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This Side of Eden
· Title: This Side of Eden

· Genre: Speculative / Fantasy

· Wordcount: 73,000

Premise: What would the world be like today if no one had ever sinned? Carter Friese is about to find out.

Blurb

From the beginning of days, there has existed a world parallel to our own.

One sun, one moon, it shares the same precepts, processes and natural ingredients as our earth. Despite identical geneses, a single choice changed everything. Thousands of years later--our world is marred by floods and fire, war and decay. The sister realm knows only beauty, harmony, synergy. It holds delicious, life-giving delights denied its cursed twin…because on that earth, no one has ever sinned.

Today, the powers of darkness pit one realm against the other. They scheme for nothing short of a second fall.

Synopsis

In our world, he’s one of the good guys. With looks, smarts and charm, Carter Friese is the most popular professor at Lima Bible College. He’s got enough faith to feel good about the next life and enough flirtatious verve to keep things exciting in this one. 

Just when he thinks things can’t get any better—they do. Carter is transported to Gomor, a place of unfathomable beauty. With the help of his enchanting guide, Euphonie, he learns that he has stepped into a parallel universe—a perfect version of earth—one where no one has ever sinned.

Euphonie is a song writer, or was, rather. In a world where “everything is good,” she has developed a singular dilemma: writer’s block. When she asks God for help, He sends her to Carter—a guest from a darker realm. 

Scene after scene unfolds to Carter’s amazement. As he grows in knowledge of God’s original plan for creation and mankind, he is satiated with joy and beauty. But Carter’s flawed instincts open the door to spiritual battle—an opportunity the powers of darkness have long awaited in this pristine realm. A momentary slip in paradise costs Carter his life. Euphonie’s fiancée, Andy, makes a sacrificial intercession, restoring Carter to life, and to his perilous assignment: escorting Euphonie to his world. But even as the prospect of safeguarding the ultimate ingénue presses in on him, he is charged with yet a weightier task: should Euphonie succumb to temptation in his world, he must block her return to paradise.

Euphonie’s struggle begins with her first gasp of the impure air of Carter’s world (our world). Carter, with fresh eyes, and his guest, with pure horror, see sin’s deep scars all around them. Even hearing God’s redemption story is torment for Euphonie, who is repulsed by the human cruelty. 

Euphonie’s beauty draws attention from all who see her. Carter is determined to shield her from the ubiquitous evil of his world, yet loses his focus when a young woman from his past attempts suicide and implicates him as the father of her unborn child. When Euphonie is separated from her would-be protector, she quickly finds the seedier side of Lima. She meets a kindred spirit who offers her a powdery white solution to her creativity block.

Euphonie is ambushed by malevolent beings who have followed her from her home realm in an attempt to catalyze the fall of her world. The fiends succeed in inciting a violent encounter. Euphonie is deeply impacted, yet experiences epiphany through it. As she expresses her new understanding for this world’s need for a Savior, her would-be murderer is transformed. This unlikely convert then brings Euphonie to what she had sought so desperately in this world--the presence of God. She senses God’s Spirit in a weathered old man who runs a dilapidated shelter for homeless men and drug abusers.

Carter collapses in relief when he finds Euphonie well, her lyrical gift re-ignited. But as the moment approaches when Euphonie must return to Gomor, Carter discovers she’s carrying cocaine.
First 60 Pages

Prologue

The tempter paced back and forth in the court of the most High. After a time, he whined, “In both worlds, you have me tethered. Edenites have all but forgotten that they may choose. Look at their lavish, pampered lives! They’re more puppets than people.

 “And in—what is it your people call it—the fallen world, your son has—”

Lucifer paused, noticing the bristling among the guards. He carefully chose new words. “Certainly, I have the attention of many there, but if those faithful to you knew what they had missed, they would tear out their hearts in despair.” He shot a sideways glance toward the throne, then hissed, “They’d curse you.”

“What do you propose?” came the voice from the throne.

“Let them see each other. Expose those automatons to the joys of choice and see what happens. And let the faithful few on the other plane see what they’ve missed.”

“You may take one from each world. From the garden world, take Euphonie; and from fallen earth, take . . . 
Chapter 1

Carter Friese woke with a headache. He often did on those thick, warm mornings that foreshadow afternoon thunderstorms. But neither pain nor rain could dampen his spirit. Today was the first day of the new school year at Lima Bible College. Carter knew that his career choice wouldn’t make him rich, but it certainly made him happy. At 31, Carter never thought of himself as old. In fact, being surrounded by young, enthusiastic students rejuvenated him.  

Steam and praise tunes roiled from the shower stall.  After three choruses, Carter dried off and attempted to de-fog his mirror with the damp towel. He donned khakis, pulled on a red shirt and combed through his curly brown hair…an effort gleaning no net effect. He grabbed his travel mug and strode to the door of his two-bedroom home. A mournful sound met him as he exited.

“Sorry, Shagg…we’ll play this evening,” Carter said to the golden retriever that pawed at the door.

Zipping into the parking lot in his blue Mustang, Carter easily passed for a student. In fact, it was his first-day tradition to sit in the lecture hall among the freshmen, to get to know the new crop. This year would be no exception. 

Carter chose a seat near a cluster of students near the center of the hall. He listened intently as they discussed such freshmen formalities as where they were from and in which dorm they lived. He waited for a break in the conversation, then leaned in. 

“What have you heard about Professor Friese? Is he tough?”

“My brother had him last year. He’s says he’s really funny,” said one of the guys.

“I hear he’s hot,” said one of the girls. 

Carter stifled a grin. 

A buzzer signaled it was time for class to begin, but as no instructor appeared, the conversation resumed. 

“Hot,’” Carter queried, “like, an interesting lecturer, or a great looking slab of beef?”

“Prime rib,” she said playfully.

Carter rose and gave her a wink. He stepped over the theater-style seat in front of him, made his way to the front of the hall where he leapt up the two steps to the platform and introduced himself. He shot a quick smile toward the girl, who now had her face buried in her hands.

Survey of the Old Testament had the potential for being what the students called a yawner, but not the way Carter taught it. He taught as if he knew Noah, Abraham, and King David personally. When teaching about Moses, he dressed in sandals and the loosely draped clothing of a desert dweller, and carried a staff. Weather permitting, he held his class outside where, with the help of a friend with a pyrotechnics background, he even simulated a burning bush. Should any sleep-deprived freshman be foolish enough to doze off in Carter’s class, he would surely be awakened to the crack of a staff against the side of his chair. One time Carter pelted a snoring student with manna (or Carter’s interpretation of manna). The young man awoke to a storm of rice cakes raining down on him. 

This year’s new students seemed particularly eager, Carter thought as his last class filed out of the large hall. A few stayed behind to ask questions, but soon he was free to grab lunch at the student union. Carter ordered a burger and fries, filled his glass with soda, then looked for an open table. A waving arm caught his eye.

Carter saw his fellow instructors hailing him from a table at the far side of the cafeteria. He smiled, excited to connect with his colleagues after the summer break. Little did he know that a quiet time of ‘catching up’ was not what  his peers had in mind.

Jeffrey Branch, LBC’s Director of Music, and Carter’s former college roommate, jumped onto his chair, raised his hands and faced the packed union. Carter stopped, suspiciously eyeing his cohort.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” JB began, employing all of his considerable flair for drama. “Students and employees of Lima Bible College: I present to you, the reigning king of popularity at this prestigious institution of higher learning. Voted most-interesting-instructor for three years in a row by the student population, voted most-respected staff member by his peers for the 2nd straight year, and, by unofficial and secret (but by no means untrue) ballot, voted the most eligible bachelor on campus—the illustrious, Dr. Carter Friese!” 

Applause echoed through the room, followed by whistles and a handful of shouts. Carter smiled and put his hand up, as if to stifle the accolades. JB’s voice thundered over the cheers. 

“But,” he resumed. “But, lest any of you lovely ladies risk broken heart, make note that he is a self-proclaimed ‘bachelor ‘til the rapture.’”

Laughter erupted, but was just as quickly stifled as four students stood, drew horns to their mouths and began playing Trumpet Voluntaire.

Momentarily stunned, but refusing to be outdone, Carter straightened his posture, pulled a French fry from its carton and lifted it regally, as if it were a scepter. He began a stately march through rows of tables, turning from side to side offering a royal wave or nod to adoring ‘subjects.’ As he approached the table where his colleagues were seating, they began to scramble to clear him a space, move a chair from another table and otherwise feign allegiance.  JB stepped down off the chair and fell into a sweeping full-body bow. His female co-workers employed paper napkins to brush off his chair and to place on the floor for him to step on.

Carter, staying in character jumped onto his chair and faced his adoring audience. “Brothers and sisters of Lima Bible,” he began with pomp.

Suddenly, Carter was touched by the sincerity of sentiment he could see on faces. He was nearly overwhelmed with joy and realized he would only be able to muster a few words. He fell into his normal, warm, personal delivery: “God bless you all. Welcome back to campus.” Before the applause died down, he sat and looked at JB, then the others.

“What a bunch of crackers!” he scolded, but his face gave away the love he held for each of them.

“It couldn’t have happened to a nicer person,” said Jan Spicer. Jan, Lima’s Dean of Women, had been a friend since her first week at the college when she’d been accosted in the administration parking lot by a recently paroled rapist. Carter had been on his way to the campus library when he’d heard her scream. He’d run toward them, yelling “Stop!”  Thankfully, the man fled. Carter honestly believed Jan had given him too much credit. He had no idea what he would have done if the man hadn’t run away. He’d simply acted on instinct.

“I echo the sentiment,” came the soporific voice of Laurie Grace. The counselor had long admired Carter’s off-the-clock efforts and knack for getting the college’s most challenging students pointed in the right direction.

Dr. Cecil Farther interjected, “Carter, I want to introduce you to Daniel Young,” Cecil gestured to the new face at the table. Carter stood and shook the hand of the young man across from him.

“Daniel graduated from Immanuel’s south campus in May. He’ll be helping me in Media Ministries.”

“I’ve heard a lot about you, Dr. Friese,” Daniel smiled.

“Don’t believe everything you hear, Dan. And please call me Carter. But, we do have fun here. In fact, this much fun may have been illegal where you’re from,” he winked at the ever stoic Cecil. 

“But seriously—this is the greatest group of folks to work with. I know you’ll like it here.”

The lunch break was over long before the comrades could exchange stories from the summer’s most noteworthy events. Carter offered to show Daniel the east side of campus. It would give them a chance to get acquainted, Carter thought. Carter offered a colorful tour that included the important campus landmarks, trivia about famous alums and, of course, an exhaustive list of the best pranks perpetrated by students of each dorm. As they parted ways, Carter queried, 

“You like toasted marshmallows?”

“Yea, I guess,” Daniel looked surprised at the question. “I haven’t had one since I went camping as a kid. Why?”

“Because you’re working with one. Cecil comes on tough, but don’t be intimidated. He may set you straight from time to time—but he’s always got your best in mind. He’ll be loyal to the end.”

“I guess you can tell I’m nervous,” Daniel looked at Carter as if he’d seen right into him. “Thanks—I needed to hear that.” 

Carter gave Daniel directions to the administration building, then made a quick stop at his office for books and messages. He paused for a moment to thank God for his blessings. 

“It’s great to work here,” he thought. “It’s great to have friends and respect. Could life be any better?” Carter couldn’t imagine how. 

Carter was checking his email messages when a firm knock on his doorframe jolted his focus. “It’s open,” he said, spinning his chair to view his visitor—Dean DeMone. His attire, as always, was well-pressed Midwestern conservative. His shoes were polished and his thin hair lay flat against his head.

“How was your summer, Dr. Friese?”

“Dean! Hey, my summer flew by. How about you?”

“There’s no real break in administration. Just fewer interruptions. Carter, I hate to ask a favor so early in the semester—but you’re the guy I need.”

“Say the word.”

“Thanks. I need you to come with me to an alumni fundraiser. You probably hate those things…I know I do. But Marion is the event planner, so I’m trapped. We need a speaker who will keep the audience awake and give a good impression of the caliber of our staff.”

“I’m honored you’d think of me.”

“Are you kidding? You’re the best. The event is slated for early October, so we’ve got a little time. Can you meet with me next week to iron out the details?”

“No problem.”

“Thanks, Carter. I’ll have Allie give you a call.” The ever-efficient dean disappeared as unceremoniously as he’d arrived.

Carter grabbed his teaching notes on David. The shepherd boy hand picked by God to be king would be his first subject for this new semester. He planned to review his papers that evening, though he hardly needed notes to teach on this subject. David was his all-time favorite Bible character…perhaps because they shared many things in common. David was well loved by his people. And, David’s passions were music and women. Music brought out the best in Carter. Worshipful lyrics set to upbeat melodies captivated his heart and brought him into a reverent, God-focused state of mind. 

While music brought him to his spiritual zenith, Carter’s interactions with women often took him deep into the trenches of spiritual battle. He often spent long hours counseling students and was particularly known for his ability to encourage young ladies out of bad relationships, depression and eating disorders. Perhaps because he was an older brother of three sisters…or maybe because he was young and attractive himself, he was able to build the girls’ self confidence to where they would break with harmful ties and habits. He then plugged them in to the school’s healthy community. 

Both charm and warmth emanated effortlessly from Carter. Only the busy-ness of his selfless submersion into the student culture could offer any feasible explanation to why he was still a bachelor. 

‘Bachelor ‘til the rapture,’ Carter smiled at his friends’ outrageous remark. But Carter had to admit, as a bachelor, each single woman he met was a pleasant possibility.

Carter pulled a folder from his desk drawer and scanned his class rosters. His eyes stopped mid-way down the list for his theatre class: Amber Bradley. 

~~

The sound of screeching tires jolted Carter’s attention from his tv screen. He looked up and squinted. The DVD display read 12:14 am—he’d fallen asleep mid-movie. He thought he heard shouting. He walked to his front window, but Shagg ran to the kitchen. Carter quickly changed direction when Shagg’s continuous barking couldn’t drown out the desperate pounding on Carter’s back door. He flipped on the outside light. A woman looked frantically toward the street, then yelled, “It’s me—Amber. Please, let me in!”

Carter opened the door. She pushed inside, holding one arm with the other.

“Amber, what’s wrong?”

“He’s after me!”

“Who? Justin? Robert?” Carter strained to remember which bad boy Amber had dated most recently. She shook her head, catching her breath. 

“I don’t see them any more.”

“Good. So who’s after you? 

“You don’t know him. Ryan—he’s going to kill me.”

“What?” Carter guided her to a chair at the table in his small eat-in kitchen. Let me get you some coffee.

Shagg came up beside her and nudged her arm.

Amber screamed.

Carter spun around to see Amber’s face twisted in agony.

“Let me see that.”

She sat up straight. The slender brunette was wearing shorts and a short-sleeved top. An unnatural bulge told Carter that her left shoulder was out of its socket. In the warm light of his kitchen, he could see her eye was swollen as well.

“He did this to you? We need to go to the hospital.”

“No!”

“Amber, you need treatment.”

“They’ll make me file a report. He’ll kill me. I know he will.”

Carter stared at the slender freshmen. She was even beautiful with a black eye.

He’d met her the summer before. He was struck by her beauty then, even though her head was wrapped in wide gauze strips at the time. She’d slipped and cracked her head while drunk at a pool party. One of his students brought her by his house to pray with him. She had expressed frustration with her bad choices and an interest in giving her life to Christ. Shortly after that she enrolled at Lima Bible. Unfortunately, she continued to be attracted to men who pulled her back into the party scene. 

Amber watched as Carter picked up his phone from the counter and punched in one number. She shook her head and started crying. “No, don’t call anyone.”

Carter dropped to one knee and took her right hand. He spoke slowly and calmly.

“Amber, you are safe here. I’m calling a friend. He’s a doctor.”

Carter had just settled Amber onto the living room sofa when the front door opened. 

“That was fast.”

“We were on our way home from the Cinema 8,” came a woman’s voice, though her form was eclipsed behind her husband.

“Stacy,” Carter spoke. “Thanks for coming.”

The tall, stoic man approached Amber, who kept her eyes on Carter.

“Amber, this is Dr. Bradley James. He works in the emergency department at Lima Hospital…and this is his wife, Stacy. They’re close friends of mine.”

Stacy gasped when she saw Amber, the round shape of her bone protruding from just beneath her left collar bone.

“Stacy, help me get some ice. You know Brad, he thinks ice cures everything.”

The two non-medical helpers hurried into the kitchen.

“Carter, is that normal for her?” Stacy whispered as she filled a plastic bag with ice from Carter’s freezer.

“Stace, that’s not normal for anyone. Her boyfriend beat her up. My guess is, he grabbed her as she was trying to get away and pulled her arm out of its socket.”

Stacy brushed her auburn bangs off her forehead. Her eyes welled up. “Oh, Carter—here,” she handed him the bag. “I’m going to stay in here and pray for her.”

Carter grabbed a towel to cover the ice bag, then returned to the living room. Brad had pulled up a chair across from Amber, who was intermittently nodding and grimacing.

“Are you ready?”

“I’m scared.”

“Amber, you’ll have instant relief when we get your bone back where it should be. Now, keep your left arm bent at the elbow, then, take your left wrist in your right hand. Hold your left fist just under your chin,” Brad demonstrated as he spoke. Amber complied, wide eyed and trembling.

“Good. Now relax the left arm. I know it’s hard, but try.”

Brad knelt beside Amber. He put one hand on her shoulder blade, then used the other to gentle, but firmly guide the bone back to its proper spot.

“Oh!” 

“Better?” Brad asked.

“Yes! Oh, thank you,” Amber rocked gently, holding her arms in front of her.

“Carter, I’ll take that ice now; and get a small bag for her eye.”

Stacy came in with tea and a blanket. Brad handed Amber four ibuprofen. The three friends sat with her, sharing stories and small talk until she was comfortable enough to join in.

Stacy reached out, “Amber, I know you don’t want to go to the authorities. But please pray about it. This man might hurt someone else.”

“Can we take you to your dorm?” Brad offered.

“I live in an apartment with a friend—but she’s out of town this weekend. I’m afraid to go there.” Amber whispered, “He’ll be looking for me!”

“Do you want to stay with us this weekend?” Stacy offered.

“Oh, I couldn’t. You’ve done so much already.”

“We just want you to be safe. Do you have somewhere to go?”

“I can go to my mom’s house. She’s an hour from here.”

Brad piped in, “You shouldn’t drive that far tonight.”

“I can drive her,” Carter assured.

Stacy hugged Amber and promised to keep praying for her. Brad checked her swollen eye one last time, then started out the door. 

Carter followed the couple to the driveway. 

“You two are awesome! Thank you.”

“Carter,” Brad started, with a tone of authority.

Carter nodded, “I’m with you, bro; she can’t stay here.”

Brad nodded.

Carter returned to the house. Amber was out. Carter rough-housed with Shagg, intentionally trying to wake his guest. After many rounds of ‘fetch’ without so much as a flicker of Amber’s eyelashes, Carter gave up. He covered her with a blanket and went to his room.

Amber slept until early afternoon on the next day. When she awoke and saw how swollen her eye was, she refused to go to her mom’s home, fearing she’d force her to drop out of school and come home.

By Saturday evening, she’d found a girlfriend to stay with. But Carter recalled her remark, “This is a nice place. I feel safe here.”

~~

Amber was the exception to Carter’s otherwise stellar rescue ministry. Carter knew that he had violated campus policy…but what could he do? She was in no shape to talk to the authorities. Sometimes rules are made to be broken, he reasoned. That wasn’t really the part that stole his peace, though. He was sickened to see Amber drive off with Ryan on the last day of classes last May, less than two weeks after she had stayed with him. Nonetheless, Carter was encouraged to see her back at school. He had hopes for better things for Amber this year.

Carter’s phone vibrated. He read the text, then grabbed the gym bag tucked under his desk and started toward the college rec-plex. As he trotted down the long hallway, a silver-topped head peeked out of an office door.

“Ah, Carter! I thought you’d forgotten our appointment.”

Carter looked surprised for a split second, then recovered.

“Forget you, Doc? How could I?”  

Carter followed the man into the office, past the gold and black engraved sign, ‘Dr. Theodore Wiesner’. Carter tossed his gym bag casually behind the door and sat in the chair across from his professional mentor. College policy dictated monthly meetings with one’s mentor, but due to the general busy-ness of campus life, they rarely visited more than once a semester.

The older man greeted Carter by grabbing his shoulders and looking him squarely in the eyes. Something about Teddy’s glasses always amused Carter. It seemed like they were more reflective than translucent, making it hard to see the professor’s eyes, but easy to see if he himself had a hair out of place.

Teddy sat at his desk. He gestured for Carter to sit across from him. Carter loved Teddy’s office. It was stuffed from ceiling to floor with well-loved books written by the giants of the Christian faith, and photos and trinkets from mission trips, primarily to Asian nations. Carter picked up a wood carving of an elephant and fingered it gently.

“This new?”

“Yes. A Bangladeshi brother carved that. Would you like it?”

Carter looked up, “I couldn’t! Knowing you, Teddy, this has a special story that goes with it.”

“Ah, you know me well,” he smiled, “And, you are right. It has meaning. The brothers and sisters there experience daily discrimination because they claim the name of Christ. I bought several to give away—to help me…and perhaps you,” Teddy smiled, “remember to pray for these brothers.”  Carter examined the well crafted elephant. 

“That one is yours.” 

“Thanks, Teddy,” said Carter, thoughtfully. He slipped the memento into his pocket.

“Carter! My favorite! How was your summer?”

Carter swiveled his chair to see Marion DeMone’s bouffant head squeeze through the opening in Teddy’s door. While her husband was the academic dean of Lima Bible, everyone knew Marion as the matriarch of campus. Her position was partly inherited, since her grandfather, a traveling preacher from the tent revival era, founded the college in his later years. It was also partly earned, as her bigger-than-life personality seemed to be everywhere at once. At any meeting, luncheon or event of any ilk with ties to the college, Marion’s big hair, big jewelry and big voice were at least as prominent as the campus logo.

Without pause for response, Marion continued, “Teddy, have you told Carter about the survey?”

“I was just about to—”

“I was not the least bit surprised. Carter, you just keep up the good work! I’ve got to run!” 

The pouffy do vanished as quickly as it had appeared. Teddy returned to his folder.

“Well, as Marion alluded, you’ve done it again, Carter. Last spring’s student surveys declare that you are the most interesting instructor on campus.”

“A couple of our colleagues may have let that slip at lunch,” Carter admitted.

Dr. Wiesner pushed away from his desk and leaned back in his chair. He studied Carter for a moment, as if his very thoughts were printed onto his face.

“Son, you’ve got us all in your fan club. Your students and your colleagues. You’re an exceptional teacher, passionate about God’s word and interested in your students’ lives. You have tremendous influence on a great many people.” Dr. Wiesner stood and walked over to a small coffeemaker at the back of his office. He gestured toward the carafe.

“No thanks.” Carter watched as Dr. Wiesner poured a cup and slowly stepped back to his desk. 

“I detect a ‘but,’” said Carter with a warm smile.

A lengthy silence made Carter take a deep breath. 

“Carter, while I was praying this morning—how can I say this? God brought you to mind.”

Carter tensed a bit and re-distributed his weight in his chair. If anyone he knew had a clear line to God, Teddy did. 

 “I suspect you are on the cusp of a spiritual journey.”

Carter sat thoughtfully. He was relieved that he didn’t receive a rebuke, yet could not ignore the ‘deer-in-the-headlights’ expression that Teddy emoted whenever he referenced his talks with God.

“You know me, Teddy—I love to travel,” he slipped on his sunglasses as his moment of introspection melted into an impish grin. “Especially if there’s a Mediterranean climate involved.”

Dr. Wiesner chuckled, and shook his head, and held out a piece of notebook paper folded tightly into a small square. Carter took it and started to unfold it.

“Not now,” Dr. Wiesner said, waving a weathered hand. “Read it later.”

“Travel advisory?”

“It’s your destination.”

Carter always felt the ring of truth in Teddy’s advice. Today, it made him uncomfortable, so he changed the subject.

“How are you doing, Teddy? Where is God taking you these days?”

A fire ignited from behind the thick lenses. Teddy’s voice became tense with excitement.

“You know, Carter, I’ve fallen in love with one of these modern translations! I didn’t see it coming, but—well, just let me read to you—see how the text comes alive.”

Teddy grabbed a new, but already broken in Bible from his desk and quickly fingered through to the desired passage.


“Yes, yes—listen to how Romans 7 reads in this: 

‘I don't understand myself at all, for I really want to do what is right, but I don't do it. Instead, I do the very thing I hate. I know perfectly well that what I am doing is wrong, and my bad conscience shows that I agree that the law is good. But I can't help myself, because it is sin inside me that makes me do these evil things. 

‘ I know I am rotten through and through so far as my old sinful nature is concerned. No matter which way I turn, I can't make myself do right. I want to, but I can't. When I want to do good, I don't. And when I try not to do wrong, I do it anyway. But if I am doing what I don't want to do, I am not really the one doing it; the sin within me is doing it. 

‘It seems to be a fact of life that when I want to do what is right, I inevitably do what is wrong. I love God's law with all my heart. But there is another law at work within me that is at war with my mind. This law wins the fight and makes me a slave to the sin that is still within me. Oh, what a miserable person I am! Who will free me from this life that is dominated by sin?’”


As Teddy took a breath, as if to build up to the grand finale, he looked up to see Carter glancing at his watch. Teddy cleared his throat.


“Well, as you see, it elucidates the core struggle of the soul.” He looked reverently at the page, then closed the book and set it down. 


“Don’t be late for your game,” he said, nodding toward the gym bag.

Chapter 2
It was a queer feeling. In her eighty-three short years, Euphonie had never experienced a creative drought of this sort. Even as a young child, she had spun out songs—both music and lyrics—as easily as she now spun the gold recording orb in her hand. Her mother always smiled as she told of her first song—the one in angel tongue. Of course she couldn’t write in the language of the heavens any longer, nor even translate her own childhood masterpiece. That was normal. Everyone lost the ability to speak the heavenly language, usually a few years after birth. But no one ever lost their gift. Why had she?

It had been ten months…Euphonie remembered the exact date. She had decided to write a special song for Perose’s birthday. Something fun and sweet, like her new friend. She penned a few thoughts, then crumpled the paper. She pulled out her guitar and played a few chords. Was it out of tune? No, but something was off. More accurately, something was missing.

That was just the beginning. At the planning meeting for the Summer Praise Concert, she had been asked to create a piece for the opening worship event. Euphonie knew that being asked was a great honor for a person her age. Normally, she would simply choose one facet about her beloved God to meditate on, and the words and music would flow out of her. But each time she tried to write a lyric, she found that her words were mere echoes of praises others had offered. She had nothing new to add.

At first, friends and family offered their support and suggestions: “Go to the oceans or the mountains for inspiration;” “visit the floral forests;” or “swim in the heated pools at Malki.” Other writers spoke of focus and discipline. They didn’t know she lay awake at night with pen at her nightstand and a prayer on her lips. After a time, no one knew what to make of her dilemma. It was clear that she was causing a growing concern in the community when she was granted counsel from the elders. 

The elders had seen only a few occurrences of what they called “frustrated talent” from over the centuries. Their belief was that it had something to do with temptation. Euphonie wondered at their diagnosis. Was she being tempted? 

“I am like all of the others,” Euphonie thought of her upbringing. She remembered her spiritual defense classes. She had always taken the lessons seriously, so as to avoid being lured toward the toxic Kogae. “Don’t go to the tree alone—don’t focus on its beauty, don’t ponder what its fruit might taste like.” She couldn’t remember anything out of the ordinary. She didn’t think about the tree’s fruit. Why should she? There are so many other trees bearing delicious food. 

Still, Euphonie knew to stay busy. She knew the manner of inspiration. Ideas shoot like falling stars, rarely seen full on, but often perceived with one’s peripheral vision. She knew to wait patiently for the spark of insight to draw near, then to playfully look away. But even her wellspring of creative savvy couldn’t irrigate her gift back to life.  She was dry. She was sand and dust, and the occasional cactus of an idea that ended up more prickly than profitable. So she spent her days helping her brothers in their gardens, helping Sharhmin in the nursery, even helping her erudite roommate with her dark studies. But these were not the activities she was created for. Euphonie felt the pleasure of God when she wrote passionate lyrics about His love and goodness. She felt the embrace of her Creator when she set them to music and watched them come to life. Hadn’t He said to her, “Sing me a new song”? 

She longed for a fresh piece to offer God. Perhaps if she knew Him better…knew something different about Him that others had yet to discover—then songs would ring out from her spirit and she could share a new message of praise. This was her focus, her obsession. Was that not a good thing? Is God not the ultimate Creator? Slowly Euphonie’s patience turned to confusion…her confusion to heaviness of heart. After a tearful, sleepless night, she called out, “I am yours, Father. Why can I no longer create? I feel so far away from You.”

She sobbed.

A thought broke through the heaviness of her soul. She latched on to its shining hope and made it her plea: “You are infinite, Father! I am young and know so little about You. Show me something new about You.”

Then, in the stillness of the first light, God spoke to her. His gentle words were simple and direct: “Greet our guest.”
Chapter 3
Brad was balancing the blue ball deftly on the side of his racket when Carter opened the door to the court.

“Glad you could make it.” Brad looked up at Carter, then quickly returned his focus to the precariously placed sphere. “Why do you look like the cat that swallowed the canary?”

“Who, me? No reason,” Carter smiled. “I have a good life.”

“What’s up?”

“Just a silly popularity contest,” he admitted.

Brad shook his head. 

“Again? God treats you like an only child, Carter. Change of topic—what ever happened to the girl with the dislocated shoulder—Amber, something.”

Carter shrugged. “I didn’t see her—but she’s enrolled. Hopefully, she’ll take up with better guys this year…or give them up all together.”

“Careful. That one has it bad for you.”

“No way, Doc. I’m just the knight in shining armor.”

“Are you saying she does nothing for you?”

Carter mused. “She’s easy on the eyes, I admit. But I’m definitely not her type.” His voice echoed off the walls of the court making it louder than normal and slightly distorted.

“By the way, Stacy thinks she’s found your soul mate. Cathy—something. She works in the library. Maybe you should check her out.” Brad smiled at his own joke. 
Carter laced his court shoes. 

“I guess it’s true.”

“What?”

“When friends get married, they won’t rest ‘til they get all their friends hooked up too.”

Brad shrugged, dribbling the ball off his racket.

“Stace offered to fix a little dinner and have you both over—you know, play some dumb word game, or watch a movie or something.”

“I presume you’re referring to Cathy Bales?”

“That sounds right.”

“We’ve already been on a date, of sorts.”

 “And?” Brad asked, bouncing the ball off one side of his racket strings, then flipping the racket over before the ball landed on the strings again.

“I guess I didn’t really get to know her very well.”

“Don’t you go to the same church.”

“Yes, but I usually sit stage left, with the students. She sits in the smoking section.”

“The what?”

“She brings homeless people to church with her and they create a—you know—a different atmosphere. Hey, we going to play--or what?” asked Carter, snatching the blue ball from Brad.

“Serve it.” 

Brad adjusted his safety goggles.

Carter served the ball hard. Brad responded with a low shot that slammed from the front wall to the side. Carter dove for it, hit the ball, but landed on his arm, sliding head first into the side wall. Carter groaned.

“You okay?” Brad asked, offering him a hand to get up.

Carter put out his hand, but as a message to “wait.” He slowly stood and shook himself, as if to dislodge the pain from his arm and head. “Your point,” he conceded.

~~~

“Stop shoving!” Methos screeched. A cacophony of claws scratched against the slate floor where a mob of red and yellow eyes jammed close together to peer through the portal into the material realm. Tormentors, seductresses, night voices, viruses, fiends and flatterers gathered into the zone that Methos had grown to think of as his. It wasn’t an important role, just a solitary assignment opposing Gomor, but it was his. He had never been respected among the dark spirits. That was fine with him. But now, this reunion of bullies and belittlers were shoving onto his turf with equipment with which he was not familiar. The tormentors lugged in large monitors and amplifiers. They filled every inch of flat surface in Methos’ work area with a device of some sort. They scratched everything they touched with their barbed hooks. Meanwhile, the fiends sloshed their trail of slime behind their tails until entire floor was coated in a slick, phlegmy shine. 

Normally temptresses would not even notice him at all. Today, they were asking him what chewy delights he had on hand. Methos was mystified as to what had drawn this horde to his corner of the realm. He tried to listen in on some snitches to learn the source of this ruckus.

“This is it! We’re going to take down these God-lovin—”

“Shut up! He’s here!”

Claws and hooves stilled. Yellow smoked billowed up as a regal, robed figure swept into the room. The flatterers circled around the newcomer, bowing and pawing at the bottom of his robe. Methos was certain this was a regional authority, though he’d only seen a creature of this rank once before. His face and hands were all that emerged from his flowing robe…His spectral features were angular and phosphorescent. His fingers flicked rapidly, relaying instructions that the tormentors tacitly understood and instantly implemented. At his left side was a large black salamander-like creature whose wide head with protruding eyes rested against the thigh of the Regent. A jewel-studded collar looked out of place, thought Methos, against the creature’s muculent skin.

“I am Regent Villnar. I come directly from the Prince of the Air. He himself negotiated this strategic situation.” Methos stared at the dignitary standing in his own home.

Whispers arose at the proclamation.

“This is our opportunity to affect the two great realms for our kingdom. We shall spare no resource to bring about the downfall of this race. You have each been summoned here to bring your unique influence. Watch the record. 

The dignitary pulled a book from the fold of his robe. He opened it. Immediately, the portal blackened, then re-lit. Methos watched as a young boy entered a church building. 

“This can’t be good,” snarled a night voice.

“Silence, fool,” said the Regent. “We do much of our best work in their religious communities. Here he is! Watch him. Make note of every move—every word.”

“Who is he, Master?”

 “They call him Carter,” he snarled. “We shall call him maggot meat.” 

The room roared its raucous approval.

~~

Carter normally felt invigorated after a fast-paced game of racquetball, but on his drive home his head began to ache, as it had that morning. Maybe he’d hit the wall harder than he’d thought. Or maybe the stifling humidity was causing his malaise.  By the time he pulled into his driveway, rain was pouring from the thick, black clouds. He stubbornly decided to brave the torrents to get his mail. He raced from the car to the box, which was empty. Carter’s throbbing headache and the prematurely black sky made the trek up his own front lawn seem foreign and treacherous. With one hand shielding rain from his eyes, he started quickly up the lawn, then lost his footing on the slick grass. He fell flat on his back. Through closed eyelids, Carter sensed a flash of light. He braced for the impending clap of thunder, but heard nothing.

A split second later—pain. The pounding rain had inexplicably ceased, but Carter’s only conscious thought was of a new sensation, an enormous weight that threatened to crush his chest. He was pinned to the earth. He attempted to lift his head. It wasn’t as dark as it had been a moment earlier. But the shadowy light only increased his horror. His first thought was that a downed tree limb was pressing into his chest. He gasped for air. 

“Don’t panic,” he thought to himself. “Just breathe.” 

He forced himself to take shallow breaths. Carter grabbed the object with both hands and lifted with all his might. It didn’t budge. He could now see that the object was jagged and sharp, but it hadn’t punctured into him. He moved his legs to see if he could gain leverage for another attempt to dislodge the thing. He bent his knees and grabbed the projectile, repositioning his hands to avoid what seemed to be thorns jutting out from the object. This time when Carter lifted, it budged. He stopped to rest, assured he would dislodge himself with the next attempt. Just as he re-secured his grip, the limb jolted upward on its own. The motion was so unexpected that Carter didn’t release his grip until the momentum had pulled him upward and off the ground. When he did let loose, he fell to his knees. Shaken, Carter peered into the shadowy light to see who had freed him. Peering back was a large black face with two rows of red eyes.
Chapter 4

Carter scrambled backward.  The creature scrambled backward, mirroring Carter’s movement. Now with fresh perspective, Carter saw that he’d not been pinned by a tree limb, but by the leg of a giant spider. The arachnid was larger than Carter’s retriever, and only slightly smaller than a horse. Its black body was covered with fine hair, its legs lined in back with a row of spiny projections. The rows of eyes stayed fixed on him, while its front left leg twitched, unnerving Carter. Then he noticed something far more terrifying that its huge legs. Pinchers. The spider continuously moved its hideous, spiked mandibles out and in. Carter shuddered involuntarily.

Clicking sounds came from the behind the beast. Carter felt around for a stick or rock to defend himself. Nothing. Then a thought—could he get to his car? Or, better yet, into the house? Although he couldn’t take his eyes off the monstrosity before him, he began to perceive another terrifying reality: he was no longer in his front yard.

In one instant, everything had changed. He opened his eyes to a sea of grass. The pain in his head subsided. His clothes, skin, and the grass were dry, although all three had been soaked a mere second before.  

The spider lifted a leg. Carter stiffened. It turned and scuttled backward. The clicking resumed…but it was not coming from the giant arachnid. It grew more frequent and rhythmical. Carter heard someone approaching from behind the beast.

 “Watch out!” he shouted.

His warning was part for the approacher’s sake, part in fear that the spider would startle and he would end up underfoot again. 

The clicks continued as a woman came into view. The creature’s legs spun into motion as it turned to face the newcomer. Carter sat mute as she approached the beast, unflapped. She stretched out her hand. Eerily, the beast lifted one leg and stretched it toward her. She touched it with one hand, then clicked her fingers again. As if on cue, the spider turned and scuttled away.

The woman turned to him.

“Are you well?” she asked, and immediately put her hand to her mouth, her eyes wide in surprise. “Can you … can you understand me?” She uttered her syllables as if each sound were foreign.

 “I’m fine…I think. What was that? Who are you?” 

As quickly as Carter had uttered his query, his mind registered that it was not this girl who had suddenly landed on his front lawn, but he who had arrived—where?

“I am Euphonie,” she said, placing her hand near her throat. She shot a quick smile toward the sky.

“I was expecting you.”

He followed her gaze upward to a cloudless azure sky. A cool, fresh breeze revived him. Even the air had changed. He looked around. Not a familiar landmark in sight. 

“Where are we?” asked Carter, with a growing queasiness in his stomach. He was sitting on a green lawn on a gentle berm. Behind him was a nearly transparent structure of fine, sparkling geometric patterns of amazing intricacy. Curiosity lured him to examine the gossamer gazebo. The delicate material was woven into panels and supported by crystal rods. It was clear, like glass, but as the early evening sun hit the walls, it created a prismatic dance of color across the water-beaded webbing.  

“You are in Gomor, the Western City of Art.” 

It was breathtaking. Carter had to force himself to stop gazing at the mesmerizing display around him. The colors were dazzling. The light was different. Clearer. Cleaner.  

“How did I get here from Lima?” he stuttered, returning attention to the woman.

“I do not know ‘Lima.’”

Carter had a lucid thought. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket. No signal. Not a single bar. 

“Well, Toto, we’re really not in Lima anymore. What are we doing here?”

Euphonie tilted her head slightly, then continued with an air of reverence.

“I come here,” she gestured in a sweeping motion, “for inspiration. The colors dance with the setting sun…and make me think…” Her words trailed off, her eyes drifted upward and then, an ethereal hum lifted from her lips, notes rising and falling with the waves of sparkling light that moved from wall to wall. Carter was entranced. Her voice was in harmony with the color, the symmetry, the perfect beauty of this place. 

“Lightning!” his shout abruptly ending her song.

“I must have been struck by lightning! This is heaven!” 

Carter gasped, gazing at the surreal beauty that surrounded him. Then he looked at her. The late afternoon sun backlit her and gave her an aural glow.

“Are you an angel?”

Euphonie appeared surprised at the question. She shook her head.
New Portion
Carter puzzled, “I’m not in Lima…I’m not dead. You—are not an angel,” he reasoned, “or you would tell me so.” Carter recalled Brad’s stories about the head trauma victims he’d treated, and their potent, yet wacky delusions. But could he be hallucinating? He felt so clear headed. The pain was gone. Yet somehow, the idea that this was all a temporary figment of his imagination helped him feel more at ease with the inexplicable. He might as well make the most of this dream…he may wake up any moment with a grueling headache. 

Infused with this tenuous solution, he rose to his feet.

“Shall we look around?” 

He held out his arm to Euphonie. As he focused fully on her, he knew that she was the most radiant woman he’d ever seen. Although Carter was slightly over six feet tall, he felt he was looking up to this girl, who looked to be in her middle to late twenties, but had the composure of someone much older. He also snatched a quick look her gown. At the shoulder it was a pale pink, which faded ever so gradually into a darker pinks, then mauve, then shades of ever-deepening purple, matching the gradations of the setting sun tone for tone. Carter was proud of himself for conjuring up such a breath-taking hallucination…and he hoped he’d dream up no more super-sized insects.

Euphonie took Carter’s hand and led him away from the gazebo. He paused to touch the structure.

“Amazing. So delicate, yet strong,” he mused. “What’s it made of?”

“Spiders’ webs,” said Euphonie.

Carter’s stuttered, “You mean... that--?” He pointed to the direction in which the creature had retreated. He shuddered. 

She continued, “When fed the right things, their webbing is a most useful building material,” she admired the structure. “And so lovely.”

“Still, I hope I never see that thing again! Didn’t it scare you? Those fangs! Can you imagine its bite? That would leave a mark!”

“Bite,” she tilted her head to one side. “I was told that I would be able to speak the language of the—” she paused, “your language; but ‘bite.’ We use that word when we refer to eating food.”

“That’s what I mean,” protested Carter. “That thing must think of us as lunch.”

Euphonie stared for a moment, as if picturing a bizarre scene in her mind; then laughed freely. 

“What a strange thought: a spider—biting a person! What could make you think of such a thing? Perhaps the spider should worry that we would bite it?” she said, as if she had come up with a queer new notion of her own. She laughed again. 

Carter mused. There was something different about this girl.  Everything about her seemed majestic. Even her laughter was different. It sounded like music.

“Come,” she held her hand to him. He walked with her, mesmerized by their surroundings. It was a virtual wonderland of blooms. Every shrub, tree and vine seemed to be at the peak of its season. Fountains and elaborate topiaries graced the walkway, reminding Carter of the magnificent gardens he’d visited in England during his college years. He hoped this dream wouldn’t end too quickly.

A ripple of color caught Carter’s eye. He approached a magnificent banner hanging from between two trees. The lower branches of the trees grew, as if intentionally, reaching toward each other. A vine grew between the branches, connecting the two and providing support for the banner.

“This is amazing,” said Carter, delicately touching the material. The banner was a depiction of the garden itself, done in impressionist style. When Carter approached, he could see that each “dot” of color was a tiny circle of the most delicate material. 

“It’s my favorite,” said Euphonie. “The artist works with leaf cutters to achieve the effect. Each circle is cut from a flower petal. The artist arranges them to create the image.”

“Someone cut petals—by hand?” Carter said, examining the work closely.

“By mouth, but not ‘someone,’” Euphonie reached out her hand toward a vine. A small bee flew to her, and landed on her hand, as if on cue. She held the insect out to him. He stepped back.


“Bees? Are you saying bees made this--this work of art?”


“No. They simply cut the flowers for the artist. That is the task they are well suited for.” 

She gently lifted her hand, and the bee flew back to its vine. She gestured for Carter to continue on. They approached an arched bridge that traversed a small creek. The bridge was made of tiny, brilliant gemstones. Carter couldn’t resist. He had to stoop to examine the glistening stones. 

Carter was overwhelmed by the artistry woven into every bench, walkway and structure in this place. The natural and the human-made were harmonized in a way he’d never experienced before. Euphonie stopped a few feet ahead of him at a moving hologram. When Carter approached he recognized it as a model of a solar system, with colorful spheres orbiting a representation of the sun. Something was strange about the exhibit. From the size and specific characteristics of the planets, Carter thought it resembled the earth’s own solar system, except that there were fifteen planets. Perhaps someone was taking artistic license, he thought. The description beneath the display was written in a language he didn’t recognize.

Euphonie continued on the path, which led through vertical columns of what looked to be honeycomb spiraling into the air. The comb was wrapped in vines bearing enormous blooms of crimson, fuchsia and violet.


As visually captivating as this place was, it was the air that was most interesting to Carter. A light breeze penetrated the hedges that formed lush botanical walls, carrying delightful scents, both familiar and strange. A hint of salt spray made Carter believe they were near a sea. Carter breathed in, filling his lungs with the intoxicating vapor. As much as it didn’t make sense to him in any scientific sort of way, Carter knew it was simply easier to breathe here.

As they walked on, they approached a stone wall with a massive, iridescent emerald door. The door was without handle or knob, but was stunning in its ornate construction. It looked as if it were made of thousands of small metallic gemstones of equal size. As he reached out to touch it, the door dissipated, each individual gem taking flight. Euphonie took Carter’s hand and walked through the opening between the stone walls. Carter quickly looked back to see the “door” coalesce. Euphonie, aware of his curiosity, lifted one “gem” from the door and showed Carter a shiny, emerald beetle. She returned the creature to its rightful spot, then turned away from the door and motioned outward, “Welcome to Gomor.”

A fresh world greeted him. Carter gazed out and down at a perfect community of simple one and two-story stone structures, not unlike the most charming he’d seen in rural Europe. But the vivid colors of the trees and shrubs bore a tropical palette. Lush greens, punctuated with the fuchsias and purples of a springtime floral garden, both framed the village and adorned its structures. The view before him was too beautiful for words. Carter marveled at his subconscious mind’s ability to create such vivid, exquisite imagery.

 They walked down the slope and onto a smooth stone walkway that led to a quaint square where people strolled about with purpose, but without hurry. Dozens of people walked the stone streets…some clad in wispy garments, like his host’s, others wore clothes similar to Carter’s own garb of choice, khakis or jeans with tailored shirts. The absence of cars or even traffic sounds made it seem odd to Carter. But something else drew his attention more—the people.

As a life-long people watcher, Carter had always been aware of ‘the rules’ of human interaction. One might make brief eye contact with strangers, but prolonged looking was rude—staring, if you will. This rule was not in force here. People passed others with prolonged eye contact and smiles that spoke volumes. 

Carter remembered his great grandmother Gladys. She had a special way about her. She made everyone feel as though they were her favorite person. She had the ability to make him know he was loved, just by looking at him. Warmth and acceptance simply oozed out from her crinkled eyes and easy smile. He missed her so. But these people—every one of these people, would have made Grandma Gladys look aloof. What was this place?
Ahead of them was an outdoor café.

“Would you like food?” Euphonie asked.

He hadn’t thought about it before, but he was suddenly aware that he was extremely hungry. He wondered that he would notice hunger in a dream. Carter nodded.

A man was going from table to table, removing the umbrellas from the center of each. Euphonie directed Carter to a table, then signaled to a server, who brought menus. He spoke a language Carter didn’t recognize. Euphonie responded in the foreign tongue.

“I will order, since they will not understand you,” informed Euphonie. “What do you like?”

“I’m hungry enough to eat a horse. I’ll take anything that looks like a steak,” said Carter.

Euphonie shuddered. 

“Or—a  burger would be just fine,” Carter said, misreading her reaction.

“May I choose for you?” she asked.

“Why not?” smiled Carter. After all it’s just a dream…but as the distinct aromas wafted by, he began to wonder.

It took only moments from when Euphonie placed their order before the waiter returned with food. In fact, the waiters for each table were bringing food out at exactly the same time. Then, the entire wait staff sat down at another table. Finally, before anyone touched a single morsel from the café’s gold plates, a white-haired man of enormous stature came out into the midst of the seating area. He lifted his eyes and hands and said a few words. All the customers and staff repeated after him. And although each syllable uttered was strange to Carter, he recognized the reverence in the voices and knew they were giving thanks, and tacitly added his own.

When the prayer was over, a moment of awe-filled silence lingered. People gradually began to talk and eat. Carter looked at his own food. He had been served three gold plates and a goblet of translucent red liquid. One plate had an assortment of fruits, some that he recognized, others not, all sprinkled with sparkling slivers of something. A second plate held a colorful salad and a third, a custard-like sculpture. Carter started with the familiar…grapes of red and darkest purple. He then moved on to what looked like melon balls, but had the texture of the flesh of a tree ripened peach. Each bite was perfection, the best thing he had ever tasted. He finished with frosty cold rainbow colored spheres. 

“What are these?” he asked, pointing to the novel fruit.

“Chilled calibray. They are my favorite. See, they are grown right here.” She gestured toward a tree growing behind the café. It was heavy with an abundance of the fruit.

Carter normally preferred meat and potatoes to fruit and salad, but he knew he’d never tasted anything so delicious. He savored the last bite of his dinner before realizing that he’d scarcely looked up at his companion. She, he thought, was even more delicious than his meal. She had flowing dark hair that lay perfectly straight to her waist. Her face was different than any he had seen. Though she didn’t seem to be wearing any make-up, she didn’t have a single flaw—no mole, blemish or freckle marred her creamy complexion. Her large, glacier blue eyes made her look both wise and completely innocent.

Carter looked around at the other diners. They too seemed unburdened by age, excessive sunlight, scars or imperfections. Not each was equally attractive, but each was unflawed. Carter suddenly felt self conscious. His own lightly freckled skin crinkled around his eyes. And though he was fit for his age, he felt a bit worn in this crowd.

Euphonie had been watching Carter patiently. When he finished his meal she asked, “What shall I call you?”

“Oh, I’ve forgotten my manners. My students call me Professor Friese, but please, call me Carter.” He extended his hand to her. She took hold of it with both of hers. Carter felt embraced by her eyes as well, until a couple walked behind Euphonie, breaking his gaze. The two had orange-gold skin and white hair. As Carter watched the couple turn and walk from the café, he saw that they each had deep violet eyes. 

He pointed as they walked away and asked Euphonie, “what planet are they from?” 

She laughed, “Why should other planets send us their children? Are they not beautiful?”

“Stunning,” said Carter, straining to see them. Then, a thought pierced through him. He spoke it:

“Do I stand out? I mean, can everyone tell I’m not from here?” then Carter thought to himself, “Great, I’m even self conscious in my dreams!”

“Only those whom God chooses to enlighten will recognize you as a visitor. Is He not amazing?”

With that, Carter felt more relaxed. Indeed, he didn’t seem to be attracting stares.

“You are a teacher?” she asked with a sweet admiration in her voice that made Carter feel warm.

“Yes,” Carter said, returning his attention to the wonder before him. “I primarily teach the Old Testament.” 

“What is the ‘old testament’?” she asked.

Carter was stunned. If anyplace had ever radiated God’s glory, surely this place did. And what about all of that reverence before the meal? Perhaps he had mistaken what he had seen. He attempted to explain.

“It’s the written message from God to mankind. The Old Testament is the history of creation up through the coming of Jesus.”

“You have recorded the words of God…how wonderful. But, He speaks so often. How do you decide which words to write? For whom do you write them, since all can hear Him. Is it done as a tribute? Is it set to music?” Euphonie’s enthusiasm at the  prospect impressed Carter. 

“That would be a task…setting the Old Testament to music.”

“Who is Jesus?”

Who on earth hasn’t heard of Jesus, he thought. Was she kidding? He looked at her. Her eyes expressed sincerest interest. 

“He is… God’s son…our Savior,” said Carter, growing less confident that this experience was a dream, and more uncomfortable with the numinous surroundings.

“A savior?” Euphonie asked, again tilting her head slightly. “From what do you seek to be saved?”

Carter felt compelled by his training to explain the need for salvation due to mankind’s sinful nature, but for the first time in his life, he felt oddly conflicted by this idea. He could not imagine this sweet creature even jay-walking. But he knew his duty, and that looks could be deceiving, so he proceeded.

“Because we all…sin…because from Adam, we inherited our sinful nature, and need to be reconciled to God.”

 “A-dam,” she stammered. “The first-created--Adam? Our father-- husband to Eve?”

“Yes,” continued Carter, matter-of-factly.  “Because Eve was deceived and ate of the forbidden fruit.”

Euphonie pushed back from the table and rose to her feet. She stared at Carter with an expression that mixed puzzlement and horror. She started to speak, then touched her hand to her mouth, turned and hurried away. Carter jumped up. 

“Euphonie, wait,” he followed her away from the café. When he caught up to her, he touched her arm and she spun around.

“Do you come to mock us? All know the story. The evil one tempted Eve to eat the fruit that God forbade. She resisted the serpent and called for her husband. Together they rebuked the deceiver and remained true to God. Every child knows these things.”

 “Go away from me! I worship God and serve Him solely!” Euphonie shouted at Carter. She tilted her head and stared at him.

Carter hung his head. Even though he knew this was a dream, he was amazed at how alone this rejection made him feel.

“Away from me, I said,” she repeated firmly.

“Euphonie, I don’t want you to worship anyone besides God,” Carter offered. 

Euphonie held her hand out, as if blocking further communication. She turned and walked away from him.

Carter started after her, “Wait.” She turned. He caught up, but stood dumb before her. 

“You are supposed to vanish or run or something. I rebuked you! Why are you still here?”

“Where can I go? I don’t know where I am…or how to get home,” Carter said.

“Home! Your home where people eat from the Kogae?!” she spoke with incredulousness. 

“What’s a Kogae?”

“You are trying to trick me.”

Carter’s mind was a cauldron of potential theories to explain why he could not wake himself from this lovely, yet perplexing dream. Each explanation arose to the forefront of his awareness just to be rejected and tossed into a stew of confusion: he had inadvertently eaten something toxic that had made him delusional…someone had slipped him some drugs…no—he felt fine, fantastic even. He had a brain trauma or a near-death experience, or perhaps he had been abducted by aliens. Maybe he was in a coma—yes, perhaps that would produce a dream that one wouldn’t awaken from. Although this last theory held the best hopes of satisfying his bewilderment, he felt wide awake. Although he was in a strange place with a new language and, obviously, an alternate view of reality, or at least history, this had none of the temporal and spatial inconsistencies with which his dreams were generally peppered.

“Please, come with me,” he pleaded, taking Euphonie’s hand and leading her toward the emerald door. This time he didn’t tarry as the winged gems took flight at his touch. He walked directly to the solar system display. Carter pointed at the third planet and said, “I am from a system that looks like this, only with fewer planets. I live on the third planet. We call our world ‘earth.’”

Euphonie stared at him, mute.

He continued, “On our earth, we failed to obey God, so we are cursed. We all die. But God loved us so much that he made a plan to reconcile us to Him again, so that we could live with Him in heaven … after we die.”

Even if I’m dreaming, thought Carter, I can still witness to people. 

“This,” Euphonie pointed a shaky finger toward the third planet, “is our world. God provides all, and we worship Him. In Him we live and move and exist.”

“Okay. But this is not my solar system,” said Carter.  “We don’t have 15 planets circling our sun.”

Euphonie paused, then added, “God has only recently revealed Strabism and Naphlene to us.”

“Recently revealed?” Carter recalled that he’d read a news article about the potential discovery of new planets. Perhaps this was his very own earth…but it was an enormously different reality. 

“Your people…inhabit all of earth?”

“Yes,” said Euphonie.

“And no one has ever sinned here?”

“Why would we? God is so good and provides us with all that we need,” said Euphonie. “And He is kind and wise and--”

 “Euphonie! I can’t tell you a sane reason why anyone disobeys God. But where I’m from, we all do.”

Euphonie frowned and took a step back from Carter. 

“Wait, listen to me,” he reached toward her. “We know we shouldn’t sin, but we are weak. We are born with a sinful nature. We look at temptation and fall. We think it will bring us fun or some benefit.”

Carter put his hand to his chin. “Surely you have temptation. If not, you don’t have free will,” thought Carter aloud, realizing a lack of options would make these people more like biological robots rather than choosing beings, made in the image of God.

“The tempter comes. Sometimes he appears as an animal. Sometimes he whispers in our ears. From the time we are little children, we know that God is good. We are taught that to eat the forbidden fruit is to disappoint God. Who could bear such a horror?” 
Euphonie stepped back again and raised her voice, “But, perhaps you know all of this. Perhaps you serve the tempter!”

“No! I don’t know where I am—or why. I need you to believe me,” he pleaded.” Carter’s mind reeled. How could he explain what he didn’t understand? Then he had a thought.

“Wait—think this out with me. You said you were expecting me. When we first met, remember? Why? I mean, how did you know I was coming?”

“God told me to greet you.”

“Euphonie, why would God send you to greet someone who would tempt you? You understand my language—no one else here does. What does that mean?”

“It means,” she lowered her voice and put her hand to her temple. 

“It means that God has made a special way for us to relate.”

“Would He do that if I were the devil?”

“What is that word—‘devil’?

“Tempter, it means the tempter.”

“The tempter twists the truth. You spoke a twisted truth—about Adam and Eve.”

Carter turned back to the planetary display. Scientists spoke of parallel universes. He had never studied physics, but knew that an infinite Creator could certainly choose to allow for multiple realities. Could it be that he was not in a different place or a different time at all. Could this be a different version of earth—a different reality.

“I did not speak a twisted truth,” he said, still staring at the model of earth. “I spoke the truth about a twisted world.” 

He turned back to find his stunning hostess gone. 

Carter was alone. 

His had landed in this wonderful, but strange land where the only person who could understand him thought he was the devil. With no idea of how he got here, of why he was here, or how to get back home, Carter recognized one thing with great assurance: If Euphonie saw him as a threat, it would be only a short time before others saw him as dangerous as well.

“You are correct.”

Carter spun around toward a voice that echoed from behind him.

“You are not like them, Carter.”

 At first glance, the speaker looked like the men Carter had seen in town, tall and flawless, dressed in a flowing robe. But, as the man sat on the stone bench, he faced straight ahead. He did not turn as he spoke, nor did not appear to be looking at anything at all.  

“You are also correct about this place. It is a reality, as you might call it, like yours, at least in regard to its origin.” He seemed to be reading Carter’s every thought. 

“Of course,” he continued, “each and every choice made by every free will being since the beginning of time has contributed to the shaping of the two, now drastically different worlds. You can clearly see this.”  

“Who are you? Why can you understand me?”

The man waved his hands to free them from his flowing white tunic. “I am called, the Hearer. I have heard a simple message for you: God has chosen you to come to this place.” 

Carter stared, processing this new information.

“Sir, are you blind?”  

The man continued on in his fixated stare. 

“My vision is not impaired, if that is what you mean. I simply choose to concentrate on all of the amazing sounds and words and stories around me. I find that if I do not focus on the visual sensations, I am able to perceive much more through hearing. For instance, have you ever noticed that the petals of a red flower,” the hearer gestured to the red anemones growing to his left, “make a different sound when the wind rustles them, than, say an orange flower of the same species.” He gestured to the single orange anemone that seemed out of place in the cluster.

“You’re kidding,” Carter marveled. “That’s amazing.”

“Ah, my son, it is you who are amazing. You are a chosen one—a visitor from a different realm. What amazing stories you must have from your reality. Please, share this bench with me and tell me of your world.”

Carter shook his head to reject the offer.

“I’m not sure what I could share that would interest you. I don’t even know what I’m doing here. I’m not some cosmic ambassador.” 

Carter was the one backing up now.

“Nonsense. You expressed yourself very eloquently to the girl. You said the world you are from is fallen. Everyone rebels. It is full of temptations. How quickly you assessed where we are different.” 

“You were listening to us? Where were you?”

“Dear one, listening is precisely what I do. But my point is you were correct. This is a different reality where no one has rebelled. You, too, are a listener, carefully discerning what is from what you hear.”

“I just want to know why I’m here.”

“Dear one—I hear the anxiety in your voice. Please sit and share with me. In the telling, perhaps I, or you, will hear the answer to your question.”

Suddenly, a chill ran up Carter’s spine. Euphonie had told him that only those God enlightened would see him as a foreigner…and would be able to communicate with him. The Hearer understood him—spoke his language. How? Was he, like Euphonie, working with inside information from God Himself? Or, was he one of the tempters that had Euphonie spooked? 

“In your world, you are a God-follower, yes?”

Carter felt like he was playing a game of chess. He needed to think each move out carefully. Even his thoughts were too easily exposed here. Nonetheless, he nodded.  
“Then, serve him now.”  

“How?”

“Share the lessons from your world with me. Share the stories of a hero from the traitor race.”

The words pierced Carter through. Him—a hero? The very idea warmed him. But realistically, in light of being a child of God, a teacher of God’s word, he truly was a hero of sorts to his people. The man’s gentle manner put Carter at ease. He sat down beside him. A foreign fragrance emanated from the man. Carter forced himself to relax a bit. 

Carter recounted the story of original sin—Adam and Eve’s fall from grace…and the ensuing downward spiral of moral decay that led up to God’s destruction of the world via flood. He then shared from his own life, beginning with his rebellious teen years through his decision to turn back to God and teach others of His ways. Though his eyes remained eerily fixed ahead, the hearer expressed fascination with each account Carter shared. As Carter finished exposing his own life details, the Hearer spoke:

“Son, you are amazing! You have faith in God even though you cannot see Him. You hold tight despite the many pitfalls. You have much to teach us. You truly are a man of honor and courage.”

“No, I don’t think so,” Carter felt a pinch of conscience. Perhaps he’d made himself sound too righteous. “I fail regularly, I’m afraid.”

“Oh, my son! You did not have a chance. You were born with a fallen nature and you are surrounded by temptation. How difficult your lot must be. And yet you are a faithful servant. Perhaps that is why you have been sent here.”

“What? Why? I missed something,” Carter puzzled.

“Reward, son. You have surely missed much on your world. You have had many struggles and few pleasures.”

“I’ve had a pretty easy life,” Carter admitted.

“You are modest. Let us see. Have you ever visited the luminescent caves of Fanaveria?”

“I can’t say that they exist in my reality. Perhaps they were destroyed in the flood.”

“Yes, yes. You are probably correct, son. I suppose your flood disrupted the Great Lavender Sea as well.”

“I’ve never heard of it.”

“Oh, my. It is a high pleasure to visit. It is home to the Aramean Cliff Terns. They are truly singular.” Although the hearer’s eyes stayed fixed ahead, his expression registered a grand reverence, as if recalling a great wonder. “They sing notes that resonate distinctly with the human heart. They bring a joy so powerful, that one must train for months before hearing them, so as not to be overwhelmed by pleasure.”

“You can be overwhelmed by pleasure? That sounds nice.”

“Oh yes! Travelers to the Lavender Sea are advised to eat poppy porridge thrice daily for at least two weeks before hearing these birds. The porridge is so delightful that it builds one’s capacity to experience pleasure. But, surely,” he paused. “Surely you have had poppy porridge?”

“If we have anything like that, it’s illegal.”

The hearer grew quiet. His face grew solemn. The silence felt awkward to Carter.

“Sir? Are you all right?”

“I am struggling to comprehend how you have found the strength, the joy to continue on. Please, help me—” his voice drifted off. A tear formed in the corner of his unwavering eye.

“What can I do?”

“Simply tell me that your world has been blessed with chartreuse peepers…or the majestic equatorial lights?”

Carter shook his head. The hearer seemed to understand his silent answer.

“The bubbling fountains at Monyai? The amethyst bluffs at Sansherelle?”

Silence.

A day before, Carter would have laughed at the idea that his life was much short of bliss. But after tasting a moment of this reality…the hearer’s perspective rang true to him.

“My son, I am filled with sorrow for your world. And for you, dear one. You have been stripped of the blessings that are as common to us as air. You have been deprived of bread and milk. I do not understand--” his voice trailed off. 

After a time, he straightened his posture.

 “Listen,” said the hearer, with a new sense of energy.

“Euphonie. She is returning to you now.”

“How do you know?” Carter looked around, but saw nothing.

“I hear her approaching. She has had time to pray. The Lord has reassured her that you are not a tempter—but a visitor. My son, surely you are here for your reward. Enjoy! Drink in the pleasures of this world.”

The latter words echoed in Carter’s head until supplanted by footsteps. He looked toward the path, then back toward the bench.  

The hearer was gone. 

“There!” thought Carter. A strange person disappears. It’s a dream! People pop in and out in dreams!

The sound of footsteps drew him back. There she was…this time smiling at him. Her long hair flowed as she tilted her head. She is radiant, he thought.

“Please—since this is my dream, I want some control here. I don’t want to be the bad guy. I need you to understand. I want us to be on the same page.”

Euphonie closed her eyes and said something in another language. Then she nodded at Carter.

He began, “You mentioned, ‘every child knows this’—the story of Adam and Eve. It’s your beginning—your history, yes?”

Euphonie nodded.

“It is the story of our beginning too—my world. But where I am from, Eve ate from the tree of knowledge of good and evil.”

“From the Kogae,” Euphonie nodded. 

This time ‘Kogae’ clicked with Carter as an acronym.

“Yes. Then she gave some fruit to her husband, who also ate it.”

Euphonie closed her eyes and turned her head. She put her hand out, as if to stop his words.

“It cannot be so. God said those who eat will die. And yet, you are here. You could not be their offspring.”

“They did die. We all die. We live 70, 80 years. Some a bit longer. Some not that long. Some of us have children. Then we die. Animals, plants--everything in our world dies. We have many horrible things that you don’t seem to have here. Many bad things-- because of Adam’s sin…and because of our own sins.”

Euphonie furrowed her forehead. She reached toward Carter in compassion, then startled and withdrew.

“Euphonie, you must believe me. I’ve got to prove to you I’m safe. I don’t want you to eat forbidden fruit! What else do you know about the tempter?”

She looked warily at him, “He usually has an odor.”

“Really?” Carter found that amusing, but didn’t dare smile. “Do I—have that odor?” 

She shook her head and stepped forward to touch his arm.

She was suddenly overwhelmed by the horrible reality of a dark, alternative earth. She sat beside him, taciturn. 

 “I am so sorry—for you. For your world! It must be so difficult there.”

“Some days it is. But it’s normal to us. It was, at least, until now. But this—this place is amazing,” said Carter, almost inaudibly. “A world with no sin, no death.” He returned to the bench where he had talked with the hearer, and gestured for her to sit with him. 

Now that he’d convinced his dream girl that he was not a beast, his mind returned to some flaws in logic that this dream world posed. “But, how can it be?” He grappled with what he knew from a world, lost and familiar. “If no one ever dies, yet people marry…and have children?”

“Of course.”

“No way! The earth would be standing room only! Listen, Euphonie, I’m just trying to figure this out. My world is stuffed full, yet people die all the time. If no one ever died, the world would be packed solid with people.”

“Stewardship is the great challenge of our generation.”

“Challenge! I’ll say. If every person ever born were still living on earth—”

“Our forefathers live with God in the heavenly realm. They help Him in His work. Adam and his children, through 70 generations have departed. The rest are here. We have a full world. But it is a bountiful home.”

 “The flood,” Carter said. “You never had a flood. The whole earth was changed then for us.” This was all too much. Carter made one last attempt to regain his grasp on his former explanation--that this was simply an elaborate, colorful dream. What had he learned in psychology class? Everyone in your dreams is actually a manifestation of yourself? Perhaps Euphonie, the hearer, the others in the café, were all representations of different aspects of Carter’s own personality. 

But there was a problem…as each pillar of logic his mind proposed stood and bore weight in his mental construct of this new reality, his comfortable dream theory began to ring hollow. He tried to stand, but his knees went weak. 

Carter’s mind flooded with thoughts of his studies of antediluvian earth. “Next you’ll tell me you still have dinosaurs.”

“Only a few near Gomor. They prefer the plains.”

“Dinosaurs…prefer the plains.” 

Euphonie looked at Carter’s face, then tilted her head.

“You have a strange expression.”

“May I see a dinosaur?”

“Of course. Tomorrow. Now, it is the time of gathering, when we send kisses toward heaven.”

“Do what?”

Euphonie tilted her head back and closed her eyes, and whispered in exultation, “He is coming!”

“Who?”

“Father.”

Chapter 5


Euphonie moved quickly from the lush park to the town’s square. People were streaming out from small cottages toward what looked like a football stadium atop a gentle slope. Carter realized his immediate impression of the town’s size was wholly inaccurate. There were thousands of people walking toward the stadium. As they made their ascent, he could see that the stadium was surrounded by other communities like Gomor, and that seemingly the populations of all of these towns were now emptying into this vast arena. He was astounded that so many could order themselves in such a gentle traffic flow. There was not a hint of a stress or temper or any of the unpleasant accoutrements common with large crowds. Each face seemed to be finding some rare delight in the company of every other. Carter wished he could understand their language.

Once inside the stadium, it took only moments until all were seated. A light source that Carter could not identify illuminated a central stage. As those around him took seats, Carter saw the most phenomenal thing. In the center of the stadium stood several dozen people surrounded by a most unlikely assemblage of animals. What looked like a mountain lion, a wolf and two coyotes stood beside raccoons, a possum, fox and skunk. Although the distance made him uncertain, he thought he spotted frogs, or toads hopping about among the menagerie. An owl with snow white feathers was perched stoically on a man’s shoulders, while a bat rested on a young girl’s head. Whirling around the nocturnal assortment were several swarms of insects. Though predator and prey were in close company, all the animals were behaving calmly, as if posing for a Sunday School picture of Noah’s ark.

The crowd grew hushed, then completely still. A small whirring began from the center of the arena, followed by some chirping. Then came the human sounds. As the volume built, Carter realized the most astounding thing—the animals, even the toads and the insects were harmonizing with the human voices. Some sounds were unlike any he had ever heard an animal make. Some of the animals even seemed to be forming the same syllables as the humans. A breeze came up. If Carter didn’t know better, he would have thought the rustling of the leaves came in on cue, as if to add another dimension to the symphony.

The extra-earthly beauty of the song stirred Carter. He didn’t understand a single lyric, but he was sure it was a song of praise. He was more certain of that reality than of his own existence in this place. It was as if all of nature had come together to pay tribute to the Creator. Every creature, in perfect harmony. He felt as if someone had poured a bucket of warm, liquid happiness over him. He was afraid to breathe lest the sublime moment end.

How long did the song last? Carter was too lost in pure joy to determine. After a time, everyone stood. Each member of the audience added his or her own voice to those at the arena’s heart. The music grew gradually louder as each sang, eyes toward the starry sky. 

Then--silence. Every face fixed on the eastern-most point of the horizon. Carter looked at Euphonie. She was too focused to notice his stare. 

Then he saw it. At first it was like heat lightning—just a flash in the outermost corner of the dark canopy. Then billowy clouds of light issued forth from the east, sparkling and shooting rays of brilliant color that grew into long, luminous ellipses. Royal blues and teals, golds and reds, fuschias and violets roiled and grew and spread, quickly filling the entire expanse of the horizon. 

It was a breath-taking display…but it was more than that. Carter sensed a knowing from the luminescence—a consciousness. The array of color continued to arc and stream like a living, breathing aurora, flowing across the sky. A reverent, hushed anticipation held every person spellbound, and Carter knew something was about to happen. As the array reached its pinnacle, a thick drowsiness crept over him. Carter tried to fight it.

He could not. 

A jolt to his shoulders roused him. He looked around. No college, no blue Mustang, no front lawn, no Lima. How odd to awaken from deep sleep to a continuing dream. He quickly recalled the glowing sky and the hope of seeing a glimpse of God. But now the sky was returned to a rich twilight. This was not the dark night sky normal to Carter’s experience, but a nightscape lit with supercharged stars. Even the very darkness itself was different here, serving as a deep reflecting pool for the passing array. 

As the light danced ever westward, slowly leaving the sky, Carter heard what could only be described as the melding of a thousand voices singing from the ether. While the language was strange, the notes were clear and pure, and he imagined it to be a celestial “amen.”

After a few moments, the crowd stirred. People began flowing out of the arena as smoothly as they had flowed in. Euphonie turned to Carter, offering him her hand. Her face was aglow. What had happened? What had he missed? He peered beyond his hostess to the sea of faces, all silently, reverently filing through the arena’s opening. As they grew closer to the exit and the crowd began to turn toward the opening, Carter saw that each one was aglow. His mind raced with questions, but his lips were too awed to form words. He had missed something great. But despite that, he had been given something, for suddenly, he knew.

It was as if a light had clicked on in Carter’s mind. That’s how it had often worked with him before…during his quiet times of prayer and praise, a solution would come to him…oddly, just when his mind had stopped focusing on the question or problem. This time the epiphany was jarring. The hearer was correct.  This was life as it was originally meant to be. It made more sense than any of Carter’s ridiculous theories. The magnificence surrounding him--the flowers, the air, the people--all shouted to him that this was God’s creation, unmarred by curse. And, for some unknown reason—he, Carter Friese was here! And here was a parallel reality where God’s original plan played out in all its radiance and splendor. 

Carter gazed around. Not a cloud, a weed, not a piece of litter--nothing but beauty. His other senses confirmed. No odor from decay, no sirens, nor even harsh words. It was all good—everything he could detect on any level was perfect. 

Although Carter knew that God was big enough to break the rules of time and space, he was used to thinking of miracles on a smaller-than-planetary scale. Where’s the biblical precedent? God is always good, so what greater good would this visit to a different plane serve? For the first time since he left his office, Carter offered his query directly to God.

“Father! Am I crazy? Lord—You made me…You redeemed me. You transformed me. I am yours. Please, help me understand this! Please confirm what I think you have shown me—Is this your creation, without sin?”

Immediately Carter’s mind echoed with Teddy’s words to him earlier that day: 
“You are in need of a journey.” 

Carter reached inside the pocket of his pants. He pulled out the tiny carving and the note Teddy was so adamant about sharing. Carter recalled his words: “It’s your destination.” He unfolded the paper and read: 

“Now the LORD God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the man he had formed.” Genesis 2:8
Now, Cater knew. For the divine confirmation, he breathlessly mouthed, “Thank you.”

Once outside, the reverent silence of the crowd melted into laughter and greetings. The mood of the people was so light and happy that Carter could only compare it to childhood memories of Christmas gatherings. The night sky, un-assisted by electric lights, illuminated his steps. Although the moon was a mere sliver, it shone brighter than any full moon Carter could recall. The sky was more colorful, as if studded with twinkling Christmas lights, blinking throughout the heavens. Were there more stars here? Carter loved identifying the constellations on clear nights at home, and, as he looked skyward, he saw the familiar arrangements. It was the intensity and color of the light that was different. All were bright. Some were clearly chartreuse, periwinkle, rose, gold or orange in hue.

“Why not?” thought Carter. God is light, so why wouldn’t the light and the colors be more intense in a place where He is nearer. Carter worked his revelation backward, letting it explain and clarify all of the amazing things he’d seen. Scarab beetles working together to create automatic doorways for humans—why not? Bees and spiders cooperating with human caretakers. Isn’t that what the Creator had in mind when He gave people dominion over them? The animals had no dread for mankind until after the flood. The perfect climate with blooms and colors from every season. Again, until the earth changed, there was likely one, perfect season. But even as he was mentally grasping this new reality, the emotional impact on Him was overwhelming. God is here. All this is how He meant it to be. 

As they moved away from the core of activity, the large masses of humanity dispersed into smaller groups, each taking a different path away from the arena. The muted roar of many voices faded. The grassy slope flattened. 

Then, from somewhere behind them, a shrill scream pierced the night air. 

Chapter 6

The hair on the back of Carter’s neck rose at the sound. He spun around to see what was wrong. Another shriek arose up from the darkness, then another. In every direction from which the shrill sounds arose, Carter could see children running wildly. At first, he could not see what they were running from. Then he spotted the unspeakable horror—lions. Three full-grown lionesses were circling and herding children.

“No!” Carter yelled. 

He turned to Euphonie. Her placid demeanor seemed freakishly out of place in this crisis. He looked back to where the beasts had separated three young children, displacing them from their adult caregivers. The beasts’ posturing was classic. They were poised to pounce. Yet, more heinous than the behavior of the animals was the behavior of the people. The adult expressions varied from relaxed and peaceful to joyously excited. 

Then, finally, something that made sense in Carter’s psyche occurred. A young man, who looked to be in his late teens, stepped between the lions and the children. He squared off against the lead cat, drawing her full attention. The children cheered him on. The brave lad extended his arms and bent his knees. The lioness accepted his challenge. She sprang.

The young man grabbed the cat just under the front paws and fell backward, flipping her over his head. She recovered more quickly than he. The young man was still lying on the ground, when all three cats came at him simultaneously. Carter turned away.

He looked toward Euphonie, feeling alarmed and yet unsure of how to help.

Carter was aghast to see her looking on with gleeful anticipation.
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Chapter 1

Peter turned and saw that the disciple whom Jesus loved was following them. … When Peter saw him, he asked, "Lord, what about him?"

Jesus answered, "If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you? You must follow me." Because of this, the rumor spread among the brothers that this disciple would not die. But Jesus did not say that he would not die; he only said, "If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you?"

JOHN 21:20-23

“Imagine that the last Apostle to die—didn’t. What if the only Apostle reported to have succumbed to old age is actually living among us today?”

John Amato dropped the heavy pen that he had been twirling idly in his fingers. It clattered across the floor and rolled up against the seat in front of him. John ignored it, his gaze focused on the speaker at the front of the room. The evening lecture by noted biblical scholar, Wes Cavanaugh, had been routine until that moment. John’s eyes had been wandering the room, observing that the audience seemed to consist primarily of students. Others, like him, appeared to be visitors. Probably drawn by the subject of “The Fate of the Apostles” and the chance to see the well known professor. John recognized one man in the audience as a regular visitor to the local men’s homeless mission. John suspected he had come to the free lecture to escape the cool Seattle evening. He was currently snoring softly in the empty seats at the back of the auditorium.

But now John’s attention was firmly on Professor Cavanaugh. He watched as the professor paused to let the audience absorb the statement. Cavanaugh sipped on a bottle of Perrier placed next to his podium, his languid pace seemingly calculated to prolong the moment. John scowled. 

Finally, the professor sat the bottle down and stepped out from behind his podium. “I can see from the expression on at least some of your faces, that you’re trying to think where you might find wood suitable for a bonfire, so that you can burn me at the stake as a heretic.” Some, but not all, members of the audience, chuckled. 

“Now, I don’t want you to think that I believe John, the Beloved Disciple, is still alive after two thousand years. I’ve just found it interesting to think, what if Jesus meant what he said when he told Peter, “If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you?”

Cavanaugh stepped back behind the podium, gripped both sides, and enunciated every word of his next sentence slowly: “What if Jesus meant exactly what he said, that John would remain alive until he returned?”

John ran his fingers through his curly, dark hair, and itched his scalp. What is this guy up to?

“I am pleased to announce that this idea also intrigues a well known producer. I am in discussions on a television series based on a living Apostle John.” Cavanaugh grinned broadly. “And with that, I will take some time to autograph a few books.” He stepped away from the podium.

The noise from polite clapping in Pigott Auditorium at Seattle University was supplemented by the buzz around Cavanaugh’s surprise announcement. John heard comments ranging from, “That’s wild,” to “That’s way out there,” in the audience around him. 

Most of the crowd headed to the exits to enjoy what was left of the cool, Seattle summer evening. John joined the small line of autograph seekers at the book table. As John inched toward the front of the queue, he could hear the supplicants. Several asked the one-time celebrity expert about a fine point in his talk. Others seemed bent on impressing Cavanaugh with their own knowledge of New Testament history. Several were enthusiastic about the idea for a television show based on, “Imagine that the last Apostle…is living among us today” and asked questions along those lines.

As he stood in line John compared the picture of Cavanaugh on the back of his book with the flesh and blood author sitting behind the autograph table. John guessed from the few silver strands in the professor’s reddish brown hair that he was in his mid-thirties to early-forties. He looked more like a television newscaster than a New Testament scholar.

When John reached the head of the line, he pushed his copy of The Fate of the Apostles across the table for Cavanaugh’s autograph. To his own surprise, John snapped at the professor, “Why a show around the idea that the Apostle John is still alive? Didn’t that idea die in the second century?”

Cavanaugh raised his left eyebrow and looked across the table at John. He scanned him up and down as if he was looking for concealed weapons. 

John sighed. “I’m sorry, professor. It’s seems that idea is out of line with someone like you—a man who has a reputation of refuting stories that attack the Christian faith.”

Cavanaugh seemed to relax. “I’m not attacking the faith, young man. I’m just using an old legend to entertain people. Entertain them in a way that makes our faith live.”

The professor opened the book in front of him and poised his pen over the title page. He looked up at John. “And, your name?”

He hesitated for a moment. “Amato, John Amato.”

As Cavanaugh inscribed the book he asked, “Are you a student here, John?”

John hesitated again. Finally, he said, “No, just interested in New Testament history. I teach a few local classes on it myself at church.”

“Yes, I thought you had some very interesting questions during the question and answer session this evening. It’s obvious you know something about the subject.”

As he signed the book he asked, “What do you do for a living?”

“I’m a counselor.”

“A worthy calling. I know I wouldn’t have the patience for it myself.” Cavanaugh closed the book and pushed it back across the table to John. “Good luck with your work. Thank you for stopping by.” He turned to a middle aged woman in line behind John and beckoned for her book.

John forced himself to walk out of the Piggott building at a deliberate pace. He controlled the urge to sprint away from the scene. In the atrium he paused to look up at the tower of glass over the building entrance. The fiery orange and yellow tendrils of the twenty foot tall Dale Chihuly sculpture looked like a genetic experiment on squids gone wrong. After a few moments John tore his gaze away.  “Idiot,” he said quietly. “I never should have confronted Cavanaugh like that. Why do I even care?”

He exited the building and strode to the bike rack near the entrance to the building. By the time he reached it, his self-directed anger had dissipated. Another lesson learned, he thought. If Solomon, the wisest mortal to ever wear human skin strayed, who am I to think that I’m perfect? 

As John strapped on his helmet, he looked skyward and concluded his internal conversation. You would think that after all this time I’d remember that it is not about me.
He turned on his iPod and put the earphone in his right ear as he scanned the playlists: Arabic, Afrikaans, French, and a half dozen other languages. John selected the Arabic language course and strapped the player onto his arm. He turned on the rear blinker and head lamp, slung himself onto the seat, and pushed off down the wide pathway that passed by the campus chapel. In moments, he reached one of the city arterials that bordered the campus. He stopped to wait for the light to change, and pressed the play button on the iPod. John followed the lesson, quietly responding to the instructor, paying special attention to his pronunciation so he could speak without an accent.

When the light turned green, he pushed off into the street, and stroked hard to build up speed. He frequently glanced around him, keeping an eye out for drivers oblivious to his presence. His left ear was open to listen for traffic noise. As he pedaled up hills on his route, cars moved gingerly around him. On the downhill parts of his route, he was able to keep up with the traffic. 

He turned down a long alley that ran behind a seafood restaurant, one of his usual short cuts. Ahead he could see a blue garbage bag ripped open, contents spilled out like a pumpkin that had fallen off of a tall counter. On one side of the garbage stood two seagulls; on the other a trio of crows. One seagull screeched and flapped at the crows. They responded with a cacophony of caws. The face off over the trash reminded John of rival Wild West gangs ready to battle over an overturned stagecoach.

As he approached the scene, he swerved toward the bag. All five birds took off, flapping madly to get out of his way. John coasted, and turned his head to look back. Two of the crows had already dropped down onto the bag and were ripping at the garbage. The seagulls circled, screeching loudly at the midnight colored birds that had frustrated their quest for an easy meal. The third crow stood behind the other two, cawing warnings to the two grey and white birds trying to horn their way in. John turned away, and began to push on the pedals again to build up speed.

The ride from the Seattle University campus to his apartment in the Queen Anne Hill district of Seattle took about thirty minutes. As he biked up the hill toward his home, he stopped at a small park to take in the view on this clear summer night. To the left was the downtown area of Seattle, with the iconic form of the Space Needle in the forefront. Ahead of him were the waters of the Puget Sound. A fully lighted ferry pulled out from the dock on the waterfront. Small craft and large ocean going freighters were making their way to and from the piers below his vantage point. Their green, white, and red navigation lights lent a Christmassy tone to the summer evening. Passenger jets en route to the international airport south of the city passed overhead. Several photographers were set up in the park capturing the brilliant orange and red sunset. Stars dotted the evening sky far above the city lights. The beauty and activity of the view was both breathtaking and engrossing.

John removed his helmet, and scratched his sweaty scalp. What an amazing place, Lord. What an amazing place. He watched the photographers snap away as the sun set. A small congregation of onlookers shared in John’s appreciation of the view. Finally, he donned his helmet, fastened the chin strap, and pushed off toward his apartment. 

He cruised smoothly downhill, toward his home, the language lesson filling his right ear. He pulled up to a stoplight, and was responding quietly to the Arabic speaker, when he noticed a young couple standing at the cross walk, observing him. He paused the lesson, and smiled sheepishly at them as they crossed the street. No need to have people think he was some nutcase talking to himself, especially if they recognized him.

Several minutes later, he had turned off onto a residential street only a few blocks from his destination. Motion in a passageway between two buildings caught his attention. Two figures, but were they in an embrace or a struggle? The evening light was fading so fast that in another five minutes he would have missed them entirely. He swung his bike around for another look.

As he pulled up on the sidewalk he could see the broad back of one of the figures. The back of his head was covered in short, charcoal colored hair. He had the other figure in a grip. He could hear a woman pleading in heavily accented English. “Please, let me go. Don’t hurt me.” He placed the accent: Portuguese—Brazilian Portuguese.

The click, click, click of John’s bike gears echoed in the passageway. The man jerked his head around to face John.  He realized that what he had mistaken for hair, was really a dark ski mask pulled down over his head and face. His pale skin shown through the large holes for his eyes and mouth. “Go away,” the man said. He flashed a large military style knife at John with his right hand. His left hand firmly gripped the blouse of the women. He shook her in warning. “Go away or I’ll cut you and her up.”

“Please, help me,” the woman said. Her voice quavered with fear. 

John stopped, about twenty feet away. He gently laid down his bike, and pulled the earphone, still chattering away in Arabic, out of his ear. 

He held out both hands at his side, palms forward, to show he was unarmed. In his most soothing voice he said, “If you let her go and leave right now, nobody gets hurt.”

The man pulled the woman around in front of him, and faced John. He pointed the knife at her throat. “Go away, or I cut her up.” She began to plead frantically, in Portuguese.

As John’s eyes adjusted to the dark, he could see heavy beads of sweat around the man’s eyes. He was breathing rapidly through his nostrils. “Easy friend. Just let her go. We won’t follow you.” He stepped slowly forward.

In response, the man pulled the woman more tightly to his chest with his left hand. He held the blade against her throat. John noticed the corners of his eyebrows move up and together. His eyes opened wide. The guy’s terrified. He’s no professional thug. John looked at the woman. In Portuguese he calmly said, “Don’t move. Be absolutely still. Close your eyes.”

She looked at him in shock for a second, then nodded imperceptibly. She stiffened and squeezed her eyelids shut, as if she could make the scene go away. Tears trickled out of the center of both her eyelids. The man said, “What did you say to her. Stop that. I tell you—” 

John heard the screech of a car braking behind him. The man looked past John, to the street behind him. Bystanders—I have to end this situation before anyone tries to interfere. 

John stepped forward again. He stopped, standing firmly with his feet a shoulder’s width apart. Now he was in range. “Let me give you some money. Just let her go.” He reached back and pulled out his wallet, and slowly extended it toward the man. The woman, eyes still tightly shut, began to wail. He heard a car door slam on the street behind him.

“I warn you, get out of here now,” shouted the man. He moved the tip of the blade away from the woman’s throat, and pointed it at John.

Now! John pivoted on his right foot, and swung his left foot up and at the hand holding the knife. He connected solidly to the back of the man’s wrist. The knife flew out of his hand, and he shrieked in pain. 

The masked man released the woman, who fell forward onto her hands and knees. He grasped his knife hand with his other hand, and howled. He looked up just in time to see John stepping forward. He held up both arms in front of his face to block the expected blow. Instead, John grabbed him by one shoulder, while pushing on the other, spinning him around. Then he pulled one arm behind his back and, with his foot, swept his legs out from under him, and pushed him face first onto the ground.  

John put his knee in the back of the man, and held his arm behind him. John was trembling with anger. He took a few seconds to control his breathing before he leaned forward and said, “Don’t move. Don’t even think of it, or I will hurt you.”

“Dude, that was awesome.” 

John looked behind him. “Scott, what—”

“I was coming down the street and saw you go into the alley. Man, you kicked his—”

“Scott. Call 911.”

“Hey, did you see my new car?” John looked at Scott. He was pointing at a red Mustang on the street behind him.

“I’m kind of involved in a situation here. We can check out your car later.”

“Oh, yeah.” 

John pulled his cell phone out of a front pocket in his cargo shorts and tossed it at Scott. “911, please.”

The masked man started to struggle. John grasped his wrist more tightly and pushed his arm higher up his back. His captive howled in pain. John let off some of the pressure and leaned over. “I told you, don’t move.” He took several breaths. “Now put your right hand on the back of your neck so I can see it.” He complied, moving his hand as ordered.

John looked over at the woman. She was sitting on the concrete surface of the passageway, face in her hands, sobbing. He asked in Portuguese: “Senhorita, are you okay.” She looked up at him, and nodded. “Senhorita, you should fix your blouse.”

She looked down. Her blouse had been torn partly open in the struggle. She slowly buttoned it, then stood up, and started to brush herself off. She looked down at John who was still holding her assailant on the ground. “Obrigado—thank you. I was so afraid.” She started to sob again, and sat down on the ground. She buried her face in her hands. 

John said, “It’s okay. It’s all okay now. It’s all over.”

The sound of a police siren approached rapidly. John could see Scott standing on the sidewalk, waving his arms. A Seattle Police Department squad car squealed to a stop in front of the passageway. Two officers jumped out and approached John, hands on the butt of their holstered weapons.

“It’s all over officers. This is your guy.” He nodded at the man on the ground.

“Yeah,” Scott said. “You should have seen it—”

“We’ve got it,” the first cop said, pulling out a pair of handcuffs. He addressed the man on the ground. “Little warm for a stocking mask, don’t you think?” The second cop tended to the young woman, who was still sitting on the ground.

The captive moaned as the cop cuffed his right wrist. John released the captive’s left hand and the cop cuffed that one. John stood up and stepped back. The officer pulled the mugger firmly to his feet. He howled with pain as the handcuff pulled at his bruised knife hand.

“Dude, what happened to your ankle?” said Scott.

John looked at Scott, then down at his own ankle. A long cut on his left ankle, right above the sock, was bleeding down into his shoe. He felt the warm blood spreading under his foot.  John sat down and started to gently pull off the shoe. “The knife must have hit it when I kicked him. Looks like it only cut the flesh.”

“Man, we should call you an ambulance.” Scott picked up John’s phone.

“No need, just get me the first aid kit off of my bike.” He pointed to a pack located on the handlebars. Scott rushed to retrieve it.

The second officer bent over John’s ankle. “Does look like a nasty cut. We can get you an aid car.”

John pulled a gauze pack out of his kit and wiped away the blood. The cut was deep, but the flow was already slowing. “That’s alright. I’ll bandage it up till I get home.” 

“Suit yourself. We still need to ask you some questions. Can you come down to the station?”

“Sure thing.” As John cleaned up the wound and put on a temporary bandage, the officer asked him for his name and address. John gave him some other basic information about the attack.

The officer passed him a card. “That’s a good start, Mister Amato. But we’d like to get an official statement. If you wouldn’t mind coming down tonight… .”

John had just finished lacing up his still bloody shoe. “I’ll be there in about an hour.” He glanced up at Scott. “My neighbor saw the tail end of the incident. You probably want a statement from him too.”

The officer glanced over at Scott. “That would be great. Maybe you can both come down.” He nodded at the two of them, and headed over to help his partner push the mugger into the back seat.

John stood up and walked over to his bike, and pulled it upright. He looked at Scott and nodded at the sports car out in the street. “Okay, let’s take a look at your new chick magnet.”  
Chapter 2

Saints...die to the world only to rise to a more intense life.

Lynn M. Poland

Ker-pock, ker-pock. The crescendo on the racquetball court rose to a climax as Scott and John fought for the point. The match stood at one game apiece. They had traded the lead several times. After several volleys, John managed to blast it past Scott for the point.

As he stood bouncing the ball, getting ready to serve, he asked, “So, where did you get the money for a fancy car like that?”

“Credit man, credit. But it will be worth it. You should see how the girls turn their heads when I pass by with the top down.”

John grunted, then fired the ball at just the right angle to return it over Scott’s reach. To his surprise, Scott leapt up and returned it. John made a half hearted attempt to return the ball, and missed it. 

Scott shot him a big grin. “My serve. Match point.” Scott held the ball in his right hand, and squeezed it several times, like he was trying to force it to accept his will.

He looked over at John. “Man, you were something last night. Where did you learn to fight like that? Some karate dojo?”

John looked away from Scott and gazed at the wall in front of them. “Long time ago, I was living with some friends on an island in the Mediterranean. They taught me the basics.” He glanced over at Scott, then back at the wall. He crouched down, ready to return Scott’s serve. “Gets me out of a jam once in awhile.”

Scott faced John and moved into a fighting stance. “You gotta teach me some of that. Ready for first lesson, Master Amato.”

John waved him off. In his best imitation of Yoda, he said. “Ah, young Master Scott, these forces only for good. How I not know you use them for your own purposes?”

Scott laughed. “Good one.” He served the ball with a powerful overhand. They battled for what seemed like several minutes. Finally, John fed his neighbor an easy lob. He was ready for the game to be over, and was going to let Scott have the win. Scott took the gift and put all his muscle behind it. The ball raced straight toward John’s face. He jerked his head to the left and the ball whizzed by his ear.

“Dude, I win.” Scott ran his fingers through his sandy blond hair. He rubbed his sweaty forehead on the sleeve of his t-shirt. “That was one tough game.” 

John bent over, panting from the exertion. He was a good five inches shorter than the 6’ 3” Scott. Keeping up with his taller friend was hard work.

Scott crossed the court and bumped fists with John. “Not bad, old man. Not bad.”

They left the court and headed to the locker room. “Hey,” Scott said, “I’m going to take a rain check on that beer. I’m meeting up with some friends downtown.”

 “No worries. I’ve been thinking about paying a visit to someone anyhow.”

“You’re still buying next time.” He grabbed a towel from a rack and rubbed it over his face. “Hey, you could come tonight with us and buy.”

John shook his head. “I’ll pass. I’ve got an early appointment tomorrow. Besides, I can’t handle staying out all night like you and your friends.”

Scott laughed. “Hey, you’re only about thirty, thirty five, right? You could if you wanted to.”

“Maybe that’s it. That’s not where my heart is.”

They stopped to get a drink from the cooler outside the locker room. As John sipped the chilled water from a paper cup, Scott playfully punched him in the shoulder. “You really were something last night. Someday, you will have to show me a few moves.”

John drained his cup, crumpled it, and ricocheted it off the wall and into the trash can. He lapsed back into his Yoda imitation. “Help you I can, Master Scott. But about the Force, first you must learn.” He turned and entered the locker room.

After a quick shower, they dressed. John stood before the mirror next to Scott. He ran a comb through his curly black hair and his grooming was done. Scott worked the gel into his hair, teasing each lock into place, trying to get just the right look. He looked up at John and grinned. “Got to look good for the ladies.”

John gave him a faint smile in response. “Go easy on the ladies, bud. Go easy.”

Scott pointed down at John’s ankle. “What happened to that nasty cut? It don’t look so bad now?”

John glanced down at his left ankle. The bandage he’d been wearing had come off in the shower. All that remained of the slice from the knife was a thin line across the ankle. Mild puffiness on either side accented the injury.

“I thought you were going to need some serious stitches. I guess it wasn’t that bad after all.”

John put his foot up on the counter and ran his finger over the wound. “I tend to heal quickly.” 

Scott turned back to the mirror. John slung his jacket over his shoulder and left the locker room.

As he walked through the gym, he noticed five women on treadmills. They all sported ponytails that swayed to different beats as they walked, jogged, or ran. John slowed his pace, mesmerized by the sight. For a single beat, their pendulums of hair swung together, before separating once again into individual rhythms. 

A toffee colored ponytail at the far end flicked away as the young woman turned to meet John’s gaze. The athletically built woman with a small nose flashed a shy smile, before averting her eyes. John, responded with a look of embarrassment at being caught watching. She glanced back up at him again before returning her attention to the book on the stand in front of her. From the size of it, she was studying a college textbook. John picked up his pace as he headed toward the lobby of the gym. Just before he turned the corner, he glanced back over his shoulder at the row of treadmills. The toffee haired woman at the end was watching him from behind. He gave her an amused look. She blushed, and turned back to the textbook in front of her. 
*
*
*

Thirty minutes later, John sat down in a cheap plastic chair at a visitor’s station in the King County jail. The clock on the wall read a quarter to six. An inch of Plexiglas separated him from the room where prisoners came and went from appointments with family members, friends or their attorneys. The seat across from John was still empty. To his right, a woman chattered away in Mexican Spanish with a man, connected by a telephone handset. From her side of the conversation, it sounded like he had been brought in for domestic violence. She seemed to be alternating between wanting him back, and being afraid of what he would do to her if he was released. Out of the corner of his eye, John watched the man. He grunted occasionally, but said very little. John noticed that he clenched, and unclenched his jaw, as he listened to the woman. 

His observation of the drama was interrupted when a guard led an orange jump-suited inmate to the plastic chair across from John. He pushed the inmate down into the seat and held up his hand to John with all five digits extended. He mouthed, “Five minutes.” John nodded and picked up the phone.

The young man across from John squinted at him, and then jerked his head back in surprise. The same look of fear that John had seen through the eyeholes in his ski mask the night before spread across his face. John smiled reassuringly, and pointed at the phone. 

He finally leaned forward and picked up the phone on his side. John noticed that he used his left hand to pick up the phone. His right wrist, was heavily bandaged. “Hey, you’re the guy who stopped me last night.”

“Yes, Seth, that was me.”

“What are you… .” He left his sentence unfinished, as he stared at John.

“Seth, I’m here to give you a chance.” John glanced down at some notes in front of him. “They tell me this is your first arrest.” He looked up at Seth, and noticed him twitching. As he watched, he wiped his nose on the sleeve of his jumpsuit. “They also tell me that you’re a meth user.”

He glanced over John’s shoulder, and then down at the desk in front of him.

“Seth, when I looked into your face last night, I saw fear. I could tell you’re not some career criminal—atl least you aren’t yet.”

Seth looked into John’s eyes; he seemed to be eager for some measure of reassurance.

 “I can help you get clean, and stay off this path, if you just let me.”

He scowled at John. “Who says I need help?”

John shook his head. “The choice is yours.” He waved at the room behind Seth. “You can live like this, or go straight and get your life together.” 

Seth scowled again. “Do you do this to everyone you beat up?

“No, just the ones I think I have a chance.” 

He sat in silence, for a few moments, then said, “What’s the deal?”

“I handle your bail, and the court releases you to a treatment program run by the local Men’s Mission.”

“Men’s Mission? Is that like a place for homeless guys?”

“Yes, and they also run a very successful treatment program for drug and alcohol addicts.” John leaned forward. “The director is a friend of mine. He’s already agreed to save you a spot.”

Seth wiped his nose again, then looked up at the ceiling for a few moments. Finally he said, “What about the charges against me?” He stared down at the counter in front of him.

“Most likely you’ll still go to trial, or cop a plea. But things will go better for you if you’ve got your life together.”

Seth looked back up at John. “What about the girl? Is she okay?” The flash of fear on his face was replaced by a look of pleading.

“She’ll be okay.”

“I wouldn’t have hurt her you know.”

“I hope not. I think you were so afraid and drugged up at the time, that things could have gone either way.”

Seth looked away again. “She’s not from here, is she?”

“No, she’s here from Rio on a fellowship program at the University of Washington. She leaves for home in a few weeks.” John rapped his knuckles on the counter in front of him. “Not exactly the way to end her year in America, but she’ll be okay.”

Seth looked back up, relief washing across his face. John noticed the guard glance down at his watch, and then start across the room toward Seth. “What do you say, Seth? Get your life together, or this?” He waved his hand again at the facilities.

“I don’t know. I’ve never been much for religion.” The guard put his hand on Seth’s shoulder. He jerked his head, and pulled the phone away from his face. He looked back at the guard. They had a short conversation, and Seth turned back to John. “Tell me something. Why are you doing this? Are you some kind of lawyer?”

John nodded, and smiled. “I’m in the business of helping people. I can tell you more, later.” 

Seth shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it. This is just too freaky.” He rubbed his nose on the sleeve of his orange jump suit.

John frowned. “Okay. I’ll arrange to have some information delivered to you, but don’t take too long. This is a great opportunity for you.” He pointed to Seth’s bandaged right wrist. “Sorry I hurt you. I heard people coming, and I was afraid things would get out of hand.”

Seth looked down at the wrist, and stroked the bandage. “I’ll be okay I guess.” He looked down at the counter in front of him. “Can’t blame you for trying to protect her.”

The guard tapped Seth on the shoulder. John hung up his phone.

*
*
*
An hour later, John pulled up to the wrought iron fence that guarded the courtyard in front of his apartment building. He lifted the lightweight bike by the top tube, and headed up the stairs to his third story apartment, bypassing the rickety elevator in the lobby. The evening air and the breeze from the bike ride had kept him cool while he was riding. Now, perspiration broke out on his forehead. As he climbed up to his floor, he could feel sweat trickle down his back.

When he reached his floor, he dropped the bike on the carpet and wheeled it up the hall. The click, click, click from his hub echoed off the bare walls. As he passed the third apartment in his hallway he could hear an animal pawing at the door. He looked back over his shoulder and saw the door open a crack. A furry, dark brown cat raced past him. The feline stopped in front of John’s door and looked up, purring. The door down the hall clicked, as it closed.

“How’s it going, fuzz ball,” John asked as he inserted the key in the lock. He pushed the door open and the cat raced inside, straight to the kitchen. The sound of munching soon emanated from her food dish. “Man, you’d think that Sharon never feeds you the way you eat here.” He parked the bike in the corner and headed to the bathroom for a quick shower.

*
*
*
After his shower, he sat down in front of the TV and picked up the remote. He turned on the ancient set, and after it warmed up, started flipping through the channels. The cat jumped up on the coach next to him and pushed its head into his lap. He started to scratch her behind the ears, and she purred so loud he could feel the vibration in his fingertips. “Good kitty, good Mocha.” He set the remote down and scratched the cat on both sides of her face. She stared into his eyes for a moment, and then closed her eyes to resume her deep thrum of a purr. “Don’t forget your mission, cat. Sharon is a wounded soul, but between the two of us, we’ll get through to her.” John continued to scratch her, until she pulled abruptly away, and jumped down off the coach. She looked around the little apartment, then headed to the door, where she pawed furiously. He went over and opened the door. “Good Mocha. Go show her some loving.” He closed the door behind her, and flipped the deadbolt closed.

He picked the remote up, and continued his scanning. He paused on different channels to catch a few local sports scores, national headlines, and then stopped when a familiar face filled the screen: Professor Wes Cavanaugh.

The camera cut to a raven haired reporter, sitting on a chair opposite Cavanaugh. “We’re back with Professor Wes Cavanaugh, a popular pundit on matters of religion.” She turned toward him and flashed a brilliant smile. The white of her teeth contrasted with her tanned skin. “Professor, you were just about to tell us when your new series on the Apostle John is scheduled to appear.”

“Yes, Megan. I just signed a contract with your network this morning, so you get to be the one to break the news. The series is scheduled to premiere in January next year.”

John gritted his teeth.

The reporter continued. “I understand that this is fiction, but you were telling me that there are many legends that support the idea of a living Apostle John.”

“That’s true. Many people know that John was exiled to Patmos where he wrote the Book of Revelation, but most don’t know why he was exiled instead of being executed, like many of his fellow believers.”

“Why was that?”

The Roman Emperor Domitian attempted to execute John for his Christian faith. Sometime around the year 95 AD, Domitian had him brought to Rome, and ordered him thrown into boiling oil for refusing to renounce his Christian faith and worship the emperor.”

The reporter wrinkled her nose and grimaced.

Cavanaugh laughed, reached over, and patted her on the hand. “Not to worry Megan. He emerged from unscathed, and made many converts that day. But Domitian exiled him to the quarries of Patmos to keep him out of the way. After Domitian’s death, he was freed and returned to Ephesus where he lived to be an old man.”

She leaned forward. “What about more recent legends?”

“One of the better documented ones involves Edward the Confessor, King of England, in 1042. Edward was accosted by a beggar asking for alms. The pious king took off his ring and gave it to the beggar.” Cavanaugh turned to speak directly into the camera before continuing.

You shameless ham. John glanced down at the parts of a disassembled cuckoo clock on the coffee table in front of him. He picked up one of the counterweights, and began to squeeze it. “Twenty four years later two English pilgrims were in Jerusalem when a man gave them a ring and told them to take it to the king with a message: That Edward would be joining the Lord in six months. When they asked the man for his name he replied, ‘John the Apostle’.”

“What happened then, Professor?” 

“The pilgrims reported back to Edward the Confessor. He recognized the ring he had given to the beggar nearly a quarter century before. He prepared himself for his passing, fell sick on Christmas Eve, and died weeks later, on the feast of the three Kings.”

“That’s fascinating, but tell me something.” She reached over and touched his forearm. “How would John have survived all these centuries? What would he be doing now?”

Cavanaugh started to open his mouth, but John had heard enough. He yelled at the TV screen. “You’ll never know the truth.” He reared back to throw the counterweight in his hand at the screen. At the last instant, he thought better of it, and changed his aim slightly. The lead weight hit the wall at full force, and it sunk halfway into the plaster, just above the television, one end pointing back at John. A puff of white dust emanated from the wall and settled slowly on the fake wood of the TV cabinet.

John swore at the screen. If you only knew the real story, Cavanaugh, if you only knew.

Chapter 3

God, when he makes the prophet, does not unmake the man.

John Locke, English Philosopher
100 AD

It was a cool, spring night on the eastern shores of the Aegean Sea, near the town of Ephesus. The sole remaining Apostle of Jesus Christ was being carried from the shores of the azure waters to his hut. The withered arms of the century old man were draped around two of his own disciples.

 They sat him in a chair, padded with several blankets to protect his parchment thin skin. He leaned back and raised one wrinkled hand to shade his eyes from the setting sun. A young man grabbed a fan and shielded Johanan’s eyes from the light.  Johanan lowered his hand to his lap, and gazed toward the ocean, watching a small fleet of fishing boats come in from their labors of the day.  

A dozen disciples sat on the ground next to Johanan’s chair, and peered out at the sunset as well. His aged eyes could only see blurry outlines of the boat hulls and sails. 

He asked, “Does it look like they had a good day?”

 “Yes, they’re all riding low in the water,” the man holding the fan said. 

Others spoke in agreement.

The scene brought back fond memories of the days when a young Johanan fished with his father’s fleet, before he left all that to follow Jesus. 

Johanan turned his head to look in the room behind him. Several scribes had ceased their work of copying the gospel penned by Johanan, or one of his many letters, to enjoy the peaceful scene themselves.   

He turned back to the scene on the sea. “Little children,” Johanan said in a raspy voice, “as the sun sets so does my life.”

Johanan paused to catch his breath. His exile to the marble quarry at Patmos, decades ago, had coated his lungs with a thin film of stone dust. The effort to speak cost him dearly.

“You must never forget what the Lord taught me. Love one another.”

A young man at his feet turned to him. “Sir, why do you always say the same thing? Why don’t you tell us stories of the Christos?”

The Apostle leaned over and put his hand on the shoulder of the young man, “It is the Lord’s command, and if this alone be done, it is enough.”

The young man nodded and turned his gaze back to the incoming fishing boats.

As Johanan leaned back he thought, soon enough it would be time for him to go. The writings left by him, his fellow Apostles, and other church leaders, would have to carry the message.

*
*
*
Johanan lay on a straw filled mattress set on the floor. Rolled up blankets elevated his head and upper torso to help him breathe more easily. A small fire burned in a brazier near the window to keep away the chill of the night air. Moonlight showed through the partly open window shutter above the fire. On a short stool next to his bed sat a simple clay cup filled with wine. A drink before bed aided his sleep, and periodic sips throughout the night soothed his dry throat. An oil lamp, recently extinguished by one of his loyal companions, sat next to the cup. Occasionally during the night someone would come into his room to tend the fire in the brazier and make sure he was comfortable. Johanan suspected they were also checking to see if he was still with them.

As Johanan drifted into sleep, he became aware of a presence at his bedside, as if in a dream. He opened his eyes, and there stood Jesus, clothed in brilliant white, just as he’d seen him at his transfiguration seven decades before. The light filled the room, as if it was daylight.

“My Lord and my God.” His heart beat faster and his eyes watered with joy at the sight of the mentor of his youth.

“Johanan, my Beloved Disciple. You have done well,” Jesus said, “and now I have a new mission for you.”

“My Lord, it is my time to go with you.” He struggled to sit up, finally propping himself up on his elbow. “I have been waiting for this day for many, many years.”

“No, my good and faithful servant. You will leave this community and travel the world, spreading the message of the love that my Father and I have for our children. You will model my love through the way you live.”

“My Lord, I am an old man. I am ready to come home to live with you.” He wheezed as he struggled to catch his breath. “To live with you, and my brothers and sisters.”

“No, Son of Thunder.” Jesus leaned in and placed his hand firmly on Johanan’s arm. Johanan felt a tingle where Jesus’ hand touched his arm. In a moment, the sensation spread up his arm and throughout his body. Jesus withdrew his hand and smiled down at Johanan. “You will live as other men and show them my love through your life. Shine my light through you. But from this day forward you may never tell anyone who you are.”

“But Lord, I am an old man… .”

Jesus visage became grim. “Know that many powers will oppose you, because of what you do in my name. At times the trials that you’ve been through until now will seem as nothing.”

“But, how will I… .” 

“Johanan, my beloved disciple,” Jesus said, “go down to the shore and you will find a boat with a man in it. He is there to help you start your new life. Remember: you may never tell anyone who you are. Never. Go now and know that I am with you always.”

Jesus stood before him and smiled down on Johanan. The light grew in intensity, until Johanan finally had to close his eyes because of the brilliance. 

He awoke and sat bolt upright from the dream, breathing hard, as if he had just finished a foot race. He continued to pant, in exhilaration from the vivid vision.

Wait a minute—he was sitting up without pain, breathing hard without wheezing. 

He felt like a young man full of energy. Not like a centenarian eagerly awaiting his reunion with the Lord. He looked over at the fire. He could clearly see the patterns of flame on the coals, rather than the dim glow that he’d grown used to seeing through his failing eyes. He looked at the back of his hand in the moonlight and saw the skin of a young man, not the sallow flesh of his recent years. 

He was confused and exhilarated. Then he remembered, “Go now.”

Johanan pulled back his blankets and swung his feet over to the dirt floor. The pain in his joints and the feebleness of an old man were gone. He jumped nimbly to his feet, and moved slowly across the room. He gently eased the door open, and stepped out into the night.

He could clearly see the brilliance of the individual stars above and hear the splashing of waves on the nearby shore. Johanan started walking toward the shore, and then broke into a sprint, reveling in his newfound energy. He could feel the cool sand between his toes. As he pushed off with each step, he noted the absence of pain in the joints. He resisted the urge to break into joyous laughter. 

As Johanan approached the shore his pace slowed. He walked gingerly, over a band of rocks, to the soft sand near the water. He now regretted that he had left his sandals back in the hut. He waded into the surf in his bare feet, pulling up the hem of his nightshirt to keep it dry. Tears of excitement rolled down his face. 

He remembered the commandment of Jesus, and looked up and down the shoreline. There, away from the houses, on the beach, he could see a short mast in the moonlight. He broke into a sprint as he ran toward the small boat.

As he came upon it he could see that the bow was beached on the sand, but the stern was still in the water. It rocked gently in the waves. It was a small vessel, more suitable for a lake than for the Aegean; big enough only for two, maybe three men. He looked into the boat. There, facedown, in water deep enough to cover his head, was the body of a man. Johanan turned him over and was surprised to see how old he was. The face was bruised and cut. Being soaked in salt water had swollen and distorted his features. Evidently he had fallen in his boat, injured himself, and died. Or maybe he had died first of natural causes, and then collapsed into the bottom of the hull. 

Johanan placed his arms under the body. With his renewed strength, he lifted the man and carried him up onto the beach. He placed the corpse gently on the sand. In the moonlight he could see that he was a frail old man about the size of Johanan. Looking more closely, he noticed that the fisherman closely resembled him, at least the Johanan who had gone to bed that night. They could have been brothers. The battering he had taken only served to hide any differences. This was clearly the man sent to help him start his new life.

As this man was dead, so must Johanan be. He quickly stripped off his nightshirt. As he did he marveled at the young flesh and firm muscles that had reappeared in his formerly withered body. He gently removed the clothes from the body of the old man. Johanan redressed him reverently in his own garment. He looked down at the ring on his own finger given to him by his own disciples a decade before. It was a simple bronze band with the inscription of the ichthus, or fish. This secret symbol of believers had gained popularity during recent decades. With a lump in his throat, he removed the ring and placed it on the finger of his deceased companion. It fit, perfectly.
New Portion
Johanan dressed himself in the wet clothes of the old man and then lifted the body in his arms. With no real plan in mind he started back up the beach, carrying his benefactor. He kept his path along the shoreline in the gentle surf where the beach was sandy. Johanan’s heart was still pounding with adrenaline and the old man was so light, that he easily carried him. When he reached the point opposite his hut, he stopped and turned. He started up across the sharp rocks toward the dwellings, and then stopped. He looked down at the face of the man and then back at the ocean. 

Johanan hesitated. Then he backed into the water and walked up the beach in the surf, to cover his tracks. He reached a stretch with especially sharp rocks just above the high tide line. He reverently laid the fisherman face down with the lower part of his body in the water. The tide was receding and the body would be left there for his companions to find. The cuts and distortions on his face caused by his journey in the bottom of the boat would hide most of the differences. They would not be expecting to find someone else in Johanan’s clothing. He believed they would assume that he had wandered out in the night, fallen, and then washed up on the beach. And if someone did notice that he looked different than Johanan? 

“Lord, you’ve made blind eyes see, now make seeing eyes blind.”

He backed into the water again and said to the old man, “Thank you for what you are doing for me.” 

Johanan turned and sprinted through the surf, toward the boat. He reached it in moments, but found that the tide had receded and the vessel was farther up on the shore. He strained mightily to push it back. With strength he had not wielded for decades, he finally managed to inch it over the sand until it floated free. Johanan pushed the boat into the surf until the water was up above his knees. Then he pushed off of the bottom and pulled himself up and over the side where he fell into the bottom of the small fishing vessel. He grabbed the oars, turned the boat around, and began to dig into the water. His years of earning his trade as a fisherman served him well, as he handled the boat with ease and began to head out to sea. As he did, he could see that all was quiet in the direction of the collection of dwellings where he had lived with his followers. Johanan began to stroke in a smooth rhythm, pulling steadily away from the community on the shore near Ephesus.

He looked in the direction of the body he had deposited on the beach. “Thank you my friend. Thank you.”

Chapter 4

I don't know what the future may hold, 

but I know who holds the future.

Ralph Abernathy

Johanan rowed steadily until the shore faded from sight. He raised the small sail and adjusted it to catch the wind blowing offshore. Then he grabbed the tiller and steered the boat directly downwind to put as much distance between him and Ephesus as possible.

His rejuvenated body was exhilarating. In the light of the full moon he looked at the smooth skin on the back of his hand. He turned it and noticed that the deep scar on his palm was gone; a scar that he’d had since a knife accident in his youth on his father’s fishing boat. He looked up and down his arms and noticed that other scars from working the quarry on Patmos, from minor burn accidents, or other incidents over his century of life were gone. The marks on his ankles from shackles that he’d worn during various imprisonments were gone as well. He had the skin of a man reborn.

But the rejuvenation went deeper than his skin. He felt strength that had been missing for many decades. He was used to being exhausted and having to conserve his energy. But now, he felt like a Roman catapult unleashed. He gazed up at the blanket of stars overhead. The clarity of each individual point of light amazed him. In recent years, he would have seen a milky cloud through his aged eyes. His vision dimmed as tears of joy filled his eyes. 

Then he thought back to his encounter only an hour ago with the Messiah. It had been over 70 years since he had seen him ascend bodily into heaven and years since he’d seen visions of him that he recorded in the prophetic letter to the seven churches in Asia. Johanan thought back to the encounter earlier that evening and the words of Jesus, “…I have a new commandment for you… You will leave this community and travel the world spreading the message of the love that my Father and I have for our children. You will model my love through your life and the way you live. You will live as other men and show them my love through your life. Shine my light through you.” And the limitation, “But from this day forward you may never tell anyone who you are.”

As the boat ran with the wind across the Aegean Sea, Johanan’s mind raced as it hadn’t for decades. He would need to find a place where he could blend in and start his new life. He could continue to preach, but the challenge would be to establish a new identity. How was he going to share the love of Christ if he couldn’t tell people he was Johanan, the Beloved Disciple, the companion of Christ? Frankly, he enjoyed being the center of attention among believers. 

“Oh Lord,” he said. Tears ran down his cheeks, “Why couldn’t you have just brought me home?”

Johanan looked up at the stars, this time with the eye of an experienced sailor. The boat was heading due west, toward the mainland of Greece. He could go to Corinth, the capital of the Achaean province. There was an active Christian community there. However, there were also many church elders in Corinth who remembered the younger Johanan. They might ask difficult questions. 

Athens was also in that general direction. He knew of a church there and had heard the name of Strabo, their leader, though he didn’t know any of their members personally. That might be a more suitable location for him to begin a new life. Far enough from Ephesus but close enough for this little ship to reach within a week, if the winds held.

He secured the tiller and began to explore the vessel. Several clay jars stowed in a compartment up front contained fresh water. A leather bag contained dried fish and dates. A clay pot contained charcoal for cooking. On top of it was a flint and steel for lighting the fire along with a small bag of tinder. He found another leather bag underneath the one with the fish. This one had additional charcoal, wet from contact with the water in the bottom of the vessel. He placed the bag on top of the compartment so it would dry and continued his exploration. Worn nets were stowed on either side of the mast. An old wooden bowl floated in the water on the bottom of the boat. It looked like it was suitable for bailing; something that was desperately needed in this creaky, leaky vessel. He set to the task and soon had the bottom clear of all but a bit of water.

He then returned to the forward compartment and pulled a few pieces of fish out of the bag. He went back to the tiller with the salted fish and a jar of water. Johanan looked up at the stars and adjusted his heading several times until he felt he was on the correct course toward Athens. As Johanan chewed on the fish, he savored the sensation. Even his sense of taste was rejuvenated. The dried, salty fish contained flavors that he hadn’t experienced in years. He washed it down with a swig of the water. Good Lord above, it was great to be young again!

Stowed in a compartment next to the tiller was a heavy, woolen cloak. It had been up high enough that only the bottom was damp. In the pocket of the cloak he found a small pouch with several Roman coins. Not a fortune by any means; maybe enough to pay for a meal and a night at an inn. As he fingered the coins the profile of the Emperor Domitian looked back at him from one of the older coins. 

“My tormentor, long gone. Now I may outlast you by many years,” he said.

He set the pouch aside and spread the cloak out so it could dry in the warm night breeze. 

Johanan continued to chew the leathery fish and ponder his future. The evening before, as he watched the setting sun, his fate had seemed so clear. Johanan would soon fade away, surrounded by his own beloved disciples, and then rejoin his Lord in the promised Kingdom of Heaven. But now his whole world was turned upside down. He never considered that when Jesus had said to Peter, “If it is my will that he remain until I return, what is that to you?” that he would remain alive. Especially in the body of his youth! And if he was going to be here until the Lord’s return, how long would that be? Forty years? Maybe even a century? The church had anticipated the second coming of the Christos at any moment. Some rationalized that the Lord’s comment to Peter indicated that he would return when Johanan’s own life was running out. But this changed everything. Johanan might remain young as long as needed, or grow old naturally, and be rejuvenated as his time seemed to be running out.

Johanan nodded in exhaustion. The excitement of making his escape, bailing out the boat, and thinking about his future, were taking their toll. He looked around at the sea. The wind was steady and the waters fairly calm. He finished his meal, made another adjustment of the tiller, and secured it with a rope. Then he pulled the slightly damp cloak around him and with the experience of many nights and days spent napping on a boat, leaned back and dozed off.

Johanan slept for several hours before waking up. His initial thought was that the whole experience had been a dream. Then he looked around at the boat and at the youthful flesh on his arm. He settled back in for another hour or so sleep. This time when he woke, the sun was rising at his back, and water was lapping at his feet. Johanan bailed the boat out again. Then he made another adjustment of the tiller and retrieved some of the dates in the leather bag. 

As he ate his breakfast, he considered what to do next. He could join the community of believers in Athens and find lodging among them. He could help teach and spread the truth about the Christ. Many churches needed guidance from teachers to keep them on the path and away from popular heresies. Maybe it would be made clear to him through visions how long he would be waiting. But, in Johanan’s experience, visions were infrequent. He would have to depend on the teaching and guidance he had received so far, God’s grace, and his own frequently imperfect judgment to make his way. The prospects were exciting, and daunting. He continued to look at the back and palm of his hand to confirm that he really had been given back the body of his youth. Johanan even pulled back the cloak to his knees to look at previously withered calves. They were now smooth and muscular, with no trace of the bulging, purplish veins that had plagued his old age. 

He sipped the water. There were only a few small pots. Johanan would have to make the water last to Greece, or stop and refill his containers at one of the many islands along the way. Depending on the wind, the trip could take several days or a week.

Enough worrying about the future; he had first been a fisherman. And, he did some of his best thinking while plying his trade. He pulled out a set of the nets and began to inspect the rough fibers. As he found tears, he mended them with the eye of experience and the nimble fingers of a young man. In short order, the net was serviceable. Johanan watched the water off both the port and starboard side of the boat. He could see infrequent silver flashes of fish off either side. He cast the net over the side and retrieved it. Nothing. He cast again and this time several good sized fish came up with the net. He continued for several hours that morning until he had filled the bottom of the boat with a good sized catch. The weight of the fish made his vessel ride more deeply in the waves, giving the boat some stability. The sun was now high overhead and the wind gusted, still at his back, driving him toward the Greek mainland. The prevailing wind would usually oppose him as he headed west. God appeared to be blessing his journey.

Johanan pulled out the cooking brazier and replenished it with the now dry charcoal. He found a dull knife in the forward compartment along with a sharpening stone. The Apostle worked the knife against the stone until it was sharp enough for cleaning a fish. He selected a good sized specimen and gutted it, throwing the entrails overboard. With a bit of work he managed to get a small fire going in the charcoal brazier with his cloak serving as protection from the wind. A small reed served as a spit for the fish and he held it over the coals, feeding in fresh pieces of charcoal as needed to keep the fire going. Johanan turned the fish, too frequently he soon found. He had grown in patience as he grew older but now it seemed that the impetuousness of his youth had returned. He consciously forced himself to turn the fish less often. Soon it was done and he was eating the fish out of the bailing bowl using the tip of the knife. The boat was well stocked in many respects but he was concerned about his ability to make it all the way to Athens with the supplies on board.

After eating his fill of fish, he passed his time cleaning the remainder of his catch and talking to God about the present situation. “I’m sure you know what you’re doing, but maybe you could tell me.”

Periodically Johanan stopped to sharpen the knife. He laid some of the fish out across open spaces on the boat to dry. Normally he would salt fish but he had found none of the preservative on board. If Johanan didn’t find a place to sell his catch soon, it would spoil. Dried fish would keep longer.

Before Johanan went to sleep, he bailed the boat out again. It seemed like it was taking on water faster. He passed another night on the boat, sleeping in short stretches. During his waking periods he emptied water out of the hull and adjusted his course by the stars. He knew that various islands and the mainland blocked the direct route to Athens. He had turned to the southwest to bypass them. The wind was still mostly at his back and he seemed to be making good time on his course. When the sun finally rose again Johanan started a small fire in the brazier and cooked another meal of fish. As he was eating his fill he noticed that his sandals were again in standing water. He bailed all the water out, and then inspected the hull. Up toward the bow he found a wet spot on the wood. He pressed gently on it. It was soft. Wood worms! Any attempts to repair it at sea might be disastrous. He could push through the soft planks and the sea would gush in, and his fragile vessel would slip beneath the waves.

He spent the rest of the morning and early afternoon looking for a suitable place to land. Finally, he saw an island to the left, near the horizon, and made a course toward it. As he got closer he could see several plumes of smoke. Soon Johanan could see a wide beach with several small vessels pulled up onto the sand. The shoreline stretched from the sea up to a dozen dwellings on higher ground. The buildings were made of stone or wood, and looked to be in good repair. Most had fish drying on racks on the roof or out front. As Johanan grew closer, several children playing on the shore spotted him and alerted the adults. He steered toward the beach and soon four men waded into the water to help pull him up onto the sand. They seemed friendly enough, but you could never tell. They might be getting ready to rob him and toss his body into the ocean for scavengers.

“Greetings, stranger,” a gray bearded man said, in Greek. His sparking blue eyes looked straight into Johanan’s, almost as if he was discerning his secrets. He grasped Johanan’s forearm and helped him out of the boat onto the shore. “What brings you to our island?”

Reassured by his manner Johanan said, “I’m traveling from Asia Minor to Athens. I hoped I might be able to trade my catch for some repairs and supplies.”

The men looked into the bottom of the boat at the silvery cargo, and then at each other. They nodded. “That is a good catch,” the gray beard said. “Stay awhile and tell us of your travels. We don’t have many visitors to our island. You may stay in my home until you’re ready to continue your journey.”

Johanan and the men pulled his boat high up on the sand. Soon he was working alongside them to patch the other boats, using pitch collected from trees on the island and bitumen bought in trade. As the men worked, they talked of bits of news from Rome, Corinth, Alexandria and other cities. He learned that the Romans didn’t bother the island much. A tax collector would stop by occasionally, but they had never suffered an occupation or persecution at the hands of the empire. Johanan entertained them with stories and news brought by travelers to Ephesus, which was on a major Roman trade route. 

As they worked, Johanan noticed that he was drawing attention from the other villagers. As women, in the course of their daily work, passed the men on the beach, their glances at the stranger seemed to linger. Children playing in the vicinity seemed to congregate around Johanan. The gray beard finally shooed them away. It appeared that visitors were a welcome novelty. 

Johanan managed to determine from discussions about the island, that he had strayed farther south than planned. This location was off the more direct route to Athens he thought he was steering.

When they turned to patch his boat the men admired it and started to ask questions.

“This is a fine vessel, but small for such a long voyage with one man,” a tall villager said.

“Yes,” Johanan said. “It is small, but I have many years of experience sailing.”

“Many years?” the gray beard laughed. “You look to be only barely out of your twenties!”

Johanan hesitated. He was going to have to think before he spoke more. “Maybe it only seems like many years, Father. But I started young and learned at the feet of wise men like you.”

A stocky man scowled at Johanan. The Apostle noted that although the top of this man’s head was bald, his facial hair was composed of curls so thick that it reminded him of the snakes in the legend of Medusa. He half expected the beard to come to life. The man asked, “How did you come by such a boat?”

Johanan pondered the question briefly. “My master gave it to me. He has sent me on an errand.”

“What kind of errand?”

The gray beard pounded the stocky man on the back. “Enough questions. Let him save some stories for tonight.

On the hull of Johanan’s boat, they cut out two sections of planks that had been infested with wood worms. They were indeed the source of his leak. The grey beard had his son fetch several pieces of wood suitable to patch the section. He skillfully cut them to fit the gap and inserted them. A brace on the inside secured with wooden pegs made the patch permanent. A coating of pitch and bitumen completed the repair.

At that moment, a young man carrying a wooden bucket walked up to the boat. Water was dripping from his sandy colored hair and beard. He held up the pail for their inspection. “Look what I caught for dinner tonight.” Johanan peered into it. The contents of the water filled pail, roiled. A mottled skin broke the surface. Two tentacles reached up and over the side.

The young man reached in and pulled out an octopus. He grasped it at the base of the slimy body. The tentacles thrashed in the air and entwined themselves around his forearm. He smiled broadly. “A special treat for dinner tonight, in honor of our guest.” He dropped it back into the pail.

Johanan stepped back. His Jewish stomach wanted to wretch. He wanted to say that it was one of the most disgusting things he had ever seen. Instead, he said, “I am honored, I think.”

The graybeard laughed loudly, and pounded Johanan on the back. “Enough work. Time to eat.”

The villagers put together an impromptu feast at the community fire pit near the beach. Johanan contributed a dozen fish from his catch, and they were soon sizzling over the fire, alongside a goat and a small pig. Despite being freed from the restrictions on pork in the early days of the church, the smell of the meat made Johanan queasy. 

The gray beard formally introduced himself as Tullius, the leader of the small community. He then presented his family. Thais, his wife, carried herself as if she was a benevolent queen, rather than the wife of the head man on an out of the way island. Silver strands accented her rich brown hair. Her kindly smile was accented by crinkles at the corners of her deep brown eyes. If you replaced her plain, but neat, tunic with a white toga, she would fit in with the Roman aristocracy. 

Tullius’ older son, Aprius, who appeared to be in his mid-twenties, had missed Johanan’s arrival because he was out hunting. His youngest son, Marcus, looked to be in his late teens. He had helped Johanan patch his boat earlier on the beach. The sons of Tullius looked like they were cut out of the same cloth as their father. The three men had dark, curly hair. Aprius’ beard was charcoal black and thick. Marcus beard was lighter, and still bare in patches. However, neither of the fit young men sported the slight paunch their father wore.

The daughter, Anteia, was about two decades of age. She blushed when introduced to Johanan. She was a lovely girl with long, light brown hair, bleached almost blonde by the sun. She was of marrying age, even a few years beyond it. She displayed the regal look of her mother, and the bright blue eyes of her father. A remarkable beauty, thought Johanan. 

Tullius escorted Johanan to a seat of honor at the head of the pavilion. Baskets of local fruits, vegetables, and hard breads were passed around. Johanan took samples of each, as several were unfamiliar. Platters of goat, pork and fish also made the rounds. Johanan hesitated at the pork. Tullius noticed his reluctance.

“You do not like pig?” he asked.

“I don’t eat it often,” he said. “It is not common among my people.”

“Try some of this on it,” Tullius said, as he passed a clay pot with a wooden spoon. “It is my own special recipe of garum, passed down in my family for generations.”

Johanan sniffed the garum, or fish sauce. The condiment was common throughout the empire. This one didn’t smell nearly as strong as ones he had tasted before. He ladled some of the dark, honey colored liquid onto his pork and took a bite.

“This is very good,” he exclaimed. “The best garum I’ve ever tasted! I might even get to like pig flesh if I can have this on it.”


Tullius laughed his hearty laugh. “Pass the pork back to Johanan.”

The village leader was in a good mood, and soon he had a large clay amphora containing wine brought out. Two men stuck the pointed bottom of the vessel into the sand. Tullius used a wooden dipper to fill several goblets and passed them out to the elder men of the village. Johanan noticed that the goblets in the hands of the islanders ranged from plain wood or clay, to metal with intricate designs. Tullius turned over the wine steward duties to Aprius and brought Johanan a glass goblet. 

“This is from Syria. It is made with a new process.”

Johanan marveled at the wine glass. He had never seen anything like it. Usually drinking vessels like this were made of strands of glass laid on top of each other like a coiled rope. This looked almost as if it had been cast. 

“The trader who sold it to me tells me it is made by blowing into the molten glass and twirling it. Be careful. It is very expensive.”

He admired the container. “It is truly a privilege to be entrusted with such a rare object, and one of such beauty.” Johanan sipped from the glass at first and then drank more deeply. The wine had a sweet taste and went down easily. 

Then, a platter was set before Johanan. The young man who had caught the octopus smiled at him. “For our guest, a special treat.” Johanan stared at the mix of roasted tentacles and flesh. The mottled pattern was still visible on the cooked carcass.

“My friend.” Johanan hesitated. “You honor me, but I tell you, there is not enough garum on this whole island to make me eat that.”

The islanders broke out in laughter. “Julius,” said Tullius. “Pass it down here. I’ve been waiting all evening for my share.” It only took a few moments for the crowd to clear the platter. Johanan had to turn his head. He couldn’t imagine ever eating the thing he had seen reach its tentacles out of the bucket.

 “And now, before our visitor tells us his story,” Tullius said, “we will entertain him with our athletic feats. First, boys to the beach.”

He led a dozen boys in their early to mid teens down to the beach. One of them drew a line perpendicular to the shore and they all gathered behind it.

“The first one around the tree on the point and back is the winner.” He pointed to a gnarled old tree on a point of land far down the beach. They all nodded.

Johanan approached the group. “If I may,” he said, “a prize for the winner?” He pulled out the smallest of the Roman coins in his pouch, held it up, and passed it to Tullius.

“Most generous,” Tullius said as he turned the coin over. Then he held it aloft over the boys and said, “To the winner. But for such a prize the race will be two laps.”

The boys lined up and began to chatter, each determined to take home honor, and the coin. At Tullius’ signal, they begin the sprint down the beach to the tree, cheered on by their family and friends. Johanan noticed that the runners ran on the wet sand just above the waves breaking on the shore. It was faster than the dry, loose sand higher up on the beach.

At the end of the first lap, a group of five in a tight pack led, with the others trailing behind. Goaded on by the crowd they made the turn and pushed themselves even harder. When they finally sprinted up the beach to the finish line, one of the oldest crossed the finish line only a few paces ahead of the runner up, with the others trailing well behind. 

“Well done, Dagon,” Tullius said, as he presented him with the worn coin. Dagon bowed to Johanan and then waded into the surf to cool himself off. He was soon joined by his fellow runners and their joyful chatter filled the evening air.

The rest of the villagers retired back to the community fire pit where Tullius soon called for the next round of entertainment. “Aprius, Proitos, in the ring.” Proitos was a good-natured man who had labored alongside Johanan earlier that day. Both men were in their mid to early twenties, and in excellent shape from the hard work of survival on the island, and on the sea.

The pair grappled in the center of a hastily drawn ring in the sand. It was soon clear that although Proitos was bigger and more heavily muscled, Aprius was the more skilled at the art of wrestling. Proitos rushed Aprius several times and missed his target as the smaller man stepped aside and laughed. Proitos made mock threats veiled behind a smile. But his face was getting redder as he was frustrated by the skill of Aprius. Finally Aprius tired of toying with his opponent and took advantage of a charge by his bigger friend. In one swift move he hooked his arm under Proitos’ armpit, leaned his back against the big man’s abdomen, and flipped him up and over onto the sand. 

“Well done, my son,” Tullius said proudly. The villagers joined in the cheering as the victor grabbed Proitos’ arm and helped him to his feet.

“Julius, Agon, your turn,” and the next two men took their turn. Julius was the octopus catcher; Agon, his younger brother. These two were more evenly matched in skill and strength. Large young men, they grunted and groaned as they tried to best each other with brute strength. Finally Agon outlasted his older brother and threw him to the sand.

After a short rest period, the last match paired Aprius and Agon against each other. Agon was wary, and stayed just out Aprius’ reach. 

Finally, Aprius taunted him, “If you won’t wrestle me, maybe your sister would represent your family in a match.” 

Aprius pointed to a long haired beauty, sitting next to his own sister, Anteia. He smiled broadly at her. The villagers hooted and hollered in appreciation. 

With Aprius’ attention on the young woman, Agon saw his chance. He stepped forward with his arms ready to encircle the smaller man. His gaze seemingly still on the young woman, Aprius sidestepped Agon’s charge, and grabbed the inside of his arm. He stepped back and jerked to pull him off balance, then pushed him on his back to the sand. 

“I guess the match with your sister will have to wait,” Aprius said as the villagers laughed and then cheered his victory. He pulled Agon to his feet and they pounded each other on the shoulders.

Agon returned to his seat, but Aprius stood in the center of the ring. He looked at Johanan and said, “Would our friend care to take on the village champion?”

He caught himself as he almost said, “You would wrestle an old man?” Instead he slowly pulled himself to his feet, faced the fisherman and said, “I would be honored.”

Johanan enjoyed physical activity, but it had been many years since he had been able to do anything more strenuous than a short walk. He entered the ring and shuffled warily around Aprius. The two were about the same size and the contest seemed to be fair in terms of size and strength.

“Don’t worry stranger, I won’t hurt you,” Aprius said. “We still need to hear your story.”

Johanan grinned and said, “Are we here to talk or wrestle?” With that, he stepped in and grabbed Aprius around the waist. He had expected him to sidestep the move, but the islander stood his ground as if he was testing Johanan’s strength. They grappled and grunted much as the two brothers had with each other earlier. Johanan was reveling just in being able to physically expert himself in a contest again. 

Finally, Aprius seemed to tire of the match and managed to flip Johanan over on his back with a swift side move. True to his word he had been gentle on him.

“You are a worthy opponent,” he said graciously as he helped him to his feet. Johanan knew otherwise, but nodded.

Tullius ordered up another round of wine as the villagers congratulated both wrestlers on a fine match. After a few minutes, the conversation died down. Almost as if on cue, they looked at Johanan. 

Then Tullius asked, “So our new friend, what brings you to our island, and takes you to Athens?”

Johanan sat up from his reclining position and sipped his wine to buy some time. Where to start? What to say? 

Chapter 5

The better part of one's life consists of his friendships.

Abraham Lincoln
John pulled his gaze away from the cuckoo clock weight buried in the wall. Professor Cavanaugh was still chattering away on the television to his new best friend, Megan the reporter. 

Tap tap. That was what had pulled him out of his recollection. A soft, bird like knock at the door.

He turned off the TV with the remote, reached over to the laptop sitting on the end table next to him, and hit a special key combination. A window popped up on the screen and it automatically ran through a series of views provided by hidden cameras. Starting with the front of the building, going to the rear, then the staircase, it finally stopped in the hallway outside his door. In that view hall he saw the familiar figure of a woman in a skirt and jacket. He crossed the room and peered out the peep hole. It was Sharon, dressed like she was going out for a night on the town. That’s unusual—Sharon going out? She was fidgeting as she waited. 

She gently knocked again. John opened the door. He noticed that she had curled her normally straight brown hair. The perpetual frown that usually graced her face had been replaced by a nervous smile.

“Hi, Sharon. You look great,” he said. “Heading out?”

“Um, yeah,” she said quietly, “but I was hoping I could talk to you first.”

“Come on in. Can I get you something to drink?”

“Uh, sure,” She paused. “Wine would be nice.”

He went into the kitchen and perused the selection in his small counter-top wine rack. If she’s going out drinking, I don’t want to give her a head start. He pulled a bottle of sparkling apple cider out of the rack and grabbed a kitchen towel. He tossed the towel over his arm and pulled a pair of glasses out of the cupboard. He walked into the living room cradling the bottle of cider like it was a fine champagne. In his finest imitation of a snooty wine steward he said, “Mademoiselle, may I present for your approval, this fine bottle of spark-leen cider, straight from the exquisite orchards of your fair state.” She giggled. “It may not have the bite of the fruit of the vine, but I assure you, it has a most piquant and fruity bouquet.”

She stifled a laugh with her mouth. He started to set the glasses down on the coffee table, but it was covered with newspapers, paperwork, a plate, glass, and silverware from last night’s dinner, a bowl of fruit, and the rest of the partially disassembled cuckoo clock. 

“John, you are such a bachelor.” She folded up the newspaper and stacked it on one end, along with the loose papers. Then she piled the glass and silverware onto the plate, and took it into the kitchen. By the time she returned, he had set down the glasses and put the cuckoo clock parts into a neat pile next to the stack of papers.

She took in the scene. “A cuckoo clock?”

“I’ve tried my hand at a number of different trades. Trying to fix this one for a friend.”

She straightened her skirt down as she sat back down on the couch. John popped the top off with a bottle opener. It responded with a satisfying pop. “As I was saying mademoiselle, you will find this a most satisfying alternative to the wine.” He started to pour the sparkling cider into her glass.

John met Sharon soon after moving into the apartment building. She seemed to keep mostly to herself and he never saw her with anyone else. However as he persisted with his friendly greetings she warmed to him and seemed to even look forward to their chance meetings. 

Several months ago John had just stepped off the bus near the apartment building, when he noticed Sharon bent over a furry figure. A small crowd was gathering. He rushed over.

“Sharon?” 

She looked up. Tears streamed down her face. “It’s a cat.” She sobbed. “A car hit it and just kept going.”

He knelt next to the still figure. It was panting quickly in shallow breaths. One leg stuck out at an unnatural angle. He gently ran his fingers over the cat’s body and limbs, with the skill of a man experienced in the care of animals. John located several broken ribs. He noticed that there was no collar and the cat was emaciated. Fresh blood soaked its fur. It was likely one of the strays that roamed the district. As he examined the feline, it struggled to get up, and then collapsed back onto the asphalt. It was scared, but too badly injured to flee.

“Is it going to be okay?”

“I can’t tell. But there’s an emergency vet a few blocks that way. Keep an eye on him and keep him calm.”

He turned and looked down an alley immediately behind him. He could hear Sharon soothing the cat as he ran over to a dumpster. Near the top he found a good size box. He tore the side seams and folded it flat. He zipped his jacket up and slid it over the box. It was now a makeshift, cat sized, stretcher. 

He returned to Sharon and her charge. She looked up at him. Her eyes were still wet. 

“We’ll take care of him. Don’t worry.” 

She nodded.

John approached the cat from the back and slid the padded box up against him. From this direction, the injured animal couldn’t bite. He talked reassuringly to the cat as he eased his hands underneath its back. It barely stirred. It was going into shock. He slid the feline onto the stretcher, continuing to talk to it, as much for Sharon as for the cat. He slid his arms under the box and gently lifted it.

“Let’s go fella. Off to the docs with you.” They walked quickly to the emergency vet. Within minutes the cat was in the examination room being tended to.

“We’re going to have to take your cat into surgery. Why don’t you and your wife go out to the waiting room.”

“Sure. Let’s go honey,” He grinned at Sharon, and she giggled through her still damp eyes. 

As they waited together in the lobby for the next several hours John learned that Sharon had grown up in a suburb of Seattle and moved out of home soon after high school. She had taken a job working the phones on graveyard shift in tech support at a local software company. The conversation was just starting to get interesting, when the vet came out.

“Mr. and Mrs. Amato, your cat is going to be okay. We’ll need to keep him for a few days but he should fully recover.”

Sharon hugged John on impulse, then quickly pulled away.

“That’s great doctor,” he said as he shook his hand. “We really appreciate you saving—our son.”

As they walked back to the apartment they talked about the fate of the stray cat.

“Looks like you have yourself a cat, Sharon.”

“No. You saved him. He belongs to you. Besides, I can’t afford that vet bill you said you’d cover.”

“I tend to travel—often with little notice. So I can’t take care of him all the time.” He smiled at her. She smiled back. “It looks like it will be joint custody.”

She laughed, and it was settled. The next week they brought him home and named him Mocha. A perfect Seattle name for a latte colored cat. As the cat healed, he settled quickly into a routine of spending the days in Sharon’s apartment and joining John when he heard the click click click of his bike going past Sharon’s door. Like most animals and people, he was drawn to John. Plus their shared responsibility for Mocha was giving John a chance to slowly draw the shy young woman out. 

As John poured the sparkling cider, Sharon turned away, removed her jacket and put it over the back of the couch. She turned back to him. Whoa! With a neckline like that, she was going to draw some attention when she went out. He had never seen her dress like this.

They sat on the couch and made small talk for a few minutes. John struggled to keep his eyes on Sharon’s face and away from her plunging collar. 

Finally he asked, “You said you wanted to talk about something?”

She looked him straight in the eyes. Her pupils widened. She took a big swig out of her glass.

John should have known what was going to happen next. All the signals were there, but, despite his experience, he was often naive about these things. He seemed to be wired to expect all women to behave in the demure manner of those he had known in the small village of his youth.

She sat her glass down and took a deep breath. She threw herself the short distance across the couch and knocked him backward into the cushions. She lay on top of him and kissed him hard. He kissed her back. Just as hard. He was surprised at how good it felt.

John put his hands on Sharon’s ribs and deftly flipped her over on her back, and sat up next to her. He looked down at the surprised young woman. 

“Sharon. I can’t do this. This is—this is wrong.”

She blushed deeply, and looked away. She sat up and reached for her jacket. “I’m sorry. I thought you liked me.”

He laughed, “Sharon. I do like you. Please don’t go.” He grabbed her hands and held them gently in his own. 

“Please listen. It’s not you. It’s me. You’re a very attractive woman. You’re intelligent and funny. You would make a great partner and—you’re a great kisser.” He let a grin slowly and deliberately, grow on his face. She giggled, but then turned away.

“Sharon. Please understand me. I’ve come to know you as a special, caring, woman. You don’t need to do this to get the right man.”

“I’m so embarrassed,” she said.

“Don’t be. Under different circumstances, I would be very interested in you.” He paused.

She interrupted the silence. “But?”

“I have been married before.” More silence.

“And?” 

“It ended badly. It was entirely my fault and the circumstances that caused the problem haven’t changed.”

“How long ago were you married?”


He sighed. “It seems so long ago; but it’s not long enough for me to forget the pain I caused.”

Her eyes were tearing. “But you’re so great. I can’t believe that any woman wouldn’t want you.”

He grasped her hands in both of his and looked her straight in the eyes.

“Thank you. That means a lot to me coming from you but you have to trust me. I’m not ready for this, even if you are.”

She blushed again deeply and then stood up to go. He sensed that she was working hard to stay in control.

“Please, wait. Talk to me.” He looked at her and hesitated.  “Why did you feel like you had to throw yourself at me?”

She choked up again. He pulled her close. She resisted briefly, and then melted into his arms. She told him how she had been active in her church youth group and had idolized her young, married, youth pastor. 

“Finally, one day, I told him how I felt. We were in his office.” She took a few moments to quell her sobs. “Then, he kissed me.”

John waited for her to continue, although he was afraid to hear how this was going to turn out. Finally he prompted her. “What happened then?”

“His wife walked in, as we were kissing.”

John almost sighed in relief.

“There was a big fight. She threatened divorce. In the end, she said she’d keep him if I left the church.”

“What about your parents? Didn’t they report him?”

“No.” She stopped again to sob. “They blamed me for starting it. We fought for the next six months until I graduated from high school. Then I got my crappy job and moved out.” Sharon broke down crying at this point. John gave her his handkerchief and waited. 

Finally he asked, “How about your parents? Do they still blame you?”

“My mom gave me the damage deposit for this place. I haven’t talked much to them since then. I don’t want to.”

John spent the next hour listening and asking questions. When she seemed to run out of things to say he said, “Sharon. You have to understand. We all make mistakes, but we don’t need to pay for them the rest of our lives.” He paused. “You probably don’t want to hear this, but God loves you.”

She choked. Then in anger said, “How could he let that man—that man—ruin my life?”

“Sharon, Sharon. The church is run by people. People who make mistakes, people who misuse their positions of authority, people who don’t share and model the love of Christ, which is what they should be doing.”

She looked into his eyes. Her own were still brimming with tears. “It still hurts. Sometimes it feels like it will never stop.”

“Sharon, don’t forget that God loves you. Don’t let imperfect people get in between you and that relationship.”

She put her head on his shoulder and cried, softly.

“The whole purpose of religion is to put men and women in touch with God, to show them His love.” He put his hands on her shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “Don’t let flawed people get in the way of that.”

She leaned against him, the tears finally subsiding. Mocha climbed up into her lap. John continued to reassure her, softly.

“Don’t forget that I am your friend. I’m here for you—and so is our child.” 

She laughed, and reached over to stroke the cat. 

“Remember that God does love you. Don’t ever stop reaching for His perfect love. What you will ever find with a man here on earth is only a pale shadow of that.” 

Sharon sat up, slowly. Through a teary smile she said, “You may find this hard to believe, but you’re my closest friend.” 
John nodded, slowly. He placed his hand on her shoulder. “I’m honored.”

“If you ever hurt me,” she choked on her words and struggled to continue, “I don’t know if I could handle it.”

He reached over to the bowl of fruit on the table and picked up an apple. John held it up between them, on the tips of his fingers.

“Imagine that this apple is your heart.” 

She smirked.

“I will always treat it with care, as if it was made of expensive, fragile, crystal.”

She smiled, then reached out and took the fruit from his fingers.

“You’re corny. But, I’ll trust you, for now.” She took a bite from the apple.

As John watched her lips close on the fruit, he realized just how attractive she was. Her slightly disheveled hair and tear stained cheeks made him want to reach out and pull the vulnerable woman into his arms. As she pulled the apple up to her lips and closed her eyes, he could imagine that she was kissing him instead of biting into the fruit. His gaze started to wander.

He squeezed his eyes shut and thought. “You’re not some frat boy, you’re—”

“John, are you okay?” His eyes popped open. She was looking at him with a quizzical expression.

“Yes, I’m just, I was just, uh.”

She interrupted his stammering. “It’s late. I should be going.”

At the door to his apartment she turned to hug him. “Thank you.” Mocha looked up at John and meowed. He nodded and the cat dutifully followed Sharon down the hall. 

“Don’t forget. You are a special woman. You have a great future, and you are very, very loved.” She turned and gave him a fragile smile.

“Don’t forget.” 

He stood in the hallway until her door closed behind her and the cat. Then he backed into his own apartment.

John perused his email, quickly filtering out the junk, from the important messages. He reviewed the mail—nothing unusual. No mission. No assignment. It was still time to wait.

He thought back to his encounter with Sharon earlier that evening. The feeling of her lips on his. Her body pressed up against his. He shook his head. It was time for another shower, this one, cold.

Chapter 6

To the person who does not know where

he wants to go, there is no favorable wind.
Seneca

Seth sat on a waterfront bench, soaking up the early afternoon sun. The morning had been spent with the mission director and four other members of his rehab class, visiting the aquarium and doing other touristy stuff; a reward for two weeks of satisfactory progress. The others were standing at a railing, tossing popcorn kernels in the air to seagulls, who darted and wheeled through the air as they competed for the morsels. They squawked in anger at each other, for stealing the food, and at the men who were apparently not doling out the treats fast enough. Seth had joined in the fun for a few minutes and then sat down to rest. He noticed, Lionel, the Mission Director, glance over his shoulder periodically at him.

He slouched back against the hard wood, hoping to catch at least a quick nap before they headed back to the mission for work duty and more classes.

“Mind if I sit here?” Seth looked up to see a stunning blonde, wearing a black tank top, smiling down at him. As he looked her up and down, he wondered if he was hallucinating.

“Sure.” He set up and self consciously straightened up his rumpled windbreaker.

She continued smiling. “I haven’t seen you down here before, but you don’t look like a tourist.”

He glanced over at the blonde. What was her angle? She was too clean to be a hooker, not to mention it was a bit early in the day to be plying that trade.
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I am sending you out

like sheep among wolves.

Therefore be as shrewd as snakes

and as innocent as doves.

JESUS OF NAZARETH

PROLOGUE

Cold Springs Station

Nevada Territory

March 23, 1861

HEAVEN BLED RAIN. AND THE WATER HEALED…
Thirty-three year old Travis Bedford waited. He sipped his coffee and cherished the warmth of the tin cup. The night storm had been unforgiving and turned the small stone structure into an icebox. Travis tried to think about his morning duties, but his brain had become like the stone walls of the station house. Cold. He let the coffee cool, soaking as much heat from the cup into his weathered hands as he could. 

A heavy morning sun painted the Nevada sky in mixed layers of amber and tangerine. The sagebrush wilderness called to Travis’s soul. Travis put the empty cup on the hearth and grabbed his coat. The first rider would be arriving soon and he needed to be ready. When he heard the rider’s horn, Travis would walk the fresh bronco from the 

corral to the front of the station house. The horn was silent. Minutes passed and still no

rider. In the year that Travis had been part of the Express, no mail had ever been reported lost. He waited a while longer and decided to investigate. Travis would ride the trail back east only so far as to have time to return for the next rider.
Travis mounted the bronco and headed out; laughing at how quickly life can change. The desert world that surrounded him, once a symbol of freedom, now disrupted by the absent rider caused Travis to see the big sky as a falling pane of glass. He wanted to be long gone by the time it smashed against the sagebrush and sand. Travis had heard of the dangers of riding the trail—outlaws, the Washoe, weather—but never did he stare at it up close. As his horse galloped farther away from Cold Springs, Travis sensed that something serious had happened. His instinct told him that it was time to turn back.

He saw the mochila about twenty feet off the trail, on the ground covered by sagebrush. The absence of rider and horse meant there had been an ambush. The rider most likely dumped the mochila as he tried to outrun his attackers. Travis dismounted, grabbed the leather knapsack and noticed that the three cantinas were still locked and that the rider’s issued Bible was in the fourth pocket. It wasn’t uncommon for people who had made their fortunes in the ’49 Gold Rush to share some of their money with their families. Riders leaving Sacramento heading east were the ones that would typically be running the money. The westward mail would not be as inviting.  Travis fitted the leather pouch over his saddle and scanned the new day horizon for the missing rider. The landscape was barren. Literally. Travis made a mental note to have the next rider carry the disheartening news to Middlegate Station. Travis returned to Cold Springs, he tied the horse up and carried the mochila inside the station house. He draped the sack over stone hearth and wished he had a knife to try and cut open the cantinas. He did not have a key. That was an honor that Hank Rawly at Middlegate held. That way he could transfer the post to the next man. Travis removed the Bible that had been stamped in gold letters:
Presented by Russell, Majors & Waddell – 1858

and put in underneath his pillow. The next rider would have his own copy thanks to Mr. Majors who had seen that ever rider have one. When Travis had gotten injured and was reassigned to Cold Springs, his Bible stayed with his replacement. It wasn’t that important to him at the time. Travis said his prayers, but the Bible was too intimidating. Too many words.                                                                              
Travis added another log to the fire and stoked the embers. Even though the sun had risen to the top of the heavens, the frigid air refused to leave. Fear sank into Travis’s thoughts. No riders had shown. When the second scheduled rider failed to arrive, Travis thought he had his days of the week confused. To honor the Sabbath, the operations rested on Sunday. Two days ago.         

A horn blast cut through the air and Travis’s worry. He shook his head to loosen the concern that had begun to harden around his reasoning. Travis walked outside with a newborn resolve that a fellow employee would be able to help Travis figure out what had happened to the morning riders. Travis retrieved the same horse he had used earlier to scout the trail and led him out to wait for the relay. When the new rider approached, Travis noticed that the man’s physical appearance was far too big compared to men who met the weight limit to ride. Travis had a gun, two in fact, but both the Colt and the rifle were inside the station. 

The newcomer brought his horse to a halt, but remained in the saddle. 

“Where is it?” 

The mochila. 

“Where is what?” Travis needed a few seconds to figure out a way to keep the bandit from going inside the station. 

The rider pulled out revolver and aimed it at Travis’s head. “You know, if you value your life, you’ll tell me where the mochila is.” 

Travis didn’t want to die. He couldn’t begin to imagine what was in the sack that would warrant this. He also needed to honor the men who had lost their lives or been captured that morning by not giving in. 

“It’s inside. By the fireplace.”                                                                                                                    
The rider dismounted, keeping his gun aimed at Travis. 

“Go. I’ll be right behind you.”           


Travis had left his own gun on the floor just inside the door. He led the man inside and pointed at the leather sack. Travis stepped back, putting himself between his gun and the fireplace. The man positioned himself so that he could keep an eye on Travis and took a ring of keys from his trench coat pocket. He set out to unlock the three cantinas. When he was finished, the bandit looked up and regarded Travis with a glare that belied the stranger’s intent.  

“Where is it?”                                                                                                                                             
The outlaw wasn’t aware that the riders each carried a Bible or he would have known to ask for it specifically. 

“What are you looking for?” 

“A letter addressed to Thomas Neal, San Francisco.”                        


“I don’t even have keys. You know more than I do,” Travis said.                                                  
“What was in this empty pouch?”  The man held up the mochila and pointed to the pocket where the Bible had been.                                                                                                                                        
“That’s the way I found it,” Travis lied.                                                                                                    
“I need you to keep your eyes open for that letter.  If you’re a prayin’ man, you better get on your knees and thank your maker because you get to live to see one more day.  I’ll return by morning.” 

Travis watched until the man was swallowed up by the horizon. He stepped over to his bed and grabbed the Bible. It was time that he got serious about reading it. Travis saw the envelope tucked in between the pages of Genesis. He held it up and saw that it was the letter for Thomas Neal in San Francisco. There were no other markings on the envelope except for the St. Joseph frank.  Travis cringed. He wanted to open the letter and discover what was so important that the outlaw would choose to go through so much trouble. But that would go against the Oath he had taken upon signing on with the Pony Express. He had sworn to conduct himself in an ethical manner and opening someone else’s mail was the worst act of invasion an Express employee could commit. He would get the letter to Thomas Neal, but first he had to commit the crime. 

*     *     *

Travis reached San Francisco and found a room in a hotel on Montgomery Street, near the park at Portsmouth Square. Compared to his tiny stone shack back in Cold Springs, San Francisco was an empire. People from all over the world had flooded to the bay city to make their fortunes. What Travis saw didn’t match up with the glamorous image his brain created when he thought of the Gold Rush. A haze, made from condensed vice, covered the streets where prostitutes waited, con men thieved, and penniless dreamers who didn’t find what they had come here for, drank.  Thousands of seekers with nothing to claim as their own but empty pockets and thirsty souls.

Slipping away on the Antelope bought Travis a ten-hour cushion between himself and his pursuers. That would give him enough time to find Thomas Neal and deliver the Bible.

Travis skipped lunch and found the Market Street address. He climbed the stairs to the second floor apartment that matched the address on the envelope. Travis knocked and was greeted by an elderly man with wiry hair and a hyperactive beard that would make president Buchanan have heart failure.

“Mr. Neal?”

“That’s right.”

Travis introduced himself and then held out the Bible that he had hauled from 

Nevada. The old man just stared at Travis for a few seconds. Travis didn’t know what to do so he asked if they could talk for a minute.

“Mr. Bedford. I’m eight-nine and so close to dying that I can see heaven on a cloudy day.  Yes, come in.  A visit with you and the Bible will be a beautiful thing.”

Thomas Neal held the door and motioned for Travis to enter. The apartment was modest and orderly. A writing desk was laden with piles of writing paper, a bottle of ink and a steel-nib pen. Travis asked what the man was working on.

“Glad you asked,” Thomas said.  He shuffled over to the desk and selected a few sheets from two of the piles. “I’ve spent my entire life praying for this day and, dear gussie, here it is.” Thomas pulled the writing chair out for Travis. “Sit.”

Travis sat and listened to Thomas’s deep voice narrate a movie-like chain of events leading up to the present day and the meaning of the envelope’s contents.

“After Adam and Eve ate the apple, they were sent out of Eden. God put an angel with a flaming sword to keep them and future generations from reaching the tree.” Neal put the opened letter on top of one of the piles so Travis could see it. Just another letter from one family member to another.

Travis was vaguely aware of the Genesis account. 

Thomas continued. “The reason God gave them for not being allowed back into the garden was so they wouldn’t eat off the Tree of Life and live forever.”  Passion turned his eyes into pools of eternity. 
    
“Who sent you this?” Travis thought he had been dreaming. He had risked his career and life for an old man’s fantasy.                                                                                                                                   
“My brother. He’s a missionary in Turkey.”  Thomas Neal paused.  “You were expecting something else?”                                    






Truth. Travis wanted to honor the Oath. Wish. That the letter he carted halfway across the country had included directions to a wagonload of gold.  He answered with the truth.  “I’m just grateful I got to deliver your letter.” 






“Young man, the good Lord has honored your obedience,” Thomas said.  “This town is loaded with young people your age that came to find buried treasure. Trying to get your hands on what you think will bring true happiness leaves a man empty handed.” Thomas put the papers back on top of the desk and made his way over to the stove.  He opened the grate where wood went.  Instead of a log, he pulled out a Bible. Thomas stepped back, closed the grate and turned to face Travis. “I want you to take this with you. The good Lord wants us to read his word.” 






None of this made any sense.  Travis had outrun a band of killers intent on taking the letter only to be handed a Bible from a delusional eighty-nine year old man.


“That letter is a map. That Bible I gave you has my notes that will help you make sense of the map and figure out what to do once you find Eden.”  Old Man Neal pointed over to the letter that Travis had faithfully delivered.





“Get where?” Travis felt like he had missed some huge secret.  

“The Garden of Eden.” 

The old man was nuts. Travis had risked his life for a basket case.  “You’re joking.”

“You’re thirty-three, right?”

Travis stopped breathing. He hadn’t told the man his age.  “How do know how old I am?”

“Just promise me you’ll find the Garden of Eden before the devil does.”  The urgency had painted his words and expression into a mental storm.   “The enemy’s army is strong.  He will do whatever it takes to stop us.”

“How’d you know my age?”

“Because that’s how old Jesus was when the Sending began. And now, here you are, ready to be sent.”


Travis turned to leave. This was ridiculous. The Sending?  A knock stopped Travis. The old man begged him to wait.  Travis pulled the bedroom door almost closed. He peeked through the tiny crack and watched Neal shuffle across the living room and answer the front door.  Two police officers were on the other side. At least it wasn’t the bandits.

“Are you Tom Neal,” the taller of the two officers asked.

The old man nodded.

“We’re sorry to bother you, but we need to ask you a few questions.”

“Ask away.”

One of the two cops walked passed Neal into the apartment. 

Travis gently eased the bedroom door closed.  Travis went to the window.  A gunshot cracked.  Travis froze. He crawled into the tiny closet and prayed.  He could hear the two men walk into the bedroom.  Travis was seconds away from being discovered. 

Minutes passed. Travis prayed. He heard the bedroom door slam. The men were in the living room.  Travis stood and left the closet and waited silently until he heard the living room door shut.  He went to the window and saw the two officers walk across the dusty street.  Travis ran to the living room.  Tom Neal lay face down on the wood floor.  A pool of blood encircled his face, a dark red frame around a picture of dying dreams. 

The police officers were gone.  Travis dropped the Bible and knelt beside Tom Neal.  “Hold on. I’ll get help.”

The old man shook his head.
His chest heaved for precious air. “Go…find…”

Travis didn’t want to watch the man die. He might be a lunatic, but he deserved a chance.  “I’ll be right back.”

“…the Garden…”

“You’re going to live,” Travis said. “Breathe!”

“before…the devil…does.” As the last word past from the old man’s lips, his spirit did the same.

Travis watched the man’s chest fall. It never rose again.  Go find the Garden before the devil does. 

Travis grabbed the man’s shirt, shook his limp body. “Come on! Wake up!”

The Bible that the old man had given him, lay open on the floor, a portion of the Scripture was circled in ink.

Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you: and, lo, I am with you always, even unto the end of the world. Amen.

Travis grabbed the Bible, stood, and went back to the writing desk.  He took the letter and folded it.  He noticed that the envelope was missing.  Travis wanted to use it to reach the man’s brother.  The killers dressed as cops took care of that option.  Travis put the letter in the Bible and prayed for guidance.  He told Tom Neal goodbye and that he’d see him in heaven.  Travis stepped outside and noticed the two policemen walk toward him. They picked up the pace and yelled for him to stop.  Travis Bedford ran.

Chapter 1

Mark Grant clenched his fists.

“I refuse to argue, Mark.” 

He was ready to punch a hole in the wall.  “You’re being ridiculous, Bree.  We are going to talk about this.  Right now.”

“For goodness sake, all I said was you shouldn’t get so upset with Sam.”  Aubrey stared at her husband with eyes that looked possessed.  “Grow up.”

“Oh, but when you do it, it’s okay,” Mark said.  “I get it now.  I’m the bad guy. Cool.” 

“You yelled at him because he wrote on your desk calendar.  He’s three, Mark.” Aubrey took a deep breath.  “I can’t believe how selfish you are.  At church today, why don’t you ask God to turn you into a real man?” 

I can’t believe we’re arguing on my birthday.

Samuel came bounding into the living room with a toy train in one hand and a

stuffed hippo in the other, so Mark bit his tongue.

 “Get your shoes, buddy.”

Aubrey headed for their bedroom.  “Go without me.  I’m not in the mood.”  She slammed the door.  

Samuel clomped out of the office in Mark’s running shoes. The sight of him in the size 12 Nikes chiseled away the tension.  Mark rubbed his son’s spiky blond hair and grabbed Sam’s Crocs.  He kissed Sam, making him giggle. 

“Luh you, Daddy.” 

“I love you too, buddy, and I’m sorry I yelled at you.”  

Twenty minutes later, Mark plastered on his life’s-great smile and walked Samuel to the church nursery.  Then he sat through the worship service like a zombie, stewing over his wife’s behavior.  He hoped coming to church would help.  The preacher talked about the importance of making peace and not harboring anger.  Perfect.  Guilty as charged. 

At the end of the service, Mark shook some hands of friends, all of whom asked where Aubrey was.  “She’s sick,” he said. 

Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that. Tell her we’re praying for her.
Mark went to retrieve Sam, but couldn’t see him.  Probably hiding. 

Mark leaned on the bottom half of the Dutch door.  A young lady wearing a childcare badge smiled at him.  He didn’t recognize her.  “Sam went home thirty minutes ago,” she said.

Mark’s gut tightened.  Did she even know what child belonged to which parent? 

“Your wife picked him up.”

“My wife’s home sick.”   Liar.

A new parent stepped up behind Mark.

The volunteer gave Mark a tired look and glanced past him to the next parent in line.  “Here’s her security tag, sir.”  The helper pointed to a clipboard that was used to collect the stickers.

Mark saw a parent tag and a child tag, both with SAM GRANT printed along with the date and security number.  There had to be a mistake.

*   *   *

The edges of Mark’s vision blurred.  The lady and everything in the nursery room lost clarity.  The only thing in focus was the clipboard with the two tags that had been printed for Sam and himself.

The volunteer started to help the parent behind Mark, but he showed the worker the security tag he had received out of the computer before the service.  “Here’s the one I got when I dropped him off.”  

The lady picked up a boy with a Cookie Monster shirt and carried him to the parent behind Mark.

Mark yanked his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed the house.  After five rings, Aubrey’s voicemail answered.  Mark left a message.  

Don’t overreact.  Aubrey’s always reminding you how you have knack for blowing things out of proportion.

He dialed Aubrey’s cell and did the same.  A church security guard approached. Mark realized what a fool he’d look like if Aubrey really did have Sam.  But he was willing to look like the village idiot a hundred times over if it meant his son was safe.

“Excuse me,” the guard said.  Mark ignored him and opened the door to Samuel’s class.  He wasn’t about to waste time with some rent-a-cop.

Will you listen to yourself?  Aubrey checked Samuel out.  Did you ever stop to think that your precious wife might want to surprise you on your thirtieth birthday and she needed Sam to make it work?

“Sir, you can’t come in here,” the woman said.

“Where’s my son?” 

The security guard grabbed Mark by the arm and called for backup. 

“They lost my boy!”

“Sir, I need you to come with me.” 

“Let go of me! They lost my son!”

“Sir, calm down. We’ll find your boy.”

A uniformed police officer and three more church security arrived.  

Mark yelled his son’s name. He pleaded with the officer to do something. His anger turned to humiliation as the guards and police officer escorted Mark from Sam’s class.

In the security office, Mark apologized for his behavior and left Sam’s description with the guards.  They promised to pull the video and confirm that Aubrey did pick up Samuel.  Mark asked how Sam could have been picked up if Mark was the one with the “Parent” security tag.  The guard said his wife must have given the nursery volunteer a sticker printed from home using labels from any office supply store.

Mark Grant trudged out to the parking lot, redialing both the house and Aubrey’s cell.  Aubrey wouldn’t have taken Sam without telling Mark, birthday surprise or not. 

Mark broke the speed limit except when he got stuck behind an eighteen-wheeler. 

Come on. Come on!

Finally, an opening came and Mark slammed the pedal to the floor, flew around the truck and sped away.

By the time he reached the house, Mark had spoken more prayers out loud than he could remember.  Aubrey’s car was gone.

Dude, calm down. It’s probably in the garage.

Mark unlocked the front door, only to find his Nikes on the hardwood floor.

“Hello?” He felt like he had broken into a stranger’s home, but he also half expected a crowd of people crammed behind the couches ready to jump out yelling “Surprise!” 

“Aubrey!” Mark checked every room of the house.  That left the garage.  “Dear Jesus, let her car be in there.”  But Aubrey’s car was gone.  A piece of paper had been taped to the inside of the garage door.

Mark,

I need time.  I can’t take the stress anymore.  I’ll call you when I’m ready to talk. Tell Sam I love him.  -A.

Chapter 2

Mark fell to his knees. He punched the garage floor until his knuckles bled. Darkness swallowed him, and he wept bitterly.  Mark was overwhelmed with the thought that this was somehow his fault.  He hadn’t been really involved at church in years.  He’d been wrapped up in his work at the expense of his family.  That’s why this was happening.  Mark was surely being punished for turning his back on God.  Aubrey had preached time and again that Mark needed to start putting God first. 

His cell phone rang. The display showed Aubrey’s number.   “Aubrey! Sam’s gone!   Aubrey, you there?”

“Hello, Mr. Grant. My name is Konrad Lynch.  I have your son.”

“Put him on!”  Mark strained to hear anything that would give him a clue to Sam’s whereabouts. All he heard was a garbled conversation. 

“Whoa. I’m going to tell you what to do.  If you comply, then you’ll get to talk to your son.”  

Mark wanted to call the police but he couldn’t hang up. The call was the only link to his child and he wouldn’t break it. Needles of fear and pain stuck Mark in his heart. The garage floor trembled beneath his feet like he had been standing on a trampoline instead of concrete.  This happened in movies and imaginations, not in Mark Grant’s real world.  But he knew better.  It was real and it was happening.

“Where is my son?”  

“Samuel is fine. We’re spending quality—”

“Put him on!”  His words reverberated in Mark’s brain like a rubber ball. They were sucked up in the silence on the other end of the line.  Put my boy on, please. I just want to hear my boy.  All I want is to tell him Daddy loves you.  

“Mr. Grant, one more order from you and your son starts getting hurt. Got it?” 

Mark played along. His brain was scrambling to find his son and still keep him safe.  For Sam’s sake he said,  “Got it.”  

“That’s better. Go to your bookcase and open your copy of The Shining.  I’ll stay on the line.”

Mark was already headed to his office.  He had held back the flames long enough for his brain to trigger his legs to action.  He grabbed the house phone on the way and dialed 911.  Mark wouldn’t tip the caller off by talking to the dispatcher, but he would leave the line open so they could send a police car to the house.  

Inside the Stephen King novel was a sealed envelope that had Mark’s name written on the front where the delivery address would normally be.  Mark tore open the envelope and pulled out the contents:  four newspaper clippings and a tri-folded piece of notebook paper.  Mark scanned the articles and saw that all four were about the murders of four different men, all thirty-three, who each lived in different cities across the United States.  The authorities were trying to find information on a group called the Brotherhood of Cain.  Mark unfolded the paper.  Three lines, in a hurried scrawl, contained the hope of getting Samuel back.  
The Tree of Life is the locked door.

Pastor Murphy has the key.

You have 7 days.

Mark swallowed. His tongue felt like sandpaper against the roof of his mouth. “I read it.”

“Does it make sense now, Mark?”

The tree of life was first mentioned in the Old Testament book of Genesis.  Pastor Murphy was one of Mark’s elementary school teachers at Trinity Prep and a noted Bible scholar.  The names in the articles were boys that Mark went to school with.  Mark never knew a Konrad.   “Who are you?”

“You have six days, twenty-three hours and fifty-nine minutes.”

“Put my son on.”  No response. 

“Don’t you touch my boy!” Mark wished he could reach through the phone and choke the life out of the maniac.

The caller hung up. 

*      *     *

Konrad Lynch sat in the comfort of his Pathfinder Armada across Powell Street from the Grant house.  He kept the air conditioner cranked high to battle the California summer heat. Konrad needed to be in a constant state of motion.  Kinetic energy.  The hunt meant he had to move, but at that moment he had to be stronger than his desires. Konrad had desired to kill Mark Grant, but the information he possessed couldn’t be discovered if his brain was unplugged and his heart stopped.  

His secret was the essence of life, more meaningful than a million dark secrets.

It was the knowledge of beating death at its own game.  Curing cancer.  Konrad knew that no human really wanted to die.  Once he learned where Travis Bedford’s Bible was, then he would have the awesome power to control men’s destinies.  He would be able to harvest eternal life. Konrad Lynch would become god.  

The dutiful husband had no idea he was being watched.  The beautiful irony was that he didn’t even believe that God or the Garden of Eden existed.  Every since their baby girl Hope came into the world too early—twenty-eight weeks—and passed away three days later, Mark Grant walked through life a bitter and broken man.  A perfect pawn.  Konrad laughed when he learned that Mark took his son to church just to get out of the house.  Serves the guy right to lose his son.  A little wake up call.

Three years of patient and silent Sunday observation.  Of being nothing more than a strange face in a congregation of more than two thousand.  Of watching the beautiful Grant family interact with their friends and fellow believers.  Of wanting to go over and introduce himself and rain on their pompous parade.  Right here, right now. Show them what kind of man he really was.

Practicing self-restraint, he knew in time all of these desires would be fulfilled.

Konrad turned up the radio volume. The singer’s voice was warm and mellifluous. Angry.

He watched for a few minutes and saw the police cruiser.  He felt his blood boil, as it had every day for the past one thousand ninety-five days; the day he had first come back to this forsaken town.  He was ready to explode.  

Instead, Konrad left the SUV and walked outside where the sun shined brilliant and high.  He looked straight up into the eyes of heaven and smiled, relieved that he had not given into temptation.  The waiting was finally over.  Three years.  A short time really, given all that he had to gain.
Chapter 3

This had to be a dream.  Mark dialed Aubrey’s cell and got the voicemail again. He left another message and then called her father. No answer.  He usually went out to eat after church.  Mark started dialing his father-in-law’s cell when he heard a car door shut. He peeked through the blinds and saw a police officer that resembled a human tank amble up the path.  For a second, Mark entertained the idea of running out the back door, jumping the fence and coming back after the cop left.  He didn’t want to waste time answering questions.  The police would drag their feet and take too long to find his son. Then reason kicked in. The police would help bring Samuel back. That was their job.

The officer opted for knocking instead of the doorbell.  It sounded like a bowling ball being rammed against the wood.  Mark took another deep breath and opened the door.

“Everything okay?”  The officer’s tag identified him as Ramirez. He had brown skin that was pulled tight over strong muscles and black hair that was cut short. 

Mark told the man about Samuel.  He recited the events at church and how the volunteer said Aubrey picked up Samuel, and the phone call, and the note.

“Mind if I look around?”

“Go ahead.”

While he waited, Mark tried Aubrey’s cell.  No answer.  He tried her dad again. No answer.

“Do you know the bedroom window is broken?”

Mark shook his head.  “I just got back from church and went to the garage.  That’s when I called 911.”

The cop nodded with a smirk in place of a smile. “How come you didn’t talk to the dispatcher?”

There it was.  The Question.  As if on cue Mark’s phone rang.  He answered, grateful for the distraction. “Hello.”

“Hi Mark.” Konrad here. “Pretend it’s the church calling you back. Say okay.”

“Okay.”

While Mark took the call, Ramirez continued his journey through the house. 

Mark got an idea that would help settle this whole thing.  He had to know if the caller really had Samuel.  “Have Sam tell you who his favorite baseball team is.  Hold the phone out so I can hear it.”

The officer returned and stood between Mark and the front door.

“Please.”  Mark could play the game.  “Please ask Sam about his baseball team.”

“You know, Mark, I like the way you said please.  Hold on.”  Mark heard a lady’s voice, but couldn’t make out what she was saying. 

 “METHS!”

Mets.  Samuel.  Precious son.  He sounded happy.  Mark wanted to yell Sam’s name, but didn’t want to bring harm.  The caller hung up.

Mark made a silent vow to save his son.   No matter what.  

Then Ramirez was back. Mark thought about handing his cell phone to the cop, but hesitated. The phone was his only link to Sam.

“You were about to tell me why you didn’t talk to the dispatcher.”

“I knew you would come whether I talked or not.  Our son dialed 911 by accident a few months ago and the police came.  After I dialed, I found this note from my wife. That’s when it hit me that Sam was really gone.”

Officer Ramirez interviewed Mark for an hour.  Mark felt more like a suspect than a victim. This wasn’t real. Couldn’t be. 

“You don’t have any idea why someone would break into your house while you were at church.  Okay, let’s put that one on hold for a minute.  Do you have any ideas why your wife would decide to leave you on the same day?  I’ve been doing this for twenty years Mr. Grant and certain patterns rise to the surface.  I’d say your wife had something to do with your son’s disappearance.”

Mark couldn’t bring himself to believe that Aubrey had anything even remotely related to Sam’s abduction. The fact that she wanted time away made some sense. Their marriage hadn’t been easy.  A lot of arguments and misunderstandings. Through it all, they put their faith first.  It helped keep all the pieces of love glued together—pieces that had been undone by all the arguing. Until Hope died. Bleeding on the brain. Where’s God in that?  “She was sick.”  Of arguing.  “I went to church and left her right there on the couch.”

Ramirez left Mark in the empty house around two. Crime scene techs dusted for prints and tried collecting trace evidence that could lead to a positive identification of Sam’s abductor. He told Mark that there was a possibility that the FBI would be getting the case, but to be certain Aubrey had something to do with Sam’s disappearance.

Mark couldn’t bring himself to believe that was the truth. The church said Aubrey picked Sam up.  When the caller held the phone up, Sam sounded happy, as if Aubrey was prompting him about the baseball question. Then the note Mark found taped to the garage door.  The one about Aubrey needing a break; some time away. 

Mark knelt down on the wood floor by the front door and tried to pray. He begged God for help, but in his heart felt alone and helpless. A hypocrite. Like God didn’t really exist. Like He had never really been there at all. How could God allow this?  Wasn’t it bad enough that they lost their little girl?  In Mark’s heart, he had attended church because Aubrey wanted Sam to be raised in a Christian home.  Mark always had an empty place in his spirit that the church couldn’t quite fill.  He had gone on a men’s retreat and gotten involved in a Bible study here and there, but every time Mark walked away unfulfilled. First, Baby Hope. Alive for three days and then died in his arms.  Never had a chance. Now this.  What kind of God gives a family a problem-free pregnancy, only to see the child born jaundiced and sick?  What kind of God lets a three-year-old boy get taken by some psycho freak?

Mark kept quiet about the newspaper articles. All four victims were Mark’s old friends from elementary school. He couldn’t think what they had to do with Murphy.  He couldn’t believe they were dead.

Dark clouds filled the sky.  Lightning cut the heavens in brilliant white electric branches.  Thunder rocked in its wake.  He locked the front door and ran to his car. He couldn’t sit around and wait for the police to drag their feet.  Mark had to go and find his son.  It had been twenty-four years since he’d been back to Trinity.  It felt like ages. Murphy was a young man when Mark attended. Mark remembered Murphy was fresh out of seminary when Mark was in seventh grade.  Mark hoped he was still there.  Mark would talk to him about the caller and try to find a connection.  Anything to get Sam back.  

Mark knocked on the office door. A woman who looked to be no more than four breaths away from the grave answered.  Her hair was white with a purple tint and she wore a black and white maid’s outfit. 

“May I help you?”  Her face rattled as she spoke, like she was trying to shake something loose from her mouth.

“I’m looking for Pastor Murphy.”  

The old lady opened her eyes wide, as if Mark told her she had just won the lottery and her days of cleaning other people’s bathrooms were finally over. 

“Boy, brother Murphy hasn’t been here for over ten years.”

An old Honda Civic pulled into the rectory parking lot.  Mark was temporarily distracted. He asked the lady where Murphy had gone.  She didn’t know.  Mark asked if anyone else might.  

“Sorry.”  The lady started closing the door. Mark put his hand out to stop her.

“I’m sorry.  It’s very important.  I need to speak with pastor Murphy.”

A man wearing blue jeans and a navy t-shirt got out of the Civic.  He had an article of clothing that resembled a sports jersey under his left arm and a small black book under his right.

“Can’t help.  Ask Pastor John if he knows about Murphy.”  The old lady pointed to the man who had just gotten out of the old car.  Mark didn’t recall a teacher by that name when he was a student at Prep.

Mark didn’t waste time thanking the maid. Before she had closed the office door on him, Mark ran and caught up with the newcomer. “Pastor Roberts?”

“John.” The priest switched the jersey to the arm already holding the book and extended a hand to greet Mark.  “John Roberts at your service.” The man smiled. He obviously didn’t mind being accosted by strangers.

Mark shook his hand and immediately felt like he had made ten times more progress with the kind pastor than he had with the crotchety maid.

“Follow me. I’m running late.” 

Roberts headed for the church but kept his smile.

Mark introduced himself and followed him down a cobblestone path, through a butterfly garden and down to the church. “Do you know pastor Murphy?”

Roberts stopped at the church door. He turned to face Mark. “Of course. I took his place.”

A bolt of lightening flashed over the church, illuminating the parking lot. 

Mark felt like a minor victory had been won. Unlike the unhappy maid, Mark felt like the man in front of him would help get Sam back.  Thunder rocked Mark’s eardrums. 

Roberts pulled open one of the heavy wooden doors and motioned for Mark to go into the narthex. “Come on. It looks like God’s getting ready to flood the earth a second time.”

A second bolt of electric light flashed between Mark and the pastor, so close that Mark could feel the intense heat wash over his skin. Mark’s eyes slammed shut and he swore the light was so bright he could see right through his lids. He could hear the pastor yelling for him to hurry and get into the church, but Mark couldn’t see. When he opened his eyes, the entire world had been washed in white.

Minutes passed before Mark regained his sight. He followed the pastor through the church past the altar to a back room that looked like it had originally been used for storage, but had now been converted into an office. There was a metal desk with an office chair covered in black leather. One wall was lined with floor to ceiling bookcases.  Authors included C.S. Lewis, Ted Dekker and Stephen Lawhead.  A small refrigerator was tucked into a far corner and a floor lamp was turned on, casting a warm, dim glow over the quaint setting. Two chairs and a small coffee table had been strategically positioned so that Roberts could have intimate chats with his guests.

“My associate pastor turned forty today. The church families are throwing a surprise party for him tonight. He loves the New Orleans Hornets.” Roberts held up the jersey that had a large 3 on one side and a cartoon hornet on the other. “Chris Paul.” 

Mark got right to the point. “I need your help.” Mark summarized the horrible series of the morning’s events. He also explained how he’d gone to school at Trinity. He sat in one of the leather chairs next to the coffee table and watched the priest grab a Cherry Coke out of the refrigerator.  

“Want one?”

Mark shook his head. I want my boy back, not your stupid soda!

Roberts popped the top on the soda and took a long pull of the syrupy mixture. He grabbed the Bible and opened it to a page that was marked by a neon yellow sticky note. “I’m so sorry to hear about your son. I will keep him in my prayers.”

Mark’s mind was in a tailspin, but the secluded space of the pastor’s tiny office brought a sliver of peace, and that was better than the alternative. “Where did Murphy go?”

“I have no idea.”
Chapter 4

“Murphy was asked to leave. The church didn’t have enough to press charges, but people were spreading rumors that he was stealing money from the collection plates.  They said someone had caught him taking money from each service and hiding it.”

“What does that have to do with me and my family,” Mark asked.

“Didn’t you say something about you had gone to school with the four men that were mentioned in the newspaper articles?”

Mark nodded.

“Did you and those men have any special connection with Brian?”

“Brian?”

“I’m sorry. Pastor Murphy. Brian Murphy.”

“He taught all five of us Math.”

Roberts processed the information. He stood and retrieved a second Cherry Coke from the refrigerator. “Any after school clubs, chess, anything like that?”

Mark remembered that all five boys were on the school’s football team. He shared this and waited for the man to respond. When he did, it wasn’t what Mark expected.

“Did you ever see brother Murphy take money from the offering plate?”

Mark was surprised at the question. As much as he could remember, Pastor Murphy was the kindest person on the planet. “Never.”

“If you want my opinion, I think Murphy was framed. When Brian started here, he told me that he’d heard about children in the area being abused by teachers.”

Mark knew of the situation from local and national newspapers. The numbers were tragic and staggering.  Churches had paid over two billion dollars in court settlements and counseling fees.

“Brain never told me what was going on, but my theory is that he was sickened by what was happening.  He said that instead of punishing the offending clergy, the bishops would move them to different parishes and suppress reports that claimed abuse.  My guess is that Murphy took the law into his own hands and started taking money from the weekly collections. That would give him the chance to turn around and give the money to the victims that really needed it.”   

Roberts paused. Mark noticed a picture on the bookcase that he hadn’t seen when he first came in earlier. It showed a younger version of the man he was talking to and the unmistakable red hair that belonged to Pastor Murphy.  Roberts commented on the photo.

“That was taken one day before I took his place here at Trinity. Brian had taken me on a tour of the grounds including the school and church. We had lunch on the roof.  I thought it was bizarre, but Murphy didn’t march to the same drummer as everyone else. That’s where that picture was taken. Brian brought me to the edge of the roof that overlooked the school playground.”

Mark’s cell phone rang. The screen said Private Caller. “Hello.”

“Greetings Mark. It’s your son’s current guardian. I hope you’re on your way to figuring out the puzzle.  I have someone hear who wants to say hi.”  

Mark heard static. “Hi Daddy.”

“SAM! Oh baby, Daddy loves you!”  The caller hung up, breaking the line between father and son. 

The pastor offered a comforting hand, placed on Mark’s shoulder. Mark tried hitting star-69 but the call was blocked.

The phone rang again and this time it was The Cross.  Mark didn’t want to answer. He needed his son and wife returned and the only link to a plan was Roberts.  The pastor nodded for Mark to answer. 

Tillie Jones had given the reigns of The Cross to her grandson, who in turn gave them to Mark and Aubrey.  One pact they had made during their honeymoon planning session was to always be there for the needy.  They never wanted to become tempted to let someone else handle a mother or child in need.  

One of the volunteers called to tell Mark about a lady who had just arrived at the shelter with her three year old son.  Same age as Sam.
The volunteer said the woman asked for Mark.  

“Did she give you a name?”

“Dana Okoro.”

Mark had never heard of the woman before.

“She said you were her only chance for a better life. Her live in boyfriend was beating her and their son. She looks awful.”

None of the clients had ever asked for Mark personally.  Mark felt that staying with Roberts was his best chance of finding Sam.  He told him about the second call. Mark felt that in some unexplainable way, telling the pastor everything he knew helped release some of the pressure of pain. God, why couldn’t you save my boy? Why Hope? Why this?

New Portion
*      *      *

The Cross was established in 1984 to help deliver food to the homeless. Tillie Jones had started by stocking non-perishable items in her garage and then delivering the food on the streets of downtown Dallas. Two years later enough local business got word of Tillie’s project to donate financial support to give her the chance to build a primitive shelter and an adjoining kitchen and food pantry. Word spread through the local churches and Tillie soon had enough volunteers to provide a limited range of activities and rehab programs for the people who came to The Cross.

Mark had gone to church with Tillie’s grandson, Alex, and during the aftermath of hurricane Katrina, Mark and Alex had gotten together to help box food, packed up Mark’s minivan and drive to New Orleans to take it to relief shelters. Seeing the devastation in the storm’s aftermath gave Mark the desire to become involved with a project of his own. Single at the time, he had moved into an apartment on the north side of Lake Pontchartrain, and landed a teaching job in Jefferson Parish. He met Aubrey the first day of school and they both shared their desire to help those in need. He told Aubrey about Tillie’s helpful approach and they wasted no time filling the small confines of their apartments with extra food for the needy.  

In Aubrey, Mark had found the missing piece of his soul. She was his angel sent from heaven who shared his same burning passion to put James 1:27 into action. One week later, they were engaged with a ring and a promise:  To remain faithful to each other and their common commitment to see as many single mother families become financially free.  

While the wedding was uneventful, Mark and Aubrey discovered a hidden treasure of the heart on the honeymoon. They stayed at Mark’s place, drank red wine and played Skip-Bo until well past midnight. The entire time they were playing Mark had a legal pad to keep score and to plan a vision of magical proportions. The card playing ended with Aubrey beating Mark five hundred to nothing. The planning concluded with a name: Helping House.

*   *   *

Pastor Roberts told Mark he should go to The Cross and help the lady. Mark challenged him with the ticking clock. Going to the shelter would waste time needed to get his family back. He only had seven days.

“You need to go, Mark. You said the police are involved with the search for you boy.”

Mark shook his head. 

The thought of being able to help a mother and son who had suffered brought a feeling of redemption, given the loss of Aubrey and Sam.

He agreed to return to the church when he finished his work at the shelter. Roberts reminded Mark that he would be honored for his attitude in the wake of misery. He gave Mark a hug and told him to hurry.

“Forgive me, but I think God has nothing to do with this.” Mark started to walk out of the office.

“Mark, some answers won’t come this side of heaven. You have to cling to your faith.”

Whatever. My so-called faith got me a dead daughter and now a missing son.

“Look, you can stay with me and my wife if it’s too painful at your place.”

Mark thought that was a good idea. He left for the shelter hoping to keep his mind occupied, but couldn’t wait to get back.

As he drove away from the church, Mark looked out his window up to a sky that had been cut by the sun and had started to bleed strands of crimson and deep purple. Heavy clouds billowed across heaven’s canvass. Mark looked at the street through the windshield. Ominous shadows had been painted over yards and buildings. Nature copied Mark’s soul and displayed it for the entire town to see. Except this time, something much worse than a storm was coming…

Chapter 5

Mark parallel parked on the opposite side of the street because the shelter’s lot was full. The last time he’d been here was two days ago to drop off a book for one of the mothers. Mark knew the positive power stories could have on the shelter’s clients, so he tried to keep the shelter’s library well stocked.  Today, as he walked across Broad, Mark felt more like a character in one of those library books. This insane new world, the dark one with bleeding skies and living shadows—the painful one without Aubrey and Samuel—resembled a nightmare. The kind where the reader can’t put the book down even though they hate what the dished out suffering leads to.

The heavy clouds grew larger. A warm breeze filled with sticky humidity pushed a piece of newspaper down the sidewalk. He thought about the articles that he would find if he bent over and picked up the paper. Civil unrest in foreign countries. Hunger and disease in places that no one knew how to pronounce or where they were located. God abandoned more than me. He left the world. Mark picked up the paper and crumbled it into a ball and tossed it into a recycling bin behind the shelter. 

The man who made the phone call to Mark met him in the front lobby. Kevin Witt brought Mark up to speed on the background and current needs of Dana Okoro and her son. Mark found the lady sitting on a threadbare sofa holding a red backpack with her left hand and her son’s hand in her right.

“Dana?”

The woman’s eyes painted a picture of confusion and need. “Mark Grant?”

“Yes.” Mark put his hand out in greeting.  

Dana Okoro took it with both hands, letting go of her son’s. Mark had experienced this unfortunate interaction too many times to count. He was grateful that the mother in front of him had found the courage to leave her abusive boyfriend and rescue her son by coming to The Cross. It was a hard first step, but the best one she would ever make.

Mark had always tried to help these women and their broken families find redemption. To help them rise above the wicked cycle of abuse and neglect was the ultimate gift he could give. Mark forced himself to trust pastor Roberts when he said that by being here Mark wasn’t wasting time finding Sam. 

Dana explained how she had known to ask for Mark by name. “My boyfriend’s mother was in the same hospital as Tillie Jones. They were roommates. One day when I was alone in the room and his mother was sleeping, Tillie started talking to me about this place.”

Will Okoro had found the Lego blocks and transformed the single pieces into a yellow, blue, red, and green castle. He was lost in a fantasy world where everyone was good and daddies didn’t scream and hurt mommies. The toy block creation lasted less than thirty seconds as Will pretended to be a monster that was bent on destruction. The little boy kicked the multi-colored structure so it collapsed into several clusters. After surveying the damage, the boy used his hands to tear apart the pieces so that after a few seconds the plastic building blocks were scattered all over the dingy linoleum floor. Mark knew this was the rage he had witnessed between his mother and father reenacted in the boy’s pretend world. The rage that a three year old hates but can’t verbalize.  

“I finally left for him.” Dana pointed to her son. “He needs a real man to show him how a father acts.”

Mark was pulled out of the haze, yanked back to the moment by Dana’s comment. Mark turned and saw the tears that had fallen down the woman’s brown cheeks. It was another classic case of a tortured soul looking out for her young. The babies must come first. That was the only strand of hope left to pull them selves out of a world filled with winds of despair. What the women were blind to at that initial stage was the restoration of their own hearts had to come first so they could give that much more to their children.

Mark had Dana fill out a handful of forms to start a file. He would do his best to help her and Will get situated. As Mark helped Dana complete the paperwork, Kevin Witt appeared and motioned for Mark to step into the hallway.

There were no more beds at the shelter for Dana and Will.  

Mark couldn’t turn them away. As long as he and Aubrey had worked the shelter, they had never turned a woman and her children away. Back in the early days of the shelter, Mark came up with an idea, one that he had entertained a million times, even discussed with Aubrey.  They would open their home to the women before they would ever turn them away. 

Mark went back into the office and offered this option to Dana. When she said she couldn’t possibly stay at his house, Mark briefly explained the hurtful details of his current situation and how he planned on staying with Pastor Roberts.

“You and Will can stay at our house for a few days.”

Mark tried Aubrey’s cell again and once more got her voice mail. He left another message, begging her to call back.  

Mark tried to refocus on Dana and her son. “It’s no problem.” He gave her more heart breaking details of why he wasn’t staying at his own house. “I will be at Trinity Prep off I-20 if you need to reach me.”

It took a total of three hours to go to The Cross, meet Dana and Will, listen to their story, and get them situated in Mark’s house.  

The drive back to the church was easier than the first one.  Pastor Roberts had phoned thirty minutes earlier and told Mark he had a solid lead on where Murphy was last stationed in Florida. The pastor had transferred to a small church in Tallahassee ten years ago. He had stayed there for eight years before moving across the state to a beach town called Jupiter. This information gave Mark his first sliver of hope. In his heart he knew this dark, rapid filled, river ride was going to be a long and miserable one.

Chapter 6

SUNDAY, MARCH 21, 2009

Mark Grant…

“…is our biggest acquisition to date. The Brotherhood needs him to begin our attack. They will go to church tomorrow, just as they’ve done each Sunday for who knows how long. Your job is to get the wife to pick up the boy from the nursery thirty minutes before the service ends.”

It seemed impossible. All mega churches had ramped up security over the last few years and I had no idea how I was going to pull this one off.  But for the chance to live forever…I’d give it my best shot.

“The phone is untraceable. You’ll use that to contact Mr. Grant after his wife and child are safely in your custody.”

I took the cell phone in one hand and the envelope in the other and walked to my car, the whole time my brain processing the plan. The envelope contained three 8x10 photos of the Grant family, a single sheet of labels with printing on them, and an instruction page. 

I pulled my rental car to the curb a few houses down from the Grant’s. The dash clock confirmed my fetish for punctuality:  8:26.  The target family should be coming out to the minivan any moment. Anything could happen, but I just had to see them drive off. Then I would drive around and go to the church to finish the plan.

I saw Mark Grant first. He got in behind the wheel, probably to start the car, and then walked around the van and opened one of the sliding rear doors. I could see a child’s car seat. Mark went back inside the house and a minute later returned holding a young boy with spiky blond hair. Mark put the boy in the car seat, fastened the seat belts and got back in behind the wheel. Where was the wife? The instructions made it clear that all three of the Grant’s would be going to church.

I was a chameleon, adept at adapting and would see this through. The van backed out of the driveway and I stretched out across the front seat to avoid detection. After a minute, I sat up and watched as the van disappeared in the rearview mirror. I decided to drive around the block a few times to ensure Mark hadn’t forgotten his wallet or some other item, and come back to the house. Fifteen minutes later, I was confident that Mark Grant had taken his son to Sunday service without his wife Aubrey. 

I wanted to be back at the office, tying up loose ends, but I had to go through with the current mission. I grabbed my gun off the front seat, slipped it into the waistband of my jeans and went to the front door. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I reached out and pushed the doorbell, then opened my eyes when I heard the lock open. Sweet Aubrey Grant would be on the other side thinking it was her husband coming back for a forgotten item. I was pleasantly surprised by the absence of a peephole in the family’s front door. A small miracle to help me accomplish my goal.

When the door opened, I used the element of surprise and pushed my way into the house. Aubrey screamed, but I had already shut the door behind me and pulled out my gun and told Mark’s wife to shut her mouth. Panic  pulled her face into that Scream painting by Edvard Munch. My gun kept her silent. I made sure the front door was locked and thought about my next move. All this was ad lib because the original script had Aubrey Grant going to church with her husband.

“Get dressed.” Aubrey was still clenching a tissue and wearing a terry cloth bathrobe. Her blond hair was untouched by a comb or brush and her face was red.

“Get out of my house!” The woman started running toward the bedroom. I took the opportunity to fire my weapon, blowing a favorable chunk of sheetrock out of the wall closest to her. That got Aubrey Grant’s attention. 

“Easy now, sister. Just listen to what I need you to do and no one will get hurt.” 

Aubrey cowered, but her blue eyes were strong, searching.

“Go put some clothes on suitable for church.” I thought about giving the woman privacy but couldn’t trust that she’d try calling the cops. I followed her into the bedroom where she unceremoniously changed into jeans and a t-shirt. I took a few minutes to outline the plan of how we were going to church and fetch Samuel from the nursery. Aubrey tried a few times to fight me, kicking a good size hole in the window, but I gave her the necessary attitude adjustment and she was finally submissive. 

I had Aubrey drive to the church, keeping the gun aimed at her heart. 

“When we get there, you’re going to keep that precious smile of yours glued on big and pretty, and introduce me as your brother.”

“Just remember, I will kill you and your boy if you try anything stupid. Keep your mouth shut, smile and if they ask, remember, I’m your brother.”

I gave Aubrey the parent tag that would release Samuel from the nursery and reminded her that my gun was nearby. 

We went down a small hill to a side entrance. My route had been pre-planned to minimize adult interaction. It always took something, like what was about to happen, to ramp up security. In the meantime, the cameras on the ceilings were useless. No one was watching them.  Oh, they would after today when Mark reported his son missing.  For that reason, I wore a ball cap and wig.  Samuel’s room was three doors down on the right side of the hallway.  I kept my hand on the gun just in case I needed to use it. 

An old lady came to the Dutch door that was closed on the bottom to keep the kiddos corralled. She had more makeup on her face than skin and greeted Aubrey with a crooked smile.  I stood against the wall to Aubrey’s right, far enough away so the camera wouldn’t have us together. I could hear a little boy yell Mommy. 

“Everything okay?”

I held my breath. This was really happening!

“Yeah. Sam’s Daddy is turning forty today and we’re surprising him.”

Good girl, Aubrey. Good girl. 

Aubrey put her security sticker on a clipboard sign-in sheet over Max’s name. The old lady took a matching sticker off Samuel’s shirt and put it next to Aubrey’s sticker.

I expected Aubrey to take off, or start screaming for help, but fear for her only child getting hurt, kept her quiet. She turned to face me. I nodded my head to have her start walking back to the car. A man walked by and smiled at us, thinking we were husband and wife.  Perfect.  When we were back outside the boy kept looking at me. 

“Tell him who I am, Aubrey.”

“This is your uncle, Carl.”

“Uncah Cah?”

“Yes, Uncle Carl.”  Carl was a nice name for an uncle.

When they made it back up the hill to the parking lot, Aubrey stopped. “Why are you doing this?”

I didn’t answer her.  She’d never understand.  “Get in.”

After Samuel was buckled in his car seat, I had Aubrey get in the passenger seat and I drove. Ten minutes later I pulled the minivan into the parking lot of Trinity Prep. I checked that the nosey custodian, Gabriel, wasn’t in sight and took the mother and child to my office behind the altar in the church. I handcuffed the mother to the wall and let the boy play with some toys. I grabbed my favorite drink, a Cherry Coke from my floor fridg and took a long drink.

Then we waited for Mark to arrive.

How exciting.

POSTED BY SIN AT 2:32 PM  0 COMMENTS

Chapter 7

John Roberts listened as Mark shared his visit to the shelter. The pastor was inspired by the man’s courage in the midst of tragedy. It motivated him to try as hard as he could to help Mark get his family back. When the distraught father was finished, Roberts shared the results of his detective work as it related to finding the elusive Brain Murphy.

“Brian’s mother, Anne, is in a nursing home in West Palm Beach. Place called The Springs.” Roberts handed Mark a sheet of typing paper with scribbled notes of what he had found, so Mark could follow along.

Murphy had requested a transfer to Tallahassee because he had gone to Florida State University as an undergraduate. After college he went to a seminary in Miami, and after the seminary he found a congregation back in Tallahassee. Murphy is—was—the senior pastor of a Pantego Bible Church in Jupiter.

“I took the liberty of ordering a round trip flight. You fly into Palm Beach International and the church is only a thirty-minute drive north of the airport. Got a rental car too and you’re all set for a hotel room as well.”

All this information kept the hope sliver growing, making holding on easier, but there was no way leaving town would be an option. Going to the shelter was hard enough.  “I can’t get on a plane to Florida when my wife and son are here, somewhere nearby.”

The priest closed his eyes. He opened them.  “Forgive me, but it sounds like your wife left you. And if you can figure out what Murphy’s secret information is, it sounds like you will see your son a whole lot sooner than by staying here and waiting.”

“My wife did not leave me!” Mark got up from the chair and grabbed a paperback off the man’s shelf.  It was The Good Guy by Dean Koontz.  Mark had noticed that Roberts had multiple copies of that book and another one by Koontz called Watchers. Mark grabbed one of the extra copies of Watchers and went to the door.  “Mind if I borrow these?”

“Of course not. That’s why they’re there. Funny thing is, all the duplicates belonged to Brian. He had a penchant for Koontz and King.  Read more of those guys than he did his Bible. When Murphy left, his library collection stayed.  Except The Shining. That was his favorite book in the world. Take whatever you want.  It’ll help pass time on the plane.”

The caller left the note in King’s The Shining. What were the odds?  Maybe Brian Murphy was Konrad Lynch. And if that was the case, then hunting him down in Florida might help Mark get Samuel back. “My wife and son are missing. I can’t read a novel, let alone two.” Mark was annoyed at the relaxed tone Roberts used.

“Then why do you need them?”

“They’re my wife’s favorite. She just finished the Good Guy last week. When I brought the family from the shelter to our house, I went to the bedroom and checked the nightstand where Aubrey keeps at least three Koontz novels ready to read or reread. These two copies are my motivation to get Aubrey back.”

The pastor held two thumbs up to let Mark know he was rooting for him. 

Mark’s cell rang. The screen read GRACE BIBLE CHURCH.  “Hello.”

“Mark Grant, please.”

“Speaking.”

“Mark, this is Leon Denning with the security team here at Grace. I reviewed the tapes and the footage recorded during the time that Samuel was picked up from his class.”

Mark thought a silent prayer that Denning would have some new information that would help bring Samuel home.

“And?”

“We have a woman that matches the description of your wife. Same build, length of hair. She carried a purse with a picture of your son printed on the canvass just like you said your wife carries.”

Aubrey picked up Sam? No way. He wanted to argue with the guy, but he had already caused one scene with these people. He needed to stay calm. Mark hung up the phone.

“I need you to be honest with me, Mark. I can’t help you if you’re holding anything back.” The pastor had taken a pipe off of a stand on the coffee table between the two chairs. From a plastic pouch, Roberts took a generous pinch of tobacco and stuffed it into the bowl of the pipe. He used a small metal tool with a flat head to tamp down the tobacco and then a second tool that resembled a metal toothpick to poke a hole through the tobacco.  Roberts pulled a box of wooden matches from his pants pockets. He lit the pipe and the inviting scent of vanilla quickly filled the air.

“We had a gigantic argument before church.” Mark noticed the rack contained another pipe.  He had enjoyed a few cigars in his college days and wanted to try the pipe in hopes that it would relax his frayed nerves.  Roberts smiled and set up the pipe as he 

motioned for Mark to continue.  “Aubrey said she had some concerns about the way I disciplined Samuel. That I clenched my fists.”

“You hit him?” The pastor took a pull on the pipe, exhaled a blue-gray cloud of smoke, and raised the hand not holding the pipe to make the universal sign for stop. “Had she ever voiced those same concerns before today?”

“No.” Mark took a pull from his pipe and started coughing. “I’d never hit Samuel. Never.”

“Go on.”

“Aubrey said it made her nervous when I would raise my voice. She said I shouldn’t yell at Sam and that I should remember he’s only three.” Mark felt the tears rising. He had a bad habit of keeping his emotions locked up in a secret place in his heart. The conflict and stress from Hope’s death had been stuffed down in the dark mental storage shed of his brain allowing him to not to have to deal with it. But after a while there was no more room in the shed and Mark found himself in a rage when all the stored emotions exploded.

“What caused the fight?”

This was the part of the raging river that was hidden under the current. The razor sharp rocks that jutted up from the bottom, silently waiting to tear up an unsuspecting soul that had been thrown from the raft.

“I clenched my fists and yelled at Sam. He got scared he started screaming and crying.”

Mark felt like dirt. But, it didn’t matter.  Getting Samuel back was the only thing that mattered now. Mark was ready to do whatever it took.

This was war.

Chapter 8

The sun set as Gabriel Tindal locked the main entrance doors and walked to his car.  It seemed just yesterday that he got back from his tour of duty in Vietnam and started working for Trinity Prep. The car had been given to him as a gift for twenty-five years of service as head custodian. That was ten years ago. He was on his last year before retirement and the feeling was bittersweet. The students respected him more than any teacher or principal. Gabriel was more of a counselor and friend to the children than a custodian. Faces changed, but the way he had been treated over the years was nothing short of uplifting.

Up ahead, Pastor Roberts was walking a young man across the garden. The pair stopped and waved as soon as they noticed him. Gabriel didn’t recognize the young man, but he believed in kindness and waved back. Roberts called out something about never guessing who his acquaintance was. 

“This is Mark Grant. He left us in ’84 and moved to California.” Pastor Roberts took a step to the side giving his guest a chance to shake Gabriel’s hand.

After the handshake, Gabriel stared at the young man trying to make a connection to a not so distant past. A brain switch was turned on. “You Miss Eleanor’s son?” Miss E worked as the school secretary. Gabriel recalled that she had one son named Mark.  

“Yes. It is so good to see you.” The young man appeared stressed. Gabriel learned a long time ago to keep his mouth shut. If people wanted to talk they’d tell you. If they didn’t, it’s best for you to let it go, whatever it is about. Odds were, when people didn’t feel pressured to reveal deep issues they’d talk your ears off.

The pastor said that he would be praying for Mark and his family. Roberts gave the young man a hug and headed back to the office. Gabriel wanted to ask the young man what was wrong, but remembered his rule that listening brings more information than speaking and opted for a different approach. This wasn’t the first time a former student had returned to visit the school. A good number had started families of their own and sent the children to Trinity Prep.

“Do you mind if I take a look around?”

There it was. “No sir. Come on. I’ll show you how things have changed around here.”

Gabriel led Mark Grant to the school’s new addition first. The gymnasium. When Mark was a student the kids had been at the mercy of the elements as they were forced to learn physical education on a concrete basketball court. Thankfully, enough sponsors had pooled their resources and had a real gym, with a hardwood basketball court and retractable bleachers, built.

“How’s Miss Eleanor these days? Life takin’ good care of her I hope?”

The young man had a distracted look in his brown eyes. Usually the alumni that Gabriel led on these reunion tours had eyes filled with nostalgia. Not the case with the young man at his side. Mark’s face was covered in sadness. The young man wasn’t here to reminisce. Gabriel would save the small talk for another time.

Gabriel had completed his tour guide duties and headed back towards his car when Mark Grant called his name.   

“Do you know if they still have that storage closet off the stage?”

The faculty used that storage space for school supplies and textbooks. “Sure do.”

“This is going to sound insane, but would you mind if I look at it?”

“You’re right. That is insane, but no. I don’t mind. Come on.”

When the reached the cafeteria, Gabriel grabbed his key ring and found the key that unlocked the stage closet. “We still keep supplies, books and the occasional lost and found items in here. Probably have some jackets from the ‘70’s in here, if that’s what you’re looking for.”

The former student didn’t respond at first. He just stared at the closet as if his favorite article of clothing had been trapped inside for more than twenty years. “I was in a play in second grade.  Something about a circus. I was a lion. There were about eight of us who wore these ridiculous brown polyester pants with tails and manes that were sewn from a fabric that was the color of spoiled mustard.  Our teachers had us crawl around on the floor and growl. Riveting drama.”

Gabriel didn’t miss the fact that Mr. Grant didn’t answer his question. He’d wait a minute and ask again. It didn’t come down to that.

“Gabriel, do you know what’s in the back of the closet?”

“Clothes?”

Mark Grant shook his head. “Past the clothes. Come here, I’ll show you.”

In all his years at Trinity, Gabriel hadn’t felt the rush of adrenaline that now filled his system.  He followed the man past piles of clothes and shelves of miscellaneous math books, race car erasers, and purple pens until they had gone about five feet into the closet. Mr. Grant moved a portable shelf unit out of the way and pointed to a section of the floor that was discolored. The man knelt down, rubbed his hand over that particular section of floor and stopped after five passes.

“What on earth are you doin’?”

“There was a wooden hatch right here. See the way the wood is darker here.” The visitor pushed on the edges of the darker section of flooring. “I need a screwdriver.”

Gabriel had one in his utility closet. He told Mark to wait a minute.

When he returned the visitor had wasted no time using the sharp end of the screwdriver to remove half of the wooden square. Gabriel watched in shock, as Mr. Grant applied more elbow grease and pried the remaining section of panel from the floor. Despite the dim light, Gabriel could make out what looked like a recessed trap door. It was about four inches lower than the closet floor and had a small ceramic knob attached closest to the end where Mr. Grant had started pulling up the false floor covering.

“What in good name of heaven is that?”

“There used to be a ladder that went down into a basement.”

Gabriel watched as the younger man pulled up on the knob. The hatch opened and a draft of stale air rose up from the hole in the floor.

Gabriel followed Mr. Grant down the hatch. There was an iron ladder that went down no more than ten feet. Gabriel couldn’t believe what he saw when he got to the bottom of the ladder. An entire room that ran the length of the cafeteria was filled with rows of metal shelves—they had to have been brought down and assembled because the hatch opening was no more than a three by three square.

“This was an old basement of a farmhouse that sat on this property before the school was built.  Pastor Murphy showed a group of his students this and told us that the original plan was to make this the gym and this was the hole they dug for an indoor swimming pool. I remember he said that there were some financial problems and the project fell through. They decided to build the cafeteria over it and use this for storage, but as you can see that plan also went by the wayside.”

“They must have sealed it up before you came on staff.”

The subterranean chamber smelled of mildew and was illuminated by a string of light bulbs that had been attached to the ceiling over the middle aisle. When they reached the place where they couldn’t proceed any further, Gabriel knelt down, put his hands over his mouth and said a prayer of thanks for the scene his eyes beheld.  

Unreal.

Chapter 9

A police siren wailed in the distance. The shrill sound was a small seed of hope that Aubrey and Samuel would come home. “When I was in eighth grade, one of my classmates Eddie Reyes took a group of us down that trap door into the basement. After that find, we thought Eddie was higher than the Pope.”


“I always lock the building. How’d you guys get in?”


There was a time in Mark Grant’s life when he made ridiculous decisions and never thought the day would come when he’d regret them. That day came three years ago.  Mark had been at a school workshop when his cell vibrated. It was Aubrey and she needed Mark to come home and take her to the hospital. Samuel was on his way into the world. Mark left the meeting and broke several speed limits on his drive to get his very pregnant wife to the hospital. They arrived in time to check Aubrey in to the labor and delivery unit of the woman’s wing of Memorial Hospital. The protocol was that a duty nurse checked the mother to see how well labor was progressing. If the measurements were too low, mother and baby-to-be were sent home.


While all this was going on for Aubrey, a lady had been brought into the bed next door. She was screaming in pain. Nurses wheeled her into the operating room just across the hall from where Mark and Aubrey were waiting. The lady had been alone, screaming in pain. An hour later Mark heard from the nurse that the lady’s baby didn’t make it. The reality of pain slipped into Mark’s conscience at that moment. After Samuel was born healthy, the time had come for Mark Grant to start caring about choices he made. To start caring about God.


“One of the cafeteria windows. The one on the end by the back doors. Pretty simple. I had unscrewed the lock just enough so that anyone on the inside wouldn’t know the difference. All we had to do from the outside was give the window one good rap and the whole lock, screws and all would drop out. We were playing hide-n-seek and Manuel Kelly found the hatch when he went to hide. No one could find him and we didn’t want to leave him down there. He finally gave up and revealed his spot, The Chamber.”


“Pastor Murphy told me that when he turned thirty-three, he had a dream about collecting money for some future battle. Something about having enough money to fight the devil. Of course, I thought the guy was whacked out of his mind.”


Mark paused, waiting to get a comment about how insane his story sounded, but none came. He continued. “The pastor said that when I turned thirty-three I was going to need the money and that I should come here to get it, but not before. Anyone insane enough to take a child from their family is a devil. So, Murphy was right in that regard.”


The custodian opened up a cardboard box.


“Obviously, as a kid, I thought free money sounded pretty good. Then, as I got older, the pastor freaked me out. He’d call me every year on my birthday and reminded me about the money. He kept talking about how he believed I would have a big part to play in a war against the devil. The guy had lost his marbles, so I distanced myself from Murphy.”


Gabriel shared his limited knowledge about how the church started an ugly rumor that Murphy was skimming money from the collection plate each week.


Mark nodded. “Murphy pleaded with me to believe that the money wasn’t stolen. He had, according to his story, recruited friends from all over the country to donate to his cause.”


“What was the cause? I heard it was for the child abuse thing.”


“Don’t laugh. I’m quoting brother Murphy. The Sending. A battle between believers and the kingdom of darkness. Both sides believe the end of the world is coming real soon. The enemy wants to keep as many of God’s children out of heaven. And more importantly, the Sending is supposed to serve an even greater purpose. Satan has figured out a way to get back into heaven.”

Mark’s cell rang. He answered, begging God for a chance to talk to Sam.

“Hello Mark.” Konrad Lynch. “I’ve got your boy right here. Aubrey too. Wanna come on out and say hi to your family?”

Aubrey and Sam were here at the school?  “Where are you?”


Click.
Chapter 10

The animal that had his son wasn’t at the school. After getting the last call, Mark ran out of the building and up and down the campus. No one else but Mark and Gabriel were there. Mark didn’t want to move the money out of the basement, especially if he was being watched. He got Gabriel’s phone number and told him he would be in touch, and headed home.

Walking up to his house and seeing lights on was odd, knowing that Aubrey and Samuel were still in the arms of a killer. Mark couldn’t—wouldn’t—bring himself to believe that Aubrey’s note was legit. There was no way. He couldn’t figure why the church camera showed Aubrey picking Samuel up and then hearing her on the phone with Samuel. The man who orchestrated this evil must have made her write the note. Mark still hadn’t heard from Aubrey’s parents.  


Mark opened the front door and was hit with the smell of spaghetti sauce. He walked down the hallway to the kitchen and found Dana Okoro at the oven stirring something in a pan.


“I’m sorry if this is overstepping my welcome. I haven’t had or enjoyed a home cooked meal in a long time.”


Mark saw Dana’s son drawing with crayons on a big piece of white paper at the round table. The boy seemed happy. His little hands each gripped an oversized crayon and he made random designs like he was conducting an invisible orchestra and the crayons were batons.


“No, I just came back to get some things. Change of clothes, toothpaste.”


Mark gave Dana the phone number to the church and told her to call him if she couldn’t find what she needed in the house. His heart was drained of gratefulness, but knowing that the mother and son were not walking the streets was enough to keep it from breaking. 


Crash.


Mark heard the glass break and thought it came from the study. He ran from the kitchen, down the hall and saw orange-yellow flames lapping at the chair next to his desk. A Molotov cocktail had been thrown through the window. Mark yelled for Dana to grab Will and get out of the house. The gasoline had splattered over the study’s floor, causing the flames to extend across the room. 


He was grateful they had chosen hard wood instead of carpet. The next thing he was grateful for was that Aubrey had done daycare in the house for a few years. Part of the yearly certification meant she had to have a fire extinguisher. Mark grabbed the red canister from the laundry room and ran back to put out the flames. He managed to get the fire out before any real damage was done. The floor had been blackened in the center where the bottle landed, the burn marks resembling spilled ink.  


Mark found a broom and dustpan and swept up the glass pieces. The glass was green. A bottle of wine. The label had turned to ash in the blaze. Mark jumped.  His nerves frayed. He dropped the broom. Dana was standing in the doorway holding her son.


Aubrey’s favorite wine. Marked checked the foil wrapper around the opening of the bottle. His wife’s favorite. BV. The winery put out special labels with the number 100 on the foil to commemorate the company’s hundredth anniversary.


Aubrey can’t be involved. 


Mark had to remain calm for the mother’s sake. There had to be a reason his path crossed Dana Okoro’s during this darkest day of Mark’s life. Fear had kept this woman and a thousand more, locked in abusive, stressful relationships far too long. The quicker Dana’s confidence erased her trepidation in regard to her past, the quicker she would succeed out on her own. He had to get her to face her fears and that meant that she needed to talk about those dark splinters of pain that the past had shoved into her spirit. Like their wooden counterparts, the memories hurt more coming out than they did going in.  Reason tried to push him Mark toward calling the police, but his spirit guided him to focus on the mother.  “What made you go to the shelter?”


Dana rubbed her son’s crew cut, and kissed Will’s cheeks over and over. Love was still a part of her soul. For that Mark was glad.  “My ex hit Will.”


That was the unfortunate event that sent most battered mothers packing. The innate desire to protect their young overruled all else. 


“You’re safe here.” Even though a glass bottle just crashed  through my window. “I’ll stay down here on the couch. It’s not like I’m going to be able to sleep with my wife and kid out there with a devil. You and Will can sleep upstairs in the guest room.”


Dana offered a weak objection, which Mark squarely rejected. He called Pastor Roberts and told him the change of plans. Mark went over the plan for the next morning. The pastor would take him to the airport with enough time to go through security and check in at the gate. 


Mark made sure Dana and Will had everything they needed and said goodnight. When he got back downstairs, he went to the garage and found a piece of cardboard. Mark taped it over the hole in his study window. He tried to call Aubrey’s cell and again got her voicemail. He called her parents with the same result. Mark fell to his knees and slammed his fists over the burned section of the floor. He wanted to cry but couldn’t. Mark stuck both hands up in the air, toward heaven and pleaded with his absent maker. He asked the Lord of the universe the question that has only one answer:


“Why can’t you help me?” 


Silence was the answer.

*      *      *

MONDAY, MARCH 22, 2009

Here I Come. 

My job is to cause the fall of Man.  You have to understand that free will is real. We’re not robots. That’s where I come in. Without me Man might still be in Eden prancing around in his birthday suit. No cares in the world. If you’ve ever been to church you’ve heard about me. I got kicked out of heaven. Since  my destiny is set, I’d like to take as many of you with me as I can. That way I won’t be lonely. Wait, I’m jumping ahead of myself. You’re probably dying (no pun intended) to find out what happened to the Prey. Well, not to ruin the ending, but she died. I didn’t have a choice.

But the Prey must always die. That’s the way it has to be. 

Energy, on the other hand, now that’s the real reason you’re still reading this. The power of life! When one dies, the one who kills absorbs the bleeding energy and becomes greater and more powerful than before. In the animal kingdom, scientists call it the food chain. In our world we call it Desire. At the lowest level, a person tries to put food on their table so they go to work. They toil and get tired, but their energy went into making a product. Let’s say that product is designer clothing. Now, follow me to the other end of food chai—Desire. Here we have a person who has more than they know what to do with, but needs to satisfy the Desire so they go buy the designer clothes. Neither party is to blame.

Here I come. 
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Konrad Lynch stared at the monitor. He thrived on energy. His fingers tapped the keys as he set a new record for completing one of these things.
While I Wait 

While I wait for Mark Grant to do his job, I have to tell you that I am the kind of person who needs to have more than one task going at the same time to maximize my power. Like a solar panel, my completed tasks allowed me to absorb energy from the enemy and store it for future use. I reached across to the passenger seat and grabbed my Mac Book. I parked the SUV in front of a single story home with wireless internet. There were still people with unencrypted networks, which made my work even more covert. No trails meant no interruptions, which in turn equaled more energy.

There is a purpose in the killing. In preparation for this sacred day, the day I take my rightful place in Heaven, I went to two churches and attended their Bible study groups. I actually had fun filling out bogus visitor cards and was successful in getting personal emails from two different leaders. I had even gone so far as to attend one small group meeting held in one of the leader’s homes. The Bible is correct where it mentions that I masquerade as an angel of light. But, people—most “Christians” don’t read it. 

Take Gary and Sue Martin. They are be described by their church peers as a perfect, God-fearing couple with two young kids. They welcomed me with hugs and smiles. They were indeed trying to love the least of these. I wanted to wipe the whole family out, but again I needed to practice restraint. Killing one, the wife, gave me the higher probability of success in terms of my mission. The distraught husband typically had weaker faith than his bride. The male was easier to lead astray. 

The enemy had taught that he goes after those “sheep” that stray. My job is to get them separated. I kill the wife. The husband goes into obvious depression and begins to think that God isn’t really there. Overtime, the husband becomes a voice for my cause without even realizing it, uttering blasphemies everywhere he goes. 

I looked at my watch. I had fifteen minutes before the Martin’s home group arrived. I lied, imagine that, about not having a car and the chivalrous husband offered to pick me up. The wife’s car was in the driveway. I opened up my email and typed a message to the senior pastor at the Martin’s church. Here I come. 

I got out of my car and walked up the driveway to the Martin’s front door. I rang the bell and felt that familiar wave of adrenaline wash over me when Sue opened the door. Her expression registered the shock that her brain experienced. She knew there was no way her dutiful husband could have gone across town and returned with me that quickly. I shoved her back into her living room and slammed the door behind me. 

“Get out!”  

“I’m sorry Sue. I really am,” I said. “I can’t get out until you’re dead. And you can’t be dead until I kill you.” Sue Martin tried running into a back bedroom, but I put a stop to that plan. I shot her in the back and left her lying in the middle of the living room. I left the house relieved. Yes, the enemy’s child, Sue Martin was on her way to heaven, but her death would put the Christians on the run. Starting with her husband, the whole lot would denounce the one who kicked me out of heaven.

Here I come.
POSTED BY SIN AT 1:54 AM  0 COMMENTS

The excerpts contained in this document are the property of their respective authors and are protected by copyright law. Neither this document nor any portion thereof may be disseminated, photocopied, posted online, or otherwise published except by written consent from the author(s).
� New Living Translation





1

