos. 

	A large full-length mirror was on the other side of the room. I crawled across the bed, doing my best not to trip as my legs wobbled in the uncomfortable shoes. 

	I stood in front of it, and I was dressed tastefully. My hair had been professionally done, not a strand out of sight. It was partially up and partially down and waved. I hadn’t seen myself this made up since the day I fled from my wedding. 

	My makeup was painted on neatly bringing out my best features. 

	I pivoted around with plans to leave, bumping into Azazel who stood behind hovering over me. My hand raised to slap him. He grabbed both my hands taking, them into his and the warm electrical current swept through me. He pressed my hands against his chest I tried to shove him away, but he pulled me in closer sending a magnetic sensation throughout my veins and warming my flesh all the way to my bones reminding me of when I had first encountered him in my dreams. He picked me up and set me on the dresser. My legs dangled over the edge as I faced him. He pushed back my hair and shushed me as he placed his hands on my bare leg. I shoved him away.

	“Just like old times,” he said. I scowled at him. “You’re so alluring Maricel.” His lips inches from my face as he drew away, leering at me.

	“Where are the others?” I said.

	“You’ll soon see,” he said, scooping me up again and carrying me out of the hotel room, passing everyone in the lobby. They all stopped and stared at him, as he held me in his arms, walking. We came to a limousine where he placed me inside, shutting the door behind me. I turned to my side, feeling the eyes of the person next to me fixated. To my horror, I was beside Lovell, who grinned at me. My instant reaction was inching away. 

	“We meet again.” I was surprised not to see Tess. I didn’t answer him. “You attempted to assassinate me and failed taking out my eye.” My expression was stolid and I remained silent. “I would like to thank you,” he said.

	“For what?”

	“You’re the one who delivered the mortal head wound. Now you’re going to pay the price.” 

	“Where is Tess?” Both Azazel and Lovell cackled. 

	“Tess?” 

	“She’ll be there,” he said. The driver pushed his foot on the gas petal flooring the car. It accelerated forward screeching. I fell forward and back, sending my nerves into a frenzy. I wondered if I had suffered whiplash. The car declined to an average speed. Both Lovell and Azazel seemed to take pleasure in watching me at my weakest, using these intimidation tactics as we were off to the District of Columbia. 

	* * *

	Leo stared at himself in the mirror, he had grown a beard since the last time he had seen me which he figured may make him somewhat unrecognizable. The tuxedo Tess had given him was hard to adjust too. If he were going to sneak in the event, he was going to have to look the part. 

	* * *

	The limousines stopped in front of an imposing large marble building, and the chauffeurs came around to open the door. Out came politicians, celebrities, Nephilim, demons, then the Seirim and Asmodeus, then fallen angels and their wives and girlfriends. Right before us was Belial all by himself. He donned a dark red suit with a black tie. He popped his collar as he walked fan girls screamed from the top of their lungs reaching for him and he turned a blind eye ignoring them as he followed behind the other others who walked along the red carpet.  On both sides, crowds were kept back as individuals reached for them behind the velvet ropes. Some celebrities waved at the masses while others gave them the cold shoulder pompously posing for pictures with the Lovellian Order Gala backdrop. It reminded me of my days in Hollywood except freakier. If that were even possible. 

	Our limousine came to a stop. The crowd roared louder than before. The chauffeur came around and opened the door for us. I gripped the leather seats with all my might, but Azazel tugged on me. Lovell emerged waving at the crowd and blowing kisses.  Everyone bowed kissing the ground. Azazel arose and their worship grew louder. I remained in the limousine and Azazel tugged on me by the arm. I tried to fight him and ended up falling onto the carpet. 

	Camera flashes nearly blinded me. A group booed me throwing things behind the velvet ropes. I shielded myself from the flying debris.

	 “Why is she here?” someone shouted in anger. Mr. Lovell and Azazel exchanged looks and grinned as they took me by both of my arms dragging me. My feet skidded the ground, almost taking off my heels. People yelled angry chants at me. 

	“Maricel, what are you doing with them rather than your cult?” a man said, stepping in front of me with a sharkish grin. I recognized him as Ross Day. In person he was even trimmer than imagined. 

	“Anything for a story, Ross,” I said. Ross winked.

	“She just couldn’t stay away from me,” Azazel said to him. The paparazzi went wild bursting into laugher exploding with more questions. 

	Azazel clutched my waist tight as if I were his arm candy and stopped in front of the step and repeat edge of the carpet with a backdrop advertising the event. Flashes struck us as he held me close to him as I realized he had made me his date for the evening. 

	The doorman parted the stanchion for us, and he strutted inside with me. My jaws dropped at the interior of the building hosted, and Belial looked up from standing to the side. His eyes narrowed at Azazel as he walked with me, he mouthed something under his breath, took a sip of his wine and disappeared. 

	* * *

	When the private jet landed in DC, Tess instructed Thane to take Leslie to the prison chambers.  Leslie scowled and yelped as he roughly handled her having no regard for her pain, dragging her by the hair.

	“Maybe I’ll spare you, honey, if you and I spend the night together,” Thane said. 

	“I’d rather die.” 

	“Fair enough, “he said, angered by her rejection shoving her behind bars closing it and walked away whistling. Leslie stood there trapped.

	“Hey Thane,” she called after him in a breathy tone. He turned. “I’m sorry maybe we can work things out.” She winked. He moved closer to her with his eyes glazed over. He unlocked the door and grabbed her like a wild animal by the waist, kissing her neck, making his way down her body. As his lips sucked on her collar bone, she rolled her eyes and reached for his keys. When he detected what she was trying to do, his hand jetted out for her wrist. She stabbed him in the leg with a pocket knife. He yowled in pain, gripping his thigh as she darted out of the cage.

	* * *

	 Tess hurried into her suite, displeased to discover her husband had left without her. She complained to herself. He rarely gave her the time of day. In the beginning, she was the center of his universe like Maricel was to Azazel. He boasted of her beauty and sex appeal, yet Lovell had no love for anyone, but himself. 

	He believed he was the most beautiful creation. She had agreed countless times to partaking in orgies and swinging to please him. At first, she enjoyed it as he always came back to her. After a while, there was the same boredom Azazel had in his eyes when he looked at her. No matter how gorgeous or kinky she was never enough for him. 

	She took a seat at the vanity peering at herself in the mirror, popping a few Vicodin with vodka and touched her face displeased with the lack of glow lately. 

	* * *

	Leslie watched Tess prance around her walk-in closet and select an amethyst, body con mermaid evening gown as she hummed to herself using it as an opportunity to sneak into her room as she was in the bathroom talking to herself, freshening up for the formal gathering. 

	* * *

	 Erich drove the truck carrying caged saints into the crypt of the building where the celebration was held. Every last one of them had been beaten starved and ranged in age and appearance. Slate greeted him and Rain with approving grin as they delivered the bodies.

	“Good work boys, I’ll have my men take it from here,” Slate said. The three of them entered the gala, preparing to celebrate the slaughtering of the saints and Hell’s gates opening.

	* * *

	Leo pulled into the parking garage and stepped out of his black Cadillac swaggering across the street, avoiding congested traffic as he crossed the road, slipping into the line stretching around the block. He glanced at the ID card Tess had provided for him 

	The lines moved as many in line were turned away at the door. The tux irritated him. He tugged at his collar and adjusted his tie.

	After fifteen minutes of wondering how he would react to seeing me. The doorman asked for his ID, and he handed it to him. The man hardly looked at it and granted him permission to enter in parting the velvet ropes for him.

	Inside, as he entered people lined the walls chatting with costly drinks in their hands. Some in strange getups while others were more formal. Some took note of Leo turning to him, patting him on the back welcoming him inside as if he had joined a club. He tried not to recoil repulsed by their vulture set of eyes and fiendish palms. Half dressed women caressed him offering to sleep with him whispering suggestive innuendos in his ears tempting him. Leo pushed them off. Some called after him hissing and he continued on set on his mission. 

	He glanced up at the balcony where Lovell sipped a glass of Cognac Grande, peering down at everyone in a calculated fashion.

	His eyes narrowed at Leo. It invoked discomfort within him. Leo stared back, and he continued walking, maintaining his modicum of calm. 

	There was a large table with people seated most who looked to be prominent, it reminded him of the Last Supper painting by Da Vinci, and he figured I would be somewhere at the table. He noticed Azazel seated in the center as if he were trying to depict Christ. To his left, I sat. Leo’s blood boiled at the sight of me, amiss the devils. 

	Creatures bumped into him as they ground with men, trading partners at random. 

	* * *

	I sat bored while Azazel chatted away with Semjaza both cackling like a couple of drunk hyenas telling cruel jokes. 

	Semjaza winked at me. I turned away from him, fed up with his behavior. On my other side was Casper James, a model sat on his lap as he blabbered inebriated about his success. He turned to me and squinted.

	“Maricel, is that you?” he looked me over.

	“I saw on the news you became a Jesus freak for a while. I see you decided to come back to the high life.”

	“No, Casper. I’d rather have been dead than be here.”

	“Wow, you really are lost,” he said, turning away.

	At this table, I was a fish in the desert, sitting among these shallow individuals. It was a relief all of the reprobates displaying the dark triads of personality were distracted by their own narcissism to notice my existence. I motioned to stand, but Azazel pushed me down by the knee.

	“We can dance later,” he said, his eyes now a dark emerald shade. 

	“You really think I am going to waltz around with you in this hellhole?” I said. He answered with a smirk and withdrew his hand, resuming his conversation with Semjaza.

	From a distance, I noted a man lost in the crowd as he scanned the room from behind his gold Columbiana mask, wading through the various bodies dry humping one another. 

	It was as if he were in search of something or someone. An upbeat tune played. Some of the entities from our table poured onto the floor hooting and jiving. Azazel was still tied up speaking to Semjaza to get up. 

	The man disappeared into the crowd as they pushed past him howling buzzed and high on drugs. Our eyes met from across the room. We held a steady gaze. His dark eyes dilated—he headed straight for the table. As he drew closer, I observed him more thoroughly. He looked to be in his early thirties. Yet with the mask, I couldn’t be sure as it was difficult to gauge his age. 

	He stood somewhere around six feet, donning a black suit, red tie, clean dark beard. His wavy, raven hair matched his dark eyes. I tore my eyes away from him for a brief second catching my breath, sensing him watching me as he moved toward me. Each step he took worsened the butterflies fluttering in my stomach. 

	“Do you care to dance?” he said. I stared at him for an entire minute as he extended his hand. All the white noise faded from my eardrums as if time had stopped. I glanced back at Azazel, he was turned away absorbed in his conversation.

	“It would be my pleasure,” I said, wondering if he could hear my response. He snuck a peek at Azazel, narrowing his eyes. 

	I took his hand. The texture of his skin was rough like he worked outdoors and his grip firm. Who was he? It was as if every fragment that could give me a clue to this man’s identity had been wiped clean or I was under a sheer psychic attack. We moved to the center of the ballroom floor He froze, staring at me as if I were only other soul in the room. 

	“What?” 

	“You’re so beautiful.”

	“Thanks. You’re the first person to catch my eye here,” I said. He didn’t answer, and I wondered if I was better having never said a word.  He took my right arm and spun me in a concentric circle. I fell gracefully into his arms closed to him. Our bodies moved in accord.

	Azazel glanced up scowling as he watched, but remained idle.

	“You seem so familiar. Have we met somewhere?” I said, hoping he’d tell me who he was.

	“Has it really been that long, Maricel?” His voice struck another chord within my subconscious. How did he know my name? He grinned, pulling me closer to him so that I could feel his breath on my ear. “Perhaps this will refresh your memory,” he said, picking me up by the waist and flipping me around his back.

	“Leo?” I asked. He withdrew his mask, revealing his face. 

	“You thought I was dead, didn’t you?” He spun me off the dance floor.

	“Yes, but…” I said, walking backward. He marched toward me with his fist clenched.

	 “You tried to kill me, my family and friends!” He pinned me against the wall, baring his teeth. I recoiled. He had never been furious with me before. He seized my shoulder and pivoted me around so that the tip of my nose was inches from the wall. He withdrew a gun pressing the barrel against the back of my head

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I heard all of Flo perished in a fire.”

	 “A fire that your boyfriend Belial and your demon army set to my village! You sent them with the seal. He told me. I know how close the two of you are. My father and brother, Cicely they are all dead because of you!” He pressed the gun tighter to my skull.

	“Leo, I have nothing to do with it, Belial and I are not together. He must’ve framed me.!” 

	“Why should I believe you? You’re sitting up there with Azazel, possess the Seal of Solomon. My family warned me about you.”

	“Azazel kidnapped me against my will!  Why else would I be here?” I cried, remembering how I had threatened those he loved for mocking the death of my mother.

	Leo turned me around, lowering his gun and placing it in his holster under his tux. 

	“It’s good to have you back,” I said. 

	Leo's hands wrapped around my waist as he cocked his head toward mine. He planted his lips on mine. A surge of heat rushed through my body while my legs wrapped around him, and he set me back down. 

	“I can’t stay mad at you forever,” he said. “I’m sorry I tried to kill you.  I should’ve known Satan is the father of lies and he sews seeds of discord.”

	“Leo Its okay, I blamed you for something beyond your control as well. Truce?” I said, offering my hand, he shook it.

	“Truce.” He embraced me. I didn’t ever want him to let me go. I loved him, and he was the only man I wanted to be with for the remainder of my days. I looked over my shoulder Azazel had vanished along with Semjaza, and my heart drummed faster wondering where they could’ve disappeared to. He let me go staring at me. “Tess said something about some pole shift tonight.”

	“Azazel told me the same thing.”

	“And about hell being opened?”

	“Yes.” 

	“Then we better find that machine and warn the civilians. ‘I’ll locate the machine. You find the abductees.” 

	I nodded as Leo took off in the opposite direction, just I pivoted around Belial stood there.

	“Going somewhere?” 

	“Move.”

	“Oh Maricel, when will you learn, you can’t save the world, it’s beyond your control.”

	“I can die trying.” 

	“That a girl, but unfortunately since you’re playing for the wrong team, I’m going to have to sacrifice you along with your little friends tonight. 

	“Wait, sacrifice?” He grabbed my arm, leading me across the dance floor. We passed Azazel speaking to Semjaza in a corner both seemed to be debating something. His brow raised when we passed.

	* * *

	Leslie had managed while in Tess’s suite to get the address and had made off with a man’s motorcycle outside the suite, taking it to the gala.

	 Although she and Erich used to go riding weekends from LA to Vegas, she had a bit of trouble steadying herself.

	* * *

	Tess entered in. The remainder of the crowd had disbanded. 

	Leslie sped past her. Tess’s dress raised, revealing her bare, scarred legs. She lost her balance collapsing to the ground and cursed.

	The doormen ran after her, she almost knocked into the table doing a donut on the bike. 

	Leo turned as she lifted the helmet. A group of goons surrounded her.

	* * *

	Belial led me down the winding halls dotted with bust of fallen angels and their consorts. Abstract pieces of art lined the walls with photographs of historical figures. People flirted standing to the sides of the hall drinking. Waiters passed us with trays of finger foods. We traveled down a sweeping staircase, leading to a deserted basement. 

	“Where are you taking me?” I shoved his hands off me. He didn’t answer as he continued pushing me forward down the steps. As my foot left the last step, we were in complete darkness. I no longer could see what was ahead of me. Belial emitted light illuminating our path.

	The squeak of rodents scurrying past my feet caused me to jump. I could feel the hair of a tarantula crawling on my foot, screaming as I look down at the insect. Belial covered my mouth and kicked it off my foot smashing it to death. 

	We finally arrived at the edge of a hall and were standing outside a room within the building. When he opened the door, he switched on the light revealing the heinous sight before me. There were numerous chambers within the room. Hundreds of hanging bodies were all shackled to the ceiling like cattle. The people were sedated. Their eyes filled with dark rings and mouths crusty from dehydration. I zeroed in on a man hanging, identifying him as Zev. When I glanced at his injured shoulder, I gasped realizing he had been shot and was thankful to see him alive.  I spotted my other friends and was disheartened to see the stab wounds inflicted upon Kevin and Crystal. I dashed to Zev checking on his wellbeing, embracing him. 

	“Zev!” Tears streamed from my eyes.

	“Maricel” He mumbled. I hugged him tighter.

	“Are you okay?” I said, touching his shoulder.

	“I’m fine, just not in top shape. I smiled, unshackling him. He fell forward. I turned. Something in Belial’s eyes had changed as he watched me with my brother and his mouth parted as if he were going to speak.

	“Belial?” 

	He raised his fist and smacked my face. I fell to the ground, landing on my back. Belial slammed the door behind him, locking me inside. I banged on the door.

	* * *

	Just as Belial made it around the corner after ascending the stairs. Azazel grabbed him by the collar.

	“Where is she?” he said.

	“I don’t know she must have run off with Leonardo.” He threw him to the side, and he landed on the other side of the wall.

	“You’re messing everything up!” Azazel shouted stomping through the hall in search of me. Belial grinned watched Azazel struggling to find me.

	* * *

	Leslie and Leo backed into each other. They nodded at each other and charged at the circle of agitators. 

	Leo backflipped, kicking one of the men in the tip of his chin, sending him hurling into the group, knocking them down like a heap of dominos.

	Another charged at him. He caught him by the shoulders, casting him into the table. The silver wear shattered with the broken table. 

	Guards fired rounds at Leslie. She ducked, outrunning the bullets. Leo pulled out his gun and shot back at them, taking some of them out. 

	Creatures scampered squealing. Some fainting. Leo used the broken table as leverage to leap and hang onto the tip of the stairwell encasing the balcony and flipped over the railing as more men ran at him. He blocked their punches, striking them and tossing them over to their death. 

	He sprung forward, taking hold of the chandelier swinging on it before it fell to the ground on some of the guards. And Leo lied there covered in blood. 

	A few men laughed, kicking Leo as he lay there motionless. While they were distracted, Leslie struck some of the men in the head with one of the broken table legs. They gurgled clasping their necks collapsing the ground as blood sputtered from their wounds. 

	Leo sprung back up and shot the remaining assailants. More security entered the balcony, firing-Leo and Leslie crawled under the table.

	“Stop the madness! We can take care of them later!” Dr. Prescott shouted, entering the room. The shooting ceased. 

	A few other scientists followed behind him rolling out a massive machine shaped like a large sphere. Its interior was concentric circles. 

	Leslie and Leo who sat up and snuck away to find us.

	* * *

	Inside, I banged on the door with everything in me, hoping it would barge—to no avail. Praying for a miracle. My brother was busy helping untie others.

	“Do you need help?” he offered.

	“No, I’ll get it. You continue untying people. I don’t want you putting too much stress on your shoulder.” 

	On my final bang as my fist slammed the door, a force sent me flying backward with the door falling forward off its hinges. I landed on my back beside my brother’s feet. 

	Leo helped me up.

	“Sorry, are you okay” I glanced up at him, startled by his bleeding.

	“Yeah, I’m fine” Although my back aches, are you all right? He nodded.

	“I got into a scuffle. I’m all right, though,” he said.

	“Belial locked me in here, they’re planning to sacrifice the sheep as they call us. Help us, free everyone. We can’t afford any more causalities.”

	 Leslie ran in behind him. 

	She embraced me. I took her into my arms having missed her

	“I’m sorry for abandoning you,” she said

	“Les, I knew you were hurting.”

	“I should never have listened to Asmodeus.” 

	We parted, and she assisted us, Crystal was now free. She was helping untie Caroline, Kevin, and Warren. As soon as the three were undone, Caroline came over to me.

	“Maricel, it’s been crazy, we’re sorry for walking out on you,” she said. I nodded.

	“I’m happy to be reunited.”

	 It was a collective effort as well helped one another. I had never witnessed so much generosity between people, and I finally understood these people were my brothers and sisters in Christ. 

	There were still too many people and not enough time to help all of them. I knew we had to try to help as many as we could. The more we helped, the more could assist us. 

	Some of the people we loosed appeared too scared to run or too traumatized to help us.

	Leo was struck in the back of the head from behind by Rain with a club. He fell forward. 

	“Leo!” I cried.

	“Poor smut,” Rain said to himself. “You know he was a pretty decent guy until he got involved with you. His family was right Maricel you would be the death of him,” he said, tasering me. I fell gripping my stomach. From his right, Warren kicked him in the jaw. 

	Leslie led everyone out of the room down the hall, marching through the dark.

	I crouched down beside Leo—he was unconscious. I signaled for help, and Warren helped pick him up.

	As Caroline helped Kevin lean against her as he was still injured. Leslie helped Warren and Crystal assist Zev. We walked up the stairwell coming down the hall. 

	We stopped midway as Thane stood there cross armed, glaring at us with a group of assassins behind him. 

	“I’m going to have plenty of fun, as they cannibalize your bodies tonight. First, it will be infants.” He laughed.

	“Infants?” 

	Erich ripped a baby from a woman’s arms and slit her throat. She toppled to the ground. Her blood pooled from her lifeless body. 

	A few men from among our group snatched the baby and beat on Erich. Some of the people cowered back. 

	Leo roused glaring at Rain and stood with clenched fist.

	“What are you looking at Leonardo, you’re no different, you’re an assassin, remember, what makes these people so special, you’ve become soft!” he said, pushing him.

	“We can never wash the blood from our hands. Embrace the beast that’s inside of you,” he shouted.

	 Leo slugged him and the two broke out into a fight. 

	Thane came from behind and wrapped his arms around my neck. I spun around, elbowing Thane in the nose. Blood flowed from his nostrils.

	A female assassin grabbed me by the shoulders, flipping me over. She wielded a sword overhead. I rolled out of harm’s way and hopped up, pushing her off her feet. 

	Other assassins emerged. Our mob of people ran right at the killers stampeding them as they tried to take us out. Some people tackled the assassins down and fought. Some were shot in the process while others met the blade.

	Just as we were bolting through the halls, Asmodeus and the Seirim waited around the corner.

	 “Get back!” I commanded them.

	“Shut up! You have no authority over us, without the seal, you’re fair game, and now that we got our flesh and blood bodies we aren’t going anywhere!” he said. 

	I have dominion over all of you.” I prayed and backed away, feeling the dissidence from light occurring again. The urge within grew. My fingers closed around the seal. 

	The baby squealed. Leslie rocked the baby to comfort him. 

	I clutched, it placing the ring on my finger. My head ached from their voices in my head again.  

	“Move Asmodeus and the Seirim,” I said.

	They parted the way cursing under their breath, I told them to follow us, and they did so. We walked out into the main hall, where everyone stood around Dr. Prescott as he spoke.

	His eyes narrowed when he saw us entering the room. Azazel shook his head as the saints followed behind me. 

	Tess strutted toward me, her amethyst eyes flickering. In her face, I saw Naamah’s possessing her. Her skin grayed with a blueish tint as her skin peeled. She was no longer human. 

	“And here she is,” Belial said, raising his hands. “All hail the queen of demons in the flesh. They follow her command.” He grinned. 

	The people around me distanced themselves, and the demons now stood directly behind. 

	“Traitor!” a few people shouted.

	“She’s no queen!” Tess shouted. The multiple voices spoke with her. “Without the seal she’s nothing! I am the reincarnation in the flesh!” Tess said. “Long live Isis! Dianna! Aphrodite! Inanna! Ishtar!  The Queen of Heaven, The mother of all! The stars have aligned themselves tonight in honor of my departure, to heaven! But first, you and the saints will be slaughtered in honor of this trinity!” She glanced at Leo. “Kill her,” she said to him. I turned to Leo. He didn’t budge. She laughed—her voice sounding less human. 

	The ring on my finger grew hot, tightening on my skin, giving me a severe headache. Much like the skull had. Disgust filled me. How could my lust for power escalate this far? Seeing how demonic power had corrupted Tess, I wanted to be nothing like her. Time and time again, I had returned to it like a dog to its vomit seeking the mystical. The weapons of our warfare were not carnal. I didn’t need the seal; all I needed was faith. 

	I threw the ring on the ground—it rolled in the center of the room. A few people gasped. Tess scooped it, she slipped it around her finger, ogling it. Chunks of her hair fell to the floor. She twirled around laughing hysterically until she was completely bald. Her head had grown both in size and in pride.

	“No, Tess, you’re the one that’s dying tonight,” Leo said, stepping back.

	“You double-crossed me!” 

	“When you make a deal with the devil, you lose your soul!” he said. The demons licked their chops at her.

	“No, I have the ring you guys are subject to obey me and kill her instead!” she said, pointing at me.

	The demons refused to move as if the ring gave her no power. “This stupid piece of shit isn’t working!” 

	“Thane, get rid of him and all of them!” Thane froze in place as he saw Azazel and Belial seized her shoulders. Tess jerked, hissing at them

	The roof of the building opened above us. The stars were in sight. A few women danced around Tess. 

	“What’s going on?” I said to Leo. 

	“In one of the books I stole from the Vatican, before the fall of one Babylon’s pillars, America being the economic pillar, they replace the old queen with another. It is time she dies.” 

	“That’s cutthroat.”

	“What can expect from a bunch of devils.”

	Belial and Azazel exchanged evil glances as they held her shoulders. With their bare hands, they tore Tess’s body in half like a piece of meat, devouring her flesh like rabid animals. 

	She screamed in multiple voices as they ate away at her. I shielded my eyes in Leo’s chest, covering my ears. 

	“Now is the time!” Azazel said, licking the blood from his lips. The Seal of Solomon lay in the pool of blood that was once Tess’s body. It floated to Belial, and he tucked it into his pockets.

	Dr. Prescott grinned at the sacrifice and fired up the machine. It blinked and spun. The ground beneath our feet split, moving the foundations of the earth forming holes in the marble floor. 

	Large hands with claws broke through the ground. Above us, a massive star hung overhead.

	“Planet x,” I said. Leo glanced at me and nodded.

	“I’m going find a boat to get off this landmass and help some of the families,” he said. I nodded. He kissed my forehead and bolted out of the building with other saints. 

	The remaining party goers fled from the building. Just as I was starting to take off, Belial ran toward me, tackling me down. Windows shattered. The giant shard of glass fell on people killing them. 

	From each end of the building large demons poured in attacking their worshipers. 

	Belial chained me down to the ground in the center of a pentagram. 

	“Why are you doing this?” 

	“You’re the perfect sacrifice,” he said with a laugh, scurrying away. 

	Cries of people as they were killed from flying pieces of debris. A large opening through the walls revealed more hellish beings coming from hell howling as they flew through the streets, striking people dead.  

	I pulled with all my might praying for help. A boulder fell straight for me—it crumbled around me, breaking the chains. Thanking God, I got up.

	I was stopped by the shoulder. Pivoting around to see Erich.

	“Maricel, what’s going on?” he said.

	“I don’t have time for this?” I backed away.

	“Maricel, I just woke up, I was in a comatose state while something else took over,” he said. By the absence of rage once present in his eyes, I confirmed he was telling the truth.

	“Erich, I’ll explain later. You have to find your wife and evacuate the country. There isn’t a lot of time!” 

	He nodded, sprinting away. 

	I ran amok outside, passing people avoiding falling debris and demons.

	Belial rode out with a group of the demons on a dark blue and yellow horses, galloping through the streets striking people dead with swords. 

	Building after building combusted into flames spreading fire to the area as heaven and hell collided with earth. 

	Lamp poles and phone lines swayed from a powerful surge of wind accompanied by fire.

	* * *

	Leslie shielded the infant from the hail mixed with fire, raining down. A hand grabbed her shoulder and she turned to see Erich, she wanted to hit him. With the baby in her arms, she didn’t dare try. He hugged her. When she peered into his eyes, the demon was gone.

	“How did it happen?”

	“I prayed for deliverance,” he said, staring at the baby.

	“Praise God!” She sobbed. “Help me get him, to safety, I have no clue if any of his other family is alive.

	* * *

	Leo had located an exports ship that he and a few other men had dumped all the merchandise in the sea making room for as many people as could fit. He assisted family after family in climbing aboard and left to go find me. 

	As he was rushing back into the streets, dodging the raining fire. It consumed cars, buildings, animals, and people around him. He spotted Zev and Crystal.

	“There’s a merchant ship we dumped supplies from, join everyone else in evacuating the area!” 

	Both Crystal and Zev nodded. A flaming rock, hit the White House and it broke into pieces. More fiery rocks destroyed Capitol Hill and the Washington monument.

	Belial rode toward Leo as he assisted a man who had fallen into the ground. Just as he was pulling him out, Belial raced toward him with a sword raised. 

	Leo turned just in time, his eyes widening.

	Zev saw from a distance and leaped out, pushing Leo out of the way. His torso met Belial’s sword, piercing him from the stomach up. He fell to the pavement. 

	Crystal gasped, taking him into her arms. Her eyes welling with tears. 

	I ran to my brother’s aid as he bled out.

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 11

	CHTHONIC

	“Zev!” I cried as he lay in Crystal’s arms. He yowled in pain, losing too much blood, and I clutched his hand. “You’re safe, that’s all that matters,” he said. Leo knelt beside him.

	“Zev, please don’t leave me, you’re all I have,” I said.

	“No, you have your friends, and you have him.” He glanced at Leo and smiled. Crystal looked at him as well, her face welling up as she broke down crying and removing her glasses to wipe her eyes. 

	“Zev, please hold on this isn’t the end,” I said, squeezing back tears.

	“I’m sorry, Maricel. I can’t, I’ve already lost too much blood. My time here is finished. I’ve done all that God wanted me to do. You’re a warrior, and you will endure to the end.” I shook my head disagreeing with him.

	“No, don’t say that. We are going to carry you back, and we are going to sail out of this place together.”

	“No, Maricel.” 

	Crystal hugged me as she cried into my shoulders. 

	“Crystal, I love you,” he said, taking her hand. She nodded.

	“I love you too, Zev. You’re an incredible man she whimpered and stood. 

	“You two promise me something,” Zev said, focusing his attention on Leo and I. Zev took both our hands, placing them in his. Crystal watched covering her mouth. “I see the way you two get along. It’s clear how both of you feel about one another. I know that you love each other. I had a vision a month ago of you two married looking out for one another, dying to protect one another. You two may be different in many ways, Maricel has heart, and Leo has the courage. So do me a favor put aside your differences and although there’s not much time left get married.” 

	I brushed a tear from my duct. Leo placed his hand on my shoulder with his head down.

	“I promise Zev it’s the last thing I do. I’ll walk your sister down the aisle.” Both Zev and he chuckled to the best of their ability. 

	“Leo protect my sister for me, don’t let her out of your sight. Maricel I love you, and I’ll see you on the other side with mother.” His voice faded as his eyes closed with his last breath. I kissed, the tip of his forehead. Leo helped me stand to my feet. 

	Crystal took one last look at him, and she ran with us to the beat.  

	The sky was now a dark red color from all the fumes. 

	We came to the ship. All of our friends were aboard. From a distance, a group of children stood stranded as fire rained down. 

	 “There’s something I have to do,” I said. 

	“Maricel wait!” Leo said, following me. I dashed away.

	Leo lost track of me as people pushed him down, trying to get out of the way.  

	     A group of children cried, standing on top of debris as a building imploded. “Come with me!” I said, taking their hands. “I want you guys to hold one another’s hands. One of the little girls was crying.

	“I can’t, my dad, he was killed.”

	“Listen to me, sweetie, I want you to count backward from ten.” 

	The girl stared at me. Her large dark eyes filled with fear. She did so, as we ran I took them to the ship and Crystal helped me load them on it. It was already overflowing with people and somewhere trying to beat others off.

	Erich, Kevin and Warren had to hold some violent people off as they tried to highjack the boat. Caroline stood on deck. 

	“Maricel, there’s not much room we have to leave now, get Leo,” Leslie said.

	“Wait he’s not on here?” I said, confused.

	“No, he went to search for you,” Crystal said. I felt guilty now that I had left and worried for his safety.

	“I’ll search for him!” I sprinted back into the mob of people fighting each other. Some threw themselves into the water, trying to swim away. 

	There were a few people localized in the area as they were stuck in the ground from sunken terrain. They screamed as solar winds hit them, frying their flesh. I was already in the heart of the city. If I didn’t hurry, the ship would take off without us.  

	Flaming rocks rained from the crimson sky as the stench of sulfur rose in the thick air. I tore through the severed sidewalks past shrieking civilians struck by steel, glass, and bricks from crumbled buildings leaving nothing but a pile of mangled meat on the heated cement.

	A block away, I spotted him, pulling a boy from beneath a mound of rubble that was once a warehouse. The boy’s mother thanked him. I pulled to a stop behind him across the street.

	 “Leo!” I hollered waving at him. He turned and grinned, bolting straight for me.  The street between us caved in swallowing cabs, buses, fire, and hydrants into the ocean. 

	Stay with me!” he shouted as we ran along the divide that had formed heading for the ocean.  He jumped over the cratered land, wobbling to stand. I darted on the other side of the gap, ignoring the raging fire in my chest. The ship was in sight, and he turned back to me.

	 “Maricel leap for me!” he hollered from the other side of the divide. I gulped. If I failed, I would be stuck in the earth. “Don’t be afraid. I’ll catch you,” he said. We were running out of time. With a deep breath, I plummeted across the gap passing through the fire. 

	In midair, a force took hold of my torso from behind, and I ascended into the air shrieking in horror that I had lost him. To my dismay, Azazel held me in the sky.

	 “Let me go!” I cried. Azazel laughed.

	“I always knew you wouldn’t choose Tess’s place, and as a result, she was a sacrifice for us, it was always meant to be this way. You’re the New Queen.” 

	“What are you talking about?” I said.

	“This is only the beginning of the end.” 

	“Maricel!” Leo cried from down below, running after us. An enormous solar flare hurled down, lighting up the entire town. Everything burned to pieces with a blast. I closed my eyes. No, I shook my head. He was dead. 

	* * *

	Leo grabbed a piece of stray debris using it to pull himself up then staggered through the fire, making it to the ship, having just missed the fireball. He was too late, as the entire sky had rained fire, and he cried as I had been in the sky held hostage by Azazel when the fire fell. From the air, Azazel had sacrificed me. 

	He ran to the boat, leaping onboard. From a distance, the country still burned being reduced to ashes. 

	“Leo, where’s Maricel?” Caroline said.

	“She didn’t make it,” he said, squeezing back tears. It was the first time he had allowed himself to sob in front of others. He withdrew the picture of me, rubbing it, and looked back up at the sky. “You’ll be atoned,” he said as he put the picture away. 

	* * *

	The red soil was teeming with life. An entire community had been built. Mansions lined the artificial grass, golf courses, parks, malls, and various other luxuries. It was if I had been transported to the future after leaving the destruction of my country. They terraformed Mars, and I was a prisoner to it. I scurried around running my hands through my hair.

	“This is your new home,” Azazel said as he stood behind me watching me react to my new environment.

	“You’re demented,” I said, turning to face him as we stood staring into one another’s eyes he chortled.

	“Oh, poor Maricel. Now you can no longer get in the way of my plans.” 

	“Take me back!” 

	“Maybe three and a half years will help you grow,” he said, turning his back to me. His large black wings spread ready to leave. 

	“Azazel wait!” I said. He looked over his shoulder at me, grinning.

	“I’ll return for you when business is finished,” Azazel said. 

	“What are you going to do?” 

	“Capture Jerusalem, enjoy the red planet. When I return our reign begins!” He said, flying off until he was no longer visible. There was nowhere to run. I had no way of returning to earth. No spaceship or transporter. I was stranded. I dug my heel into the ground. I didn’t know how all I knew was somehow someway I would return. 

	    “No,” I said to myself. “I’ll see you at Armageddon.”  
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