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1

VICKI Byrne gasped, sucking in air, trying to slow her racing heart. She pulled herself up and stood in front of the computer monitor. Whoever was out there had disabled the camera.

A thousand thoughts rushed through her mind. Vicki’s first fear was the Global Community. Could they have found the hideout and surrounded Colin’s home?

Slow down, Vicki thought. The person wasn’t wearing a GC uniform, and the hair seemed long and stringy. Maybe someone’s out for a walk in the woods. No, they were definitely sneaking up on the hideout.

She clicked on another camera and checked the area, but there was no movement.

Vicki put a hand to her forehead and closed her eyes. Maybe her mind was playing tricks. She had heard of that happening to people who were exhausted. Maybe she only thought she saw a face on the camera. She clicked the first camera, and the screen remained blank. There had been someone out there—but who?

Vicki didn’t want to wake anyone, especially the guys. She didn’t want to be a scared little girl who needed help from the big strong boys. Shelly was the obvious choice to awaken, but Vicki decided against it. What was it? Pride? Fear? She didn’t know. All Vicki knew was that there was someone walking around outside Colin Dial’s house and she had to find out who it was.

She switched to another camera again and focused on the area where the mystery person could be. Nothing. Not a chipmunk, squirrel, opossum, or scary face in sight.

Vicki shuddered. What if the person was hurt or in some kind of trouble, running from something or someone? She kept looking, trying hard not to ignore her feelings.

Each motion sensor came up empty. Whoever it was had either moved out of the area or was in hiding.

Vicki hesitated before she crept past the room where Shelly and Janie slept and grabbed a wool jacket from the closet. Colin Dial’s wife, Becky, had told the group that they could share everything they found in the basement. “You kids need something, use it,” she had said.

Kids. Vicki smiled at the word. It had been a long time since she felt like a kid. True, she was only seventeen. In a normal world she would have been enjoying her senior year of high school. But this was not a normal world. Each day brought a new set of dangers and problems. She and the others had done their best to think clearly, then react. But there were some things you couldn’t plan for, things that went beyond imagination. Like tonight—helicopters falling from the sky, the threat of an all-out war coming from the most evil man in the world.

No, Vicki didn’t feel like a kid. She should have been thinking about her senior picture or buying her first car or what she would wear to the prom. For a split second, as she put on the jacket, Vicki let her mind go. She imagined wearing a beautiful dress and walking into Nicolae High, arm in arm with Judd, her red hair flowing over her shoulders.

A motion sensor beeped and snapped her back to reality. She quickly turned it off and glanced at the monitor. A second camera had gone blank.

Something scratched at the other side of the hideout. Vicki opened a door quietly, and Phoenix scampered up to her, wagging his tail.

“Want to help me?” Vicki whispered.

Phoenix snorted and Vicki led him up the stairs. Going outside was risky, but she had to see who was out there.
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Judd stared at the burning wreckage of Z-Van’s plane. “I thought we were going home,” he muttered.

Lionel put a hand on Judd’s shoulder. “I know what you mean. I was looking forward to seeing everybody.”

Judd glanced at Westin Jakes, Z-Van’s pilot, who spoke to one of the emergency workers near the charred building. Westin pulled out his cell phone as he walked toward Judd and Lionel. “A GC chopper tried an emergency landing late last night but didn’t make it.”

“What do we do now?” Judd said.

“Make other plans. Z-Van can get another plane as fast as he wants. Maybe a day or two.”

“Can we fly commercial?” Lionel said.

“Planes have been grounded because of the activity last night,” Westin said. “Plus, I hear they’re requiring people to have the mark to make it through security.”

Judd ran a hand through his hair. “We can’t go back to Z-Van. He’ll turn us in.”

“Stick with me,” Westin said. “I’ll call him and explain about the plane. You can stay in my room at the hotel until we figure out a way to get back.”

Westin hailed a cab and phoned Z-Van. After he hung up, he told Judd and Lionel that Z-Van had said he should have stayed with the plane.

“Which means you’d be dead,” Lionel said.

Westin asked the driver to turn up the radio. A live broadcast had begun, celebrating the lifting of the plague of boils. Crowds screamed and chanted in the background as the announcer ran down the list of participants. When he mentioned Z-Van’s name, the crowd went wild.

Westin pecked the driver’s back. “Take us to the concert.”
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Vicki looked for a pair of Colin’s night glasses but couldn’t find them. She leashed Phoenix and crept outside. She knew the dog would probably bark if he saw something, but she felt safe with him close, even if it did alert the intruder.

She stood by the house and listened, letting her eyes get accustomed to the moonlight. Finally, she pulled Phoenix’s leash tight and set out.

When she reached the tree line, the dog bristled and Vicki stopped. She thought the camera was straight ahead, about another fifty yards, but was it closer?

“It’s okay, boy,” Vicki whispered, reaching down and putting a hand on the dog’s head.

She knelt beside him, her senses heightened. Suddenly she didn’t think coming outside had been such a good idea. What if it was the Global Community? What if Claudia Zander had followed her and burst through the woods with a weapon drawn?

As Vicki stood, a twig snapped nearby and Phoenix growled. He shot toward the noise, the leash slipping through Vicki’s hands. “No! Come back!”

Phoenix disappeared into the woods. Suddenly there was movement—someone running. Two people, maybe three.

“Here he comes!” a female shouted.

“Go, go, go!” came the reply.

Vicki’s heart raced. She followed the barking and footsteps, dodging trees and brush. Her jacket got caught, and she stopped to pull loose from briers.

Phoenix yelped and Vicki screamed, “Don’t hurt him!”

Instinct took over as Vicki plunged farther into the woods. She didn’t care how many people were out there or if they had guns—they weren’t going to hurt Phoenix.

Voices and footsteps melted into the woods. Vicki followed Phoenix’s bark until she found him by a pine tree. He was standing on his back legs, the leash tied to one of the lowest branches.

She quickly untied it, clamped her hand around his mouth, and listened. Night sounds. Soft chirping of crickets. A small animal skittered across a downed tree in front of her. After a few moments, she decided whoever had been out here was gone. She wrapped the leash around her hand and headed back to the house.

On her way she spotted the soft, red glow of a light on a tree, head high. The tiny camera had been covered with a cloth about the size of a handkerchief. Vicki uncovered the camera and moved to her right, where she knew the second camera had gone blank. This time she found a small glove placed over a lens at the base of a tree.

She stuffed the cloth and glove in her jacket and returned to the house. Inside, Vicki put Phoenix downstairs and turned on the kitchen light to inspect the items. One turned out to be a child’s glove, with black, orange, and yellow rings around the fingers. The sight immediately made her think of her little sister, Jeanni. How many times had Vicki helped Jeanni put on gloves so she could play in the snow?

She looked inside the glove for a tag or anything to identify where it had come from, but there was nothing. The piece of cloth was indeed a handkerchief with a series of red rectangles. On the bottom-right corner, Vicki noticed someone had crudely embroidered the letters MM with dark thread.

She turned off the lights and took the items downstairs to the hideout. Vicki knew the others would be upset with her, but she had resigned herself to waking them.

As she passed the main computer, she glanced at the screen and gasped. Something had been placed in front of one of the cameras. Vicki enlarged the view and read two words, scrawled in crayon on a scrap of white paper propped in front of the camera:

Help me.
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Judd called Chang Wong’s number and left a message as he headed toward the celebration with Westin and Lionel. Westin didn’t explain why they were going, and Judd admitted a certain curiosity at what Z-Van had planned.

Chang called back a few minutes later and told Judd he was at work in a secure location. Operation Eagle had gone well, though the man Chang had taken over for in New Babylon, David Hassid, had been killed by GC forces near Petra.

“Last night was incredible,” Chang said. “Not one Tribulation Force aircraft was lost, but hundreds of Global Community people died.”

Judd explained where they were headed and Chang groaned. “Only Nicolae would celebrate after such a defeat. I’ve been assigned by my supervisor to monitor deaths of people due to the BIO disaster.”

“BIO?”

“Blood In Ocean,” Chang said. “The lakes and rivers haven’t been affected.”

“I wish we could talk with Dr. Ben-Judah about that and find out why,” Judd said. “You mentioned that they suspect a mole inside New Babylon. Are you still in danger?”

“I think I’m okay. I work in an office with about thirty others. I’m trying not to say much to anyone. My superior, Mr. Figueroa, told me this morning that Supreme Commander Moon had been killed.”

“You already knew that,” Judd said.

“Yes, but he said they suspect two airplane stewards of committing the crime. He thinks they are the ones with the contact on the inside.”

“That’s insane!” Judd said. “You told me yourself that you heard Carpathia kill Moon. There were other people in the room.”

“Lying is normal around here,” Chang said. “I’d better get back. I’ll call you later to hear about the celebration.”

The cab pulled up to the massive outdoor venue just as Dr. Neal Damosa, the Global Community’s top education guru, took the stage. “From Jerusalem to Bangladesh, from London to Marrakesh, from Tokyo to Sydney, we welcome the world to this celebration!”

The crowd, pushed into the makeshift arena, clapped politely as Damosa welcomed honored guests. “But some of the most treasured participants of this gathering are right here in front of the crowd.” He motioned, and the camera quickly panned the front row of spectators. Judd felt his stomach turn when he looked at the massive video display above the stage. The camera caught at least a hundred young people who had taken Carpathia’s mark.

“These and many of you around the world are now part of the new society being raised up by our potentate and our god, Nicolae Carpathia!”

The huge screen over the stage switched to different locations around the world. Young and old alike went wild at the mention of Nicolae’s name. Evidently they thought the man would make an appearance at the gathering. Instead, Damosa urged those who hadn’t yet taken the mark to do it that day in the new loyalty mark centers just opened.

Judd noticed filmmaker Lars Rahlmost at the front of the stage, directing his camera operator and talking into a handheld radio.

“And now, the moment we’ve all been waiting for,” Damosa crooned, putting on dark sunglasses that brought new cheers from the crowd. “Here to debut songs from his new project, Resurrection, is the first civilian to take the mark of loyalty, Z-Van—and The Four Horsemen!”

[image: image]

Sam Goldberg had lived through the most thrilling night of his life. After they left Masada, the drive through the desert to Petra had been filled with twists and turns. Chased by the Global Community, their truck had actually been stopped by Peacekeepers, but the band of new believers kept going. At one point, the earth had opened and swallowed several Global Community vehicles chasing Operation Eagle.

Sam tried to reach Judd via cell phone but couldn’t get through. He wanted to tell Judd about his adventure and the beauty of Petra. But how could he describe it? He had been there as a youngster with his family, walking through the Siq, a narrow, mile-long walkway. But he hadn’t appreciated the city carved out of rock like he did today. Sam believed this was God’s place of protection.

As Operation Eagle leaders guided many to the Siq, Sam stayed behind, looking for his friend Mr. Stein and listening to the conversation of those in charge of Operation Eagle.

Sam scanned the crowd and was glad no one with the mark of Carpathia would enter Petra. But he was distressed when he saw groups of people without God’s mark on their foreheads. Would these become believers? Would these betray the company of Christ followers?

Older people shuffled along the entrance. Tiny children slept on parents’ shoulders, exhausted from the hurried escape from Nicolae Carpathia and his troops. Though tired, most people seemed excited about what was ahead. Sam heard some talk about Micah, while others said they couldn’t wait to hear from Dr. Tsion Ben-Judah, who had promised to fly to Petra and meet with the pilgrims.

Sam started to dial Judd again but hung up before it rang through. Something had suddenly made the crowd uneasy. People stopped talking. Some pointed to the east. Sam climbed a steep wall of rock to about twenty feet above the crowd and shielded his eyes from the sun. Three huge clouds of dust billowed across the desert. The clouds slowly separated and continued toward Petra.

“What is it?” someone said.

A murmur ran through the people in the Siq. “Global Community ground forces!” some shouted. “Keep moving!”

Sam studied the clouds. If those were GC troops, they would be armed. One tank firing into this crowd would leave hundreds dead. Instead of a haven, Petra could become the biggest graveyard in the world.

“Keep moving!” someone yelled from behind.
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JUDD took a breath and tried to prepare himself as The Four Horsemen bounded onstage. The music was so loud it seemed to penetrate the pores of Judd’s skin. The band had an interesting combination of traditional instruments—drums, guitars, even a grand piano—but it also modeled some of the newest musical gadgets.

One woman stood in the middle of what looked like a circular computer screen, reaching out and touching it to play recorded bits of Nicolae Carpathia that beamed onstage and on the giant video screen.

A man with long hair sat on a chair behind Z-Van, moving his hands over a round, drum-like instrument. As the music blared, a huge craft hovered over the audience, casting shadows on the gathering. Whenever the long-haired man slid his hands over the object or beat the instrument, the hovering craft thundered like a cannon.

Video clips of Nicolae Carpathia ran in perfect coordination with the music. The crowd stood in awe as never-before-seen footage of Nicolae’s resurrection flashed on screen.

Z-Van pranced onto the stage, turned to the screen, fell to his knees, and stretched out his arms. “Behold your lord and your god!” he screamed.

The crowd roared its approval.

The video showed a close-up of Nicolae in his glass coffin. The music softened, then grew louder as each instrument pounded in perfect tempo. As the camera pulled back from Nicolae’s face, the faint outline of a heart grew red inside his chest. Z-Van fell backward, his feet tucked under him, his head and arms touching the stage.



“His hands so cold, his heart at rest,

As lord of all sees one last test.

A grieving world, we turn to you,

The one entombed in shadows new.”





Nicolae’s glowing heart beat with the music, turning from red to gold, then white-hot. Z-Van, still stretched out on the stage, suddenly rose ten feet and hovered, his chest rising and falling with each breath. Judd couldn’t see wires or cables holding him.



“The planet waits, not knowing when

We’ll see this man of love again.

But death is not a worthy foe,

This wound, this sting, he will not go.”





Nicolae’s eyes fluttered and the crowd whooped, as if they were experiencing the real thing again. Judd watched, mesmerized by the images, the music, the voices, and the crowd. People with Carpathia’s mark lifted their hands and seemed to drink the music like water, as Z-Van reached the chorus of his new song.



“Res-urrection, sent from above

Res-urrection, power of love

Res-urrection, rise from your bed

Res-urrection, back from the dead!”





The chorus built until Z-Van screamed the final words. Nicolae’s eyes shot open at that exact moment. The coffin lid flew up, and the great pretender—the fake god who mocked everything good and holy—sat up and looked directly at the camera. The crowd bobbed like an angry ocean as the band unleashed a combination of ear-blistering music and fireworks that exploded above.

Z-Van ripped off his shirt, spread his arms, and rose higher. He stared at the crowd as if in a trance, fireworks bursting around him.

“How’s he doing that?” Judd shouted.

Westin shrugged. “It’s the first time I’ve seen him do it. There have to be wires somewhere, but I don’t see any.”

“Carpathia allowed Fortunato to call down fire,” Lionel said. “Could Leon have given Z-Van some kind of weird power?”

“I don’t want to think about it,” Judd said.

More video flashed on-screen detailing Carpathia’s past political “high points.” They showed pictures of a young Nicolae and the crowd oohed and ahhed. For an incredible twenty-three minutes, Z-Van flew over the outstretched arms of the people and belted out lyrics in praise to the most evil man on the face of the earth.

When Z-Van finished, someone wheeled a replica of Carpathia onstage, and band members fell to their knees and worshiped it. Like a tidal wave, people in the audience took the cue and dropped to the pavement, some stretching out on their faces, paying homage to Nicolae. Z-Van pointed to his forehead and urged the crowd and those watching via satellite to take the mark as quickly as possible.

When the applause faded, Z-Van took a drink and held the microphone close. “This new album has songs that express the way I feel about the risen potentate. Most of them celebrate his new life and what he’s done for us, like the lifting of the boils last night.”

People screamed, drowning out Z-Van for a few seconds. Then he continued. “But there’s one song on the project that was very difficult to write because not everyone agrees with us about Potentate Carpathia. There are a few who refuse to honor him, who refuse to obey him, and who have come against his efforts for peace.”

The crowd booed and some raised fists.

“I met two young people not long ago,” Z-Van said, “who tried to convince me that I should buy into their tired, dead religious system. So I wrote a song for them and those like them who may be watching or listening right now. It’s called ‘What More Does He Have to Do?’ ”

Judd looked at Lionel. There was no mistaking that Z-Van had written a song about the two of them.
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Vicki sat in the middle of the Wisconsin hideout, angry faces turned toward her. Awakening the others had set off a chain reaction. When Mark stumbled out of his room and discovered Vicki had gone outside, his jaw dropped. Colin Dial couldn’t believe it either. Becky, Colin’s wife, stood behind Vicki and put a hand on her shoulder.

“I thought we made the rules clear,” Colin said. “One decision like this affects everybody.”

“All right, she made a mistake,” Becky said. “Let’s not rub her nose in it.”

Silence followed. Charlie sat in the corner petting Phoenix, whispering to the dog that he had been a good boy to protect Vicki.

“Who do you think it was?” Shelly said, turning to Tom Fogarty. “Could it have been the GC?”

“Believe me,” Tom said, “if the GC knew you guys were here, they wouldn’t waste time with cryptic little messages and covering up a couple of cameras. They’d have carted you off to the nearest jail.”

“So what does the MM stand for?” Shelly said. “Morale Monitor?”

“It’s too crude,” Tom said. “Probably somebody’s initials.”

“If it’s not the GC, then who?” Vicki said, glancing at Colin. “Do you have neighbors?”

Colin shook his head. “Not behind us. Just forest for miles. But it has to be someone who knows about our operation. Those cameras were hidden pretty well, and we’ve been careful not to raise suspicion by doing things outside.”

Vicki sighed. “So we have to assume the request is real. Somebody needs help.”

“But what kind of help?” Conrad said. “This place is pretty remote. Is somebody being held hostage? Do they need food and a place to stay?”

Maggie Carlson chuckled. “If that’s the case, they’ve come to the wrong place. We’re packed in here like sardines.”

Jim Dekker, the former satellite operator for the Global Community, walked to the monitor. “I say we put a watch on the sensors twenty-four hours a day. If these people need help, they’ll be back.”

“What if it’s some kind of trap?” Vicki said.

Colin bit his lip. “Why didn’t you ask that before you went outside?”

“Don’t do that, Colin,” Becky said, glaring at her husband. “Vicki has apologized.”

Colin nodded. “You’re right. But since we’re all up, we might as well talk about the overcrowding. I’ve contacted a friend to the west of us who says they’re fixing up an old church camp. It might be ready today.”

“Are they believers?” Josey Fogarty said.

“Very strong,” Colin said. “It’s a mini-teaching community. They read Tsion Ben-Judah’s Web site each day and learn as much as they can about the Bible.”

“Sounds perfect for newer believers like us,” Tom Fogarty said.

“Do we have to go?” Conrad said. “I mean, I’d like to stay active with the kids’ Web site and answering questions.”

“We’re not going to kick anybody out,” Colin said. “If you want to stay, you can. This new place is not going to be as high-tech. I think they only have a couple of computers. But it’s clear some of us have to move from here. Is anyone interested?”
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Sam watched the clouds of dust move closer to Petra. Though Operation Eagle had begun the night before, there were still hundreds of thousands who weren’t even close to the narrow entrance to the rock city, and it seemed many would not be able to make it inside.

A man moved to a nearby helicopter, and Sam spotted Micah sitting inside. He knew from Judd and Lionel that this was the famous Dr. Chaim Rosenzweig, but the man had undergone such a complete change that few recognized him.

The chopper rose a few hundred feet, and Sam wondered if Micah was being moved to a safe place. The chopper hovered for a few minutes, then landed.

Sam approached an American with a walkie-talkie. “Can you tell me what’s going on?”

“The head of the operation and some others are in there trying to figure out what we should do,” the man said.

“What do you mean?” Sam said. “We simply need to get people inside the city of refuge, right?”

“A lot of people here aren’t believers. We’re worried they won’t be protected.”

“Then get them inside,” Sam said.

“If the GC has rocket launchers, the troops moving this way are within firing range right now. There’s probably a bunch of tanks and personnel carriers, from the looks of all the dust being kicked up. If they surround us and fire, it’ll be a slaughter.” The man squinted at the crowd. “Those troops are minutes away.”

“What are we going to do?”

“Only one thing we can do. We’ll have to take up arms against them. We only have a few weapons, but we could hold them off long enough for a few more to make it inside if we start firing before the GC get in position.”

The man hurried back to the chopper area. Sam’s father had been involved with the military and police operations, but Sam had always been afraid of guns. He had seen what they did to people. But if these innocent, unarmed civilians were about to be fired upon, were they supposed to sit by and let that happen?

Sam dropped to a flat rock and put his face in his hands. “God, I don’t believe you’ve brought us this far just to let the Global Community kill us before we get inside Petra. So I ask you right now to protect all of those who are still outside. Give wisdom to the leaders of Operation Eagle. Don’t let anyone fire unnecessarily. Father, guide us in your path, for your glory. Amen.”

Sam finished and looked at the chopper hovering overhead. He joined several Israelis nearby who were in an animated discussion.

“I will not take up arms,” one man said. “Surely if what we’ve been told about Messiah is true, he will help us.”

“You’re a fool if you don’t defend yourself,” another man said. “I heard that a believer was killed here yesterday. You’re going to let them roll right over us with their tanks? It’ll be a massacre.”

“I didn’t say that,” the first man said. “I think we should pray. God will help us. Killing Global Community troops is not the answer.”

Sam glanced at the crowd and noticed the line had stopped going into the Siq. He moved away from the argument. Wind whipped sand and tiny rocks as the helicopter descended in the distance. Sam angled toward the crowd outside the Siq and found people quiet, unmoving.

“What’s wrong?” Sam asked a woman holding an infant.

The woman put a finger to her lips, then motioned ahead. A tall man in a brown robe stood before them. People kept moving back to give the man room. One look at his face and a wave of peace swept over Sam. Was this another prophet sent by God to help overcome the evil of Nicolae Carpathia?

Sam waited with the others, silently, not looking at the clouds of dust, not worrying about weapons or tanks or defending themselves. Sam wondered if this man was an answer to prayer.
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SAM inched closer to the robed man. People had formed a ring around this stranger, standing a few feet back from him. Those who had already gone into the narrow passage waited to see what would happen. Even the helicopters seemed silent.

A group walked onto a giant boulder overlooking the impromptu meeting. As the sound of GC engines grew closer, the man held both hands in the air. Sam expected him to yell so everyone could hear, but he spoke in a normal tone.

“Fear not, children of Abraham. I am your shield. Fear not, for God has heard your voice. He says to you, ‘I am the God of Abraham your father: fear not, for I am with you, and will bless you.’ ”

Sam noticed that people on the far reaches of the crowd didn’t strain or move forward. Everyone was hearing what the man said.

“Behold, the Lord your God has set the land before you: go up and possess it, as the Lord God of your fathers has said unto you; fear not, neither be discouraged. Hear, O Israel, you approach this day unto battle against your enemies: let not your hearts faint, fear not, and do not tremble, neither be terrified because of them; be strong and of a good courage, fear not, nor be afraid of them: for the Lord your God, he it is that goes with you; he will not fail you, nor forsake you.

“Peace be unto you; fear not: you shall not die. Turn not aside from following the Lord, but serve the Lord with all your heart. God your Father says, ‘You shall eat bread at my table continually. Be courageous, and be valiant.’ Fear not: for they that be with us are more than they that be with them.

“You shall not need to fight in this battle: set yourselves, stand still, and see the salvation of the Lord with you, O Judah and Jerusalem, for the Lord will be with you. God shall hear you, and afflict them because therefore they fear not his name. Say to them that are of a fearful heart, ‘Be strong, fear not: behold, your God will come with vengeance, even God with a recompense; he will come and save you.’ ”

Sam moved a step back as the man approached. Who was he? Was it a man at all?

The crowd made way for him as he walked through, seemingly unfazed by the growing noise from the oncoming war machines. He was a few feet away from Sam when he continued. “For the Lord your God will hold your right hand, saying unto you, ‘Fear not; I will help you, people of Israel.’ So says the Lord, and your redeemer, the Holy One of Israel.

“Thus says the Lord that created you, O Israel, ‘Fear not: for I have redeemed you, I have called you by your name; you are mine.’ It shall be well with you. Be glad and rejoice: for the Lord will do great things. The very hairs of your head are all numbered. Fear not therefore: you are of more value than many sparrows.

“The Lord God says, ‘Fear not, for I am the first and the last.’ Stand firm then, remnant of Israel. Fear not! Fear not! Fear not! Fear not!”

People took up the chant, and voices grew louder as the man walked into the crowd. He made his way to an open area and faced one of the oncoming plumes of dust bearing down on Petra.

Sam turned to an older man next to him. “Do you have any idea who that is?”

“Surely he is sent from the Lord,” the man said. “A prophet, perhaps an angel.”

Sam nodded. An angel, not with wings and shimmering clothes, but who speaks words from God and looks like a real man.

The stranger grabbed his robe at the chest and lifted his face at the advancing armies. Sam felt an incredible sense of peace. He was no longer scared of the Global Community. This was truly God’s fight, and God would show himself faithful. The GC troops were a quarter of a mile away and closing in quickly.

Sam moved as close to the man—or angel—as he could and noticed Mr. Stein a few yards away. Sam waved and Mr. Stein nodded, then pointed toward the desert.

For the first time, Sam could see the line of tanks grinding toward them. He could only imagine the most sophisticated weaponry rolling and bouncing closely behind.

Sam ran to Mr. Stein and hugged him. “I’m glad to see you made it,” Mr. Stein said. “I want to hear your story of how you got here, but let’s watch.”

“What’s going to happen?” Sam said.

“I believe Michael is going to—”

“Michael? The archangel?”

“Yes, I believe it is him. The Scriptures say he is the protector of Israel.” Mr. Stein pointed to the oncoming GC vehicles. “We will either see a display of God’s power or they will overrun us.”
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Judd and Lionel moved back along the edge of the crowd with Westin. “I want to go to the hotel before this place goes wild,” Westin said.

“Hang on,” Judd said. “Let’s hear this song.”

Z-Van stepped in front of the video screen, now filled with more images of Nicolae. Some were photos of Nicolae assuming power in Romania. Others included shots of the potentate speaking at the United Nations, in front of crowds in Jerusalem, and poses of him smiling with dignitaries from around the world.

Video of Nicolae killing the two witnesses, Moishe and Eli, ran in the background. Grainy footage appeared of Leon Fortunato calling fire down at Carpathia’s funeral.

All this was accompanied by a slow, boomy melody and Z-Van’s scratchy voice.



“What more does he have to do?

He came back from the dead, just like he said.

An incredible man with peace and a plan

For a world to be filled with love.”





The song spoke of “two young men, swayed by religion, controlled by a book.”

Z-Van continued, yelling now:



“I’ve heard this song before. I’ve heard about Jesus. I’ve heard about sin, but he can’t solve this mess we’re in.”





By the end of the verses, Z-Van had the crowd screaming, “What more does he have to do?” Fans went wild when Z-Van strapped himself to two beams of wood and was raised above the stage, mocking the crucifixion of Christ.

Judd shook his head. “I can’t stand any more of this.”

A block from the gathering, Judd spotted a new loyalty mark application site. GC workers looked like they hadn’t slept in weeks. A few people stood in line to be processed. Judd thought about telling them what a mistake they were making, that they were forfeiting their souls, but as he got closer and heard their conversation, he decided against it.

“I’ll be able to tell my kids I got the mark on the day after Nicolae lifted the plague of boils,” one woman said.

“Can we hurry it up?” a boy with tattoos and piercings whined. “I want to get back to the concert.”

Judd, Lionel, and Westin hurried to the hotel. They would catch the rest of the concert on television.
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Sam stared at the oncoming horde. Now he could make out the shapes of rockets on the backs of the second row of vehicles. The noise grew unbearable as the grinding of the tanks and the noise of war bounced off the walls of Petra and shook the earth. Sam shielded his eyes as dust swirled through the air.

Though things looked bad, Sam still felt a strange sense of calm. This must be what faith is all about, he thought. I should be scared to death, scared the GC are going to open fire and blow us up. But I believe God.

Mr. Stein leaned down. “They’re not going to use their weapons on us. They’re going to try and run over us.”

“And you’re not concerned?” Sam said.

“The army that moves before us is controlled by a defeated enemy,” Mr. Stein said. “Remember what Michael said. ‘Peace be unto you; fear not: you shall not die. Turn not aside from following the Lord, but serve the Lord with all your heart.’ ”

The tanks chewed up ground only fifty yards away. Grains of sand and tiny rocks skittered like jumping beans at Sam’s feet. Michael stood ramrod straight. In fact, most in the crowd hadn’t even shielded their eyes from the dust cloud. They had stayed in position, eyes closed, defying the enemies of God to come farther.

Twenty yards.

Sam’s heart pounded in sync with the army’s advance. He smelled exhaust fumes. Under normal conditions he would have expected screaming, crying, and wailing from the crowd, with people climbing up the side of the rock wall to escape certain death. Instead, no one made a sound.

Ten yards.

How would it happen? What could God possibly do to stop this seemingly immovable force before them? A blaze of fire? A hurricane wind? A wall of water from a rock?

Sam glanced at Michael. His face shone. He was as fierce as a lion, and the angel’s courage made Sam’s eyes well with tears.

Ten feet!!

Suddenly, thunder pealed. The earth shook with a terrific force. Sam fell to his knees, closed his eyes, and covered his ears. It sounded like the whole world was caving in on itself.

Sam opened one eye and saw an unforgettable sight. The earth, only inches from his knees, had split open. Tanks, rocket launchers, troop carriers, and every GC vehicle tumbled into the chasm. Global Community forces fired in a vain attempt to hurt God’s people. Their missiles fell back on top of them and exploded.

Plumes of smoke replaced the dust in the air, and many of the GC vehicles caught fire. Only seconds before, Sam could have stretched out on the ground in front of him. Now, one step and he would fall into a gorge that seemed to have no end.

Sam cringed at the screams and wails of GC troops plunging to their deaths. An aftershock shook the earth, and Sam lost his balance. Mr. Stein grabbed his arm and pulled him from the edge.

Then, as incredible as the opening of the earth had been, another miracle occurred: The walls of the gorge slammed together in front of Sam, sending a spray of dust and rocks into the air. The earth had opened its mouth, swallowed the invading forces, and closed it.

“Incredible,” Mr. Stein whispered. “Just like the Red Sea when Moses led the children of Israel out of Egypt.”

As the dust settled and the cracking and heaving of the earth came to an end, Sam looked around at the faces of thousands behind him. People were so stunned they couldn’t speak. Michael was gone. Sam’s eyes stung from the tears that welled up. God had been faithful. He had kept his promise. Every word of Michael’s message had been true.

Sam closed his eyes and tears ran down his cheeks. He wished his father had believed. Though his father had been dead for some time, Sam’s heart still ached for him. Sam wondered if there were any unbelievers left in the crowd behind him.

Sam wished that for once, Global Community News Network cameras had been on-site to capture what God had done. They would no doubt put Carpathia’s spin on the event that had killed hundreds, if not thousands, of GC troops.

Sam turned and saw people still on the ground. Whether out of fear or reverence for God, he couldn’t tell, but an eerie silence continued.

Finally, Micah rose and people turned to him. He spoke with a crackling voice, as if he too had been overcome with emotion. “As long as you are on your knees, what better time to thank the God of creation, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob? Thank him who sits high above the heavens, above whom there is no other. Thank the One in whom there is no change, neither shadow of turning. Praise the holy One of Israel. Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost!”

Sam closed his eyes again and prayed. He felt a hand slip onto his shoulder and smiled. It was Mr. Stein.
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AFTER a few hours of sleep, Vicki awoke and joined the others in the basement hideout in Wisconsin. Mark and Colin were still upset, so she ate breakfast alone, watching the surveillance cameras on the computer screen.

Colin finally approached her. “I thought you and I would have a look at the area where you were last night. You want to show me?”

Vicki pursed her lips. “Are you going to stay mad at me?”

Colin sighed. “I know you thought you were doing the right thing. I’m upset that you didn’t alert us.”

“I’m surprised you guys didn’t hear the alarm.”

Colin nodded. “I need to make it louder and put a monitor in our room. The truth is, with everything that’s gone on the past couple of weeks, Becky and I have been praying like crazy for you and your friends. You’re almost like family to us, and we wouldn’t want to see anything happen to you.”

“You’ve been really kind to take us in,” Vicki said. “I’m sorry I messed up.”

Colin smiled and asked Mark to watch the cameras and tell them via radio if he saw any movement.

The grass was still wet with dew, and a thick fog rose from the ground as they walked toward the woods. Colin kept an eye on the road as they walked the perimeter of the cameras, making sure no one was watching.

Vicki pointed out where she had found the handkerchief and glove, and Colin retrieved the note. There was nothing written on it except Help me, but Colin noticed something strange at the corner of the torn piece of paper. “Take a look at this.”

“It looks like a postmark,” Vicki said.

“From more than three years ago,” Colin said. He pushed the talk button on his radio. “Mark, print out a small sign we can tack to a couple of these trees.”

“What do you want it to say?” Mark said.

“Something like, ‘We’ll help you. Tell us what you need.’ Bring that out and ask Becky where we keep the extra surveillance cameras. I want to stick two of them high in the trees so we can see more.”

Colin turned to Vicki. “Show me the tree where they tied Phoenix.”

Vicki found the right tree and Colin inspected the area. The grass was tromped down, but the dew was heavy and it was difficult to see footprints.

Colin knelt and leaned close to the ground. “Most of this area was untouched by the plague that burned the grass and trees. Anybody who wanted to hide out back in these woods could do it.”

“You don’t think it’s GC?” Vicki said.

“Tom’s right. It’s not their style,” Colin said. “But it still worries me. We’ll put up the signs and see if there’s any activity tonight.”

Vicki started for the house and Colin put out a hand. “We had a meeting before you got up. There are some people leaving today.”

“What?” Vicki said.

Colin stared at her. “I’ll understand if you want to go with them, but Becky and I agreed you’re welcome to stay.”

Vicki didn’t know what to think. She knew the hideout was crowded, but leaving so soon? She left Colin without speaking and ran to the house. She was surprised to see everyone congregated upstairs in the living room. Tom and Josey Fogarty held clothes Becky had found for them in a storage area. Charlie knelt on the floor with Phoenix by his side.

“How was this decided?” Vicki said.

Becky took a breath and explained that their friend in western Wisconsin, Marshall Jameson, had volunteered to pick up anyone who wanted to move to the campground. “I know this has happened quickly, but we think it’s necessary.”

Cheryl stepped forward and put a hand on Vicki’s shoulder. “I don’t know how I can ever thank you for what you did. If I have a girl, the Fogartys have agreed we’ll name her Vicki.”

Vicki was near tears. “And what if you have a boy?”

“Ryan Victor Fogarty,” Cheryl said.

“Are you all going?” Vicki said, finding a seat.

Melinda knelt before her and nodded. “Charlie wants to go if he can take Phoenix. Is that okay with you?”

Vicki looked at Charlie. “Are you sure?”

“Bo and Ginny said they’d take good care of me,” Charlie said. “And they’re going to put us to work on some more cabins so others can come. Maybe you’ll be there someday.”

“Yeah,” Vicki said. “So who’s staying?”

“I am,” Shelly said.

“Me too,” Conrad said, a sheepish smile on his face. “Mark will stick with us too.”

Vicki looked over the faces. So many stories. Melinda, the former Morale Monitor, had become a believer at the schoolhouse. So had Janie. Darrion had known Ryan Daley and almost went back to the start of the Young Trib Force.

“Something tells me this is the right thing to do,” Darrion said. “I’ll probably miss the high-tech stuff, but maybe there’s something new at this place that we’re supposed to do.”

Vicki wiped her eyes. When she looked at Charlie again, she nearly lost it.

“I promise I’ll take real good care of Phoenix,” Charlie said.

Vicki nodded. “I know you will. When are you leaving?”

“After dark,” Darrion said, “so we have all day to say good-bye.”
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Judd collapsed on the bed in Westin’s hotel room and buried his face in a pillow. He couldn’t bear watching the conclusion of Z-Van’s concert. What had been billed as a celebration of the end of the plague of sores had become a two-hour commercial for Nicolae Carpathia’s mark of loyalty.

The cell phone rang and Judd picked up, thinking it would be Chang with an update from New Babylon. Instead, Judd heard what sounded like singing.

“Judd, it’s Sam!”

Judd was overjoyed to hear that Sam was okay and had made his way into Petra. When Sam described his experience with Michael and the GC troops, Judd couldn’t believe it. “I haven’t heard anything on the news about it.”

“You probably won’t hear the truth because it’s another devastating defeat for the GC,” Sam said. “Hang on. There’s somebody else here who wants to say hello.”

Mr. Stein got on the phone and greeted Judd. Judd told him what had happened to them on their way back to Israel and how Z-Van’s plane had been destroyed. “Last time I saw you, you were heading for the choppers outside Masada. Is that how you got to Petra?”

“It’s a most incredible story,” Mr. Stein said. “Until I saw what the Lord did through Michael, it was the biggest miracle of my life.”

“What happened?”

“As you know, the Global Community vehicles rolled up just as we were leaving. I piled into a crowded chopper. We actually had a few more than we should have had.”

“Was everyone a believer?” Judd asked.

“I think so,” Mr. Stein said. “Some of them had prayed with Micah that very night. I was glad I was there, along with others, to help answer questions.”

“You headed straight for Petra?”

“Yes, but within a few moments it became clear that we were overloaded and the pilot turned back. Three young believers were dropped off at Masada and rushed to get a ride to Petra while the rest of us continued our flight. That’s when Global Community forces descended and warned us that we would be shot from the sky if we did not land and surrender.”

“What did your pilot do?” Judd said.

Judd could hear the smile in Mr. Stein’s voice. “He was a large, black man who had been in the U.S. military.

He flashed a bright smile at us and said the only place we would touch down was near the walls of Petra.”

“I saw some of the flights get shot at as we drove back toward Jerusalem,” Judd said.

“We weren’t actually shot at,” Mr. Stein said. “Our pilot flew low and tried to avoid any contact with the GC. We were doing well until we flew over a rock formation and came upon a huge firefight. Several GC aircraft fired on Operation Eagle choppers. Our pilot stayed low and hovered in a safe position, inside a narrow rock outcropping. He hoped we could stay there until the danger passed.

“However, what happened next was incredible. One of the GC choppers above us took a direct hit from another GC aircraft. The bullets literally passed through the Operation Eagle chopper and hit the enemy’s helicopter. I saw a flash overhead and the GC aircraft spinning, smoke billowing from its engine, heading straight for us.”

“What happened? The pilot must have done something to get out of the way.”

“He couldn’t move to either side because of the rock formation,” Mr. Stein said. “We could only go up or down, and the chopper was hurtling toward us, out of control. The pilot yelled for us to brace ourselves. I wanted to shut my eyes, but something made me keep them open.

“Everything went into slow motion. I could see the rotor blades of the other chopper going round and round, the GC pilot struggling to take control, and then it hit our helicopter.”

“The other chopper crashed into yours?” Judd said.

“No, the GC chopper actually passed through our aircraft.”

“What do you mean, ‘passed through’?”

“In a sense, it was like in the Old Testament when the Death Angel passed over the houses of the Israelites. The tail section of the GC helicopter passed within inches of my face. I smelled the acrid smoke and felt the rush of wind from the rotor, even heard the screams of those inside the other craft. But the metal and the smoke passed through our aircraft and out the other side without leaving a trace.

“I looked out the window and saw a fireball explode on the rocks below. The others beside me hadn’t watched, but I glanced at our pilot and knew from the look on his face that he had seen it too. God protected us in the air, and he gave us protection on the ground today.”

Judd talked with Mr. Stein for a few minutes, and then Sam returned. “They have used choppers to airlift people inside the city walls,” Sam said. “Many are safely inside, but there is more work to do. They’ve also brought in supplies and materials so we can build places to sleep and meet. It is a massive operation.”

“Won’t the GC return?”

“I don’t think they know what happened. Hopefully, Operation Eagle can get Tsion Ben-Judah back soon.”

When Judd hung up, Lionel came in and plopped onto the bed with a sigh. “Good news and bad news,” Lionel said. “The good news is that Z-Van’s finally finished. Bad news is that GCNN is reporting that record numbers of people are getting their marks after Z-Van’s performance.”
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Vicki spent the morning with her friends, reliving adventures and listening to stories. Becky, Colin’s wife, set up a video camera and recorded the group. Vicki laughed until she cried and cried until she laughed. “Why do any of you have to go?” Vicki said through her tears.

“You know this is the best thing for us and for the Dials,” Maggie Carlson said. “Maybe we’ll all be together again soon.”

One of the most touching moments of the morning came when Charlie choked up about Vicki’s influence on his life. “You helped change me,” he said. “From the time I was little and all through school, people thought I was retarded. You were the first person who said I could learn just like everybody else. I know I’m still a little slow, but I’m catching up.”

Darrion put a hand on Vicki’s shoulder. “You helped me through some really tough things in my past I was dealing with. Things that wouldn’t let go. And think of all those kids who saw you by satellite during those GC rallies and gave their hearts to God.”

“I’ll never forget the look on her face when the camera first went on back at the schoolhouse,” Conrad said. “Vicki’s eyes were about as big as basketballs.”

Vicki laughed. “Hey, it was my first time on international television.”

“You know, this has to be a little bit of what heaven’s going to be like,” Janie said. “Not the waiting to leave part, but when we get there, we’ll be able to talk about what God’s done and how we’ve helped each other along.”

“Without worrying about the next move Nicolae’s going to make,” Conrad added.

Josey Fogarty sat forward. “I knew from the time I first met Vicki that she and the others had something I didn’t. And when people like to characterize teenagers as selfish and consumed with only what they want, you guys cared.” She put a hand to her face and her chin quivered. “Tom was only a few minutes away from taking Carpathia’s mark when you showed up. You’ve been an answer to my prayers, even before I knew enough to pray them.”

Cheryl hugged Vicki. “We’re going to see each other again. And my only prayer is that little Vicki or little Ryan will get to know you, Vicki.”

Becky Dial made lunch and the kids talked more. Phoenix barked when someone pulled into the driveway in a fifteen-passenger van.

“It’s Marshall,” Colin said.

Marshall Jameson was hefty with blond hair and blue eyes. Vicki wondered about his story, but the man got out of the van and rushed inside. “We need to move. Got a tip that the GC are canvassing main roads tonight for anyone without the mark of loyalty. If you’re coming to Avery, it has to be now.”

The kids who were staying behind helped load the van. Vicki took Phoenix by the collar, hugged him, and helped Charlie get him inside. There were tears and final hugs, and then the doors closed. Vicki covered her mouth with a hand as her friends drove out of sight.
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SAM Goldberg found one of the members of Operation Eagle and offered to help. A tall, blond American wearing a flight jacket said they wouldn’t be doing more chopper runs from outside. “We’re passing out blankets to keep people warm inside and outside the city. Construction will start soon on some of the small buildings.”

Sam grabbed an armload of blankets and followed the tanned man. “Do you know where Micah is?”

“I’ve heard he’s alone. Wants to prepare what he’s going to say after everybody’s settled.”

They walked onto a rock outcropping, and Sam got a good look at the people congregated inside Petra. Many sat in small groups, talking. Some looked like they were trying to convince the undecided about the truth of God.

The American pointed to a flat location near the entrance to the Siq. “That’s Buck Williams. He’s the one in charge of getting the building supplies organized.”

“The journalist from America?” Sam said.

“Yeah, one of our guys got killed up here and Buck is taking his place.”

Sam handed out the blankets and went back for another load. He expected people to be antsy about what was going to happen. Instead, they seemed grateful for the warmth of a blanket. Everyone he met thanked him.

On one of his runs for more blankets, Sam noticed two women talking with a group of Israelis. He stopped and realized it was Leah Rose and Hannah Palemoon, the two Operation Eagle workers he had met on the ride to Petra.

“. . . so we’re looking for people who know about computers who could help us set up a station.”

An older man waved a hand. “Try some of the young ones. I don’t know enough about computers.”

“I know someone,” Sam said. “Naomi Tiberius. She’s a teenager, but—”

“That’s not important, Sam,” Leah said, smiling. “We’re trying to set up some computer equipment, but we need someone who knows her stuff.”

“Naomi would be perfect,” Sam said. “She’s taught adults how to use programs before. We used to attend the same synagogue.”

“And you’re sure she’s here?”

“I just gave her and her father a blanket. Come on. I’ll show you.”

Sam led the two to Naomi and her father, Eleazar Tiberius. Naomi spoke only Hebrew, but Leah and Hannah understood her in English. Eleazar seemed reluctant to let his daughter go with the Americans at first, but he soon agreed when he heard about what she would be doing.

Naomi told the two her experience. “I’ve taught some introductory classes and helped with a couple of networking projects. One for a small business and the other for the science department at the university.”

“You’re just who we’re looking for,” Leah said. “We’re bringing in a whole set of computers that will allow people here to keep in touch with the Tribulation Force.”

Naomi asked how they would get power and several technical questions Sam didn’t understand. The women didn’t seem to understand them either.

“All we know is, once we get the computers going, our contact in New Babylon will tell you what you need to know.”

“What else will the computers be used for?” Naomi said.

“It was David Hassid’s hope that we could train Israeli believers to answer questions that come to the Trib Force Web site,” Hannah said. “Eventually there should be thousands of computers for mentors to use to reach people around the world.”

“And that will all be coordinated through New Babylon?” Naomi said.

“Yes. Chang Wong is our contact,” Leah said. “You two will no doubt become good friends.”

“Where are the computers?” Naomi said.

Leah used her radio and found out a site had been located for the computer building. It would be constructed high enough to look out on the encampment, but not too high that people would have trouble walking to it.

“They’ll bring in modular walls to isolate the machines from wind and dust,” Leah said.

“How long will that take?” Sam said.

“They can put up a building this size in about an hour, depending on how many people help,” Leah said. “The individual tents and personal living spaces go up faster than that.”

“There are others here who know as much, if not more, about computers than I do,” Naomi said.

“Go find them,” Leah said. “We’ll need all the help we can get.”

Naomi scampered off, and Sam scanned the workers lugging boxes of computer equipment to the site. The first modular units were being laid out on the ground, measured, and put together. This rock-walled city was about to change drastically.
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Judd checked outgoing flights and found two headed to the States, but they all agreed it was too risky to try and slip onto them. Westin dialed his contacts and found a comparable plane for Z-Van in Spain. The company said they would fly the plane to Israel if Z-Van decided to purchase or lease it.

“It’s not as fancy as that old one,” Westin said when he hung up, “but it’s better than nothing.”

That afternoon, Chang called to give Judd an update on Nicolae Carpathia, who was on his way back to New Babylon. “I can’t wait to get home and listen to the bug on the Phoenix 216.” Chang paused. “I have something I’d like you to pray about.”

“What’s up?”

“I just came from a meeting with my boss. He had told me I wouldn’t have to be interrogated, but now he says he can’t make any exceptions.”

“You mean the lie detector?” Judd said.

“Yes. I also hacked into their database. They’re giving me a surprise inspection tonight.”

“Chang, you have to get out of there!” Judd said.

Judd heard a smile in Chang’s voice. “On the contrary, I think I have them right where I want them. Just get as many people to pray about this as possible, okay?”

“I will,” Judd said.

Chang hesitated. “There’s one more thing. It’s my parents.”

“Have you talked with them?”

“No. And with all that’s going on here, I’ve hardly had time to think about it. But when I do, I’m tied in knots.”

Judd thought about his own parents. They must have known Judd wasn’t living for God, even though he went to church and made it seem like he was committed. How difficult had it been for them?

“It’s terrible when someone you love doesn’t believe,” Judd said.

“Not only doesn’t believe but wants to follow Carpathia,” Chang said. “Fortunately they didn’t take the mark while they were here. I’ve heard my father has been disgusted with what happened in Jerusalem, but the people giving the mark don’t care what you believe. They just apply it.”

“We’ll add your mom and dad to the prayer list,” Judd said.
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Vicki stayed in her room the rest of the morning, a dull ache in her chest from missing her friends. She had wanted to be with Cheryl when she gave birth. She had wanted to help Janie and Melinda grow. How long had she and Darrion been friends? Now it seemed like they were half a world away.

Shelly knocked and came in. “Conrad said you have an e-mail. I told him not to bother you, but he thinks you should see it.”

Vicki followed her into the computer room. Mark had fired up the new cameras, and Vicki was amazed at how much they could see of the forest.

Colin and Becky had cleaned the rooms of the others and found Charlie’s notebook. Becky gave it to Vicki. “I doubt we’ll be able to get this to him anytime soon. Why don’t you keep it?”

Vicki stashed it in her room and returned to find a printed e-mail from Manny’s sister, Anita.



Vicki and Mark,

By now you’ve probably heard about Manny. I tried to stop him, but he wouldn’t listen. I’d like to tell you what happened, but I’m scared. Please call me late tonight. I’ve hidden a phone and can talk then.

Anita





She included her phone number at the bottom of the message. Vicki read it again and shook her head. “Doesn’t sound like Manny convinced her to become a believer.”

“Are you going to call her?” Shelly said.

Vicki nodded. “Tonight while I’m on duty with the monitor.”
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Sam was amazed at how quickly buildings went up in Petra. While several men and women worked on the computer center, others constructed personal dwellings. These were small, pre-built rooms big enough for a bed and perhaps some computer equipment and a dresser or a desk. Younger people gravitated to a lower area where tents had been set up.

Sam loved the atmosphere of the city with people helping each other. Tiny children had to be kept from the edges of cliffs, and several teenagers volunteered to take care of the little ones while parents set up their new homes.

Some started campfires to cook meals, and the crackling fires, along with the smoke that wafted skyward, gave Sam the feeling of being in Old Testament days. And why not? Though their enemies used high-tech weapons, these were no different than the stories of the Philistines in King David’s day. Instead of walking around the enemy walls seven times, like Joshua did, the angel Michael had opened a gigantic chasm in the earth.

Sam found Mr. Stein and his new friends, Rabbi and Mrs. Ben-Eliezar, and helped them put together their dwelling. Rabbi Ben-Eliezar asked about the progress of the computer setup, and Sam told them. “We’ve been trying to call our sons to let them know we are safe but haven’t gotten through. We thought we could e-mail them,” the rabbi said.

“They should have the system up and running soon,” Sam said.

The Ben-Eliezars had many more questions that Mr. Stein answered as they worked together. Sam wandered off when they finished, wondering when Micah would speak.
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Vicki took over her four-hour shift monitoring the perimeter of Colin’s property at 10 P.M., Wisconsin time. She pulled up the kids’ Web site as she watched and read some of the new e-mails. Shelly, Conrad, and Mark were answering as many as they could, but there was no way to keep up with all the questions.

After two hours of nothing but wind blowing through the trees on the monitor and an occasional deer, Vicki dialed Anita Aguilara’s number. The phone rang only once before Anita picked up. “Hello?” she whispered.

Vicki identified herself and the girl sighed with relief. “I haven’t slept since they killed Manny. In fact, I don’t know if anybody here has.”

Vicki had prayed for Manny’s sister since they first met. “Tell me what happened.”

Anita took a breath. “Manny was excited about meeting with Hector and the others. But I saw things Manny didn’t. The guys took loaded guns to the meeting.”

“So it was a setup?” Vicki said.

“Yes. I don’t think they ever wanted to know what had changed Manny’s life.”

“Did you listen to Manny?”

“Yes. I couldn’t believe how much he had learned about God in such a short time.”

“That’s one of the things God does when you believe,” Vicki said. “He gives a desire to learn more about him. What happened in the meeting?”

“Manny was explaining that you can’t get to heaven by trying to do good things or work off your sins. Hector laughed and said he didn’t want to go to heaven, that all his friends were in hell. That made the others laugh. But Manny didn’t let them get to him. He kept going.

“Soon one of the guys became angry. Manny told him he was simply repeating what Jesus said in the Bible. That’s when I got confused.”

“What confused you?” Vicki said.

“Manny believed that Jesus paid the penalty and had served the sentence for our sin. He said there was only one way to be forgiven and go to heaven, and that’s when the guys stood and took him away. They said they had heard enough.”

“What did you do?”

“I followed. Manny looked at me and I think he wanted me to stay away, but I hid in the garage and watched.”

Vicki felt a chill run down her spine. She remembered the feeling in that garage and wondered if anyone had ever been killed there.

“What did they do?” Vicki said.

Anita began crying. “Hector took him to the middle of the room and accused him of telling the Global Community too much information. Manny swore he didn’t tell them anything.”

“He should have come back with us,” Vicki muttered.

“Hector held a gun up and told him he had to confess. Manny looked him in the eye and—I’ll never forget this—he told Hector the reason he had come back was to tell them the truth about God.”

“That’s true,” Vicki said.

“Manny pleaded with them to ask God to forgive them. He begged them not to take the mark of Carpathia.”

Anita broke down and sobbed. When she had composed herself, she whispered, “Hector and the others took turns kicking and beating him. Finally, they all aimed their guns at him and fired. There was nothing I could do.”

Vicki shuddered. “Of course there wasn’t. Those men are killers, and you should get out of there.”

“They don’t know that I saw,” Anita said, “but I think Hector wants to get rid of me.”

Vicki wanted to hop in a car and rescue Anita that night, but she knew she couldn’t. “The most important thing now is for you to believe what Manny was telling you.”

“I want to believe,” Anita said, “especially after what happened next.”

“What’s that?” Vicki said.

“After they shot him, they opened a trunk of a car to dump his body. I was crying so hard, I could hardly control myself. And then I heard it. Singing or some kind of noise above. There was a bright light, and the gang members covered their eyes. After a few moments, it went away, but all of the gang members were spooked by it.”

Goose bumps ran down Vicki’s arms. She had never heard of such a thing happening. Could there have been angels in the room when Manny had been killed?

“What was it?” Anita pleaded. “Can you tell me, Vicki?”

“I don’t know for sure. But I do know you can see Manny again.”

“How? How can I see him again if he’s dead?”
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