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1

JUDD Thompson Jr. fell into a chair and gasped for breath. It felt like the air had been sucked out of his lungs. He couldn’t believe he was trapped in New Babylon, the headquarters of the Global Community.

Judd spoke with Chang Wong for a few more minutes, and Chang said he would call with any information that might help Judd and pilot Westin Jakes escape.

Then Judd joined the others gathered around several computers. Some monitored cameras set up near their safe house, while others watched the latest from the Global Community News Network.

Rainer Kurtzmann, the German leader of this small group, took Judd aside. “I’m sorry you’re trapped. I feel responsible for not getting you back to your plane last night.”

Judd frowned. “It’s not your fault. Westin and I made a bad choice.”

“Whatever we can do to help, we will do.”

A woman pointed to a tiny laptop computer. “Take a look at this.”

Judd watched as a temperature gauge on the right side showed things were back to normal. The woman moved a remote camera slightly to the left, and several people crawled out of an underground bunker. Their skin was pale, and they looked like they hadn’t eaten in weeks.

The woman zoomed in on a smiling group. A young man ran to a burned-out area and lay down, scissor-kicking as if making a snow angel. The others with him laughed.

The mood inside the safe house wasn’t cheerful. They would no longer be able to move around during the day. Westin grumbled about his plane, wondering if the GC would find it.

“We have to prepare for possible inspections by Peacekeepers,” Rainer said. “They’ll be going from building to building soon.”

A live shot of Carpathia’s palace showed open windows and people streaming out of the building. Judd wondered if the GC would ever estimate how many had died from the heat.

Leon Fortunato appeared at a press conference, and Judd was shocked at the way the reporters looked. The normal crowd of men and women covering international news was down to only a few people in ragged clothes. Even makeup couldn’t hide their gaunt faces.

Fortunato was dressed in his usual gaudy clothing, but Judd could tell the past few weeks had taken their toll. There were dark circles under Leon’s eyes, and his clothes seemed to sag.

“I’m pleased to say that your potentate will speak just before noon today to give an update on the world situation,” Fortunato said. “But I am happy to report that it appears this quirk of nature is over. We have reports from everywhere the sun is up that the heat is gone. Let us give thanks to the giver of all good things, Nicolae Carpathia.”
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Vicki awoke with a gasp and sat up in bed. The rhythmic breathing of the others in the cabin calmed her, but something didn’t feel right. She listened for any noise outside but heard nothing. The heat wave had done many things to help believers, even zapping insects. Rivers and lakes had boiled for so long that frogs were nonexistent. Crickets, cicadas, and other bugs had either gone into hiding or had been burned to a crisp. Vicki was glad she could go out during the day because walking at night was so quiet it was eerie.

Vicki had awakened at other times and sensed a need to pray for friends. Perhaps this was such a time. Could someone be in trouble? Judd?

She closed her eyes and lay back on the pillow, whispering a prayer. Vicki found it better to pray aloud because when she prayed silently, she got distracted and sometimes simply fell asleep.

When Vicki had first become a believer, prayer had seemed like a duty. She ticked off a list of things she needed God to do, made sure she confessed her sins, got in the right amount of praise and worship, and went on with her life. But it had been six years now, and her view of prayer had changed. Just like she looked forward to talking with Judd and spending time with him, she looked forward to her times alone with God. In fact, speaking with her heavenly Father didn’t feel stiff and formal—it felt natural.

Vicki discovered what had been missing from her prayer life a few years earlier: listening. She had always thought that prayer meant saying things to God. Now she remained silent for a few minutes, letting God bring back passages she had memorized or bits of verses.

At first, she had been unsure of how to address God. Should she talk to Jesus, call out to God, Father, heavenly Father, or say something else? She finally realized that God was more concerned with her simply coming to him, but she had found calling him “Father” a comforting way to begin.

“Father,” Vicki prayed, “I don’t know if something is wrong or if I’m up because of something I ate, but I want to listen now. I pray for Judd and the plans he has for the wedding and where we’ll live once I get to Petra. Keep him safe, Father. …”

Vicki paused, suddenly thinking of a verse Marshall had quoted a few days before. The words she recalled were perfect peace, but she couldn’t think of the rest. She flipped on a flashlight and grabbed her Bible from the floor. Shelly said something in her sleep and rolled over in the bed next to Vicki’s.

Vicki remembered the passage was from Isaiah and turned to chapter 26, the one Marshall had been speaking about. She found her answer in the third verse.

You will keep in perfect peace all who trust in you,
whose thoughts are fixed on you!

Is God telling me something? Vicki thought. Is something about to happen?

She continued reading the passage.

Trust in the Lord always, for the Lord God is the eternal Rock.

He humbles the proud and brings the arrogant city to the dust.

Its walls come crashing down!

The poor and oppressed trample it under-foot.

But for those who are righteous, the path is not steep and rough. You are a God of justice, and you smooth out the road ahead of them.

Lord, we love to obey your laws; our heart’s desire is to glorify your name.

All night long I search for you; earnestly I seek for God. For only when you come to judge the earth will people turn from wickedness and do what is right.

Your kindness to the wicked does not make them do good. They keep doing wrong and take no notice of the Lord’s majesty.

O Lord, they do not listen when you threaten. They do not see your upraised fist. Show them your eagerness to defend your people. Perhaps then they will be ashamed. Let your fire consume your enemies.

Lord, you will grant us peace, for all we have accomplished is really from you.



Vicki shook her head at the timeless words. She couldn’t wait to meet the writers of the Bible and hear what they had been going through when they penned words like these. She smiled as she read the end of the twelfth verse again: “… for all we have accomplished is really from you.”

Footsteps sounded on the path outside. Vicki switched off the flashlight and sat up in bed. The door creaked open, and Vicki’s heart pounded as she squinted to see who was coming.

“Vicki?” Mark whispered. “You awake?”

“Yeah,” Vicki said, leaning back on her pillow. She knew Mark had been on duty in the main cabin keeping watch for the night.

“Better come with me,” Mark said.

Vicki was dressed in seconds and ran up the path, catching up to Mark just before he entered the main cabin.

“What is it?” Vicki said.

“Phone call. Bad news.”
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Judd waited for Vicki to come to the phone, visualizing the cabins she would pass. He cringed when she answered, sounding out of breath and worried.

“I’m sorry to call so late,” Judd said. “I wanted you to hear this from me instead of something over GCNN.”

“What’s wrong?”

Judd told her the heat wave had lifted in New Babylon and that it was expected to do the same throughout the world. Vicki gasped when Judd told her where he was.

“What are you going to do?” Vicki said.

“We’re keeping a watch on the place until sundown. Westin and I are hoping to make it back to the plane and head for Petra.”

Vicki paused, and Judd thought she was crying. Instead, Vicki shared a verse she had just looked up and told Judd to read it as well.

“You’re not mad at me?” Judd said.

“I’m terrified the GC will find you and I’ll see you on some newscast. But we’ve been through this before.”

“I’ll let you know as soon as anything changes,” Judd said.

The two prayed and this time Vicki did cry.

When he hung up, he went to the computer and composed an e-mail, telling Vicki all the things he couldn’t say over the phone. He marked the message “private” and sent it.

As promised, Nicolae Carpathia addressed the world from the rooftop of the palace. For some reason God had spared the building. Judd noticed someone had set up fake plants and trees behind Nicolae to make it look like things were back to normal. A well-placed group of smiling GC workers stood behind him, as if the deaths of millions around the world meant nothing.

Nicolae beamed as he strutted toward the microphone. His hair fluffed in the wind. “As we prepare to partake of our noonday meal here in New Babylon, it is a festive atmosphere. We are all celebrating the end of the curious heat wave that enveloped the planet, and we look forward to the days ahead where we expect peace to rain down on us like a waterfall.

“For those who are in time zones where the sun has not yet risen, rest assured that I have taken care of this problem, with the help of my scientists, who have been working around the clock.”

“Right,” Rainer said. “Nicolae has been able to stop the heat wave with his injured little mind.”

“The heating of the earth has actually caused the waterways to heal themselves, but there is more work to do,” Carpathia said. “Those who are without homes will see them constructed in the quickest manner possible.

“In the past when we have faced hardships, we have pulled together as a Global Community, and that is what will happen now. Let us use this trouble to unite our hearts and minds for one common goal of peace. And let the enemies of peace beware, for we are more committed than ever to reaching our goal.”

With his eyes flashing, Nicolae spoke in several different languages, telling people of the world that he was in control and that he had plans for the good of every person alive.

Hours later, Chang Wong phoned Judd and played part of a conversation Chang had recorded. “This is Nicolae behind closed doors with all of his top people. They spent most of the day just trying to settle people in their offices, but once the directors were there … well, listen.”

Judd heard Nicolae rub his hands together as he said, “For the first time in a long time, we play on an even field. The waterways are healing themselves, and we have rebuilding to do in the infrastructure. Let us work at getting all our loyal citizens back onto the same page with us. Director Akbar and I have some special surprises in store for dissidents on various levels. We are back in business, people. It is time to recoup our losses and start delivering a few.”

“What does that mean?” Judd said.

“I’m not sure, but I’d bet the GC knows something about what we’ve been doing the last few weeks, moving supplies and people. They want to hurt us.”

“Anything new from the Trib Force?” Judd said.

“Everybody’s back in hiding. Captain Steele says we have to pick our spots and strategize for the new night schedule. Which brings me to my other news.”

“What’s that?”

“Westin’s plane.”

Judd took a breath. “You think it’s safe for us to make a run for it after dark?”

“I wish I had better news. I tapped into one of the local security channels a little earlier. The GC spotted the plane and somehow pulled it near one of the burned-out hangars at the airfield.”

“So we might have to fight them to get it back?”

“No. All the fighting in the world won’t help. They planted a bomb on board thinking it was a Judah-ite aircraft.”

Judd clenched his teeth. “So we’ll have to disarm—”

“Judd, listen—”

“No, Chang. If Westin and I can get to the plane tonight and get in the air, won’t God protect us like he has protected all the other planes?”

“Judd, something went wrong with the detonator. The bomb exploded. There is no plane left to fly.”
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WHEN Judd told Westin about the plane, Westin cursed and slammed a fist on the table. “Forgive me,” he said.

“This whole thing is so messed up.”

“It’s understandable,” Rainer said. “You wouldn’t be human if you didn’t show emotion about this.”

Westin stroked a few days’ growth of beard. “I guess I should be glad the plague didn’t end while we were on our way to the plane.” He glanced at Judd. “Guess your wedding plans are on hold.”

“We’re going to get out of here,” Judd said.

Rainer nodded. “We’re all hoping that’s true because of the prophecy.”

“What prophecy?” Judd said.

Rainer took a Bible from the middle of the table. “We came here to fight the GC and live right under Carpathia’s nose. But the Bible motivated us.”

“What’s the Bible got to do with it?” Westin said.

“One of my friends—at least he used to be a friend— was studying the book of Revelation one day and came across an interesting verse.”

Rainer flipped toward the end of the Bible and found chapter 18 and began reading. “ ‘After all this I saw another angel come down from heaven with great authority, and the earth grew bright with his splendor. He gave a mighty shout, “Babylon is fallen—that great city is fallen! She has become the hideout of demons and evil spirits, a nest for filthy buzzards, and a den for dreadful beasts.” ’ ”

“Filthy buzzards, dreadful beasts, that’s the New Babylon I know,” Westin said.

“Here’s where things get interesting,” Rainer said.

“‘Then I heard another voice calling from heaven, “Come away from her, my people. Do not take part in her sins, or you will be punished with her. For her sins are piled as high as heaven, and God is ready to judge her for her evil deeds. Do to her as she has done to your people. Give her a double penalty for all her evil deeds. She brewed a cup of terror for others, so give her twice as much as she gave out. She has lived in luxury and pleasure, so match it now with torments and sorrows. She boasts, ‘I am queen on my throne. I am no helpless widow. I will not experience sorrow.’ Therefore, the sorrows of death and mourning and famine will overtake her in a single day. She will be utterly consumed by fire, for the Lord God who judges her is mighty.”’ ”

“I don’t get it,” Westin said. “I mean, I understand the city is going to be destroyed by God, but why would that make you want to come here?”

Rainer smiled. “When it says, ‘Come away from her, my people,’ we believe that means there will be true followers of God right in New Babylon. We couldn’t imagine who they would be, and then God placed a desire on our hearts to come here and either join this band of brave fighters or become a part of the biblical history.”

“How many of you came?” Judd said.

“There were thirty-eight altogether,” Rainer said.

Judd had asked Rainer earlier if any members of his group had been killed. Rainer hadn’t wanted to talk about it.

“Those verses beg some questions,” Westin said. “If God’s people are supposed to come out, how are they supposed to do it, and where do they go?”

Rainer nodded. “I have been thinking about that. It’s clear God has had enough of the lies and killing of New Babylon, so he’s going to destroy this evil city. But there must be something coming that will signal that it’s time for us to leave. That’s what we’ve been waiting for.”

“Is it possible to talk with someone else?” Judd said. “What’s the leader’s name again?”

“You mean Otto Weser?”

“Yeah, he might have some ideas.”

Rainer pursed his lips. “We have had no contact since … for quite a while. It’s one of our unwritten rules. No one talks with Otto.”

Judd glanced at Westin. There was something behind this Otto business, and Judd wanted to find out what it was.
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Vicki and a few others had gone outside to watch the sun rise early the next morning. As it peeked over the hills in the distance, Vicki could tell the heat and humidity were gone, along with most of the smoke that had hovered over the valley.

At noon, Vicki ventured to the knoll above the campground. There was a lot of excitement with the weather change, more news from the Global Community, and activity on the kids’ Web site. But the news of Judd made Vicki want to be alone.

It was spring, and the trees in the distance should have been covered with buds and new leaves. Instead, the countryside looked like some burned scar.

Something skittered along the ground and startled her. A half-burned tail flicked back and forth on the side of a tree. A squirrel. How he had survived the heat and fires, Vicki didn’t know, but here he was, scampering up a tree with his charred tail.

“How many friends have you lost in the last few years, little fella?” Vicki whispered. She brought her knees up to her chest. She and her friends were like this squirrel, foraging, darting into hiding places, hoping to stay alive just one more day.

Vicki recalled the verse about God knowing even when a sparrow fell from the sky. But did God know every squirrel, raccoon, and deer that died in the heat plague? Did he see the death and devastation and hear the cries of believers who had been killed? Already the Global Community News Network reported arrests and beheadings.

Will Judd be next?

Vicki knew it was against the group’s rules to be outside at this time of day, so she stood and started for her cabin. Something was bothering her, and she couldn’t put a finger on it.

She paused near a burned tree and heard movement at the bottom of the knoll. Someone was coming up the hill.
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A few minutes later Judd found Rainer sitting alone in a room set aside for prayer. Several chairs sat in an empty circle, and Judd took one directly across from the German. Someone had painted a man kneeling in prayer on the wall. On the opposite wall was a painting, torn and weathered, of an old man with a piece of bread in front of him. The old man’s hands were folded, and his eyes were shut tightly. Judd thought the picture looked familiar, then realized it was the same one that hung in his grandparents’ kitchen.

Rainer looked up, his eyes cloudy. “I suppose you want to know what happened between Otto and me.”

Judd nodded. “You don’t have to tell me, but it might help me understand.”

Rainer put his head back and closed his eyes. His face was strong and handsome, and his hair reached his shoulders. Judd knew he had been an actor in Germany, but what kind?

With his eyes still closed, Rainer spoke. “When light and dark collide and ignorance takes up the sword against understanding, what is left for weary men to do?” He paused, opened his eyes. “We, the weary, pick up pieces from the battlefield and live.”

“What’s that from?” Judd said.

“A play I was writing at the time of the disappearances. It wasn’t very good.”

“Sounded good to me.”

Rainer smiled. “Do you know what an understudy is?”

“A person who’s there in case the lead gets sick?”

“Yes. Before the vanishings, I was just an understudy at life. I knew all the lines and where to move and what to do onstage, but I was watching from behind some curtain. It took the most terrible situation in the world to bring me out of the shadows.”

“You’re talking about your relationship with God, right?”

Rainer nodded.

“Had you heard about God before the disappearances?”

“Many times. I had an aunt who told my brothers and sisters and me Bible stories. She was very dramatic. I think it was because of her that I wanted to become an actor.”

“Were your parents believers?”

“No. They were killed in the earthquake. On a cruise down the Rhine River, the ship capsized and all but a few drowned.”

“I’m sorry.”

Rainer sighed. “So am I. I went to my aunt’s house not long after she disappeared and relived some of those stories she used to tell. I still have her Bible. But I didn’t make my decision to follow God until I stumbled onto Tsion Ben-Judah’s Web site. My wife and I prayed the night after we discovered it.”

“And your wife is back in Germany?”

Rainer closed his eyes. “No, she is waiting for me on the other side. Sometimes I dream that Gretchen and I are together on a beach somewhere. Talking. Laughing. Then I wake up and face this.” He put his head in his hands. “I wish I could go back and talk to the people we were before the disappearances. I would convince us of the truth before any of this happened.”

Rainer looked at Judd with tears in his eyes. “Sometimes I wonder if I’m here in New Babylon because it’s God’s will for me, or if I’m on a mission of death. One mistake and I’d be reunited with my wife forever.”

“What happened to her?” Judd said.
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Vicki moved behind the tree and watched as Lionel made his way toward the knoll. She thought about jumping out and scaring him but decided against it.

“Marshall sent me up here to see about you,” Lionel said when he had caught his breath. “You okay?”

Vicki asked Lionel to sit. “I was up here thinking. I like this place. I’m going to miss it when I go to Petra.”

Lionel bit his lower lip. “Vicki, I’ve always appreciated what a friend you’ve been, and I couldn’t be happier for you and Judd …”

“But what?”

Lionel shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe God’s trying to tell you something. Maybe you shouldn’t go to Petra. Maybe Judd shouldn’t have gone to New Babylon.” Vicki slipped an arm around Lionel, and the young man hung his head. “He’s the best friend I’ve ever had. I just wish he would be more careful.”

Vicki looked at the sky. It had been weeks since she had seen any real clouds. Now some dark ones moved in and threatened rain. “I’ve been thinking a lot about what happens after the Glorious Appearing,” she said.

“Wondering if we’ll know each other, if people will get married. If those who were married before the Rapture will be reunited.”

“And what about people like Captain Steele?” Lionel said. “He was married to Mrs. Steele and then married Amanda. What about that?”

“I’ve been looking at Scripture, but I can’t figure it out. There’s got to be an answer.”

“Why not go right to the top?” Lionel stood. “Let’s get back. You can write Dr. Ben-Judah.”

[image: hr]

Judd listened as Rainer’s story unfolded. The man described how he had met Otto Weser at a secret Bible study. Their first fight with Global Community forces had been in Stuttgart. It was Otto’s idea to come into the heart of Carpathia territory, and thirty-seven others had followed.

“Otto is a verbose man. He rattles on and on. Well, we finally found a way to fly into the desert and take a slow route in separate vehicles. Otto didn’t like it. He thought we should all go together, pretending to be GC recruits. There was such a disagreement that many split from the group. About a dozen decided to go a different way.”

“And you went with Otto?” Judd said.

“Yes. Everything seemed fine during the trip. Our plane landed, and we bought an old school bus and started the journey across the desert. Otto was sure God was leading us. We huddled in the back of the bus, praying. My wife and I broke away from the others at one point and had our own prayer time.”

Rainer pulled out his wallet and opened to a picture of a woman with long, dark hair. She looked like a famous actress Judd had seen. “She’s very beautiful.”

“Yes, she was.” Rainer folded his wallet and put it away. “We were carrying some sophisticated heat weapons, along with machine guns and old AK-47s. It was our plan, if we were stopped, to take out any GC force before they could report us.

“We came to an unexpected checkpoint, a surprise from the Global Community. Before we could react, several Peacekeepers had surrounded the bus. We took our positions as Otto got out. We fired all of the heat weapons and the Peacekeepers rolled on the ground, but one of them managed to lob a grenade at the back of the bus. If we had seen it, we would have been able to react, but no one did.”

“And the explosion killed your wife?” Judd said.

“It was a chest wound. She was in much pain. She said that I should carry on the fight without her. The last thing she said was that she would be waiting for me on the other side.”

Judd sat back and shook his head. He couldn’t imagine the man’s pain at seeing his wife die. “How many died?”
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JUDD watched the people in the hideout go into crisis mode. He and Westin stood back as the group sealed doors and tried to make it impossible for the GC to enter.

“They’ve placed booby traps around the house, but they’re not activated yet,” Westin said.

“What kind of booby traps?”

“Explosives. Mines.”

“We need everyone quiet and in your places,” Rainer called. “Judd, you and Westin come with me.”

In the lowest point of the basement was a row of computers and machines. The chief technical person, a woman Judd knew only as Helga, manipulated a mechanical arm on the first floor. With a few quick movements she pushed some charred debris over the trapdoor, pulled a tarp over the whole mess, and made the mechanical arm disappear into the floor.

A silence fell over the room as the monitor showed a GC squad car making its way down the street. Peacekeepers carrying rifles followed.

“Are they looking for bodies?” Judd whispered.

“With rifles?” Rainer said. “They may find bodies in the rubble around here, but they’re looking for anyone alive without the mark of Carpathia.”

The squad car finally pulled in front of the safe house, and several Peacekeepers approached.

Helga turned to Rainer, who was scribbling something on paper. “Wait for my signal.”

The Peacekeepers knocked on the sides of the house and called out. A Peacekeeper walked up to the porch and banged the door.

Judd could feel his heart beating as he watched. The room grew hotter with all the bodies and equipment.

Judd had felt unnerved by Rainer and the others talking about war and killing. There was quite a difference in being against the Global Community—escaping from them and fighting for the souls of people who had not yet taken the mark—and actually killing Carpathia followers. On the other hand, God was going to judge evil. Judd wanted to hear what Tribulation Force leaders would say. Would they actually shoot to kill and be a part of the final battle?

Judd noticed a panel filled with buttons and knobs. Underneath each was a piece of tape with writing. Judd pointed to it and Westin leaned over. “Helga told me those activate the bombs. And those over there are for guns hidden in a burned-out part of the roof.”

“They can actually shoot by remote control?”

Westin nodded. “But once we start shooting, we give away our position. The GC can come in and wipe us out.”

Rainer pushed his way through the gathering and into the hall. He paused when he came to Judd and handed him an envelope. “Take this.”

Nothing was written on the envelope. Judd shoved it in his pocket.

Rainer tapped another man on the shoulder and they were gone.

“Is there any other way out of here?” Judd said to Westin.

Westin shrugged.

A man beside him leaned over. “There is an air lock on the other side of the basement that leads into the sewers. That’s only to be used as a last resort.”

“There are more officers coming,” Helga said, looking around. “Where’s Rainer?”

A buzzer pierced the small room, and a red light blinked on the computer.

Helga turned the alarm off. “The air lock is open. Someone’s going outside.”

Rainer, Judd thought.

Several men rushed out of the room. Judd kept his eyes on the monitor showing the roving Peacekeepers.

They poked and prodded through the rubble above. One man pulled the tarp back and noticed the scattered debris.

Minutes seemed like hours. A man returned. “Rainer and Klaus are gone. They’ve taken several weapons.”

“What could he be doing?” Judd said.

Westin pointed at the screen. “Watch.”
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Vicki waited for an answer from Tsion Ben-Judah as the others watched the latest news from GCNN. Because of the intense heat, many television transmissions had been interrupted. During the plague, the kids had usually seen coverage only at night. Now that the plague was over, it was clear the Global Community in the United North American States wanted to show they were back in control.

The sight of Kruno Fulcire turned Vicki’s stomach. He had been the man responsible for her friend Pete’s death, as well as hundreds of other believers who had fallen into the man’s clutches. It was almost as if the military and political leaders around the world were having a contest to see who could kill believers faster.

Fulcire had chosen to be photographed near a small lake behind one of the many GC headquarters. A fountain sprayed water into the air, and Vicki couldn’t help smirking as he beamed at the applause of the press corps.

“Looks like he’s got water shooting out his head,” Zeke said.

“Wouldn’t hurt his brain any,” Conrad said. “He probably doesn’t have one.”

“Let’s keep it quiet,” Marshall said.

Fulcire had no notes, charts, or graphs. He simply stood at the podium and smiled. “What a beautiful day.” Laughter rippled through the crowd. “And every day is a great day to serve the risen lord Carpathia.”

There were enough followers of Nicolae present to break into a hearty rendition of “Hail Carpathia,” but Fulcire sang off-key.

When they finished, Fulcire grabbed the microphone and began pacing. “The end of this unnatural weather phenomenon comes at a most important time. We believe the United North American States can and will become the most loyal region in all the world. And to do that, we need the help of citizens who have already given so much.”

“I think I know what he’s leading up to.” Janie smirked. “And it won’t be good for believers.”

Fulcire beamed, as if Carpathia were watching. “Since we can once again move around in daylight hours, we would like you to report any citizen who has not yet complied with receiving the mark of our lord and risen king. Anyone discovering an unmarked civilian will receive triple the reward previously offered.”

“Great, the price for our heads just went up,” Conrad said.

“Think of all the Nicks we could make if we turned everybody here in,” Zeke said.

Mark stuck his head in the room and motioned for Vicki. “You have an answer to your message to Tsion.”

Vicki hurried to the computer on the other side of the room and pulled up Tsion’s e-mail. That the man would answer her personally excited Vicki.

Vicki,

Thank you for your question about what will happen in the coming kingdom. As we draw nearer to that time, now only a year away, many people have the same concerns, so you have spurred me to teach more about this here in Petra.

Let me quickly give you some thoughts. Jesus said that people would be “marrying and giving in marriage” during the Tribulation just as they did during the days before the Flood. See Matthew 24:37-39. But as you know, many who become believers after the Rapture will be martyred for the cause of Christ and will be resurrected after the Glorious Appearing. Many others will survive the Tribulation and be “the sheep” Jesus referred to in Matthew 25:31-40 who go into the kingdom to populate the Millennium, or thousand-year reign of Christ. These, of course, will raise their children and possibly help with the raising of other children who survive but are under the age of accountability when Christ returns.

The story of the rich man in hell and Lazarus who was a believer—see Luke 16:19-31—is quite clear. In the next life we will still recognize not only those we knew on earth, but as Lazarus, he recognized Abraham who had lived hundreds of years before him. Even those in torment recognized those in paradise. That would indicate we all will recognize one another in the next life. Remember, Paul said, “For me to depart and be with Christ is far better.” So we will have an even better relationship then than we do now.

I know you still have Judd on your mind, and believe me, we are praying for you both. Whether God allows you to marry or not isn’t the question. The question is, will you trust him for your future? God can use you in the kingdom after his second coming, or he can use you in heaven. Trust him to be faithful.



Yours in Christ,

Tsion Ben-Judah



As Kruno Fulcire finished his press conference, a wave of hope washed over Vicki like a waterfall. Judd was in God’s hands. Their possible marriage was too. And all believers from Wisconsin to the remote parts of the world. No matter how much money the Global Community offered or how creative the GC could get trying to catch unmarked civilians, the believers still had God’s protection.
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Judd watched the screens carefully for any sign of Rainer and Klaus. He hoped they would come to their senses and turn around, but Judd gasped when a manhole cover moved in the middle of the street a block away. Weapons plopped on the ground, and Rainer and Klaus crawled onto the street.

Helga gritted her teeth. “What in the world are they doing?”

A man to Judd’s left shook his head. “Rainer likes to say, ‘Life is a temporary assignment.’ ”

“He’s going to make it a lot more temporary if he doesn’t get out of there quickly,” Helga said.

Rainer and Klaus moved behind a burned-out car. Automatic weapons fire sounded, and the two were up and running. The GC squad, at least a dozen officers strong, rounded the corner. Rainer fired over their heads.

“He could have killed several of them,” Judd said. “Why didn’t he?”

“Maybe he’s not trying to kill them,” Westin said. “Maybe he’s trying to get them away from us.”

Helga quickly switched to another camera showing that the area around the safe house was clear. She pointed to Judd and Westin and looked at the older man to her left. “Take them to number two.”

“We’re not leaving,” Westin said. “We’ll stay and fight with the rest of you.”

She looked hard at him. “I’m not arguing. You’re the only pilot here and this guy—” she pointed to Judd— “has a fiancée waiting. Go.”

The older man led them to the secret exit, and they climbed into a large tunnel. The man stuck out his hand. “Gunther Carr.”

They walked west, away from the house, through stagnant water. Gunfire erupted again above them, and GC officers’ yells echoed in the cavern.

“What’s number two?” Judd whispered.

“An underground bunker,” Gunther said. “It’s dark and stinks down there, but at least you’ll be safe.”

More gunfire. Judd prayed for Rainer and Klaus. He had no idea if he would ever see them again.
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JUDD and Westin spent the night alone in the underground chamber. They were anxious to know what had happened to their friends but didn’t dare go into the tunnel. The maze of pipes leading from their area made it nearly impossible to go back without someone leading them.

“What happens if the GC find the house and everybody’s killed?” Judd said.

Westin shrugged and paced the room like a nervous animal. Gunther had shown them where to find food and flashlights, but they felt trapped with no contact with the outside world. Judd’s phone didn’t work in the enclosed space, and there was no computer hookup. Westin found a small television stashed in a cabinet, but it didn’t work.

“Great, we can’t even hear the GC’s lies,” Westin said.

After spending the evening praying for their new friends, Judd tried to get some sleep. Finally he sat up. Westin was reading something by the fading glow of a flashlight. “What do you think about our chances of getting out of New Babylon alive?”

Westin yawned. “We improved our chances by coming in here, but I don’t like the fact that we let those people fight for us.”

“What are you reading?”

Westin held up a weathered New Testament and Psalms he had discovered. “I found this psalm about how God heals the brokenhearted, counts the stars, supports the humble, and feeds the animals. Then I came to this:

“The strength of a horse does not impress him; how puny in his sight is the strength of a man. Rather, the Lord’s delight is in those who honor him, those who put their hope in his unfailing love.”

“That’s good,” Judd said.

Westin ran a hand through his hair. “You know, when I believed what you and Lionel told me, there was part of me that thought I was pretty hot stuff. Being a pilot for the rich and famous, able to get you guys access wherever I wanted … Even when I started working with the Tribulation Force, I sort of felt like I was doing God a favor.”

Judd smiled. “I know what you mean.”

“And then I read a passage like this. If I really want to make God happy, I’ll just trust him and let him use me however he wants. If it means I’m flying supplies, that’s great. If it means I’m holed up in this dark, stinky septic tank, that’s okay.”

Judd nodded. “The biggest hurdle is believing God is real. Then you have to believe he really loves you and died to forgive you. Once I got that through my head, it was a lot easier to trust him, though it’s not always easy.”

It was after midnight when Judd heard footsteps echo in the tunnel. The door opened and Gunther entered with the rest of the group. One by one they crowded inside, some collapsing on the floor. Rainer and Klaus weren’t with them.

“We need to stay here for a while,” Gunther said. “The Peacekeepers are back, but we’re hoping they won’t find our hideout.”

“What about Rainer and Klaus?” Westin said.

“They’re dead.”

“But not before they took a half dozen GC with them,” a younger man said.

“What happened?” Judd said.

“Rainer and Klaus tried to get the GC to chase them away from the safe house,” Gunther said. “It worked for a while, but then the GC surrounded them. After a firefight, the GC won.”

“We’re kicking ourselves for not going to their rescue,” Helga said. “We should have at least used the remote guns.”

“You know that wouldn’t have done any good,” Gunther said.

Judd thought of Rainer’s wife. They were together now, reunited in heaven.

 “Why didn’t you set off the booby traps?” Westin said. Helga sat forward and took some beef jerky from a tin. “We left the entrance on automatic. If the GC find it and crawl inside, the whole place will go up. All the evidence will be destroyed.”
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Vicki waited for word from Judd and agonized when she didn’t hear anything. She spent the entire night waiting by the computer, dialing Judd’s number, but getting nothing.

As the sun rose the next morning, she lay in bed, thinking of Tsion’s e-mail. Something he had said was running around in her head. Between that and news of Judd, she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep.

“Thinking about Judd?” Shelly whispered from the cot next to Vicki’s.

“I’m thinking about a lot of stuff,” Vicki said.

“It’s good to see you tied up for a change. You always have your stuff together.”

“If you only knew.”

“So what is it?” Shelly said, sitting up.

“I’ll tell you if you tell me what happened between you and Conrad. You guys were close, and then everything went south.”

“I wouldn’t want to jinx you and Judd,” Shelly said.

“What do you mean?”

Shelly sighed. “Conrad’s sweet. He’s a little younger than me but really mature in a lot of ways. The closer we got and the more time we spent together, the more serious things became.”

“He popped the question and you said no?”

“Not exactly.” Shelly opened her mouth like she wanted to say something but looked at the floor. “This is really hard.”

“Shel, what is it?”

She paused a moment more, then looked at Vicki. “We were fixing up one of the cabins with Charlie—this was before the heat wave and before Judd came back.

Charlie ran for some supplies, and Conrad asked if he could kiss me. I got kind of uncomfortable. We had both said we wouldn’t put ourselves in a situation where we were alone together, you know, so we wouldn’t be tempted. When I hesitated, he thought I didn’t like him anymore. Then I tried to explain and things really got bad. I know it was only a kiss, but I just didn’t feel right.”

“You guys talked after that, right?”

“Shouted is more like it. He said if I didn’t trust him that we should break things off and just be friends. But we haven’t been, and I don’t see that changing anytime soon.”

“Maybe if you brought Marshall or Becky in on it, they could help resolve it.”

“I feel so hurt by the whole thing, and I know he’s hurt too.”

“I think you did the right thing saying no,” Vicki said. “Something in your gut told you it didn’t feel right.”

“But Conrad’s nice. He would never do anything—”

“Doesn’t matter,” Vicki said. “If you feel something’s not good and you push that down, you stop listening to the voice God gave you.”

“What do you mean, ‘voice’?”

“I think God gives us something inside that tells us when things don’t feel right. The times when I got into the most trouble, before I became a believer, were times when I didn’t listen to that feeling, that voice that was telling me to watch out. And I know a lot of other girls who’ve had those same feelings but didn’t listen to them because they were afraid they’d hurt somebody’s feelings.”

“So I wasn’t crazy to say no?”

“I don’t think so. And if Conrad loved you, he’d understand. Maybe he feels just as bad about it as you do. You won’t know until you talk.”

Shelly nodded and stared into the darkness. “Maybe I will.” She turned to Vicki. “Now your turn.”

Vicki waved a hand. “It’s nothing compared to—”

“No fair, you promised.”

Vicki rolled her eyes. “Well, the main thing is Judd. I don’t understand why he hasn’t called. If he’s hurt or something I’ll understand, but …”

“Judd wouldn’t leave you hanging if he didn’t have a good reason.”

“You’re right. But there’s something else. Tsion wrote back and told me what he thought would happen after the Glorious Appearing. I mean, if Judd and I do get married, will we still be married after Jesus comes back? Could we have children? There’s all kinds of questions, and the return of Christ is only a year away.”

Shelly bit her lip. “Does make you think, doesn’t it?”

Vicki pulled out a copy of Tsion’s e-mail she had printed and turned on her flashlight. “He’s talking about people who will go into the Millennium alive—”

“What’s the mill … milla … what you said?”

“A millennium is a thousand years. When Jesus comes back at the Glorious Appearing, he’s going to reign a thousand years before the time of judgment.”

“And the thousand years starts after the battle of Armageddon, right?”

“Exactly.”

“So what did he say?”

“Listen to this. ‘These, of course, will raise their children and possibly help with the raising of other children who survive but are under the age of accountability when he returns.’ ”

Shelly leaned forward. “I don’t get it. What’s the accountability thing?”

“Tsion believes there will be kids alive who aren’t believers but are too young to really understand the gospel.”

“Okay.”

“I had a dream once before we found the schoolhouse. I wanted to take in as many people as we could and teach them. Even unbelievers. We were able to take in quite a few—Melinda, Lenore, and the others—but I always felt drawn to kids.”

“And you want to do that after Jesus comes back?”

Vicki frowned. “I don’t know how it would happen or even where, but wouldn’t it be exciting to take care of kids who don’t have parents? Kids who were just like we were after the Rapture?”

Shelly raised her eyebrows. “You think you can get Judd to sign off on the idea?”

“It’s probably just stupid—”

“Don’t say that,” Shelly said. “You’ve always said if God plants an idea in your head, no matter what other people think, he can help you accomplish it.”

Vicki lay back on the bed. “I wish I could talk about it with Judd.”
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For two more days Judd and the others stayed holed up in the underground compartment because of GC activity above. Many in the group wept for Rainer and Klaus, blaming themselves for not going after them.

Judd thought of Chang. If he could get word to him about their trouble, Chang could do something. But Judd hadn’t told anyone he knew a believer inside the palace, and he feared that he might endanger Chang by dragging him into their problem. Judd decided he would only bring up Chang as a last resort.

Judd recalled the envelope Rainer had given him, and he opened it while the others were asleep. Inside was another envelope and a note attached to it.

Judd,

I wrote this to Otto after we talked. Klaus and I are going to try to lure the GC away. Please give this letter to Otto if you can. And tell Vicki about me when you see her.

In Christ,

Rainer

After dark, on the third day, Judd followed the others through the sewers to the safe house. They had heard no explosions, so they figured the GC hadn’t discovered the hideout.

One by one they crawled through the secret opening and entered the house. Everyone tried to squeeze into the computer room, though some had to remain in the hall. The computers were off, and Helga guessed there had been a power outage.

She fired up the computer with the biggest monitor and clicked on the security cameras. “That’s strange. I can’t get any of them to work.”

“Maybe the outage affected the cameras and they have to be reset,” someone said.

Helga scratched her head. “Something seems different.”

“Work on it and we’ll get some food,” Gunther said.

“Depending on how long the power was off, some of it may be spoiled.”

Helga tried to pull up the Global Community News Network, but it wouldn’t work. “Judd, do me a favor and open the secret entrance, then close it and come right back.”

Judd hurried and did what he was told.

When he returned, Helga had a strange look on her face. “You opened it all the way, right?”

“Yeah. What’s wrong?”

“The alarm isn’t working on the computer.”

A group rushed down the hall, and Judd thought someone was coming with food. Then he heard the click of rifles and shouts from the kitchen. Helga jumped up and darted for the hall but stopped dead in her tracks.

A GC Peacekeeper stuck a gun through the door. “On the floor! Now!”
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JUDD was stunned at the sight of uniformed Peacekeepers running through the hideout. He hit the floor and watched black boots surround him and Helga. An officer patted them down and took Judd’s cell phone. “On your feet and up the stairs.”

The moon shone brightly as Judd climbed out and joined the others. Several squad cars with their lights on were parked in front of the house, illuminating the line of prisoners. A Peacekeeper ordered them to sit, then pointed a flashlight at their foreheads and their right hands, checking for the mark of Carpathia.

Judd knew he should feel scared, but a sense of peace came over him. He almost felt relieved that the running and hiding were over.

He thought of Vicki and regretted risking this trip. He had been trying to call her since they had gone into hiding, but his phone didn’t work underground. Now he would never again tell her he loved her. He wondered if the GC would make examples of them and show their executions on television. Or would the GC just get things over right here? The believers were outnumbered, and the GC had so many weapons.

A man with several military medals pinned to his uniform stepped forward, hands clasped behind his back. “I suppose you’re wondering why your little operation didn’t explode when we entered, hmm?”

When no one answered, the man gave a fake smile and continued. “Well, I’ll tell you. After your two friends gave us trouble, we found your guns.” He motioned overhead. “When we uncovered your entrance, instead of barging in, we called in the bomb squad.” He pointed to the side of the house, and Judd saw a gaping hole. “We made a new entrance—hope you don’t mind—found your little bomb, defused it, and waited. What a shock when we heard you enter through the sewers.”

Judd wondered if anyone would stand up to the officer, and he didn’t have to wait long. Westin shook his head, and the man in charge kicked Westin hard. “Wipe that silly grin off your face!”

“You’re going to lose,” Westin said.

The officer squinted. “You have no guns, you have no contact with other rebels, and you have no chance of escape.” He held up a small computer device. “And in this tiny drive I have all the information from your computers. Your contacts, your plans. Everything.”

Helga gave the man a worried look. “Our files are encrypted. You’ll never be able to—”

“With the resources of the Global Community? I’m sure our tech crew will have this figured out by my morning coffee.” He turned to Westin. “You’re crazy to think you can defeat us.”

“You can kill us, but you’re not going to win,” Westin said.

“Ah, a Judah-ite, eh?” The man turned and spoke to the men holding guns on the group. “Followers of Tsion Ben-Judah. They believe in the God of the Bible and that he is punishing us for our sins. That sums it up, doesn’t it, Judah-ite?”

“I believe one day every knee will bow and every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.”

“Amen,” a few people whispered.

“Jesus Christ?” The officer tapped his lips with his index finger and looked at the other Peacekeepers. “Haven’t seen him, have you?”

The others laughed.

“But I have seen someone come back from the dead. With my own eyes—not some fairy tale written thousands of years ago.”

“One day you will kneel and admit that Jesus—”

The man punched Westin in the face. Westin slumped over and Judd reached out to help him, but the officer pushed Judd away with his boot. “Cuff them! Anybody so much as breathes, shoot them.”

Peacekeepers moved behind the group and put plastic zip cuffs on each prisoner. Judd wondered if anyone would put up a fight or try to escape, but everyone seemed to submit to the procedure.

The lead officer spoke by radio to someone at headquarters. After a head count, he relayed how many they were bringing in and that GCNN cameras should be waiting for them.

“You think your superiors will be proud of the fact that we were living right here under your noses?” Westin said.

The man glared at Westin. “I promise you, today I will dance in your blood.”

The group had all been cuffed except for Judd and Gunther when the lights went out. Literally. Peacekeepers dropped their weapons and reached to rub their eyes as headlights on the GC cars went dark. Flashlights were useless to the officers. Streetlights disappeared. Judd had seen power outages before. Once his parents had been away and the power went out while he was watching a scary movie in the basement. It had taken him several minutes to find his way upstairs, and it had terrified him.

But this was different. Lights on phones, radios, the dashboards of the squad cars—everything was dark. The incredible thing was, Judd could still see. Everything was a hazy brown, and he could only see about twenty feet, but he could see.

This must be what a cat sees in the dark, Judd thought.

Some of the Peacekeepers still had their guns pointed toward the prisoners, but Judd could tell they were disoriented. One tapped his watch and punched a button, trying to see the time, but even the lighted display on his watch had gone dark.

“This is really weird,” Westin whispered to Judd. “Can you see?”

“I can, but I don’t think they can.”

“What’s going on?” a frantic Peacekeeper called out.

“Everybody hold your position and keep the prisoners where they are,” the leader said.

“Did the lights go out or is it just me?” another Peacekeeper whispered.

If the situation weren’t so serious, Judd would have laughed. As soon as the leader mentioned the prisoners, the Peacekeepers aimed their guns at where they thought Judd and the others were standing. It was like a military version of pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey, with men pointing guns in every direction.

The leader pulled out his cell phone but couldn’t see the keypad. He reached for his radio microphone three times before he grabbed the cord and worked his way to the mike. “We have a situation here, Base, an electrical blackout.”

A few seconds pause, then the dispatcher’s stressed voice came on. It was clear things were just as bad at headquarters as they were here. “We have power here, but no visual—” Judd couldn’t make out the rest because people at headquarters were screaming in the background.

Gunther lifted a hand and motioned the prisoners to the right. As one they crept past the puzzled Peacekeepers. Judd stopped a few feet away from a Peacekeeper and spotted a pair of pliers on the man’s belt. He inched closer and grasped the tool, slowly lifting it from the man’s belt. As Judd grabbed, the Peacekeeper whirled around and fired. The shot went over Judd’s head and ricocheted off the burned-out safe house.

Judd jammed the pliers in his pocket, hit the ground, and put his hands over his ears. Other Peacekeepers opened fire on where they thought the prisoners were standing, but they either fired into the safe house or actually shot each other. Judd counted three Peacekeepers on the ground, writhing in pain.

“Hold your fire!” the leader said, pulling out his pistol and gingerly stepping forward. He felt the ground with each step, as if he were going to plunge off a cliff. “Prisoners, stay where you are!”

Judd rolled his eyes and tried to still his breathing. The leader was only a few feet away and inching toward Judd like a blind man.

Judd glanced at the sky. The moon had been out earlier, but now it was as if God had pulled down a shade on the heavens. Judd wondered what would happen the next morning when the sun came up. Would everyone in the world experience this?

Someone on the edge of the line screamed, dropped his weapon, and clawed at his eyes. “I can’t see anything! Somebody do something!”

Judd used the noise to quietly sneak away, backing down the hill toward the GC squad cars. He put his hand through an open window and pressed the horn, which sent the Peacekeepers jumping. Judd leaped behind the cruiser as a volley of gunfire came his way, flattening a tire and crashing through a windshield.

Gunther motioned Judd over, and Judd crawled to the group and pulled out the pliers.

“Let’s get out of here,” someone said.

“We have to get that computer drive from the leader before we go,” Helga said.

Judd snipped the plastic cuffs from Westin’s hands. “I saw where the guy put it,” Judd said. “I’ll go.”

“I’ll go with you,” Westin said.

When Judd and Westin returned, the Peacekeepers were in even worse shape. Some were on their hands and knees, trying to find their way back to their cars.

Within a few minutes these arrogant, cocky men were like frightened schoolchildren. They flicked flashlights, fumbled for lighters, and held their hands as close to their faces as they could, all in a vain attempt to see. But nothing helped.

Judd recalled the verses about Jesus being the light of the world and felt pity for these foolish people who had chosen Nicolae over the true God. If there had been a fire in front of these people, they would have walked right through it, so great was their darkness.

Westin pointed to the lead officer, and Judd angled toward the man who sat mumbling on a smoldering piece of wood. He had put his pistol back in its holster and was staring into the darkness.

Westin grabbed the gun and Judd expected the man to lunge or shout, but he just kept mumbling. “My wife. She doesn’t know where I am. We should get word to the others not to come out, not to go into the dark.”

Judd took out his pocketknife and carefully cut a hole in the man’s right front pocket. The computer drive fell out. The Peacekeeper reached for his holster, but the gun was gone.

“You looking for this?” Westin whispered, cocking the gun close to the man’s face. “Not dancing in any blood now, are you?”

“Please,” the man cried, “don’t take my gun.”

Judd picked up the computer drive and took a few steps back. Westin joined him, emptying the gun and tossing it back at the feet of the Peacekeeper. The man picked it up, pointed it at his own head, and pulled the trigger. He pulled again and again, until the clicking of the gun mocked him. The man broke down, falling to the ground and jerking with sobs.

“These people sure are scared of the dark, aren’t they?” Westin said.

“It’s not just the dark,” Judd said. “They’re separated from everybody else. It’s like God has put them in their own little world.”

Judd and Westin rejoined the group, and Gunther handed Judd his cell phone. They had decided to reenter the safe house and get as many supplies as they could.

Judd helped move food and water into the second hideout through the sewer. He was surprised to find he could see below-ground just as he could above.

Helga destroyed the computers and cameras, saving one laptop for use in their next location. Gunther said they had a couple of options of where to go if the plague of darkness continued.

In moving and sifting through supplies, Judd found a Bible and stuffed it in his back pocket. He had studied Revelation intensely and vaguely remembered something about darkness but couldn’t remember the reference.

He climbed upstairs for one last look before they headed for the sewer. Gunther and a few others had rigged up some explosives to destroy the safe house.

Judd pulled out his cell phone and dialed Vicki. When she answered on the first ring, he could tell by the emotion in her voice that she had been crying.

“I can’t tell you everything right now, but I’m all right,” Judd said. “Everything’s going to be all right.”

“What’s that noise in the background?” Vicki said.

Judd looked at the Peacekeepers, many of whom were on the ground, screaming and cursing God. They scratched at unseen sores and rubbed their aching bodies. The pain that began as an itch soon turned so intense that the Peacekeepers crawled beside rocks or cars and tried to rub up against them for relief. Men chewed their tongues until blood ran down their chins. Some found rifles on the ground and turned them on themselves, hoping to end their agony.

“It’s awful here, Vick,” Judd said. He explained briefly what had happened. “Is it happening there too?”

“No, this is just supposed to occur in New Babylon.”

“How do you know that?”

Judd heard a click of computer keys. “Here it is. It’s in Revelation, chapter 16.” Vicki read the verses, her voice trembling. “ ‘Then the fifth angel poured out his bowl on the throne of the beast, and his kingdom was plunged into darkness. And his subjects ground their teeth in anguish, and they cursed the God of heaven for their pains and sores. But they refused to repent of all their evil deeds.’ ”

“That’s exactly what’s happening,” Judd said.

“Then get out of there,” Vicki said, “and go back to Petra as fast as you can.”
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