[bookmark: _GoBack]“I have returned to save mankind and guide you back to the one true path to the Creator.”
Reverend Harold O’Connell stared up with blazing eyes at the nearly nine foot tall alien creature standing before him. A host of incredibly beautiful angels, magnificent wings unfurled and dressed in ancient battle armor formed an arc behind the divine being. He should have been cowed at the sight of the Messiah, but he was not. He was furious. 
“You wear the guise of our Lord Jesus Christ,” O’Connell said harshly, “but admit you are not even human. The Bible says ‘For false Christs and false prophets will rise and show great signs and wonders to deceive, if possible, even the elect.’ You are here to deceive. God created man in His own image. You are not even a man.”
“Which man?” the Messiah replied sharply. A misty golden glow appeared around him. His body shimmered and shifted in form between woman and man, each one representing a different race of humanity. “Who are you to assume you know the true face of the Creator?”
Reverend O’Connell smiled viciously. He’d goaded the imposter into proving his point. “You are a shape-shifter. A fraud and worse.”
“You are a demon!”
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Chapter 1
At precisely 11:59:59 pm local time, no matter which city you lived in when it occurred, the world was changed forever. The phenomenon began on Friday, June 1st, 2027 above the ornate dome of St. Peter's Basilica at the Vatican in that momentous second before the chime of midnight. A brilliant cross-shaped star appeared in the night sky, its tail beaming straight down toward the apex of the dome. Those awake enough to see the incredible event stood in shocked wonderment or fell to their knees in pious awe. Within the hour, the entire city was awake and staring into the heavens.
The second star materialized above St. Paul’s Cathedral in London just as Big Ben struck the midnight hour. The busy taverns around Piccadilly Circus and in the South Bank area came to a sudden halt as stunned pub patrons poured into the streets. Even though pulse-pounding music still filled the warm summer air, the raucous laughter of party-goers turned to lowered voices and muted conversations.
The only ones more amazed – and confused - by the heavenly display were the astronomers in the nearby observatories. No matter if their telescopes were lens-based or radio-based, the data they received made no sense at all. None of them could tell how far away the stars were nor could they detect any type of radiation emanating from them. Once that information was shared with the military, all forces went on high alert. To make matters even more disturbing, once the first rays of sunshine rose above the horizon, the stars disappeared without a trace.
Detective Carl Washburn drove slowly down Broadway near Seventh Street shaking his head at the displays blazing in the late-night sky. He cursed loudly when a taxi cut him off as it swerved through the heavy Saturday night traffic. Most of the true New Yorkers filling the packed streets and sidewalks didn’t even look up at the displays at first. Their senses had tuned out the constant barrage of images from the mammoth screens a long time ago. However, the news flashing across the huge digital monitors was so incredible that the throng gathered in Times Square stopped dead-still gaping in wonder at the stories which made his progress even more difficult than normal.
Even the hard-bitten detective had glanced up at them for a moment. The stories of the new stars appearing over the Vatican and above London last night were odd, to say the least, but Carl was too fact oriented to believe anything he didn’t see with his own eyes and couldn’t touch with his own hands. Sure, the pictures and video of the events were interesting but the moment the scientists said they could get no readings on the celestial objects, Carl tossed the information into the UFO category and ignored them. If his job taught him anything it was to be wary of anything that could not be proved. Witnesses lied. Photos could be manipulated.
Carl turned his black sedan up 47th Street and parked near the back alley behind Howard Johnson’s, the blue and red lights on his dash adding to the calliope of color filling the night. Yellow police tape blocked both ends and squad cars kept the looky-loos away from the body lying behind the dumpster. One look at the well-dressed corpse told him all he needed to know. Still, he took notes and listened to the officers on the scene.
“Looks like another tourist got shanked for his wallet,” Sargent Wilkenson said blandly, having seen more dead bodies than he could count. “No watch, jewelry, ID or car keys. The pockets are all turned out.”
Carl nodded at the assessment. “You’d think they’d learn to stay away from dark alleys or at least stay with a group,” he sighed heavily. The man was young, perhaps in his early twenties, little more than a boy. That always bothered him more than older victims. “What a waste. I hope his prints are in the system. Otherwise, this will be a long, long night.”
“They’re not,” the pretty little tech squatting near the corpse said. She took the dead man’s fingers off her scanner and glanced up at Carl. Even with the grisly remains at her feet, she still smiled up at him, a glimmer of flirtation in her sparkling blue eyes. “Looks like we’ll be canvassing the hotels and restaurants. What a pain.”
Carl only nodded curtly, ignoring her interest, and took a few more notes. He was well aware of his chiseled good looks and often used them to his advantage but now was not the time. After doing a thorough survey of the scene and getting final reports from the officers, he headed back to his car. He’d leave the leg work to the patrol cops and see what he could find in the precinct’s databases. Just another normal Saturday night.
He fired up the engine, his eyes staring at his tablet and his mind mulling over the information he’d gathered. A tough one with little to go on, but Carl was good at this. His conviction rate proved it. Puzzles were his thing and he caught details most others missed. That’s what made him the best.
The widows of his car were open on such a warm summer night but the detective was so engrossed in his thoughts that it took several seconds for him to register the sudden change in the air. Somewhere in the distance, the faint sounds of church bells rang out the coming of midnight, echoing through the manmade tunnels between the towering skyscrapers. He shouldn’t have been able to hear them. Between blaring horns, street vendors hawking their wares, blasting music, shouted conversations, and the constant stream of commentary from the display screens, the noise level was incredible. Bells ringing should have been inaudible.
Carl raised his head. Everything around him was at a standstill. The cops on the street stared upward, their eyes wide and their mouths gaping. Not a vehicle moved on the wide roadway yet there was no colorful cursing, shouting, or honking. It was as if the entire city simply stopped cold.
Carl joined the other drivers jumping from their cars and turned to see what the silence was all about. Behind him, somewhere over Broadway, a bright, T-shaped star suddenly appeared in the night sky. Even the dazzling lights of New York City could not diminish the brilliance of the silver-white beams radiating from the heavenly apparition.
“Holy shit!” he said softly, staring upward.
The words barely left his lips before chaos reigned.
Angeline Morgan wasn’t standing with the packed crowd of reporters on West 35th Street in front of Midtown South listening to the DCPI doling out the latest updates on the phenomena and the impact on the city. She waited patiently near the back door knowing Carl would be coming out any minute. Nightshift was over and she wanted to catch him before he left for home. It was a little past eight am and the sun was desperately trying to seep between the monstrously tall buildings jammed tightly together on every square inch of the island. As usual, it failed miserably.
 She stayed quietly back in the shadows as the double doors opened, leaning against the peeling paint of an old brick wall until the majority of tired off-duty cops made their way to their cars or sauntered off toward the subway. Carl had a habit of staying longer than the others so she wasn’t afraid of missing him in the mass exodus.
“Hey,” Angeline called out as the stream of men and women turned into a slow trickle. She stepped into the light and waved her hand when he finally made his exit.
“Hey, Angel,” Carl said with a small smile. He looked haggard and his brown eyes were dark and sunken beneath his deeply furrowed brow. “Shouldn’t you be out front with the rest of the vultures?”
She grinned at his playful slight and slipped her arm around his bent elbow. “Naw. You know I prefer fresh meat,” she said with a chuckle. “I thought I’d go directly to the source. You were downtown when shit hit the fan from what I hear. I’d like your take on everything.”
“I can’t give you anything different than the DCPI and you probably know more than he does anyway.” He let go of her arm and walked with her toward his car. “Besides, I thought you were still forced to do fluff pieces for the Lifestyle section these days. The mayor didn’t much like you inferring he was involved with the cover-up when you broke that big bribery story that netted his chief of staff.”
“I know he was,” Angeline replied, her tone sharp and a little bitter. “I just couldn’t prove it.”
“Well, it still cost you,” Carl said, knowing how her reputation had been trashed. “So what are you doing on this story?”
“Officially, I’m not,” she said stiffly, “but maybe if I can get something the others can’t, I can get back in my editor’s good graces. Want to grab some breakfast? I’ll even spring for it.”
“I’m always up for a free meal,” he said, opening the passenger side door of his sedan, “but I’m just a simple homicide cop. I don’t know what to think about any of this. It’s way outside of my wheelhouse.”
“But you saw it appear with your own eyes,” Angeline said once he got inside and fastened his seatbelt. “I know you’re not the religious type, so what’s your take on it?”
Carl sat behind the wheel, both hands tightly gripping the laced leather cover. His lips were drawn in a hard line across his strong, angled jaw. What started as amazement and wonder turned to outright panic and hysteria when the second star blazed above Silver Spring, Maryland at the exact same time. Being less than ten miles from DC, the Pentagon was in an uproar. The images splashed across the giant screens and the excited commentary of the news anchors tore through the Square like a hurricane. Carl spent the rest of his night breaking up brawls, clearing accidents, and moving the droves of kneeling worshipers off the city streets. But through it all, his warrior instincts screamed at him that something was very, very wrong.
“I think things are just getting started,” he said tersely. He reached for the ignition and the big engine purred into life. “I think something is coming and it has nothing to do with God. I think we are all in trouble. Big trouble.”
He was only half right.
Kylie Jorgensen glared at the monitors in the Henry Barber Research Observatory in Springfield, Illinois as if she hated them with every fiber of her being. On the screens on her left were the images and spectral analysts from the 20-inch Cassegrain reflector telescope and to her right were the photometer readings from the 16-inch Mead LX200 Schmidt-Cassegrain F/10. None of them made any sense at all. The data was unlike anything she had ever seen before and it drove her mad. She had reset the instruments repeatedly and always got the same results.
What the information did confirm was the fact that these were not stars at all. First was the variation in magnitude from zero to -23 with luminosity ranging from 251 to 399 billion. It seemed as if the star she was watching was pulsing. Energy readings ran up and down like a singer practicing musical scales. Yet, the photographs showed absolutely no changes in size or brightness. To make matters more frustrating, she could get no calculations on distance. The object could be in earth orbit or trillions of parsecs away. Lastly, once the sun rose, the ‘star’ vanished completely. The location it once occupied was nothing but a black spot in space devoid of surrounding light or background stars. This was the same data Kylie had received from her fellow astronomers but that didn’t make it any easier to believe. She did have one thing going for her that they did not. She knew where the next one would appear.
The Friday night occurrences over the Vatican and St. Paul’s seemed to have direct connections to the Catholic Church. However, when the next two glowed above New York and Maryland on Saturday, that link was questioned. Something about those cities caused a tickle in Kylie which nagged at her brain. It wasn’t until the manifestation Sunday night over Chicago that the idea crystalized in mind. She immediately turned her telescopic array toward the heavens above Salt Lake City and, an hour later, her theory was proven.
Kylie eyed her screens one more time daring them to argue with her and hating them for what they weren’t telling her. She needed further confirmation and knew just how to get it. Kylie picked up her phone and said, “Get me Gordon Gerard at NASA. We need to move the Hubble.”
“Just who is this Dr. Jorgenson?” General Mathis asked gruffly, staring across the huge oval table at the head of NASA. The General had one of the Hubble images in his meaty hand and was just as bewildered by it as was the rest of the intelligence officers in the room. “And how did she know this object would show up over Los Angeles next followed by the one over Dengfeng, China fifteen hours later?”
“Dr. Jorgenson is probably the brightest mind in the field today,” Gordon replied, wiping the nervous dampness from his nearly bald head with the handkerchief he always carried with him. “She has doctorates in astronomy, astrophysics, and engineering as well as degrees in a variety of related subjects. Oddly, she also has a Bachelors in Psychology. She’s helped design several telescopes, including her own. She is the youngest director of an observatory in history and peerless in her research, yet she is also a bit of an anomaly even among us oddballs,” he said, making a feeble attempt at easing the tension in the conference room. His words fell flat.
“How is she an anomaly?” the General asked, his tone hard and suspicious as usual.
“Well,” Gordon said, cleaning his rimless glasses with the same handkerchief, “She is a verified genius. She’s been offered postings at the most prodigious observatories in the world, but she chooses to stay at the relatively small and obscure station near her alma mater. Not that the Barber Research Observatory is subpar in anyways. It’s well-equipped and top-notch, but she could have vied for my job if she wanted to.”
“Next,” he continued, slipping his glasses back over his over-large ears, “she seeks no special attention. Her published papers are incredible and highly detailed, but she writes only for academia and not for publicity. She is young, female, and attractive and could be a combination of Carl Sagan and Stephen Hawking – the face of modern astronomy – but she prefers to stay out of the limelight. Pure research is her only goal.”
“As for how she knew where the phenomena would occur next,” Gordon concluded, “that you will have to ask her yourself. She’s waiting outside.”
The General raised his hand and the Marine at the door stepped out into the hallway. He assessed the woman the guard ushered in as critically as he would any soldier under his command. He wasn’t nearly impressed as the NASA Director seemed to be. The woman wore a white, button-up blouse beneath a dark blue jacket with a matching skirt that fell to the middle of her calves. The outfit was about two sizes too large and hung on her like limp drapes. She had auburn hair that was tied up tightly in a frizzed bun on the back of her head that was held in place by a sharpened pencil. A pencil! The woman might have been pretty, but she wore no makeup, and a pair of large, black, horn-rimmed glasses almost covered up half her face. She carried a tan, battered briefcase and her walk was not filled with an air of confidence. She seemed to be hunched in on herself and when she sat in the offered chair, she gripped her hands in front of her as if she was about to pray. However, when she looked up at the General, her large jade eyes met his directly without flinching.
“Thank you for joining us, Dr. Jorgenson,” General Mathis said flatly, but politely. “I understand you’ve made some discoveries that are vital to our inquiries. Could you enlighten us, please?”
Before speaking, Kylie reached for her old briefcase, opened it, and passed out a sheaf of papers to circulate around the table. Once done, she straightened her spine and squared her shoulders. When she spoke, the General was surprised to hear her voice was firm and steady without a trace of the quiver he expected. If she was nervous at all, she hid it well.
“First of all,” she said, diving right into her presentation without preamble, “I concur with all of my colleges in the assertion that these objects are not stars. They’re emitting some kind of interference that scrambles our instrumentation making all data relating to them useless.”
She raised a sheet that showed two images of the objects. “Even photography is affected. The picture on the right was taken by my telescope at the Barber Research Observatory. The one on the left by the Hubble. They are identical. They should not be,” she said, shaking her head slightly. “The Hubble image should be sharper and appear closer. There should be color variations and there are not. It makes no sense.”
“So if they are not stars, what are they?” the General asked, staring at the pictures in his hand. “And do they pose a threat?”
“We do not know,” Kylie responded, looking at him as if she had already answered that. “We have classified these two objects as UFOs. As for posing a threat, they have caused no harm except for the hysteria associated with their appearance.”
“UFOs?” FBI Director David Carpenter snickered. He ran his fingers through his jet black, short-trimmed hair and straightened his dark red tie. “Are you saying these are flying saucers filled with little green men?”
Kylie stared at him with such scorn that he squirmed in his seat. Her tone made him feel as if his mother had just scolded him. “I said they were unidentified flying objects. That means they are unidentified. Look up the word.”
The Director bit his lip and said nothing. His cheeks flushed and he busied himself shuffling the documents before him.
“But you called them flying objects,” the General injected sternly, turning the woman’s attention from his embarrassed intelligence counterpart. “So you think they are a craft of some kind and there are only two of them.”
“In my personal opinion, yes,” Kylie replied confidently, nodding her head. “Not all of my colleagues agree.”
“To clarify,” Gordon cut in, ignoring Kylie’s glare. The NASA Director knew she didn’t like to be interrupted, but he thought it important to point out both sides of the subject. Especially since he was one of the people who opposed her conclusion. “We all agree that the objects have only appeared in pairs and vanish when the sun rises. However, they leave behind a blank space in the sky when they leave. All stars in the area are blotted out, suggesting they are still there, but invisible. That means there is probably more than just two of these things.”
“It’s possible,” Kylie said, cutting him off with a curt wave of her hand. “Or that could be caused by the residue of whatever kind of power systems they use. Logically, there is no other reason for them to disappear except to move on to their next position.”
“And you know where those positions are going to be,” General Mathis stated flatly. “How?”
“They are following the sun,” she replied, bringing up a rotating image of the Earth on the wall monitor. On it, she had pinpointed the past and current sightings in red. In blue, she had marked her predicted locations. “They are moving with intelligent guidance and purpose. They are also appearing only over major religious sites. The next occurrences will be above Allahabad and Amritsar, both in India, followed by Mecca and Jerusalem in that order. After that, I don’t know for sure.”
“Religious sites?” the FBI Director huffed, trying to regain some semblance of dignity after her rebuke. “New York, Chicago, and L.A. are not known as religious centers, Dr. Jorgenson.”
“Actually, they are,” Kylie said calmly, feeling no need to ridicule the man’s ignorance further. “I have degrees in comparative religion and religious history. That is how I was able to track this phenomenon.” Text showed over each location and she continued. “You, of course, know of Rome, Salt Lake City, Mecca and the like, but New York is America’s largest mixed-sect Christian center. Silver Spring, Maryland is the headquarters of the 7th Day Adventist Church. Chicago is known for its massive Agnostic community and L.A. is home base to the Atheist movement – the world’s largest anti-religious organization, if you will.”
“Every major religion on Earth is being targeted,” Kylie said, her voice trailing off in contemplation. “I just don’t know why.”
“But are they dangerous?” General Mathis asked, trying to get to the heart of the matter. He was not a religious man and his military mind struggled to get a handle on the implications. “Is this a cosmic event or are they close enough to earth to pose an emanate threat?”
“There is simply no way of knowing,” the NASA Director replied for her. His tone was pensive and tinged with worry. Gordon wiped his brow again. Religious aspects aside, the ripple effects of the apparitions were already creating chaos around the world. “We can only wait and see what happens next.”
“Waiting is not something I am good at,” General Mathis said grimly. “We must be prepared. I just don’t know for what.”

Chapter 2
Avner Penzig had wanted all his life to make the pilgrimage to the Temple Mount but could not find the time. The loss of his wife and three children in the attack on his New York neighborhood last year turned that desire into an imperative. Now he stood at the Western Wall on trembling legs unsure if the quiver was caused by his pain or his rage. It was nearing midnight and four candles glowed dimly at his feet. He leaned his hands and forehead on the ancient limestone feeling the warmth from the earlier afternoon sun and the love of God still flowing through it. Hot tears streamed down his deeply lined face as he prayed for his loved ones and slipped a folded piece of paper in a crack in the rough-hewn rock.
He knew this was the first and last time he would ever visit this holiest of places. His heart was broken and failing him. He had nothing left in this life and looked forward to greeting God and seeing his family once again. The only prayer he made for himself was for the Almighty Father to wash the hatred and anguish from his tortured soul before he made his way to heaven. It would take a true miracle to do that.
Avner closed his reddened eyes and listened to the drone of other worshipers saying their prayers and the weeping of those in as much agony as himself. He could feel a soft, serene light touch his soul and knew his words were heard by the Almighty Lord and it gave him strength. That same hand of grace must be sweeping over the other pilgrims Avner thought for their murmurs turn to gasps of awe and wonder.
Then came a wave of shock rolling over the crowd like a tsunami. The tenor of the voices changed. The cries became louder and tinged with fear. Avner opened his swollen eyes and beheld a miracle so incredible his knees gave way and he fell hard on the time-worn stone. He bent his head back and stared at the heavens, his mind boggled and his mouth agape.
The long tail of a shimmering white star reached down from above and bathed the entire Mount in a soft, somehow peaceful glow. Avner smiled and felt his burdens lift and fade away. His prayers were answered.
Aalifa Zakaria sat alone in her room gazing out at the night and pondering her future life. She was very happy that the end of the two-year engagement was in sight. She had loved Shabaz from the moment they first met and she was grateful to her family for arranging the marriage. They kept in touch constantly and texted each other every night before sleep, both excited by their coming nuptials. He was kind and thoughtful, very intelligent, and open-minded in a world of ancient tradition. He respected her opinions even when they conflicted with his own. A rarity in what could be a very rigid society.
Allah was good and had sent her a man who would love her and give her the freedom to be herself. They did not tell their parents, but they planned to move to America for a time where they could explore a life unattainable here in Mecca. Aalifa felt her heart nearly burst at the wondrous adventures that lay before them. She looked out across the vast city to the glow of the Great Mosque and lowered her head. Quietly, she praised Allah and thanked him for all the good in her life.
Behind her closed eyelids, Aalifa sensed brightening of the light that rose slowly and constantly until it almost hurt. She opened her eyes and fell to her knees using the window sill to keep her from curling into a tight, trembling ball. A brilliant silver star beamed above the city, its sparkling tail trailing down toward the black cube of the Kaaba. She could hear the screeching of tires as the midnight traffic ground to a halt. Voices rose to a muted roar as the ancient city came suddenly alive not sure if it should rejoice or be terrified. Yet Aalifa was not afraid. This was Allah blessing her life, her marriage, and the world she loved. Her radiant smile was so bright it competed with the heavenly apparition and won.
Pope John Matthew was utterly drained by the time he sequestered himself in his private quarters. The last four days were exhausting and disturbing. He had little rest and no time at all to be alone with his thoughts. He was roused from his sleep when the first star appeared over the Basilica and rushed to join the Cardinals in the Square. By then, it seemed as if every resident of the Vatican was already there staring into the heavens. John Matthew was almost overcome by the swell of mixed emotions swirling through his mind and those reverberating from the courtyard. Awe and wonder, yes, but also fear and uncertainty. What did the shining apparition mean? Was the rapture upon them? Would the four horsemen descend from the shimmering tail? Did the Lord God spread his hands above and was his gaze rendering judgment upon them?
Word of the second manifestation above St. Paul’s in London reached him while he still stood in shock, his mouth gaping, and his thoughts jumbled. The cobblestones were hard beneath his slippers and he could feel the warmth of the earlier hot summer day radiating up from them. A strange image intruded upon his conscientiousness of that ghostly tail heating the rock under his feet. When the breathless Cardinal gave him the message, the warmth of the sensation turned into a painful fire.
From that moment on, John Matthew was besieged for answers. What started as a trickle of the faithful at that late midnight hour turned into a deluge by the first light of dawn. Since then, the Square had become a constant babble of terrified tears, sobs of joy, and the pulsing drone of perpetual prayer. He addressed the crowd to soothe them with words of hope and comfort, but he had no real answers or explanations to give them as yet. Even to John, the words felt hollow and unsatisfying.
John Matthew sat alone in his private chapel, staring up at the Holy Cross and the face of Jesus Christ. The ancient beauty of the room was lost on him as he sagged in his chair seeking serenity. “What do I do?” he whispered in the quiet. “I am ill-prepared and need your guidance.”
John Matthew had been elevated to his exalted position a little over a year ago after the sudden, unexpected passing of Pope Francis and was barely getting a grip on the intricacies of his office. He was one of the youngest popes in history at the age of twenty-nine and his youth now seemed like a burden against the enormity of the miracle he faced. Yet, John knew without a doubt the Lord must have put him here at this moment for a reason. He rose quickly through the Church not only because of his deep, unshakeable faith but because of his incredible, genius-level intelligence. He would need both in these difficult days.
A light tap came upon his door and the camerlengo entered slowly, his head slightly bowed and his hands clasped before him. “Forgive me, Your Eminence. There have been two more occurrences.”
“Where this time?” John Matthew arose wearily, his white wool cassock rustling in the stark quiet of the chapel. His brown eyes had dark circles under them and the whites were reddened, but still, they sparkled brightly in the flickering candlelight.
“They appeared over Allahabad, India and Amritsar, India,” he replied.
“I suppose it is too much to ask that they were anywhere near cathedrals?” the Pope asked with a sigh.
“No, sir.”
John Matthew only nodded. After Salt Lake, his hope that this was only a Catholic event was cracked. The following sightings shattered it completely. He followed the young man down the ornate hallways toward the Sistine Chapel and the cardinals awaiting him.
Most of the people in the holy room were gathered in small groups huddled in conversation, some very heated, when he arrived. John Matthew strode to the richly carved, wooden papal throne as the crowd parted before him. He waited patiently until all were seated and the babble was reduced to a low murmur. After leading the Cardinals in prayer, he let the camerlengo update the room on all the events and information they now had before addressing the assemblage.
“Of the many questions facing us,” he began solemnly, “the most important is if these occurrences are manifestations of God’s will or are they more scientific in origin. To that end, we must form a Miracle Commission to investigate.” John Matthew knew his next words would not be received well and braced himself for the consequences. “I want Father Roderick Guerrero recalled as lead investigator.”
Once the roar died down, the Pope raised a hand to stave off further dissent. “I will brook no argument in this matter,” he said firmly. “Find him and send word at once.”
Finding the man would be harder than anticipated, but even more vital after the following day’s events.
A person would have to be under a rock with their head buried in dirt in the middle of a jungle to be unaware of the events of the past six days. That is exactly where Roderick Guerrero found himself. He squirmed his way through the rough, cracked stone shaft, gritting his teeth as sharp edges sliced into his skin, but grateful his slender, wiry body made the passage easier for him than it must have been for Juan Carlos. The scratches weren’t deep, but the salty sweat that coated him from head to toe burned as it seeped into the open cuts. Roderick could not even wipe the drips of moisture from his squinted brown eyes because the passage was simply too tight to get a hand to his face.
He cursed under his breath when he slipped from the hole, falling the last ten feet to the hard-packed rock floor of the chamber, almost landing on his head. He took a moment to stretch his achy limbs and brush what dust he could from his hands and khakis. He shook the dirt from his Green Bay Packers cap and slipped it back over his longish, wavy black hair before looking around.
The dim lights of the dozen or so electric lanterns scattered around the room seemed brilliant after his long crawl through the darkness. They cast hard shadows in the vast subterranean chamber that shifted and danced when the rest of his small team passed in front of them. What Roderick could see in the misty light was absolutely stunning.
Mayan glyphs were carved on only one of the four walls but they were incredibly intricate and amazingly well preserved even coated with centuries of dust. It was not at all surprising though. The massive labyrinth hidden far below the ancient Maya megalopolis had been sealed for thousands of years and kept from the ravages of weather and the greedy, destructive hands of looters. In fact, the ventilation shaft he just wormed his way through was the only way in that they had found so far and that was only discovered by accident. 
The second wall was covered in niches carved into the solid rock. Beautifully crafted statues made of solid gold filled many of them while others contained carvings of crystal, stone, silver, and turquoise. The third wall was mammoth blocks of limestone surrounding a huge doorway that led to one of the thousands of hallways that wound through the underground maze.
 “Are you going to stop gawking and come with me or do you need to rest your old bones first?” Juan said with a big, pearly white grin. There was no mistaking the Mayan blood the coursed through the short, stocky man’s veins. His face was slightly pear-shaped and darkly bronzed with long lobes hanging from his big, round ears. Thin patches of black stubble surrounded his full lips and deep crinkles creased his wide forehead and rounded cheeks. Starry sparkles danced in his almost pitch-black eyes as he reached out his bearish paw to welcome his friend.
“Old?” Roderick said with a smile, gripping the man’s hand. “I do believe you have more than a few years on me.”
“True,” was the good-natured reply, “but I’m in far better shape than you.”
“You could be right about that,” Roderick conceded, feeling the soreness in his joints. “So let’s see this miraculous statue,” he said, anxious to view what he spend a week hiking through the sweltering jungle to find.
“It is truly astounding. I think we have finally definitive proof of your theories,” Juan said, his voice echoing excitedly in the cavern-like room. He stopped in front of the fourth wall. He swept his hand across the scene and whispered reverently, “Incredible, is it not, Father?”
Roderick barely noticed the colorful, faded frescoes the covered the majority of the wall. It was the center that had drawn him into the dense jungles of the Petén region of northern Guatemala. A fifteen-foot tall, twenty-foot wide section of limestone was cut into a niche with a graceful arch carved of a single piece of stone. Inside was a magnificent, artistically carved figure free of the dust and moss stains that gave a greenish tint to many other artifacts. He had seen it’s like before and his conclusions about them had caused him a world of hurt. It was also the singular reason he was here.
Roderick washed his hands in the icy-cold water that dripped from a hole above a small basin carved into one stone wall of the chamber before putting on a pair of latex gloves. He ran his fingertips over the smooth lines of the amazing bearded face as Juan held the lantern close. He could not even answer as the breath was stuck in his lungs.
The glyphs written over the arch were an odd version of Mayan and translated meant “The Word of the Creator”, but it was the holy visage of the statue that still baffled him and the rest of the theological community. This particular one would set the world on its heels.
Six other such statues had been discovered around the globe. As the top investigator for the Vatican Miracle Commission, Roderick had been sent to each of them. Three things about them warranted such attention. The first was where they were found.
The first one was buried among the pillars of Göbekli Tepe in Turkey – ruins thought to be over ten thousand years old. Much of the facial features were broken and wore away and one arm was lost just below the elbow, but the garb and stance were unmistakable to Roderick. The man depicted was dressed in long, flowing robes, his hands outstretched and his head slightly bowed. What was left of his face showed a strong jawline with a full beard and wavy hair that fell over his shoulders. It was the exact same stance and attire as the statue of Jesus Christ in the Temple Square of the Mormons in Salt Lake City, Utah.
Those commonalities could have been considered just oddities if not for the second statue found in the excavations of the Cahokia Mounds outside of Saint Louis, Missouri dated about a thousand years before Europeans touched American shores. That one was headless and missing an arm at the shoulder, but what was left shared striking similarities with the first one. After others in various conditions were found in wide-spread locations around the globe, Roderick could not help but conclude that Jesus Christ had walked the earth both before and after his death and had inspired a wide range of cultures.
One would think this would come as a joyous announcement for the Vatican. Instead, Roderick’s theory was met with skepticism, ridicule, and outright hostility by the theological community. Cries of blasphemy and calls for his resignation swept through the ranks of the church’s hierarchy. Luckily, Roderick had a friend in the Pope and was only censured and regulated to investigate more mundane claims of miracles. This find could well change all that or it could have him excommunicated.
“Of all the wondrous things we have found down here,” Juan Carlos said softly, “this is, by far, the most profound.”
“Magnificent,” Roderick whispered reverently, staring up at the holiest of faces. He thought he could sense an aura of energy emanating from the ancient stone as he stood there in awe. It was like an electrical surge more of mind than of nerve endings and gave new meaning to the old adage, “The power of God.” He was so lost in his wonderment that he missed Juan’s last comment completely.
“Have you translated any of the accompanying scrolls?” Roderick asked as he walked toward the flat slab of rock where some of the other artifacts were being examined.
“One or two,” the stocky, copper-skinned foreman replied. His wide, toothy smile glowed in the lamplight both with pride and amazement. “What we have managed to read tell the same story you have countless times before.”
Juan interrupted the young woman staring at an open scroll through a magnifier. Her excited smile was as bright as the sparkles in her eyes as she stepped aside graciously to give them room and joined a colleague at another stone altar. He swept his wide hand over the unrolled parchment and said, “Roughly, these say this is the leader of the Guardians who brought light to the Maya and taught them how to live. Once the Guardians left, the High Priests were to guide the people down the path of righteousness and prosperity until the day of their promised return. You know the rest of the basic story.”
“Yes,” Roderick said with a nod. He removed his hands from the ancient scroll and carefully unrolled another. He pushed strands of black, curly, sweat-soaked hair from his eyes, knowing he would have to change gloves before he touched the documents again. “It is strikingly identical to those found in the other sites. The only real difference between them is who is doing the talking – Aztec, Egyptian, Chinese, Turks, and now Mayan.”
“Further proof that you are right,” Juan said, placing a dirty, dusty hand on his friend’s slightly slumped shoulder.
“Being right has not made me very popular,” Roderick said bitterly. The heartbreaks and betrayals that still cut deeply into his soul were clearly evident in his tightly drawn lips, hardened jawline, and the flashes in his mahogany eyes.
“Perhaps,” Juan replied, knowing full well the anger his friend felt, “but you are a seeker of truth not a player of politics. It is not your fault your superiors did not like the conclusions the facts revealed.”
“And what of the Oblation?” Roderick asked, changing the subject to put his personal turmoil away. He set the scroll aside and ran his fingertips lightly over the glyphs embedded in the stone, amazed the surface was not more weather-worn. As with the statue, the lack of exposure to the elements kept them in pristine condition.
An unfathomable gift of some sort had been found alongside each of the other statues. In the foot of the Sphinx in Egypt, a set of four crystal cylinders a foot long was discovered in a jade box next to the sculpture. In Teotihuacan was a small case containing two vials of some unknown liquid that defied analysis. The Chinese find included a teak box covered in reliefs of winged beings lined in silver. How to open the box still eluded all who studied it. A flat, round disk an inch thick with two holes drilled in one edge was discovered in Turkey along with those tomes. The holes were lined with gold as if some kind of prongs needed to be inserted in them though no such thing was ever found. Roderick knew an equally strange gift was also discovered here.
“It’s over here,” Juan said, his voice vibrating as much as his bulky body. He walked to a large, ornately carved, squat pillar of limestone about four feet high and pointed to the object resting on the flattened top. No one had laid hands on it yet, saving that honor for Roderick, though a large lantern was set up to cast a bright light down on the strange artifact. “This might be exactly what we have been searching for for so long. If so, it will change everything.”
The tablet was about four inches thick and shaped in a perfect square two foot by two foot. It sat on end, resting in a slot cut roughly three inches deep into the pillar. It was made of highly polished smoky quartz and covered on one side with ancient Mayan symbols embedded in the surface. Each glyph was filled with pure, smoothed gold. But it was the other side that was even more astounding and made the breath catch in Roderick’s throat. The writings here were in the same unknown language as those on the other treasures.
“Holy Mother Mary!” Roderick sputtered, reaching out to touch the tablet. Even through his latex gloves, he could feel a slight warmth emanating from the stone. His inner ears hummed, causing the quiet noise in the rest of the chamber to become even more muted. His eyes went wide and his mouth shaped a large O as the pleasant warmness traveled up his arms, stopping at his elbows. He wanted to lift the tablet and hold it to his breast, but it would not budge. Reluctantly he let go, pulling his gloves off as if they only dulled his senses. The hollow sound in his head vanished and he heard Juan speaking.
“What was that?” he asked, shaking his head to clear the fog.
“I said the glyphs are in the Mayan Huastec dialect. As you well know, it’s a dead language, and the translation is going to be difficult at best.” Juan cocked his head and glanced up at his friend. He saw the glaze on his face and the addled look in his eyes. “Are you all right?”
“Yes, yes,” Roderick replied with a nod. He wiped the moisture from his forehead with the back of his hand. “I gather you haven’t touched this. The feeling is amazing as if it is drawing you in. Try it.”
Juan complied hesitantly, his weathered features shocked and elated by the same sensations Roderick had experienced. “Holy Jesus!” he whispered before pulling his fingertips away. “That is…incredible!”
“I haven’t felt anything like that since Teotihuacan.” Roderick flexed his hands, still in awe at the lack of pain in his joints. He brought his mind back to the present and studied the inscriptions on the tablet. “I think you are right. The symbols appear to follow the same patterns on both sides. If so, I do believe we have found the Rosetta Stone we have been searching for.”
Their introspection was interrupted by a commotion on the other side of the cavern. A boy not more than fifteen, thin and covered in dirt from his passage through the entrance tunnel hurried toward them, a small crowd of researchers following close behind.
“Father Guerrero,” the boy stammered in stilted English, “you must come at once. Miracles have occurred and you have a visitor.”
“Who is it,” Roderick asked, irritated at the interruption, “and what miracles are you talking about?”
Cardinal David Michael Dolan sat in the huge canvas tent erected in a large clearing near the Guatemalan dig site. He had forgone his flowing red cassock in favor of a simple black suit and white Roman collar though he still had a maroon zucchetto on his balding skull. The humidity was oppressive and he was constantly wiping the sweat from his furrowed brow with the white handkerchief he kept in his back pocket. The tall glass of iced tea he sipped on did little to ease his discomfort. A big fan blew air on his face, but it was almost as hot as the stifling jungle heat.  Even by helicopter, it took him two days to get to this remote location and if the reports were true, his mission was even more imperative than it was when he left.
Cardinal Dolan did not want to be here for many reasons, but he was probably the only person who might have a chance to draw Roderick back into the fold and the Vatican knew it. Still, if not for the direct order by the Pope, he would have stayed in New York. So much was happening in his city and that is where he was needed most.
“What are you doing here, David?” Roderick purposely refrained from using any honorific as he stepped through the open flaps of the tent. Dark splotches of dampness stained his kakis and turned the dust into patches of grime on his rumpled shirt. His face was as hard as granite and his brown eyes glittered in the sunlight. He slapped his Packer’s hat against his leg loudly and drew up a canvas chair a few feet away from the Cardinal.
“Nice to see you again, too,” David said sarcastically. He dabbed his brow and leaned back in his chair. He gazed at Roderick with just a hint of a wry smile on his ample lips. “It’s been what? Four years? I see you’re still as warm and fuzzy as ever.”
“Do you blame me?” Roderick replied, his tone icy and stiff. “Our last meeting didn’t go so well for me.”
“True,” the Cardinal nodded, “but you forget I was the only one to stand up for you.”
“It didn’t keep the Church from trying to excommunicating me though, did it?” Roderick said bitterly.
“No, it didn’t,” David replied sadly, shaking his head. He couldn’t help but drop his eyes for a moment, but his demeanor was hopeful when he looked up again. “However, that may be about to change. His Holiness personally asked me to find you and request that you return to Rome.”
“Why on Earth would he do that?” Roderick asked, a twitch pulsing at the corner of his jaw. He gripped the arms of his chair, face dark with suspicion. “I am a heretic. A blasphemer. I insulted the Church and its esteemed history.”
“You told the Pope to his face that our entire belief system was only a single branch of a much more ancient religion,” David countered sternly. “You said the Jews, the Islamic, the Buddhists, and all others - even the pagans – were all part of a single religion and that all were equal in the eyes of God. You said Jesus Christ was as much a part of their lives as He was of ours. And you did so in front of the entire College of Cardinals.”
“Worse,” David continued, standing up and stretching his cramping legs, “you said you had scientific proof. How did you think they would respond?”
“I thought they would be happy we are all one in the eyes of the Lord,” Roderick snapped back. “For decades, the Church has sent me around the world chasing its history and searching for His miracles. They sent me because I seek only the truth and I root out falsehoods. I proved many a Prophet a sham. I found saints, con artists, and even a few true miracle workers.”
He stood up and almost stomped to the refreshment table to pour himself some iced tea. Roderick used the action to calm himself and catch his breath. His chest was tight and his muscles were clenched. With his back still turned to the Cardinal, he said, “As long as my conclusions were what they wanted to hear, they called me their best. When they were not, I was tossed away, scorned, and driven from the Vatican and the Church I have given my life to.”
“I am sorry,” David said sincerely. He walked up to his friend and laid a hand upon his slumped shoulder. “Truly, I am. But all that was said about you has become moot. And, if what I am hearing of your most recent discovery is true,” he added, waving his hand at the archeological dig, “you will be totally vindicated. Plus, the new Pope is not so hard-lined. He is not afraid of scientific inquiry and he needs your skills badly. We all do.”
Roderick cocked his head sharply at the concertation in his friend’s voice. When he turned around he could see a trace of disquiet tinged with wonder written in David’s sea-blue eyes. “And why is that?” he asked softly.
“Because a set of possible miracles have occurred that seem to prove you were right all along.”
The entire team was pulled from the dig site and loaded on the helicopter that sat in the clearing. Only the locals stayed behind, the security of the find left in the capable hands of the contingent of soldiers sent by the Guatemalan government. The babble of voices coming over the headset almost drowned out the slap of the rotors above Roderick as he stared at the stunning images David had brought with him. Even more astounding was the news feed scrolling across the tablet in his shaky hands. He couldn’t hear what the commentator was saying through the noise, but one look at the man’s blushed face and the whites of his widened eyes told as much about his state of mind as did the video streaming behind him.
The stars that only appeared in pairs over cities in the past week now hung over all six locations at the same time and were bright enough to be seen even in the light of day. The scenes shifted between military forces on high alert to burning neighborhoods and throngs of panicked people flooding city streets around the world.
Roderick and his team reached the Vatican on the eighth day of the phenomena.  Travel through the jammed streets of Rome was slow and difficult even with their police escort. The twenty-one-kilometer journey took nearly three hours to complete and he was exhausted by the time they reached the private entrance. They were hustled through the ornate hallways to Papal apartment and taken to the simply-appointed living room where light refreshments of cheese and crackers were laid out on a small mahogany table.
“Thank you for coming,” Pope John Matthew said cordially, reaching out a hand to shake with Roderick. He didn’t extend his ring nor did he expect it to be kissed. He knew what the man had been through and understood his bitterness. The Pontiff wanted him to understand that. “Please,” he said to the team, waving toward a long, plush, gray, L-shaped sofa in the center of the room, “have a seat. You must be weary.”
A black-suited seminarian offered the team tea, coffee, and water. Once he saw to their needs, he slipped quietly away and closed the door behind him. John Matthew turned off the large flat-screen TV mounted in a huge oak bookcase before seating himself in a high-backed chair across from the men and women. He leaned back casually and put his sandaled feet up on a matching ottoman. His actions were meant to put his visitors at ease, but his eyes and tone were sharp and serious.
“Again, thank you for coming. We have quarters arranged for you where you can rest before dinner,” the Pope said, steepling his fingers beneath his deeply cleft chin. “After that, I would like you to update yourselves on the current situation and help me plan a course of action.”
“One moment, Your Eminence,” Roderick said firmly, raising his hand. He was sitting on the edge of the couch, his elbows on his knees definitely not relaxed. He put his cup and saucer on the coffee table and gazed up intently at the young Pope. “I mean no disrespect, but I have not decided to take this assignment as yet. Though amazing, this phenomenon is a celestial event, not an earthly one. We are archeologists, not astronomers. I am not sure if we can be of any use. Even if there is something we can do, I am not sure if I want to.”
Roderick was surprised at the Pope’s response. Instead of acting insulted, he simply raised one eyebrow, a faint trace of a grin curling one side of his thin, tan lips. “Oh? I thought you of all people would be – how do you say – chomping at the bit to study this phenomenon. Besides, you are not just an archeologist. Your team includes members with doctorates in medicine, psychology, geology, philology, history, world religions, mythology, and more. Most of the cases you investigated were rooted in the present, not the past.  Plus, you will have all the resources of the Church at your disposal.”
“I had all of those resources before,” Roderick replied a little more curtly than he intended. “And, again, my investigations were on earthly miracles, not heavenly ones. In my final case, the Church did not like my answers. That’s why I switched to working for National Geographic.”
“I understand,” John Matthew said with a small nod. “Yet, though I can’t explain it, I have a gut feeling that these current events relate somehow to the research you have been doing for the last few years. I do not intend to restrict your conclusions. Unlike my predecessors, I do not fear science. I believe it is just a different path to prove the existence of God.”
He lowered his hands and rested them on the padded arms of his chair. “I have read your file and the reports you have written. You are thorough and meticulous. You are bluntly honest and straightforward. You fight for what you believe no matter the consequence. Yet, you are also a man of great faith. That is what we need right now.”
Taking his feet off the footstool, John Matthew sat up a little straighter. “The Church is my life, but I have seen the missteps it has made in recent years and am fully aware of the mistakes of the past. I do not wish to repeat them. I wish to correct them. One of which is you. That is why I asked for you.”
The Pontiff looked squarely into Roderick’s eyes. “I would like to lift the sanctions that have been placed upon you and welcome you home into the good graces of the Church. I trust your judgment. You are the best investigator we have ever had.”
He reached for the remote and turned the television back on for a moment. Scenes of chaos and upheaval flashed across the monitor along with pictures of the brightly shining stars. “We need your expertise now more than ever,” he said before shutting off the set once again. “What does this mean for the Church and the faithful? Is this the hand of God or something else entirely? I firmly believe you play a big part in all of this. That is why I ask for your help.”
“Me?” Roderick was stunned by the Pope’s words and amazed at his offer, but also suspicious, still hurt by the pain of his exile. The rest of the team remained quiet, knowing this was Roderick’s decision alone. “You have many top investigators at your disposal. Some whose expertise would be more appropriate to current events. Why do you think I am so important?
“Think about it,” John Matthew said, putting his feet back up. He seemed to sink into the cushions of the armchair and his face became stern and intense. “Five years ago you found the first of your fabled statues and the artifacts that accompanied them. Since then, another statue has been discovered every year almost like clockwork. Do you not think it strange that they lay untouched and hidden for untold centuries only to be found just before these stars appeared in the heavens? Isn’t it odd that you are the one person to have been present at or called to every single discovery? Was this purely good timing, all an amazing coincidence or is it a portent of things to come? Whatever it is, I know in my heart the Lord put you here, now, for this express purpose. Will you help?”
For long moments, Roderick was speechless. He had never thought of his role in these events in that way. He always felt he was guided by the hand of God and his devotion to the Vatican which is why its betrayal cut him so deeply. Yet, now that he thought about it, if he had not been chastised by the Church, he would not have been hired by National Geographic. Nor would he have been sent to the other excavations for none but the first was related to a supposed miracle. Was this all part of God’s plan for him? Roderick did not know, but the Pope’s words caused a tingle to travel up his spine.
Sensing his indecision, John Matthew added, “Now what of these rules?”
Before he could answer, the steady hum of the worshipers filling the square rose to the volume of a full-throated roar. “Your Holiness!” the seminarian nearly shouted as he burst through the door. His eyes bulged in their sockets and his face was ashen. Even in his rush, it was easy to see his body was shaking violently. “Come quickly!”
John Matthew jumped to his feet, his white cassock swishing along the floor as he hurried toward the study. He waved over his shoulder, beckoning Roderick and his team to follow. The closer they got to the balcony, the louder the commotion outside became. The young pope could hear a babble of prayers, loud weeping, and more than a few terrified screams.
The shutters were wide open, allowing the warm evening breeze to circulate within the study. Twilight was nearing and the sky should have been darkening even with the lights of the city blazing in the sky. Instead, John Matthew was astounded to see a bright, silvery light pouring through the window. It seemed to pulse slightly and the glow was muted and soft like a coated lightbulb, not eye-searing as it should have been. When he reached the balcony, he gaped upward, his hands clenching the railing as if he was afraid of falling.
“Holy Mother Mary,” he near whispered.
“Jesus Christ!” Roderick stammered, forgetting where he stood and with whom. But no admonishment came. The Pontiff was too enthralled by the sight above him to even notice the transgression. The rest of Roderick’s team crowded around him and the Pope then rushed to stare out of the open windows on either side of the balcony.
The luminous object was descending slowly and directly above the dome of Saint Peters. Though it stopped miles overhead, the misty, incandescent tail streamed downward like the vertical contrail of a jet aircraft. The silver cross at the peak of the dome shimmered as if surrounded by a holy corona and the golden sphere beneath it sparkled as if charged with static electricity.
A great rumbling cry arose from below. If not for the fact that nearly thirty-thousand people jammed the square, they would have fallen to their knees. Those whose trembling legs simply gave way were held upright by their brethren packed around them. John Matthew tore his eyes away from the sky, knowing he must say something to ease the souls of the faithful, but at the moment his own astonishment was too great to find any words of comfort.
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“Now I will take this case,” Roderick said, his voice gravely from the dryness of his mouth and the clenched muscles of his parched throat. “It is heavenly no more. That is not a star.”
Chapter 3
“We can’t get an aircraft anywhere near them.” General Mathis stood at the foot of the table in the White House situation room, his spine rigid and his broad shoulders stiff with frustration. He aimed a laser pointer at the huge wall monitor to create a circle around the object floating above Silver Spring, Maryland. The four screens on either side of the table scrolled images of the other eleven cities around the world where the same scenarios were unfolding.
Fluffy white contrails crisscrossed the sky forming a geometric spider web against a backdrop of light blue. Military and civilian helicopters swept through the air like a flock of vultures hungry for prey. Not even the most advanced of them could reach the pulsing, misty silver globe at the center of the glowing cross. It hovered in the stratosphere roughly twenty miles above the surface of the Earth maintaining a geo-synchronous orbit above Silver Springs.
“Have you tried an Icarus?” the NSA Director asked, referring to Space Command’s highly classified rocket surveillance drone.
The General gave him a withering stare, despising the beady-eyed, pudgy pencil-pusher forced on them by the previous administration. He knew the man was brilliant, which was why he had yet to be replaced, but Mathis couldn’t respect someone who had never been in the field.
“Of course we did,” he replied snidely. His steel-blue eyes were icy and his rumbling voice sounded like a far off storm. “We even tried weather balloons. The moment they get close to the projections coming off the object, they glance off and fall from the sky. The balloons deflate and the Icarus simply ceases to function. Even radar scrambles when aimed at the damn thing. We can’t get any clear readings from any of our instrumentation.”
“The same is true at all the other sites,” the CIA Director added gruffly. He snapped another pencil and dropped it into the growing pile in front of him and shook his head. “Our sources say no one is having any luck ascertaining what these things are nor what their intent might be. If they’re manned, they are not responding to any hails on any frequency or in any language we’ve tried. All attempts at communication have failed. They’ve just hung there for two days doing nothing.”
“Dr. Jorgensen,” President Morland said, setting down his fifth cup of coffee of the morning. He looked over at the disheveled woman sitting against the left wall, a stack of folders piled on her lap. He waved her over to the table and asked, “Anything new from your observatories?”
Kylie stood up, feeling her weary bones creak when she moved. Her auburn hair was even more frizzy than normal and there were dark bags under her sparkling green eyes. As tired as her body was, her mind was sharp and excited by the events unfolding above her. Her rumbled Navy blue suit jacket and skirt looked as if she had slept in them, but the fact was she had not seen a bed since the objects breached the atmosphere. A major general she did not know rose and graciously offered his seat. Kylie thanked him and dropped into the high-backed, black leather chair like a stone.
“As General Mathis stated,” she began without introduction, “none of the instruments we’ve aimed at the globes have revealed anything. No radio frequencies. No detectable radiation. No magnetic fields. Nothing. My colleagues around the world report the same results.”
“However,” Kylie said, her verdant eyes lighting up even more as she plugged a flash drive into the station before her, “we have managed to get some better images of these ships.”
“Ships?” the President said, barely surprised by her statement. He had already assumed as much. “So you are positive they are vessels and not just probes or balls of energy.”
“We believe so, yes, Mr. President,” Kylie replied with a curt nod of her head. She hit a button on the keyboard and four images appeared on all five monitors in the conference room. They were all out of focus, foggy and each had a different primary color, but the underlying shape was easy to discern. The colors swirled like cream stirred in a coffee cup and made them hard to look at. Still, she clicked on the blue image and brought it to the fore.
“These are spectral analysis of what we believe are spacecraft.” She used the mouse as a pointer, watching her own display instead of looking at the monitors. “None of them show heat signatures or any other type of radiation, but they do give us a clearer picture of the shape and dimensions of objects. They are near-perfect spheres roughly three-hundred and sixty feet across or about the length of a football field. More accurate measurements are impossible because the haze around them fluctuates.”
Kylie shifted the mouse toward the top globe and highlighted a huge needle shape shimmering at the peak. “There are four protuberances at the cardinal points about fifty feet long accept the one at the bottom which extends nearly a hundred feet beneath the sphere. It’s the light from these ‘spikes’ that gives the phenomena the appearance of a cross. Oddly, all of the objects around the world are identical in shape and size.”
“The real question is, is that light dangerous?” President Morland asked, leaning forward and gripping his hands before him.
“Not that we can tell,” Kylie replied, shaking her head slowly. “However, the closer any earthly object gets to the appendages, the more the light field disrupts them. As long as they stay in the stratosphere, they pose no threat to commercial or military aircraft. Should they descend lower, however…” she added, letting the sentence hang.
“So we are left wondering,” the President said, his shoulders sagging and deep furrows lining his broad forehead, “what are they, what do they want, and are they a threat to our security?” He glanced around the chamber and noted no one met his eyes. The shuffling of papers and muted coughs were the only answers he received. “So what do we do?”
“The only thing we can do,” Kylie said when no one else responded, “is to wait. To take any type of action could cause repercussions we are ill-prepared to handle.” That was not the answer any of them wanted to hear, but she knew in her heart more would come from their visitors and it would come soon.
General Mathis sat alone in the Oval Office with the President, appreciating the relative quiet after days of grueling intelligence meetings. The two men had been friends for decades so it was easy for him to see through the veneer of iron strength the President projected in public. He understood the deep-rooted worry and the uncharacteristic indecision written on the man’s crinkled forehead. This situation was unlike anything they could have conceived of in the field. What troubled him was the naked fear he sensed hiding behind the squared jaw and flickering hazel eyes. If there was one thing the General had learned in the years of war the two had experienced together it was that Clifford Morland was afraid of nothing.
“Well, John,” the President said with a heavy sigh, “what in the hell are we supposed to do now?” He sunk into a corner of the plush, dark brown sofa and put his feet up on the black oak coffee table. His hands shook from a steady diet of caffeine over the last twenty-four hours, but he still held another cup in his hand. “I’m not good at simply waiting for something to happen.”
“Nor am I, Mr. President,” the General replied after a long sip of his strong, coal-black coffee, “but honestly, I don’t know. You know I prefer action, but Dr. Jorgenson made a good point. Right now the objects are making no hostile moves. That could change quickly if we get more aggressive. If they are spacecraft, as the doctor thinks they are, their technology is far superior to what we have. It is fair to assume their weapons would be also.”
“It’s just the two of us, John. You can call me Cliff,” the President said, knowing the General would not. He stared at the cream swirling in his cup and watched the steam curl above it like a thin fog. “Panic and chaos are sweeping through our city streets. The people are not only looking to God for guidance. They are looking at us and, honestly, I just don’t know what to do.” His hazel eyes flickered with greenish sparks in the lamplight and his thin lips drew a hard line across his long but squared jawline. “We’re at Defcon two right now, but I’m wondering if we should take it up a notch.”
“I don’t think going to Roundhouse is warranted at the moment,” John said after a moment’s consideration. “Any action we make will be parroted by other countries and might well generate an undue reaction from our unknown guests. I don’t think escalation or - even as much as I hate to say it – any action at all is the proper course until we know more.”
The President glanced through the French doors at the south lawn. There should have been a dark night sky out there with the lights of the district causing a pale glow on the horizon. Not tonight. Silver Spring was only eleven miles away and the object floating above it cast such a brilliant radiance over the landscape that it completely washed out the city and muted the flood lamps surrounding the White House. He sat down his coffee cup before he crushed it and rested his chin on his white-knuckled fist.
“What next?” he muttered, biting the words through clenched teeth.
His question was answered not by the General, but by a blinding blast of illumination that turned the nighttime into day. With watering eyes, the two men ran to the doors and rushed out onto the lawn. Staring upward, all the President could say was, “Holy Mother Mary!”
Carl Washburn slumped in a hard-backed chair at a small table in the back corner of Patzeria’s Perfect Pizza off West 46th as far from the front door as he could get. The TVs on the walls usually showed whatever games were going on in the city, but for days now only images of the ‘star’ above the Square and an endless barrage of commentary assaulted his senses. The exhausted, grim-faced Detective didn’t even listen to the voices anymore. They were nothing but noise and noise he had in abundance.
He folded the slice he was holding, stuffed it into his mouth, and ripped off a piece with clenched teeth as if it had somehow offended him. Normally his favorite pizza, it tasted like old shoe leather and chewing it hurt his tense jaw muscles. He washed it down with a frothy, cold mug of Miller and glared across at his companion as if she was his sworn enemy.
“So what did I do to deserve such a foul look?” Angeline asked with a small, lopsided grin. Her long, honey-blond hair hung in waves over her gently sloped shoulders and hid the full cleavage intentionally displayed beneath her low-cut, light blue blouse. She knew she was far more than simply pretty with her oval face, high cheekbones, and naturally tan skin and she used it as a distraction to get most men to tell her things they otherwise wouldn’t. Not that her shapely body and full, sensuous lips fazed Carl in the slightest. That’s why she liked him so much. She could just be herself around him since he enjoyed her company because she was as smart and driven as he was and not for the other, more common ulterior motives.
“What?” Carl said, feeling the pizza go down his throat like a lump of coal. He took a long sip of his beer and came out of his fog acting like he just noticed Angeline was sitting there. The fact was she came in while his mind was elsewhere and, in truth, he really hadn’t seen her.
“Oh. Sorry,” he said, wiping the froth off his lips with the back of his hand. He ripped open a wet nap and washed the grease off his fingers, drying them on the white linen napkin crumpled in his lap. “I wasn’t looking at you. I was looking out at the street.”
Her grin became a little harder as she turned, slung an arm over the back of her chair, and glanced back over her shoulder. She couldn’t see the traffic crawling by because there was a wall of flesh filling the sidewalks. “Yeah. It’s a madhouse out there.”
Angeline turned back, her turquoise eyes glittering in the bright restaurant lights. “Every church in the city is jammed beyond capacity including the Scientology Center next door,” she said with a backward hook of her thumb. “Every nut-bag with a box or cardboard sign now has a growing flock of their own.” She shook her head in disgust. “The city is going insane.”
For the first time, Angeline noticed how raw and bruised Carl’s knuckles were. “Just how many fights have you been in recently?” she asked with a touch of concern in her voice.
“Today or in the last hour?” He flexed his hands causing the tendons on his over-sized forearms to stand out in high relief. “As you say, people are going crazy. Every cop on the street has their hands full. Traffic accidents. Shots fired into the sky. Runs on banks and food markets. Crime off the charts. You name it. No caps on overtime at least.”
“Hey, maybe you’ll be able to afford to take me to Hawaii now,” Angel said with a tiny laugh, trying to lighten his mood. She fell flat so she changed tactics. “Half the preachers out there are calling it the Rapture, the other half is screaming Armageddon. Then you’ve got the alien invasion nuts and the ones yelling, ‘Take me away!’ No wonder people are terrified.”
“Maybe they’ll bring back Elvis,” Carl said, a faintly sarcastic smile creasing his lips but it quickly disappeared. He picked up his mug with both hands, resting his elbows on the white and red checkerboard tablecloth. His face went dark and his mahogany eyes turned almost black. “But what if they’re not wrong? If this is an invasion, what chance would we have against a race who can travel the stars?”
Angeline reached across the table and laid her hands gently over his. She stared into his handsome, strong-chiseled face and said sternly, “You’re a cop, Carl. I’m a reporter. We deal in facts, not speculation. So let’s look at the facts.”
She leaned back and starting ticking off her points with her fingers. “One: these ‘stars’ started appearing far out in space two at a time over a week ago. They did it slowly and meticulously giving us ample time to discover them. Two: they came on all at once around the globe on day six and were covered by every media outlet on the planet, making the whole world aware of their presence. Three: On the eighth day, they descended into our atmosphere, but stayed high enough so they would not be in the way of commercial or military air traffic. They’ve sat there for two days making no aggressive moves almost like they’re signaling they pose no threat. Four: The probes we have sent toward them were not violently destroyed, but simply brushed away. And five: Look at the locations they’re hovering over. Not military bases. Not missile silos. Not seats of government, but instead centers of religion.”
Angeline was trying to look at the positive even though she felt such a churning in her stomach that she had been eating antacids like candy for days. She was trying to reassure herself as much as she was Carl so she kept those misgivings to herself as she continued. “It’s like they’re letting us get used to them before they say or do more. Those are not the actions of an invader.”
Carl didn’t look relieved at all. If anything, he looked more concerned than ever. “I hear you, Angel,” he said, setting his Miller on the table, “and on the surface, that all sounds good. But if fifteen years on the teams and eight on the force has taught me anything it’s that appearances can deceive.”
 He pointed to the constantly changing scenes of pandemonium on the TV screens and raised his chin to the streets behind her. “Just look at all the turmoil they’re causing out there. That’s just the kind of chaos that can make an invasion easier. Divide the world between hope and fear. You yourself have reported that our probes fall from the sky. Our scans reveal nothing. All attempts at communication have failed. Yeah,” he continued, nodding his head, “they could be saying they’re friendly…or they could just be showing us our tech is useless against them.”
“What happens when someone gets trigger happy and shoots a rocket at them?” Carl tossed a thumb at a screen showing military forces on high alert around the globe. He looked hard into Angeline’s face and saw how scared she really was. He wanted her to be. “You and I both know that’s going to happen. All it will take is…”
Carl stopped talking suddenly and stared over her shoulder. Deep lines creased his brow as he cocked his head, hearing the pitch of the noise outside change from a loud babble into something else entirely. The pizzeria went silent as the patrons glanced toward the commotion. Their curiosity turned to stunned shock as every TV in the room went blank. The lights flickered out for a moment but came back on quickly. People looked wide-eyed at each other then back to the rising furor outside.
Carl was on his feet in an instant, Angeline fast on his heels. His six-foot-four height allowed him to see over the heads of most of the others in the tiny restaurant and he didn’t like what he saw. The crowds on the street were surging toward the Square like a tide being pulled out to sea. Horns blared and drivers cursed profanely as the swell of bodies stopped traffic cold. All Carl could think was a tsunami was coming.
He grabbed Angeline by the hand, gripping so tightly she felt like she was caught in a vice. He used his muscled bulk to shove his way through the tangle of confusion, dragging her close behind him. By the time they reached the door, the sidewalks were nearly barren. Cars and cabs sat like corpses, their doors left open, some of their engines still idling. Trickles of bewildered New Yorkers seeped from the doorways and stared at the surreal scene in terrified wonder.
Knowing his even his squad car would be useless in this mess, Carl rushed down West 46th toward Broadway, Angeline in tow. Getting to the boulevard was easy but once they got there, they were stopped cold by a solid wall of befuddled, milling human flesh.
“Son of a bitch!” Carl cursed loudly. “We’ll never get through this!”
Frustrated, he glanced around and hurried toward the Hotel Edison. He used his badge to bully his way into the lobby and snatched a highly irritated manager from behind the desk. He pushed the grumbling man into an elevator and demanded access to the roof. He didn’t know what pissed the stiff, pompous ass off more, the fact he was being maltreated by a cop or that the door was already open and the roof was packed with staff ignoring their duties.
“What is going on here?” the red-faced manager started to shout gruffly, but his words froze in his throat and the air was sucked from his lungs. He felt a dampness soil his well-tailored trousers and he wanted nothing more than to run for his life, but his trembling legs refused to move.
The nighttime disappeared as a golden glow dropped from the smog-filled sky. The brilliant, pulsing cross stopped just a few hundred feet above One Times Square, it’s tail settling on the exact spot where the glittering ball would drop on New Year’s Eve. The light seemed even more startling with all of the digital screens black and empty. The arms of the T spread out for miles to the west and east as if cradling the entire city in a warm embrace.
The base of the cross expanded until it covered all of Times Square and the hundreds of thousands of upturned faces jamming it. An eerie silence settled over the throng, the thick fog of anticipation as solid as the masses covering the asphalt and concrete below. Only in the far off distance could the muted sounds of the city still be heard and even that was dampened by the misty light pervading the Square.
Carl’s world shrunk to encompass only the rooftop of the Edison and the incredible, shining phenomena filling the sky. Every minute detail of those moments imprinted itself on his consciousness as if carved in granite for future generations to gaze at in wonder. He could feel the soft skin of Angeline’s hand in his, a touch of nervous perspiration moistening her palm. Her fingernails cut into the back of his hand with such force that trickles of blood seeped from beneath them, yet he felt no pain. There was a warmth on his face somehow different from a normal June night. It was not sticky with the smog of millions of running vehicles nor slightly greasy from the steam of thousands of restaurants. It wasn’t muggy from the ocean surrounding Manhattan nor did it cause that dryness of the skin from the salty sea air. It was a pleasant heat that soaked his rigid muscles like a hot sauna and made them relax involuntarily.
However, Carl’s mind was anything but serene. The mere fact that the warming light seemed to penetrate so deeply into his body and soul set his instincts on high alert and made the hair on the back of his neck stand up like porcupine quills. He tore his eyes from the cross by strength of will alone and looked around him. Most of the people knelt on the grainy tarpaper, their hands steepled in front of their awe-struck faces. In their eyes, Carl saw an almost hypnotic tranquility that scared him more than the sight above him. Those who did not kneel looked ashen and petrified, their muscles and tendons as hard as tree bark. He could hear every breath they took and those were shallow and slow, some raspy and raw as if they were having difficulty pulling air into their hardening lungs. Strangely, not one of them uttered a single word.
That made it even more shocking when Angeline leaned against his shoulder and whispered faintly, “What in the name of God is that?” she asked, pointing upward with a trembling finger.
Shadowy shapes appeared in the arms of the cross near the globe at the intersection of the two lines. They were impossibly gigantic forms, gray and shifting within the misty, golden light. With what seemed like excruciating slowness, they coalesced into somewhat human contours, but something about them was off. It wasn’t until their images sharpened that Carl could see what that difference was. When he did, his chin dropped to his chest.
They had wings.
“It can’t be,” Angeline muttered incredulity. She wrapped her arms around Carl’s rock-hard bicep and pulled herself so close it was like she sought to merge with him, seeking to lose herself in his protection.
Screams and shouting erupted down below as stupefied panic swept across the island. A litany of prayers and chanting echoed through the concrete canyons to the roar of engines as New Yorkers sought to flee the gargantuan apparitions. Then a strange melody bathed the city streets, more a vibration than a sound. It had a soothing quality that calmed the hysterical masses jammed in the Square. The rumble of motors stopped almost as one. The wailing diminished and turned into a symphony of sobbing, some filled with joy, some with unbridled fear.
A brilliant beam of white shown like a spotlight down on top of the small NYPD building in front of One Times Square, nearly blinding the mob packed around it. Even from his perch on the roof of the Edison, Carl had to turn away to let his eyes adjust to the glare. The angels descended with a flapping of wings and landed on the flat PD roof and moved to the edges. Though he could see little more than dots from here, Carl recognized their pattern as troops taking up defensive positions. Another dot appeared in the light in the exact center of the roof. When it did, the crowd cried out in a thunder of awe.
“Damn!” Carl cursed loudly, pulling away from Angeline. He gripped her hand and dragged her toward the access door. “Come on! We have to get down there. We have to get down there now!”
Pope John Matthew knelt on his balcony, his white-knuckled hands clenched in prayer. The shaft of light from the center of the cross hovering above St. Peter’s Basilica shown down on the arch of steps between the statues of St. Peter and St. Paul. The beam had an almost solid quality that sent the worshipers scurrying away from it as it expanded leaving behind the only clear space in the jammed square. The cantata of sound emanating from the holy apparition swept over the Vatican like a soothing balm, filling every crack and crevasse of Rome with comfort and elation.
Twelve angels drifted down on multi-colored wings and took up stations around the clearing, alert but non-threatening. A towering figure stepped from the light and spread its arms out in loving welcome to the people. Outside of the gesture, none of the heavenly hosts made another move or sound. They looked as if they were waiting and even from his balcony, John Matthew could see their heads turn in his direction.
“I must go to them,” he said, his voice hushed and filled with rapture.
“Of course, your Eminence,” Oberst Malinovo replied, his tone thick with jubilation. “The Swiss Guard stands ready to accompany you.”
“I’m not sure that taking guards with you is a good idea,” Roderick said a little more sternly than he intended. The same ‘heavenly choir’ that placated the masses set his teeth on edge and vibrated through his bones like a spinning saw blade. In his peripheral vision, he could see most of his team shifting on their feet as uncomfortable as he was.
“We shall not be there to guard you against our visitors, Your Holiness,” Oberst replied, raising one bushy eyebrow in Roderick’s direction. “Only to clear a path through the crowd.”
Pope John Matthew only nodded in agreement, lost in the warmth of the music. He could feel a voice calling to him without words, beaconing him toward the lone figure among the angels. It murmured within his mind, telling him to be a peace and have no fear. He was already nearing the chamber doors before he even realized he was moving.
Roderick did not like the glassy look in the Pontiff’s dark brown eyes nor the beatific smile that rested upon his lips. It reminded him of the South American natives he saw practicing their ancient rituals while wrapped in a haze of drug-induced bliss. Still, he followed closely behind the Pope and his entourage as they made their way through the papal apartments and into St. Peter’s Square.
The Swiss Guard moved in a wedge formation with the Commander at the tip, John Matthew close on his heels. Behind the Pope walked four of his Cardinals. Roderick and his team took positions as the back wall of the V shape. Roderick expected to meet resistance as they pushed their way through the heavily packed crowd, but the throng parted like the Red Sea, not one of the faithful even touching the guards as they made their way toward the angels. In fact, they didn’t even glance in the Pope’s direction as they drifted out of the way. Their eyes remained glued on the divine visitors silently awaiting his arrival.
Their euphoria only caused greater angst inside Roderick. His eyes shifted constantly over the crowd, his senses on high alert and screaming in his ears. He noted that, like him, a few tiny pockets of people in the square appeared to share his lack of comfort. They glanced nervously around them as if afraid of the ecstasy enthralling their brethren. Roderick felt the same. Something was off here but he couldn’t put a name to his concerns.
The moment John Matthew reached the base of the stairs, he knew without the slightest doubt he stood in the presence of God’s own celestial messengers. Tears of glorious wonder streamed down his blushed face as he gazed into the glittering mahogany eyes of the tall, wingless man standing before him. In those eyes, he saw warmth and compassion that reached into his heart and touched his soul. The outspread arms sought to draw him into God’s loving embrace. The radiant smile beaming from those slightly parted lips was like a kiss from the blessed Holy Mother. John Matthew felt his legs turn to water and he sank to his knees, his face uplifted in rapturous awe to the man above him.
“I am Enoch,” the man said, his voice sweeping over the crowd like a warm summer breeze carrying with it the scent of a field of fragrant wildflowers. Even without visible amplification, the words sounded as if they were softly spoken to every man, woman, and child in the Square. “We bid you welcome and peace. Have no fear of us. We come only to bring you glad tidings and the true word of the Creator.”
Seeing the amazing apparitions close up should have set Roderick at ease, but, instead, he felt an unpleasant tingle travel up his spine. The twelve angels formed an arc behind their leader, their wings fanned out behind them in an awesome display of beauty and color. Though they were each different in appearance, they all shared a few commonalities. They were all huge, ranging in height from seven to eight feet tall. Their bodies were clearly human in form except for the wings and each was the personification of perfection with toned muscles and faces of the most incredible beauty Roderick had ever seen. Beyond that, they varied widely in looks and dress.
To the left of Enoch stood one of the taller angels. He wore an undergarment of satin-white that fell to the ground like a gown. Over it was a partial suit of what looked like ornate ancient armor of pure silver highlighted with thin lines of gold. The breastplate accentuated his wide, heavily muscled chest and carved abdomen. It was lashed around his ribcage by three wide metallic bands. Around his waist was a thick belt of midnight black inlaid with silver and golden symbols. On his right hip was a huge, thick scabbard with the hilt of a massive sword resting at the top. Boots of bright white covered his feet, lost beneath leg guards that started at his ankles, and rose to pointed peaks just above his knees. In his left hand, he held a staff as long as he was tall with a wickedly pointed blue crystal at its tip. Other than that, he seemed unarmed.
His face was long, darkly tanned, and flatly planed with high cheekbones and full, pink lips. His chin was deeply cleft and rested at the bottom of a sharply angled jawline. Long, straight, raven-black hair flowed over his flat shoulders, cut level at the bottom of his pectorals startling in contrast to the silver armor.
His unfurled, pearl-white wings were beyond majestic, their span roughly sixteen feet wide. They rose two-foot above his head and dropped almost to the stones at his feet. Each individual feather was trimmed with a thin strip of gold that glistened in the air and bespoke of incredible power. But it was his deep-set eyes that drew Roderick’s attention the most. Despite the calming demeanor and serene smile, Roderick saw a warrior’s hardness in the pitch-black orbs, eyes that saw everything, and missed nothing.
Far to the right of Enoch stood a woman of such breathtaking beauty that even the most pious of the priests felt a lustful stirring in their loins. She was almost the exact opposite of her male counterpart with flaming locks of shining auburn hair that cascaded over her slightly sloped shoulders like whitewater across a rocky riverbed, falling nearly to her narrow waist. It shimmered and twisted in the glowing light as if it moved with a life of its own. Within the corona of her hair, her face was a perfect oval with predominate cheeks, but her jawline was long and square. Sensual, full, rose-red lips were curled in a pixy-like smile, sexual and inviting. Her over-large, emerald-green eyes sparkled like faceted emeralds against skin that had a naturally dark, honey-colored hue. Her wide-spread wings were absolutely stunning. They were the color of a stormy sunset with shades of scarlet, yellow, and gold, each feather edged with a thin strip of obsidian. 
Her dark maroon armor was molded like a second skin against full-bodied curves that were at once soft and gentle, yet hard and sculpted with corded muscle. The metallic plates were artistically carved and inlaid with strange shapes and contours of silver that appeared to be in constant motion. Should one gaze upon them too long, it caused a sickening nausea to churn in their stomachs. A broad strip of matching metal-like cloth fell from her waist, stopping a few inches above the ground. Beneath that, she wore black, leather-like pants that hugged every curve of her sinewy thighs and bulging calves. Ebony boots covered her feet and traveled up to her knees. A long, black scabbard embedded with blood-red jewels was strapped to her left side. It held a narrow sword with a hilt of onyx with a small ruby globe resting on its pommel. In her right hand, the woman held a golden horn similar to a long, curled trumpet bereft of valves. Like her male companion, she appeared to carry no other weapons.
From what Roderick could tell from this distance, the other angels were clad in sky-blue leather-like material from neck to toe that still had the sheen of some type of polished metal. Each carried a sheathed sword and nothing more. Facially, they represented every race of humanity with enormous wings in every shade of the rainbow. Half of the ten were male. The others were female. Though they all smiled serenely, their stances told Roderick they had the carriage of wary and watchful, highly trained warriors. He felt a tingling in his spine and turned. He met the steady, steely gaze of what he assumed to be the commanding male angel, noting a hard appraisal in those raven-black eyes. It set off a warning bell in his brain, even though the man did nothing more than curl one corner of his lips in a sardonic smirk and lowered his head in acknowledgment of Roderick’s intense and careful scrutiny. He felt as if the winged warrior had sized him up and found him wanting.
Enoch was the largest of the cadre around him, towering over the two angels bracketing him by a good six inches. Though he boasted no opulent plumages as did the others, he carried a sense of presence that dwarfed their incredible beauty. He wore a simple, floor-length robe of pure white satin that had an iridescent quality as if it were made of mother of pearl. It was belted around his waist by a loosely tied, dark brown sash that hung almost to his knees. Long, wavy, cinnamon-colored hair, parted in the middle, hung just past his neck and rolled gently over his broad shoulders. It framed a squared face with deep-set, chocolate eyes, arrow-straight nose, and full lips partially hidden beneath the short, pointy beard that covered his jawline. His skin was bronzed not by the sun but by nature. His smile was warm and genuine as he squatted down and reached out a hand to Pope John Matthew and bid him rise.
The young Pope arose, his face radiant with rapture, and tears of joy still rolled down his flushed cheeks. The shimmering aura that surrounded Enoch pulled him in and cocooned him in a shroud of contentment and peace. John Matthew felt as if his heart would burst at that most sacred touch. He knew, without doubt, he was in the presence of divinity. Once the Pontiff managed to stand on trembling legs, Enoch raised one hand into the air. The angels around him furled their wings and rested at ease, their eyes still scanning the worshipers jammed like sardines in the Square. A great moan rippled across the Vatican like a huge surge of disappointment.
“Stand with me,” Enoch whispered softly to the Pope before raising his eyes to the masses. His voice was like the first breath of spring, filled with the promise of life and new growth. “Be joyous and unafraid. We are emissaries of the Creator come to bring enlightenment to the Earth and to help you spread His Word. We come to release you from your sins and doubts and to show you the one true road to righteousness.”
Enoch’s smile was as bright as a noonday sun. His gaze swept over the faithful seeming to connect with each one of them personally. “You have done well in your stumbling steps to find the proper path to His holy house, my children, and we applaud your efforts. Yet, the Word of the Creator has sometimes been misunderstood or corrupted by men for the sake of their own desires. That is why we are here – to correct those mistakes before He returns to make His final judgment.”
A nervous murmur swept over the Square and feet shuffled upon the ancient stones. Enoch spread his arms wide, his golden aura filling every inch of the Vatican with a calming grace. “Be not afraid,” he said gently. “We are only here to help. That is why we have appeared before only the best of you. That is why we chose your greatest religious centers to make ourselves known.”
Enoch laid his hand on John Matthew’s shoulder as he would a dear friend. “With the help of your greatest leaders like this man at my side, we will guide you. Where you have fallen, we will lift you up. Where you have strayed, we shall shepherd you back into His flock. Rejoice for the Creator has chosen you as His messengers to the world. May you be filled with His love and glory.”
“I leave you now to consult with your Pope and my brethren around the world,” Enoch said much to the disappointment of the throng. He smiled kindly at their collective sigh. “Fear not. We are not leaving. There is much for us to do together and we shall talk again from time to time. Until then, listen to this man as if the words were coming from my own lips,” he said, looking down on John Matthew. “And know that we are always watching over you. Be at peace and spread the wonder of His Word.”
With a great flapping of wings, the twelve angels rose into the sky until they were lost in the misty glow above. With that mystical, serene sound of a heavenly choir, the shining cross lifted into the night becoming a brilliant point of light still hovering high above St. Peter’s Basilica. Only Enoch remained behind. He walked with the Pope, the Swiss Guard encircling them as they made their way toward the papal apartments. The guard was unnecessary for Enoch expanded the corona that enshrouded him to encompass his companions. The crowd fell away from them as would leaves pushed by a gentle whirlwind. The hum of thousands of voices raised in prayer followed their passage and continued long after they were gone from sight.
Roderick stayed behind, walking around the spot where angels had so recently tread. Amazingly, it remained devoid of worshipers as if they were loath to touch that holy ground. His team milled around the area with him, their eyes unclouded by the rapture that permeated the air. Around the periphery was gathered small clumps of other people shifting on unsure feet. Roderick could tell by the dubious turn of their lips that they were as hesitant as he was to believe the words they heard despite what they had witnessed. Something still felt off about the pageantry and piety of it all and it bothered them as well.
 “Bring our equipment out,” Roderick said gruffly, joining his companions. He looked carefully at each of them, glad to see that none of them had that glaze of hypnotic wonder. “We were brought here to find out if this is a miracle or if it is something else entirely. Let’s see if we can get any readings that can help us decide.” The darkness of his demeanor told them what he was thinking long before his next words were spoken. “Something is wrong here,” he said stiffly, shaking his head. “I feel it in my bones. Let’s find out what it is.”
Kylie Jorgenson felt the same, but unlike Roderick, she knew exactly what was bothering her. It was all too perfect. She was with the task force sent to Silver Spring when the spaceship – she could think of it in no other way – descended over the world headquarters of the Seventh Day Adventists Church. Like everyone else, she stared in awe as the heavenly entourage floated down and settled on the arch of concrete in front of the main entrance to the building complex. Every square inch of land between Columbia Pike Highway and Old Columbia Pike was occupied by people enthralled by the holy angels and their wingless leader. Traffic was at a standstill for miles in every direction and the main parking lot was blocked to give standing room only to the multitudes. But unlike most of the assemblage, she remained unaffected by the strange, mesmerizing sound of the angelic choir and one look around told her she was not the only one feeling disquieted.
At the fore of the arch of twelve angels stood a man of such astounding charisma that he enthralled the believers with his transcendent appearance alone. When he spoke, his words rippled across the landscape like a soothing balm that somehow reached the ears of those even many miles away and set their souls at ease. He was swathed in a simple, cotton-like white robe that sparkled in the late morning sunshine like dew-covered spider webs. It was pinned at his left shoulder by a plain silver broach and cut across his huge, athletic chest in waves of soft material. Around his stout waist was a rope of braided cord tied in a rough knot just below his navel. There were no sleeves to his gown which only highlighted the sinewy contours of his arms spread wide in welcome to the people.
His face was an artist’s conception of the perfect male. The lines of his long, oval face were strong and handsome, yet warm and gentle. His eyes were the shimmering blue of a mountain lake and twinkled as if filled with a million stars and the smile beneath his full, trimmed beard competed with the sun for dominance and won. A full, curly mane of shiny mahogany hair crowned his head and rolled over his shoulders to the center of his torso held away from his crinkled brow by a simple, thin, unadorned band of black. The man’s features were plainly Caucasian, but his skin had that deeply tanned hue of someone who lived their entire life on a sun-drenched beach.
What turned Kylie’s emerald eyes flinty with suspicion was the fact she had seen that face a thousand times. It hung from every cross in every church she had ever visited. It was pictured in holy artworks and on cheap, black, crushed velvet paintings. It was the face of Jesus Christ.
“Greetings and salutations to all. I am John and we come to welcome you into the light of the Creator,” he said, his gaze sweeping and all-inclusive. His voice was a deep baritone as soft as a mother’s kiss and filled with love and kindness. “A time of great judgment is upon this earth and soon He will return to render that judgment. Before He makes His final decision, the Creator has sent us to give you a choice in your destiny so I bring with me three of His messengers and commanders of His army.”
John turned his gaze to his left and pointed to the angel closest to him. “This is Phanuel. He commands the legions of hope and repentance and begs for you to join him in his mission to bring the lost out of their darkness.”
Huge, regal wings in hues of blue unfurled around the tall, slender man, beginning with a dark azure and fading to an icy arctic blue at the tips. Each individual feather was edged in emerald green and glittered like polished jewels in the bright daytime sun. His upper torso fanned upward from a narrow waist to wide, flat shoulders and was covered by a turquoise breastplate molded to every sharply-defined muscle. Beneath the armor, Phanuel wore a long-sleeved tunic of sky blue the shifted shades with the breeze. His lower body was clothed in navy blue trousers that stretched over his strong, dancer’s legs and were tucked into calf-high, black boots. Around his ample hips was a belt that appeared to be made of small, verdant metal tiles slung at an angle and holding an unsheathed, steel-blue sword inlaid in the center with otherworldly symbols.
Phanuel raised his arms in a warm embrace to the throng of people surrounding him. His straight, honey-blond hair swirled around his smooth, oval face and sloped, hairless jawline in the light winds and lay over his shoulders like a waterfall of gold. On either side of his slim nose were eyes of sea-blue filled with chips of sparkling diamonds. The smile on his full, pink lips was like a sunbeam streaming down through a cloudy sky. He pulled his wings back in and took a step backward, crossing his hands piously in front of him.
Next to Phanuel stood a woman of unimaginable magnificence, resplendent in a sleeveless canary-yellow gown that seemed to be made of layers of gossamer silk. It hugged her curvaceous body like the hands of a jealous lover. The unearthly material was pinned at the edges of her gently sloped shoulders and formed a deep V that exposed an expanse of cleavage above her full, ample breasts. In one hand she held a hide-bound book and at her hip was a sword that looked like it was made of hardened fire. Her egg-shaped face was haloed by luxurious waves of gingerbread hair that curled around her like a living cape. Her skin was like smooth, rich cream with a slightly darker blush to her rounded cheeks. Her rose-red lips begged to be kissed, upturned in an impish yet seductive smile. Her eyes were large and almond-shaped and were like polished amber set beneath gracefully arched, cinnamon-shaded eyebrows.
Though her unblemished beauty brought tears of desire to men and women alike, it was her spectacular wings that made the masses gasp in wonderment. They looked like liquid honey lit by every hue on the surface of the sun. When she fanned them out fully, the colors shifted and moved across the black-edged feathers with each soft caress by the gentle breeze.  Her head was tilted to one side as she looked over the crowd with a gaze filled with love.
“I am Jopheil,” she said, her voice tinkling over the miles like a thousand wind chimes caught in a mild springtime wind. “I come to show you the Creator’s beauty in all things and in everyone. I bring you the will to overcome the ugliness and despair that life can throw in your way. I am here to guide you upward toward the greatness of which you are all capable. I am here to fight at your side against evil and to serve you in your quest for holiness. I am Jopheil and I bring with me the Word of the Creator.”
John waited quietly for several minutes to give the awe-struck multitudes a chance to absorb the light of Jopheil’s beauty and the wisdom of her message. He knew well the effect she would have on humanity which is why he requested her to be at his side. Once the utter silence turned into muted conversations, John raised one hand and introduced the third angel of the trinity on his right.
The man was a gargantuan of herculean proportions. Where the other two angels had radiated a sense of serenity, this one filled the people with dread and fear. His head was like a block of granite with short-cropped, midnight hair and his eyes like chunks of faceted onyx deep-set beneath brooding black brows. Though amazingly handsome, his demeanor was dower with thick lips downturned and grim. He was naked to the waist with skin the color of dark chocolate. His barrel chest was almost overly muscled with huge pectorals covered by a carpet of ebony hair. His bulging biceps were a big as a weightlifter’s thighs, each encircled by a wide band of maroon metal edged in gold. From the tree-trunk waist down, he wore pants of some leather-like, ruby-red material that fought valiantly to contain the swell of his massive, pillar-sized legs. Where his companions held no weapons, this angel had his enormous hands resting on the pommel of his unsheathed sword, the tip piercing the concrete between his booted feet. The deadly blade was blood-red trimmed in silver and was covered from the hilt down with mysterious sterling symbols. The rustling of his arched wings made the crowd uncomfortable and nervous. Every obsidian feather appeared to be enshrouded in molten lava that dripped hotly toward the tips. To stare at them too long caused a queasiness in the stomachs of all those who looked at them. He did not speak a single word, but those eyes felt as if they gazed into every soul and made a silent judgment.
“This is Camael,” John said, a touch of mirth in his tone that eased the trepidation of those within the sound of his voice. “Do not let his gloomy countenance fool you. He carries with him the promise of peace to all nations but is burdened by the knowledge that it is sometimes only gained at the edge of a sword. Though Camael abhors violence, he is a warrior of the Creator and is our protector and the guardian of all who follow His will.”
“Be jubilant in your holy accomplishments,” John said, his aura outshining the sun and encompassing almost all who looked upon him. “We recognize the great works you have achieved and will help you attain the glory of His grace. Be at peace and celebrate all you have done for the moment of His judgment will soon be at hand.”
“I will converse for a time with your leaders,” he said, waving his hand at the quiet group of men huddled off to his right with their heads bowed in prayer. “We have much to discuss in the coming days. My words will pass through these men but rest assured we will be watching over you from high above and are here when you need us. Now go forth and share His glory with all. He is counting on you and your service to His will and I have complete faith that none of you will disappoint Him.”
The twelve angels took to the air in a flurry of wings, flying upward toward the glowing cross above them. The backwash of their flight sent a cloud of dust floating over those closest to them, including Kylie and her team. She rubbed the dirt from her eyes and surveyed the numbed but ecstatic people around her. The look of self-righteous exaltation gleaming in their fanatical eyes gnawed at her as much as the sanctimonious display provided by the visitors. She could not believe so many intelligent people could miss the obvious pandering to their beliefs which should have caused them to question what the true motives of these surreal beings were.
As has happened in Rome, England, and New York, once the angels were lost in the golden fog, the ship ascended into the heavens until it became invisible in the light of day or a mere dot in the night sky. Also like those other locations, all electronic surveillance devices, TVs, monitors, digital cameras, cellphones, or anything else that could have taken recordings of the events stopped working until the angels were gone. More than a few industrious people had tried using old fashioned filmed cameras, but all they captured were foggy, blurred, indistinguishable shapes. These apparitions did not want to be filmed and that set Kylie’s nerves on edge.
That all changed with the incident in Salt Lake City.
Chapter 4
An unusually hot summer sun beat down on the streets of Salt Lake City like the hammer of God. Shimmering heat waves rose from the sticky asphalt roadways and concrete sidewalks cooking the crowds packed like sardines for miles outside the granite walls surrounding Temple Square. Even though their sweat dried almost instantly in the arid June wind, the fetor of their perspiration mixed with the ‘lake stink’ wafting in from the marshlands near the Great Lake and caused many to cover their noses as they walked. To make matters worse, the unwashed bodies of thousands of homeless living in tents along the Jordan River and camped all along Rio Grande Street near where the old downtown emergency shelter was once located only added to the foul stench.
Thousands of pilgrims still swarmed into the city on a daily basis ever since the holy star first entered the atmosphere above the temple. They more than doubled the influx attending the bi-annual conference back in April and put a tremendous strain on municipal resources. There was not an empty room left in the entire county and restaurants could barely keep up with the customers lined up outside. The police departments ran their officers without thought of overtime restrictions and still didn’t have the manpower to quell the rising crime rate. They were forced to ignore irate business owners who demanded they drive dirty panhandlers from their doorways and hundreds of other misdemeanor complaints just to keep the city from falling into utter chaos. Tempers flared, fights broke out everywhere and traffic slowed to a crawl and the blame was heaped directly upon their weary shoulders.
Temple Square was a relative ocean of calm amid the storm outside its fifteen-foot-tall granite walls. The streets surrounding the Square were made one-way and reduced to a single lane to accommodate the caravan of news vans that were camped around the block. For the first time in the history of the church, the four gates at the cardinal points were closed and locked, squads of armed guards restricting access to only a limited few.
President Hiram Waithright and his First Counselors moved their meetings from the office building to the Tabernacle building amid security concerns and to handle the tremendous inpouring of Elders from around the globe. This holy event was of epic proportions and what the full impact meant for the Church and the faithful was yet to be determined. But Hiram knew in his heart that God had chosen the headquarters of the Mormon Church for His Holy Apparition for a reason and that reason would be a blessed one.
“Calm down, my brethren,” he said for the tenth time in the last hour. He desperately trying to curb his irritation by keeping his tone level and reassuring, but it was becoming more difficult by the moment. Hiram took a deep breath and fiddled with the end of his tie, keeping his motions hidden behind the polished oak pulpit. “I know you are all as frustrated as I, but I have no doubt all will be revealed in the Lord’s own time. You must have patience.”
The First President felt oddly alone standing on the dais in front of the mammoth organ without the choir filling the seats behind him. His First Counselors and the Quorum of Twelve sat with him on the huge stage so he should not feel that way, but he did. All eight of the Seventies filled the tiers below him and every balcony and pew in the Tabernacle was packed to capacity but all eyes were centered on him for guidance and he never felt so inadequate.
An Elder rushed onto the stage and spoke into the ear of one of the First Counselors before making a hasty exit. Hiram caught the motion in his peripheral vision and something in the man’s excited demeanor set him on edge. He turned his head as the Counselor broke protocol and hurried to his side. The words he whispered made Hiram’s eyes go wide and caused his mouth to drop to the floor.
“Excuse me,” he muttered to the assembly as the Twelve rose with him, the message of the Counselor quickly circulating among them. “We must leave you now. We will reconvene soon.”
Saying no more, Hiram left the stage suddenly, ignoring the rising babble around him. He desperately wanted to tell them what was happening, but to do so would have caused complete pandemonium and impeded his progress. A great joy filled his heart as he and the Quorum were escorted outside to the rear entrance of the Temple. They all stopped cold, nearly stumbling into each other as they stared in stunned awe at the gigantic pure white cross hovering a few hundred feet above the steeples. A golden light beamed from the glowing center and shown down on the other side of the Temple near the main doors. Hiram was giddy with excitement for he knew the Lord was calling him and all of his questions would soon be answered.
A hushed silence greeted him as he burst from the entrance and out onto the red bricks fronting the Temple. The ray of light was centered on the Reflection Pool just beyond the iron fence. Camera crews blanketed the sidewalks around it and spilled onto the north and south lawns. Their lenses were focused on the base of the light, but not a single reporter uttered a word. All he could hear was the sound of a heavenly choir filling him with a feeling of peace and serenity unlike anything he had ever known.
Tears filled his eyes and poured unashamed down his blushed cheeks and Hiram found it difficult to move, yet something drew him onward through the iron gates until he found himself standing before the pool. The waters began to vibrate and crackle. Within seconds of his arrival, it turned midnight-black and transformed into something like solid, polished obsidian. The light, itself, narrowed to a single spot in the center of the pool and became as dense as a thick morning fog. Inside, a gigantic form began to take shape, but before it completely materialized, a sound like a rising wind came from above.
Hiram did not hear the gasp of wonderment that rolled like thunder across the compound and out into the city streets. He did not see the people filling the east lawn behind the reporters fall to their knees and raise their hands in holy praise. Nor did he notice the Elders at his back sink to the ground in prayer. His trembling mind could only focus on the heavenly host descending toward the pool on wings of eye-searing beauty. He would have joined his brethren in supplication if it were not for the fact that his legs were locked in imaginary pillars of solid stone.
Angeline Morgan was impressed but not completely awe-struck by the appearance of the angels as were most of those around her. She had seen them in New York, Silver Spring, and Chicago. However, she was incredibly surprised by an event that was unique to Salt Lake City so far. All the cameras were working. For the first time, the monitors she could see all showed images from the vantage point of their respective crews. Never before had these beings allowed themselves to be photographed and she was here to be a part of it.
“Pat, are you getting this?” she said in a breathless whisper.
“My God, yes,” her cameraman replied excitedly. Like her, he was a veteran of these occurrences as well as numerous battlefield assignments. Also, like his partner, Pat didn’t have a religious bone in his body and was immune to the spiritual connotations of these events. He was jaded and suspicious and only concerned with getting the right shot and making Angeline look good. This was his path to a Pulitzer. He followed the angel’s descent until they took up their positions around the perimeter of the pool awaiting the figure in the light.
“Move a little to the right,” he said briskly in his usual terse manner. He was all business now, grateful this was not a colossal waste of time as were the other cities. “I want a wide shot of all the angels and the ‘messiah’ when he appears. Then we’ll get you back in the frame.”
Angeline did as she was told without offense at his tone. They had been partners for over five years now and Pat was the best she had ever worked with. She owed him. Her fall from grace at the New York Times had taken him down with her. The only reason they were permitted to follow these arrivals was that no one expected them to capture actual pictures. It would just be another series of eyewitness accounts.  Just luff pieces enhanced by her once reputable byline. But Angeline’s gut told her something big would happen soon and now her instincts were born out.
“Wait until we record whatever this one has to say,” Angeline said, stepping behind him. “If the pattern continues, he’ll make some big speech and then scurry off with the bigwigs. We’ll cut me in later.” Pat only nodded, his whole attention concentrated on the tableau playing out in front of him.
The beam of light faded away leaving behind a man of simple grace. The sight of him turned Hiram’s frozen legs to jelly and he tumbled to the ground prostrating himself before the holy apparition. He could hear a muted roaring in his ears but he was not sure if it came from within or from the multitudes surrounding him. His eyes were so damp the man appeared to be cloaked in a white, wavering mist with a corona of golden light encircling his head. Slowly it vanished into a memory of glorious wonder and what was left behind caused Hiram to weep openly.
The man was an almost perfect replica of the Christus statue displayed in the North Visitor’s Center within Temple Square. He stood between eight and nine-foot-tall with long locks of wavy mahogany hair highlighted with strands of shimmering auburn. It flowed over his wide, muscular shoulders like a cape and down to the center of his broad back. The gown he was wearing was made of something like white linen, pinned at his left shoulder, which angled across his burly, hairless chest. The material sparkled in the sunlight as if it was made of polished marble. His face looked as if it had been sculpted by Thorvaldsen, himself, with strong lines and smooth cheeks. A mustache covered his upper lip and meshed with a well-trimmed, curly beard that covered his angled jawline, almost split by his deeply cleft chin. His eyes were so dark they appeared black beneath the shade of his furrowed brow. His skin was the color of maple syrup when it first drips from a spigot hammered into the bark of a tree, rich and warm. He spread his bare arms wide and addressed the men supine before him.
“Rise, children of the Creator,” his baritone voice soothing and as still as a calm mountain lake. “I am Joseph and we come to welcome you into the loving embrace of the Creator.” Turning sideways, he gestured for the men to join him on the smooth surface of the pool. “Please stand with us for all to see.”
Hiram rose as if in a trance. His body moved with a thoughtless will of its own. He felt like he drifted outside of himself, unafraid, but simply a ghost floating above the surreal scene. As if rehearsed a hundred times, the Quorum of Twelve took places next to each of the guardian angels while Hiram stepped to Joseph’s right and the First Counselors shifted to the left. As one, they turned to face the camera crews and the masses humbled behind them.
Not all of Angeline’s media colleagues remained as detached as she was. Some of her fellow reporters lay down their microphones and knelt on the stone pathway, their faces glowing with rapture. Other crews stayed on their feet, but she could see how they quivered and held onto their devices with white-knuckled grips. The emotions written in their stances ran the gamut from euphoria to naked terror yet they managed to stand their ground. Why she was so unaffected by the phenomena was a mystery. Perhaps it was because she had seen it three times already or maybe it was her innate skepticism that kept her distant and clear-minded. No matter the cause, Angeline was grateful.
“Pat,” she said softly, “are you okay?”
He only grunted, his face tight-lipped and grim. He had his eye buried against his camera and was slowly sweeping it across the pond.  The hardness of his body and the stiffness of his stance was somehow reassuring to Angeline. It told her he was all business and not spellbound by the apparitions. After a wide-angle shot, he centered his lens on Joseph and the First President.
Joseph did not address just those before him. It was obvious he understood his words were being broadcast to all of Salt Lake City and billions around the planet. His actions were carefully calculated from the way he held his hands before him down to how he waited until he was sure all eyes were upon him before speaking. That, in and of itself, told Angeline a lot about him.
“Greetings to all people of the world,” he said, the tenor of his voice carrying with it a tranquility that surged across the airwaves in every language on Earth. “I am Joseph, the Prime Progenitor of the First Twelve, the Voice of the Creator, and the messenger of His Word. We come in peace to bring you His glory, His enlightenment, and His guidance to raise you up and make you ready for your place among the heavens.”
Joseph stared into each and every lens, his suddenly steely gaze cutting into the hearts of all who watched, making them tremble. His tone turned as hard at the frozen waters beneath his feet. “We also come to save those we can from His judgment soon to be rendered upon all humanity.”
He raised his arms to encompass the angels arrayed around him. “I bring with me the Proctorial, the scions of the Creator, and the Commanders of the Legions of Twelve. Through us may you be redeemed and brought into His holy light.” His smile radiated like a warm summer sun upon a white sandy beach and he lowered his head in a small bow. “We bid you welcome to the brotherhood of the universe.”
The heavenly choir sang high above, its majestic melodies picked up by the microphones and swelling in the souls of those viewing the broadcast all around the globe. The words might be in some unknown, indecipherable language, the tunes unimaginable, but for most, they still brought with them a feeling of hope, love, and joyous celebration. The unearthly euphonies swaddled them in a warm blanket of compassion and peace and filled them with a burning desire to be closer to these divine entities. For many others, the sound only elicited fear and angst, a feeling of distrust and suspicion that set their nerves on fire. But for both groups, time seemed to slow, intensifying whatever sensations coursed through their bloodstreams until they became difficult to endure. When the music finally stopped, they were stunned to realize mere minutes had passed.
Angeline studied the postures of those around her and could tell they were in the throes of something dramatic, yet she was still untouched by whatever effects those strange harmonies were having on the masses. She saw the solace and elation plainly written on so many faces and envied them their happiness. Part of her wondered if she was broken inside in a way that left her unable to accept the good in people or to have unfiltered faith in their motives. There was always darkness behind the facades they showed to the world. She had looked behind the curtain too many times and seen the ugliness hiding in the shadows. Angeline simply could not believe these aliens - for want of a better word – were only here to enlighten mankind. They must want something else and she would find out what it was.
Once the assonance faded into a faint background hum, Joseph raised one hand for quiet. It was only then that Angeline realized the crowds were wordlessly chanting along with the music. The stillness that followed was almost eerie and raised the hair on the nape of her neck. She gripped her microphone a little tighter and pointed the long, gray windscreen toward Joseph.
“My brethren are appearing to the spiritual leaders of those religions around the world that we have deemed on the closest path to the Creator. We honor them all for their attempts at understanding His Will and shall grant them guidance. After careful consideration, I have personally chosen this city to reveal our message to all the citizens of humanity,” he said solemnly. “It is a place that optimizes all that is good in mankind. It shows through its actions how those who seek the path of the Creator could be redeemed through His Word. It shows how the righteous should treat their fellow man and lift them into the light. You should be as proud of your accomplishments as are we in your first steps toward the Will of the Creator. Congratulate yourselves and rejoice for you are blessed in His eyes.”
The roar of the crowd resonated through the city streets and rippled across the countryside. The “Praise be!” and “Amen” doxologies were almost deafening along with the thunderous applause that rumbled across the landscape. Joseph smiled down on the masses, his hands palm-up at his sides until their celebration subsided.
“However,” he said, his smile disappearing and his tone turning grim, “it is also the place that is a stark reminder of your failures and of how far some have strayed from the road in pursuit of their own personal glory. This must be corrected. Corruption of the Word cannot be tolerated.”
A fearful hush swept over the city at his stern proclamation. Angeline heard angry grumbles coming from small pockets scattered throughout the throng. The words were indistinct so she couldn’t tell if the outrage were in agreement with Joseph’s assessment or from indignation that he could judge their faith so harshly. What she did notice where many did not was the implied threat behind his caustic words and it made Angeline shiver. Her eyes flitted over the guardian angels and she thought she noted a subtle shifting in their stances. More than a few moved their hands slowly to rest on the hilts of their swords. How those types of weapons could compete with the firepower of the police holding back the crowds she did not know, but something about their unearthly confidence sent a cold chill down her spine.
Joseph’s chocolate-brown eyes flickered with sparks of blue-white lightning as he motioned toward the Temple Square. “Look at these garish monoliths behind me enclosed in granite walls to keep out all but the chosen few. Look at the wealth squandered to glorify His name while outside those iron gates there are thousands who live in destitution without warm clothing to keep out the cold of winter or enough food to fill their aching bellies.”
As heads hung down in shame, Joseph continued with a softer, but still terse tone. “We took the time to read your histories. Not so long ago you had in place the best of programs to aid these people. You got them off the streets and built homes for them. You gave them jobs. You gave them dignity and brought them into the light. You are to be commended for your kindness.”
Joseph looked squarely at the men standing stoop-shouldered at his sides. Heads bowed and cheeks flushed, they did not look up to meet his steely gaze. “But you gave up. You blamed your country’s last depraved leadership for driving more people into poverty and cutting funding for you to help. You did so while building extravagant temples at the expense of the poor.”
“Outside of this city,” he stated bluntly, staring straight into the cameras, “you continue to ignore those in need of your aid and your inspiration while stuffing your coffers to overflowing for your own benefit alone. For that, you should be ashamed and for that, there must be a penance.”
Joseph turned his back to the gaggle of reporters and addressed the church leaders gathered on the petrified pond with him. “You live high on the hill in your magnificent mansions while many at your feet have no roofs over their heads. You eat lavish meals while others go without bread. You are good men, but you have forgotten what it means to walk the streets in humility. You have forgotten you serve the Creator and all of his children, not just your own flock. Not just those who believe as you do. We will help you remember.”
“For your atonement, you will leave your extravagant homes and find more modest quarters among your brethren so you may live as they do,” Joseph said sternly, his tone like edged steel. “In two days hence, your posh residences will be reduced to rubble and become like the hovels of the poor. Take what belongings are important to you and leave the riches behind.”
A great gasp swelled over the crowd and the men standing before Joseph went as pale as porcelain. Then their eyes turned dark and bitter scowls lined their faces. Several started to sputter with fists clenched at their sides. The Prime Progenitor stopped the resentful words forming in their throats before they could even pass through their trembling lips with just a slight raise of his hand.
“Yes,” Joseph said, lifting his palms outward toward the men, “you have done many good works, but you could do so much more. We will help you with that. Accept His judgment without question. Heed His Will and you may stand beside us as you do here. You will be our ambassadors to the world and our light, our gifts, and our knowledge will flow through you. If not, you may stay in your homes without fear and we will leave your dwellings untouched.”
“However,” Joseph warned them tersely, “should you show us and your followers that the material is more important to you than the Word of the Creator, we will find others of greater faith. We will never speak to you again and, when judgment is rendered upon this world, you will have already decided which side you are on. The choice is yours.”
Joseph turned back to the cameras, his handsome face once again smiling, serene and placid. “Open your hearts. Open your minds,” he said warmly. “Know every person is part of His creation. Everything, living or inert, has a place in His grand design. Harken to the Word of the Creator and become one with us. We have much to teach you about His true nature. We have technologies that will help you in your quest for a better, unified world. We will gladly share them with those who answer His call. Peace be with you.”
Angeline didn’t bother to rush the pool as did her colleagues. She did not shout out questions she knew would go unanswered. As with her previous encounters with these beings, the angels lifted themselves on fluttering wings and disappeared into the arms of the cross still hovering overhead. Unlike those other occurrences, Joseph did not stay behind to meet with the Quorum. The light intensified only around him and, like a puff of smoke, he vanished. The cross rose into the sunlit sky and was lost behind a bank of puffy, white clouds drifting across a sapphire-blue sky.
 “What now?” Pat said roughly, lowering the heavy camera off his shoulder. The speech and quick exit left a sour taste in his mouth. This was the first time these visitors had made a direct threat of action. If they carried it out, ripples were sure to be felt all the way to Washington.
The Mormon leaders milled around on the still-solid Reflection Pool looking dazed, confused, and more than a little upset. The barrage of questions raining down on them was completely evaded when they finally moved. They hurriedly pushed their way through the gates into Temple Square, ignoring the pandemonium erupting around them. The police took up posts behind them, preventing the yelling reporters from chasing them inside.
“We do a few witness reaction interviews then come back to do a segment here at the pool,” Angeline said, her mind spinning like a buzz saw. She tossed her long, blond hair over her shoulder with a shake of her head, her brow crinkled and her turquoise eyes flickering in the sunlight. She had a decision to make and she had to make it fast.
“Sure, but let’s make it quick. You know they’ll show up in L.A. next,” Pat said as they searched for a group of people not already being pummeled by other reporters. “We need to catch a flight soon if we’re going to be there when they do.”
“No,” Angeline replied after a moment’s contemplation. “Whatever happens, this place is now a powder keg. Joseph’s words were meant to ignite it. We need to see what happens next.”
She looked at her partner squarely. “You and I both realize the kind of consequences there could be if he makes good on his threat. We need to be here when he does.”
“The question is not only should we respond,” General Mathis said, his steel-blue eyes red from lack of sleep, “but exactly what kind of response we should make. Should it be military or diplomatic?”
“It’s hard to come up with a diplomatic solution when these aliens have yet to accept invitations to meet with officials from any government,” Ellen Ackerman said as she sipped on her lukewarm coffee. The Secretary of State still managed to look alert and crisp even though she had as little sleep as everyone else in the Situation Room. Her clothing was well-pressed and neat and her mid-length, silver hair was perfectly combed without a strand out of place. Only a tiny quiver in her hands showed the severity of the caffeine overdose she was experiencing.
“So far, they have only met with religious leaders,” she reminded them unnecessarily. She waved a hand toward the monitors mounted on the chamber walls, her light blue eyes flinty and her thin, pink lips drawn in a tight line across her softly rounded face. “And as if their arrival wasn’t enough, this broadcast of theirs’s has stirred up a hornet’s nest.”
Every screen was a montage of images from around the world and, though she would never admit it in public, they terrified Ellen. Fanatical religious hysteria was sweeping across the globe. Rioting was commonplace as fringe revivalists spread malice and hatred against those who did not believe as they did. Blame for the coming judgment was laid at the feet of politicians, homosexuals, the greedy rich, minorities, and anyone else deemed unworthy in God’s eyes. Of course, that distinction was based solely on the words of whoever was saying it at the time so clashes between various sects spilled into the streets and through otherwise quiet neighborhoods.
“Governors in almost every state are calling out their National Guards to quell the unrest,” Ellen said as she pointed to a video of armed troops rolling through downtown Atlanta. “Even then, it doesn’t seem to be enough. They’re asking us to send in regular Army.”
“You know we can’t do that,” President Morland said, shaking his head wearily. He had dark circles under his bleary hazel eyes and his sandy-brown hair was disheveled from running his fingers through it constantly. “But back to the immediate question at hand. What do we do if this Joseph character destroys American property?”
“Well,” David Carpenter of the FBI, said, shuffling the pile of reports stacked in front of him, “he hasn’t said he would hurt anyone. He’s given them a choice. If they move out of their homes of their own free will and let him demolish their property, isn’t that their decision?”
“Yes,” Jack Anderson of Homeland replied sternly. “However, it could set a dangerous precedent. They are telling us they can and will use force or threat of force to compel compliance with their demands.” Jack looked squarely at the President. “What happens if they demand something of us?”
“We can’t deal with ‘what if’s’”, President Morland replied a little more tersely than he intended. “We have our hands full with what is.”
“Goddamn it!” he shouted, slamming his fist down on the table. His coffee rattled in its saucer and spilled over onto the polished wood. Half the people surrounding him jumped in their seats, startled by his uncharacteristic outburst. “We are so out of the water on this one! We have no idea what they want. Are they friend or foe? Why aren’t they talking to us?”
His assistant scrambled to clean up the coffee before it soaked the documents scattered across the table and took the cup and saucer away. The President just mumbled his thanks and leaned back in his chair. He took a deep breath to calm his frayed nerves then looked around the room. “Get me more intelligence on these beings. Find out what they’re discussing privately with these religious leaders. I don’t care how you do it, just do it!”
“As for Salt Lake City,” he said, rising suddenly from his chair. He knew he needed some sleep or he wouldn’t be any good to anyone. He couldn’t think straight as it was. “All we can do is wait. Shit! I hate waiting!”
“I’ll be in my quarters,” President Morland said, walking toward the Situation Room door. “Give me a few hours unless something major happens and for the love of God, get me some answers!”
Hiram Waithright wanted answers, too, and the men arguing around him weren’t giving him any. He ran a hand over the thin, gray remnants of his hair hoping in some way doing so would ease the splitting headache pounding behind his eyes. It started just after Joseph disappeared and had increased in ferocity every minute since. The raised voices echoing in the large office only added to his misery.
“Please,” Hiram begged, holding up his hand for silence. He picked up his cup of strong black coffee and took a big gulp knowing it was against church doctrine. It was his private sin and, in these circumstances, a virtual necessity. “All this shouting is getting us nowhere. We have to come to a consensus and we have to do it soon for the good of the church more than just for ourselves.”
“Who is this man to tell us we have to abandon our homes and give up all we have earned through God’s works?” First Counselor Wilson said bitterly. “Who is he to shame us in front of our own temple and on worldwide television? How do we know he is who he claims to be?”
“He comes with angels,” Elder Smith replied blissfully. His ocean-blue eyes blazed with deistic furor and his full, rounded cheeks were flushed a bright red. “He has appeared to us beneath a holy cross. He comes carrying God’s word. Who are we to doubt him?”
“And that heavenly choir,” Elder Breckenridge added with a soft sigh. Tears filled his eyes and flowed freely down his face. “Have you ever heard something so spiritual? Something that seeped into your soul and brought you such joy? Could you not feel it, brothers? How can there be any uncertainty? Is this not proof of all we believe?”
It was that music, itself, that caused Hiram so much unease. He remembered how it sucked him in and drew him toward Joseph. As much as it enraptured him, there was a part of his mind that was afraid of it. He felt out of control and hypnotized as if he was not in command of his own body. Once it stopped and Joseph was gone, Hiram was left feeling violated somehow and suffering from a screaming headache. He was a highly educated man and he wondered if that unearthly sound was more technological than divine. If so, could all the other elements of this phenomena have scientific explanations instead of a sacrosanct one? He kept his misgivings to himself for now for the sake of his church, but he knew he would have to explore the possibility somehow, someway, and soon.
“I believe this is a test of our faith,” Hiram said finally after staring into his cup. His brethren ignored his little vice knowing they each had one of their own. “Let’s look at what we know. We know much of what Joseph said is true. We have failed in some areas. We know these divine beings came to only a chosen few and we are one of those. We know Joseph chose us above all others to share his message with the entire world. We know he has offered us guidance, aid, and a better understanding of God. Do we turn away from that simply to keep our material belongings? Is he right? Is this what we have become?”
After the muttered prayers, praises, and rumbles of agreement quieted down, Hiram said, “We have all been given a personal choice. I intend to heed his edict to prove my dedication to the word of God. Though I think we should act as one, you must do what is in your heart. Whatever consequences there are will be on your own heads.”
“I will add, however,” Hiram said, his tone becoming as hard as steel, “should any of you chose to ignore Joseph’s decree, I will go before the general assembly and ask for a special election to pick your replacements.”

Hiram stood at the gated entrance to his driveway, his back rigid and his muscles taut. His wife leaned against him under the crook of his right arm, her beautiful face blushed and splotchy with tears. Their six children stood at his left, hugging each other and sobbing. He felt they should all be here to witness this together. It broke his heart to watch the home his kids grew up in collapse under the pressure of some unseen force. There was no explosion, no fire, no sound other than the shattering of wood, and the cracking of crumpling stone. There was no eruption of blasted materials, smoke, or ash. It was as if the foot of God simply stepped on the house and reduced it to powder.
Ten members of the Quorum and the First Counselors gathered a respectable distance away, their faces grim and their white-knuckled hands clasped before them. They knew their homes were next. Two of the Twelve decided to go their own way and would be missed. Hiram understood them more than they knew and bore them no ill will. He had known those men for many years and knew it was not greed that drove their decision to step aside. It was their faith. Something about these envoys struck them as wrong and they could not be part of their demands.
Hiram felt an uncomfortable suspicion in his heart as well and that bothered him deeply. His decision to follow Joseph was not made entirely on religious grounds. Whether these beings were celestial or not, the mere fact that they were here in the guise of saviors told him two things for sure.
One, they had incredibly advanced technology. To cross the stars in what was obviously craft of some kind meant they also had the power to crush all of humanity as easily as they had to his home. Even though they had yet to use it did not mean they would not. To save his people from that unspoken menace, he had to be inside their circle to learn their true intentions.
Two, they knew enough about Earth history to choose forms that would have the greatest impact on mankind without appearing to be an overt threat. Had they not done so, the militaries of the world would be arrayed against them. Hiram did not get to where he was without a keen understanding of politics. He noted how these beings had bypassed governments by going directly to the people and getting them on their side. It could mean they wanted to avoid violence and harm. That could be a good thing. He had to wait and see.
Joseph stood alone still dressed as he first appeared with his back to the crowd that gathered in quiet, prayerful support behind the Quorum. His hands were raised above the rubble of Hiram’s house as if he were praising God. In answer, the heavenly choir say wordless melodies of joy. Seeing the crumpled, dusty ruins of his once-beautiful home kept Hiram from being as enchanted by the sound as he had before.
When he turned around, Joseph was smiling beatifically. He walked slowly to where Hiram and his family stood and placed his huge hands on the First President’s shoulders. His touch felt warm and it soothed the man’s tense muscles and gave him a feeling of comfort. That aura encompassed his wife and children and eased the pain in their eyes. Hiram was thankful for that kindness.
“You are blessed in the eyes of the Creator,” Joseph said tenderly. “I am grateful you have chosen to accept His will. I know this may seem harsh at the moment, but I promise you your sacrifice will be well worth it to you, your family, and all who follow you.”
Hiram choked back the lump in his throat before saying anything. It wasn’t there from any sense of relief or comfort. It was a seed of anger tinged with a hint of fear and it left a bitter taste in his dry mouth. He fought to keep his feelings from showing by bowing his head and hiding the glint in his eyes. Once Hiram felt more in control, he lifted face and looked up into Joseph’s beaming eyes. “Thank you for allowing me to prove myself,” he said carefully.
Joseph accepted his words at face value and lifted his voice to address all those around him. “I promised you that if you welcomed the Creator’s judgment, you would be rewarded and it shall be so. Let us now move forward and make your city a paradise on earth and a shining example of His Word for all the world to see. Peace be with you.”
Chapter 5
Lucas Olstein knew a con job when he saw it and he knew these ‘messiahs’ were running a great one. He was a master at the game and he’d been running the most profitable scam in American history for over two decades now. Not that he cared what they were doing. They were great for business. All he had to do was get more involved with them.
Little Jimmy Davis grew alone up on the streets of Los Angeles after his heroin-addict mom died in a derelict downtown apartment with a dirty needle stuck in her arm. He learned fast how to run grifts from fake star maps to blackmailing those who found a pretty little boy ‘irresistible’. By the time he was eighteen, he’d grown from a cute, skinny kid into a handsome young man with a head full of loosely curled brown hair, startling hazel eyes filled with flecks of gold. His good looks and ripped, athletic body meshed with a dazzling smile and an almost supernatural charisma that filled women with unbridled desire. He used it to work his way into upper L.A. society and scammed his way through inheritances and bank accounts.
At twenty-two, Jimmy crossed the wrong woman and wound up with a ten-year prison sentence. There was no way he was going to waste his youth inside. He knew the quickest way out was through the prison chaplain. He devoted himself to Bible study and a façade of faith. It didn’t take long to convince the Pastor he was completely reformed. Ten years turned into three and Jimmy was on the street again.
It was a time of TV Evangelists and megachurches. No one seemed to care how many scandals rocked the God industry as long as they quoted from the Good Book and said what people wanted to hear. One look at the money pouring in from doe-eyed marks told Jimmy this was the greatest racket of all time. A quick name change, false background, and the stash of cash he’d hidden before his conviction and Lucas Olstein was born.
Preaching on the tube about love, forgiveness, and the power of success took Lucas to the top in just a few short years. He married into the biggest televangelist dynasty in the U.S and solidified his position as the preeminent protestant Pastor in the country. But that wasn’t enough to feed his massive, narcissistic ego. He also had to be the richest and most extravagant.
His new Crystal Cathedral gave him all that. Using his family and their combined wealth, he bought the old, infamous, fifty-five acre Spahn Ranch in the hills between Simi Valley and the San Fernando Valley from the State of California and separated it from the Santa Susana Historical Park. The park was going bankrupt and the land was a blighted landscape of sagebrush, trash, and graffiti that no one wanted so he got it dirt cheap. But to his devoted followers, Lucas said he picked this specific location for a different, more holy reason.
The ranch was once the home base of the notorious, murderous Manson family. The evil of their deeds permeated the soil and soaked the hillsides in a stench of bloodlust and hatred. To walk to hard-packed trails filled visitors with a sense of dread and fear that had them constantly looking over their shoulders, their eyes flitting from boulder to boulder. Malevolent spirits reshaped the mists into tortured wraiths that howled out their agony with the frequent, powerful, Santa Anna winds that swept through the mountain pass. This was a haunted, hideous place of ghosts and Satan’s hell.
Lucas didn’t believe in ghosts any more than he did God. However, he did recognize he could use these legends for his own benefit. He built a massive, glass, and steel church on the property reminiscent of some fantasy Scottish castle complete with spiral towers and an open courtyard. It made the one at Disneyland seem like a shabby, pathetic cousin. Inside was an organ the size of the one in the Mormon Tabernacle, but the pipes were coated with man-made crystal that swirled with soft pastel colors in time with the sound of the music. He convinced his flock that all this was necessary for God to rip away Satan’s heinous grip on this land and to banish his demons back through the gates of Hell. The grace of God and the love of the devoted would cleanse this place of evil forever.
The awesome structure and the belief that Lucas had freed the souls of the damned from their nightmarish prison made him world-famous and a billionaire with a span of a few short years. He led a lavish lifestyle of majestic mansions, million-dollar cars, and private jets. Yet, he still craved more. Now, these angels appeared overhead and presented him with a whole new avenue to explore. Their arrival sent people into a panic and donations poured in at an incredible rate as if money could buy the favor of heaven. His sermons became more intense and his audience grew by millions daily. Now all he had to do was get himself into the inner circle of these beings.
His opportunity came two days after the Salt Lake City broadcast. The Star of Los Angeles, as the papers were calling it, had appeared not over a church or government facility, but over Dodger Stadium of all places. At first glance, no one understood why, but Lucas did. It was only a couple of miles from the Atheist United headquarters and the largest open space in the area. What better place to take on the unbelievers?
The massive stadium parking lot was jammed with cars, irritated drivers, and haggard-looking attendants directing traffic. Despite the stifling heat of an arid summer day, every inch of landscaped ground was a sea of multi-colored dome tents. Many had been camped here ever since the star first appeared in the atmosphere high above. No amount of police or threats of incarceration could make them move. Hibachis and barbeque grills filled the sky with plumes of smoke and the aromatic scents of roasting meats and vegetables. Guitars played and voices rose in hymns to the glory of God. There was an air of joyous celebration mixed with an almost carnival-like festival.
Lucas stepped out of his long, black limousine with his wife and four children walking a few steps behind. They were quickly surrounded by a squad of black-suited security guards as they made their way toward the left-field loge level entrance which had been sealed off for V.I.P.s only. Steel barricades manned by heavily armed riot police were set up to create a safe corridor and to hold back the hordes of adoring fans vying to get his attention. Lucas waved and smiled, but his only goal was to get inside before the angels descended and to make sure he was at the forefront when they arrived.
Though he moved with straight-backed confidence, Lucas was very nervous. He was taking a considerable risk coming here in a limo and wearing a pure white silk, double-breasted Armani suit with a dark blue tie. He was well aware of how the wealth of the Mormon Church had infuriated the visitors and what they had done about it, but if he gauged their meaning correctly, it was more about the homelessness in the city around them than because of their riches. Here he had an advantage. Lucas made sure a considerable amount of his church profits went to social outreach programs. He didn’t do it out of compassion or any sense of altruism. He did it for the P.R. and the tax breaks and these aliens would not know that any more than his ardent supporters did. But would these beings see it as enough or might he be punished, too? Only time would tell. Lucas shuddered at the mental image of his multi-million dollar home on the cliffs of Malibu crushed to powder and tumbled onto the beach.
 Hordes of news crews hoping this would be another instance the visitors would allow a broadcast covered the field in front of the stadium seats and they would get their wishes. Miles of black cables twisted and curled across the lawn like a nest of serpents and out to the vans lined up in the parking lot. Commentators babbled away at the cameras in an incredible array of languages. Huge, mean-looking security guards were the only thing that kept them from overwhelming the dignitaries walled off in private sections of the stands.
Lucas took a seat next to the Governor and his entourage of young, lovely ‘assistants’ and exchanged pleasantries. The Mayor sat on the other side with a cadre of city and state officials. Farther down the row, he saw a section cordoned off and surrounded by armed soldiers. High-ranking military officers and a federal delegation huddled together, their conversations impossible to overhear over the noise of the packed stadium. Lucas was somewhat amused they were even there. To date, these angels had steadfastly refused to meet with the envoys of any world government.
Almost as if they were awaiting him, the cross descended above the center of the field and the symphony of heavenly music swept over the suddenly hushed crowd. Lucas felt a strange vibration coursing through his body and mind. At first, it was like the sensation of sticking your tongue on the leads of a nine-volt battery – stinging and not at all pleasant. It grew into a crescendo that was flat out painful. Sparks flashed behind his eyes and he put his hands over his ears in a futile attempt to block it out. His jaw was so tightly clenched that his teeth ground together until he thought they would crack. Sweat beaded on his furrowed forehead and tears flowed down his flushed cheeks. Lucas wanted to curl up in a ball but he kept his back straight and his head up.
As suddenly as it began, the agony abated leaving only a throbbing headache in its wake. By the time Lucas was able to open his burning eyes, a flock of angels was settling down on the manicured grass of the ballfield. They were so stunningly beautiful that the breath was trapped in his lungs. However, they were garbed far differently than the ones he saw on the Salt Lake City broadcast and the artist renderings he’d seen on the news from the other manifestations. Their wings were a staggering array of hues and their skin tones covered the entire spectrum of human races, but their clothing was exactly alike. They wore form-fitting bodysuits of pale sky-blue that covered them from neck to wrist down to the tops of navy blue, calf-high boots. Wide, dark blue belts edged in silver encircled their waists clasped by an oval buckle with a strange, unrecognizable symbol inlaid in gold at the center. Not one of them appeared to be armored nor did they carry the sheathed swords Lucas had seen in the images of their brethren. They seemed to be completely unarmed.
When the messiah figure stepped from the shaft of shimmering light, he, too, was totally unlike any of his predecessors. He was still of gigantic stature, standing at what Lucas guessed to be between nine and ten feet tall, well-muscled, and incredibly handsome. Yet, his face was clean-shaven and he wore what looked like a perfectly tailored, pearl-white suit with a collarless, open jacket that hung to mid-thigh. Well-creased pants of the same color covered his oak-tree legs, ending just above polished, black shoes. A standard white dress shirt strained against his massive torso and he wore no tie. His black, lightly waved hair was neatly trimmed just above his thick, sinewy neck. He carried himself with a grace and a natural magnetism that made Lucas’ charisma seem somehow cheap and shabby by comparison.
“Welcome, brothers and sisters,” the man said, his words floating over the crammed stadium and overflowed into the parking lot and grounds beyond. His smile radiated with a brightness so great the sun slipped behind the clouds in envy. “I am Daniel, Envoy of the Creator and I bring you peace and love. We are here to spread His Word, to aid you in your spiritual growth, and to help you rise up to better yourselves in His eyes. We are here as guides to take you down the road to a superior society rich in advancement and prosperity for the benefit of all humankind. We are here to help you create a united world blessed by the glory of His Word.”
“To that end, we have called upon your holiest leaders in every city and country we visit to join in our quest to make you whole,” Daniel said, his deep baritone voice as soothing as gentle waves lapping upon a white, sandy beach. “I would do the same here.”
Lucas glanced at the various priests and ministers their small parties of companions. Almost every one of them stared at Daniel and his angels with euphoric eyes, their hands folded in prayer. Many were on their knees in supplication murmuring words that he could only assume were heavenly salutations. There was one notable exception. A red-haired man in a simple black suit, white shirt, and black tie looked exactly like Lucas felt. The pain was evident on his sweat-covered brow as the two men caught each other’s eyes. Other than their moment of shared agony, they did not know each other.
Lucas pulled his eyes away and focused on the tableau unfolding before him. Every denomination on earth was represented in those seats and he wondered which of the doe-eyed worshipers would be chosen. He was completely floored when Daniel spoke again.
“Lucas Olstein, would you honor me with your presence?”
Lucas whipped his head around so sharply that he could hear the vertebrae crack in his neck. Daniel was peering straight into his eyes, one hand extended directly toward him. The glowing smile appeared genuine and kind, but Lucas caught a glint in those sparkling, amber orbs that disturbed him. They were hard and faceted while saying the Envoy would brook no argument. His words were more a command than an invitation and Lucas knew that to decline could be deadly. Not that he had any intention of doing so. This is exactly why he came here in the first place. He was simply surprised that he would be chosen above all those so obviously under Daniel’s control. Lucas stood, putting a hand out to motion his family to remain seated. 
“No,” Daniel said, bowing his head toward them. “Please bring your wonderful family with you.”
Jerome Butler jumped from his seat before Lucas’ family managed to rise. He hadn’t become Mayor of L.A. by meekly standing by when important things were happening and he wasn’t about to do it now. He shook off his security detail’s restraining hands and hurried down the aisle toward the ballfield. No sooner had his feet touched the grass when two of the huge angels landed hard in front of him, their wings wide-spread and overlapping like a solid barrier of feathers. Their fists were balled on their wide hips and their faces were dark and deadly. Jerome was taken aback and skidded to a halt, but he did not retreat. He matched the stance of the angels, only a few beads of sweat on his ebony brow showing the trace of fear that caused his heart to skip a beat.
“This is my city,” he said sternly, fighting to keep the tremor from his voice. “I am the duly elected leader of Los Angeles. You are uninvited visitors here. If you want to talk to someone, talk to me.”
Jerome didn’t have to turn his head to know the police chief and a small squad of cops were forming up behind him. He could see it in the faces of the beings blocking his path. Other than a wary shifting of their cold, dark eyes, they made no other move, standing as still as marble statues. That and the presence of the armed officers bolstered his confidence. Jerome also knew every camera lens was upon him so he spoke loud enough for them to hear. “What do you really want here and how can we work together to achieve it to the benefit of all Angelinos, not just those you select as worthy?”
Daniel raised a hand and the angels furled their wings with a snap of air. The look on his handsome face was one more of amusement than irritation. One raven-black eyebrow arched above his sparkling amber eyes and his lips were curled to one side in an almost snide grin.
“I have already told you why we are here,” he said, his tone silky and unruffled. “We come to bring enlightenment and salvation from the Creator’s harsh judgment. We come to share our knowledge and technology with those who accept His Word and His Will.”
Jerome stomped forward and glared up at Daniel. The mayor was still built like the linebacker he used to be, but he felt tiny compared to this giant. That wasn’t enough to make him scared. He’d taken on men bigger than himself before. The guardian angels shifted a little, their wings rustling in the hot breeze but they did not impede his progress. “I demand you share your knowledge with all of us through the proper channels or you can get out of my city.”
“Who are you to demand anything of us?” Daniel replied, his smile dropping and his eyes turning as icy as a mountain glacier. An arctic cold drifted over the silent stadium, shivering through the bones of the onlookers. “We come to you in peace and we decide where and when we will go. We decide who will receive our gifts. Not you.”
He stared down on Jerome as if he was a bug about to be squashed. “Do you honestly think you can force us to do otherwise?”
A dense fog of anticipation descended upon the crowd. Those who could catch their breath felt as if they could see it misting in front of their tightly pursed lips. The other angels closed in around Daniel, their stunning, magnificent wings spread out in a menacing wall behind him and their arms crossed over their burly chests. The two in front remained as they were, still and quiet. Though they appeared to carry no weapons, they virtually radiated a bright aura of dangerous power. The cross above them pulsed and changed to a light blue that cast dark, flickering shadows over the stadium.
Jerome wilted like a flower under an intense heat lamp. All his bravado was sucked from his lungs and he felt a trickle of warm moisture travel down the inside of his pant leg. He was incredibly grateful that the dark color of his trousers hid his shame from the reporters. He shriveled in on himself even though his body remained petrified in place beneath that unholy stare.
“Return to your seat,” Daniel commanded flatly, dismissing the man as he would an errant child. “Should we resolve to speak to you, it will be at a time and place of our own choosing. Until then, stay out of our way.”
Once the chastised Mayor was gone, the angels settled and returned to their original positions. The cross became pure white again and the crowd let out a collective breath. Daniel raised his voice and smiled beatifically as if the entire event had never transpired. “Once again,” he said pleasantly, “Lucas, please bring your entire family down with you and stand at my side.”
A tingle of worry rippled down Lucas’ spine. The raw menace Daniel just displayed set him aback and terrified him. Would he be used as an abject lesson as had those in Salt Lake? Would he be castigated as the Mayor just was? If so, he really didn’t want his family close by. Still, he didn’t feel he truly had a choice. He nodded at his wife and children and walked down the aisle with them trailing two steps behind. Lucas felt the eyes of the silent angels upon him as he moved closer to Daniel but he didn’t dare glance their way. Even though he stood six-foot-four, he felt like a small, insignificant child when he came to a halt in front of that mountain of a man.
“Thank you,” Daniel said, placing both of his bear-like paws on Lucas’ wide shoulders. “I am glad you have chosen to join us. We have watched you and listened to you and know in our hearts that you are a man of great faith. Would you be one of His Voices and help us share our knowledge with the world?”
A crackle of electricity flowed from that touch and cascaded along his nerve endings. As much as he kept his face a mask of jubilation, the sensation stung like a swarm of hornets and was not at all pleasant. Being who he was, Lucas could not bring himself to bow or otherwise genuflect himself before another. Instead, he smiled up into those cold blue jewels and answered, his voice strong and steady, amplified in the same mysterious way as that of these apparitions.
“Of course and thank you for your belief in me,” he answered firmly. “As always, it is my duty and privilege to help spread the word of God.”
“Of the Creator,” Daniel corrected him sternly. There was a dangerous, steely edge to those words that was impossible to miss. It cut at Lucas’ confidence like the slash of a razor. “God is but one of an endless multitude of names given Him by those searching for the truth. We will teach you that truth.”
“Thank you,” was all he could think of saying, struggling to keep the tremor from his voice. Daniel only nodded briefly then turned to address the crowd.
“Not far from here rests the home of those who do not believe,” he said loudly. Lucas knew in an instant his instinct was right. It was no coincidence the Atheist United headquarters was so close by. Daniel raised a hand and two of his angels took flight. “I am sending my emissaries not to punish nor threaten them, but to offer them proof of His existence. As with all mankind, it is their choice to accept His Word or not. When judgment time comes – and I warn you, it will be soon – it is also they who will endure the consequences of their decisions. It is they who will be left behind as the rest of humanity rises.”
Daniel looked down upon Lucas and spoke softly, though his words still carried across the stadium. “Go home and bathe in the glory and wonder of His love. I promise you we will speak again soon.” Raising his arms to the audience, he added, “Until then, praise the Creator and peace be with you all.”
The light from the base of the hovering cross became eye-searing and when it was gone, so was Daniel and his angels. All that was left behind was a stunned crowd and the soothing symphony of the heavenly choir. It was hours before Lucas could disentangle himself from the politicians and the barrage of questions he could not answer. When he was finally on his way home, cocooned in the relative quiet of his limo, Lucas felt unnerved and perplexed. Of all the religious leaders in attendance, he and the one other man were the only people he could see that was not completely seduced by Daniel and his minions. One look at this Envoy told Lucas that the being was well aware of that fact. Why he was singled out was an important puzzle that needed solving and quickly. He felt his life and those of his family depended on it…and it did.
The Reverend Harold Johnston O’Connell slipped unnoticed to his black Lincoln Continental parked near the main entrance of the stadium extremely troubled by the enormity of the scene he had just witnessed. He’d been attending the Conference of Baptist Ministers in Los Angeles when the cross appeared and so he quickly made his way with the others to Dodger Stadium. As the pastor of the largest Baptist ministry in Missouri, he was well aware of all the other supposedly miraculous appearances around the country. In fact, that’s what this conference was about. He never bought on the message these creatures were selling. Seeing these angels up close was stunning, to be sure, but one look at this Daniel and the pain he felt at the sound of the ‘heavenly music’ turned his unease into outright suspicion. After seeing how the mayor was just treated, Harold knew better than to confront this ‘messiah’ here and now. He also knew as well as he knew his Lord and Savior Jesus Christ that the beast was a charlatan of evil intent. He would have to do something about it.
Angeline Morgan made furious notes on her IPad as she sat inside the news van. Taking a moment to breathe, she reached up and untied the tight bun holding her blond hair away from her flushed face. With a shake of her head, it was freed to fall over her tired, achy shoulders. Angeline leaned back and stared at the cream-colored liner on the ceiling, searching for that nagging thought which was clawing at the back of her mind. She stretched her arms and cupped her hands behind her head, arching her back to loosen cramped muscles.
She was extremely glad these beings had the common decency to wait until Joseph had carried out his ultimatum in Salt Lake before Daniel appeared in L.A. It gave her and Pat just enough time to board a plane, procure a van from an affiliate, and make it to Dodger Stadium before the ship descended. Since she just happened to be the only N.Y. Times reporter present when these aliens make their first public broadcast, she’d become the face of the paper relating to these contacts. The powers that be released her from her exile to the fluff dungeon and gave her free reign to follow the story wherever it went. This second broadcast cemented her position.
“Have you looked at these images?” Pat asked excitedly. All Angeline had seen of him for the last half hour was his big, burly back was hunched over his computer screen. Now he spun in his chair, his tough-looking, round face as giddy as a schoolgirl on prom night. “God damn! We were in the perfect spot to catch the conflict between Daniel and the mayor! Unobstructed view! Perfect framing! We couldn’t have staged a better shot!”
And there it was. That thing that was scratching at the back door of her brain. That angle no one else had noticed so far. In Salt Lake, these messiahs had carried out a threat of force and no one prevented them from doing so. Here Daniel openly mocked an elected official and basically told him no one had the power to prevent them from going anywhere or doing whatever they wanted to do. And they issued that tiny threat on worldwide television. Was this a sneak-peek of how they would react if the U.S. government defied them? If so, was there enough military might on Earth to stop them?
A Siberian chill shivered up her spine. Angeline knew these were the questions that must be asked even though she was horribly afraid of the answers. The real question was who to ask. The visitors were not giving interviews and the government press briefings were centered on the human reactions to these events. The riots. The unrest. The religious furor.  No direct concerns about the aliens and their mission had yet to be addressed. So far, they had done nothing against the law, the Salt Lake City incident notwithstanding.
Washington was being extremely tightlipped about whatever was going on behind closed doors. She needed an in. She had sources there and in New York but she was thousands of miles away from them. Did she go back there or should she try to get to Olstein? With a virtual army of armed guards surrounding his home and church, Angeline didn’t think she had a chance. She needed to make herself stand out. She had to make them come to her – aliens and officials. Yet, to do so might also make her a target.
Angeline bit her lip and absently curled the ends of her hair. Her turquoise eyes turned as dark as a stormy sea and she nodded to herself. “Pat, roll the tape of the mayor and Daniel then set up outside. Time to cause a ruckus.”
“Shit,” Pat mumbled bitterly, picking up his camera. The last time she used that phrase it had gotten both of them in a heap of trouble.
“Should our governments ignore such a blatant challenge to our authority and sovereignty?” Angeline asked, microphone in hand. A warm wind ruffled her hair and the sun high behind her left her face in a slight shadow. Pat intentionally kept his lights down to instill a sense of dangerous darkness to her words. A still image of Daniel’s face was on the screen behind her with the caption “Messiah or Invader?” Captured at that moment when he confronted the mayor, he looked malevolent and evil, the exact opposite of the serene, benevolent pictures these envoys were painting of themselves.
“I challenge any of these visitors to allow me to interview them one on one,” she concluded, “and to meet with our congress and President. This is our country, not yours. Tell America what your true intentions are and if you will respect the rule of our laws. Are you here to help, as you profess, or is your plan to take away our rights as citizens?”
Angeline stared straight into the camera, her face stern and cool. “You have given ultimatums to others. This is mine to you. Prove yourselves or show all you have said is a lie. I am easy to find. This is Angeline Morgan reporting for New York Times Multimedia.”
President Morland muted the broadcast and sank deeper into his high-backed, black leather chair. After a moment of silence, he sighed heavily and rose from his desk in the Oval Office. Turning his back on the other people sitting quietly in the room, he stared between the two flags and out at the lush, green, South Lawn, his hands clasped behind his back. Finally, the President spoke, still gazing through the bullet-proof glass windows.
“What do you think they will do?” he asked no one in particular.
“I don’t know who has more guts,” General Mathis said, setting down his big coffee mug on the black oak table. “The Mayor or this reporter. Confronting these beings took a lot of courage.”
“That wasn’t an answer,” the President said a little more sharply than he intended. He turned, walked around his desk, and pulled up a heavily padded, red-brocade armchair between the plush, dark brown couches. Clifford leaned his elbows on his knees, interlaced his fingers, and looked at his cabinet members. “We need to be prepared if they take her up on her demand.”
“I’m not sure if they will respond,” Secretary of State Ackerman replied. Her posture was as straight as always, her shoulders squared and her head held high. There was no weakness in this woman and, though she was a civilian, she had the bearing of a career soldier. “However, I suggest we learn everything we can about Angeline Morgan and I think we should bring her to Washington. If these aliens do agree to her terms, it would be good to have her close by.”
“Do it,” the President agreed with a nod. His hazel eyes picked up his mood and turned almost jade green. His thin lips were pinched tightly together and grim lines marred his face. The unusual stubble of a five-o’clock shadow covered his cheeks, giving a dirty look to his jawline. “This reporter pointed out a very serious issue. What do we do if they refuse to leave if we order them to?”
“We already have more National Guard on the streets than since the Nut-bag Riots of 2020,” General Mathis said bluntly.
“You mean the Citizen Uprising,” the F.B.I. Director admonished him.
“But of course,” Mathis said flatly without a hint of contrition. “Back then, we had to quell the hatred, bigotry, and armed resistance of a relatively small number of militia groups that backed that stupid moron who refused to accept the election results and tried to stay in that chair,” he said pointing at the President’s desk. “Now we are dealing with almost half the country going crazy. Between survivalists, religious zealots, and simply terrified ordinary civilians, we have our hands full. The only forces we have left are regular military and it is against the law to deploy them on American soil.”
“That might have to change, given the current circumstances,” the President said glumly, hating the mere thought of such a thing.
“So far, we have steered away from confronting these aliens directly,” Jack Anderson of Homeland said calmly. “We’ve kept the Guard on high alert but at a distance. They, in turn, have not threatened anyone with personal harm. They’ve broken no laws. They warned the Mormons to move from their homes before they leveled them and the people did so willingly. We couldn’t even charge these aliens with the destruction of private property without the consent of the owners. How can we justify bringing in the military?”
“I strongly disagree,” the F.B.I. Director replied with a shake of his head. He raised his hand and started ticking off points. “One, they entered our airspace without permission. Two, they have not applied for any visas or documents to be here. Three, they have ignored repeated attempts at communication by government authorities. Four, they just said on this broadcast that we do not have the ability to make them leave. That makes them an invading force, not visitors. So, yes, they have broken the law.”
“Yes,” Jack countered, looking at the President instead of the Director, “they did enter our airspace without permission, but how could they know they needed it? Except for the few incidences when they descended upon the cities, they remained well outside of air traffic lanes, posing no danger to commercial or military aircraft. As for visas, again, how could they know they needed them? Even at that, they have not stayed on our soil longer than a few hours at a time. Would you require a visa for someone passing overhead?”
He glanced at the other cabinet members and finished with, “Why they haven’t communicated with any government official anywhere, I don’t have an answer to, but I’m not sure that’s an actual crime.”
“You are missing the major question,” the Secretary of Defense interjected roughly. “What if they refuse to leave?”
“Has anyone asked them to?” Jack replied, cocking his head and raising one black eyebrow.
“Little hard to ask if they won’t talk to you,” the SecDev answered harshly.
“Shit,” President Morland cursed loudly, sinking back into his chair. “I prefer to act instead of react! Surrounding them with warplanes just might set off something we can’t handle.”
He slammed his fist down on the armrest and glared at his people as if they were no help at all. “Goddamn it! Find this reporter. We stay at Defcon 2 for now and we wait. We just fucking wait!” 
“Ma’am, please come with us,” Angeline heard as she stepped out of her hotel room into the brightly lit hallway. Standing to one side was a big man in a black suit and tie with mirrored sunglasses. Two other huge men stood on the other side of the doorway dressed identically. They could have been triplets. She could see the bulge of sidearms strapped to their hips under their jackets and they had that stiff, no-nonsense look of Secret Service and she didn’t even think of asking for their credentials.
“I’m not going anywhere without my cameraman,” she said defiantly, her hand still resting on the doorknob.
“He’s already in the car, Ma’am,” the man replied firmly. “Don’t worry about your luggage.  We’ll have it brought down in a moment. Please come with us immediately.” He stepped aside and swept his hand down the hall.
Angeline nodded hesitantly. Her sea-blue eyes flitted around her, noting there was no one to help her if she decided to run. Besides, these walls on legs didn’t seem like they would give her much of a choice. She gave up and joined them in the elevator feeling smothered by their looming presence. They said nothing else as the leader pressed the button for the basement parking lot and stood with his broad back to her.
When the doors opened on the dim, unadorned concrete garage, a well-polished black Suburban was waiting with the engine running. One of her escorts opened a passenger-side door behind the driver and ushered her inside. Even though the interior was roomy, with the monster twins on either side of her, Angeline felt crushed and unable to move. Their boss slipped in next to the driver and closed the door.
Angeline didn’t see a second vehicle behind them and Pat was definitely not in this one. She felt beads of sweat trickle down her spine. Alarm bells started to scream in her mind, but she knew there was no escape. “Where’s my partner? You said he was already in the car. What car?”
“Do not be afraid,” her captor said reassuringly as the Suburban drove out onto the street. He turned a little in his seat, his eyes hidden behind the reflective lens of his glasses. His deep voice was smooth and pillow-soft as he spoke. “He has already left for the airport. I promise you will be reunited soon. You asked for an interview. Your request has been granted.”
Chapter 6
Carl Washburn dropped on his unmade bed like a hundred-pound sack of potatoes. His small, Lower East Side Manhattan apartment was normally meticulously clean with everything in its proper place. Now it looked like a flophouse. Pizza boxes and burger wrappers were strewn across the table, spilling over onto the floor. A stack of unwashed dishes buzzing with flies filled the sink to overflowing. His sweat-stained suit jacket was unceremoniously tossed over the back of a kitchen chair and his shoes lay in opposite sides of the room where he kicked them off and just let them fly.
Without rising off his aching back, Carl unhooked the holster from his belt and laid his gun on the nightstand next to his badge. He laced his fingers behind his head and stared up at the ceiling, exhausted but unable to sleep. The nightlife noise seeping in from the streets outside usually acted like a lullaby and put him right out. Tonight it was more like shattered glass running over his raw nerves like coarse sandpaper. He could hear singing and shouting, sirens wailing and the pounding of feet on the pavement. Horns blared, drivers cursed and a constant parade of flashing lights slipped between the slats of his closed Venetian blinds. Beneath the bedlam, Carl could hear the panicked heartbeat of a terrified city. His city.
Even though the aliens had not returned after their initial appearance, the turmoil left in their wake still rumbled across all of Manhattan like a tidal wave. Reports of avenging angels descending on unbelievers ran rampant throughout the city. Every murky shadow had dark, wide-spread wings. Every murder was an act of God. Some people hid behind closed doors and lightless windows, but the majority filled the streets day and night seeking comfort and safety in numbers. Church bells rang constantly, the pews sanded smooth by the butts of people who hadn’t looked at a cross in decades.
Carl didn’t know which was filling up faster – houses of worship or county jails. Salvation meant a lot of different things to different people. Some found it in words of love and prayers for compassion. Others thought the angels called for violent retribution against the unrighteous. The wicked might be the whores who had returned to 42nd Street, the hijab-wearing women and their husbands walking around the Islamic Center, the drunks passed out in the alleyways or the neighbor who didn’t keep his yard up to community standards. The excuses Carl heard from the felons he arrested were as paranoid as they were varied.
It wasn’t just the religious fanatics going absolutely nuts. Brawls broke out in grocery stores over the last pack of hamburger or case of beer as hoarders stocked up for the coming apocalypse. Looting ran rampant and, even with the help of the National Guard, the police were simply overwhelmed. The 911 system was flooded beyond capacity and critical services were cracking under the strain. It seemed like a quarter of Manhattan was on fire.
As Carl lay lost in fathomless fatigue, the images of his shattered city were overlaid with battle scenes of the Iranian conflict that ass of a president had dragged us into. A war of deflection and ego cost him his closest brothers and an untold number of both military and civilian lives. He saw bombed-out neighborhoods and downtown districts. He could still smell the stench of burning bodies see bloated corpses beneath crumbled stone. His ears were filled with the agonizing cries of the wounded and the pitiful wailing of mothers holding their dead children in their bloody arms. He could feel the bile rise in his throat along with the hatred filling his heart. He would not let that happen in his city. Never.
He shook his head to clear the ghosts from his brain and gave up any hope of sleep. Growling deep in his chest, Carl got up and grabbed a cold beer from his fridge. He eyed the last greasy slice laying limply in a battered open box and his stomach churned. He needed something hot and more substantial than that. He strapped on his gun and clipped his badge on his belt. Putting the unfinished beer back in the fridge, Carl reached for his keys and phone. Before he touched it, it vibrated and rang, the ringtone telling him exactly who the caller was.
“Hey, Angel,” he said as he hit the speaker button. The tiny smile that curled his lips dropped in a heartbeat. The connection was faint and crackled, making it hard to hear. What he could understand froze his breath in his lungs.
“Carl…Salt Lake…Joseph…need you…”
Then the line went ominously dead.
Carl sat a few rows in front of the right wing, glaring out at the thick blanket of turbulent clouds rolling beneath the big 747. The whiskey and coke vibrating on the small foldout table before him remained untouched next to an unopened bag of salted nuts. He’d turned away the offer of a light meal, his stomach churning way too much to hold anything down. He bit his lower lip and balled his scarred fists in his lap. Angel was in trouble and he had only her garbled message to go on. He’d worked with less in many of the cases he’d investigated, but then again, these were no ordinary kidnappers. They could be holding Angeline in one of their spacecraft. If so, it would be nearly impossible for him to get to her. Not that it would stop him from trying.
“Shit!” he growled savagely under his breath. Going after her was likely to cost him his job, but he didn’t care. His captain screamed for half an hour, telling him the department was stretched too thin for him to leave now. Carl replied just as angrily that one man was not going to make much difference. He was going and that was that. He laid his badge on the battered oak desk and said if that was what it took, he was good with it.
His boss just snarled at him and pushed the shield back at him. “One week,” the captain said, his words like nails on a chalkboard. “One week or don’t bother coming back.”
Getting on a plane was harder than he imagined. With everything going on in Salt Lake, every airline was crammed with people trying to get to the ‘American Jerusalem’. Even being a cop didn’t help. However, his Seal uniform and a chest full of metals along with a well-crafted fiction of national security finally got him on board.
Bucking strong headwinds from a strange, unexpected storm, the normally four and a half hour flight was now over five and the ride was anything but pleasant. The glaring red seatbelt sign stayed on from the moment they hit Utah airspace. The plane shuddered from constant pockets of turbulence and made Carl feel like he was riding a rollercoaster. He hated rollercoasters. He was both grateful and a bit terrified when the drinks were collected and the pilot announced they were making their descent, admonishing passengers to stay in their seats. When they finally touched down on the tarmac, Carl wasn’t the only one who felt like he was going to puke. Some people actually did.
Getting a motel room anywhere near the city was completely impossible and, thankfully, Carl didn’t have to rely on that. He had a team brother in West Valley City who offered a place to stay and a ride from the airport. Taking the 154 kept them out of the hellish traffic of downtown Salt Lake and gave Carl some time to decompress and look around.
Dark, swirling clouds covered the horizon as far as the eye could see. Oddly, they all seemed to be moving toward a central spot over the Great Salt Lake Desert. Even within the confines of the moving car, Carl could hear the deep, rumbling roar of thunder rolling over the mountain tops. It reminded him of the horrible noise of a battlefield as heavy artillery pounded enemy positions for hours on end.
“Is this normal for this time of year?” he asked his friend.
“Not at all,” Justin Amerton replied, glancing out of the window at the coal-black sky. His face was grim and bitter and his monstrous hands gripped the wheel a bit tighter. “It should be sunny and hotter than hell. It’s these fucking aliens. They dropped some towers in the desert a week ago and it’s been like this ever since.”
“Towers?”
“Yeah. They look like giant, black needles as tall as the Empire State building,” Justin said as they pulled off the highway and entered a classy, well-maintained neighborhood. He parked in the driveway of a large, elegant, gray-roofed house that backed up against Farnsworth Elementary School. “That’s the only sight we caught of them before the whole area was deemed off-limits. The next day, the storms began.”
Carl tucked the strange information away for later. Right now he had to concentrate on finding Angeline. “Have you learned anything that might help me get a lead on Angel?”
“Not really,” Justin said, shaking his head as he unlocked the front door. “The alien ship hasn’t moved or come back down since Joseph arrived. Outside of constant sermonizing about the Second Coming, the Church has been tightlipped about what’s going on between him and the Quorum. I do know there is supposed to be some kind of big announcement coming in a day or two and Joseph will be there. Don’t know what it’s about though. That’s it.”
Tossing his keys on the kitchen counter, Justin pulled a couple of cold beers from the fridge and handed one to Carl. “The only kinda weird thing I’ve heard about is that a private jet belonging to that asshole Lucas Olstein landed at a small private airfield outside of the city yesterday.”
“Why is that weird?” Carl asked, slumping down in the corner of a long, tan couch and kicking off his shoes.
“An Evangelical Megachurch preacher coming to Mormon territory?” Justin half-grinned. “That’s like burning logs mixed with gasoline. Secondly, my friend at the control tower said the plane just appeared. It didn’t show up on the radar or communicate at all before it landed.”
Carl nodded, setting down his beer after only taking a small sip. His stomach still hadn’t settled down enough for more. What he knew he really needed was some solid food and sleep. “Where did he go after they landed?”
“That’s just it. Olstein wasn’t on board as far as I know. Nobody saw him get off the plane. Just a few goon-looking types. That’s all I could find out. I don’t know if it’s related to your kidnapping, but it is strange.”
“Well, anything out of the ordinary might mean something,” Carl said, laying his arm along the back of the couch and looking out the patio door.
“Out of the ordinary?” Justin laughed out loud and swept his arm outside. “Where have you been for the last few weeks? What’s ordinary anymore?”
“You have a point.” Carl chuckled without mirth. His mahogany eyes looked like pits of onyx and a twitch formed at the edge of his jawline. “But the fact that the jet came from L.A. and that’s the last place Angel was might mean something. At least it’s a place to start.”
“I hear you, brother,” Justin said much more seriously. “She was incredible when she was embedded with us in Iran. That woman has guts. She made herself part of the team. She’s one of us.” He leaned forward and looked squarely into Carl’s hardened face. “We’ll find her, brother.”
“I pray that we do,” Carl said stiffly. “Before something happens to her.”
“Well, look where you are,” Justin said with a slight grin. “You’re in Salt Lake City, pretty much the prayer capital of the country right now.”
Even though he wasn’t a believer, somehow that made Carl feel a bit better.
“I want you to lead the team we’re sending to Salt Lake City,” President Morland said, sitting on his couch in the Oval Office and sipping on his fifth coffee of the morning.
“Why me?” Kylie Jorgenson asked, a little surprised at the request. “I’m not even very good with people. I’m just an astronomer. There are many people more qualified than I am. I’m no diplomat.”
“I’m not looking for a diplomat,” the President replied. “I’ve got plenty of those. I need a scientist and not just any scientist. I need you. You were the one who first noted the abnormalities in the ‘stars’. You predicted where they would show up next before anyone saw the pattern. Your wide variety of degrees tells me you can work with and understand specialists in other fields. That’s what I need and that’s why I want you.”
Kylie slipped off her black, horn-rimmed glasses and rubbed her tired eyes. She had to admit she was extremely curious about the ultimate purpose behind the machines the aliens were using in Salt Lake. The atmospheric phenomena they created rendered every observatory in the area useless. Their instrumentation was sending conflicting data if any at all. Maybe she could get a closer look at what they were doing and how.
“Wouldn’t my boss Gordon be a better choice?” she asked, still unsure of why she was singled out. “He’s better with the public.”
“True enough,” President Morland said without disrespect, “but you won’t be dealing with the public. Just your team. I like Gordon. He’s a talented man, but he just isn’t as gifted as you are. In fact, he is the one who recommended you for this.”
“Please,” the President almost pleaded as he reached out and held her hand between his. “If there’s an off chance to talk directly with these aliens, I truly believe you are the most likely to understand them and their technology. I need to know if what they are doing poses a danger. Help me out here.”
“Alright,” Kylie responded reluctantly. She was extremely confident in her abilities so that wasn’t why she was hesitant. Honestly, it was because Salt Lake was now a beehive packed wall to wall with people. She always felt uncomfortable around crowds. They made a side of her come out that she was careful to hide from the world. That’s why she preferred to work in the relative isolation of an observatory. It kept her alter ego at bay. In this case, however, she knew her intense curiosity was going to get the better of her. The mere idea that she might meet these visitors in person was enough to persuade her.
“Great!” the President said with a smile. He stood up and shook her hand as she arose. “We have already put your team together. They’re waiting for you in the conference room. If you want to make any changes, make them quick. You leave in three hours.”
“Again,” he said with genuine gratitude, “thank you.”
Across town, Carl Washburn was still sipping on his beer when the big, luxury 757 Air Force jet touched down at the Salt Lake City International Airport. Kylie still had her head buried in the mass of reports scrolling across her tablet when the wheels screeched on the asphalt runway. She’d kept her team at the rear of the plane near the galley as far from the other people filling the aircraft as possible. Her group was not the only unit onboard. From what she could tell, there were congressmen, dark-suited men from agencies with alphabetic names, and a contingent of hard-looking, camo-garbed soldiers she assumed were Special Forces. She didn’t want to have anything to do with them.
They stopped at a secluded hanger away from the main terminals. A fleet of shiny, black Chevy Suburbans with darkly tinted windows awaited them surrounded by large men in mirrored sunglasses. After their passengers were loaded, they split up and headed off in different directions, each escorted by four squad cars with flashing blue and red lights. As predicted, the traffic was nightmarish and Kylie stayed quiet and refused to even look outside.
Bodyguards surrounded them when they entered the Grand American Hotel. They bypassed the reservations desk and the pack of furious patrons shouting and cussing at the haggard-looking clerks. Every Presidential Suite in the place was taken over by the government and absolutely no one was happy. Two burly men bracketed an elevator commandeered for their private use. Kylie kept her head down to avoid the vicious, hateful looks they were getting.
Kylie felt a huge flood of relief when she got to her room and collapsed on the couch. She had about an hour before the rest of her team was settled and joined her in the suite so she took a quick shower. The blazingly hot water turned her skin lobster-red and soaked into muscles so tense she thought she would tear tendons.
Slipping on the plush white robe, she fell on the king-sized bed and just let her mind drift. Sometimes she did her best thinking that way. Her singular focus during the trip was to update herself on what little scientific information they had acquired. She took the data and divided it into mental categories: the spacecraft, the structures in the desert, the psychological effects on society, weapons capabilities, and the physiology of the aliens, themselves. So far, only the cognitive aspect was well documented. The rest was up to her and her people to figure out and to do so meant confronting the angels directly. Not an easy task and the thought of meeting them filled Kylie with both excitement and a deep sense of dread.
She barely finished tossing on a baggy pair of pants and an over-sized sweatshirt when the first knock came on her door. Curling her still-damp hair into a bun and sticking a pencil through it, Kylie opened the door to let in three waiters pushing large carts loaded with succulent smelling food hidden beneath polished silver covers. Until that moment, she didn’t know how hungry she truly was. The staff set the lavish meal up in the kitchen and busied themselves with preparing fresh coffee and opening bottles of wine.
It was five o’clock on the nose when her other teammates arrived and seated themselves around the dark oak dining table. Kylie kept the conversation as light as possible, her jade eyes darting over at the white-jacketed waiters. She knew they had been thoroughly vetted and promised a permanent stay is a very small, dark cell if anything they heard was leaked, but still, she felt uneasy talking in front of them. Trying to rein in her colleagues was next to impossible given the circumstances and she sighed in relief when the staff finally left the room.
 Once they gathered in the spacious living room, Kylie stood in front of the huge windows looking out over the city. The thick drapes were closed when she got here, as she requested, and she left them that way on purpose. She looked like a ragamuffin compared to the well-dressed, professional-looking people before her, but nobody said a thing. They knew her reputation too well.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” she said, sliding the drapery back to expose the pitch-black thunderclouds covering the early evening sky, “this is the reason we are here. How are these aliens doing this? Why are they doing this? And should they be stopped? Let’s look at what we know and first thing in the morning we are going to the Salt Lake Desert to see these towers firsthand. Let’s combine everything we know and see what we’re up against before we get there.”
The dining room of the Grand America was heavily guarded and roped off to allow entry to only those from Kylie’s plane, much to the angry vexation of other self-important guests. She nibbled away at her plain Western omelet, completely ignoring her buttered wheat toast. Her mind was busy formulating a plan of action for the day and assigning tasks on her tablet. Eating was something done out of necessity at the moment, not for pleasure. The conversations of the team gathered at the table with her were nothing more than babble in the background and she was not paying much attention. Only the growing commotion at the double doors caused her to return to the present. Like everyone else, Kylie turned her head toward the noise. Her fork dropped with a clatter onto her fine china plate. It sounded like the rattling of wind-chimes in the room as utensils fell along with food-filled mouths. Other than that, it went almost perfectly silent.
The angel that wound her way through the stunned chamber was escorted by two nervous, uniformed Seals. Their hands rested on the butts of their sidearms even though the woman paid no attention to them whatsoever. She strode across the room as if she owned it and stepped up onto the stage that held the Grand piano. Only then did she turn to face her audience.
Kylie had never seen one of these beings close up. She doubted anyone in the room had. Unlike the others, she went from utter surprise to analytical scrutiny within the span of a single heartbeat. Setting aside the astounding beauty of her half-furled, gold-edged, porcelain-white wings, the woman was the epitome of grace and elegance. She was just a head taller than Kylie and wore a shimmering, dark blue gown that highlighted her generous curves without being overtly sexual. Gentle waves of platinum blond hair cascaded over her slightly sloped shoulders and flowed down to a slender, silver-belted waist. Her face was a long oval with high, lightly blushed cheeks and a rounded chin. Full lips of rose-pink were spread in a soft, reassuring smile. However, Kylie noted it did not extend to her large, almond-shaped, cool, blue eyes.
“I am Selathiel and I bid you welcome to our city,” the angel said, her voice as soothing as a mother’s loving embrace. Kylie caught the ‘our’ and put it away for future reference. “We know you have many questions and I promise you, you will receive answers. I am not here to give them to you. I am here only to extend to you an invitation sent by Joseph and the Elders of the Church to attend a gathering at the Convention Center at 1 p.m. today. Your concerns will be addressed there and heard by the world.”
Secretary of State Ackerman stood up and faced the angel. The dauntless woman was unfazed by Selathiel’s appearance and walked up before the stage. “We demand a more private meeting before that,” she said sternly. “One where we can conduct a thorough interview.”
“Demand?” Selathiel looked down on Ellen, one brow arched and an icy twinkle shining in her glacier blue eyes. The gaze turned the Secretary to stone and made her mouth go suddenly dry. The angel cocked her head to one side in amusement and continued calmly. “We do not respond to demands. Having said that, I am sure Joseph may find time for you at a later date. For now, we encourage you to attend our assemblage. The choice is yours.”
Ignoring shouted questions, Selathiel stepped around the Secretary politely and walked toward the door. Something in the way she carried herself kept others from getting too close or attempting to bar her way. With her escorts in tow, she stopped with her hand on the polished brass doorknob. She turned back to the room and smiled sweetly. “Peace be with you,” she said kindly and then disappeared through the threshold.
Commander Sheffield had no intention of going to the presentation. He and his Seal teams were already set up at the Clive Disposal Facility seventy-five miles west of Salt Lake City. The nearness of this complex and the Dugway Proving Grounds to the desert and the alien towers had set off major alarm bells all over Washington and within the halls of the Pentagon. Days before Kylie’s plane left the ground, rail cars filled with equipment, and soldiers were already on their way to this location. Three B-52s and a squadron of F-35s from Hill Air Force Base poured into Dugway, stretching the limits of the facility. So far, the frenzied military activity and the presence of so many warplanes had elicited no response of any kind from the aliens. For the Commander, that in and of itself was a warning.
Sheffield sent three teams out to the perimeter of the desert near the towers during the night, but he didn’t expect them to get anywhere near the alien structures. Colonel Emerson down at Dugway had ordered patrols out the moment these edifices landed near the top-secret base. An invisible barrier of some kind kept his men from getting close. It was warm to the touch but did not seem to be otherwise harmful. Sheffield predicted his Seals would run into much the same thing. He wanted to test the boundaries and limits of the field and find out if it had a weakness. The Seals had every type of weapon they could carry with them from RPGs to lasers including the newest sonic weapons. If small arms could penetrate the wall, they would find out. He was disappointed, but not surprised when his teams reported in that nothing they had could breach the unseen barricade.
Not that the mission was a total failure. They’d managed to get some startling images of the spires as lightning slammed into their shimmering surfaces. They noted that the force field sparkled briefly with each strike making it temporarily visible. Posts of some kind appeared at regular intervals that followed the around the contours of the desert floor.  The barrier reached hundreds of feet into the air and curved inward toward the top almost like an irregular shaped dome over the salt flats. Though scattered rain showers spread over much of the Salt Lake City area, the most violent storms were contained within the field. His men reported the strong, copperish tang of ozone which was to be expected with all the lightning. They also noted an almost overpowering scent of salt far beyond what was normal to the area.
The Commander ordered his teams to put up flags along the edges of the border and separate colored markers at the hidden posts. After they were finished, he brought them back to base. There was nothing more they could do until the heavy artillery arrived. Even then, he would have to wait for authorization before he could deploy them.
Leaning back in his high-backed chair, Sheffield took a big gulp of his steaming hot coffee. His steel-gray eyes stared at his monitors as if they were offensive to him. His face was hard and grim and his lips were drawn in a terse, straight line across his squared jaw. Even if he was given the go-ahead to fire on the barrier, should he? How would the aliens react? If the field was breached, would the hellacious storms be released upon the city? The battle-hardened Commander gripped his cup so tightly the ceramic mug cracked slightly. As tough as he was, he couldn’t keep a flicker of fear from invading his mind. None of the wars he’d fought in were against a force so advanced. Sheffield was completely confident in his men, but would they stand a chance against these creatures? He truly hoped he didn’t have to find out.
Kylie took her seat in the front row of the packed Convention Center. She squirmed in her cushioned chair, uncomfortable with the mass of humanity surrounding her. She felt crushed by the weight of them and found it hard to breathe. Over twenty-one thousand people filled every available nook in the massive structure with one odd exception. The galleries in front of the gigantic organ where the Tabernacle Choir would normally sit was completely empty.
The Quorum and Governor Benbridge sat alone in the middle of the first row behind the pulpit centered on the enormous stage. Elders of the church from all over the country and possibly the world lined the rest of the pews at their backs. Kylie could barely make out their faces from her position, but what she could see made her wring her hands unconsciously in her lap. They all had beaming smiles and they seemed to be quiet as if bathed in blissful, personal rapture. She did not see them chatting among themselves nor looking around the hall and something about their demeanor made her spine tingle.
“Creepy, isn’t it?” Nozomi Sanada said, leaning close to her ear. The tiny Japanese sociologist was the only other woman on her team and she always gravitated around Kylie as if she preferred a female presence.
“What?” Kylie replied, startled out of her reverie. She automatically drew away, not caring for the invasion of her personal space.
Nozomi didn’t seem to notice her reaction. She raised her slightly pointed chin toward the Quorum and spoke a bit louder. “You’d think they would be more like the rest of the people in this gaudy place. Excited. Babbling incessantly. Shaking hands. Something. Instead, they sit like statues. They look like they’re high as a kite. Strange.”
“Yes,” Kylie responded flatly, not knowing what else to say.
She glanced around the long, curved row in which she sat. The delegation from her plane sat to her team’s immediate right. Beyond them and to her left sat contingents from other states, departments, and many other countries. She was not at all surprised to see Vice-President Whitmyer and the Secretary of State along with a group of prominent senators from both parties sitting almost center stage. They did not look happy at all nor did the black-suited Secret Service men standing around them. Whatever was about to happen here was going to be of pivotal importance and yet it filled her heart with a deep, dark sense of dread.
“Looks like the United Nations in here,” Nozomi said, noting her gaze. She couldn’t hear Kylie’s comment even if there had been one.
The noise level in the Convention Center rose to a monstrous roar as Joseph stepped out onto the stage with the First President and First Councilors trailing behind him. He walked to the pulpit and spread his arms wide. His twelve angels floated down around him with a thunderclap of snapping wings. That sound and the mere sight of the incredibly beautiful, armor-wearing host stilled the tongues of the assemblage as if the air froze in their lungs. The music of the heavenly choir came not from the speakers scattered around the center. It just was. The calming effect it always carried with it settled over the auditorium like a warm, soothing blanket. The First President and his party joined the Quorum and the Governor in the pews behind the podium and sat silently. The angels took up stations on either side of the church leaders looking like armored sentinels with furled wings.
Joseph wasn’t wearing the iridescent white gown he wore at his first appearance. This time he was dressed in a standard, wide-lapelled business suit the shade of a blue summer sky. His shirt was midnight black and unbuttoned to the middle of his burly chest. Setting aside his gigantic stature, Joseph would have looked like any normal businessman. His long, wavy dark cinnamon hair was tied at the back of his muscular neck away from his artistically chiseled features. When he smiled at his audience, it was as if a golden sun had settled behind the pulpit. Joseph waited until his audience quieted before speaking.
“Welcome, brothers and sisters,” he said, his tone wafting over the conference center like a soft, warm summer breeze. “I thank you for joining us this day. As the Prime Progenitor of the First Twelve and the Voice of the Creator, I bring you glad tiding and proof of our goodwill and the power of His love. My brethren around the world are telling their people the same thing I am telling you at this very moment and sharing my words to all those who will listen. Where we go from here is up to you.”
The huge monitors on either side of the stage showed images of the other eleven cities where these messiahs had arrived. Hundreds of thousands gathered in Vatican City, Mecca, Jerusalem, and the other landing sites around the globe. In each, gigantic screens were sat up to broadcast not only what was happening there, but also Joseph and his message. From the deference the man on the stage was receiving as the cameras turned back on him, Kylie assumed Joseph was the commander of the entire alien contingent. That was something well worth noting.
“When we arrived, we made you a promise,” he continued, his chocolate brown eyes sparkling in the spotlight. “We said if you would be faithful and listen to the Word of the Creator, we would share with you His wisdom as well as the technology He has blessed us with. We told you we would make this place a shining example of His glory.”
The Prime swept his hand behind him to encompass the Mormon Elders. “These great men have bowed to His will and offered up your city and your hearts to Him. They have joyfully paid their penance for their mistakes and now pledge their lives to the Creator and His commandments. Now they reap the rewards of their obedience as do you.”
“I know you are all concerned and curious about the machines we have dropped in your desert and their effects upon the weather,” Joseph said, allowing his eyes to scan the dignitaries filling the first few rows. “Have no fear of them for I assure you they cause no harm. They are but the first of many blessings we will provide only to the faithful.”
Joseph stepped from behind the pulpit and strode slowly across the length of the mammoth stage. His gaze touched the hearts of every individual in the auditorium. It pulled the majority of them into his aura as if he was speaking to them individually in private conversation. To Kylie and many others, the tone was not reassuring, but more grating to the nerves.
“Humanity requires five things to thrive and become one with the Creator,” the Prime Progenitor said firmly. “You need food, clothing, shelter, purpose, and guidance. It is clear to us by the homeless and the lost souls filling your streets and alleyways that these needs are not being met. We will correct that. The machines are here to provide you with three of those things.”
“When our towers finish their tasks,” he said, returning to stand before the podium, “the salt will be removed from the wasteland and the soil will be enriched and renewed. Crops will be seeded and will grow at an accelerated rate. Adequate rain will be drawn in by the spires and food will sprout where none existed before. By the middle of the fall, it will be ripe and ready for harvest. There will be no more hunger on your city streets.”
A gasp of awe rolled over the audience like a wave of wonder. Excited chatter swept through the convention center and chants of ‘Amen’ and ‘Praise God’ echoed off the rafters like the thunderstorms outside.
Joseph remained still, his hands folded in front of him, allowing the import of his words to sink in. His smile was glowing and benevolent and a bubble of warmth seemed to radiate around him which swelled to fill the entire room. As it soaked into the people, they quieted slowly, enshrouded in the Holy Spirit.
“The second thing they will provide,” he said with a slight edge to his voice, “is purpose. Salvation is most often earned by hard work. No machinery will be allowed in these farmlands. Maintenance and harvest of the fields will be done with manual labor by those who seek redemption and direction. Thirdly, we will provide shelter by building dwellings at no charge to all who work the land. All who believe or wish to believe are welcome to participate. To them, the fruits of the bounty will be given freely. The rest will be given to the Elders to distribute to those in need anywhere they deem worthy. None of the food will be sold at more than cost to anyone.”
“We chose your most barren and desolate landscape to prove to you these methods can be used anywhere,” Joseph said, smiling brightly at the stunned crowd. “This is just the first of many gifts we can provide to you. All you must do is join us in spreading the Word of the Creator. Follow His commands and be faithful to Him and you will want no more. We will introduce you to wonders and worlds beyond belief.”
“Thank you for listening,” he said before turning to walk away. “Peace be with you and may you shine in His light.”
Kylie was shocked when the angel Selathiel appeared in her suite and invited her team to meet with Joseph. The beautiful, silver-haired woman was polite and respectful, but her tone held more of a command than an offer. Once Kylie accepted, Selathiel only nodded then stepped out of the balcony window and flew away. The sight of that was as stunning as her entrance.
Her people were blathering like idiots when they were escorted into the Temple Square at the appointed hour. Their conversations muted when they found themselves joined by the Vice-President and his entourage. Brief introductions were made then the group was led into the repurposed Visitor’s Center. Sofas and chairs were arranged in a long rectangle in the middle of the cleared-out room. Surprisingly, knowing Mormon dictates, coffee, tea, and soft drinks mingled with juices and milk on long, linen-covered tables as well as pastries, cheeses, lunch meats, and other various refreshments. Kylie was amused to see the church Elders acting as lowly wait staff.
Joseph seemed somehow less majestic lounging in the corner of an over-large, custom-made couch. The facility had been converted for his private use where he and his angelic companions could meet with church elders and the city’s business community. His suit jacket was hanging limply over the back of a chair and he had his pillar-like legs stretched out before him. If it were not for his enormous size and the two angels standing at attention behind him, he would have looked like any other man relaxing after a long day’s work.
“I asked you here to answer some of your questions,” Joseph said as everyone settled in their places. “I wish to alleviate your fears and assure you we mean no harm.”
“And yet you are causing harm,” Vice-President Whitmyer said bluntly. The stocky, gray-haired man sat stiffly on the edge of his padded armchair, his steely-blue eyes as hard as granite. “Your unannounced appearance has thrown the world into upheaval. Riots and turmoil spread across every country you visit. You should have come to our governments first and in private so we could better prepare our populations.”
“Perhaps,” Joseph said with a slight nod, but there was no apology in his edgy tone. “However, your governments are not our concern. The wellbeing of your planet and the souls of your people are.”
“That is not how it seems,” Whitmyer bit back, glaring at his host. “Lives have been lost and cities burn. You have shown utter disregard for our laws and our airspace. This is not an act of benevolence. This is an act of invasion.”
“Invasion?” Joseph said with a humorless smirk. “We are few and we carry only weapons from your own ancient past. How could we stand against the might of your military?”
“The truth of that has yet to be determined,” the Vice-President countered harshly. After all his years in politics, Whitmyer knew he should be more diplomatic, but the arrogance of this being chafed at his hide. “That’s why I want you to allow our scientists,” he said, pointing toward Kylie, “the opportunity to inspect your craft and these towers you have out there.”
“I am afraid that is not possible,” Joseph replied casually. “The field surrounding the area is for your protection. It keeps the storms inside and the reformation of the land contained. The task will be finished in a couple of days and the barrier will collapse. The fields will then be safe for you to inspect.”
“The towers and our ships are another matter entirely.” He raised one leg and sprawled it across the couch in an oddly human fashion. Joseph looked relaxed and comfortable, but Kylie saw the muscles twitch in the corners of his jawline. “As we have said before, we will choose what technologies we will share and with whom. At that time, your scientists,” he said with a nod toward Kylie, “will be taught what they need to know to understand or operate whatever gifts we give. Your governments cannot be trusted with such power.”
“So you admit you have power you are not showing,” Secretary of State Ackerman interrupted, seizing on the comment.
“There is power and there is power,” Joseph replied with an offhanded shrug. “I did not say we had advanced weaponry nor that we would use it if we did - except in self-defense,” he added warningly. “Needless to say, our sciences are far beyond your understanding at present. Technology is power in its own right and, if we have learned anything from your history, it is you cannot be trusted to use it for the benefit of all mankind. You will use it for your personal greed. We will not allow that.”
“And yet you expect us to simply trust you,” Whitmyer snapped back, his cheeks flushed a dark red. He wanted nothing more than to punch the egotistical monster in the face. It took all his considerable will to keep from jumping to his feet and pouncing on the man. That and the rock-hard look on the faces of the guardian angels.
“At this point, yes,” Joseph said coolly, ignoring the tension in the man’s voice and the way his fists balled on his knees. “You have my word we will review your request in the near future.”
“Then we want you to leave our country until that time,” the Vice-President said curtly.
A slow, almost predatory smile slid beneath Joseph’s curly, brown beard that made Whitmyer’s skin crawl. Bluish sparks crackled in his mahogany eyes, but they were more of mirth than anger. It was obvious to Kylie that the Progenitor had expected this reaction and was prepared for it. Yet, it was not he who responded to the Vice-President.
Governor Benbridge sat his cup of Earl Grey down on the honey-oak coffee table in front of the comfortable sofa, but he did not seem to be comfortable at all. He did not want to be the one to stand up against Whitmyer, but he had been chosen for this purpose and he would not fail Joseph and his own people. He shot a nervous glance at the First President before speaking. Hiram nodded his head almost imperceptibly, telling Benbridge the Church was behind him.
“We invited the Prime and his people into our city,” he said, his voice quivering at first, but gaining firmness as he spoke. “We gave them permission to land their towers and to reconstitute the land. Both I and the Church welcome them and their help for our citizens. It is up to us to decide whether they stay or go. Not you. We have beseeched them to remain.”
Whitmyer stared at the Governor as if he’d lost his mind. Benbridge squirmed but did not look away. “These are public lands you’ve given to these aliens,” he said tersely, pointing directly at Joseph, “and, as such, are under the jurisdiction of the federal government.”
“No, they are not,” Benbridge replied just as stiffly. “The Great Salt Lake Desert is a State Park and belongs to the people of Utah. We control its use and we have decided to reclaim the area for farmlands to benefit our people.”
The Vice-President’s face turned so livid it looked like his round head would explode. “It is also bordered by the Clive Disposal Facility and Dugway Proving Grounds,” he countered barely below a shout, “which are classified federal properties and definitely are our business.”
“We know of them and purposely kept the storm barrier away from those locations,” Joseph said, his tone calm and assured, but his face was as hard as granite. “We have made no incursions near your complexes though we are well aware you have sent people to test the boundary line. We are also cognizant of the fact you have been building up military forces at those bases. Again, we have made no attempts at hindering you from doing so. We are not a threat.”
Joseph took his huge leg off the sofa and turned to sit a little straighter. In doing so, his massive stature became suddenly apparent and unquestionably intimidating. Yet, he seemed to relax his demeanor and became more conciliatory toward the Vice-President. “To help allay your concerns, I make you this offer: Your disposal facility contains chemicals, elements, and contaminates which are deadly not only to all living things but to the very Earth, itself. We have the ability to render them all harmless and inert. We will gladly give you this gift without pre-condition. All you have to do is simply allow us to do so. Hopefully, this small gesture will assure you of our goodwill.”
Whitmyer was not appeased. He had never given in to pressure and his pride would not allow him to do so now. “That is not enough. You are still in violation of our country’s sovereign territory. We want you gone.”
“Then take the state of Utah to court,” the Governor said bluntly. He and his entourage stood briskly and headed for the door. “This meeting is over.”
Kylie said nothing as the men jousted. She kept her attention fixed on Joseph, assessing his reactions. There was a satisfied glint to his eyes and one corner of his mouth curled up halfway between a grin and a snarl. She knew in an instant he had staged this whole confrontation. What she did not know was for what purpose or why she and her team were invited to attend.
“Ms. Jorgenson,” the Prime said, smiling brightly in her direction as if he read her thoughts. He was well aware of her intense scrutiny and the blazing intelligence of her mind. He intended to use that in the next step of his plan. Joseph grinned as she jumped a little at the sound of her name. “I have an offer for you as well.”
“And what might that be?” Kylie was amazed he even knew her name. She did her best to maintain her professional decorum even though she could feel his calming aura sweep over her. Instead of putting her at ease, it felt like a colony of ants was crawling over her skin. She had to resist the urge to scratch.
Joseph didn’t seem to notice the effect. He just continued to speak softly, completely dismissing the continued noise from the Vice-President and his envoys. “I have decided to grant one of your government’s requests. It will take a few more days for the reformation of the desert to complete. When it is safe, I would like to invite you and your team to tour the inside of one of the towers. Would you be interested?”
“I would,” Kylie replied quickly. Her insides lit up like a neon sign and she had all she could do to keep from leaping to her feet. For the moment, she forgot all her other concerns at such an incredible opportunity. However, a tiny warning voice whispered deep in her subconscious. It said Joseph’s earlier denial of the Vice-President’s demand was pure theater. She was here because he intended to grant the request all along. The question was why go through the theatrics at all? The ominous murmur was all but lost to the excited curiosity swelling in her mind…but it was not entirely forgotten.
“Good,” Joseph said, lifting his bulk from the couch. He returned his attention to the government delegation and seemed to be honestly apologetic. “Please forgive me, ladies and gentlemen. I must attend to other matters. Thank you for coming. I hope I have aided you in your understanding of our mission and that you will think about what we have offered. I assure you we will speak again very soon.”
“You can count on that for sure,” Vice-President Whitmyer replied harshly, scowling darkly as he stood with his fists balled at his sides. The angels behind Joseph shifted slightly, eyeing him and the Secret Servicemen warily. Other than that, they remained quiet.
Joseph ignored the jab and smiled at Kylie. He took her hand in his mammoth paw for a brief moment. Kylie didn’t have small hands, but she felt like a toddler in the grip of an adult who could crush her fingers to powder. The tremble he noticed was not from pleasure. “I will be in touch with you soon,” he said warmly. “I will send an escort for you when it is deemed safe. I hope you enjoy the tour.”
Kylie tried desperately to get to the Vice-President after Joseph left, but he was in no mood to listen to her. He just stomped out of the room with his delegation, cursing loudly with each footfall. Thinking about it after he was gone, she was grateful she hadn’t spoken to him while he was in that mood. What she had to say was vital and she knew it would probably send him over the edge.
Kylie was intrigued by Joseph’s claim of being able to neutralize the toxic waste, but her diamond-edged mind immediately saw the inherent danger in such an ability. There was spent enriched uranium stored at Clive. If the aliens could nullify it there, what about the nuclear arsenals? They might be a last line of defense should these beings prove to be other than they appeared. That terrified her in a way she could not yet fathom.
“We have a serious problem,” she said once she and her team were back in their quarters. “A very serious problem.”
Chapter 7
Roderick Guerrero was being hunted and he wasn’t sure why. What he did know was that, except for the man running at his side, his entire miracle investigations team had vanished. Within days of the arrival of Enoch and that fateful meeting with Pope John Matthew and the envoy, his people began to disappear. At first, he thought they were returning to their homes, stunned by the revelations of the heavenly hosts. But after the third member went missing without a word, Roderick contacted the families and learned no one had heard from their loved ones. Alarmed, he went to the Pontiff.
John Matthew brushed off his concerns as if they were no more than dust on his shoulder. The change in him was radical in Enoch’s presence. The young Pope was highly educated, intelligent, and curious. Though a man of God and of boundless faith, John was not blinded by his beliefs. As a theological historian, he was well aware of how the Lord’s will had been twisted and perverted to serve the desires of men. He knew there was an endless parade of charlatans out there who used the Bible to enrich themselves and some who created ‘miracles’ to prove themselves holy in the eyes of their followers. This was the same now as it had been in the past and he was no fool. This is why he assembled a Miracle Commission when the ‘stars’ first appeared and why he sent for Roderick, once the Vatican’s top investigator. Now the Pope seemed doe-eyed and enthralled by the Holy Emissaries. There was a blissful mist to his eyes that unnerved Roderick to his core.
At first, Enoch was kind, welcoming, and forthcoming. He answered questions without hesitation and seemed genuine in his stated mission to bring aid and enlightenment to the people of Earth. Despite his uncanny resemblance to Jesus Christ which perplexed Roderick in a way he could not comprehend, he could find no fault with the envoy. All that changed the day Enoch handed him the Word of the Creator.
The sun was beaming through the open windows of the Papal apartment library and a warm late July breeze ruffled the white lace curtains. A constant hum rolled in from the multitudes cramming St. Peter’s Square day and night since the visitors first arrived. At least now the chanted prayers had lowered from a near-roar to a steady, low murmur. John Matthew sat on a small, beige divan just to the right of Enoch, his face radiant and his dark brown eyes almost glassy with joy. An over-sized, comfortably padded, black oak chair had been custom made to accommodate the envoy’s gigantic bulk. To Roderick, it looked like a throne. To see the Pope sitting away from the man instead of next to him bothered him more than he cared to admit.
“As we mentioned at our arrival, we have studied your scriptures and religious texts,” Enoch was saying to the Cardinals gathered around him. “We are impressed by your early ancestor’s attempts at understanding the Creator and His designs. Your Holy Bible is an incredible testament to your desire to be one with His Word. However, as well-intended as it is, it is primarily a historical text of events seen through the limited knowledge of the primitive humans of the time. Now that you have risen in intellect and civilization, we believe you are ready to hear the whole truth.”
“I mean no offense,” he added with a tender smile when the Cardinals responded with low grumbles. “Your Bible, like other similar Holy texts around the world, is a great work and you are to be commended. All I am saying is that you were too young a civilization at the time to fully grasp what happened when we visited before. And, yes, we were there to help guide you on your path then as we are here now.”
The Cardinals relaxed in their seats, comforted by Enoch’s soft-spoken words. Roderick was more intrigued by the envoy’s assertion that his kind was present in the ancient past. It fit perfectly with all he knew and he was curious as to just how far back in time they first arrived on Earth. As was his way, the archeologist said nothing, preferring to gather facts before commenting.
“Please allow that we are eons older than you and, thus, are closer to the Creator,” Enoch said without hubris. He tilted his head in a manner that was as familiar as it was kind. His coffee-colored eyes sparkled in the library lights, filled with warmth and love. The full, dark lips partially hidden beneath his short, pointed beard were curved in a father’s smile to his child. He folded his huge hands in his lap and leaned a little forward as if reaching for his audience.
Before he spoke again, a fluttering of wings at the balcony caused the men in the room to turn toward the window. The two guardian angels that accompanied Enoch when he first arrived stepped through the open French doors. The raven-haired man with pearl-white wings moved to the left and waited for his companion to take up a position to the right. She was as breathtakingly beautiful as when Roderick had first seen her with her luxurious auburn hair, polished jade eyes, and wings of scarlet and gold. Neither were wearing the stunning battle armor they wore before. Now their garb was simple robes of Navy blue belted at the waist with white sashes. Still, seeing them so close up was beyond majestic to those who gazed upon them. Both held a stack of books that seemed tiny in comparison to their mammoth hands. They waited patiently until Enoch nodded in their direction.
“We bring you each a copy of our greatest treasure,” the envoy said solemnly as the angels passed out the thick tomes. “This is the ‘Word of the Creator’, passed down through countless generations from the beginning of time. It is the chronicle of the origins of all life throughout the universe and the purpose behind its creation. It is the history of all things and it contains His Will, His Laws, and the path you must follow toward redemption.”
Enoch stood as the woman angel handed him a volume. His eyes misted as he ran his hand reverently over the slick, silver cover. “You will not be able to read it at first for it is written in the language of eternity. However, as you grow in His wisdom and follow the tenets we provide, each word will become as clear as crystal. We are here to teach a chosen few of you the ancient language so you may understand and become His instruments in guiding all of humanity along the Path. All you must do is listen.”
Roderick could barely move when the angel handed him the book. It was not because she was the most exquisite and ethereal being he had ever conceived of. It was not that her closeness stirred primal instincts of both lust and terror deep in his soul for even after she moved on, Roderick was still frozen as he stared at the object in his hand.
It was the glyphs that made up the language. He had seen their like before.
The materials these texts were made of were astounding. The cover was made of some kind of silver metal that was stiff yet pliable. The four small glyphs near the bottom were exactly the same as the ones he had found mingled among the more earthly ancient languages surrounding the statues and other-worldly ancient treasures found with them.
Above the symbols, four words appeared that were fantastic in their own right. They were like black fluid that swirled and reformed before his eyes. Roderick spoke four modern languages and this title kept scrolling through each one of them. In each case, the translation was simply ‘The Word of the Creator’. He glanced around him and saw the words appear on the other books in whatever languages the holder of the volume understood. However, when he opened the tome, the glyphs inside remained static and as enigmatic as always.
Roderick kept his mouth clamped shut. Oddly, the subject of his ancient statues and his conclusions about them had not come up in conversations with the aliens as yet which surprised him a great deal. They were the reason he was first ostracized by the Church and the reason he was recalled when these beings arrived. They were the very basis on which Pope John Matthew requested him to investigate this phenomenon in the first place. Yet, they were completely forgotten in the wonder surrounding the heavenly hosts. That was when Roderick realized just how mired the young Pope and the Cardinals were in the enchantment of these beings. John Matthew and the others lost all objectivity in their presence as if a spell of obedience had been cast over them. Why it did not affect him and a rare few others was a mystery that was yet to be solved. Whatever the reason, it shook him to his bones. Watching the people around him fawn over the books, Roderick held his tongue, his hands gripping the edges of the silver cover.
John Matthew laid the holy relic on his lap and ran his fingertips over the smooth, shifting letters. His head was cocked to one side and his brow was crinkled in consternation. His lips were drawn tightly together and his mahogany eyes were dark pits above his flushed cheeks. Something nagged at the back of his mind and he rubbed his forehead absently as if that would help bring his thoughts to the fore. He couldn’t understand why he was having so much trouble concentrating. He felt like he was caught in a foggy hollow unable to see beyond his nose. When the ray of light finally cut through the haze, he sat bolt upright and stared squarely at Roderick, his mouth open in amazement.
“You were right!” he almost shouted, startling the rest of the hushed room. “They were here before!”
“What do you mean?” Enoch asked, one eyebrow arched, and his smile fading. He looked at Roderick as if seeing him for the first time. His intense scrutiny made the archeologist squirm as all eyes turned in his direction.
“My friend here,” the Pope said excitedly, “has tried to tell us about your past visitations for years. I am ashamed to say we did not listen even after he showed us proof.”
“And what proof was that?” There was a steely edge to his tone that cut into Roderick’s flesh like a razor. Somehow, it went unnoticed by the Pontiff.
“This!” John Matthew raised the book from his lap and held it before the envoy. He nodded toward Roderick and said, “He has found this language in ancient ruins around the world and they always accompanied a statue in your image and sacred objects as yet unidentifiable. Perhaps you can tell us of their purpose. We have one here in the Vatican archives.”
“Really,” Enoch said a little too calmly, his gaze never leaving the man. Roderick felt like a bug under a microscope. “I would very much like to see what you have found then meet with you to hear more about your discoveries.”
“That can be arranged,” the Pope said before Roderick could respond. He reached for the phone and said, “I will take you to see it personally!”
“I would appreciate it if you would bring me all of the sacred relics you have found, kind sir,” Enoch said smoothly. His tone was meant to be polite and gracious, but something in it chilled Roderick to the bone. “I am indebted to you for finding them and astounded they were left behind in the first place. We are very careful to give knowledge only to those who are ready for it and then only as much as they can handle. I do believe these objects should have gone away with our emissaries back then. I would like them back to distribute as we see fit. Would you do that for me?”
“I would be honored,” Roderick replied, keeping his face and voice placid. “However, they are in museums scattered around the globe. It will take me some time to retrieve them. Please be patient.”
“As you wish,” Enoch said quietly, calling the meeting to an end. He stood and shook Roderick’s hand. “And thank you.”
Shortly after, the disappearances began.
Juan grabbed Roderick by the arm and pulled him into a darkened alley as two uniformed police officers strolled down the sidewalk. They hid in the shadows for several long minutes after the men passed by to make sure they hadn’t been seen. Dodging the entire Polizia de Stato night for nearly a week was taking a heavy toll on both of them. Their bones creaked as they rose from behind the rusty waste bin and took a careful glance into the street.
“Looks like we’re clear for now,” Juan said quietly, wrinkling his nose at the awful stench coming from the over-stuffed container.
Roderick dusted off the knees of his trousers and leaned back against the faded brick wall. He tried to breathe slowly so as not to inhale the foul orders wafting in the warm night breeze. “We are only a few more blocks from Lucia’s apartment,” he said, his eyes darting out at the packed sidewalks. “We can rest there and get cleaned up. I stink.”
“True,” Juan said with a wry grin. “That’s why I picked this lovely spot. The garbage smells great in comparison.”
“Thank you so much,” Roderick chuckled. “Not that you smell like a field of roses either.”
Juan made a show of sniffing his armpits and said, “I cannot disagree. Let’s get out of this disgusting place. It’s killing my appetite.”
“I doubt anything could do that,” Roderick said flatly as they moved down the alley away from the busy boulevard. His tone took on a more serious mien as they stayed out of the bright glow of the streetlamps. “With a little luck, we’ll be out of the city by tomorrow. With the rails and airports watched and checkpoints up on the roads, we’ll need Lucia’s help to escape. Then we just might be able to get out of the country entirely.”
“With her connections in the underworld, if anyone can smuggle us out, she can. Where are we going from there?” Juan asked, unsure of what to do next. “We can’t go after the objects. They’ll be waiting for us there.”
“Not necessarily,” Roderick replied, darting into the next alleyway. “I told the Pope they were in museums. You and I both know that’s not true. I don’t think they know about the warehouse. I think it’s imperative we get to them and take them with us. Something about those things has Enoch spooked. I want to know what it is.”
They turned another corner and slipped through a line of slow-moving traffic. All of Rome was bursting with throngs of the faithful making the pilgrimage to the Vatican in hopes of seeing the divine ones. The sheer number of bodies was helping the two men make their escape and allowing them to blend in with the crowds.
“As for where we’re going,” Roderick said when they neared Lucia’s place. “Salt Lake City, Utah. That seems to be the epicenter of all this. That’s where we need to be.”
“U.S.A here we come,” Juan said with a joyful smile. “The one place I’ve never been.”
Lucia cracked opened the back door of her antique shop only far enough to let the two men slip inside. She pinched her aristocratic nose when they walked by and pointed toward the stairs that led to her apartment above the shop. “You two need a bath. I’ve laid out fresh clothes for you on the bed. I hope I got the sizes right. Either way, what you’re wearing must be burned.”
“Thank you,” Roderick said sincerely. “I truly appreciate your help.”
The elegant, silver-haired woman nodded slightly and followed them upstairs. “Get cleaned up while I finish dinner. Then we’ll talk. I’m curious as to why you came to me of all people.”
The men sat on the plush red and gold brocade sofa, the exquisite supper of Chicken Penne casserole and fresh garlic bread weighing heavily on their stomachs. They sipped on a bold red zinfandel that paired nicely with the savory meal. Between the shower, food, and wine, the exhaustion they had kept at bay for days began to saturate every sore and tired muscle. They could not give in to it just yet. Their host deserved an explanation.
“You boys have gotten yourselves into a bit of trouble,” Lucia said, watching them over the rim of her wine glass. “Your faces are all over the news. They say you stole something valuable from the Vatican. Even with the big reward being offered for you, I find that very hard to believe.” She looked squarely at Roderick. “You and I have fought over such things for decades. What is this really about?”
“The alien artifacts I found near the statues,” Roderick said bluntly and honestly. Lying to this woman would not go well. She was far too smart for that and he needed her.
“Ahh,” she said with a nod. There was no need to clarify. As the top dealer of black market antiquities in all of Italy, Lucia knew exactly what he was talking about. She’d tried to get hold of one for years. The two were respectful adversaries over looted ancient relics and each had suffered victories and defeats at the hands of the other. Yet, somehow they remained friendly in a manner of speaking. Because of their past, Lucia was incredibly surprised when he called her for help.
“I don’t know why these are so dangerous to Enoch,” Roderick said after filling her in on the events of the past few weeks. “I only know I have to get them as far from him as possible. At least until I can figure it out.”
“I don’t trust these creatures,” she said grimly. “Everything about them seems too perfect. Perfection does not exist in this universe. They have chosen physical personas that are mirrors of our most sacred saviors. Not just for the Catholics, but for all religions. I heard they appeared as Mohammed for Islam and Buddha for India among others. They say what people want to hear and look like people expect them to look. That tells me they have a hidden agenda and I doubt it is for the good of mankind.”
“What terrifies me is the power they have to bend people to their will and enchant the masses,” Roderick said, sitting his wine glass on the black oak coffee table. “The Pope and Cardinals have become witless fools doing only what they are told. Coming after us is proof of that.”
“Alright,” Lucia said after digesting all she heard. “I will get you to America on one condition.”
“And that is?” Roderick asked with a raised eyebrow.
A tiny, predatory grin graced Lucia’s full, ruby-red lips. Always the pragmatic businesswoman, she said lightly, “I want one of your relics.”
Two days in an insulated air freight container was far from pleasant. The heater was barely adequate, the air tanks stale and the food and water were just enough to get them to Washington. Lucia sent her people to Roderick’s secret warehouse and retrieved his treasures. True to her word, she gave him all but one and didn’t touch the other artifacts he had stored there. Now the ancient, mysterious items lay in a crate next to him along with the copy of the manuscript Enoch had given him. Friends from the Smithsonian quietly picked up the container from the airport and took it to a Society warehouse to get the men out. Roderick gave them his finds for safekeeping, knowing the museum could hide them among the vast storage facilities they maintained.
“Couldn’t you find a better way out than to be shipped like a pair of Egyptian mummies?” Miriam Whitehall, curator of Mexican and South American Archeology for the Smithsonian asked as the two men stretched and groaned. She led them to a little basement office where a hot meal and drinks were laid out for them.
“It just tells you how bad things have gotten in Europe,” Roderick said, thanking her for the food. “When the Pope and these ‘angels’ put out an edict for your arrest, it spreads like wildfire. We couldn’t trust anyone.”
“I’m sorry,” Miriam said kindly. She was attractive in a matronly way with short black hair and eyes as warm as a mother’s touch. But behind her wireframe glasses was a mind as sharp as a surgeon’s scalpel. She held Enoch’s book as if it were made of some kind of ancient crumbling parchment that could fall apart in an instant. She was captivated by the liquid letters that kept shifting through the long list of languages she knew.
“This is beautiful,” she said, running her fingers over the smooth silver surface. She sighed as she laid it on the table and looked up at her guests. “That such a thing could cause such turmoil. What a shame.”
“That’s what I don’t understand,” Roderick said, washing down his baked lemon chicken with a cup of hot coffee. “Why Enoch gave me this freely yet seems afraid of the other relics. I don’t get.”
“From what you said,” Miriam replied as she sat back in her well-cushioned lounge chair and folded her hands under her rounded chin, “he didn’t turn on you until he learned of those objects. There must be a correlation between them. Perhaps he’s afraid you might find out what they are instead he wants you to believe they are.”
“A fair point,” Roderick said, his hands wrapped around his coffee mug, enjoying the heat radiating through his fingers. He nodded toward Juan who was busy still stuffing his face. “We were thinking along those same lines.”
“Could you find me your best cryptologists?” he asked, stretching his sore legs out before him. “I have all the research we’ve done so far on the drive in the crate. Between that and Enoch’s book, perhaps you’ll find some kind of clue that will help in the translation.”
 “Jeffery Adenberry just joined us from MIT,” she said, her lips pursed beneath her slightly crooked nose. “He’s not only an amazing cryptologist but the best programmer I’ve ever seen. I’ll have him assemble a team and plug everything we have into the computers. You said ‘you’. What are you planning to do while we’re getting things together?”
“Juan and I are heading to Salt Lake City,” he said, getting up to refill his drink. “Not only does it seem like the center for all this, but more information is coming out of there than anywhere else. Washington sent a group of scientists there already. I know some of them. We’ll contact them and see what we can learn. I’ll keep you updated if we find anything that can help here.”
“Sounds good,” Miriam said, waiting until he sat back down. The look she gave him was grim and worried. “Keep your head down. Fanaticism is spreading here, too. If you’re wanted by these beings in Rome, you’ll probably be hunted here as well. Watch your back.”
 Miriam was right to be concerned. Reports of a supposed theft from the Vatican were all over the nightly news along with pictures of Roderick and Juan. Traveling only by car, they did what they could do to change their appearance, put on ball caps and sunglasses, and stayed off the main roads. Even then, they had several close calls when zealous gas station attendants looked at them askew. Three days later, they reached the shores of Utah Lake near Provo, Utah.
“What do we do now?” Juan asked glumly, staring at the State Police roadblock on Interstate 15 south of Provo.
Roderick scanned his phone, searching for alternate routes. “We’ll just have to find another way in. There are lots of backroads around the other side of the lake.” He shook his head and glanced up at the row of flashing blue and red lights in the distance. “That can’t possibly be for us. Except for people I trust, no one knows we’re in the U.S. let alone on our way to Salt Lake.”
“I don’t think it is,” Juan replied, pointing to the long row of vehicles being turned around up ahead. The other side of the freeway looked like a slow-moving caravan. “Whatever’s going on, we aren’t the only ones being turned back. Only about a quarter of the cars are getting through.”
“A puzzle for another time,” Roderick muttered. Twilight was just settling down on the landscape. The last rays of the summer sun dipped behind the high mountains on the other side of the lake. He was very tired but wanted to be far from the big city lights before they stopped for the night. “Let’s head back to Springville and take 77 around the lake. There are some smaller towns along the way and we should be able to find a motel. We’ll never make Salt Lake tonight. That’s for sure.” he said with a weary sigh.
In fact, it took them two more days to reach the outskirts of the city. They weren’t the only ones trying to find alternate roads. Oddly, only the main thoroughfares had checkpoints restricting the flow of traffic. Well used rural routes remained unimpeded. It told Roderick this wasn’t a manhunt for them which relieved him a great deal. It was more like the intent was to slow the influx of people to the city, not stop it entirely. Once they got there, he realized why. There wasn’t an empty bed to be found within fifty miles of Salt Lake.
Nozomi Sanada met them in the diner of the Flying J truck stop in the tiny town of Lake Point just off Interstate 80, thirty miles west of Salt Lake City. Any other time, Roderick would have been enthralled at the sight of the massive salty lake and its famous beaches, but his mind was much more intrigued by the type of traffic heading out toward the vast desert region to the west. Every conceivable bus line from commercial to city was carrying full loads of passengers out to the barren wastelands. Right behind them were parades of eighteen-wheelers hauling farm equipment and what he could only guess were tons of supplies. From his last visit out here decades ago, he knew there was nothing in that direction for hundreds of miles. Where they were going was just another mystery to be added to a long list of current enigmas.
“I’m sorry it took me so long to get here,” Nozomi said as she settled in the worn leather booth next to Juan. She caught Roderick’s gaze and smiled. “You can see why. Trying to get around this place is an absolute nightmare these days. Kylie sends her regards.”
“Thank you for meeting us and allowing us to join your team,” he said, tearing his eyes away from the highway. “We are currently persona non grata to most people.”
The little Asian woman just bowed her head slightly. Her almond eyes darkened and her lips tightened. “None of us believe any of the stories coming out of the Vatican. Kylie promises to keep you safe and out of the limelight. The truth of the matter is that we have great need of your skills. Not that we wouldn’t have helped you anyway.”
“We appreciate that a great deal,” he said, laying his hand on hers. “Whatever we can do to help in return, we will.”
“Well, your timing couldn’t be any more perfect,” Nozomi said, tipping her head toward the convoys lining the freeway. “Our team is heading out with that group in the morning. I’ll fill you in as much as I can on our way back. It won’t be much. There is a lot to tell. It will take days to bring you up to speed. Have you heard about the towers?”
“Holy mother of God!”
Roderick was not the only one shocked beyond belief when they rounded the bend in the highway that opened up into the Great Salt Lake Desert. Every eye in the long, white Mercedes Sprinter passenger van was glued to the darkly tinted windows staring out at the impossible panorama spread out before them.
The desert was gone. Where there once was nothing but parched, empty earth as far as the eye could see, now there were plains of new, green grass. Large groves of young saplings dotted the landscape and small streams flowed along what used to be dry, shallow riverbeds. The idyllic scene was one of incredible beauty, fresh as a newborn babe.
On the western side of the Grayback Hills, the convoy of vans turned off I-80 and followed a hard-packed dirt road northward. A few miles in, an entirely new town had materialized. Mammoth parking lots were filled with an amazing array of construction equipment and freight transports lined in neat rows like robots awaiting their commands. Most of the buildings were warehouses and barracks made of a material Roderick could not identify at the moment. Other structures seemed to be huge cafeterias, plumes of white smoke rising from their chimneys. They carried with them the aromatic scents of cooking foods that tickled the nostrils of the people stepping from the long lines of parked vehicles. As astounding as the place was, what caught the eyes of most of the observers was the two gigantic black spires rising in the distance.
“Those are why we are here,” Kylie whispered, leaning close to Roderick’s ear. “And that is why I need your skills.”
Roderick was impressed with the woman from the moment they met in the suite in the Grand American. His wavy, black hair was cut extremely short and his face was covered with a trimmed full beard. He wore large horn-rimmed glasses that had plain lenses and he kept his head lowered as they moved through the crowded lobby. Even though his face had been plastered on all the news channels, no one paid him any notice here. However, Kylie saw past his disguise and knew which of the two men he was the moment he stepped into her rooms. She shook his hand, offered him refreshments, and got right down to business.
“I know your story and the trouble you’re in,” she had said bluntly, sitting down at the oval conference table she had installed in the living room. “Your reputation precedes you so neither I nor my colleagues believe a word of it. Still, why would you come here of all places?”
“Because it is the last place my pursuers would expect me to come,” Roderick answered honestly. He sipped on a hot cup of coffee thinking how weak it was compared to European blends. “And because this Joseph seems to be the spokesman for these aliens. He’s much more open here. Those spires in the desert might be my best chance to see more of their writings and that will help me in translating their books. Something is rotten here and I want to know what it is before it’s too late. I think the books are the key.”
“They must, too,” Kylie said with a curt nod, her jade eyes dark and sparkling like polished emeralds. “Otherwise, they wouldn’t be after you. It’s also why I took the chance of including you in my team when I heard you were coming here. We are going out to their towers tomorrow and I expect their language will be all over them. Perhaps with your help, we can figure out what they mean. Sorry you won’t have more time to rest.”
“We can sleep later,” he said with a grim smile. He glanced at the documents strewn across the table, noting a few images of the alien glyphs. “Please show me what you have and thank you for trusting me.”
To think that was only yesterday and now they stood within sight of the alien artifacts. Even though he was bone-weary, the view of those ebony needles piercing the bright blue sky filled him with both awe and boundless excitement. He wanted to jump in a Jeep and rush right out there, but a contingent of Utah National Guard surrounded the compound, preventing anyone from going further into the revitalized lands. A cold, arctic chill ran up Roderick’s spine when he got a close look at the squad of the soldiers. Along with the desert camos of their uniforms, each of them wore a black armband emblazoned with a pair of white, widespread wings.
Joseph stood on a raised dais on the edge of a vast field filled with neat rows of early-growth corn. The dark verdant stalks were already four feet tall with small, silk-crowned cobs dotting their stems. Over the last twenty miles, the convoy of vans passed sections of land containing tomatoes, lettuce, and an amazing assortment of other fruits and vegetables in various stages of growth. The trees in the orchards were not yet at fruit-bearing age, but they were well on their way. It was completely astounding given that all this had been a lifeless, salty desert just a scant few weeks ago.
“Behold the bounty of the Creator,” Joseph said, his enormous, bronzed arms spread wide in the bright, late-morning sun. It seemed as if one golden ray beamed down directly on him like a podium spotlight. He was bare to the waist, every corded sinew defined by line and shadow. His long, luxurious locks of chestnut hair rippling in the light, warm breeze. The smile beneath his neatly trimmed, brown beard was as radiant as the sparkles in his chocolate eyes. Behind him stood the angel Selathiel and a fierce-looking male angel with wings of obsidian edged in scarlet.
An arc of cameras and reporters stood before the platform, every lens, and microphone aimed at the magnificent man and the farmlands behind him. One particular woman and cameraman were given a clear space directly before Joseph. Something about the woman was familiar to Kylie, but she couldn’t put a finger on it so she filed it away in a back corner of her mind for now.
“Through His grace and the knowledge he has bestowed upon us, his emissaries, this land has been restored and given new life.” Joseph lowered his arms and reached out to the crowd gathered before him. He looked squarely at the camera and female reporter Kylie had previously noted. “As promised, this abundance is freely given to all those who work the land in service to the Creator and to those who are faithful to His word.”
“The salts, minerals, and elements that inhabited this landscape have been removed and put to better use,” he said, stepping down from the stage. He walked to the perimeter of the field with only the one news crew trailing alongside him. Joseph bent down and ran his huge fingertip lovingly along the husk of a young cob of corn. He stood up and pointed off in the direction of the town.
“Combining those materials with others,” he continued, “we formed the walls of every structure of our new community. There will no longer be a need to destroy vast forests to build homes for your people. Trees create and clean the air you breathe. At the rate you have been razing them while polluting your atmosphere, you will choke yourselves to death within a few short centuries.”
He looked at the teams of dignitaries and scientists in his wake. His face was compassionate but stern as he spoke to them and the people watching the live broadcast. “We can fix that. It is only one of the many gifts we can provide to those who accept the Creator into their hearts and vow to follow His laws. The rest will be left to wallow in their squalor.”
“Blasphemer!” All heads turned to the gnarled, wild-eyed old man who stepped from the crowd. His face was a mask of fury and his fists were balled at his sides. He walked to within fifteen feet of Joseph and glared up at the giant, not a single trace of fear in his eyes.
“You wear the face of our Lord Jesus Christ to deceive the gullible,” he said, his voice choked with anger. “Yet our Lord died to forgive all men of their sins. Not just those you deem worthy. You twist His teachings to say that only those who bow to you deserve your blessings. You are no better than countless men before you used the word of God for your own grandeur.”
“In fact,” he said, taking a few more steps forward and pointing up at the Prime, “you are far worse. You take His image in vain. You befuddle minds and bend the faithful to your will. This is trickery most foul and wickedness beyond belief. Even your angels are a mockery of all our beliefs.”
“Lest you forget,” he growled, looking at the dark-winged guardian near Joseph, “Lucifer was an angel, too, and he was surrounded by others who had fallen. You are no more than a demon in disguise sent to test our commitment to God and all that is holy.”
Joseph looked down on the man with steel-edged amusement. He cocked his head to one side and gave a smile that was more like a predator’s snarl. “And who are you, child, to know the truth of the His will?” He waved his hand toward his two companions. “We are the direct descendants of the Creator and we are eons older than you. We were at His side when your ancestors were no more than mindless organisms in the mud. We have brought His Word and His Wisdom to endless worlds for time untold.”
“We bring peace, love, and guidance to all who chose to receive it,” Joseph said more to the camera than to his detractor. “We offer all redemption, but force no choice upon you. That is up to you.”
“Pretty words,” the man snapped back. “Yet, your very forms prove you are deceptive. Were you not, you would have appeared as yourselves instead of something out of our sacred histories. You are a liar and I shall prove it.”
“Oh?” Joseph said coldly. “And how is that?”
The man moved quickly for someone of his age. He tore a pistol from under his coat and rapid-fired an entire clip at the giant before him. But his assault was done in slow motion compared to the reaction of the guardians. With uncanny speed, the male angel enclosed Joseph in a cocoon of ebony wings. The bullets flattened on impact against that feathery shield and fell like pebbles on the hard-packed ground.
Selathiel launched herself at the attacker as if she was fired from a cannon. She hit him before the last piece of lead left the barrel, knocking him to the earth. One foot pinned the gun hand while her other one was planted in the middle of his chest. No matter how hard he squirmed, he could not break free. Selathiel said nothing, but her gaze was enough to fill his veins with ice.
 The throng of onlookers screamed and shouted, attempting to mob the hapless man. A stern, warning glance from Selathiel was all that held them from tearing the prisoner apart.
“Stop!” Joseph bellowed, freezing everyone in their tracks and stilling their rage-filled voices. He walked up to his angel and gave her a curt nod. Selathiel bowed her head and stepped away, freeing her captive.
The old man struggled to his feet and dusted himself off. He rubbed his sore wrist, hatred still blazing in his eyes. Even the closeness of gargantuan could not diminish the venom in the man’s heart. His spit at Joseph’s feet and held his ground even though his body trembled and his legs shook.
“You have attacked an envoy of the Creator,” Joseph said, his tone frigid as an arctic wind. “You have broken the First Law – ‘Commit no murder’. You have been proven guilty by your actions in front of witnesses. You shall be punished in accordance with His command - ‘What you do unto others shall be done unto you.’ You tried to kill me. It is my right to do the same to you.”
“The difference is,” Joseph said harshly, “I will succeed.”
One punch from that monstrous fist sent the old man flying into the stunned and shocked crowd. Several people tumbled to the ground, the lifeless body tangled up with them. They scurried away from the crumpled corpse as quickly as possible and vomited on the edge of the cornfield. The blow shattered the old man’s ribcage to pulp and drove bone fragments into his heart and organs. He was dead before he hit the earth.
An eerie silence fell over the shocked masses as the entire scene was broadcast around the world. The police and bodyguards among the dignitaries didn’t know how to respond. Their hands were on the butts of their weapons but their eyes darted around, searching for a superior to tell them what to do. Should they try to arrest Joseph for killing his assailant in cold blood? Having seen the angels move with such blinding speed, could they even get close to the Prime? With no direction given by the white-faced officials, they chose survival over duty and stood stonily by awaiting a command.
“I am truly sorry,” Joseph said sadly. He seemed to be genuinely disturbed by the event and shook his head in remorse. “I wish this had not tarnished such a joyous day.”
Vice-President Whitmyer stood over the cooling body, his Secret Service agents at his side. “How dare you?” he stammered, his cheeks flushed a dark crimson. “You just killed a man! You broke the laws of the United States! You deprived this man of due process.”
 “Due process?” Joseph stared at Whitmyer as if he were insane. “Everyone here saw what this man tried to do. There is no question of his guilt nor intent. Any attack on our persons will be dealt with under our laws – the Laws of the Creator. Punishment will be appropriate and swift. There is no other process.”
“You cannot do as you please on American soil!” the Vice-President shouted. “This is our country, not yours!”
“True,” Joseph said calmly. He swept his gaze over the hundreds of people gathered around them. He raised his voice so all could hear and asked a simple question. “Do you want us to leave and take our gifts with us? All this can be destroyed as easily as it was created.”
“No!” came the roared response.
Joseph peered down on Whitmyer and said softly, “There you have your answer. Your laws are for your people. Our laws are for us and those who wish to dwell in the house of the Creator. We shall not attempt to impose them on those who do not wish to live under them. Do not attempt to enforce yours on those who do.”
“We shall see about that,” the Vice-President muttered, turning away, his shoulders bunched in humiliation. “We shall see.”
Carl Washburn watched the deadly tableau play out in excruciating detail from the fringe of the farmworkers brought in to tend the fields. He inserted himself in their numbers before they boarded the buses in Salt Lake City with the intent of getting close to the aliens. The sight of the broken body didn’t bother him at all. He’d seen too many of them laying at his own feet. What did cut into his soul was that one particular news crew following Joseph around like a couple of trained puppies.
He worked his way through the crowd slowly so as not to draw attention, but managed to stay near the Prime throughout the presentation. That put him very close when the old man drew his gun. Carl thought about intervening, but with the packed bodies milling around him, there was no way he could get to the assailant in time. He didn’t care at all if Joseph died in the attack. However, Carl did care if a stray bullet hit the female reporter near his side.
Pat filmed the entire sequence dispassionately as if it were a common day occurrence. Angeline stood outside the frame holding her microphone loosely in one hand. When she did speak into it, she didn’t face the camera at all and stayed away from the lens. She didn’t even flinch when Joseph struck and her face remained cool and composed. Seeing her reaction to the killing was like he was the one getting gut-punched. Carl saw none of the horror or empathy he’d seen her display on the battlefields they been part of in the past. It more than terrified him. It infuriated him. This was not the woman he knew.
“I don’t see a way to get to her,” Justin said, standing at his left shoulder. The tank of a man glanced up at the angels guarding Joseph and gave them a warrior’s swift appraisal. “We need to separate her from those creatures somehow, but she looks in no hurry to get away. At least she doesn’t look like she’s been harmed in any way.”
“Not physically, that is,” Carl grumbled quietly. His brown eyes were so dark they blended with the black pits of his pupils. He wandered along with the rest of the crowd as the tour continued like the killing was all but forgotten. “But look at her face,” he said bitterly. “She acts like she’s in a trance. That is not her at all. Angeline wasn’t affected by that ‘heavenly choir’ sound before this. How did she get so hypnotized now? Was it the music or something else?”
“I don’t know,” Justin replied, his eagle eyes following every movement of their hosts, looking for an opening to split their friend away from the group. “Since she’s not hurt, we have a bit more time to find out.”
“Don’t worry,” he said, putting a burly paw on Carl’s shoulder. He wanted to comfort his friend more, but they were up against something they had never faced before. Justin was as combat-hardened as Carl and he knew they would figure this out. “We’ll find a way. We leave no one behind.”
“I might have an idea,” Carl said, only half-listening to his brother-in-arms. He nodded in the direction of a small knot of people standing off to one side. “Let’s get to know them a little bit better.”
They were back at the parking lot at the edge of the farmlands where they had begun their tour. The field hands were boarding buses back to the barracks in town and the majority of the dignitaries were loaded into their cars and vans. All except the group Carl had pointed out. They remained behind with Joseph and Angeline. They got into a large, canvas-covered truck and headed off toward the towers in the distance.
Carl watched them go from the window of the bus. “Find out who they are,” he whispered to Justin. “We need to join them.”
Kylie was more than just disappointed by the interior of the spire. She was irritated. Sure, it was an incredible feat of structural engineering and the walls were smooth and cool to the touch. There was no sign of piping of any kind and the only electrical systems she saw were crackling patterns of silver, blue and red molten liquid that moved just beneath the surface. It was like looking at a gigantic, living circuit board but the design made no sense to her. The lift that took them slowly up the interior used some kind of magnetic system without pulleys or cables. There wasn’t much else to see on the way up and the edifice appeared to be completely automated. It wasn’t until they reached the control room halfway up the tower that Kylie saw any other living beings.
Three wingless men stood to one side when they stepped into the spacious room. They were unusually tall compared to Kylie’s group but otherwise looked completely human. At Joseph’s behest, they shook hands with their guests and smiled politely. They spent the better part of an hour showing them around and patiently answered all questions asked of them as best they could.
That’s what irked Kylie so much. Her team included some of the best minds in the world yet they were spoken to as if they were elementary kids being shown the inner workings of a nuclear power plant. Most often their answers included a phrase like, “This technology is beyond your understanding at the moment. It would be impossible to explain.” What made their condescending tone even more annoying was the fact that they were probably right.
“Well, that was a colossal waste of time,” Gerard Millanova said once they were back in their suite. He sat back on one of the three sofas and cleaned the thick lenses of his wire-frame glasses with the handkerchief he always kept stuffed in his front pocket. After he hooked them over his large ears, the slightly plump physicist tapped down the thin wisps of red hair combed over his balding head. “The little they said told me nothing.”
“Not an entire waste. They let us record everything we saw. We can review it and see if it gives us any insights.” Kylie looked up at Roderick standing by the coffee pot. “Did you get anything that will help us?”
“Perhaps,” he replied thoughtfully, watching the cream swirl as he stirred the hot, steaming liquid. He hesitated for a few seconds then walked around the marble counter and pulled up a chair across from Kylie.
“The symbols scrolling across the control panels and written on the walls were similar to the text in the book I have,” he said, his forehead crinkled as he turned the warm, porcelain cup between his fingers. “They explained to us what a few of them meant. That might help in translating more of what I have. I’ll send it on to the Smithsonian.”
“But that’s not what’s bothering you,” Kylie said, staring into his eyes.
“No,” he said, glancing around at the rest of the group. “Did anyone else notice the seating in the room?”
“Seating?” Nozomi asked curiously. “As in ‘arrangement’?”
“No, no,” Roderick replied, shaking his head. He sat his mug on the coffee table and folded his hands between his knees. “I mean the shapes of the chairs.”
Other than Juan, who picked up on the strangeness as quickly as his friend did, the rest of the scientists just stared blankly at him. They’d been too sucked in by the amazing technology surrounding them to notice something as mundane as the furniture.
“What do you mean?” Kylie could see how perplexed the archeologist was and she was puzzled as to why chairs mattered so much.
“We’ve seen a lot of odd-shaped architecture in many of the ancient dig sites we’ve been visited,” Roderick said, giving a nod to Juan. “We’ve seen giant thrones, huge caskets, and doorways far taller and wider than necessary for ordinary humans. We’ve seen megalithic structures whose construction, size, and purpose we could not fathom.”
He leaned back and crossed his legs, tapping his fingers on the arms of his chair. “That all makes sense now if you’re thinking in terms of these beings having been here before. But we also saw things like carved rocks, curved platforms, and huge hollowed stones in shapes that made no sense. We assumed they were used for unknown rituals or were simply artistry as we would create weirdly contoured couches for example. Now I’m not so sure.”
“Getting to the point,” Roderick said, pointing to the photos scattered across the coffee table. “Check these out a bit closer and you’ll see that most of the chairs in front of the control panels are designed to accommodate the human form even if they are larger. Others, however, look like they were made to hold a very different body type.”
He saw the lights come on the faces of his comrades and their eyes went wide. “I think there are aliens we haven’t seen yet.”
Chapter 8
The already erratic stock market fell three thousand points the day of the Salt Lake broadcast. The biggest drops came in the food industry. It wasn’t just because four thousand square miles of desert had suddenly become rich and productive farmlands. That acreage was a pittance compared to the multi-million-acre lands owned by commercial farms in America. It was because of the speed in which it was done, how fast the crops were growing, and the fact that it could be done again and again anywhere in the world. The teams sent in to test the soil and the food were mind-boggled at the quality of the produce and it’s natural resistance to pests. Worse yet, it was to be given away for free.
The next hits came to the construction and lumber markets. In just over a week, the aliens helped crews build an entire town with the newly created materials. They attached devices to the cranes and tractors that allowed them to move huge loads with little effort. Joints were seamlessly fused by small, hand-held tools provided by the angels. Otherworldly machines sliced the panels into desired shapes and sizes with edges that were smooth and clean. Combined with earthly materials and methods, the end result was astounding and incredible to those involved in the building.
Investors panicked, believing all three industries and those closely related to them could soon be rendered obsolete. The relatively few brokers and traders that still stood in the pits of the stock exchanges milled about as if they didn’t know what to do next. Uncertainty as to what other technologies the aliens would ‘gift’ to mankind brought the world markets to a standstill.
“We had to close down the NYSE and NASDAQ at 2 pm,” the director of the SEC told President Morland. He dabbed the sweat off his brow with a napkin and threw it at the wastebasket like he was trying to kill it. “Every time one of these aliens opens their mouth, we take another hit.”
“You did the right thing,” the President said, doing his best to appear calm in the storm brewing in the Oval Office. He sat on an antique, straight-backed chair, his hands gripping the polished oak armrests to hide his frustration. “I’m not sure how long we can keep that up though.”
“Not long,” the director said stiffly. “It’s a stop-gap measure at best. I’m just giving people a chance to breathe and gather their wits. What happens next is anybody’s guess.”
“Thank you,” Morland said, turning his attention to the Homeland Security Advisor. “Now what are we going to do about this murder? We’re getting hammered in the press for not putting Joseph under arrest.”
“Easier said than done,” Jack Anderson replied. He sat in the middle of the long sofa, his back stiff and his bright hazel eyes filled with white sparks. He pointed up at the monitor where CNN was playing a clip of Joseph’s punch. “As we saw, bullets have no effect on those wings. We have no idea if anything heavier would nor what kind of reaction we would get for trying it. We saw what happened to that old man.”
The sound was down, but they all knew the anchor was railing against the police and government for taking no action. It was a common thread on almost every channel. Scenes of civil rights protests surrounding state capitols and precinct buildings flashed across the screens for calls for Joseph’s arrest. The only TV stations that weren’t were the religious channels. They were all extolling the righteousness of holy retribution for an act of violence against a servant of God.
“There is not a single prosecutor in all of Utah who would even charge Joseph,” the Attorney General chimed in with an irritated shake of his head. “And we don’t have the authority to step in. It’s not a federal crime.”
“I shudder to think what will happen if the aliens commit one,” Jack said, his lips drawn tightly across his sharply angled jawline. He looked around the Oval Office and met the eyes of everyone in the room before settling on the President’s haggard face. “But it’s something we better prepare for. I believe it’s only a matter of time.”
Angeline Morgan sat on a plush beige couch in the Visitor’s Center in Temple Square listening to the steady buzz of conversation surrounding her. She worked hard to keep her face impassive, her sensuous red lips curved in a tiny, blissful smile. Joseph didn’t have as much control over her as he thought and she intended to hide that fact from him for as long as possible.
From the moment she stepped on the private jet in L.A. she was subjected to a constant background stream of the heavenly music that dulled the senses of so many others. She let it appear to pull her in and make her pliable to whatever these aliens had in mind. A quick glance at Pat told her he was playing along as well. This was their chance to get inside and they were going to take it.
Joseph and the First President met them on the tarmac and ushered them to a waiting limousine. He crunched his bulk inside and kept up a polite and friendly patter all the way to the Square. First President Waithright said little, staring at the Messiah in rapturous wonder.
“You asked for a one-on-one interview, Miss Morgan,” Joseph said as they followed their police escort into downtown Salt Lake. “I will grant that request, but first I offer you more. I would like you to document all that we are trying to do for mankind and to show the purity of our intentions. All I ask in return is that you clear your broadcasts with me first. I will not censor them, but I wish them to be accurate.”
“And are your intentions pure?” she asked, keeping her tone neutral.
“What else could they be? You have nothing we need. We are emissaries of the Creator,” Joseph said with a wave of his hand. “We travel the galaxy seeking only to spread His Word and to bring enlightenment to the troubled. That is and has always been our sole purpose. The very reason we exist. We could want for no more.”
Angeline had to grant him part of that. With the resources of an untold number of planets at their command, what use would be this little blue world have to a star-spanning race? That was the question that nagged at her. She did not believe for a moment that they were here out of benevolence alone. Then again, it could be her personal prejudices that were coloring her perceptions. Believing in a caring, all-powerful god was not what her life experiences allowed her to do.
“Soon,” Joseph was saying as the limo wove through the heavy traffic, “we will prove our motives and the benefits we can bring to those who follow in His path. Would you care to be witness to that?”
“I would,” Angeline replied without hesitation. She hoped she was wrong in her skepticism. The world was a violent, evil place. She had seen the horrors humanity could visit upon itself. The only way to know if these beings could turn that tide was to be inside the inner circle. Joseph was giving her that chance. There was no way she wouldn’t take it.
Now Angeline sat in the conference room listening to the Mormon Elders drone on about mundane matters until their guests arrived. Joseph invited the government science team to this meeting to hear their reports on the towers and the crops. If they had more questions, he promised to answer what he could before they went back to Washington. When they walked through the big double doors, she almost jumped to her feet, a lump formed in her throat and her body vibrated. She bit her lip and hid her trembling hands beneath the folds of her skirt. What was he doing here?
Carl had all he could do to keep from reacting when he saw Angeline sitting there. He was glad the mirrored sunglasses kept the flame in his narrowed brown eyes from showing. His badge had gotten him into Kylie’s suite and once he told her his story, she allowed him and Justin to join her security team. Two of her regular escorts stayed behind so as not to arouse suspicions. This was the last meeting between her and Joseph and his best opportunity to get within arm’s reach of Angeline. He took up a position as close to her as possible, Justin flanking him, and waited for his chance to speak to her.
Angeline took pains not to look in Carl’s direction. She kept her face placid and made notes on her tablet that made no sense at all. Joseph was mired in conversations with Kylie’s group and didn’t even notice when she rose with her pad in hand and walked toward the refreshments laid out to one side of the room. She took her time fixing a cup of coffee, never looking around her.
“Are you okay?” Carl stood just a few feet away, keeping his voice low as he spoke. “I got your message.”
She didn’t respond or turn her head to glance into his worried eyes. All she did was point to the tablet she’d laid on the table, using her body to block any prying eyes from seeing the motion. Angeline picked up a small china saucer and turned away to choose a pastry from a silver tray. Written on the pad was ‘Tonight. 8 pm. Hotel bar.’ Carl tapped the screen with his fingertip to let her know he’d gotten the message and quietly walked away.
“I’m sorry,” Angeline said, holding his hand beneath the white, gold-trimmed linen covering the small, round table. “When I sent you that text, I thought I was being kidnapped. I didn’t know what Joseph had in mind. Since then, I’ve been so wrapped up in all that’s going on that I honestly forgot to let you know I was safe. I hope you can forgive me. I had no idea you would come searching for me. Thank you for that.”
They picked a spot in the back corner of the dimly lit bar, blowing out the candle in the cut crystal holder to make it even darker. The lounge was packed on a Friday night and a smooth jazz band played for the patrons filling the small dancefloor. The noise and the crowd gave them perfect cover.
“I will always come for you. I’m just glad you’re unharmed,” Carl replied, squeezing her hand gently beneath the tablecloth before letting it go. “Things are pretty nuts around here. Even after Joseph committed murder in front of the eyes of the world, everyone acts like he is God incarnate. The entire city seems like it’s under a spell. It’s far too calm.”
“But isn’t that a good thing?” Angeline seemed unsure of her question. She looked at Carl with her head tilted slightly to one side, her ruby red lips downturned and her turquoise eyes filled with disquiet. “Riots and turmoil roam the streets of almost every major city except here. The people of Salt Lake and most of Utah appear to be working in harmony. Hell, I haven’t even heard of a good bar brawl around here in weeks. That’s great, isn’t it?”
“If it’s so great,” Carl asked, sharing her unease, “what’s got you spooked?”
“Because it feels fake,” Angeline said bluntly, the shadowy shape in her head beginning to take solid form. Her beautiful, oval face lit up and her high, rounded cheeks flushed a bright pink. She sat up a little straighter and glanced around the room as if she was coming out of a fog.
“Look around you,” she said, nodding at the people crowding the busy lounge. “Most of these people seem like they don’t have a care in the world, but I know a lot of them. They weren’t like that when they got here. I see hard-bitten reporters I’ve worked with in the past acting like they just heard the unbridled truth. They just witnessed a murder, but they’re unfazed by it. Where’s their outrage? Their demands for justice? Their skepticism?”
A hard smile curled one side of Carl’s lips, but his face still looked grim. This was the woman he’d known for years…curious, questioning, and leery of easy answers. Carl felt the same sense of wrongness and he was glad she was feeling it, too. “Have you seen anything out of place with this Joseph character? Maybe some way he’s doing something to people?”
“That’s the problem,” Angeline said, staring intently at the slender fingers wrapped around the stem of her crystal wine glass. She looked up at him and shook her head. “I haven’t.”
“That’s why I’ve played the doe-eyed girl,” she said, twirling the chardonnay in her glass. “I thought if I could get inside and get him to trust me, I could find some ulterior motives. I could catch him in some kind of lie. But I haven’t. Joseph lets me attend every meeting and lets me follow him around wherever he goes for the most part. He seems to be open, honest, and genuine. He’s only been helpful and kind, but also unyielding and hard. If you don’t include what he did to the Elder’s houses, the incident with the old man is the only time I’ve seen him or his angels use any kind of force.”
“Then why are you so anxious?”
“I don’t know,” she said almost too softly to hear. “It’s just a gut feeling. He’s too perfect. What the old man said was true. Why are there angels? Why does he look like the classic Jesus? If they are so benevolent, why not share their tech with all mankind instead of just the chosen few? What are they getting out of all this? What’s their endgame?”
“That’s what’s bothering me, too,” Carl said tersely. “If you’re a believer, you know not even God did anything without purpose. He demanded obedience and his vengeance was ruthless. These aliens are already requiring compliance to their will in order to reap the benefits of their science. What happens when people say no and try to take it? You know that’s bound to happen sometime. What kind of reprisals can we expect and how far will they go? That’s what worries me and I don’t want you caught in the middle of it.”
“I can take care of myself,” Angeline said with a gentle smile. She reached across the table and laid her fingers on his. She didn’t care if anyone noticed.
“I know,” Carl said, turning his palm up to cup her hand. He’d never said the words, but he loved her more than he would admit even to himself. He’d never gotten in her way when she took on a dangerous assignment before, but this one scared him to his core. “I still think you should get out now before things turn bad.”
“You know I can’t,” she said, shaking her head. The glint in his chocolate brown eyes ignited a familiar heat in her body and she wished she had time to revisit the passion they once shared. Angeline considered herself tough and independent. Yet, being held in his strong arms always left her feeling vulnerable and protected at the same time. It left her confused and guilty which is why she’d cooled things off and just asked if they could remain friends.
“I know,” Carl said with a weary sigh. He studied her lovely features for a moment as if memorizing them once again. “Will you be able to contact me if you run into trouble? I’ll be there whenever you need me.”
“My movements aren’t restricted,” she said, her smile full and bright for the first time since he found her here. “I don’t think my phone is bugged. I promise to keep you informed if anything goes wrong.”
Angeline’s face dropped only a little and so did her voice. She glanced around her for a second and when she looked back, Carl could see the concern in her eyes. “Joseph wants to do the full, actual interview with me on TV finally. I have the feeling he has something major to say. If I don’t like the outcome, I’ll find you. Will you be staying in Salt Lake for a while?”
“Only a few more days,” he said, hearing the silent plea in her tone. “I’m supposed to be back in New York by Thursday. The city is still a complete disaster. They need every cop they can get.”
Carl felt the tiny tremble in her hand and his heart clenched. “But I’ll stay as long as you want me to.”
“No, no,” she said with a shake of her head. “We both have our jobs to do. Besides,” she added with a weak grin, “your mayor hates me enough already. Keeping his best detective away will not help the matter.”
“I don’t care,” Carl replied seriously.
“I do.” Angeline had no doubt he would quit the force if she was in danger and she would not be the cause of that.
He let go of her hand and leaned back in his chair. “Then I will have Justin shadow you. If you run into trouble, he will get you out.”
Angeline didn’t tell him how much that relieved her. She felt like she was walking a tightrope. If she fell, it was good to know there was a safety net. Getting up, she came around and kissed him hard on the lips. “Thank you” was all she could think of saying. She knew it was inadequate, but if she said more, she knew she would ask him to say and that she refused to do.
Carl stayed at the table until long after she was lost in the crowd. His instincts had always served him well and they were screaming at him right now.
The backdrop of the studio set showed the skyline of Salt Lake City with snow-covered mountains glistening in the sunlight. A gigantic green-screen large enough for Joseph to stand in front was to the left of the raised stage. A long beige couch was angled on the right side of the dais for the First President and his counselors. They weren’t supposed to be participants in the conversation, but Joseph insisted they be present. A simple, comfortably padded light brown chair was brought in designed specifically for the Prime’s over-sized frame. A small, round table separated his seat from Angeline’s. Other than that, the stage was bare. Pat was behind one of the four cameras arched in front of the set making last-minute adjustments in the equipment. Over eighty people sat in the studio chairs behind him. Though their conversations were muted, the excitement filling the air was a palatable thing. Had it not been for the two steel-eyed, armored angels standing like sentinels behind Joseph, it would have looked like any other celebrity talk show interview and not one that could change the course of the world.
“I’m Angeline Morgan for New York Times Multimedia,” she began as the cameras zoomed in on her face. “I am honored to bring you the first personal interview with Joseph, Prime Progenitor of the First Twelve, and leader of the visitors who have come to us from the stars. With us today is Hiram Waithright, First President of the Church of the Latter Day Saints and First Counselors, David Johnston, and Earl Macevy. Gentlemen, thank you for being here.”
“Thank you for having us,” was all Hiram said before the camera panned away.
Angeline turned to face Joseph as the scene centered on just the two of them. He looked relaxed and comfortable in a pear-white shirt loosely buttoned over his massive chest and plain black suit pants. One leg was crossed over his knee and he leaned leisurely on the arm of his chair. His chestnut brown hair cascaded over his muscular shoulders like a wavy waterfall sparkling in the studio lights. The smile beneath his full beard was casual and affable. Angeline could not help but notice the difference between his appearance now and the messianic figure the world had first seen.
“Joseph, thank you for granting me this opportunity to speak with you,” she said, taking a glance at the tablet on her lap. “You’ve caused quite a stir by coming here and we have many unanswered questions. I hope you can help me with that.”
“You are welcome, Miss Morgan. I seem to remember you demanding an interview on national television,” Joseph replied, his smile widening in good humor. “I didn’t think I had a choice but to respond.”
Angeline felt a red flush heating her cheeks. She’d almost forgotten about that. She took a breath to keep from stammering before continuing. “You and your brethren did not seek to meet with world governments,” she said, changing the subject quickly. “Instead, you sought out religious leaders. Why is that?”
“I thought we have made that abundantly clear,” he said, unperturbed by the question. “We are not here to take control of your planet nor to tell you how to rule yourselves. We are here to share the Word of the Creator with those who seek His divine grace. For those who follow His Will, we offer spiritual and technological guidance. Each must choose their own path.”
“Let’s talk about that spiritual path for a moment,” she said. Angeline knew she had to tread carefully and start slowly if she wanted to get to her real questions. “This is some of what is happening since your arrival.”
Images of churches, synagogues, mosques, temples, and open fields filled with worshipers of the many faiths around the globe flashed across the large monitor mounted between and behind them. Sermons of fire and brimstone met with homilies of love and compassion. The one commonality all of them shared was the wonder of the angels in their midst even if the meaning behind the holy event was seen differently.
“Your brethren and/or your angels only attend a rare fraction of these events,” Angeline said with a quick wave at the screen. “And then, they speak little. I don’t know exactly what your beliefs are nor the path you’re suggesting. Would you care to tell us more about your religion?”
Joseph tilted his head and smiled as he watched the images flash by. When he looked back at Angeline, there was a hint of amusement in his eyes but his tone had an edge to it. “First of all, Miss Morgan, we are not preachers of a religion. A religion is based on belief and faith. Religion is an attempt to answer questions as yet unanswered such as ‘What happens when we die?’, ‘Where did we come from?’ or ‘What is our purpose in life?’ We know those answers. We are speakers of the truth – of facts undisputable. We are the direct descendants of His first creations. Our history goes back to the very beginnings of this universe. He gave us a specific purpose and we exist to fulfill our duties. We do not need faith for we have the Word of the Creator to guide us.”
“Forgive my ignorance,” Angeline replied delicately. She absently fiddled with the ends of her long blond hair, her full lips pursed, and her blue-green eyes downcast as she reframed her question. “Could you tell us exactly what that purpose is and why you came to us at this point in time?”
“I can,” Joseph said with a nod of his head. “But I must start at the beginning of all things.”
He rested his elbows on the armrests of his chair and steepled his fingers under the point of his deeply cleft chin. His almost pupiless brown eyes took on a sparkling sheen in the bright studio lights and his incredibly handsome features glowed with a golden aura. After a moment of contemplation, he looked first at Angeline then directly into the camera.
“Let me put this in a context that you will understand,” he said without pretentiousness. “When the Creator stepped into this dimension, all the universe was black and empty except for a single spot of brightness. It was a boundless core of energy and matter swirling endlessly without symmetry or purpose. The Creator clapped His hands and that core exploded outward - what your scientists would call ‘the big bang’.”
Joseph stood up and walked over to the giant green-screen. He looked upward and spoke in a language no one could understand. Abruptly, an awe-inspiring three-dimensional image appeared that took the sucked the breath from all who gazed upon it. The entire audience gasped at the raw beauty of it all. Some grasped their throats while others laid a hand over their hearts. Whispered words of prayers floated over the crowd.
The celestial scene looked like a combination of the Carina Nebula and the Horsehead Nebula but was far more magnificent than either. Joseph walked among the multi-colored gas clouds and churning pools of interstellar dust as if he strode upon a heavenly highway. He stopped and reverently reached toward a misty figure among the stars. Those who had seen the Horsehead Nebula through the lenses of powerful telescopes were shocked to suddenly realize how much it looked like a human figure striding through space.
“He took the matter into His hands and used the energies surrounding Him to shape the chaos into galaxies which He scattered across the darkness,” Joseph said, turning back to the cameras. “One by one, the Creator moved through them, molding stars and planets from the formless dust. He built the forges of Heaven, like those in these pictures, which would continue the process throughout eternity.”
The transcendental tableau changed as he walked among it. Matter spun in thick clouds that coalesced into dark balls. Joseph touched some of them and they ignited into spectacular suns of reds, blues, and yellows. The remaining globes were tiny in comparison and were pulled into semi-circular orbits around their solar parents. Yet they continued to be mere dots in the blackness devoid of light and life, nothing more than barren chunks of rock floating in space.
“The Creator did not come alone,” Joseph said solemnly. “He brought with him the Holy Mother and their twins whom we call Estuaku and Ellistaka. Each had their own divine tasks to bring life to the universe and they followed in the footsteps of the Creator, enacting His Will upon His conceptions.”
The cosmic landscape shifted, zooming in on a single world so quickly that it left a squeamish feeling of vertigo in the stomachs of the onlookers. Some covered their mouths, swallowing the acidic bile that burned in their throats. Others were not so lucky.
“The Mother touched the planets and cocooned them in shields of atmosphere to protect them from the raw radiations of the suns,” Joseph intoned, his deep voice rolling like a warm summer wind over the people in the studio. “She brought forth the waters and fires that carved landmasses and oceans. Her fingers planted the seeds from which sprung forests, grasslands, flowers, and all forms of plant life, each specifically designed for the air of that particular world for all were different from one another.”
The Emissary cupped his hands around the globe and when he pulled them away, a blue planet appeared with huge bands of white and gray clouds swirling above jagged mountain tops and over vast, shimmering bodies of water. Angry red blisters of volcanic chains spewed ash and lava miles high into the sky. Utter silence filled the room at the terrifying magnificence displayed before them. No words could express the mix of emotions surging through their minds and bodies. Even those watching the broadcast from the privacy of their own homes felt salty tears pouring down their blushed faces as if they were witnessing these hallowed events in real-time.
“Ellistaka – the Daughter in the ancient tongue - was given the task of populating each world with fauna and fishes of great beauty to bring softness to the harshness of early life,” Joseph continued gently. “She created the herbivores of land and sea that lived in harmony with each other and who lived solely off the plants the Mother had left behind. But for there to be true harmony, there must also be a balance in all things.”
Joseph changed the image to show an endless veldt filled with herds of dinosaurs stretching as far as the eye could see. The idyllic scene looked serene and peaceful as the huge animals grazed leisurely upon the grasslands and trees. However, as their numbers grew unabated, the meadows vanished and the groves became leafless and barren. The great beasts fell to the earth, their bellies distended and their ribcages poking through skin tautened across their bones as they slowly and painfully starved to death.
“To stabilize the environment and to prevent the destruction of the Mother’s holy creations, Estuaku – the Son – was assigned the burden of introducing predators into the ecosystem.”
“I say ‘burden’ for future beings would think him cruel and evil for bringing violence death and those who prey on others into the universe,” Joseph said, shaking his head with a downcast sigh. “This is untrue. This is part of the Creator’s grand design. Estuaku is a good son and only completed the task the Creator gave him.”
The spiraling arms of the Milky Way galaxy appeared on the screen. To the fore of the holographic display was a row of colorful worlds turning slowly in the blackness of space. Some were in hues of blue, others in shades of green, and still others in a startling spread of the spectrum. Each was unique in size and aspect and rotated at different speeds.
“The Creator loves endless variety and built worlds to contain an infinite array of lifeforms. He planted the seeds of intelligence on each planet and stepped back to allow them to grow according to their natures.”
“Despite the beliefs of many religious scholars here on Earth,” Joseph said with a quirky grin, “the Creator does not see all things all the time. He travels across the boundless reaches of this universe with His family, building star systems and filling them with life. He cannot be in all places at once.”
“Think of Him as a scientist for want of a better word,” the Prime continued to his enraptured audience. “He puts in place a set of conditions as a researcher would put microbes into a petri dish. He then leaves them to grow to see if they become something useful to his design or if they turn into a virulent plague of destruction.”
“To oversee His experiment, together with his family He created us,” Joseph said, touching his broad chest. “We are His First Children. He raised us from the primordial ooze and bestowed upon us enormous lifespans and intelligence. He gifted us with such knowledge as our minds could comprehend and the ability to continually learn and to adapt to any environment. In exchange for his blessings, the Creator assigned to us the responsibility of administering what he left behind as a farmer would lovingly tend to his fields. He gave us laws and limitations to guide us and moved on.”
Joseph swept his hand toward his winged companions. “To aid us in this, He created the Caleriphim – what you call angels. They are our guardians and, when need be, our warriors. Together, we travel the stars and visit each world to check on the progress of His creations. We were divided into councils of twelve, each twelve given dominion over a single galaxy. We aid where and when we can if we deem the society worthy of our attention, though we try not to interfere with the natural order of things. That is until a point of judgment nears which is happening here very soon. We have visited you in the past in times of crisis and are now the stuff of legend.”
Joseph whispered something too low to hear and the image behind him changed to a pastoral scene of a meadow filled with wildflowers and a sparkling, crystal-blue lake. The cameras followed him as he walked away and reseated himself across from Angeline. Joseph leaned back in his well-padded chair and crossed one leg over his other knee. He brushed an errant lock of wavy brown hair from his cheek and hooked it behind his ear. The gestures were so human-like in their movements that it broke the spell of his god-like appearance when he had walked among the stars.
“Please realize I have over-simplified things in my feeble attempt to put vastly complicated concepts in terms you can comprehend,” Joseph said with a kindly smile. “I mean no offense nor insult to your intelligence. To be more specific or detailed would take eons and we do not have that much time.”
Angeline’s mind was a maelstrom of thoughts and images from Joseph’s presentation and she fought like a madwoman to re-focus her attention. She looked down at the tablet in her shaky hands to collect herself and to review the list of questions she had yet to ask. Some of them now seemed petty and moot, but others took on an even greater, more dire importance.
Angeline struggled to decide which direction to take from this point on. What seemed like an over-long pause in the conversation lasted only a few seconds. Joseph waited patiently, folding his hands on his lap until she gathered her wits about her. The rest of the studio was as silent as a tomb as each person battled with their own churning emotions. Finally, she looked up and nodded.
“Thank you for that,” she said earnestly. “That was utterly amazing. If I might be frank with you, as incredible as that was, it still sounds like a religion based on faith in ancient events. So how do you know this is all true? Are you honestly asking us to believe you were there at the beginning of time or are you just relaying legends passed down through generations?”
“A fair question,” Joseph said, unperturbed by her bluntness. There was a twinkle in his chocolate brown eyes as he glanced at the angel Selathiel. She stepped up behind him and passed him a copy of their holy scriptures. Joseph laid it in his lap and placed a huge hand reverently on the cover. “No. Though I have lived for millennia, I was not there to witness the birth of the universe. However, my antediluvian ancestors were and they carefully documented all they saw with their own eyes.”
“The Creator spoke to them directly through means I cannot easily explain. He told them of His divine plan and for what purpose they existed. He gave us the written word and in them, laid out His commands and His laws. We strive to enact His Will as inscribed here in the Word of the Creator,” he said, his fingertips tapping the silver cover.
“As for how I personally know it is true,” Joseph continued, looking up into Angeline’s sea-green eyes, “We have witnessed His judgments upon countless worlds and we act as heralds to His coming.”
“The Creator is both brutal and merciful,” he said, turning his face toward the cameras. “When He is finished with His work within a galactic system, He sweeps back through it to inspect the evolution of His experiments. When a society or planet reaches a certain stage in its development, the Creator decides if it is worthy of continued existence. If it is, He blesses it and moves on to the next. If not, He destroys it to make way for something better. If His analysis is that a specific civilization is teetering on the brink, but might yet be saved, He sends us to give hope, choice, and guidance before he wipes the slate clean.”
“That, Miss Morgan,” Joseph said with a steel hardness to his voice, “is, once again, why we are here at this specific point in time. You stand on the edge of a precipice. We can pull you back from it or let you fall to your death. Above all, the Creator instills free will into all that lives. The choice must be yours.”
Angeline shivered as Joseph spoke. The intensity of his words vibrated up her spine as their meaning cut deep into her soul. “So how soon will the judgment be coming and what form may it take? Are you saying we will be completely destroyed and by whom? You?”
“Time is meaningless to an entity like the Creator,” Joseph responded earnestly. He sat the Book aside, leaned forward in his chair, and put his elbows on his knees. He rested his bearded chin on his fists and his features took on an aspect of peaceful serenity. “He will move in his own time and with His own hand. We are not the instruments of his judgment.”
“What we can assure you,” Joseph said, sweeping his gaze over the studio audience and then back into the camera lenses, “is that it is usually within a century, at most, after when we arrive. We have seen this again and again. Now is the time for you to make your choice. Do you lift yourselves into the light and accept His Will and His Laws or do you continue as you are and risk complete annihilation? We will help you if you but ask for our assistance.”
Joseph dropped his eyes and stared at his fists. His brow furrowed as if he was contemplating his answer. He raised his head and muttered a single, unintelligible word. The green-screen came alive with scenes of what once had been the Great Salt Lake desert, now green with growing crops. People worked the neatly tilled rows on hands and knees. They looked happy and content with their labors as the summer sun beat relentlessly down upon their bowed backs. You could hear their voices praising each other for their work and the Creator for His many blessings. The image changed to show a newly-built town. The tranquil streets were clean and free of trash. Vehicles hummed down the smoothly paved roadways without the noise of engines shattering the sound of birds singing among the trees. No foul-smelling exhaust came from the cars and trucks and no plumes of smoke poured from stacks into the clear blue sky.
“We have the technology to make your world beautiful once again,” Joseph said firmly. He waved toward the pictures scrolling across the screen. “We will help you grow endless amounts of food so your bellies will never be empty. We will replace your machines that pollute the air with putrid, life-killing chemicals with engines that run on clean, quiet energy. We will cure the illnesses of both mind and body so that you may live a long and productive life in service to the Creator.”
Joseph uttered an alien word and the screen changed to show the riots running rampant across the globe. “We could eliminate crime from your cities so that you are safe in your homes and on your streets and so you may live in peace and harmony. This is offered freely without cost to those who follow the path of the Creator. All you must do is ask us to intervene and vow to abide by His Laws.”
“This all sounds wonderful,” Angeline countered, shaking her head at the possibilities promised by his words, “but you are asking people to change their entire way of life without knowing what they are agreeing to. You have spoken little of what these ‘laws’ actually are. Would you care to be more specific?”
“Certainly,” the Prime responded with a smile. A starry sparkle filled his mahogany eyes and his handsome features lit up with warmth and kindness. “But they will come as no surprise. We have given them to you in the past during times of turmoil when we came to guide you through your troubles. Look only to your scriptures and you will find them written among the pages. Sadly, many are diluted by the dogma of men seeking to use them for their own power and personal agendas.”
“Simply put,” Joseph said as he sat back and laid his hands on the padded armrests, “they are few and what you might call the Golden Rule: ‘Do unto others as you would have others do unto you.’ Let me enumerate.”
He lifted one hand and ticked off the laws with his huge fingers. “1: You shall not cause intentional harm to your fellow man. 2: You shall not commit murder. 3: You shall not steal out of greed or envy. 4: You shall not lie with malicious intent. 5: You may live and believe in any way you wish as long as your beliefs do not infringe upon the rights of others. 6: You shall be tolerant of others and the path they have chosen for many are the roads to the Creator. 7: You will take responsibility for your actions be they good or bad. And 8: You will accept the punishment for your actions as deemed by the law.”
“And what would those punishments be?” she asked cautiously.
“I go back to the Golden Rule,” Joseph said gravely. A thundercloud descended upon his stern features and a crackle of lightning seemed to fill the room with static electricity. “And I add to it another passage from your Bible: ‘An eye for an eye.’ Whatever you do to harm another will be visited upon you tenfold. For example, if you steal, all that you have will be taken from you. If you attack another, you will be viciously beaten in return. If you rape, you, yourself will be raped until you are dead. If you murder, you will die in the same manner in which you killed, but slowly and torturously. There is no mercy in the eyes of the Creator and none will be given to those who break His Laws.”
Angeline could hear the sinister sincerity in Joseph’s voice and everything he said made a strange kind of sense. Still, a chill of dread vibrated through her bones at the harshness of his pronouncements. She bit her lower lip and pushed her sun-bleached blond hair over one shoulder. She pondered her next question carefully before asking. The wording must be perfect. The hush that had settled over the gallery was so quiet she could hear the sound of her heartbeat and feel the blood flow in her veins. She took a deep breath and dived straight in.
“Then would you not be subject to those laws and punishments?”
“But of course,” he replied, startled she would even ask such a thing. “I and my brethren above all others for we are first among His children.”
“The whole world watched as you murdered a human being,” she said, unable to keep the tremor out of her voice. “That is a clear violation of your first two commandments. Should you not then be put to death?”
“No,” Joseph said bluntly. His demeanor changed abruptly and the muscles in his bulging forearms tensed. The tendons looked like the steel cables of a suspension bridge. Angeline choked on the ball of fear blocking her throat. “I did not violate those sacred commandments. I am insulted you would think so. I exacted the punishment for his crime as prescribed by law. He tried to kill me. His sentence was the death he would have committed. No more. No less.”
Angeline felt her heart skip beats under his fierce scrutiny. She was terrified she had overstepped and was about to be crushed like a bug. “Forgive me,” she said with a quivering voice. “I meant no offense. I only seek clarification.”
Joseph relaxed, the gray halo that appeared around his head turning a pale yellow. “No forgiveness is necessary for your honesty. My actions on that terrible day are only proof of our commitment to the letter of His Laws.”
“I hear what you are saying, Joseph,” she said carefully doing her best to change the subject, “and I appreciate your candor. To myself and, I am sure to many others, it still sounds like you are asking us to simply have faith that what you are saying is true. That is extremely difficult for people like me.”
She waved her hand toward the crowd behind the cameras and continued. “It is obvious you have a vast amount of followers already who will heed your call. What do you expect of them?” Angeline swallowed the lump in her throat and pushed onward. “More importantly, what happens to those people and those governments who choose not to?”
“What we expect of them,” Joseph said soberly, “is for people to set aside their hatreds and intolerance toward one another. We expect them to work together for the benefit of all humanity and the growth of a peaceful society with whatever talents and skills they possess. We require that they respect each other and the Laws of the Creator.”
“In exchange,” he said sincerely, pointing at the screen before looking back at Angeline, “we will give you this. For those who are faithful, we promise you a life free from needs and free from fear. We will be your guides in your path to the Creator and your protectors from those who would do you harm.” His tone became harsh and his eyes crackled with lightning. “Even if those who would harm you are your own governments.”
“As for those who do not wish to accept our help,” Joseph said sternly, “that is your choice. We will not impede you on your road to destruction. However, we warn you not to interfere with the faithful nor to attempt to take what they are given. We were given the mandate and authority to enforce the Laws of the Creator and we will do so vigorously and without mercy.”
The deadly threat running rife behind those words was as clear as crystal. The shockwave they caused rippled along the airwaves and through the hearts of every government official on Earth. The angry mumbles in the halls of power turned into a full-blown roar of outrage at the Prime’s next edict.
“As such,” he said bluntly, “the state Utah will become the first Conclave of the Creator and hereby secedes from the confines of the United States government. From this day forward, it and its citizens are under the shelter of the Twelve. Those who do not wish to live under our laws are free to leave. Those who seek the embrace of the Creator are welcome within our borders.”

Chapter 9
President Clifford Morland stood behind his desk in the Oval Office staring out at the vibrant green grass of the south lawn. Black, angry thunderclouds were rolling in from the west and he could see bright flashes of white as lightning exploded above them. It wouldn’t be long before jagged bolts broke through the thick layer of clouds and slammed down upon the Washington monuments. He could almost smell the ozone burning and feel a bitter metallic taste on his lips. The rains had yet to fall, but, when they did, he knew it would come in waves of torrential downpours. In his mind’s eye, he saw hellish winds smashing into the city, sweeping away all that America had built and all that it aspired to be. Yes, a tempest beyond imagining was coming and he felt like an injured seagull trapped in the eye of a hurricane.
“We cannot let this stand!” General Mathis leaned against the front of the massive Resolute Desk. His huge hands gripped the rounded lip so hard it creaked beneath his knotted fingers. His steel-blue eyes flashed with the lightning still hiding behind the cloud banks. “This is our country! We cannot let these aliens carve it up into their own territories!”
“I agree with the General,” Homeland Security Advisor Anderson said once the shouts of agreement quieted down to a dull roar. He sat his cup of Earl Grey tea down on the coffee table and rested his elbows on his kneecaps, folding his hands in front of them. He looked up at the back of the President and spoke just loud enough to be heard over the turmoil. “I have tried to straddle the fence on this issue. When they destroyed the homes of the Mormon Elders, I suggested restraint in our response. I did say we could be in trouble if they made demands of us – which in a way they are doing now. I also stated after Joseph murdered one of our citizens on national television that we might not be able to stop them.”
“However,” he said, glancing at his fellow cabinet members, “I believe we are now at the point where we must find out how far they will go. We do not know if our defenses are strong enough to protect the rest of the country if they try to expand their power. If nothing else, that is something we must know.”
“To use our military on American soil is not unconstitutional,” the Secretary of Defense interjected, “though it hasn’t been done since the Civil War. Nonetheless, in this instance, I believe it is necessary. Our founding fathers could never have foreseen an invasion from outer space. We must not allow these creatures to defy federal law and the sovereignty of our borders.”
“We do have forces on the ground in Utah,” Jack Anderson added. “We have personnel on several bases and Seal teams stationed at the Clive Disposal site near Salt Lake. None of them have been told to leave.”
“What’s terrifying about it,” he said, his face grim as he spoke, “is that these ‘angels’ are aware of them, but treat them as insignificant. What does that say about the aliens’ capabilities?”
“If I may suggest,” Secretary of State Ackerman said, outwardly calm though her insides were tied in a tangle of knots. “Before we deploy troops, I should go to Salt Lake and speak directly with the governor and with Joseph. Perhaps we can get them to back down or some agreement can be reached.”
“No,” President Morland said, turning around at last to face the room. His athletic body looked as hard as stone beneath his well-tailored suite and his face appeared to have been carved from granite. His sandy blonde hair was streaked with silver that hadn’t been there just a few short weeks ago. “I will be the one that goes to Salt Lake. It’s time I met these people face-to-face.”
He raised his hand as the uproar began and shook his head. “On this, I will brook no argument.” He turned to his Chief of Staff and said stiffly. “Make the arrangements at once.”
“General Mathis,” the President said gravely before he dismissed the cabinet, “take us to Defcon 3.”
President Morland was somewhat surprised that the airport wasn’t closed when Air Force One landed at Salt Lake City International. As far as he could tell, it was actually busier than ever. Over his strenuous objections, Ellen Ackerman and General Mathis accompanied him along with a platoon from Seal Team One to support the Secret Service. They would coordinate with Team Three stationed at Clive and the intelligence officers already in the city if things went awry. Privately, the General wondered if that would be enough.
They disembarked at the cargo terminal near the northern end of the airport to keep far away from the crowds of the main concourses. Even though the trip was unannounced and kept hidden under a tight veil of secrecy, the Governor and the First President were waiting for them when their feet touched the tarmac. Much to the disquiet of General Mathis, four of the alien angels stood silently behind them dressed in full, ancient-earth-looking body armor with long, silver-hilted swords hanging from their hips.
“Welcome, Mr. President,” Governor Benbridge said, extending his hand to Clifford. “We are honored to have you here. This is Hiram Waithright, First President of the Church of the Latter Day Saints. And these,” he added, waving his hand toward the angels, “are the guardians of the Prime. They are here to ensure your safety and to escort you to Joseph.”
President Morland wanted to crush the soft, feeble hand of the Governor, but he restrained his impulse and simply kept his grip firm and unyielding. He shook hands with Waithright then turned his attention to the guardians. He was taken aback by the majestic beauty of the angles. Of the Washington contingent, only Secretary Ackerman had met with them in person. Clifford stood six-foot-two and was well muscled, but he felt like a skinny child in their imposing presence. Even furled, their colorful wings were an incredible sight to see up close. Their artistically carved features were perfection personified and awe-inspiring. They did not speak nor make any attempt to greet the President. They just stood there like Odonis statues, their eyes wary and watching.
 The Seals automatically spread out as soon as they touched the ground. They locked eyes with the angels, each side assessing the other as warriors born. The team looked past the stunning façade of divinity and saw the corded sinew, the way the aliens shifted their weight slightly on the balls of their feet, and the constant vigilance in their careful surveillance. The fact that the angels wore swords while the Seals had sidearms strapped to their waists was of little consequence. The commander and his men had repeatedly studied the broadcast of their actions when Joseph was attacked. They knew how fast these creatures could move and knew their guns might have little or no impact against those wings. Now what would happen if they got past them was another story. One that, frankly, they weren’t looking forward to finding out. The thing that irked the commander the most was to see the tiny flickers of amused disdain written plainly on those stony features.
“Please follow me,” Governor Benbridge said, turning toward a row of black Suburbans. He spoke a little too hurriedly as they moved to the vehicles as if he were flustered and uncomfortable. “Joseph apologizes for not being here himself. As you might expect, he’s extremely busy and you arrived unannounced. He didn’t have time to clear his schedule. He’ll be more than happy to meet later in the evening. We took the liberty of making a private wing of suites available to you in the Grand American downtown.”
“We won’t be staying long,” the President said gruffly as he settled into the plush interior of the Suburban. “I’d rather we meet with him sooner than later.”
“I understand,” the Governor said, nodding his head. His pudgy cheeks were flushed a dark crimson and beads of sweat dotted his crinkled forehead even in the air-conditioned confines of the SUV. “And, again, I’m sorry for any delay. Things are a bit hectic around here. I’ll do my best to expedite matters.”
“Thank you,” Morland replied stiffly. There was an underlying current in the nervous man’s voice that told the President he was hiding something. He chose not to pursue it for the moment changing the subject instead. “This thing is amazingly quiet,” he said patting the armrest as they cruised through the airport. “How is it done?”
“Oh,” Bainbridge said, grateful for the diversion. His face beamed with pride and his eyes glowed like a hundred-watt bulbs. “The engines of all city vehicles have been replaced with electric ones powered by a new energy source Joseph supplied. We’ve set up a factory just west of here to begin converting every gas engine in the city. It will take time and new facilities are being created every day. Soon, the entire state will be energy independent.”
“That’s fast,” Morland said tersely. The governor missed his tone and continued to blather on joyfully as the convoy wound its way into the city. The President wasn’t listening. He was calculating the far-reaching devastation this would have to an already struggling economy. Dumping such technology so quickly on the gas and oil industry alone would leave them no time to adjust. Manufacturing of engines and all related production would grind to a halt. Millions would lose their jobs and companies would go bankrupt in a heartbeat. The stupid little man next to him couldn’t even comprehend the horrible calamity that would be caused by what he was so blithely bragging about.
The traffic in the city parted easily for the flashing lights of the patrol cars bracketing the cavalcade of SUVs. There were no blaring of horns nor shouted curses. The sidewalks were busy with people hurrying about their daily lives, but there was a buoyant vibrancy to their steps. The faces Morland could see as they sped by glowed with peace and happiness. Strangely, only a few watched as the caravan rolled down the boulevards and they waved and smiled then kept on moving. Even though they had to divert down a few side streets, the President didn’t see a single ragged tent, dirty body nor over-stuffed shopping cart of Salt Lake’s infamously huge homeless population. Everything looked clean and well-maintained, as crisp as a clear mountain lake. If not for the gravity of his mission, President Morland would have been utterly impressed.
It wasn’t until 10 am the following morning that the Governor tapped on the President’s door to escort the Washington contingent to a meeting with Joseph. He looked pale-faced and sheepish and said little as they rode down the elevator to the underground parking garage. His attitude put Morland and the General on edge. They could tell the Seals awaiting them by the Suburbans also picked up on the tension. They stood on high alert by the vehicles, hands resting on the butts of their sidearms with their eyes constantly scanning their surroundings. The angels were nowhere to be seen and the lot was empty of patrons. Only Bainbridge and the officers assigned to the four squad cars accompanied them. Something about that put Morland’s teeth on edge.
“I’m sorry,” Governor Bainbridge said as the caravan pulled up at the rear doors of the Tabernacle in Temple Square. He stared at the tips of his shiny black shoes, shifting back and forth on his feet.
“What is this?” the President demanded. “I thought we were having a private meeting with Joseph. Why are we here?”
“I…ah…the Prime decided to meet with you in a public setting,” Bainbridge stammered, wringing his sweaty hands. “He wants your discussion to be open and straightforward for all to see. He wants nothing hidden from the people. Again, I’m sorry if this is not what you were expecting. He will meet you no other way.”
For a moment, Morland hesitated and gave serious consideration to calling the whole thing off. He glanced at Mathis and Ackerman and saw the same reluctance written on their faces. But he didn’t come this far to stop now. At least this Joseph character couldn’t make any threats or demands in private either. The President scowled and balled his fists at his side. “Let’s do this,” he said finally and followed the cowering Governor inside.
The Mormon Tabernacle had a listed capacity of seven thousand people. Today it was probably closer to nine thousand. The pews were jammed like sardine cans and standing space was at a premium. The choir gallery was filled with church Elders and the podium was replaced with a large arched table with a huge chair on one end. Cameras were set up to cover every angle of the dais as well as the audience and giant TV screens bracketed the stage. The arena buzzed with conversations and an energy of high expectation, but President Moreland could not detect any animosity within the vibrations.
Governor Bainbridge visibly relaxed as they stepped out onto the stage, taking strength and comfort from the joyful resonance of the crowd. He led the President, Secretary Ackerman, and General Mathis to the table while his aides took their escorts to a section cordoned off for them nearby. Interestingly, no attempt was made to disarm the Secret Service nor their Seal counterparts. First President Waithright, his First Councilors, and the Mayor of Salt Lake City waited behind their chairs and hasty introductions were made. Morland and his people shook hands curtly, but politely before taking their places. No one sat until a deferential hush fell over the amphitheater as Joseph walked onstage.
An aura of pure charisma emanated from the gargantuan man as he smiled and waved at the audience. His mane of mahogany hair streamed across his massively broad shoulders sparkling with streaks of auburn under the bright lights. He was dressed in a simple, pure-white business suit and a pale-blue, partially unbuttoned shirt without a tie. Behind him walked his two angelic bodyguards dressed in similar attire. The crowd roared with applause and shouts of praise upon his arrival, but quieted down the moment he stopped waving almost as if the entire scene had been well-rehearsed.
“Praise be to the Creator,” Joseph said, raising both hands to the faithful. A shimmering corona of golden yellow surrounded his head as a brilliant smile filled with love beamed upon his handsome, darkly tanned face. “And thanks be for all the gifts he offers us.” His words echoed in the chants of the crowd until the Prime lowered his hands, strode across the stage, and came to a stop before the Washington envoys.
“Welcome, President Morland and honored guests,” Joseph said pleasantly, his face shining like a noonday sun. He extended his hand in greeting to each one in turn, saving the President for last.
It was difficult for Morland to maintain his stern composure as the Prime’s mammoth paw enveloped his hand. A tingle of electricity rippled along his nerve endings. It didn’t hurt, but it wasn’t pleasant either. It reminded Clifford of the old days when kids used to put the tip of their tongue on the posts of a nine-volt battery. He had to crane his neck painfully to look up at the giant of a man while they stood so close.
The President immediately understood how so many felt a divine presence in the alien. The sheer size of the man was intimidating. His forearms were as thick as Morland’s thighs and his broad chest was as wide as an old oak tree. Joseph’s muscles looked like they were carved from solid granite. Yet, despite the astounding physical power of his stature, Joseph radiated an atmosphere of peaceful serenity, warmth, and kindness. The President was having a hard time breaking the enchantment of the alien’s touch.
“Thank you for meeting with me,” Morland said, a little more tersely than he intended. “Though I would have preferred we met for the first time in a more private setting.”
“I have nothing to hide,” Joseph replied calmly. “Do you?”
“Of course not,” the President said stiffly, white sparks flashing in his hazel eyes. “We came here to have an honest, forthright discussion.”
“Then, please,” Joseph said, waving toward a chair to his right, “let’s do so not in the shadows, but in the light for all to see.”
As they all took their seats, the strange sound of the heavenly choir swept over the Tabernacle from some unseen source. Though there were no words, the audience hummed along with the mystical melody until it faded into the background. It left in its wake a tranquility that flushed cheeks and brought smiles of contentment to the features of most of those in attendance. To the rest, including the group from Washington, it caused a prickling on their skin like that of an old itchy sweater.
“Welcome, brothers and sisters,” Joseph said pleasantly, his voice floating over the pews like a mother’s loving embrace. “And welcome, Mr. President and your companions to the City of Salt Lake. We are honored to have you here. I know you have come with questions and I hope to provide you with the answers you seek.”
“Thank you for having us, Joseph,” President Morland replied, resisting the urge to scratch his arms. “May I call you Joseph or should I refer to you by some other title?”
“Joseph is fine. Thank you for asking. How may we help you?”
The President pondered whether he should dance around the subject, but decided to be blunt and straightforward instead. Still, he chose his words carefully knowing the eyes of the world were upon him. “As you are well aware, your arrival and that of your brethren has caused massive disruptions around the globe. You have stated your intentions are peaceful, but the results of your recent actions have caused us great concern.”
“I know and I am truly sorry for that,” Joseph said with a nod of his head, his countenance sad and sincere.
“I appreciate that,” Morland said flatly. He wasn’t buying the alien’s sentiment for a second. The man knew exactly what he was doing and the effects they were having. “I wish to commend you on the incredible feat you accomplished out in the desert. You will feed and house thousands of homeless and hungry with your farms. To many, it is a miracle.”
“It is no miracle, I assure you,” Joseph replied, shaking his head. “It is only one application of the sciences and technologies the Creator has gifted us with and which we would like to share with you.”
“But only if we believe as you do,” Moreland replied bluntly.
“Our mandate from the Creator is to bring enlightenment and salvation to the lost,” Joseph said with a slightly weary tone as if he were tired of repeating himself. “We give these things to those who come to Him as a reward for their faith in Him and their obedience to His Laws. We do not force anyone to join us or to believe as we do.”
“Let me give you that and go on,” the President said coolly, clearly unimpressed with the explanation. He glanced down at the tablet laying on the table before him as if he were reading something from a list, but he was actually using the time to organize his next statements. “You have stated you can render toxic chemicals and elements – including radioactive ones - inert and clean them from the soil and air. You said you have advances in medicine which will save countless lives. I have just learned you have also introduced a new power source to replace gasoline engines. I assume you have other technologies that can significantly change our way of life.”
“Yes,” Joseph said flatly.
“On the surface,” President Morland said, looking the Prime squarely in the eyes, “that sounds wonderful and amazing. However, you may not be aware that dumping such technologies on our world so suddenly will crush entire industries and destroy world economies. People will lose their jobs and the very homelessness you are trying to erase will explode throughout every nation. You will be causing great harm to those you say you are here to help.”
Joseph rested his chin on the tip of his steepled fingers, his elbows upon the wooden table. He closed his eyes and appeared to be praying in silence. One of the cameras zoomed in on his face. A faint white corona enshrouded his tilted head which bathed the furrowed lines on his forehead in deep shadows. When he opened his eyes, at last, they shimmered with tears. The image broadcast to the world was more divine than ever and those watching swore they saw the scars from a thorny crown marring his perfect brow. Whether the illusion was real or intentional, no one was ever sure.
“I understand your concern,” Joseph said sincerely. Even though his voice was silky soft it was carried clearly across the stadium and airwaves. He did not attempt to wipe the tears away that rolled down his cheeks when he spoke. “And, again, I am sorry for any wounds we might inflict upon you. Yet, change does not come without cost. Often times, one must hit the bottom before they will look up at the heavens. We will be there to reach out a hand.”
Before the President could speak, he continued. “I do promise you that we will not ‘dump our technologies on the world’, as you say, but will only share our gifts with those who follow His path and laws so the rest of your world can go on as it is using their limited resources as they wish.”
“That may not be good enough,” President Morland said sternly.
“That is all we can offer,” Joseph replied in the same tone. “You do not seem to realize how close you are to His judgment nor the plain and simple truth that you cannot withstand the power of His hand. If you chose not to listen, your loss will be infinitely greater than a few jobs.”
The President glanced over at Secretary Ackerman and General Mathis. Their faces were grim and as hard as stone. Both of them knew what was coming next and neither had a good feeling about the outcome. As one, they gave Morland an almost imperceptible nod, grateful his shoulders were broad enough and he was tough enough to say what must be said.
President Morland ran his fingers through his light brown hair and took a slow, deep breath. His thin lips cut a sharp, horizontal line across his squared jawline and he could feel a trembling in his hands he hid by gripping the tablet. “You keep saying this is our choice to make and that we must follow laws if we are to receive redemption,” he said as he returned his attention to Joseph. “I gather following the law is important to you. Is that right?”
“You are correct on both counts, Mr. President,” Joseph said, tilting his head in curiosity. He folded his hands on the table and waited patiently for the next question.
“We, too, have laws in this country,” Morland replied, his tone going harsh, “and you are breaking them. We cannot stand by and allow that to continue. We ask that you leave and allow us to follow our own path. Will you do so voluntarily and without conflict?”
An angry roar rose from the crowd that resounded off the walls of the Tabernacle. Most of the stadium jumped to their feet and shouted, raising their fists in protest. The sound was deafening and, for a moment, it looked like they might rush the stage. The Seals and Secret Service stood with their hands on the butts of their guns though they didn’t draw their weapons. The two angels behind Joseph stepped a little closer, their wings rustling in the tension.
The Prime arose and clapped his hands together like a crack of thunder. His bodyguards snapped their spectacular wings open like sails caught in gale-force winds and glared out at the audience. The sound of Joseph’s hands, his towering stature, and the beautiful majesty of the unfurled angel wings stopped the yelling in the span of a single heartbeat. He did not look to the President, but, instead, turned his darkened scowl on the faithful.
“You will not disrespect our honored guests in such a manner,” he said sharply. His wavy, chocolate-brown hair swirled around his head like a living cape blown by an unseen breeze. Blue-white lightning crackled in his near-black eyes and seemed to lock with the eyes of every person in the arena. Their heads lowered and stared at their fidgeting fingers. The only sound was the shuffling of nervous feet until they timidly sat back down, ashamed at their outburst. “Thank you,” Joseph said calmly before returning to his chair.
“I do apologize for that,” he said smoothly. “As you can see, the devoted do not want us to leave. They do not believe we have broken your laws. They only want to live in peace under the grace of the Creator.”
“Be that as it may,” President Morland said as the pounding in his chest began to slow. He swallowed the lump in his throat and kept the tremor out of his tone. “They only represent a fraction of our country and must still abide by the laws of the state and the federal government.”
“And how well have your laws protected the people recently?” Joseph countered candidly. “You allow criminals to live in comfort while your streets are filled with the downtrodden and hungry. You coddle those who steal, murder, and rape and let them return to society to do it all over again. You flood your cities with weapons and drugs while saying you don’t have the authority to stop it. Children die in your schools. People are attacked in their homes. The evil prey on the weak and you refuse to give them justice.”
“We are not perfect,” the President replied. “But we have our own legal system for dealing with our problems and we have police to enforce our laws.”
“True,” Joseph said curtly. “You do have a legal system…but you do not have a justice system. You give more rights to the offenders than you do to the victims. Yes, you do have police, but you hobble their efforts to even effectively enforce those laws. You hold them more accountable for their actions than you do those who commit crimes. This is not justice.”
“You make it sound like there is more wrong with our country than there is good,” President Morland said gruffly. He knew much of what Joseph was saying was true and he’d been working for years to change that. It was far more difficult than he would have admitted it was, but he was making headway. “I assure you, the vast amount of Americans are good people working toward a common goal. To make this world a better place for all.”
Joseph let out a humorless laugh and shook his head. “Is that so? Within the past decade alone, your ‘good people’ elected a leader who lied, cheated, spread hatred, fear, and intolerance. They applauded him as he enriched himself at their own expense. They cheered him as he bullied and threatened those who didn’t agree with him. They shouted praise as he broke your laws and brought your country to the brink of civil war. Your ‘good religious’ people acclaimed him as he broke every Commandment in your bible and the teachings of Jesus Christ – the very man from which they take their name ‘Christian’.”
“I walked this earth with Jesus,” Joseph said, a gasp of awe rippling over the stadium. “He was more than a man. He was a child of the Twelve as am I. It was I who came to him and taught him the Word so he could live by the light of the Creator. He gave me hope that mankind was taking the first steps toward true love and compassion. Not only did you kill him for it, but your ‘good people’ twisted his words for their own purposes and – very recently - disregarded them all together for the sake of their personal agendas.”
“That is why the Creator has sent us here,” the Prime said, speaking more to the crowd than to the President. His eyes blazed with passion across the monitors as he spoke. His words sliced into the hearts and souls of all who watched him. “He allowed evil men to rule you to see if you would stand up against them. You did not. He sent a plague that killed hundreds of thousands and still you did not listen. He has given you one last chance at redemption by sending us to give you living proof of his Will. It is up to you to take it or not.”
“Those are all pretty words,” President Morland said once the swell of renewed adulations died down. He was beyond frustrated with all this well-orchestrated pageantry and knew he must take control of the situation or lose all he came here to accomplish. The fate of his beloved country was at stake and, perhaps that of the entire world.
“I have heard their like from many a fire and brimstone preacher,” Morland said harshly. His cheeks were flushed a dark crimson as he fought to contain his rising anger. “Ours is a world of many religions and yours is but another one. I respect your right to share it with others, but I do not respect your right to force it upon others. I do not respect your right to use your beliefs to circumvent our laws. You are in violation of those laws and you must desist.”
Joseph started to speak, but the President cut him off with a curt slash of his hand. “I have listened to all you have to say,” he said sternly, “and now it’s time for you to show me the same courtesy.”
Joseph nodded silently so he continued. “You murdered a man on public television. He was no longer a threat to you and you killed him anyway. You disregarded his Constitutional and civil rights to due process. That is against our laws. I could arrest you right here and now for that alone.”
The angels behind Joseph stirred and took a step closer, but stopped as he raised his hand. A threatening growl chorused through the audience which he ignored. The Prime just gave the President a sardonic grin, his eyes sparkling like a night sky filled with a thick blanket of stars.
Morland felt his skin crawl with fear but he refused to back down. “You have ordained that the state of Utah is seceding from the Union and becoming a ‘Conclave of the Creator’. That is illegal under the Constitution and will not be allowed. You cannot just invade our country and stake claim our land. We will not tolerate such an action. We demand you retract that claim and depart from the shores of the United States of America at once.”
Bedlam broke out in the pews and the people surged forward like a tidal wave. At a glance from Joseph, the angels took flight and hovered in the air above the front of the stage. The fierceness in their faces cowered the crowd and sent them reluctantly back to their seats.
“And if we do not?” Joseph asked sharply.
President Morland stood up and was joined by the General and Secretary Ackerman. He stared coldly at the alien messiah for a few long seconds, his temper blazing in every muscle of his body, burning away the outright terror coursing through his veins. “Then you will feel the entire weight of the American military brought to bear against you. You have twenty-four hours to comply. We are done here. Good day to you, sir.”
The President felt like he was walking barefoot on broken glass. He stomped off the stage expecting at any moment to find his back shredded by angelic claws. The Secret Service agents and Seals surrounded them as they made their way to the waiting vehicles, every sense on high alert. They headed directly for Air Force One, not stopping by the Grand American first. Knowing how this might go, their aides had picked up their luggage and were already waiting for them at the airport.
“Gee,” Ellen Ackerman said sarcastically as they hurriedly boarded the jumbo jet. “All in all, I think that went pretty well.”
“It’s time you got your ass out of here,” Carl said tersely. He carefully watched Angeline while she busied herself in the kitchen of the hotel suite making a light dinner for him, Pat, and Justin. He could tell by the look on her face that she wasn’t listening to a single word he said. He’d seen that same determined expression in the middle of more than one firefight.
“I can’t,” she replied stiffly with her back turned toward him. “Especially not now. You know that.”
“A war is coming and with you standing so close to this alien, you’re going to be caught right in the middle of it,” he said, glancing at the other two men for support. Pat fiddled with his fingers and Justin gazed out the window. ‘Thanks, guys,’ he thought bitterly.
“I’ve been on battlefields before,” Angeline said as she stirred a steaming pot of marinara sauce. She tasted it on the edge of the wooden spoon and added another pinch of garlic. She didn’t cook often, but it helped her to relax and she needed that right now.
“Not like this one,” Carl countered gruffly. He looked over her shoulder at the clear blue sky and watched a few puffy white clouds drift by. He could see snow on the mountain peaks glistening like a field of diamonds. Nowhere could he find a bank of black, rumbling clouds to mark the horrific storm he knew was rapidly bearing down on them. The serenity he saw out there seemed oddly out of place.
“Every war is different,” Angeline said. She put the pot of sauce on a wicker hot pad on the counter and set a heaping bowl of spaghetti noodles next to it. She laid four plates, forks, and linen napkins out and looked up at her friends. Despite her brave words, Carl could see the worry darkening her sea-blue eyes.
“Come and get it,” she said, pouring a dark Merlot into the four waiting cut-crystal, long-stem glasses. She knew the men preferred ice-cold beer, but she was trying to bring a little class into their drinking habits.
“Angel, you need to hear me on this,” Carl said as he heaped the pasta on his china plate. “We have no idea of what kind of armament these aliens have. My brothers on the Teams tell me they’re staying behind to join the other Seals stationed at Clive. They plan on taking out the towers in case those are weapons hiding in plain sight. They can’t say exactly when any assault might begin, but they do tell me troops have been massing in Nevada, Arizona, and Colorado. Shit is about to hit the fan and I don’t want you anywhere near it.”
“That’s my job,” Angeline said with a sigh. “You know this.” She twirled her fork in the spaghetti without picking it up. “Besides, by staying close to Joseph, I could learn more about his plans and pass them on.”
“You’re a reporter, not a spy,” Carl snapped at her. His patience was wearing thin. “Sometimes, you can be too stubborn for your own good! Guys, help me out here.”
Pat watched his sauce seep through his pasta and pushed the meatballs around his plate. He didn’t look up when he spoke, not wanting to see the anger in Carl’s face. “I’m sorry, but I have to agree with Angel. This is what we do. We are at the center of the biggest story in human history. We can’t leave.”
“Justin?” Carl glanced at his buddy, expecting support from him.
Justin used his fork and knife to cut up his pasta to make it easier to eat. He poured Parmesan cheese over it until it looked almost white. “This Joseph guy didn’t flinch when Morland made his ultimatum,” he said at last. “If anything, he looked like he was eager for a fight like he set the whole thing up on purpose. If so, he’s awfully confident that we pose no real threat. Standing right next to him might be the safest place for Angeline. And,” he added, knowing he wasn’t helping matters, “we need as much intel as we can get.”
“Shit!” Carl dropped his fork and took a big swig of his wine. It was far too sweet for his taste so he set it aside, got up, and grabbed a beer from the fridge. “Fine,” he said harshly as he sat down hard in his chair. “Then I’m staying with you. Somebody has to be here to pull your ass out of the fire!”
“No, but thank you,” Angeline replied, a tender smile upon her full, rose-petal lips. She reached out and put her hand over his balled fist. “You’ll lose your job if you stay.”
“I don’t care,” Carl said sharply. “If you’re staying, I’m staying and that is that. I can be just as stubborn as you. End of story. But, I’m warning you, if things get as bad as I think they will, I’ll hogtie you and throw you over my shoulder and drag your ass out of here.”
“Now that I would pay to see,” Pat said with a chuckle. One look at the daggers in Carl’s eyes told him to shut his mouth and eat. He did so immediately without further comment.
Just before dawn on the following day, the huge spaceship descending from the stratosphere and hovered silently above Temple Square. It still looked like the holy cross, but this time it felt more like an ominous, deadly sign than one glowing with hope. What it would do next was anybody’s guess.
Chapter 10
“Now what do we do?” Captain Miller asked, astounded at the incredible scene laid out before him.
Lieutenant Colonel Alistair Jefferson stood in front of his desert camo Humvee staring at the mass of humanity blocking Interstate 80 just east of West Wendover at the Nevada/Utah border. Behind him, a long line of trucks and Humvees sat idling quietly on the highway awaiting his orders. He put his binoculars on the hood and kicked a rock off the hot pavement as if had somehow offended him. He ran a hand over his buzz-cut gray hair and wiped the irritating beads of sweat from his broad, leathery forehead weighing the options he had at his command. None of them were particularly pleasant.
The civilians had packed the highway with vehicles for miles cutting off access to the main western artery into the state. All of them left their stalled cars and trucks and now stood like a human wall against the tide of the military convoy. They had ignored repeated orders to disperse and now he had to do something. As far as Jefferson could tell, they were unarmed.
“Send up a squad and lob some tear gas and smoke canisters at them,” he said gruffly. “Let’s see how well they like that.”
The canisters arced high in the air and hit the asphalt with a resounding thud. In seconds, the highway was enveloped in thick clouds of smoke and gas. Alistair didn’t like the sounds of coughing and screaming behind the fog. These were American citizens after all. But he knew his job and, right now it was to get to Salt Lake City and he would do so no matter what it took.
There was only a marginal breeze so the choking fog should have stayed in the middle of the milling crowd. Instead, it seemingly changed direction of its own volition and turned back toward the Colonel and his troops. “Masks!” he shouted as the tears started streaming from his reddening eyes.
The smoke shifted and swirled around him, passing down the line as it dispersed into the sky. In what was left of the mist near the civilians, Jefferson could see strange shapes hovering above them. As it cleared, he saw five armored angels led by the one they called Selathiel flapping their huge, colorful wings in mighty strokes causing a wind that was just short of gale force. It cleansed the air in seconds and turned the fumes back on their attackers. Crumpled, wheezing bodies were scattered on the roadway beneath them and the Colonel could hear their pitiful weeping even through his mask. As much as the sight awed him and pained him at the same time, he had a duty to perform and he would see it through.
“Bring up the wedge,” he yelled into his com, exasperated that it took so long for his men to comply. Not all of them reacted fast enough and were still shaking off the effects of the gas. Still, it was only minutes before the big, heavily armored rig roared past him aiming for the vehicles stacked in his way.
The metal monster was like a tank on wheels with a solid steel wedge on the front like a cow-catcher on a locomotive. Seeing the black behemoth bearing down upon them, people dived out of the way as the beast plowed into the packed lines of cars and trucks. It tossed the vehicles aside like shredded toothpicks until it hit a line of big rigs. Even those were parted like the Red Sea with a sickening screech of tortured metal.
The Colonel was right behind it in his Humvee with an escort of troop trucks and four other M-1116s with mounted 50 cals and 240s interspersed among them. They were under strict orders not to fire unless fired upon, but he was taking no chances, especially with these aliens on the scene. He’d seen how their wings had deflected the slugs from a handgun. If they could stop the slugs from the big machine guns was another question entirely.
He would never get an answer to that question though. The convoy made it only a few hundred feet into the densely packed line of metal when the engines of every single vehicle suddenly went silent. The Wedge rolled to an ungainly stop amid the twisted remains of two SUVs as the Colonel’s Humvee slammed into its re-enforced rear fender. The impact slammed his head into the dashboard and bright red blood streamed down into his face. Sparks erupted behind his eyelids, temporarily blinding him. Alistair shook off the pain like a dog shedding water and jumped from the vehicle drawing his sidearm as his feet hit the ground. He glanced behind him and saw his entire cavalcade had ground to a halt.
Anything electrical was fried as if hit by a perfectly directed, narrow beam EMP blast. The machine guns could still fire, but the turrets holding them locked in place rendering them close to useless.
Jefferson’s troops hit the pavement with practiced ease with their weapons at the ready. A squad surrounded him in seconds, their eyes on the civilians picking themselves up from behind crushed cars. The Colonel was amazed to see them brush dirt and dust from their clothing and wipe tears from their red, swollen eyes without attempting to rush the soldiers. He saw the blood from scrapes and bruises and could hear the cries of some more seriously injured, but the mob held back and just stood their ground.
A sudden strong wind hit Colonel Jefferson in the back and caused him to stumble a step before catching his balance. He turned around to find Selathiel standing on the flat roof of the Wedge. Her gold-trimmed, porcelain-white wings fluttered fully open around her, rippling fine strands of platinum-blond hair across her grim-looking oval face. Her chest plate was the color of polished silver with each muscle outlined with thin lines of crimson. Beneath it, she wore a shift of midnight-blue. Her hand rested on the hilt of the long sword belted around her waist, her fingers tapping on the pommel.
Her four companions landed lightly on the roofs of other vehicles behind her, their metallic-looking wings wide-spread, their faces masks of holy wrath. Each of them held their unsheathed swords by the hilt, the tips resting on the metal between their black-booted feet. Their stances were like soldiers at parade rest, alert and wary.
“You will go no further,” Selathiel said stiffly, her large, almond-shaped blue eyes as icy as an artic glacier. “This land is a Conclave of the Creator and under the protection of His messengers.”
“This land is the property of the United States of American and you are trespassers here,” Colonel Jefferson snapped back, his broad, sinewy chest puffed out and his fists planted on his tree-trunk hips. “We are here under the authority of the President to remove you or put you under arrest. Your choice.”
“These people,” she replied, waving her oddly delicate hand around her, “are not trespassers. They have lived here for generations. This is their home, their farms, and their businesses. We only serve as their protectors.”
Selathiel raised her voice so all could hear. It was picked up by the wind and flowed over the military caravan like an outgoing tide. “We will allow you to turn your vehicles around and leave in peace. We do not wish to harm you nor do the people of this Conclave. We only wish to be left alone. Please do not force us to fight.”
All down the line, the soldiers shuffled their feet and looked at the tips of their combat boots. To a man or woman, they were all uncomfortable with the thought of fighting fellow Americans, to begin with. Now they were faced off against unarmed civilians. They would take on these alien invaders if so ordered even if they did look to be the children of God. The religious among the troops were sick to their stomachs at the idea, but they were American soldiers first and they vowed to defend their country from all enemies, foreign and domestic. Yet, if they fired upon the angels, there was sure to be hundreds of innocents caught in the crossfire.
“There are only five of you,” Colonel Jefferson said, steadfastly ignoring the squirming in his guts and the murmurs swelling behind him. His battle-carved face was as hard as concrete and his dark eyes were narrowed into mere slits. “You have nothing but swords against automatic rifles. Surrender now and put down your weapons. If you want peace, do not make me open fire.”
Selathiel sneered at him in open contempt and made the slight hop to the turret of his Humvee. The soldier behind the 50 cal froze with his hands locked on the trigger. His eyes looked like saucers as he stared up at the divine apparition, his mouth hanging open at her stunning beauty. In a blur of motion, she drew her sword and sliced through the barrel as easily as a hot knife would pass through soft butter. Her sword was back in its scabbard before the useless chunk of metal thudded to the ground at the Colonel’s feet.
“Do not underestimate what you do not understand,” she said as she stared stonily at the commander. “We stopped your trucks. We can stop your weapons just as easily.”
She floated from the roof to stand in front of Alistair, the epitome of righteous fury. The heat of her gaze burned through him and shriveled his heart. He felt like a bug about to be crushed by a boulder. For the first time in his long military career, the Colonel was so terrified that he felt a moistness come to his crotch. “Would you care to take me on in single combat? I will even put down my sword. If you win, I and my companions will leave this area at once and grant you and your men safe passage into the heart of Salt Lake City. If I win, you will leave unmolested and never return. What say you?”
Colonel Jefferson looked into the gigantic, flashing blue orbs of a stone-cold killer. Every trace of calm, peaceful serenity was gone, replaced by a black maelstrom of eminent death. All the bluster seeped from his chest along with nearly every ounce of bitter-tasting air. The big man sank in on himself, knowing to touch this creature was to insure his instant demise. Choking on the words, he whispered, “That will not be necessary.”
“Good,” she said without enmity. “Order your men to retreat and we will turn your vehicles back on.” Her eyes blackened for a brief second. “Make no mistake. If you try to use this as an opportunity to attack, the repercussions will be swift, merciless and without quarter.”
Like a whipped dog with its tail tucked tightly between its legs, the convoy slipped quietly back into the hot Nevada desert.
President Morland threw his coffee mug against the curved wall of the oval office. It shattered against an oil painting of Multnomah Falls, a gift from his home state of Oregon. The ugly streams of brownish liquid stained the tranquil summertime scene and made the waterfall look dirty and polluted. Through the confines of his well-tailored suit, you could see the muscles bunched on his broad, sloped shoulders. He stomped across the Presidential Seal embedded in the carpet, feeling like the aliens had just done the same thing. His exasperation and fury were not his alone. It was shared by every member of his cabinet filling the plush couches and chairs scattered around the room.
“We were turned back at every border crossing in the state,” General Mathis grumbled, sitting his cup of coffee gently on the table instead of throwing it. His steel-blue eyes flashed as if sunshine reflected off a sharply honed edge of a blade. “That ship of theirs disrupts instrumentation so aircraft can’t get anywhere within a hundred miles of the city. Everywhere else we’ve tried to land planes, we’ve been met with the same tactics used on the highways. Civilians and their vehicles block the runways and encircle helicopters the moment they touch down. Those that do manage to deploy their troops find themselves encircled by citizens and angels. As with everywhere else, anything electrical stops working the moment the aliens arrive.”
Mathis hammered his thigh with his meaty fist and swore profusely. “I apologize for the language,” he said, glancing at the women in the room. “I just don’t know where we go from here and it’s fucking pissing me off.”
George Walker sat stiffly against the back of his chair holding on to his eight cup of strong, black coffee wishing it was a tall glass of Jim Beam instead. His salt and pepper hair was leaning much more toward the salt side these last few weeks and he expected it to get worse as the days went on. “As the Secretary of Defense,” he said bitterly, “I’m feeling damn near useless right now. How can we defend against an enemy that can render our weapons useless?”
“We don’t know if they’re useless per se,” Jack Anderson said, his tone as hard as nails. “The question is if we want to use them.”
He leaned forward and put his elbows on his kneecaps. He looked over at the SecDev and saw her give him a slight nod. He and Ellen had talked this over thoroughly before they got here and neither of them was able to come up with a viable solution. He clicked a remote and a clip of the old man shooting at Joseph showed on the monitors.
“What we do know is that these angels protected Joseph when he was fired upon,” he said, freezing the image. “That tells us that at least these ‘messiahs’ are vulnerable. We know the angel wings are immune to small arms, but we don’t know if their bodies are or if higher caliber weapons could harm them. We know they can knock out our electronics, but, as far as we can tell currently, they can’t stop non-electrical devices like guns. So we are not completely defenseless against them.”
“What about bombs?” Vice-President Whitmyer asked.
“If they have electronics, unlikely,” Jack answered. “How a good old fashioned stick of TNT or a Molotov cocktail would work is unknown. But attempting to use them only highlights the other problems we’re up against.”
“And that is?” President Morland pulled the chair around from behind his desk and sat down close to the others.
“Civilians,” Ellen Ackerman said, taking up the mantle from Jack. “These aliens are smart. They’ve set up their headquarters in the middle of densely populated cities. They have surrounded themselves with fanatical followers. Getting someone close enough to, say, Joseph to plant a bomb would be difficult enough. Even if we did, there would surely be severe collateral damage. That would not go well at all.”
“At that,” Jack interjected, “if we did manage to kill one of these emissaries, there are at least eleven others out there not including the angels. We don’t know how many more are on board their ships. I think their reaction would be, in the angel Selathiel’s words, ‘swift, merciless and without quarter’.”
“So you’re basically saying there is nothing we can do,” the President snarled, “but let them have an entire goddamn state!”
“At the moment, yes,” Jack said gruffly, knowing it was not what the President wanted to hear. “I don’t think we have a choice.”
Decorum and political correctness completely forgotten, the air in the room turned blue with foul language.
A month later, California declared its independence.
Chapter 11
“There is no heaven and there is no hell except for that which we create for ourselves here in this world,” Lucas Olstein said from the pulpit inside the packed Crystal Cathedral. “What use will you have for great mansions in the sky or streets paved in the purest gold? What will you buy with treasuries heaped with riches? What good will buckets of silver coins do you in a realm of beauty and light where all would be free for the asking?”
At his back, Daniel sat on a huge, gold-gilded chair placed upon a raised dais with the twelve divine angels arrayed in an arc behind him. He wore a wide-lapelled, pearl-white business suit with a powder-blue shirt partially unbuttoned and highly polished black shoes. His amber eyes seemed to touch every member of the audience with a warmth and love that lifted their souls and filled them with a glorious joy. The small smile on his full lips was so bright it enshrouded him in a vibrant yellow glow that caused sparkles to shine in his raven-black hair like a field of diamonds against a black velvet sky.
“You will not be condemned to burn in eternal fire for the sins you commit in this life,” Lucas said, stepping from behind the podium and striding slowly along the edge of the stage. He knelt down and reached for the hand of a lovely young woman who gazed up at him in blissful adoration. Speaking directly to her, he said, “There are not many levels of Hell designed to fit the severity of evils you have perpetrated upon others throughout your lifetime. You are safe from torture and debasement.”
“The concepts of heaven and hell were the constructions of men designed to appease the people they sought to control,” he said as he stood and continued his walk. “To the poor and destitute they used as slave labor, they promised riches and rewards in the afterlife to keep them content with their lot in life. They said the more humble you were, the more you struggled, the greater you the bounty when you died. To those who would oppose them, they said their deeds were evil and that they would spend eternity in agony and suffering.”
“They took the words of the Creator and the emissaries He sent to bring you the true meaning of life and twisted them to control the masses for their own personal aggrandizement.”
“However,” Lucas said, his tone as hard as granite, “that does not mean your actions - good or bad – are free from judgment. It does not mean you will not be rewarded for your righteous actions. It does not mean you are immune to punishment for your wickedness. Not at all. On the contrary, we have been sent warnings about this for thousands of years and now the time for His judgment is upon us.”
Lucas shook his head sadly, the cameras picking up the glitter of tears streaming down his suntanned cheeks. “There have been a few great men and women throughout history who were chosen by Daniel and his brethren,” he said, sweeping his hand toward the dais behind him, “and taught the true meaning of the Word of the Creator. When they tried to share those words with the world, they were hunted, tortured, burned at the stake, and nailed to the cross as was our beloved Jesus Christ. As the whole of humanity, we were not ready to listen. But the Creator, by whatever name we call him, has given us one final chance at redemption before He renders His final judgment upon us.”
Amid echoing shouts of ‘Halleluiah’ and ‘Praise God’, Lucas returned to the podium and let those words sink in for a moment. When he turned to his devoted followers, the cameras zoomed in on his handsome face. He looked stern to the point of fierceness and his gold-flecked hazel eyes flashed with sparks of lightning.
“Will you ignore His warning?” he asked pointing directly at the Governor of California and the state senators seated in front of the stage.
“No!” they yelled out, rising from the pew, their arms raised high.
“Will you?” Lucas said, pointing up at the balcony.
“No!” was the bellowed response.
He pointed accusingly at the main camera broadcasting his words around the world. His image filled the huge monitors hanging on the walls of the cathedral. “Will you?”
The crystal panes of the mammoth church vibrated with the roar of the parishioners as they rose to their feet and chanted in one voice. “In the name of the Creator, No!”
His brilliant, benevolent smile lit the screens and he spread his arms wide, motioning for his people to quiet down and be seated. “Or will you heed His words and commit yourselves to His call?”
The thunder of their response shook the very foundations of the church. Lucas could feel it ripple from beneath his feet like an earthquake rolling across the landscape. The sound was deafening and reverberated across the valley outside, startling wildlife from their dens and sending flocks of terrified birds into the bright blue, sunlit sky.
Nothing Lucas could have said would have stilled their jubilant voices at that moment so he did not even bother to try. He closed his eyes, bowed his head in prayer, and folded his hands piously upon the pulpit. It was Daniel who brought the zealously fevered crowd to sudden awe-struck silence. He rose from his golden throne with feline grace and spread his arms in a loving embrace. He smiled and tilted his head in a gesture that was reminiscent of images of Jesus seen on canvases around the world. A dim, shimmering corona of foggy white light seemed to surround his artistically carved features and lionesque head, causing those who gazed upon him to gasp in wonder.
The twelve majestic angels behind him took flight and hovered just below the high-vaulted, glass ceiling. The almost metallic sheen of their wings caught the sunlight cascading through the gigantic windows and send multi-hued rainbows of vibrant color washing down upon the hushed, open-mouthed people. The faithful felt the breath pulled from their lungs at the divine sight and their legs turned to jelly, forcing them to retake their seats or risk falling to the floor in a jumbled mass. Once the babble became mumbles of reverence, the angels settled back to the stage behind Daniel and furled their magnificent and glorious wings.
“Thank you,” Daniel said in a voice that was as soft as a baby’s first blanket. Even though he spoke quietly, his words carried to every corner of the massive cathedral and across the airwaves as if they were whispered into the ear of everyone listening. “I am gladdened to know you choose to follow His path and I am honored to be here to guide you.”
Lucas stepped to one side and turned over the pulpit to Daniel. The podium looked like something from a child’s dollhouse in front of the gargantuan man and there was only enough room for him to rest one mammoth hand upon it. That sight alone made him appear even more celestial and holy to the enraptured onlookers.
 “Brother Lucas,” he said, laying his other hand upon the evangelist’s shoulder, “has told you there is no heaven or hell. He tells you not to fear eternal damnation and he is right. And he has also told you there are rewards for your obedience to the Word of the Creator and punishment if you are wicked. In that, he is also right. I would like to inform you of what some of these immediate rewards and punishments might be should you chose to accept them. Would you like to hear them?”
“Yes! Yes! Yes!” the crowd shouted in exultation.
“As you wish,” Daniel said buoyantly. Then his tone took on a more somber mien. “But know this. One cannot be given without the other. If you accept the gifts of the Creator, you must also accept His Laws.”
He raised his hand to still the clamor before it could drown out his words. “Listen first then decide. Know exactly what you are agreeing to before making your choice. Above all, the Creator has given you free will. Use it wisely.”
Daniel stared hard at the camera, his eyes burning into every heart. “For years, you coddled the criminal and vilified the victim. Your country-bred hatred and intolerance. You elected a leader that gave legitimacy to evil and applauded him for it.  Your ‘Christians’ ignored the word of the Creator and the teachings of their messiah Jesus Christ for the sake of their own twisted beliefs. They put themselves above all others and actually thought they had the right to tell others how to live their lives. How arrogant!”
“After the pandemic that swept through your state killed hundreds of thousands, you cried out for help. Yet, the terrible death toll was fueled not just by the virus, but by the ineptitude of your federal government and the willful ignorance of many Americans,” Daniel continued, turning his hard gaze upon the government officials in the front row. “Your economy was destroyed. Your people were left destitute and broken. Los Angeles and other cities across the state have become wastelands filled with the homeless and those who prey upon them while the rich live in gated splendor. Even though you try to help, the sheer magnitude of the problem is now beyond your ability to cope with.”
“I do not remind you of these things you know so well to simply chastise you,” Daniel said, his face softening and his demeanor becoming hopeful. “Not all of your politicians are corrupt. Not all your Christians have succumbed to bigotry and contempt for those who do not look nor believe as they do. Not all your people have turned away from their fellow man. There are many among you who are good of heart.”
He spread his massive arms and beamed at his mesmerized audience. His next words filled them with comfort and cooled the heat of their embarrassment. “I am privileged to stand among the very best of you.”
Daniel seemed to grow in stature and the faint yellow aura surrounding him radiated out to encompass the entire stadium. “That is why we chose to be in this exact place and that is why we will help you if you allow it.”
“Praise Jesus!” “Amen!” “Thank you, God!” “Please help us, Daniel!” The invocations surged across the arena like a tsunami of pure energy that electrified the air with euphoric wonder.
“Then this is what we offer,” Daniel said with a blazing smile once the cacophony of devotions quieted to a dull roar. “We will rid your streets of the wicked. We will wipe away the tent cities and give the homeless food, proper shelter, pride, purpose, and raise them up to the light of the Creator. We will heal the sick whether the illness be of mind, body, or spirit. We will free you from fear and injustice. We will bring you peace and harmony.”
“We will bring you technologies that will enrich your lives and your pocketbooks,” he said sincerely. “For by bringing you prosperity, you will be liberated from worry and strife and can devote yourselves to the betterment of all humanity and the Will of the Creator. We will save you from His harsh and righteous judgment.”
“In exchange,” Daniel said, his tone becoming firmer, “you must vow to live by His Laws and in His Name. You must declare your independence from the faithless and become a Conclave of the Creator. Do you so swear?”
Caltech registered a 3.4 on the Richter scale that emanated from the Crystal Cathedral in the Santa Susanna Mountains. The shockwave rippling out from the epicenter carried with it a wave of glorious anticipation for the weary…and an ominous, dire warning to the depraved.
Lucas Olstein stood on the balcony of his palatial Malibu home overlooking the dark blue waters of the Pacific Ocean. Six-foot waves battered the sandy shoreline and the cliff beneath his house caused by some unseen storm far out at sea. He sipped on the tumbler of whisky in his hand and watched the amber liquid swirl around the ice cubes melting inside the cut crystal glass.
He rested his elbows on the polished teak railing and looked out over the rolling waves. His mood was somber and pensive despite the brilliant, hot yellow sun shining in the clear blue sky. It seemed to him the storm looming beyond the horizon which gave birth to such beautiful pounding surf would soon swamp the city and everything surrounding it. It would bring with it a maelstrom of darkness that would extinguish the sunshine as easily as a strong wind could blow out a candle flame. And he was destined to be part of it. The question was whether he should or even could do anything about it.
As the consummate conman, Lucas knew if something appeared to be too good to be true, it was probably a lie. Daniel and his ilk gave him that feeling. They came bearing gifts without asking anything in return but faith in their goodwill. They promised to raise humanity up and save them from the Creator’s wraith at no cost other than obedience to His Word. It reminded Lucas of the Christians who swept over the Americas and destroyed the natives and their cultures in the name of God. How many civilizations had been wiped out in holy crusades? History was rife with them. Could that happen here?
At the onset, their arrival was a boon to Lucas. The sight of blazing crosses in the night sky swelled the ranks of his church to overflowing. Donations poured in by the millions. When Daniel singled him out at Dodger Stadium, he was elevated higher than any evangelical preacher before him. Living, breathing angels stood at his back and gave divine credence to his every word. His fiery sermons were heard around the world. Lucas now stood on equal ground with the Pope of the Catholic Church. He was ecstatic back then, but after his first private meeting with Daniel, all that changed.
“Let’s be upfront with each other,” the white-suited messiah said to him as he spread his bulk casually across the cream-colored sofa in the Malibu mansion. “You are not a true believer.”
Lucas trembled a little remembering how the Elders in Salt Lake had been rebuked by Joseph. He looked over the alien’s shoulder at the clear blue sky streaming through the wall of plate glass windows and thought of his multi-million-dollar estate reduced to a pile of rubble. He pictured his long line of Maserati and Rolls crushed beneath the twisted remains of his twenty-car garage. He said nothing and kept his face placid, but his stomach churned and acidic bile burned his throat.
“Fear not,” Daniel said as if he could read Lucas’ mind. He raised a hand to stem the protests forming on the preacher’s lips. “I do not intend to punish you for using your flock to line your own pockets. No matter your motives, you have a gift and a charisma that has helped spread the Word to millions around the world. While enriching yourself, you have done many good deeds and aided those less fortunate in countless ways. Unlike the Mormon leaders, you have not made your help contingent on converting to your religion. You have taught people to succeed in their own lives so they can help others succeed. You are to be commended for that.”
“Thank you,” Lucas said carefully, still leery of what this being might do. “Yet, you are wrong in your assumption. True, when I began, I did not believe fully in the power of God. Over the years, though, I saw the wisdom and righteousness in His Word. I felt His divine presence walking with me in every step I took. I realized He put me through the trials of my life to make me who I am and to bring me to this place in my life. I have heeded His call and I have shared His glory with others.”
Daniel tilted his head and a small, doubtful smile played across his full, tan lips. Lucas was still stunned by how much this man looked like a modern-day version of Jesus Christ with his trimmed black hair and his neatly tailored, white business suit. Oddly, Lucas found himself wondering who made it for him.
“Be that as it may,” the Messiah said sounding nonchalant, but still dubious. He laid his monstrous legs across the couch and crossed his ankles. One powerfully muscled arm was stretched along the back of the sofa as he leaned casually into the corner. “We chose you above all others to help us save humanity from the Creator’s wraith because you have proven you have the ability to connect with the people on a massive scale across many faiths. Will you help us in our quest to bring salvation to your kind or should we find another? You still have a choice.”
“Of course, I am with you,” Lucas said without hesitation.
“Good,” Daniel replied, rising to his feet. “We will speak again soon.” With that, the Envoy left the house leaving Lucas alone with his thoughts.
Even though he readily agreed, he knew in his heart there was much more they wanted from him than just his talents. After the events of the last few months, he finally realized what that was.
Like any good scam artist, these aliens had chosen their marks with great care. After the turmoil created by a lying, corrupt president and his cronies, America was divided by greed, hatred, and bigotry. Then came a world-wide pandemic that shattered economies and tumbled the country into chaos, violence, and near civil war. Even though that man and many of his buddies were now behind bars, the damage they did would last for decades. The one uniting force in this country and others was the resurgence of a purer belief in the Holy Spirit. Those zealots who spread fear, hatred, and discord were knocked from their perches and shunned by people searching for goodness and hope among the ruins of modern society.
Lucas knew the timing of the arrival of these beings was no coincidence. Nor was the fact that they picked the greatest religious leaders around the world for first contact. They selected the men and women who held the most sway over the populous and who had resources beyond the scope of many entire countries. Win them over and you gain all their followers as well. No government could stand against that. Appearing as the physical manifestation of holy prophets was a stroke of genius. The incredible sight of hosts of heavenly angels surrounding them was just icing on the cake.
But did that make them conmen or were they truly envoys of a higher power? Lucas was still unsure. Just because they were smart that did not make them evil. They combined the broadcast networks of the Catholic Church, the Mormons, the Adventists, the televangelists, and more to create the biggest single media conglomeration the world had ever seen. Between that and their masterful use of every major news outlet, they ensured their message was seen and heard by almost every person on the face of the planet. Brilliant.
And what was that message? Peace, hope, salvation. Exactly what the world needed in these troubled times and there was nothing wrong about that. Yet, Lucas knew the first step in bending people to your will was telling them what they wanted to hear. If that was what they were doing, what was the next phase of their grand plan?
The ice in his glass was completely melted and the whisky tasted weak and watery. Lucas went inside and refreshed his drink. He wanted to get stupid drunk to ease the massive headache pounding between his temples. With the secession of Utah and what was about to happen in California, he thought he had a glimmer of what they were up to. They were executing a slow, methodical invasion of the Earth. How that could possibly benefit star-spanning aliens was what he had yet to figure out.
He left the ice cubes out of his glass this time and filled it to the brim. The dark liquid singed his throat as it burned its way down to his twisted guts. Lucas stared out at the coming twilight and for the first time sent a fervent and sincere prayer into the heavens above. “God most holy, please help me. Tell me I’m wrong or tell me what I’m to do about it.”
The chime from his home security panel pulled him back into the moment. Lucas set his drink down on the coffee table and touched the darkened screen. “Yes?” he said to the security guard at his gate.
“I am sorry to disturb you, Sir,” he said, “but there is a reporter here that wishes to speak with you.”
“Tell them the next news conference is at noon tomorrow,” Lucas replied, annoyed he would be interrupted for something so trivial.
“I would, sir,” the guard said, somewhat abashed by his employer’s tone, “but this particular reporter is Angeline Morgan of New York Times Media. The lady who has been working with Joseph in Salt Lake City. I thought you would want to speak with her.”
Lucas felt a catch in his throat. This was one reporter he could not turn away. Was she here at Joseph’s behest or was she the answer to his prayer? The only way to know for sure was to meet with her. “Send her in,” Lucas said to the relieved guard, “and thank you for letting me know.”
 Sergeant Mick Maroney was not a religious man by nature despite his strict Catholic upbringing. The hard streets of East Los Angeles had taught the Irish cop that if God was actually looking down on mankind, He didn’t give a rat’s ass about the evil in the world. With over two decades on the job, Mick had seen every possible form of sickness and depravity humanity had to offer. To make it worse, he and his cops had their hands tied by cameras, lawyers, judges, and the very people they were trying to protect. Perhaps that might change now. If these angels really were the messengers of God, maybe He wasn’t such a son of a bitch after all.
“Damn! That’s one big sumbitch,” Jim Neil said, leaning close to Mick’s shoulder. “I’ve never seen these things up close before. And just look at them angels! If mom was alive, she’d be on her knees praising Jesus.”
Daniel stood a little behind the large, oak podium sitting near the front of the gigantic stage set up on home plate of Dodger Stadium. Police brass and politicians from all over the state filled arced rows of seats at the Envoy’s back. The only one missing was the L.A. mayor who hadn’t been seen since he confronted Daniel when he first arrived. The twelve angels Daniel came with were perched on a raised platform behind them looking like a line of magnificent statues. Every spot in the 56,000 seat stadium was filled with state, county, and city cops. The sight of that sea of blue was absolutely amazing.
“Listen up. They’re starting to talk,” Mick said, irritated but curious as the hot California sun beat down on his dark, dress-blue uniform. “I don’t know why they pulled us all off the streets like this, but it must be big. The punks must be having a field day out there. I hope it’s worth it.”
A few politicians and a couple of the brass made short speeches, but Mick wasn’t listening. He was waiting to hear what this Daniel guy had to say. With California breaking away from the U.S. and everything else that happened over the last couple of weeks, it was clear this Envoy was the one in charge. Thankfully for the sake of his, uncomfortable, sweat-soaked body, Mick didn’t have to wait for very long.
The bank of news cameras in front of the stage centered in on his face as Daniel took to the rostrum. His image filled the monstrous monitors around the arena and the TV screens throughout what was now called the California Conclave. His amber eyes glittered in the sunshine and his jet-black hair sparkled with hues of blue. The smile radiating from his handsome, familiar features rivaled the brightness of the glowing yellow sun beaming around the white, fluffy clouds that drifted leisurely across the sea-blue sky.
“Thank you all for being here,” Daniel said after the thunderous applause died down.
“Like we had a choice,” Jim murmured in Mick’s ear.
“Shush,” Mick snapped back, his attention focused down below.
“When the people of this great state pledged their hearts to the Creator and swore to follow His Laws,” Daniel said, his rich baritone voice reverberating across the arena, “we promised we would wipe the wicked from your streets. This is a vow we intend to keep starting today. To do this, we need your help.”
Daniel spread his arms wide to encompass the entirety of the stadium. “It is you who have been at the forefront of the battle against evil and, all too often, you have been hamstrung in your efforts to protect and serve. You have been berated by the very people you sought to help. They have spit upon you and threatened you. They have cursed your name when you arrived quickly and screamed at you for not being there fast enough. They scorn you when you patrol their neighborhoods and then criticize you when you are not. This will stop immediately. You have my word.”
The resounding cheers could be heard for miles. Those on the stage could feel the vibrations rippling up through the floorboards as the noise blotted out all other sound.
“You have all been slandered by the actions of scant few who have used their badge and authority for power, greed, and bigotry.” Daniel’s eyes blazed and his voice was harsh. “Those people will be removed from your ranks and punished for their crimes. Citizens will know you for your purity of intent and you will receive the respect you so richly deserve. Again, you have my word.”
The Envoy waited patiently for quiet before he continued. His voice was hard as he gripped the edges of the podium. “You have put your lives on the line and worked faithfully to remove criminals from the streets only to watch them walk away unscathed thanks to a broken system. Your laws have become such a tangled web of conflicting ideas and standards that no one receives equal justice. No more. There will be true justice without restriction, without politics, without separation by class, and without mercy. This I swear by the Creator.”
It took almost five full minutes for the roar of the standing ovation to simmer down. During that time, Daniel glanced back at one of his angels and gave a slight nod. She took flight and landed lightly at his side. In her hands, she held a small, plain-looking silver box. She handed it to the Envoy and returned to her station. The incredible, beautiful sight helped calm the crowd.
“I am sure you are wondering how I can make such promises to you and your citizens,” Daniel said calmly. He lifted the box with one hand and ran his fingers over the top. A complex set of blue lines and symbols lit up and flowed across the surface. “This device is what you might call a lie detector. It is completely infallible.” The cameras centered on the box then pulled back enough to encompass his face and hands. He pushed his shirt sleeve back to expose a silver band around his wrist. “These devices are connected. As I tell you this, they react in blue. Should I tell you the sky is yellow,” he said with a smile, “they will do this.” The colors on the band and box turned bright red and pulsed as if they were angry.
Daniel sat the box down on the rostrum and looked out over the audience. His demeanor was coolly serious as he spoke to each person in the stadium and those watching the broadcast. “One box will be installed in every patrol car, in every police station and every courtroom in the state. Every officer will wear one of these bands. The bracelets have a limited range, but they will certify, without question, whether a witness or suspect is telling the truth.”
“To ensure the public trust,” the Envoy said sternly, “every officer will be interviewed starting tomorrow and those using the badge solely for their own benefit will be removed from the force. If in the process, it is discovered they have committed grievous crimes, they will be dealt with accordingly.”
A hushed stillness settled over the arena as officers gave furtive, nervous glances around them. Which of their brothers would fail the test? Would they?
“Fear not,” Daniel said, his tone terse as he watched the apprehensive squirming in the seats around him. “You will, as always, be given a choice. If you know without doubt you will fail this test, you may go back to your stations, turn in your badge and gun and leave without repercussions. If you are concerned that you may not always have acted without malice or purity of heart, do not worry. No one is perfect,” he said with a light chuckle.
“My brother Joseph has already informed you of the Laws of the Creator,” he said, returning to a more somber mien. “Primarily, do no intentional harm to others. They will be laid out in specific detail and posted for all to see. The punishment for breaking these laws will be swift and merciless. They will be combined with your own more mundane laws which we deem worthy and just.”
“If you believe you cannot enforce these laws for whatever reason,” Daniel said, addressing the officers, “you are free to resign without explanation. All benefits owed to you will be given as well as an extra severance bonus as a thank you for your service.”
“As for the citizens,” the Envoy said soberly, “know that these fine officers are here to aid and protect you. They put themselves at great risk every day to keep you and your cities safe. You will honor them for their service and sacrifice or, I promise you, there will be consequences. If you feel you cannot afford them that respect or if you feel you cannot live under our laws, you are also free to leave the Conclave.”
“To the criminals out there,” Daniel said, his tone grim and his features carved from stone, “I strongly suggest you leave our streets, towns, and cities immediately. There will be no fancy lawyers, legal technicalities, nor corrupt judges to save you. You will be hunted like the animals you are and the price you will pay will be high. The cleansing begins now. Go while you still can.”
David Lytle didn’t look like the most powerful drug lord in all of California and one of the most dangerous in the entire country. He looked like a beach bum who spent all his time surfing in front of his private Pacific Palisades mansion. He stood just over six-foot-four and had the build of a pro surfer. His curly, dirty-blond hair had darkened over the years and was now sprinkled heavily with silver. He didn’t mind that, though, because it toughened his boyish face and quick, easy smile. That cute smile rarely touched the cold, deadly evil coiled behind his almost coal-black eyes. He used his good looks and radiant charm to woo a steady flow of young ladies in the Bel Air and Beverly Hills nightspots he frequented. Those clubs were also where he met his high-class clients and dealers.
His wife and partner Burgendee didn’t mind if he brought the occasional woman home with him and sometimes joined in on the fun. Those soft, bubble-headed debutantes weren’t what she preferred though. She had other interests. When she was in one of her moods, she liked to troll the seedy dive bars on the East L.A. side of the river wall. Even though she had the sensuous, voluptuous look of a Playboy centerfold, she was never harassed by the kind of lowlife men who lurked in those shadowy, smoke-filled places. To even touch her would have resulted in a horrible, slow, and painful death. And she didn’t need a bodyguard to do it. She was well-known to be even more vicious than her husband. The women that went home with her were never seen again. Their piteous screams during hours of agonizing sexual torture were lost among the crashing waves at the beach house. The sea made a great private cemetery.
“That was the third of our warehouses to be hit this week alone,” Burgendee snarled, slamming her tumbler down on the Italian marble coffee table. The glass shattered and the Four Roses whiskey stained the cream-colored carpet. Even the erotic pleasures with last night’s victim could not temper her foul mood today. “We lost three million in product and twenty-two of our best men and you haven’t done shit about it yet. Has this cushy life turned you into a pussy?”
David glared at the brown spatters on the brand new carpet and backhanded his wife off the chair. She came up curled like a tiger about to pounce until she saw the steely glint in his eyes. Instead of attacking, Burgendee wiped the blood from her cracked lips and licked it from her fingertips, her icy gaze never leaving his face. She righted the chair and silently dropped into the plush cushions like a stone. He would pay for that later, she promised herself.
“These cops aren’t playing by the rules anymore,” he growled furiously, his voice as hard as a solid block of granite. “I held off to see what they were going to do after that broadcast. I thought we paid them well enough to leave us alone no matter what these fucking aliens said. We own East L.A. and everyone in it. They seem to forget that. Time to correct that mistake.”
“But can we take them?” Burgendee said, licking her lips again, but in anticipation this time. It had been a long time since she was allowed to kill cops. “If these angels are backing them, it will make things harder. Bullets didn’t faze them in Salt Lake.”
“A nine mil didn’t faze them,” David replied, his razor-sharp mind already planning and calculating the odds. “Even then, only their wings took the hit. Who knows if their bodies are as tough against an AK or RPG. Besides, there are only a few of them. They can’t be everywhere with every cop.”
“I bet their screams were heavenly,” she said, picturing an angel burning like a roasted chicken on a spit after she hit it with a flamethrower. The image brought a twisted smile to her pretty face and she laughed aloud at her private joke. “And what if this Daniel shows up?”
“Then I’ll kill him,” David said grimly. Flashing red embers blazed in his raven eyes. “Remember, the angels protected him with their wings. That means he bleeds. If he bleeds, he can die.”
“Then I really hope he shows up,” Burgendee purred contentedly as she curled up leisurely in her chair. “I want to stuff him and put him in the living room. He’ll make a great trophy.”
Mick Maroney was glad to be back on the street with Jim. The sergeant had been stuck behind his desk in the precinct for too long. It pissed him off that almost half his cops turned in their shields after Daniel spoke. Yeah, he was aware there was a bunch of bad ones in his ranks, but he didn’t think there were so many. Granted, some quit because they were morally opposed to what these aliens intended to do. Mick wasn’t. Like every other good cop in the state, he was frustrated and outraged by the thugs that had destroyed his city. The laws on the books didn’t work anymore. The courts didn’t work anymore. Daniel was giving them the chance to fix that. It was time for harsher measures. And this time, the rules of engagement had changed. If they were fired upon or if the thugs had a gun in their hands, it was shoot to kill. No warnings. No wounding. No non-lethal weapons. Simply end the threat.
Since the wall and bridge checkpoints went up on the L.A. River after the collapse, the city was divided like old Berlin. The gangs and cartels carved up the east side like a side of beef. Every agency knew where the stash houses were. They knew where the gangs were and who they were. But they were too well armed and there were too few cops to do anything about it. Not this time. 
For the fourth time this week, a convoy of squad cars and SWAT vehicles swept through the industrial district. They didn’t run with lights or sirens to announce their presence. They just cruised like an unstoppable juggernaut toward their next target. With them was the new contingent Daniel sent along. Mick had to admit, these guys were badass.
“Your ranks have diminished,” the Envoy said after the ‘cleansing’ of the precincts. “You are outnumbered and outgunned. You need help to rid the streets of the pestilence that sickens them. I bring you help.”
The men and women who filed into the arena were different from the aliens Mick had seen before. They were as big as the angels but wingless. Regardless of sex, they looked like battle-hardened soldiers in the pitch-black armor that covered them from neck to leg. No light reflected off the matte finish or the short, sheathed swords that hung from their left hips. Strapped to their right side was a holstered pistol of some sort with a square barrel as long as Mick’s forearm. One look into their glacier-cold faces told him they were extremely deadly and he sure as hell wouldn’t want to mess with them.
“These are the Aleohiem,” Daniel said as the soldiers lined up at attention. “They are some of our finest troops and will join you in your fight against evil. They will be commanded by one of my own angels. They will follow your lead, stand at your side, and will protect you as they do me. You can trust them with your lives. The Creator is with you.”
The Aleohiem more than proved themselves on the previous raids. They moved like silent, vengeful wraiths, unbelievable fast and nearly invisible in the dark. They slipped in and took out guards with quick flicks of wrist or sword. They took no prisoners and were absolutely merciless. By the time SWAT and the cops moved in, there was almost no opposition. The living were rounded up and loaded into busses bound for jail. End of story. Not a single cop lost.
Mick was feeling pretty good about himself as they rolled down the empty boulevard toward the big meth lab in the abandoned factory. Not a single lamp was lit for six blocks around so the street was dark and empty. Derelict cars on wheelless hubs sat rusting on cinder blocks, their windows shattered and their doors hanging open on broken hinges. No lost souls slinked down the empty, trash-strewn sidewalks or huddled in shadowy doorways. Not even the homeless would dwell in this part of town. ‘Good,’ Mick thought. ‘No civilians to get in the way.’
Dim yellow and blueish-white lights filtered through the painted glass of the factory windows. About eight brand new black SUVs and four large freight trucks were parked near the loading dock when the convoy rolled quietly into the far side of the huge parking lot, all lights extinguished. This was White Nation territory and they didn’t give a shit who knew the lab was here. No one would dare touch this place. Six guards stood by the open bays with automatic weapons held loosely in their hands, the interior lights making them stand out like neon signs. They didn’t even notice the force bearing down on them.
As in previous engagements, the eight Aleohiem with them slipped off into the night to secure the perimeter and neutralize any lookouts. SWAT snipers set up on the guards at the bays while Mick and his men used the cover of the SUVs to reach the side of the old brick walls. One of his patrolmen stumbled over a pile of trash and sent a tin can rattling across the cracked concrete. Mick stepped on it before it went too far, but the racket froze everyone in place.
The hair on the sergeant’s neck spiked up as if charged with electricity. The guards should have heard that, yet they remained nonchalant, chatting loudly among themselves. Years of well-honed instincts told Mick something was very wrong here. He held his hand up and whispered into his mic. “Hold.”
That’s when the night lit up in a blinding blaze of flame, heat, and twisted metal. Mick didn’t see the guards dive inside the building. He didn’t see the SUVs explode into balls of fire and shrapnel that shredded his men into bloody bits. He didn’t see anything at all because a jagged shard of windshield was embedded between his eyes. Mick’s lifeless corpse just slid down the blood-splattered wall and lay there in an inferno of gasoline-fueled hell until it was reduced to ash and blackened bone fragments.
Three LAW rockets fired from the rooftop slammed into the SWAT vehicles and the cars parked around them. Chunks of men and chassis filled the night sky along with the horrendous screams of the wounded. Flaming matchsticks danced across the asphalt until they fell to their knees and turned into bubbling piles of sizzling fat.
The Aleohiem were fast, but they were met with a solid hail of bullets that stretched across the empty factory floor. Most of the slugs bounced off their alien armor, but the kinetic impact slowed even their gigantic forms down enough for grenade launchers to land loads among them. Two of them had their heads blown off before the rest made it to cover. They pulled the square-barreled weapons from their hips and opened fire. Beams of thick white light sliced through the White Nation lined on the second-floor railings and cut them into bloodless ribbons.
David and Burgendee ran for the back staircase as the tide of the battle turned against them. Even the hundred men and fifty they had with them could not stand against these brutal alien fighters. They were being slaughtered to a man as they tried to escape. The majority were lost on the factory floor and now the black-armored demons were hunting the rest with an unholy ferocity. They roared in animalistic rage as used their bare hands to wreak retribution from those who had killed their brethren.
Burgendee made it to their black Escalade idling in the back alley first. Her face was flushed bright red and her eyes were filled with maniacal glee. All the death and bloody bedlam around her was like an erotic drug that dampened her loins. She didn’t care who was dying. She was the one who lobbed the grenades into the aliens and she laughed like a lunatic when their heads exploded. The suffering and screaming was intoxicating. This was her kind of heaven. David had to drag her by the arm to get her to run when things went bad.
Their two bodyguards fired up the Caddy the moment they heard the gunfire becoming sporadic. They took up positions with weapons drawn and were waiting as she burst through the door, David hot on her heels. Burgendee just reached for the door handle when a huge window above them exploded in a shower of sparkling glass.
A red-winged, female angel burst through the shattered panes, silhouetted by the flames engulfing the building behind it. The wide-eyed guards emptied their magazines at the terrifying apparition hovering above them with no effect. The creature dropped on them like a vicious raptor, hands curled like talons. One sweep of a giant wing and one of the guards was slammed against the concrete wall like a rag doll. He wailed like a little girl as the impact crushed bone that splintered through internal organs. The angel grabbed the other man by the arms and yanked. The limbs were wrenched from the shoulders leaving behind nothing but strings of ripped tendons, torn muscles, and white-tipped bone. He thrashed on the pavement howling in agony for long seconds as the blood spurted from severed arteries and pooled around his dying corpse.
David grabbed the M4 Burgendee had tossed into the back seat. Spinning with viper speed, he fired a grenade directly into the center mass of the demonic alien. She caught the cartridge like a tossed baseball and curled her incredible wings around her. The blast rocked the angel on her feet and singed her wings, but did not penetrate her flesh. She shrieked like a banshee, a creature of pure rage and primal fury as she advanced slowly on David. He stood frozen for a moment, the M4 dropping from his limp hands.
Burgendee stepped from around the back of the Escalade, a long black cylinder in her hands. The XM42 flame thrower enveloped the angel in a sticky, napalm-like inferno that clung to her like a second skin. The magnesium chips in the custom mixture burned at over fifty-five hundred degrees Fahrenheit. Not even the metallic wings of the angelic alien could withstand that hellish heat. They melted like wax and poured down her body like rivers of red-hot lava. There was not enough oxygen left in the superheated air for the creature to scream. It simply fell against the hood of the SUV and sunk to the ground in silence, liquefying the pavement beneath it.
“Well, that sucked,” Burgendee said cheerfully as they ran down the alley before the Escalade exploded behind them. Her beautiful, dirt-smudged face was a twisted, sweaty mask of sexual satisfaction and deep disappointment. “I was hoping for more screaming. At least she smelled like chicken.”

Burgendee thought she knew the meaning of fear. She’d spend most of her life instilling it in the hearts of everyone around her. She thought she knew how her prey felt when she hunted them through shadowy back alleys, in smoke-filled nightclubs, or down the filthy streets of her city. She knew the stink of terror on their bodies as she exacted her revenge on them for the horrors of her own life. She bathed in the adrenaline rush of their pitiful wailing while she inflicted hours and sometimes days of the most hideous of torments. None of that compared to what she tasted on her lips now right now. The hounds of hell nipped at her heels and the stench of their fetid breath assailed her nostrils. 
A thorn-tipped net was closing in around her. She could feel the blood-hungry barbs seeking her sweat-covered flesh. The moment word got out that she had killed an angel of the Creator, all of East L.A. became her ever-shrinking prison. Every possible exit was locked down by roadblocks, roving patrols of heavily armed cops, and squads of the monstrous Aleohiem. Day and night, the sky swarmed with choppers and armored angels. All were given one command: capture the vile creatures that dared murder a daughter of the Creator and bring them to Daniel…alive.
Daniel’s wraith-fill visage appeared on every TV screen in the country. Gone was the peaceful serenity in his dark brown eyes. Crackles of blue-white lightning seemed to shimmer around him. The golden aura that enshrouded him now pulsed a fiery red like the surface of a blazing sun. Behind him on the stage stood the remaining eleven black-garbed angels and the six Aleohiem that had survived the factory fight.
“We came in peace,” Daniel said, his voice trembling as his huge hands cracked the edges of the podium. “We brought solace and enlightenment. We offered guidance and joy. We promised freedom from want and fear. We gave you and the wicked that plague you a choice to follow His Laws or leave His Conclave unmolested. And we are repaid by the vicious murder of the Creator’s children. This will not go unavenged.”
Angeline Morgan sat behind the bank of cameras with the other network reporters. She noted how the Envoy carefully omitted the fact that he ordered the attack on the L.A. gangs. Was he so naïve as to think they would not fight back? He also failed to mention how many of them were killed in the action or how many cops died alongside them. It told her what she already suspected. No matter the aliens’ public persona, a hundred human lives didn’t compare to the loss of one of their kind. She added that fact to the intriguing information she gleaned from Lucas Olstein and saw the deadly pattern emerging. Now she had to figure out what to do with it. Her attention turned back to Daniel as he continued his tirade.
“We were very clear,” he said, his voice low and menacing, “as to the punishment awaiting those who broke the Laws of the Creator. We told you the crimes of the evil would be revisited upon them tenfold. We do not make empty promises.”
Dark thunderclouds mysteriously gathered in the sky above Daniel. A single ray of misty sunlight cut through the thick blanket and beamed down upon the Envoy. His features were bathed in deep shadows and sharp, black lines. “We give the people of East L.A. one single chance. Give us those responsible for this heinous act and lay down your arms. If you do so, you will be spared from His judgment. If not…”
He let the sentence hang ominously in the air and stepped off the stage without another word. The clouds closed behind him leaving a twilight gloom in his wake. Within hours, hordes of terrified citizens crowded the bridges and streets leaving the area. They were met by barricades and checkpoints. Every vehicle and person was checked for weapons and contraband before being allowed to continue. It took almost two full days to stem the flow.
The battle was bloody at first. David and Burgendee were legends. They were the heroes who stood against the alien intruders when not even the government would. Gangs that would gladly kill each other for stepping on the wrong side of the street united behind them not for the freedom of humanity, but for the sake of their own livelihoods. While many people hailed the aliens as saviors, far more saw them as invaders intending to destroy American freedoms and enslave all of mankind. Better the devil they knew than one they could not even begin to fathom. All of those remaining in East L.A. rallied around them. Then the purge began.
Mark McCuskey was both pissed and grateful at first to be sidelined to what amounted to sentry duty on the 710 Freeway. Like every other cop in the valley, he’d lost brothers in blue at the factory and he craved revenge. There’d been an uneasy truce between the gangs and the department for decades with one explicit understanding. You kill a cop and all deals were off. Sure, they’d lost a few men over the years, but those were either by rogue thugs taken care of by their own or new, eager, or sanctimonious rookies who hadn’t learned when to turn a blind eye.
This was different and Mark flat out blamed the aliens. They came into his city with all their pretty words and fancy promises and lulled his brothers into a false sense of security. Sure, he was taken in, too, by their stunning, life-altering arrival, incredible looks, and amazing technology. The magnificent angels were a nice touch, but Mark had been a cop for far too long to take things at face value. There was something about them that made his skin crawl.
He’d been fired up like everyone else at the rally at Dodger Stadium and figured with these things just might have the power to fix want had been broken for so long. Cops had been outgunned by the bad guys forever. The tech and gear the aliens brought with them just might turn the tide. Mark still remembered his oath to protect and serve. He wanted to believe again and these bastards looked tough. The first few raids proved it. 
What the factory raid also proved was that these things were not as unstoppable as they appeared. The angels might be bullet-proof but they could still die. Now everyone knew it. That gave the gangs even more arrogance than they already had. Things were about to go from bad to worst. Still, Daniel swore to protect the police by placing the brunt of the assault on his people. Knowing what they were up against, he’d let them have at it. That’s why he was grateful to stand aside at the moment.
“Holy shit!” his partner shouted, pointing a shaky finger up at the sky. “Look at that!”
Mark almost had some of the holy shit in his underwear as he gazed upward, his eyes bulging and his jaw dropping to his feet.
The ship that descended soundlessly from the heavens didn’t give off the same cross effect as the other sightings. This thing was a massive, shiny onyx cylinder the length of two football fields with a row of blue lights pulsing around its middle. At first, it looked like the monstrous beast was going to crush him into a bloody ink spot, but then it shifted slightly. From his vantage point on the empty freeway above Whittier Boulevard, Mark could see it was going to land squarely in the center of the Calvary Catholic Cemetery.
All up and down the closed highway, cops left their parked patrol cars and joined the drivers of the big rigs used to block the roadway. They lined the freeway railings like a picket fence, gasping in awe at the huge alien craft. It touched ground in the hundred and fifty-year-old cemetery grinding fields of granite headstones and mausoleums into fine white powder. It was then Mark realized the bottom of the gargantuan ship was flat.
Within seconds of landing, a white line appeared in the side of the behemoth facing the freeway. A veritable army of black-armored Aleohiem marched out onto the carefully manicured lawns. Compared to the ship, they looked like a swarm of ants pouring from an agitated nest. What seemed like hundreds of angles took flight above them, blotting the sky flock of swallows. With practiced precision, they split into platoons accompanied by four angels and spread out into the neighborhoods like ripples in a pond after a rock was tossed in. Even though Mark couldn’t see their faces from here, he knew in his soul he wouldn’t want to be the one standing in their way.
Zamari Johnson stood on the roof of the old abandoned Target building between Whittier Boulevard and Grace Place watching the squad of alien troops moving openly down the street. He sneered at the casual confidence that put them squarely between the rundown and empty buildings he and his Crypts controlled. There were only about two dozen of them and he had over a hundred of his best soldiers hidden in the cover of the burnt-out storefronts. Everyone now knew what mixture that crazy white bitch Burgendee used to kill the angel and he had tanks of it ready to melt the creatures into slag. That and the heavy firepower his gang had with them would show these creatures who the boss was in this neighborhood. He grinned like a Cheshire cat when they stopped suddenly in the middle of the block and fanned out in a circle, their two guardian angels hovering above them.
‘Perfect’, was Zamari’s last thought. He never saw the black-winged avenger that swooped down on him from above. It hit him like a pile driver and shattered his spine like kindling. Zamari didn’t hear the terrified screams of his men when the Aleohiem opened fire on the buildings with the square-barreled rifles they held in their hands. The hellish white ropes of thick liquid plasma ignited structures, napalm tanks, ammunition, and bodies alike and turned the entire block into a volcanic maelstrom of smoke and fire that was left to spread unabated across the adjoining neighborhoods. The unscathed alien army walked calmly out of the ashy nightmare and into the next block.
Big Bobby Williams dropped his AK and fell to his knees on the blood-soaked pavement. He wasn’t sure if the puddle saturating his Levis was from the body parts scattered across the street or from the piss pouring down his leg. His long, scraggly blond hair was filthy with ash and sweat and plastered against his bull-like neck. His six-foot-eight frame shook like a sapling in a tornado as he hung his head in terror. He felt like an insect among giants in midnight black with the Aleohiem standing silently around him. Each of them held their bloody swords gripped between their huge hands, tips resting on the ground. Bobby was appalled at how effectively they’d used these ancient-looking weapons to decimate his entire heavily armed gang. He raised his trembling hands high in the air and, for the first time in his loathsome life, earnestly prayed for mercy. These aliens weren’t known for giving any.
Five of his buddies knelt next to him. They were all that was left of the two thousand L.A. members of the White Nation. The rest lay in gory pieces of tattered flesh and shattered bone for half a mile down the boulevard. A raging inferno of buildings and houses lit the night sky in blazing reds and yellows. The heat was tremendous and only added to the rivers of wetness bathing his forehead. A steady rain of gray cinders caked his skin like mud and a few red-hot embers burned holes in his leather jacket. He barely noticed the pain.
One of the four angels stepped into the circle of guards and gazed down upon him. Bobby stared at the shiny black boots, afraid to look up into those piercing eyes.
“Raise your head,” it commanded in a tone that brooked no argument.
Bobby did as he was told, but kept his hands above his head. He gasped quietly at the sight of one of these things standing so close. The angel stood about eight and a half feet tall and had a corded muscle body that would have made a linebacker green with envy. It had immense, chestnut-colored wings with ebony fringe running along the edges of every feather. They glittered like metal in the glow of the burning buildings. The waves of sorrel hair that flowed over his shoulder looked immune to the flakes of soot and ash falling around it. Nothing stuck, just rolled off like water. It wore a silver and gold suit of plated armor right out of a fantasy painting with a long, deadly blade of steel hanging from its right hip. Bobby felt fresh trickles down his thigh as he peered into that stone-cold face.
“You have one purpose left in life,” the angel said, his voice rolling over his prisoners like rumbling thunder. “You will find the woman and man who killed my sister and our brethren and you will bring them to us alive. Fail in this and you will share their fate.”
With a gale-force gust of wind, it lifted off and disappeared into the night sky followed by the other three angels. Without a word, the Aleohiem turned and faded into the darkness, leaving the six petrified men praising Jesus and swearing on all that was holy they would do the Creator’s bidding.
Inside of two days, most of East L.A. lay in smoky ruins. Not a single firetruck attempted to enter the blazing holocaust. They just let it burn as Daniel had ordered them to do. The air was filled with the foul stench of scorched flesh and decaying corpses. The sidewalks glittered with shards of broken glass and the gutters ran red with rivers of blood. The survivors shambled through the sticky, soot-covered streets like zombies driven by one inexorable goal: Find David and Burgendee Lytle and turn them over to the judgment of the Creator.
They ripped through neighborhoods like a savage wind. Every eye in the city searched for the people responsible for the carnage that devastated their homes and businesses. Not a single one of them took any personal responsibility for siding with the gangs. They had to blame someone and Daniel had given them a perfect target for their rage. 
A long, elevated stage was set up on the Spring Street side of Grand Park directly across from the iconic L.A. City Hall. In the middle of the park, a tall platform was erected that was reminiscent of an old western gallows without a hangman’s noose tied to the crossbeam. Ironically, right next to it was the L.A. County Criminal Appeals Office. There would be no appeals in this case.
Daniel stood on the edge of the stage glaring down at the two hapless creatures kneeling on the trampled, sun-scorched, yellow grass. Behind him sat the new mayor, the governor, and several police officials. A surly squad of Aleohiem lined the outer edges of the platform and over two dozen battle-garbed angels surrounded the perimeter. Camera crews covered every angle of the gruesome tableau about to unfold before them. Grubby and haggard-looking citizens jammed every square inch of the park except for a large, empty circle around the two bedraggled, terrified prisoners.
David and Burgendee were bound and bloody on their knees in the short, prickly grass, but their backs were stiff and the flames in their eyes said they remained insolent and defiant. Daniel had ordered they be brought in alive, but that didn’t mean unharmed. They managed to kill many of their assailants before the mob finally dragged them out into the street and the survivors of the East L.A. massacre exacted their pound of flesh. Burgendee licked her cracked and broken lips glowered up at the alien envoy, a vicious snarl rumbling in her parched throat. David was only somewhat calmer, knowing he had a horde of the best lawyers in the city on retainer who would get them out of this mess. There was no proof he and his wife were the ones who killed the angel and, if there was, they could still claim self-defense.
“You are charged with murdering a child of the Creator and two of our brethren, the Aleohiem,” Daniel said, his steely gaze cutting through the hot, dusty afternoon air. “What do you have to say for yourselves?”
David struggled to his feet and waited until Burgendee managed to rise before answering. “We murdered no one,” he said, spitting at the base of the stage beneath Daniel’s feet. “We demand our lawyer.”
Daniel sneered contemptuously at the couple, his eyes as dark as a moonless midnight. “There are no lawyers here and you should choose your words more carefully,” he said, glancing at the red glowing band on his wrist.
He turned it so David could see and waved his hand toward the people behind him. They all raised their wrists, revealing a sea of red lines. “These devices know the truth when they hear it. You lie.”
“I have read the exhaustive files the police have on you,” he said, his voice low and icy cold. “Not only did you kill my sister angel, but you have murdered hundreds more in your miserable lifetimes. You have been accused of myriad acts of torture and abuse for which you were never caught. You have spread a plague of drugs throughout the state that has killed countless more. To say you have murdered no one is utterly beyond belief.”
“We were never convicted of those crimes,” David replied gruffly, his composure cracking a little.
“No,” Daniel said with a sad shake of his head. “You have used your wealth and a broken system to escape punishment for your actions. You have intimidated witnesses or had them eliminated. That will not happen here. This tribunal finds you guilty of all your crimes past and present. Judgment is rendered under the Laws of the Creator and your punishment will be as prescribed by His Word to be carried out immediately and publicly.”
David and Burgendee turned pale and their knees gave way of their own accord. They could see in the faces around them there would be no appeal to their sentences. Whatever arguments they wanted to use stuck in their throats at Daniel’s next proclamation.
“The Creator demands the punishment fit the crime,” Daniel intoned as he faced the cameras. “He demands it to be carried out for all to see and learn from. His Law states that whatever harm is done to a victim be visited upon the perpetrator ten-fold. These foul and despicable creatures have raped, tortured, and murdered their prey without consequence. Now these vile acts will be inflicted upon them repeatedly until the moment of their deaths. So says this tribunal and so says the Word of the Creator.”
The screaming went on for days. The ghastly scene was broadcast throughout the world. On the streets and in the privacy of their own homes, people vomited and choked on their own bile. No one could hold down an ounce of food or drink. Criminals all over the conclave rethought their choices, laid down their weapons, or fled for their lives. When it was finally over, an uneasy peace settled over California for the first time in decades.
Chapter 12
“That was the most gruesome thing I have ever seen,” President Morland said, still pallid a week after the public executions took place. He stared at the steaming plate of food sitting before him, knowing he needed to eat even though his stomach rebelled at the very idea. His sparkling haze eyes had lost their usual luster and now looked flat and empty.
General Mathis witnessed a lot of atrocities over his military long career. It was a good measure of the man that he had not been calloused by it. “I believe in justice,” he said, his deep voice filled with gravel, “and I believe in punishment for criminals. This, however, was beyond barbaric.”
George Walker lost all his extra pounds over the last few days. Now the heavy-set SecDev looked almost sickly. The lines on his face were like crevasses and his cheeks were hollow. His salt and pepper hair leaned more toward the salt and his jade eyes were sunken beneath his brows. “We did gain some valuable and troubling intel from this incident, though,” he said somberly. “We now know there are at least three alien species. We have no idea if there are more. We also know they have other ships out there hiding in space. That makes the threat of full-scale invasion even greater. We have to come up with contingencies to fight back if that happens.”
“Because fighting back worked out so well for East Los Angeles,” Secretary of State Ackerman muttered glumly. For the first time in the decades Morland had known her, the meticulously groomed woman looked rumpled and tired. Her clothing was wrinkled as if she’d slept in them and her silver hair was frayed and out of place.
“That doesn’t mean we stand back and do nothing,” Walker snapped back a bit sharper than he intended. “They’re carving up our country like a Thanksgiving turkey. Do you really think they are going to stop with California and Utah? How much more are they going to take before we say enough?”
“It’s not just in the U.S. either,” Vice-President Whitmyer added, his words as hard as polished granite. “The Vatican, Rome. London, Mecca, Jerusalem and every other city around the world where these aliens landed have all now become ‘Conclaves of the Creator’. They’re spreading like a cancer and no one can seem to stop it.”
“We haven’t lost all our cities yet,” Homeland Director Anderson said grimly. “But I’m hearing rumblings coming out of them. It’s only because the non-religious vastly outnumber the religious that we’ve managed to keep things contained though that seems to be changing rapidly.”
“We also have the Southern states to thank for impeding their progress,” the F.B.I. Director added. “The bible belt has risen up against these Messiahs, starting what they call the Antichrist Movement. The entire crusade seems to be spearheaded by a fiery Baptist preacher named Harold Johnston O’Connell. Unfortunately, they are also backed by the remnants of hardcore militias.”
“Militias?” Morland asked, his eyes darkening. “Didn’t we disband those despicable things after the fiasco with the last President? We almost had an outright civil war on our hands because of them. They are fanatical and dangerous. Why would we want to work with them now?”
“Exactly because they are fanatical. That can work in our favor,” Director Anderson said, nodding his head. We could secretly incorporate them into our strategies and find a way to fund them covertly. They are outside the government so we can disavow them when necessary. We need a deniable response. As horrible as East L.A. was, I think that event will only going to make it more difficult to control these insurrections.”
“Why’s that?” the President asked. He absently pushed the food around on his plate with his fork, loath to put it in his churning stomach, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t listening to every word from his staff.
“People are sick and tired of the criminals literally getting away with murder,” Jack replied tersely. “The last administration only made things worse. They corrupted the Justice Department and the courts. They spread hatred and fear. They supported radical groups and promoted civil unrest. They let millions die in the pandemic just to increase their own personal wealth. The economy crumbled under the weight of the crisis and people were left broken and homeless. These aliens are promising an end to all that and they’re willing to back it up with force.”
“We’ve made great strides since then,” Morland said roughly. “Fixing all the damage those corrupt politicians did hasn’t been easy. The economy is recovering. Jobs are returning. Housing is getting better.”
“All true,” Anderson said with a nod of his head. “But, as you said, it’s happening slowly. Too slowly for the thousands still suffering. Now here come these aliens promising work, housing, prosperity, and justice. The problem is they are delivering on those promises in days or weeks. Something we can’t do.”
“But at what cost?” the President pushed his plate away, giving up on the prospect of eating anything right now. He settled on a sixth cup of coffee and glanced around the room. “They are confining all their help to those who convert to or adhere to their religion and its laws. That means suspending civil liberties and tossing out the Constitution. They are establishing a theocracy with absolute power. You only have to look at our world history to see how well that works out.”
“Worse than that,” he added glumly, “they are simply walking in and taking our country away from us without a fight!” He slammed his fist down on the table, spilling coffee on the polished wood surface. The fine China cup bounced out of the saucer and shattered on the floor. “This is American, goddamnit! This is our country! This is our planet! What are we going to do about it?”
No one reacted to his outburst. There’d been a lot of them lately. Instead, Jack continued with his narrative as if the incident hadn’t even happened. “Well, we also learned these aliens are not invulnerable. They die just like the rest of us. We just have to decide how much collateral damage we’re willing to accept. Too many ordinary citizens are supporting them. Innocents are going to die. There’s no getting around that.”
“Fuck!” was the official Presidential response.
“We must stand up and fight against these false prophets,” Reverend O’Connell said, slamming his hand on the pulpit to accent his words. “They have come before us using familiar images and wearing the faces of our most holy. They do this to blind us to their true intentions and to lull us into complacency. Yet, their coming was foretold and their dire goals for the subjugation of humanity laid bare in the pages of the gospel of God. We must listen if we are to survive.”
His flame-red hair sparkled in the lights of the stage. It flowed back in stiffened ripples from his high, widow’s peaked forehead as if a stone tossed in a pond had its circles frozen as they moved outward. His rounded face was not soft or pudgy but deeply lined as if made of old, worn leather. Even without his last name, there was no mistaking Harold’s ancestry. The map of Ireland was clearly stamped on every inch of his tough-looking features.
The Reverend raised the Bible high into the air, his words as sharp as a newly honed blade. “Joseph told us on national television that Jesus was not the son of God, but a child of the Twelve, but such blasphemy was foretold within these pages. John 4:1-3 tells us ‘Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits, whether they are of God; because many false prophets have gone out into the world. By this, you know the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is of God, and every spirit that does not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is not of God. And this is the spirit of the Antichrist, which you have heard was coming and is now already in the world.’”
Harold rounded the pulpit and stood at the edge of the stage in the huge church packed with the faithful. “This impostor Messiah claimed with his own words that Jesus Christ was not the flesh of God, but a son of his own kind. His lies are laid bare by the Holy Book! These creatures are the very beasts we have been warned about. They are minions of the Antichrist and must be driven from our lands!”
The church walls shook with the thunder of voices praising God and the cries of “Amen!” and “Hallelujah!” The rise of anger and fear filled the air as thick as a morning fog. The congregation rose from the pews and lifted both their hands and their prayers toward the heavens.
“Will we sit back and watch as they lay our country to waste?”
“No! No! No!” The power of their chants shook years of dust from the rafters of the old Southern Baptist Church which was caught in the bright stage lights. The sparkle of gold only added to the tension-laced atmosphere.
“I beseech you, my brethren,” Harold said, gazing first at his flock then staring into the bank of cameras lined before the pulpit. His eyes blazed with fervor and his words were hard and clipped between his clenched lips. “Do not fall for the promises of salvation the Twelve ply you with. They are tricksters trying to divert you from the true word of God. Thessalonians 2:1-12 lays this out for all to see. It says plainly ‘Now we request you, brethren, concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together to Him, that you not be quickly shaken from your composure or be disturbed either by a spirit or a message or a letter as if from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord has come. Let no one in any way deceive you, for it will not come unless the apostasy comes first, and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the son of destruction.’”
The Reverend laid the bible solemnly on the pulpit and placed his hand upon it. “Joseph admits he is the leader of these imposters and he is revealed. He is the man of lawlessness. He is the son of destruction. He is the great deceiver. We must come together as one. We must stop the spread of these lies before the soul of humanity is lost for all eternity. I call on you, my brothers and sisters, do whatever is within your power to become warriors of Christ. Fight for the real Word of God and not the false words spewing from this Antichrist. Stand up and be counted or be condemned to the bowels of hell.”
Harold spread his arms wide and raised them high. “Join me, my friends. Join me and become soldiers of the savior!”
The joyous shouting rocked the walls and filled O’Connell with hope and elation. Perhaps humanity could be saved after all. He shook hands with his parishioners until he felt his fingers might bleed and was grateful when he was alone at last in his private quarters. He slumped in his old, worn recliner and sipped from a mug of fresh hot coffee. After the dark liquid burned its way down his sermon-parched throat, he sighed wearily and looked up at the peeling paint of the ceiling.
Harold did not care if his suit was old as long as it was clean and pressed. He did not long for material things nor the adulation of others. He had gained great prominence recently as his battle against the false prophets grew. The camera crews that became part and parcel of his life since the pandemic had limited in-person services were now carried by both Christian networks all over the country with clips shown regularly on mainstream news. He was anointed leader of the Baptist ministries and his words held great sway. None of this mattered to Harold for he was a rarity. He truly believed in God and the Holy Bible. Every word he spoke was from personal conviction which made them stronger. Harold knew, without doubt, his crusade was righteous and that he was called by the All-Mighty, Himself, to stand against the evil these aliens brought to threaten the earth. He would do so until the breath left his body and would not fall into the trap of celebrity as had so many of his brothers. Those thoughts comforted the Reverend as sleep took him while he leaned back in his chair.
Lucas Olstein should have been happy. His evangelical network now reached every corner of the world. He was one of the dozen newly anointed High Ministers which spoke directly to the Prime and the First Twelve of the Creator. He had stock in every company that was now benefiting from alien technology. He was one of the wealthiest men on earth. He had all he could ever have imagined and far, far, more. So why was he so completely terrified?
Even though his sleep had been troubled for a while now, the true nightmares began the first night of the grisly execution. The televised destruction of East L.A. morphed into unholy scenes of cities engulfed in a conflagration of flame and the stench of charred bodies. Flying demons with wolf-like muzzles filled the angry red and orange skies, their fangs dripping with fresh blood and tatters of human flesh. Black-armored monsters roamed the ash-covered streets hacking and slashing at helpless prey with crimson-soaked swords. But it was the horrific screams and pitiful wailing that carried over into his waking hours. Echoes of agony and the whimpers of the dying reverberated through his brain. And, somehow, he felt responsible.
“I really shouldn’t be talking to you again,” Lucas said over his shoulder. He swirled the ice in his bourbon-filled tumbler and stared out at the gently rolling waves lapping on the sparkling sands of his private beach. Wispy bands of white cirrus clouds drifted lazily across a smog-free, turquoise sky. A searing yellow sun blazed brightly in the heavens above. Heavens that felt threatening and filled with hungry, predatory eyes. Lucas unconsciously hunched his shoulders as if the weight of it all was bearing heavily down upon him.
“As always,” Angeline said softly, attempting to calm the man’s frayed nerves, “your name is kept out of my reports. Most of what you tell me will never be published. I’m just passing the information along.”
She was dressed provocatively on purpose. Her long, shapely, suntanned legs were graciously displayed beneath an extremely short black skirt that clung to her hips like a second skin. Waves of golden blond hair cascaded over her slightly sloped shoulders and sparkled in the light pouring in from the huge windows. Her pastel-blue blouse was unbuttoned enough to reveal a generous amount of cleavage. The dark red lipstick gracing her full, sensuous lips served to highlight her sea-green eyes. All this was intended to keep a man’s attention focused on her and to loosen his tongue with hopes of future reward. It usually worked. But today, her efforts were a total waste of time.
Lucas glanced warily up at the sky, half expecting to see shadows of massive wings passing below the drifting clouds. He barely looked in Angeline’s direction and, when he did, his eyes were downcast as if he really didn’t want to see her sitting there. Angeline felt like he wanted to pretend he was talking to himself so whatever he said was simply a private conversation overheard instead of something that could be quoted and used against him.
“Good,” he said finally. Lucas came over and sat on a richly padded, cream-colored chair. He stretched his legs out on the ottoman and placed his drink on a coaster on the mahogany end table. He still did not look at his gorgeous guest but kept his gaze focused far off toward the horizon. “What I want to tell you is not fact. It’s only conjecture. Troubling conjecture to be sure, but pure conjecture just the same.”
“Funny,” Lucas said, musing aloud to himself as he refilled his glass from the crystal decanter, “how you’re the only person I know that I feel I can be honest with. Why is that? You’re a reporter. I should be careful about what I say to you. The press and I don’t get along all that well. Still…”
Angeline made a show of turning off her tablet and phone and laying them both face down on the marble coffee table. She knew when to ask questions and when to keep her mouth shut. This was one of those times she should stay quiet and just listen. Lucas caught the motion from the corner of his eye and nodded gratefully.
“I’m sure you’ve done your due diligence and checked into my background,” he said, his voice so low Angeline had to strain to hear his words. “You probably think I’m in this business for the money and not for the love of God just like the rest of your kind does.”
He gave her a quick furtive glance from beneath shadowed brows then looked away. Lucas took a sip of his bourbon and stared at his trembling hand. “You wouldn’t be completely wrong,” he admitted. “No matter how deeply you dug into my past, there is still much you don’t know about me. I paid a lot of money to keep it that way. I won’t go into details, but let’s just say I have a great deal of experience in the art of the con and I’m damn good at it. And, yes, when I started preaching, I did it just as a way to get rich. But somewhere along the way, I began to truly believe in the Holy Spirit. Maybe it was because I listened to my own sermons over and over again. Maybe it was from reading the word of God until I could recite it from memory. Or perhaps it was because I saw how those words helped so many people in countless ways and made their lives better.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Who knows? What I do know is that I changed over the years…but never so much as since these aliens arrived.”
Angeline took a mental note. He said ‘aliens’, not messiahs or angels.
Lucas looked out at the gently rolling ocean without really seeing it, his mind lost in thought. “I don’t tell you this to get you to believe in my faith. I tell you this so you know I can tell a scam when I see it and this is one of the biggest and most dangerous long-cons I’ve ever seen. It scares me to death.”
A cold chill shivered up her spine and the hairs on the nape of her neck stood up. Angeline suspected as much from the beginning and she wasn’t alone. Carl told her pretty much the same thing back in Salt Lake and he wasn’t the only one that felt that way. Lucas was silent at the moment so she prompted him. “What makes you say that?”
He waited so long before speaking that she thought he might not have heard her. When he did answer, his tone was more pensive than fearful at first.
“You know one of the reasons I chose this profession is because people are so gullible,” he said wistfully with a trace of a wry grin upon his lips. “Every time I heard the story of Jesus, I’d say to myself now that was the most epic con of all time. Think about it. Mary goes out in the woods alone, goes back home, and tells Joseph that God came down, tapped her on the shoulder, and said, ‘You’re pregnant.’ Not only did he believe her, but so did the entire world.” Lucas snored out a mirthless chuckle. “That Mary was good. Damn good! What husband in his right mind would believe such a story? I’d be screaming yeah, right! Who was he? The guy who sold you that ass?” His laugh was completely without humor.
“Now these aliens show up with an even greater story and the world is being sucked in all over again,” he said, his features grim and lost in shadows. The golden flecks in his hazel eyes caught the light and sparkled like flickers of lightning. He took a long swallow from his glass and refilled it right to the brim. “They picked the perfect icons to appear as. People everyone would recognize and desperately want to follow. Messiahs and angels. What could be better?”
“Now look at what they’re doing,” Lucas said bitterly. “They’re giving the masses exactly what they want and need at this moment in time. They bypassed governments who would fight an invasion and went directly to the people. They built a base bigger than the military. They stopped the attack on Salt Lake without firing a shot. Made them look like saints. They did it peacefully until they had the majority behind them. Then came L.A.”
“You know,” he said tersely, “I think they set the whole thing up on purpose. It’s what I would have done in their shoes. People hailed them for taking on the drug dealers and killers. Yeah, they were shocked at the results and the execution, but I bet you most of the people were glad to see it happen. I bet they were as excited by it as they were appalled. It appealed to the barbaric side of humanity that’s always been there.”
“It also gave the aliens something else,” he continued, looking over at Angeline for the first time. “It gave them the chance to show their power to the world as a warning against attacking them. What they don’t realize is their raw brutality infuriated a lot of people and sickened them. They lost legions of followers and lit a fire under others. I guarantee you, things are about to get much bloodier.”
His voice dropped to a near whisper. “And they’re using me to help them.”
“How’s that?” Angeline asked, doing her best to keep the tremor from her voice. The more Lucas spoke, the more her gut churned. Everything she knew was coming into focus and the picture forming was beyond horrifying.
“When they first arrived, I was like everyone else,” he replied. “I was excited by the possibility God was truly out there and sent us His messengers. If I’m being totally honest, when Daniel picked me out of the crowd, I was also glad because I knew it would raise my prestige and load up the donation plates. But…the moment I talked with him in private, I knew what he was. What they all are. How? Because Daniel knew immediately what kind of man I am. He didn’t care at all and instead intended to use me like a puppet. He dropped all pretense of divinity and flat out told me as much.”
Lucas slumped in his chair. Even though his head was bowed and Angeline could only see his profile, she could see he was flushed as if deeply ashamed. He shook his head and sighed. “They’re using my reputation and my resources like they’re using the Catholics, Mormons, and all the others for their own ends. And I’m going along with it. Yes, out of greed and ego at first, but now – after what they did to those people in L.A. - out of fear. My own wife and kids are part of their cult. What will they do to them if I speak out against them?”
He looked Angeline squarely in the face and held her gaze. His eyes were so dark they looked like black pits. They pleaded with her as if asking for forgiveness. “I’m sorry. I know I’m rambling. I’m having a hard time putting this all together so let me just be blunt. These aliens are not messiahs. They are using our own beliefs against us and now that we know they have troops hiding out in space we can call this what it truly is. It is a slow, but a full-scale invasion and I don’t know how to stop them.”
Carl Washburn did have an idea, but he would need Angeline’s help to do it and that’s the only reason he hadn’t acted yet. His plan was extremely dangerous and he didn’t want her involved. But once she got back to Salt Lake and told him what Olstein said, he knew he had to pull her in for her own safety before she did something stupid.
“Look,” he said for the umpteenth time, “you can’t publish any of that. If you do, you’ll be painting a target on your back.”
“I don’t care,” she said as she paced across Justin’s spacious living room. She’d changed out of her slinky outfit and wore a pantsuit that was only a little less provocative. Her face was bright red and her fists were balled at her sides. “This is our planet we’re talking about. Somebody has to speak out!”
“I know. I know,” Carl said, nodding his head. He ran his fingers through his jet-black hair, exasperated he had to go through this again. “But, if you do that, you’ll lose your access to these aliens. You’re better off as a spy within.”
“I don’t want to be just a spy,” Angeline snapped back. “I’m tired of just passing information along and keeping my mouth shut. I want to do something to stop them!”
Justin glanced over at Carl, the look on his face saying it was time. They both knew Angel well enough to know she wouldn’t quit even if it put her life on the line. Carl cocked his head slightly and came to a decision.
“Ok,” he said softly.
“Ok?” she said, stopping her pacing to stare angrily at him. “Just Ok? What is that supposed to mean? You’re giving me permission?”
“Like you need my permission for anything,” Carl laughed. “Or that I could get you to stop once your mind’s made up.” His demeanor turned serious and he bit his lip. “But what if I could give you a good reason to back down and, at the same time, promise you a chance to act?”
“I’m listening,” she said, curling up on the far end of the couch. She crossed her arms over her chest, her lips pressed tightly together.
“You’ve been writing pieces that support these people,” Carl said without rancor. “Because of that, you can come and go as you please. You’re not watched nor restricted. That can be used to our advantage. In fact, it’s critical to what we have planned.”
“And what’s your grand plan against an alien armada?” Angel asked, raising one eyebrow skeptically.
“Insurrection in these conclaves,” he replied calmly. “A resistance movement is already underway and the executions in L.A. only helped it.”
“And you saw how well resistance worked there,” she said with a huff. “How do you expect to take them on when even the government won’t? You wouldn’t stand a chance.”
“Not head to head like the gangs tried. That’s for sure,” Carl said. He wrapped both hands around his warm porcelain coffee mug and took a long, pensive sip. “We use guerilla warfare like we’ve done since the last American Revolution. Hit and run tactics. We’ve already been in contact with some underground militias here in Utah and out in Northern California.”
“Militias? I thought they’d been pretty much disbanded and outlawed since 2021,” she said, somewhat surprised they still existed.
“There’s still more of them left than you might think,” Carl replied as he got up to refill his coffee. Angel shook her head ‘no’ when he offered her more. She already had more of a caffeine buzz than she needed. Justin was immune to it so he lifted his cup high.
“They tucked their tails between their legs and headed for the hills after they got their asses handed to them by real soldiers,” he said, returning to his chair. “They were stupid enough to rise up and back that traitorous pig of a president when he refused to leave office. They paid the price back then, but they’re still itching for a fight. I’ll give them something to fight.”
“So where do I come in?” Angeline started to relax a bit. She unfolded her arms and rested them in her lap, now genuinely curious.
“Like I said before,” Carl said, crossing one leg over his knee, “you have unrestricted travel. You have legitimate reasons to go to Washington and to visit the Conclaves. The President’s people contacted me through some old friends. He asked for our help. He can’t act directly at the moment, but we can. He can plead ignorance when we start our attacks. We’ve been promised all the assistance he can provide. What we also need is intelligence about what is happening inside the Conclaves. You can get that for us.”
Angeline laid her arm across the back of the couch, pondering what Carl was saying. Even though she saw the wisdom of his plan, she wanted to do so much more. Her greenish-blue eyes were narrowed and she chewed on her lower lip. “It makes me sick to be close to these aliens right now. How am I supposed to continue to be their PR person after this? I want to fight.”
“You can,” Carl said, reaching over and placing a hand on her leg. He ignored the pleasant tingle touching her always caused in him. “We need your help and this is the best way you can fight.”
“And what will you be doing?” She put her hand over his and gazed worriedly into his sparkling chocolate eyes. She knew Carl well enough to know he was going to be right in the middle of things. Knowing what he was up against scared the crap out of her.
“The less you know about that the better,” he replied softly. He could tell by the change in her attitude and in the way her body slumped he’d won her over. He didn’t tell her how grateful he was she was giving in. It was the best way he could keep her out of harm’s way for now. “They have those truth machines remember. You can’t tell what you don’t know.”
Butch Mitchell almost peed with pleasure when he popped open the latches on the long, olive-green plastic crate laying on the ground at his feet. Eight M16A4s were tucked firmly into their cradles looking like manna from heaven. Nine other matching crates were stacked nearby. If this Jeremiah guy was for real, four others had identical contents to this one while the other five were loaded with HK416s. Some were equipped with 40 mm under-barrel grenade launchers. So far, he had delivered as promised.
“There are more where these came from,” the man Butch knew as Jeremiah Caldwell assured him. “I just need to know you’re on board.”
“Where on earth did you get these?” Butch cradled the assault rifle in his arms as if it were a precious newborn baby. A tiny bit of drool slipped from the corner of his mouth and dampened his full but scraggly beard. “These are harder to find than a forty-year-old virgin since the government banned them.”
“I have my sources,” Jeremiah said with a terse grin. “Now, are you with us, and do you know what we’re planning?”
 “Yeah and the True Americans are right there,” Butch replied, giving the crowd of surly-looking men surrounding them a curt nod. “We’ve been fighting against all the illegals pouring into our country for years. These creatures and the assholes supporting them are just another brand of alien, but far worse. They want the whole damn world! And this snowflake government ain’t doing shit about it. Wish we still had our real president in office. He’d have kicked their asses out the moment their feet touched ground!”
Shouts angry agreement swelled around Butch and filled him with pride and bluster. These patriots had been with him for a long time. They’d patrolled the southern border together and helped stop the flood of illegals pouring in from Mexico. Some they turned back. Some they turned in to ICE. Yeah, they’d bloodied most of them, and more than a few died in the desert, but, hey, they were criminals anyway. They deserved what they got and his president applauded them for their service. The True Americans stood with that great man when he re-opened the country during the pandemic and saved them from the traitorous governor tyrants that kept honest men from going to work to feed their families. So what if thousands more died afterward. They were weak and old anyway. The herd needed culling. Survival of the fittest.
And how was the president repaid for keeping America moving? He was vilified and driven from office with a rigged election. Butch and his men were on the front lines with all the other militias that fought the cops and politicians who tried to drag the president from the White House in cuffs. They would have won, too, if the troops hadn’t been called in. After that bloody week, the call for bans on assault weapons passed through that pussy congress and the militias were outlawed and broken. The leaders like Butch who weren’t caught and put in prison were forced into hiding.
At least Butch had some rich backers. With their help, he’d bought the old, defunct Coffee Creek Dude Ranch back in the Trinity Alps wilderness area in the Klamath Mountains of Northern California. The 367-acre ranch was perfect for training and building barracks for his men. It was off the grid and completely self-reliant. Since the militia crackdown, remnants of other groups joined the True Americans and now over a thousand men and their families lived and worked on the ranch. To a person, they hated what the government did to them and they yearned for their past glory. This new threat to America gave them exactly what they needed – an enemy the snowflakes in Washington didn’t care about. Now that they had weapons again, they could finally fight back.
“We’re coordinating with others in the Northwest to push these aliens out of our country,” Jeremiah was saying as they headed to the Main House. “We are going after these so-called ‘churches’ that are kissing these creatures asses first. We’re starting in L.A.”
“Who gives a shit about L.A.? It was a shithole before they came so why help them now?” Butch opened the door to the lodge and led his guest to a long rustic table that was being set up for dinner. “Let’s take out these angels and their leaders first. That should send them packing.”
“Sure,” Jeremiah replied with a snide grin. “You do that if you want to get yourself slaughtered like the gangs did.” He laid a hand on Butch’s shoulder before he sat down. “Come on. I know you’re smarter than that. If you weren’t, I wouldn’t be here.”
“The gangs didn’t know how to kill them until that lady burned one of the angels to ash,” Butch said gruffly, stung by the man’s retort. “Them bastards they sent in after are tough sons-a-bitches, but they die, too.”
“True enough,” Jeremiah conceded with a nod of his head. He thanked the pretty, young woman who laid a plate of braised steak and steamed vegetables in front of him before continuing. “Still, we don’t have the manpower or weapons to go head-on yet. We need to chew on their heels first. That’s why we picked L.A. Like you said, it’s a sewer. Who cares if it burns down? Plus, there’s plenty of other people to blame the attacks on.”
“You’re right there,” Butch agreed. “But my men are gonna wanna put their own stamp on it.”
The coffee was strong, black and a touch bitter. It reminded him of the bilge-water swill they had on the Navy ships. Jeremiah loaded it with sugar and drank it anyway. The food, however, was scrumptious and reminded him he hadn’t eaten in a while. “I hear what you’re saying,” he said between swallows, “but I think it’s best to keep to the shadows for now. We need to watch how the aliens react so we can plan our attacks. Also, we need to build our numbers. Even combining all our militias, we don’t have enough men for an all-out assault. Let’s give it a bit of time first – build some public support.”
Butch laughed out loud. Now it was his turn to be sarcastic. “You think attacking a bunch of churches and killing Americans is gonna get people to back us? More likely to make them turn on us.”
“First,” Jeremiah responded sharply, “I didn’t say anything about killing Americans. We’ll burn these ‘Creator’ churches to the ground, for sure, but we’ll make sure they’re empty first. I don’t want anyone to die…yet. There are a lot of good Christians out there who see these aliens taking on the likeness of Jesus as a sacrilege. We’ll use that. Secondly, we’ll blame it on the gangs and let them be the ones who pay for it. Not only will that get rid of a bunch of assholes, but I expect it will turn more people against the aliens and get them to join us.”
“How’s that?” The table they sat at was packed now and Butch could see his men were all listening intently.
“If Daniel executes more people as publicly and horrifically as he did that first pair,” Jeremiah said grimly, “it should turn the tide in our favor. Not even God’s vengeance is that gruesome. We just have to make it happen.”
“You are one devious son of a bitch,” Butch said with a barking laugh. He slapped Jeremiah on the back hard enough that it caused him to spit out some coffee. “I like it. When do we start?”
“Did they take the bait?” Carl met Justin at the small airport on the outskirts of the town of Trinity a short drive from Coffee Creek Ranch. An old, blue and white Cessna 152 sat in the rusty hanger ready to take them back to Salt Lake.
“Of course they did,” Justin said with a satisfied smile. He dropped his ‘Jeremiah’ persona and tossed his beat-up duffle bag into the back of the small plane. “Nothing like giving a bunch of nut bags a cache of weapons to make them foam at the mouth. They’ll do what they’re told.”
“Good,” Carl said with a nod as he climbed into the pilot’s seat. “The rest of the team is stirring up trouble all up and down the state. We’ll be well out of here before shit hits the fan.”
It took a lot less effort to create the unrest Carl was looking for than he expected. The seeds he intended to plant to turn the populous against Daniel and his ilk were already in the ground and growing before the first church was burned to ash. No matter what the politicians thought, most Californians were not swayed by the alien’s Jesus-like images, the appearance of angels nor the religion they were promoting. What they did want was enough money to raise and feed their families. The influx of alien technology mixed into California companies was creating jobs and building a new standard of living for everyone. Homelessness was ceasing to exist and the tent cities had all but disappeared.
What the people also wanted was a return to the rule of law where criminals were punished and it was safe to walk down the streets any time of day or night. However, the savagery of Daniel’s response to the death of a single angel sickened them to their core. The dread they lived under with all the crime and corruption in their city was now replaced by a new fear. Fear of what these aliens would do if they were opposed and, as always, fear has a nasty habit of turning into anger.
Butch wasn’t as dumb as Jeremiah thought he was. Yeah, he would do what the guy wanted because he needed the weapons the man could supply, but he would make sure what the True Americans stood for was satisfied at the same time. He’d burn churches in those damn wetback neighborhoods first. Those filthy illegals that had invaded and destroyed his country would get theirs and all he had to do was sit back and watch the fun.
His men weren’t used to working in the shadows. They usually put on their camo and tact gear, picked up their assault rifles, and flat out marched into a fight with flags waving. Slinking down darkened alleyways was not their style. But backing that disgraced president out in the open had gotten them pounded into the ground by marines and gave the pussy liberals a reason to take away their guns. This was a new day and required a new way.
This was the fifth Church of the Creator Butch had set on fire. The smoke billowed up into the pitch-black L.A. sky, mixing with the thick inversion layer of orange smog that hung over the city. Brown-outs of the power grid were common here in the heat of the summer these days which worked in Butch’s favor. The red and yellow flames lit up the sleeping Latino neighborhood like a bonfire while the lack of house and street lights gave him and his men plenty of cover. They made it to a rundown, abandoned apartment building without incident, and sat behind the shattered windows on the top story to watch the result of the night’s handiwork.
“Shit,” Marty mumbled as the fire trucks converged on the blaze with sirens wailing. “They got here quicker than I thought. I was hoping the fire would spread more like the others did.”
“Yeah,” Pete chimed in, watching the commotion through his camo-colored binoculars. “Me, too. This place is a tinderbox. Should’ve taken out a city block. Hopin’ to kill me a few more brownies.”
Butch grinned wickedly as the flames licked up the sides of the church. He could hear the crackle and the snapping of timbers as the steeple tilted and crashed down on top of the ash-covered pews. What he couldn’t hear over the sirens and the roar of the fire was the quiet rustle of wings or the soft footfalls landing on the roof above him. Nor did he see the four black-clad men hidden in the empty rooms on either side of the musty, broken down living room.
The door of the apartment erupted inward, taking with it a quarter of the front wall. The six-man team of True Americans was sprayed with slivers of wood and powdered drywall. To their credit, they reacted with something akin to military precision. Butch rolled away from the explosion, bringing his A4 up as he landed hard on one knee. The M16 was set to full auto and pounded the three angels with Teflon-coated slugs. The bright muzzle flashes around him told him his men hadn’t frozen at the mere sight of the huge creatures. He was proud of them in those first precious seconds.
Butch had heard of the effect of bullets on the metal-like wings of the angels, but he didn’t truly believe it. He figured if the Teflon slugs could pierce heavy Kevlar body armor they could cut through these things, too. His mouth hit the floor as flattened chunks of lead piled up at the feet of the three aliens. They simply walked through the withering onslaught like it was nothing more than a light summer shower. His eyes bulging from their sockets, Butch kept his finger frozen on the trigger until the mag ran dry. He swallowed the hard lump in his throat and waited for the inevitable, knowing he was a dead man. Which was why he was utterly shocked by the sudden turn of events.
The three angels stood stock-still in front of Butch and his huddled men, their wings spread wide and overlapping. Like the ancient-looking armor covering their bodies, their eyes reflected the red and yellow flames filling the sky beyond the shattered windows. They crossed their arms over their massive chests and stared down at their cowering captives. The center one raised one hand and began to speak, but whatever he was about to say was lost in a high-pitched chorus of unimaginable agony.
The explosive magnesium shotgun slugs hit the angels from both sides. Though the shells barely penetrated the armor of the angels, the hellish fifty-five-hundred degree heat coated their bodies in a sheath of shimmering light blue flame. Wings, armor, flesh, and bone flowed into a colorful slag that ignited the dry, cracked flooring and the peeling wall paint. Butch and his men were caught in the nightmarish inferno and turned to bubbling puddles of fat before their parched throats could even find the air to scream. Even though he didn’t get the chance to see it, Pete got his dying wish as the firestorm swept through the neighboring buildings.
Justin and his Seal team barely escaped down the lines tossed from the broken windows before the fire spread. Only their fire-retardant gear kept their clothing from catching, though a couple of them would have to regrow their eyebrows. They reached the long black Suburban tucked in the trash-strewn alley a block away without detection and jumped into the back seats.
“That didn’t go exactly as planned,” Jim Buckner said flatly from behind the steering wheel. He wove through the backstreets maintaining the speed limit, careful not to draw unwanted attention.
“No,” Justin grumbled darkly, wiping the sweat and grease paint from his forehead and cheeks. “I didn’t intend for the True Americans to die just yet. They were supposed to escape and get caught later. I didn’t expect the heat to be so intense. I thought it would be restricted to the angels for a bit.”
“Well,” Max said, slipping his shotgun under the tarp in the back, “that building was just a fire waiting to happen.”
“I know,” Justin agreed glumly, looking out at the darkened streets. “We knew the angels were on high alert after the last church burning. It was only a matter of time before they were caught. But the plan was to let the militia get captured and put on trial. Their public executions would’ve turned even more people against the aliens and build up the resistance.”
He tossed his gloves roughly on the mat at his feet. “What a waste.”
The Reverend Harold O’Connell had no idea of just how many followers he had within the Conclaves. He would have been appalled to know many of them were the bigoted and hate-filled leftovers of the Evangelical movement which had backed that pathetic excuse of a president who had almost brought the country to its knees years ago. Now disenfranchised by their fall into disgrace, their bitterness, and hostility still boiled within them. O’Connell’s words gave them the outlet they craved and the aliens the target they so desperately needed. A massive wave of protests against the houses of worship who changed their denomination to become a Church of the Creator blazed across the Conclaves like a firestorm. In many cases literally. The followers of the Twelve were harassed, beaten, and berated as heretics, their churches left in charred and blackened ruins. Battles between the rival believers within alien territory filled the streets with rivers of blood and broken bodies. What surprised most onlookers was how long it took for the Twelve to respond.
Sitting on the couch in their motel room in Santa Barbara, Justin tore his eyes from the news and glanced over at Max. The two men said nothing. They simply nodded to each other. They understood the tactic well. The aliens were intentionally allowing the tide of violence flow so their eventual harsh response would be not only accepted but hailed as righteous. What the invaders didn’t understand was the same thing was tried by the criminal who once called himself president. It didn’t go well for him either.
Daniel stood at the pulpit with Lucas Olstein at his side. He was garbed in a pearl-white, iridescent robe belted at the waist with a simple brown sash instead of his usual business suit. On the huge screens hanging behind him, the other eleven alien envoys stood in their respective churches dressed in exactly the same. His massive hands gripped the sides of the extra-large podium and his head was slightly bowed which put his artistically carved features in deep shadow. No music played on the gigantic organ nor did a heavenly or human choir sing hymns of glory. He waited for some time to speak, leaving the packed Crystal Cathedral to sit expectedly in hushed silence. When he did finally raise his head, Daniel’s amber eyes blazed like two golden suns under his raven brows. The other messiah figures remained silent, allowing Daniel to speak for all of his brethren. 
“Three more of the Creator’s children have been murdered,” he said, his voice thick and bitter. Even the gasps and wails that echoed throughout the pews were choked and quiet as if the enormity of the announcement had muted the faithful in shock. “Such horrid acts of blasphemy against the Creator cannot and will not be endured.”
“We came to you in peace,” Daniel said, his tone filled with infinite sadness as he swept his hands toward the screens, and the angels arrayed behind him. “We sought only to bring you the gifts of His grace. We healed your sick. We fed your poor. We have striven to cleanse your cities of crime and depravity. We have worked to give you lives free of fear and want. We have been tolerant of your many beliefs and allowed you to find your own path to the Creator.”
“In exchange,” he continued, his voice rumbling like thunder, “we have been attacked and killed. Those who place their gods above the truth of the Creator have burned your churches and murdered your brothers and sisters in the street. Those who feed off the misery of others seek to keep you under the heels of their boots. Those who live for violence and pain fight to inflict it upon you and we who would protect you. It is time to put a stop to all of this so you might grow as a society and be enlightened in His ways. We have had the power to do this from the beginning, but we wished to give you each the chance to choose for yourself. Perhaps that was a mistake.”
“With the full weight of the First Twelve,” Daniel said as the faces of his brothers swelled on the screens, “the angelic Protectorate and the Aleohiem scattered around the world, here is what we will do now. To prevent conflict of belief, the Word of the Creator shall now become the one and only religion allowed within the Conclaves. Those who do not wish to convert to His wisdom are free to leave our lands.”
This time, joyous shouts of amen did fill the cathedral. The tremendous applause rocked the rafters with a deafening roar. Daniel waited patiently, but it was clear he was far from finished. His visage remained stony and grim. Once the noise abated, he continued speaking stiffly.
“To ensure peace and safety within every city and community,” he said, staring intently into the cameras as well as at his audience, “we have formed the Creator Corp – citizen-soldiers who will assist our beleaguered police departments and become an arm of law enforcement. Their job will be to root out and report on dissenters and those who do not comply with the laws of the land. They will be recognized by these.”
He held up a crimson armband to the cameras. Emblazoned across the band was a set of wide-spread white wings overlaid with two hands. The left one was wide open. The right one was a closed fist resting in the palm of the other. “The right represents the hand of the Creator reaching out to you with love and welcome. The left is the symbol of His righteous wrath toward those who would harm His Children. Together, we will form an army of peace in every community throughout the Conclaves.”
His pronouncement was met with another round of jubilation and praise. Daniel raised his hand to still the cacophony, pleased by their reaction, but still unfinished. “Your jails and prisons are overflowing with evil and monsters who live in comfort with free food and shelter paid for by the taxes of good, law-abiding citizens. These funds would be better used to provide for your own families and to improve your own lives. Even the prisons, themselves, could be put to better use. They can be converted into apartments and shelters for those in need instead of giving lives of leisure to animals who prey upon the weak. This will change.”
The congregation applauded again, but this time it was accompanied by mutters and whispers. Many people glanced around at their brethren, a tinge of apprehension written upon their faces. Would there be more gruesome public executions? Even the most hardened among them felt squeamish at the mere thought. With his next words, Daniel alleviated that fear somewhat, yet gave them another cause for concern.
“We will ask for volunteers from the Creator Corp to interview current inmates in custody,” he said calmly. Daniel shifted the mood by stepping from behind the pulpit and walking along the front of the stage as if talking to each person seated in the pews. His mannerism was still grave, but his tone was more conversational than threatening. It eased the tension growing around him for a time. “They will be given a list of questions to ask based on the cases of each prisoner and will use our truth devices to learn the veracity of the accusations against each individual.”
The envoy shook his head sadly, his eyes moist with compassion. “We have learned that many people have been falsely convicted for crimes they did not commit. We will seek them out and free them from confinement. They will be exonerated and provided with all the aid we can give to help them rejoin society as peaceful, productive citizens.”
“Hallelujah!”, “Praise the Creator!” and exaltations of joy erupted throughout the stadium. The acclamation quickly turned solemn as the envoy continued his pronouncements.
“The most vicious and wicked will be summarily executed in accordance with the Laws of the Creator,” Daniel said sternly, the light in his amber eyes sparkling like lightning. “As for the rest…”
He looked up at the cameras that followed his every move. Daniel raised on hand and pointed upward toward the glass roof of the cathedral. The night was dark and the sky was ablaze with millions of twinkling silver stars. His face took on a blissful look of wonder and pride.
“We told you the universe was rife with worlds and an abundance of life,” he said in something close to ecstasy. “Most live under the grace of the Creator. They are peaceful, beautiful beyond belief, and raised up by the glory of His hand. Once you have proven your faith and devotion to His Word, some of you may be granted the opportunity to visit them.”
Daniel looked back at his flock, but this time his gaze was as red as a lava flow. “Others, however, are like your most terrifying visions of hell. They are populated with the dredges of His creations – those who violated His laws and corrupted His Will. Here they pay their penance to society through hard labor and prayer. It is to such places the rest of your wicked will be transported to serve out the sentences proscribed by law. Your lives will thus be safe from the burden, damage, and pain such people inflict upon you. You will be free to grow in harmony toward the full light of His love. Praise to the Creator!”
“Praise to the Creator!” reverberated throughout the Crystal Cathedral so loudly it caused the gigantic glass panels to vibrate. Yet, there was an undercurrent to the chorus that spoke volumes. Those not completely enraptured by Daniel and his brethren felt chilling shivers traveling up their spines. Even without tangible words, they somehow sensed a heavy boot descending upon them that threatened to crush true freedom from the world.
Justin and his team of Seals sat in a corner of the gallery far as from the pulpit as they could get. The looks they gave each other were grim and as sharp as well-honed steel. The shudders that cascaded through their muscles were not from some nameless source. To a man, they had spent a lifetime fighting tyrants and religious zealots. They had bared witness to the atrocities committed in the name of God. They recognized it when they saw it. This was only the beginning and it terrified them to their cores.
“What have we done?” Max muttered gravely. “What have we done?”
Chapter 13
“The use of climate control towers is decimating the environments of neighboring states,” Kylie Jorgenson said to the President and his advisors as she raised her head up from the sheaf of papers stacked before her. She nodded toward the satellite images of the U.S. displayed on the monitors. The dramatic changes were shocking to see from space. “The desert regions of everything west of the Conclave border are now green belts and lush with forests and farmlands. The problem is these structures are drawing the moisture away from the states to the east. Crops are failing up and down the middle of the country all the way to the Mississippi. Farmers are having a tough time getting feed for their livestock and there’ve been reports of the mass exodus of wildlife from their normal environs.”
“I think this is all part of the alien’s plan,” Jack Anderson said, his voice hard as stone. A muscle twitched at the corner of his jawline and his dark eyes flashed. “They are pulling every resource they can under their control – people, industry, food supplies, and more – leaving us to deal with the leftovers.”
“Be that as it may,” she said, brushing off that avenue of discussion, “as far as the climate is concerned there is no choice.” She pushed up the large, horn-rimmed glasses that had slipped down her slender nose. “NOAA says we must take them down within a month or the damage will become irreversible.”
President Morland glanced over Kylie and nodded. The woman had changed a lot since they first met. The astronomer seemed uncomfortable around other people back then, but now she sat straighter and seemed more relaxed. Her clothing wasn’t oversized and rumpled anymore like she was hiding herself. Now she dressed in a stern but professional manner. Getting out of the observatory had been good for her.
“Thank you, Dr. Jorgenson,” he said, turning his attention to General Mathis. “I think we are all in agreement. It’s time to strike back. The towers are, of necessity, the first targets. The question is how?”
The General and his staff had been working on strategies ever since the utter failure of the incursion on the Utah border. He might be stuck in his office these days, but Mathis was still a warrior. Watching these aliens carve away at his country while he was forced to hold back ripped at his soul. Finally, he was given a chance to fight. A predator’s grin was tight upon his lips as he spoke.
“We have Special Ops teams hidden throughout their Conclaves,” he said in a crisp, clipped tone. “The aliens have taken over our bases within their borders. The soldiers who did not convert to their beliefs were escorted out of the region, but, sadly, many more stayed than left. We will have no access to those resources, but we’ve been supplying militia groups with arms. We can get what we need through them.” Still feeling the sting of his first utterly humiliating failure, he added, “And we will start with Salt Lake.”
Carl Washburn sat in the back of a large rowdy bar on the outskirts of Salt Lake City. It was one of the few left anywhere around the increasingly fanatical religious city. He didn’t catch the name of the place when he came in and it really didn’t matter. What mattered is that he was with his brothers.
After the ill-conceived fiasco on the Pakistani/India border against a supposed terrorist safe house resulted in the death of a hundred-plus civilians and half of his team, Carl left the Seals. It wasn’t just that he had the blood of innocents on his hands. It was because, for the eight time, even though the intelligence was iffy at best, that pathetic excuse for a president had ordered them in against the advice of his commanders. The terrorist leader they were looking for was nowhere around but the ‘safe house’ turned into a full-blown stronghold in the middle of the bustling city. If it hadn’t been for Justin, Carl would have died with the bloody corpse of a five-year-old child in his lap. He shook the old memories from his head and took a swig of his Jim Beam. He had a new purpose, a clear enemy and he was back with the teams.
“The intel you passed along is just what we need to get to the towers,” Commander Sheffield said just above the muffled roar of bawdy laughter filling the bar. “Thank you, Master Sargent.”
“Don’t thank me. Thank Angeline,” Carl replied, glancing over at the woman sitting at his side. She didn’t look up from her drink and her eyes were hooded in shadow. Carl raised an eyebrow at her unusual quiet but said nothing. “She’s the one feeding us information.”
“Thank you, Ma’am,” the Commander said earnestly. “You’re doing your country a great service.” She responded with only a curt nod so Sheffield continued laying out their rough plan. “Only a small squad of about eight Aleohiem guard the parameter in roving patrols. A few snipers with M107s should be able to take them out. Not even those big-ass aliens can take a 50 cal slug,” he said with a harsh grin. “The problem will be getting close enough. The towers are surrounded by crops and field hands. That means this will be a night op. Headlights would be easy to spot so we go dark.”
“I can get you close during the day,” Angeline said, finally looking up from her drink. Her turquoise eyes glittered in the flickering of the candle in the center of the table. “You can lose yourselves in the fields until night.”
Carl noticed a grimness to her face that seemed almost haunted. She’d been way too quiet since she met him for dinner. He hadn’t seen her in days and even though he tried to find out what was bothering her, Angel refused to talk. He knew her well enough to know she was processing and it would only piss her off if he pushed too hard. She’d talk when she was ready.
“Are you sure you want to get involved?” he asked, laying a hand on her thigh under the table. He could feel the vibration in her muscles, but she didn’t pull her leg away. “If you’re caught…”
“It’s time I did more,” Angeline said stiffly, brushing his concern aside. “Far past time.”
Carl waited until details of the incursion were hammered out and the Commander left the bar before reaching across the worn and scarred table before reaching out for Angel’s trembling hand. He could tell it didn’t shake from fear, but from something seething inside of her. Keeping his voice low enough so only she could hear him, Carl asked carefully, “Do you want to talk about it?”
Angeline stared at his hand as if she might slap it away like a cockroach crawling on her skin, but he didn’t flinch. He could tell her fury was not for his touch. When she looked up, all Carl could see of her normally colorful eyes were near black pupils filled with greenish lightning. Her full lips were pinched together, the corners hard and downturned. He kept himself calm and still as if his quietude could pull some of her stress into his own body.
 “I heard from Lucas Olstein,” she said as if that explained everything. Her tone was harsh and as hard as granite. Angeline took in a deep breath, struggling to put her tumultuous emotions into coherent sentences. Carl waited patiently for her to gather herself, using his placidness to give her a safe haven to unburden herself. Her words had a bitter edge when she finally continued.
“He overheard Daniel talking with Joseph in Salt Lake,” she said tersely. “They were discussing how well their project was coming along. At first, Lucas thought they were talking about the growing number of Conclaves, but after a bit, he realized they were discussing sending more of the faithful to infiltrate the protests against them for the sole purpose of inciting more violence.”
Angeline’s voice quivered as she spoke. “It seems as if they are burning their own churches and killing their own people so they can blame it on anyone who opposes them. They want the hatred to spread. It’s despicable!”
Carl nodded as if this was old news. “I gathered as much from Justin and Max in L.A. I’m not surprised at all and you shouldn’t be either. Remember 2020? Same tactics and if history is any kind of teacher, it will only get worse. You know this. The question is can we prove it?”
“Doubtful, but Lucas is trying,” Angeline said grimly. “Even if we do prove it, it will probably not make any difference. People believe what they want and ignore the rest. But that’s not going to stop me from trying. Maybe people will see it for want it is this time.”
“If you do that,” Carl said, knowing attempting to change her mind was futile, “you’ll lose your access to Joseph and put yourself in danger.”
“I’m going to blow that by getting you near the towers anyway,” she said, bluntly. “It’s time to get out of here. I’ve done all I can and, like you said, things are about to get worse.”
Only a small twenty-man team of Seals had managed to survive Joseph’s purge of the Dugway Proving Grounds and the Clive Disposal Facility. They set up an observation post in a secret network of caves in the Grassy Mountains just east of what was now called the Green Desert. The nearness of the base to I-80 and the alien towers gave them a perfect place for a base of operations.
Carl felt an uncomfortable sense of déja vu as he sat on a flat rock inside the small cavern. It reminded him of a hundred others he’d huddled in around the mountains of Afghanistan and Pakistan. Even the welcome comradery of being once again among his brothers could not ease the sensation of a million ants crawling on his skin nor the soul-searing memories which accompanied them. He shuddered and shook them off, concentrating on the matter at hand.
“Angeline will be coming through with her van to do interviews with farmworkers and their families,” he said, the dim lights of the small lamps leaving much of his face in shadow. His four-man squad was huddled around him, their packs and cases laying on the rough ground. “We’ll meet her under this overpass along I-80. She’ll have two vans with her and we’ll take over the second one from her cameraman. We’ll act as her crew until the interviews are over and break off on the way back. Pat will drop us off as close to the towers as possible then they’ll head to the rendezvous point west of the desert. From there on we’re on our own.”
Three other squads were already on route to locations near the other towers. The plan was to hit them all at once and take them down before the aliens could react. One of the major problems was the materials the edifices were made of. Their intelligence told them the outside of the structures was simply too tough to be damaged by the ordinance they carried. That meant they had to get inside. Even then, they were not 100% sure the thermite/C4 charges they carried along with the white phosphorous would be enough to complete the task. Carl didn’t like the long list of unknowns. It reminded him too much of the very operations that made him leave the teams in the first place. At least the only collateral damage would be aliens…he hoped.

The lights around the base of the gigantic black tower bathed the Aleohiem guards in a bright white glow while leaving the foothills of the Desert Peak Mountains in deep shadow. The worker settlement Angeline chose for her interviews was call Hopetown, located in a curve of land on the north/eastern side of the range near their target so it was relatively easy for the team to slip into the rocky terrain on the way out. Thankfully, the full moon was hidden behind a thick bank of clouds rolling across the horizon. Crawling among the fallen rocks and crawling the last hundred yards toward their goal, the camouflaged team was effectively invisible.
Carl and Stewart moved to within a quarter-mile of the towering structure while still remaining in the dark. Their other two teammates were widespread on their flanks, taking up positions that gave them line of sight to the corners of the edifice. Their recon of the Aleohiem guards told them two would be stationed at the archway leading inside while the other six walked the perimeter in well-spaced, two-man patrols. It would be relatively simple to take out the two at the door and the first of the sentinels that rounded the corners. The real problem would be the last two. With the timing of their attack, those guards would be on the other side of the tower. That should give Carl and Stewart time to get to the entrance before they arrived with his men covering their six.
Should. That was only one of the weaknesses of their plan. Even with the intel Angeline provided, they were not sure what kind of communications the aliens were using. If one of the guards managed to get a call out before the Seals eliminated them, Carl hand no idea what kind of reinforcements they could bring to bear. If the last patrol rounded the corner early, they would be in serious trouble. Once inside, how many aliens would be running the systems? The place was supposed to be almost completely automated so there should be few if any. Were there any of the angels present? Did they have enough ordinance to bring it down? So many unknowns. Carl didn’t like it, but this was their best chance to destroy the complexes and save the farmlands outside of the conclaves. It had to be done.
The biggest thing they had going for them was the pure arrogance of the invaders. They thought themselves so superior that any opposition would be only a minor irritation easily stamped out. Even the resistance they’d met so far was futile and largely ineffective. After listening to Angel, Carl wondered how much of those conflicts were manufactured by the aliens themselves.
Carl lifted the cover of his watch, automatically cupping it with his hand to hide the dim luminescence of the display. He nodded to Stewart and lined up the scope of the M170 until the crosshairs centered on the forehead of the Aleohiem on the left side of the arch. The silenced sniper rifle was loaded with explosive magnesium shells just in case the power of the weapon alone was not lethal enough to put their enemy down immediately. The rifle made a muted huff and the burly guard dropped like a stone. The second one didn’t even have time to turn his head before he joined his comrade on the ground.
Carl and his partner were up and running almost before the bodies hit the dirt. He could hear four distinct pops from either side of him and knew his brothers had found their targets. They would be closing the gap behind him while keeping watch for the last patrol.
He made it across the brightly lit perimeter without incident and bolted through the archway, taking up a position with his back against the left interior wall. Stewart was on his right, the barrel of his rifle sweeping up and around the relatively small entrance chamber. Nothing met their incursion except for the hum of alien machinery. No alarm bells nor shouts of discovery. He laid his weapon down and pulled the charges from his pack, searching for main supports Angeline managed to take pictures of during her previous visits. The twisted pipes and long tubes of swirling liquids slowed his progress more than he would have liked, but Carl finished his part without interference. Things were going smoothly. Too smoothly as far as he was concerned. The hackles on the back of his neck remained up and as stiff as bristles. Only those well-honed instincts saved his life.
The Aleohiem stepping out of the lift was as startled by a human inside the tower as Carl was by the creature’s sudden appearance. The tank of an alien went for the weapon on his hip, but the Seal was just a hair faster. Carl knew his 9mm would have no effect on the tough hide of the beast so he shot for the pipe above the guard’s head. The glass-like tube shattered, pouring a thick, white ooze over the man’s broad shoulders and down the back of his bowed head. The sizzle of the guard’s armor and the stench of burning flesh was accompanied by a deep, deadly growl.
Carl was already on the run, knowing he had no chance against the tough bastard one on one. The alien warrior shook off his pain, pounding the floor with legs like pile drivers as he raced after his quarry. The sound echoing off the walls told Carl he had no chance of reaching the entrance and the rifle he left on the floor before the beast was upon him.
A hand as big as his skull landed on his shoulder and clamped down with force enough to crack bone. Carl was lifted like a child’s toy and tossed into a tangle of pipes and wires. He felt the pain of broken ribs as he bent unnaturally over a shaft of alien metal. The breath left his lungs in a huff, but he still managed to roll away from the rampaging bull bearing down on him. His gun was still in his hand and he opened up on the guard’s face until the clip ran dry.
The slugs penetrated the skin but didn’t do enough damage to stop the creature. The guard just shook his head and wiped away the emerald green blood that flowed down his cheeks. His eyes were black as coal and icy cold. The thin lips that graced his boulder of a head were drawn in a hard line across his rounded jawline. A foul steam still arose from his shoulders and the back of his head, haloing him in a shroud of whitish fog. He ignored the pain as he would a bothersome gnat buzzing around him.
“What are you doing here, human?” The Aleohiem commanded, staring down on the man crumpled on the beneath him.
Carl pulled his aching body from the floor and planted his feet for a useless fight. The alien stood with his huge fists on his non-existent hips making no move to stop him. The Seal put the agony of cracked bones and bruised muscled in the back of his mind and prepared to fight to his last labored breath.
Striking with the speed of a viper, Carl pounded the sneering man with every blow his training could imagine. The massive Aleohiem stood completely still and let the human waste his strength. When Carl finally exhausted himself, he stepped back and waited. Breathing was a study in torment. The pain of his broken ribs and cramping muscles covered his face in sheens of sweat.
“Are you finished?” the guard grinned savagely. “I asked you a question. Why are you here?”
Carl stayed silent and still, waiting for the inevitable. A giant paw reached out and grabbed him by the vest straps. He was lifted completely off his feet, his shirt and the straps constricting around his screaming torso like a vice.
“If you will not speak, there is no purpose to keep you alive.” The Aleohiem pulled back his other fist, preparing to smash Carl’s face to bloody pulp. Instead, his eyes went wide and his hand spasmed, dropping his prisoner into a heap.
It took Carl a moment to register the pop of a silenced weapon. In microseconds, the guard’s chest swelled unnaturally and he fell like a stone before the scream forming on his lips could be given voice. At close range, the magnesium slug penetrated the rhino-like hide of the alien, exploding inside the creature’s chest like a fiery grenade. Carl watched stunned as the fifty-five hundred-degree heat consumed the alien from within.
“I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner,” Stewart said, shouldering his rifle and lifting Carl from the ground. He wrapped Carl’s arm around his brawny shoulder and hurried toward the tower entrance. “This place is a maze. I heard the shots, but I couldn’t find you. Now we have to get out of here. There’s not much time. We have to make the mountains before this thing blows.”
Even with the help of the rest of the team, they made it just beyond the foothills when the tower went up. It went up like a Roman candle, the majority of the detonation contained by the walls of the huge edifice. The top of the structure exploded in a shower of metal and silvery fire. Sparks of color tainted the blaze like Fourth of July fireworks. A mammoth shockwave blasted through the archway and rumbled across the landscape, flattening cornfields and tossing rocks and boulders about like marbles. The Seal team was pelted by a hail of stone, saved from the majority of the wave by a solid ridge of mountain.
Once it passed, they raised their heads above the crest and stared at the erupting tower. The gigantic structure buckled to one side and tilted like a broken windmill. A screech of metal combined with a roar of thunder and it fell, crashing into the earth hard enough to send a rippling earthquake through the hills. Loose rock and dirt rained down on the men as they ducked beneath the trembling ridge. When they looked again, the tower sputtered and the lights still on went out leaving them in sudden pitch blackness.
Carl and his team made their way through the mountains toward Hopetown, thankful they had thought to bring night vision rigs with them. Only flickering candles and a few flashlights greeted them when they reached the outskirts of the small village. The fallen edifice must have provided power to the community. Its destruction left the town in a panic. People poured into the hard stone streets, staring into the sky, their voices a high-pitched babble of confusion and fear.
It worked out well for the Seals. They were able to steal an electric van and head south along the mountains without anyone noticing. They left the headlights out as they made their way around the hills and north to the small deserted airstrip outside the lifeless pit stop called Lucin where Angeline and a helicopter awaited their arrival. Carl hated the fact they’d have to spend hours sitting here until the other teams made their way to them. It couldn’t be helped. After the night’s carnage, every other way out would be heavily guarded.
Hours turned into three days. Mother Nature unleashed storms of nightmarish proportions upon the landscape like a beast enraged at being caged for so long by alien technologies. Monsoon rains fell in solid, impenetrable sheets that made any kind of flight impossible. Hundreds of lightning strikes ripped the darkness that blurred the lines between day and night. If not for the drenching rains, every field in the desert would have been burned to ash. They did not abate in power but carried their anger eastward across lands parched by their containment. Water-starved, sun-cracked ground soaked up the life-giving moisture until it could drink no more. Rivers of mud and dead vegetation swept across the countryside in floodwaters that washed away layers of topsoil and towns alike.
The fury of the storms was just a precursor to the rage of the Twelve.
“Perimeter alert,” Stewart said, watching the moving red blip on his tablet.
An angry red sky was just beginning to appear above the horizon. The worst of the storms were moving eastward as dawn broke on the third day. The air tasted like an ozone jungle after a firefight, coppery and thick with humidity. Carl sat on a rusty metal folding chair with a steaming mug of coffee in his hands in the abandoned airport’s only building. The small, derelict plane hangar had holes in the tin roof and puddles of oily water peppered the floor. Over to one side was a heap of broken small plane parts. The Huey sat just outside sagging bay doors rusted open beneath desert camo tarps to hide the helicopter from prying eyes. Angeline and Bravo team were curled up in a dry corner catching some much-needed rest while the other two of Carl’s Delta team patrolled outside. He sat his cup on the stained and chipped concrete floor, grabbed his high-powered binoculars, and stepped out into the chilly morning.
The twilight of early morning meant he still needed to use night vision which cast a greenish glow and harsh shadows over the landscape. The terrain was flat and empty for miles in every direction. The cracked, hard-packed ground was still encrusted with salt since it was outside the green zone the aliens had created. It was one of the reasons he chose this location.
“To the southwest,” Stewart said in Carl’s earpiece from his perch on top of the hangar. “About half a mile out moving erratically.”
“Copy.”
Carl caught sight of a blob of shadow weaving slowly in their direction. It was a few moments more before it took the shape of one of the electric flatbeds from the farms where the towers once stood. As he watched, the vehicle swerved back and forth slightly then came to a silent rolling stop about two hundred yards away. Carl pulled his sidearm and cautiously approached the truck, well aware his two brothers were closing in on his flanks. No one exited the cab when they surrounded the flatbed nor did they receive any responses to their quiet hails. On high alert, the team converged on the vehicle and shown flashlights on the interior. There was a man slumped over the steering wheel with a body lying next to him.
“Two more on the flatbed,” James said bitterly. “Charlie Team. From the look of the blood pools, I’d say they bled out on the truck.”
A whisper of a moan came from the driver as Carl reached in to check his pulse. “He’s still alive,” Carl said, opening the door. “Help me get him out.”
They lifted the injured man as gently as possible and laid him on the hard-packed ground. His Kevlar vest looked like Swiss cheese and his fatigues were dark and sticky from the waist down. The man’s left arm was riddled with the bloodless holes caused by alien energy weapons and flopped limply on the parched and cracked dirt. His breathing was ragged and slow, but perceptible.
“These were made by incredibly sharp blades,” Carl said, examining the slices in the vest. “Angel swords. This was close combat. It’s amazing he survived at all.”
The soldier reached up weakly and touched Carl’s shirt. His eyes fluttered open and he struggled to speak. Carl leaned closer to the trembling lips as one of his brothers whispered his last words.
“Alpha team is dead,” Carl said savagely, his mahogany eyes black pits flashing with lightning. He used his fingertips to close the man’s eyes, laid a palm on his forehead in respect, and stood up. “He said an alien force is right behind him. We have to get out of here. Wake the others.”
The Huey was already cycling up when they got to the hangar. The whine of the engine and the slap of the rotors echoed across the quiet desert-like rolling thunder. The sound would be heard for miles. Angeline was onboard and strapped in while the other Seals took up positions around the craft. Stewart waited in front of the hanger as Carl pulled up in the truck, the bodies of his brothers on the flatbed with the rest of the team.
“We’ve got company,” Stewart said flatly. He pointed back in the direction they came from. “I’d say six vehicles about five miles out moving fast. They led them right to us.”
“That’s why the aliens let them get away,” Carl said tersely with a curt nod. He pointed to the bodies and ordered, “Get these men in the chopper. We’re not leaving them here. Stew, is the perimeter armed?”
“Armed and ready,” he replied with a hard smile. “So’s the hangar. We’ll have a few surprises for them when they get here.”
“Good. Let’s get out of here. It’s about to get warm.”
In moments, they were all strapped in and the bird was lifting off, Stewart at the controls. They’d only made it about a mile out when the prosperous charges to the west of the landing strip exploded challenging the rising sun for brightness. A wall of red and white flame created a barrier that would give them a few more minutes to get away. Seconds later the hanger went up. How many of their enemy went with it was unknown.
“Aircraft on our six!” Stewart shouted over the noise. “Hang on to something. This ain’t gonna be pretty.”
The Huey skimmed the desert floor so closely it kicked up a cloud of sand and dust in its wake. Hopefully, it would make it harder for the alien ship to get a bead on them. Stewart zigzagged and altered his elevation as much as he could while still staying close to the ground. He kept to an eastward track, heading for Pigeon Mountain and the rocky ravines that might mask them from whatever form of radar the other craft might have.
The other pilot was good. He stayed on their tail all the way to the foothills of the mountain though he never fired his weapons. When they hit the narrower confines of the winding ravine that changed instantly. Pulses of blue light singed the air near the weaving chopper barely missing the rotors more than once.
Stewart ripped the Huey hard to port and pointed the nose toward the heavens. A second later, he dropped the chopper like a stone. Angeline choked and grabbed Carl’s strong arm with both hands as acidic bile filled her throat. The thick straps of her harness cut deeply into her shoulders but she still felt like she was about to sucked out into the rotor wash.
The two airships roared through defiles barely wide enough for the chopper blades, over craggy peaks, and into tiny valleys. The aerial acrobatics left everyone in the helicopter battered and bruised. Even the most hardened of the Seals swallowed more than their share of vomit. The Huey was well-armed but to use their weapons, Stewart had to get behind the enemy craft. The other pilot was not making that easy and Stew’s arms were beginning to cramp. Carl could see he couldn’t keep this up much longer.
“Get some distance and level us out,” Carl shouted into the headset. He unstrapped himself and popped open a case attached to the floor. Inside was a Teflon-tipped Stinger missile loaded with magnesium. Hopefully, the alien fighter was hot enough for the infrared to lock on to. If not, they were screwed.
Carl hooked a line to his harness, grabbed the Stinger, and stepped out onto the runner. He knew it would be mere seconds before the alien had them in his sights and he fired as soon as he got a bead on the craft. Between the wash, the recoil of the missile, and Stewart’s sudden swerve, Carl lost his precarious balance and slipped from the runner.
Only the thickly corded line kept him from plummeting to his death on the barren desert floor. As it was, he spun like a top from the rope beneath the Huey. It did, however, give him a bird’s eye view of the Stinger hitting their enemy. The ship went up in a ball of flame so hot even Carl could feel the heat. It tumbled from the sky in a heap of twisted metal and ignited a few scraggly tuffs of brush struggling to survive among the stones.
“That was not fun,” Carl said gruffly after he was hauled back inside and retrieved his headset.
“Yeah, don’t do that again,” Stewart said glibly over his shoulder as he hovered the bird until Carl was seated. “What say we get the hell out of here?”
“This was not a result of the hand of man, but an act of God,” Reverend Harold O’Connell said sternly as he stood behind the mahogany pulpit. He waved his hand toward screens behind him that showed the entrance to the massive Capital One Arena in Washington, DC. Rolling thunder shook the panes of the windows dangerously. Silver-blue streaks of lightning crackled across the turbulent skies and lit the sodden streets for miles around. “His nature was never meant to be controlled nor imprisoned as these creatures have done. Now they see His righteous wraith visited upon those who defile His name and His divine plan.”
The gigantic monitors around him showed images from the news coverage of the results of the towers’ fall. The fields of the Green Desert were flattened by the intensity of the rainfall. Towns created to house the farm workers were crushed by rivers of rock and filthy, muddy water. Boulders tumbled from the mountainsides and pulverized equipment and made toothpicks of wooden structures. Arial views of Salt Lake City showed streets and boulevards flowing with flotsam and animal carcasses. Flooded buildings were marred with gritty stains to the tops of first-floor windows. The damage was immense and widespread all across the state of Utah and beyond.
“Those heretics who follow these false prophets are being shown God’s judgment for their blasphemies.” Harold’s emerald green eyes burned with holy flames. Shouts of ‘Amen’ and ‘Praise God’ rocked the packed, twenty-thousand seat stadium as he spoke. “And I assure you the Lord has only begun to purge them from our world. Repent and accept that God is the only true savior of your souls and you will be bathed in His glory. Do not and feel the power of His retribution visited upon you!”
“It is not your God’s retribution you should fear right now,” a deep, deadly sounding voice rumbled around the arena. “It is ours.”
The monitors flickered and the images of destruction were replaced by the furious face of Joseph dressed in his robes of pearly white. The camera pulled back to show the rocky hill on which he stood. A dozen warrior angels were arrayed behind him, their wings full unfurled and incredibly beautiful. The scene was meant to be awe-inspiring in its divinity, but though a collective gasp came from his flock, Harold was not moved.
“Why should I fear you?” the Reverend stance was as stern as the look on his deeply lined face. His fire-red hair sparkled in the stage lights and seemed to surround him in a field of diamonds. “You are but pale imitations of the power of God. It is His words I speak. It is His will I serve and it is His hands that rain destruction down upon you. Not me.”
“God is but one of a million names given to the Creator,” Joseph replied harshly. “We are the Envoys of the Creator and we are His hands.” His eyes burned like the pits of hell. “You would do well to remember that.”
Joseph swept his hand out over the desert floor once green with crops. Now it was flattened and just an enormous lake of mud and debris. “The Creator sent us to give you the gift of food and purpose. Humans destroyed His divine endowment. The towers did not topple themselves. It is humans who will have to pay the price. One in particular,” he added ominously.
The aura that surrounded Joseph darkened to a reddish hue and he snarled at the screen. “We have been betrayed by one we welcomed with open arms. We will hunt this deceiver as we would the most vicious of animals. Know, Angeline Morgan, we will find you and you will be punished as no one has ever been punished before. Your screams will encircle the globe.”
“Even if it were true that God did not reduce your unnatural creations to rubble as he did the Tower of Babble,” Herold countered without flinching, “you are saying you would punish all of mankind for the actions of a few. This is not the way of God. That is the method of Satan. You are nothing but a tool of the Devil and are his minions and I would gladly use the words of the Holy Bible to prove it. Dare met me face to face where you cannot use tricks of technology to make yourselves appear holy.” He raised the sacred scriptures above his head. “I would compare God’s words to those you keep hidden from view in your so-called Word of the Creator. But you will not, for you fear the truth would be revealed. You are nothing but pretenders at best.”
Joseph tilted his head, his demeanor darkening. He was pensive for a moment, then looked directly into the Reverend’s eyes. “Challenge accepted,” he said coolly. “We will be in touch.”
The screens went dead and a sudden hush fell over the arena. Seconds later, the noise of thousands of voices echoed through the air. Harold turned from the stage without another word. He clutched his bible close, completely assured he would win any debate. He knew deep in his heart this was the very moment for which God had called him to service. He would not fail his Lord.
“Reverend Harold Johnston O’Connell,” FBI Director David Carpenter said, passing out copies of the dossier he put together on the man. “He started out as the pastor of a small Southern Baptist church in Missouri. His kindness and devotion to God grew his ministry and he was elected as head of the Southern Baptist Conference in 2015. He was one of the few who strongly opposed the evangelists that supported the corruption of the previous administration. He was not alone in this but O’Connell stood out for several reasons. His sermons are often broadcast, but he doesn’t use them to self-grandiose or seek donations to enrich himself. He lives modestly. He is a true believer and sees it as his mission to spread the gospel and serve his community. Nothing more and nothing less.”
“How did he become so prominent then? Why did Joseph seek him out?” Homeland Director Anderson asked, genuinely curious. “Usually this type wants all the publicity they can get. I don’t think I ever hear of him.”
“That’s because he’s a unique type,” David replied. “He doesn’t appear to have much of an ego nor does he seek the limelight. As for why Joseph picked him, O’Connell has been anti-alien since they first appeared. His rhetoric continually calls for true Christians to rise up against what he calls false gods. He’s inspired direct confrontations with followers of the Twelve.”
“Is he responsible for the burning of their churches and the attacks on their parishioners?” the Secretary of State Ackerman asked. As much as Ellen hated the aliens, the American people were being hurt reminiscent of the militia uprising. That she didn’t support.
“Yes,” David said bluntly. “At least a big part of it. He’s been pretty much demanding his people to use whatever method necessary to drive the aliens and their beliefs from earthly soil. As far as I can tell, he isn’t involved himself, but he is definitely a driving force behind it.”
“How much support does he have?” General Mathis said, his mind running through the possibilities of how it could work for him.
“Pretty much all of the South is behind him,” David answered. “You know how these people are. Bible thumpers who just love to fight. The Reverend has given them a new cause. In fact, they’ve made him the president of the newly formed Coalition of Interdenominational Ministries. All Southern and all antithetical to all the Twelve stand for.”
“This could work for us,” President Morland said after listening for a while. “I may not approve of their violence, but they are doing what the government cannot. They are keeping the spread of the theology of the Twelve at bay. At the same time, they are keeping our hands clean.”
The President leaned back in his chair in the Oval Office and steepled his fingers under his chin. “Perhaps we should invite this Pastor Harry Johnson to the White House.”
Ellen Ackerman was not the only one to spit her drink all over the coffee table. Morland was stunned at the reaction, having no clue of what he’d said. After the laughter died down, Ellen said, wiping the tears from her eyes, “I don’t think you should call him that, Mr. President. It’s Harold Johnston O’Connell. You should call him Reverend.”
It came as no real surprise to anyone when the invitation was respectfully turned down.
Soldier Field near the South Side of Chicago could hold up to 61,500 people in the stands. With the added seats for dignitaries lined up on the Bears football field, the capacity surpassed 62,000. Four mammoth monitors were raised above the fifty-yard line on scaffolding erected over the large oval stage. Two podiums faced each other in the dead center with arced seating arranged behind them. It was easy to tell which side Joseph and his entourage would occupy. His lectern was half again as big as the Reverend’s and the seating was backless and oversized to accommodate his angels.
This location was chosen because it was almost halfway between Salt Lake and Washington. It was also headquarters to the Agnostics of America which had grown exponentially after the atrocities supported by the evangelicals had wreaked such havoc on the Christian faith. Since Agnostics held that human reason is incapable of providing sufficient rational grounds to justify either the belief that God exists or the belief that God does not exist, it made this site the most neutral place possible.
Reverend O’Connell was not intimidated by the enormous crowd nor the banks of news crews who surrounded the stage. The rows of ministers, priests, pastors, and rabbis from every religion on the continent that filled the seats behind him caused him no concern. Not even Joseph and his host of magnificent angels could elicit awe in him. In fact, he paid them no attention at all. Whenever Harold stood before the masses, he felt enshrouded in the armor of God and protected by the light of His glory. Embraced in His loving arms, he could feel no fear.
The Reverend laid two copies of the Bible on his rostrum. One was the King James Version the other the New International Version. Each of them was festooned with colored pieces of ribbon to denote specific passages. Harold did not expect to need the markers. He knew the scriptures as well as he knew his own name, but he might need to open the books so the cameras above him could display the exact scripture on the monitors for all to see.
The debate rules were laid out prior to this event. There would be no moderators. The two opponents would have fifteen minutes to state their position. Interruptions for clarifications were allowed only if and when the speaker gave permission. Once the initial foundations were laid, counterpoints and debate would commence. A simple coin toss decided who would have the floor first. Harold was glad when Joseph won the toss.
As the cameras zoomed in on him, the Prime Progenitor smiled benevolently at his audience and spread his arms wide, palms up to show he carried no weapons. He was attired in shimmering white robes with a simple matching sash knotted in the middle. His long, wavy brown hair was parted in the center and flowed over his broad, muscular shoulders. His curly beard was freshly trimmed almost to a point beneath his deeply cleft chin.
“Hello, my friends,” he said cordially. “I bid you welcome in the name of the Creator. I would also like to welcome you, Reverend O’Connell, and thank you for this chance to meet so that we might come together in the warmth of His light.”
Harold answered with a curt nod of his head. Joseph took note that the man was not at all awed by his presence. Inwardly, he smiled. It would make for an interesting conversation. He gazed into the cameras once again and continued to speak in his soothing baritone voice.
“I come to you today in hopes that we can end the animosity between our beliefs and prove to you we are one in the eyes of the Creator,” Joseph said serenely. “We are here not as conquerors, but as ones who only wish to save you from His judgment before it is too late. We do not wish to force you into the light,” he said, his tone becoming more ominous, “but rest assured, we will not tolerate continued attacks on us, our people, or those who follow our path. This needless death must stop.”
  “I told you of the Creator and the origins of this universe,” the Envoy said, his demeanor soft and kind once again. “Please allow me to reduce the immense to its essence for you and perhaps give you a little more detail as it pertains to this world specifically.”
 “The Creator came into this dimension, shaped the chaos with His own hands and gave it form,” he said reverently. “He brought with Him his wife the Holy Mother and His son and daughter. Each was tasked with bringing an endless variety of life to the universe and to give it purpose. Even the rocks in the soil, the air you breathe, and the mud on your shoes have a reason to be there. They are part of the great balance that keeps all things intact and working toward the greater good.”
Joseph swept his hand over the packed crowd in the stadium. “You are all part of that balance as are we. When the Creator and His family finish laying the groundwork for life in each galaxy, they move on to the next leaving their seeds behind them. To tend His gardens, He brought forth the First Children – we who stand before you – for the express purpose of guiding the growth and wellbeing of all things. He gave us the Caleriphim – the angels – and the Aleohiem to aid us in our work. We never fail in our duties for we are also given the responsibility to clear the weeds from His fields. We have done so for time immemorial and will continue to do so until all returns to the firmament.”
Joseph’s smile brightened as if he heard the question forming in the minds of those who watched him. He answered it before it could be given voice. “When I say we never fail, you might think I am saying we are perfect. I am not. We have our own emotions, our own desires, and, yes, we make our own mistakes. The Creator never intended there to be perfection for without flaws there is no opportunity for growth. Life would be stagnant and meaningless. Without the dark, we would not seek the light. Without the rain, we would not appreciate the sunshine. Without evil, we would not strive for goodness. Balance in all things.”
“So how then can I claim we never fail?” Joseph asked his rapt and silent audience. “Since perfection is not the goal, we are not responsible when a world withers and dies of its own accord. If a civilization rises on a foundation of evil, corruption and becomes malignant to life, it is not our place to destroy them. That final judgment is for the Creator alone when he returns to see the fruits of His labors and, like any good farmer, he removes the diseased plants so infection with not spread to the rest of His orchard. I assure you, He does so with regularity and we know the hour of His arrival. We are sent in advance to see if the crops can be saved. If they cannot, it is not our fault.”
“You see,” he said sternly, “the Creator, in His wisdom, gave all higher lifeforms two extraordinary gifts. He gave them intelligence and free will. What they do with it is what His Grand Experiment is all about.”
Joseph raised his book for all to see. “All of history is recorded within these volumes. This is but one of countless trillions. Each is specific to a particular section of space and the worlds within it. This is for the planet you call Earth. It chronicles every step in your development from the primal to the present. You are the third and final reiteration of civilization on this world. This your last chance to move toward the light before final judgment is rendered upon you. That is why were are here. Still, the choice is yours. Choose wisely. Brother O’Connell, the floor is yours.”
Joseph stepped back from the podium amid a round of applause that shook seismometers states away. Yet, his strange pronouncement did not go as unnoticed as the noise would make it seem. Of all he said, the words, ‘third and final reiteration of civilization’ was not lost on millions of shocked listeners.
 “Thank you, Joseph,” Harold said, not adding any kind of honorific. He reviewed his notes more to gather his thoughts than to read them. When he again looked up at the Prime, he was unusually calm, his head cocked to one side. “Before I begin, I would ask you a few questions for clarification if you don’t mind.”
“As you will,” Joseph replied without hesitation.
“You say your Creator came to this ‘dimension’ along with his wife, daughter, and son,” Harold said, curiosity furrowing his brow. “Does that mean there are other dimensions teeming with life?”
“But of course,” the Prime said as if it was obvious. “Eternity is, by definition, endless. There are planes of existence all around us.”
“And do you have access to them?”
“No. That would be impossible,” Joseph smiled as if he were answering a child. “When the Creator gives life, He makes it specific to a particular set of environments and laws of physics. Not all are the same.”
“I see,” the Reverend said with a nod. “So how do you know they exist?”
“The Creator told my ancestors with His own voice. He still speaks to us through our Elder Council. There is no doubt.”
“Then you rely on faith,” Harold said softly.
“Not faith. Fact as written in the archives,” the Prime responded firmly, his face terse. He took the mere idea that his statement was just a matter of belief as a personal affront. “As I have said before, we do not have a religion. We spread only the truth.”
Reverend O’Connell raised his hand to stave off further argument. “You also say your Creator was not alone from the very beginning. I suppose this is also written in your texts?”
“It is,” Joseph said, hiding his irritation behind a mask of gentility. “Why would you find this difficult to accept? The bible you hold in your hands says nearly the exact same thing. The only difference is we have four in our holy family. You have three – the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.”
Harold only nodded. “You said this is quote ‘the third and last reiteration of civilization on this world’. Are you saying there were prior societies on Earth before us that died away? If so, what happened to them? Did you destroy them as rotten fruit?”
“Yes, you are the third. Yes, they died out. And no, we did not destroy them.” Joseph lifted his hand to the sky and said, “The galaxy is vast and we cannot be in all places at the same time. We were not here during those occurrences. However, we do monitor our charges through technologies far beyond your understanding. We were aware of what was happening. As for what happened to them, the first society had just passed through forming villages and towns when a cosmic occurrence wiped them out. The second grew into greatness much higher than the current one. They had technologies that make your own seem paltry. Their civilization was world-spanning. We were about to come to them and welcome them into galactic society. Yet, they annihilated themselves through wickedness and greed before we could arrive. Remnants of their time are all around you in ancient ruins. You have only to look. You are direct descendants of the survivors. We come now to prevent that from happening again. The Creator does not give third chances.”
That tidbit of information shocked the Reverend more than he allowed his stony face to show. He held his breath for a moment and asked his last question. “Finally, you call yourselves the First Children. Were you given physic powers? Do you have the gift of prophecy?”
“No,” the Prime replied calmly. “What we do have is eons of experience. We have watched untold numbers of worlds rise and fall. We have pruned the tainted from the garden of life so the poison does not sicken the healthy. We have lifted the infirm and given them strength and unity. As I have stated many times, this is our purpose.”
Harold seemed satisfied with the answers and reached for the glass of water on his pulpit. He used the moment to digest what he’d heard and to prepare himself. Every word this pretender had said was ammunition for the battle which was about to begin.
“My original intent was to compare your scriptures to those in the Bible. After your presentation, I’ve changed my mind in that accord,” he said after putting his glass down. He was aware of the cameras honing in on him, but he ignored them as a distraction he could not afford. The steel in his gaze was for Joseph alone. “I accept your statement that your book and mine are not just divine scriptures, but also history books as seen through the eyes of the times. Since there are many similarities - which I will point out in all fairness - I’ve decided to focus on…other things.”
“I would be happy to do that as long as I may point out one main fact first,” Joseph said politely.
“And that is?”
“Since we are here at your bidding, I will constrain my comments to your bible and your Christian beliefs,” Joseph replied. “But keep in mind there are hundreds of other religious texts on this world alone. Each say roughly the same thing. Even your ancient ‘myths’ – which are far older than your current doctrines – contain seeds of the very truths I speak. We will set those aside and not reference them, but we will not forget they exist.”
“Done,” O’Connell agreed readily before continuing. He laid his hand on the Holy Bible, drawing strength from the words within. “Genesis, Book 1 states that God created the Earth in much the same manner you say the Creator did so there I can find no disagreement with you. However, there is nowhere in which it states He had help from His family as you would attest.”
“Are you sure?” Joseph said with a wry grin.
“Yes,” O’Connell replied firmly. “Genesis 1:3: ‘God said Let there be light and there was light’. Genesis 1:10: ‘And God called the dry land Earth; and the gathering together of the waters called He Seas. Genesis 1:11,12: ‘And God said, Let the earth bring forth grass, the herb yielding seed, and the fruit tree yielding fruit after his kind, whose seed is in itself, upon the earth: and it was so. And the earth brought forth grass, and herb yielding seed after his kind, and the tree yielding fruit, whose seed was in itself, after his kind.’ Genesis 1:20 through 25 tells of how He created the beasts of field and water. Nowhere does it say he had help in this.”
Over 62,000 people sat around them and millions more listened to their every word from the comfort of living rooms and taverns, but the two men were locked in a cocoon that contained only them. A bright late afternoon sun beamed in a clear blue sky and a steady, moist breeze blew in from Lake Michigan, yet Joseph and Harold paid the beauty of the day little heed. They were like two deadly opponents circling each other searching for a sign of weakness confident in their own prowess. The tense seconds stretched into hours in the minds of the audience as they awaited the Prime’s next words. They did not have long to wait.
“I have studied your bible thoroughly,” Joseph said, his tone respectful but colored with a hint of almost humor. “I will have to disagree. Please put your book on the monitors above us for all to see. I ask that you center on the first of many – Genesis 1:26.” He waited until the passage was made gigantic on the big screens then pointed to the image. “This states clearly that God was not alone. He says ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.’ Us not my. Scroll to Genesis 3:22.” O’Connell did so and Joseph quoted, “’And the Lord God said, Behold, the man has become as one of us…’ Again, us. Next turn to Genesis 6:2. ‘…that the sons of God saw the daughters of men…’ The sons of God. These passages prove God was not alone.”
Joseph seemed smug and satisfied as a great commotion rumbled through the stadium. It did not even dawn on him that Harold, a mere human, had maneuvered him into a carefully crafted trap. Instead of debating the Prime’s conclusions, the Reverend changed course.
“You said earlier,” O’Connell said deliberately, his voice as placid as a polished sheet of glass, “when the Creator gives life, he makes it contingent on a certain type of environment. By that, you mean atmosphere, gravity, water type, etc. Is that correct?”
“Yes,” Joseph said, wondering why the Reverend had ignored his points.
“And you say you are a star-spanning race in a galaxy filled with millions of worlds. Is that also true?”
“Yes.” Joseph raised one eyebrow and tilted his head. He felt an odd, unpleasant sensation crawling up his spine. Where was this man going with this line of questioning?
“Let me ask you,” Harold said, a glint forming in his hooded, dark green eyes, “are all the planets that contain intelligent life carbon copies of the Earth?”
“Don’t be preposterous,” the Prime said with a huff. “The Creator thrives on endless variety. Intelligence takes many forms.”
Reverend O’Connell raised his head and stared directly into Joseph too-perfect face. Emerald lightning flashed beneath his furrowed brow and his features looked like they were carved from a solid block of granite. “Let me get this straight. You admit you are not of this world. You say not all intelligent species look the same. You point out scripture that you say proves God was not alone and you equate God with the Creator. So what species are you?”
“We are the First Children,” Joseph replied, his tone dripping with irritation. “I have already told you that.”
“Genesis 1:26,” Harold said, displaying the scripture on the monitors once again. “The very verse you used to prove your point. ‘…Let us make man in our image, after our likeness…’ Yet, mankind does not have wings like your angels. If you use this as an example of proof, then your statement that other species do not take this on this same image must be a lie. You cannot have it both ways. Which is it?”
Joseph straightened his back and stepped in front of his rostrum. His hands were fisted at his sides and the muscles of his massive chest swelled beneath his robes. For a moment, O’Connell thought he would attack, but the Prime did not advance. His voice rolling like thunder and his face as dark as storm clouds, Joseph asked a question instead.
“Which ‘man’ is the image of God?” he said harshly. A golden-white aura formed around him like a light mist and his body changed. First, he was a small Asian with slanted brown eyes then a huge man of ebony skin. Next, he was a blond Norwegian woman built like an Amazon. Joseph shifted through sexes as he appeared as an aborigine from the Outback, a Latino, an Arab, and every racial type on the planet. “Which of these is the true face of God?”
“You humans believe you can conceive of an entity as ancient as time, itself,” Joseph said as he shifted back to the personification of Jesus Christ. To the shocked and gasping crowd, he said, “You think you can imagine one who can create all there is and walk across the breadth of the cosmos. Then in your utter arrogance, you put your own face on the Eternal Creator and claim Him yours alone. Just how insanely pretentious are you?”
Joseph stared into the cameras, fury etched in every line of his face. “It was not that long ago when you believed your world was flat. Once that fallacy was disproved, you decided the Earth was the center of the solar system, and the sun, planets, and moons revolved around you. When science proved you wrong, you came to the conclusion that you were the only intelligent beings in all of creation. You blatantly ignored the fact that your sun is but a mote of dust in a young galaxy that, itself is a single speck among many. Your self-aggrandizement knows no bounds.”
The Prime waved a hand back at the angels and Aleohiem arrayed behind him. “The mere fact that we stand here before you proves beyond doubt that you are not the only creatures in the universe.” He looked straight at Harold, his lips curled maliciously, and said, “It also proves you do not know the face of the Creator. How can you possibly know the righteousness of His path except through us?”
Soldier Field was a turbulent sea of chaos and shouting voices. Half the audience were on their knees in supplication. The rest stood and shook their fists in the air. In the midst of this hurricane, Reverend O’Connell remained at his pulpit unruffled, a confident, almost scornful smirk playing across his lips. He waited patiently until the clamor abated enough for his words to be heard through the massive loudspeakers. When he spoke, his tone was not shaken by Joseph’s display but sounded more confident than ever.
“How can I know?” His smile was like that of a Great White shark about to attack a whale. “I know because humanity was given a gift that you admit your kind does not have.”
“And that is?” Joseph asked.
“The gift of prophecy,” Harold replied, tapping his fingers on his bible. “Your arrival was foretold centuries ago and it came with a dire warning.”
“Oh?” was all the Prime could say.
“Yes,” the Reverend said bluntly, opening the Holy Scriptures to the wide scarlet ribbon that marked one of three passages. “You and your brethren wear the face of our savior, but you are not Jesus Christ. Matthew 24:24: ‘For false Christs and false prophets will rise and show great signs and wonders to deceive, if possible, even the elect.’ We were told you would attempt to use our Lord against us. John 4:1-3 says: ‘Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits, whether they are of God; because many false prophets have gone out into the world. By this, you know the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is of God, and every spirit that does not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is not of God. And this is the spirit of the Antichrist, which you have heard was coming and is now already in the world.’ You are that Antichrist.”
O’Connell opened the Bible to Revelations and left it on the rostrum for the cameras to see. Without a trace of fear, he walked to within a few feet of Joseph and looked up into a visage he knew so well. The sight of it on this creature’s face enraged his soul. “Revelation 13:5-8 shows you for what you are and what you plan for humanity is. You are the Beast. A shape-shifting demon. ‘Then the beast was allowed to speak great blasphemies against God. And he was given authority to do whatever he wanted for forty-two months. And he spoke terrible words of blasphemy against God, slandering his name and his dwelling—that is, those who dwell in heaven. And the beast was allowed to wage war against God’s holy people and to conquer them. And he was given authority to rule over every tribe and people and language and nation. And all the people who belong to this world worshiped the beast. They are the ones whose names were not written in the Book of Life before the world was made—the Book that belongs to the Lamb who was slaughtered.’ I will not stand by and watch that happen.”
The Reverend noted the fluttering of wings behind Joseph but he did not move nor did his blazing eyes never wavered. “Your forty-two months are almost up and I will be there to watch you fall.”
Chapter 14
Neither Joseph nor Reverend O’Connell anticipated the dire consequences of their contentious confrontation. Both men intended to use the event to draw more of the faithful into their ranks and that did happen. Droves of the undecided flowed into their chosen flock, each one moved by the dramatic events at Soldier Field. Yet, each side also lost thousands of believers who converted to the other. Splinter groups formed even more militant than ever before. If anyone was to be declared the real winner it would be the Resistance. After the display Joseph put on, their numbers swelled exponentially both within and outside of the Conclaves. However, it was Joseph and the Twelve who would pay the heftier price…at least at first.
Angeline was glad to be out of the Conclave though she would have preferred to be home in New York than navigating the halls of the Pentagon. She cursed herself for not attending the Soldier’s Field event, but she was deathly afraid of what Joseph promised to do if she were captured. Intelligence reports said she had a massive price on her head. If the fanatics didn’t get to her, the bounty hunters might. Angeline tried her best to keep up a good front, but she was glad Carl refused to leave her side.
“You’ve spent over a year inside Joseph’s inner circle,” Carl said as he walked with her down the corridor. “Of course they want to debrief you. Not to worry. I’ll be right there with you. They want to hear about the tower attack.”
“I’m not worried,” Angeline replied, still grateful he was with her. “A lot of them think I was sleeping with the enemy though. I don’t expect this is going to be pleasant.”
“Not so,” Carl assured her, taking her hand and giving it a slight squeeze. “Especially now.” He didn’t add now that she was the most wanted woman in the country. "Everyone there knows you’ve been feeding us information the whole time. If not for your assistance, we would not have been able to take down the towers. You have more friends here than you know.”
“We shall see,” Angel said, feeling a bit better. She could hear her phone buzzing, but now was not the time to answer.
Angeline needn’t have been apprehensive. The room was packed with the Joint Chiefs, Directors of Defense, Homeland, State, CIA, NSA, FBI, and agencies she’d never hear of. Everyone was surprisingly cordial and thanked her for her service. Even President Morland shook her hand and congratulated her on her courage for staying in Salt Lake for so long. The focus of their questions was not on what Joseph had done, but on what he might do now. The Soldier’s Field event had thrown the entire country into turmoil inside the Conclaves and without. This was a strategy session, not an inquiry. Angel was honored and astounded to be included even though she was a member of the press. After she told them all she knew and Carl made his report, the discussion switched to current concerns.
“When Joseph morphed, it polarized both camps,” FBI Director Carpenter said grimly. “To his most fervent followers, it just proved his divinity. However, the rest of the flock listened to Reverend O’Connell and are openly questioning Joseph’s true nature and that of the rest of his companions. The Church of the Creator is fracturing.”
“That’s good for us,” Jack Anderson said, pointing to the news feeds on the monitors around them. Reports are coming in about small rebellions within the Conclaves. In the rest of the U.S., preachers of every religion are echoing O’Connell’s message. Talk of the ‘Second Coming’ has been replaced by warnings of Armageddon. The Church of the Creator will make no more headway in this part of the country.”
Director Carpenter shook his head and sighed heavily. “Unfortunately, those churches are also being vandalized and, in some cases, torched more than they were before. Parishioners are being attacked with greater frequency and they’re fighting back.” He waved toward the TV screens and added, “It’s only adding to the turmoil out there and pushing these Creator people underground. That makes them harder to track and more dangerous than ever.”
“Shit!” President Morland muttered vehemently. “I thought we learned from the attempted coup by the militias and the last administration. Protests, riots, killings. I thought we’d gotten past them. Now the goddamn country is shattering again! Son of a bitch!”
The conference room stayed quiet until the President was finished venting before anyone interrupted. His outbursts were becoming more frequent and vicious these days and no one blamed him at all. They each had their moments. Morland got up, walked around the huge oval table, turned his back on the others, and stared at the big screen. He was about to speak when an aide came in and whispered in his ear. The President growled and said, “What now? Send them in. Just send them in.”
Kylie Jorgenson changed radically since Angeline had last seen her. Back then, the woman seemed curled in on herself, hiding her femininity as if it were a liability. She stomped when she moved and kept her shoulders hunched beneath clothing that was unattractive and fit her like a sack. Not anymore. Now the astronomer walked with her back straight and the same self-confidence she’s shown in her speech. Kylie was dressed in sharp business attire that didn’t accent her curvaceous form but did not hide it either. Angeline was glad the woman still wore big horn-rimmed glasses and kept her hair in a bun held together with a pencil. If not, she would have been serious competition and Angel would have to hate her. At least Kylie’s demeanor was anything but pleasant. She looked like a doctor about to drop devastating news on an anxious patient. And she was.
Kylie was not alone. She was accompanied by a slender, wiry man Angeline had only met once back in Salt Lake City. She remembered him as an archeologist Catholic priest. It was obvious Roderick Guerrero hadn’t gotten much sleep in the last week. It showed on his gaunt, deeply-lined face and in the dark bags under his chocolate brown eyes. He took a seat off to the side and let Kylie take center stage.
“Mr. President,” she said before stepping to the front of the table. She slipped a flash drive into the laptop she placed on the polished wood. A series of images appeared on the big screen behind her. Without preamble, she said, “We’ve been working on a way to detect the alien ships ever since they first appeared. As you know, conventional methods haven’t worked. We couldn’t gauge size or distance even when we could see them.”
She shifted to the side to give the room a better view of the monitor. “We’ve come up with a solution. With modifications to the program we use to find black holes, we used the Hubble and the Chandra X-ray Observatory orbiting in space to search for anomalies. I’ll forgo the specifics, but I will tell you we succeeded.”
“Great news, Dr. Jorgenson,” President Morland said, thankful for even a little bit of good news. “So we can see them now.”
Almost like she was reading his mind, Kylie grimly shattered his fragile enthusiasm. “Yes. That’s the good news,” she said grimly. “Now for the bad.”
She used a laser pointer to highlight fuzzy spots on the display which seemed to be causing a strange halo on one edge of the moon. “If we are correct – which I’m sure we are – these are alien spacecraft hiding just beyond the moon. We found others orbiting Mars as well.”
Kylie turned back to the suddenly silent table, seeing the same fear and anger on their faces she felt gnawing at her insides. “They have an armada out there. And that’s not the worst of it. Father Guerrero,” she said, turning the floor over to her companion.
The priest came forward and laid his hands on the table as if to steady himself. Being a reporter made Angeline an expert at reading body language. Often more could be learned by paying attention to how a person acted than by the words coming out of their mouths. What she saw in the Father was absolutely terrifying.
“For those of you who don’t know me, I’m an archeologist and was once a top miracle investigator for the Vatican,” he said with a slight quiver in his voice. Angeline couldn’t tell if it was from weariness or something more sinister. “Over the last decade, I found a number of statues in ancient ruins around the world. What made them so astounding and controversial is the fact they are all almost identical. That and the fact they are perfect depictions of Jesus Christ. The same image as these so-called Messiahs are wearing.”
Pictures of Roderick’s discoveries appeared behind him. “These statues should not exist in cultures separated by such an immense span of time and distance. Yet they do. Now we know why. As Joseph admitted, these aliens have been here before in our ancient past. What he did not say is they came not as saviors, but as conquerors.” 
A copy of the alien book appeared on the big TV screen. The cover was made of shiny silver metal with four strange glyphs etched near the bottom. Above them were four more of the same symbols but much larger and made of some kind of swirling black liquid. “This is the Word of the Creator. It was given to me by Enoch when he met with the Pope. The black glyphs will change when someone nears them. At the moment, my assistant is standing outside of its influence. When he gets closer,” Roderick said just as a man’s hand entered the frame, “the letters will be readable in the native language of the person viewing them. This time in English. However, when the tome is opened, the glyphs inside remained static and enigmatic. We’ve been trying to decipher them since I brought it to the Smithsonian and, as with Dr. Jorgenson’s project, we just succeeded. The results are just as alarming as hers.”
The book stayed on the screen as Father Guerrero pulled out a chair and sat down heavily at the conference table. He looked exhausted and bleak with his shoulders hunched. He leaned against his elbows, his trembling hands held in a white-knuckled grip before him.
“We only have time for me to give you a summary but I assure you it is terrifying enough,” Roderick said roughly. He bowed his head, ran his fingers through his wavy black hair then clasped them together once again. He took a deep lung-full of air before speaking. Angeline was not the only one who noticed the slight raggedness in his breathing.  “Thank you,” he said as an aide quietly sat a glass of water in front of him.
“Joseph said this volume only pertains to the Earth,” he began, his brown eyes bloodshot and weary. “For the most part, that’s true. However, it also lays out what happened to other planets in our neighborhood as parables against those who would oppose them. They always start out raising primitive societies up by giving them laws and teaching them basic sciences. They’re seen as benevolent gods of incredible power. Then everything changes. They become vicious, intolerant dictators.”
Father Guerrero took a sip of his water and scanned the room. “There is no doubt the beings truly believe in their Creator and the mission He has given them. But they are the worst kind of disciples. They are religious fanatics who believe theirs is the only way…and they have the power to enforce it. Once they have a society where they want it, they subjugate the masses with promises of great rewards and horrific punishments. Human sacrifice and torture were born as a direct result. Entire cultures rose and fell under their rule. The Mayan and Aztecs are just two examples.”
“Why would these aliens build up a civilization only to crush them?” Secretary of State Ackerman interrupted. The woman dealt with all kinds of government systems in her role. The idea seemed counter-productive. “It’s easier to control ignorant, uneducated people and primitive cultures. Why give them tools and enough knowledge to question?”
Roderick’s face went black and his lips curled in a snarl. For a moment, it looked like he would growl like a wild beast. His fists balled up and sparks flashed in his eyes. “I have a theory about that.” The Father’s tone went as parched as a summer day in Death Valley. “Because they need skilled workers. They’re slavers.”
After the shouting and bedlam calmed down to a dull roar, President Morland raised a hand and demanded quiet. “What do you mean?”
“Again,” the priest said, “I am condensing a massive amount of information, but the stories are the same. Once a culture rises to a certain level on this world or the others mentioned in the alien scriptures, mass disappearances begin. It starts slowly. The ‘messiahs’ – for want of a better word – rid society of the baser elements. Rapists, murderers, thieves, and criminals of all types.”
Everyone in the room glanced nervously around at each other. This was exactly what was happening in the Conclaves at this very moment. Prisons were emptied and jails left unoccupied as the Twelve had promised.
“Next it’s the dissidents who speak out against the rule of the Creator’s church,” the Father continued bleakly. “Then it’s anyone the Twelve deem enemies. Governments, military, rebels, educators, everyone in this room. Sometimes whole civilizations. I think they’re taking them to these prison worlds they speak of to use them as slave labor to support their technology. Technology that can grind us to dust.”
“Are you saying we don’t have a chance against them?” the President asked in a choked voice.
“Actually,” Father Guerrero said with a firm shake his head, “I am not. Do you remember during the debate between Joseph and Reverend O’Connell when Joseph said there was a high tech society on Earth before ours? He said they destroyed themselves before the Twelve could get here to save them.”
The nods in the room told Roderick they all caught that reference in the debate. “I don’t think that’s entirely true. I think the aliens didn’t intervene because that society had the advanced weaponry to stop them. It could be that we do as well.”
“What do you mean?” General Mathis asked, leaning forward as if to hear better. “They’ve countered almost everything we’ve thrown at them. Only high heat weapons make a dent in them and they respond with forces we haven’t been able to match. What more could we use?”
“I am not a military man,” the priest replied. “I don’t know what you have in your arsenal currently. What I can guess at is what the previous earthly civilization might have had.”
“How?” the general almost demanded.
“As I told you,” he said, a little calmer now that he was heading into familiar ground, “I am an archeologist. Though a matter of heated debate among my colleagues, there is plenty of scientific evidence of this earlier technology. Alternative history scientists point to the pyramids and megalithic architecture around the world that we could not currently duplicate. I won’t get into lengthy theories on how these structures we built, but there are three specific methods that might have a bearing. The perfect, smooth cuts on the gigantic boulders of these ruins point to a laser-type device. Certain types of lasers are very high heat. We know the aliens are vulnerable to that.”
“We have lasers,” the General said with a slight huff, “but none powerful enough to be used as an effective weapon. It would take a massive energy source to power them that is small enough to be transportable.”
“I’m not saying we do,” Roderick pointed out. “I’m just giving you ideas about what might…and I say ‘might’…have been around in the past. What you can or will do with the information is up to you.”
“Granted,” Mathis replied. “Forgive me, Father. I think we’re all a bit edgy at the moment. Please continue.”
Guerrero smiled without humor and waved off the issue. “The second kind of device the ancients may have had is sonic in nature. Mind you, this is a very controversial idea that is scoffed at by most of the scientific community. I do have a good reason for mentioning it though.”
“What would sound have to do with building anything?” FBI Director Carpenter asked, intrigued by what the priest was saying despite the fact that this was not his area of expertise.
“The stones that make up structures we term megalithic weigh upward of a hundred tons each,” Ricardo said, bringing up an image of the gigantic walls in Cusco, Peru. “How they were moved then placed with such precision is baffling. It’s been suggested that they were moved using sonics. A sound device that created a cushion of air that made these rocks as easy to move as a stick in a pond. I’m over-simplifying a very complex concept, so please forgive me, but since the aliens are using sound against us, I believe this is important.”
The NSA Director and General Mathis exchanged sharp glances. Mathis gave the other man a tiny, curt nod, but said nothing. This was not news to either of them.
“What do you mean?” President Morland asked, an inkling of an idea tickling the back of his mind. “What sound weapons are they using?”
“I’m getting out way out of my background,” Ricardo said. He turned to Kylie and said, “Dr. Jorgenson is better suited to explain. If you would please.”
Kylie stayed where she was at the table. She just sat up a little straighter and swept her gaze around the room. “Remember how Joseph flattened the homes of the Mormon elders in Salt Lake? He did it without fire or explosions of any kind and without damaging the properties around those houses. That was our second hint that the aliens were using sonics against us.”
“The second?” the President cocked his head, on eyebrow raised. “What was the first?”
“The heavenly choir,” Father Guerrero replied gruffly before she could answer. His eyes were narrowed and his jawline hard.
“Yes,” Kylie said, giving him a stern look. She didn’t like being interrupted even though she understood what he was feeling. Something he loved was being despoiled. “Most, if not all, of you have been exposed to this ‘heavenly choir’ either in person or through the broadcasts of the Twelve. How did it make you feel? Did you feel elated, calm, uneasy, or flat out nauseous? It almost made me vomit then gave me a splitting headache.”
She waited until the murmurs and nodding finished and went on. “For a very large part of the population, the alien ‘music’ seems to cause a euphoric rapture and leaves the person susceptible to suggestion. We believe that’s how the Twelve have managed to convert and control the masses so quickly.”
“Please explain,” President Morland said, remembering his own experience with the music. It did calm him at first but quickly became painful.
“Sound affects four primary areas of the brain,” Dr. Jorgenson continued, ticking off her points with her fingers. “The auditor cortex which responds to different frequencies. The cerebrum which helps to visualize images associated with a particular sound. The cerebellum which controls balance, muscle movement, and reflexive actions and, lastly, the limbic system which controls emotions. The aliens are using this ‘heavenly choir’ to bend people to their will. We should find a way to negate it. That could crack the hold they have over their flock.”
“We are already working on that,” General Mathis admitted after a whispered consultation with his NSA counterpart. “As most of you know, we do have some sonic weapons. We’ve actually used them covertly in certain encounters with the aliens. We just haven’t found the right frequency to hurt them yet. Maybe you can help,” he said to Kylie.
“I’ll send the people on my team who’ve been working on this for over a year to your department,” she said stiffly, irritated he hadn’t included her earlier. “Perhaps they can be of some help.”
“You said there were three weapons our supposed high-tech ancients had we might be able to use now, Father,” President Morland said, staving off the hostilities he saw rising between Kylie and the General. “You’ve given us two. What’s the third?”
“The third is something we already have,” Roderick said, his face falling and becoming even more grim. “And it is the most terrible weapon of all. There is debatable, but reliable proof our ancestors once had nuclear power.”
No one needed further explanation. The connotations were as clear as polished glass and the implications horrifying.
“There is one more thing,” Father Guerrero said to the suddenly somber room. “It is also the most far-fetched so idea so I hesitate to mention it, but it could be important.”
He looked at Kylie before speaking. She just shrugged. What could it hurt?
“The reason I was driven from the Vatican after the aliens arrived was not because of the statues I found,” he said cautiously, knowing how what he would say next might be received. “It was because of artifacts I found alongside them which I wouldn’t turn over to the Pope. They are alien in nature, but I got the feeling they were not of the Twelve. They wanted them too badly to just be objects they left behind as Enoch claimed. I think they belong to another race of aliens. More importantly, if I’m reading their scriptures right, a race that is the sworn enemy of the Twelve.”
Chapter 15
Kim Jong-Un stood on the balcony of the ornate conference room on the south-facing side of the Ryongsong Residence staring off into the distance. A warm mountain breeze, thick with the moisture of a coming storm, ruffled his close-cropped ebony hair and dampened his crisp, black uniform. The dark, beady eyes in his rotund, puffy face were narrowed to mere slits as he thought of his hated rival just a little over a hundred miles away. The Supreme Leader would never let the generals gathered at his back know that the actions he was about to take were not motivated by that decades-long hatred, but by unadulterated fear.
Just thirty miles on the other side of the border, Seoul was vibrant and alive under the gifts brought to them by the alien Messiah who came to the city to spread the gospel of the Creator. The being might appear to be the walking reincarnation of Igong, the ancient god who tended the Garden of Life and Death, but he spoke as if his roots were more Christian in nature. That, of itself, did not terrify Kim. It was the fact that the creature was giving his enemy technologies far beyond what current science could provide. Technologies that could easily turn into weapons.
None of Kim’s spies in the south could steal any of the tech or even get close enough to it to relay specifications back to the north. Worse, most of the men he sent had simply disappeared. If they had been captured, it was only a matter of time before they pointed to their master. What would the aliens do then? He’d heard the rumors of cities gone silent after confronting these things. He could not let his country be subjugated by the South. He must act first.
The Supreme leader steeled his spine and turned to the men sitting quietly around the large oak table. He uttered a single word that would reverberate around the world.
“Seuteulaikeu.” <Strike>
Hangul walked along Sejong-daero toward the entrance of the magnificent Seoul City Hall building. Behind the dignitaries accompanying him was a squad of twelve angels in full battle armor, their eyes darting over the massive crowd that lined the street. The ornate and colorful robes he wore swished along the rose-petal-covered pavement. Hangul waved at the people, a beatific smile on his slightly rounded Asian features. He complimented his hosts warmly on the incredible steel and glass edifice rising above him that glowed golden in the afternoon sunlight. Once inside, his senses were assailed by the aromatic smell of the greenery climbing up seven stories on the Green Wall. He spread his gigantic arms and praised the Creator at such a wonder.
Hangul stepped upon the stage and kindly bid his entourage to join him. A bank of camera crews from the world’s news agencies formed a huge crescent before him and his smile grew wider. Much of Asia was falling behind the Word of the Creator and this stop would seal most of it. He was about to speak when he caught an odd glint in the blue sky above the tinted windows. He looked upward and cocked his head just in time to seen the missile shatter the glass.
In that first micro-second, the monstrous explosion blew jagged shards of razor-edged glass across two city blocks. A rain of deadly, sparkling splinters hammered the bodies filling the hall as the angels spread their wings and dove to cover Hangul, but to no avail. The white phosphorous within the warhead erupted in a blast of five-thousand-degree heat that melted the glass and steel into slag. The metallic wings of the angels turned to molten lava and incinerated the alien messiah and all those surrounding him. It was over in a heartbeat. There was not even time to scream.
President Morland sat alone in the Oval Office, his high-backed leather chair turned toward the huge windows that looked out on the green expanse of freshly cut South Lawn. The Resolute Desk sat behind him as it had for other presidents since it was gifted to President Hayes by Queen Victoria in the 1800s, yet today, its very name gnawed at Morland’s mind. Resolute. Determined. Set in purpose and action. Clifford felt none of those things right now. Not since Lincoln had an American leader faced such a dire situation or had to make a decision that would pit brother against brother and father against son. True, that foul excuse of a president in 2020 had nearly split the country and sent radical militias into the streets, but that uprising was easily quelled by real soldiers. This was far different. This would be another true American civil war, but this one would be much, much worse.
In less than eighteen months, the aliens had quietly taken over everything west of the Dakotas all the way down to Texas. The states on the other side of that unseen border were now Conclaves of the Creator and under the control of the Twelve. The cities east of that line where the aliens had landed stood steadfastly opposed to the dictates of the invaders’ religion, though churches of the Creator were spreading like the black plague across the land. The problem was that the First Amendment hampered his response to it and prevented the President from banning them entirely.
As if that wasn’t bad enough, the citizens living under the rule of the Twelve were, for the most part, happy and prosperous. And not just in America, but all around the globe. Morland held a degree in cultural anthropology as well as a Master’s in Political Science. As such, he knew fear, hatred, intolerance, and violence were a major part of the human experience. Inequality by race and class was rampant throughout history. As societies rose, so did the corruption of their leaders and the elite until entire civilizations crumbled under the tremendous weight placed upon the backs of those at the bottom.
Modern society was no different. Tyrants still ruled with an iron fist in many countries around the planet. Genocide and slavery still existed despite the best efforts of those who fought against it. Even the grand experiment that was American Democracy was tainted and far from perfect and had now lost its place as the moral and economic leader of the world. The last ‘president’ – and Clifford used that term loosely - had seen to that. Corruption, greed, immorality, and hatred was so embedded in his entire administration and his supporters that all faith in the U.S. government had been lost not only at home but also abroad.
Then came the pandemic that wiped out almost a quarter of the population before a vaccine was finally developed. The ignorant, unscrupulous, and treacherous response by that foul man and his cronies in congress shattered the economy, spread viciousness, and dissent and threw the country into chaos. President Morland took the frayed reins amid that turmoil and things were slowly getting better. Too slowly for many, but it would take far more than the seven years he’d been in office to fix even part of the vast damage done to America, its people, economy, and reputation. The people were tired, scared, hungry, and furious at politicians. They needed something to give them hope.
Then came these Messiahs right out of the scriptures. They checked all the boxes. They fed the hungry, healed the sick, created jobs, and brought peace to neighborhood rife with violence and bloodshed. They sought out the wicked and the criminal and punished them for their sins. They removed them not only from peaceful society, but from the planet, itself. There would be no prison breaks, lawyers, or legal technicalities to release them back into the world. Daniel, Joseph, and the rest of the Twelve gave the people something no human leader could – complete and utter safety. But this safety came at a hefty price. A price a weary world was ready to pay. Its cost was freedom.
President Morland wondered not for the first time whether this was a bad thing. America was founded on the concept of individual freedom, but like so many other good intentions, over time a great idea was taken to extremes and its purity of purpose was destroyed. The attempt to create a fair and honest justice system became so flooded with ‘rights’ that it became a legal system where justice was an unimportant afterthought. The right to bear arms was perverted to include weapons designed only for the mass killing of human beings. It was twisted and bent until the right of carrying a weapon for personal defense turned into assault rifle radicals walking the streets in an open threat to those who did not believe as they did. Recent history told how that ended. Even something as simple as child abuse laws wound up making parents afraid to discipline their children. It left the country filled with selfish, disrespectful, arrogant adults with no sense of responsibility for their own actions.
These aliens changed all that. Their laws were purely black and white with set punishments that could not be challenged. Their code of behavior was rigid and equal for all. All they demanded in exchange was obedience and most of the people were more than happy to give it. Was he the one in the wrong for standing against them?
Clifford sighed heavily and sipped at the crystal tumbler of single malt he held in his trembling hands. His chair creaked as he leaned back and stared up at the dark band of thick, angry clouds rolling in across the skyline. A storm was coming and there was nothing he could do to stop it. Neither could he just ride it out or, like a sailboat in a hurricane, all would be lost.
Finally turning his chair around, he refilled his glass, set it on the wooden coaster. As much as it terrified him, he had a duty to the country and could not shirk his responsibility. He pressed the intercom on his desk and said, “Please send them in.”
“Holy Mother of God,” George Walker nearly shouted as he burst through the Oval Office doors. The Secretary of Defense looked haggard and winded with drops of sweat beading his forehead. President Morland looked up from the sheaf of documents he was reviewing with the Joint Chiefs, startled by the man’s uncharacteristic outburst. His mouth fell to his knees and his heart nearly stopped as Secretary Walker blurted out, “North Korea has just attacked the South and killed one of the Messiahs.”
The Situation Room was a study in barely controlled chaos. The monitors lining every wall were ablaze with scenes of war. North Korean forces poured out of a network of underground tunnels along the DMZ and ripped across every road access. The American defenders at the various checkpoints didn’t stand a chance.
President Morland finally got control over the ceaseless babble filling the room. He stood at the head of the huge mahogany table, his narrowed eyes staring at the big TV opposite him, and pounded his fists on the high-polished wood to command attention. “Alright! Alright! Quiet down. One at a time. General, give us a summary.”
 “Sir,” Mathis said as he stood at the President’s left. He didn’t have to call up any graphics. The news channels were making his points for him. “Kim Jong-Un is using the spread of the Word in the South as an excuse to attack as he’s always wanted to. He’s committed his half his military to the assault, leaving the rest to protect his own cities. Between the People’s Ground Force and his air force, he has over half a million personnel invested.” 
General Mathis pointed up to a monitor that was showing the ruins of the Seoul City Hall and the enormous fires still ravaging the city. “Kim seems to have developed a new form of white phosphorous bomb with a massive explosive component. It leveled the city hall in minutes and melted the steel and glass into a slag heap. One of the Messiahs and his angels were there at the time. Reports say they were incinerated.”
“The main questions are,” Secretary of State Ackerman said as she looked up from the reports scattered in front of her, “was that accidental, or did Kim know they were there, and were they his primary targets?”
“Our man in Ryongsong says he hit them on purpose,” the CIA Director replied. He shook his lionesque head, his face grim and hard. “Like us, Jong sees these aliens as a threat. As much as I despise the little piss ant, at least he has the guts to take them on.”
“True, but look what he’s up against now,” George Walker pointed out. The Secretary of Defense nodded toward a news feed out of Seongnam across the river from Seoul. Twelve of the enormous alien transport ships had landed in the middle of Incheon International Airport. Satellite images showed thousands of Aleohiem pouring out of the spaceships followed by a wide array of strange-looking land and aircraft. “We haven’t seen the true military capabilities of these aliens yet. I think we’re about to.”
“We can use that,” General Mathis replied, the wheels in his brilliant mind spinning. “Kim has one advantage over us. He doesn’t give a shit about killing his own people or about collateral damage. He’ll use everything in his arsenal against his enemies. What the aliens throw back at him will tell us a lot about them and what their weaknesses might be.”
“But the attack also causes us a problem,” Ellen Ackerman said tersely. “Our garrison at Yongsan Base in being pulled into the conflict. It’s one of Kim’s prime targets and President Jae-in is demanding action. Do we send more forces or wait to see what happens next?”
“I honestly don’t know of any help we can provide that the aliens cannot,” President Morland said roughly. “We’ll put out a statement condemning Jung’s actions, but, for now, our troops are to hold their own and protect the base.” He glanced over at Admiral Kincaid and added, “Make sure the Seventh Fleet is close by, but tell them to only fire if fired upon.”
“Yes, Sir,” was the crisp reply.
“Now let’s see what the next nightmare will bring,” the President said with a weary sigh.
Min Joon-Kyong stood on South Korean soil for the very first time. The Ground Force Commander had dreamed of this day his entire life. But now that he stared out at the scorched earth before him, it was not as satisfying as he thought it would be. Heaps of melted, blackened, and burning rubble created a gigantic hole in the center of Seoul – a once-magnificent city he had always envied from afar.
In his youthful fantasies, he rode through the boulevards at the head of an armored column, crowds of grateful citizens cheering from the sidewalks. As he got older, he knew that would not happen, but he did not expect to be met by utter devastation. Then again, Min did not expect to be taking on alien invaders from outer space either.
The Commander had paid careful attention to the reports of previous battles with these aliens - especially, the ones where they were killed. He noted how the angels protected the ‘Messiahs’. That told him those creatures were probably more vulnerable to conventional weapons than their winged and armored bodyguards. The L.A. incident taught him that armor could be negated by extreme heat weapons. The foot soldiers – the Aleohiem – were tough bastards, but killable. The enemy could knock out electronics so the Air Force and Navy were rendered near useless. That left any assault firmly in his hands and the Ground Forces. Min combined all of this intelligence and presented a plan that negated the alien advantage. His heart swelled with pride when Kim Jong-un personally praised him and gave him control over the entire offensive.
The destruction of the Seoul City Hall was a carefully planned attack. Min knew the alien envoys were there and they were his intended target. He also understood the response would be swift by both these invaders and the Korean Army. The Americans were too divided and weak to get involved so he feared no reprisals from them. As he anticipated, the alien armada used the Seoul airport as a staging area. It meant their assured downfall.
The nuclear missile that struck at the heart of the transports did not rely on electronic targeting. It was basically a huge, rocket-powered grenade lobbed over the DMZ with a precisely calculated trajectory. It fell like a gigantic boulder into the middle of the Incheon International Airport and vaporized nearly everything within a half a mile radius. The alien ships buckled, bent, and tossed across the bubbling tarmac like feathers in a hurricane. Nothing was left of the unprotected Aleohiem soldiers or the crews inside the vessels. Not even the tiniest speck of ash. Over a hundred thousand alien and human souls evaporated in less than a blink of an eye.
The pressure wave that followed pulverized every almost every building within a two and a half-mile radius and anyone unlucky enough to be in or around them. The four-mile wide heat blast seared and blistered the flesh of anything caught in the open. The stench to those who could still breathe for a few more moments was as unbearable as excruciating agony wracking their bodies. Intense, angry clouds of radiation spread out across the landscape with incredible speed. Those exposed within the first ten miles would die horribly within a month at most. The rest of Yeongjong Island would be uninhabitable for decades. The poisonous band of toxic dust and smoke would drift northeast creating a swath of death across the country far deadlier than the DMZ had ever been. 
With tears of joy mixed with those of sadness at the unimaginable carnage he had caused, Min congratulated himself at the success of his first strike. Even as the People’s Army poured into the South Korean landscape, he knew the rest of the world was so tied up with their internal struggles to step in. This was his time and the moment the Korean people would finally be reunited as one country. His place in history was assured.
History would definitely remember his name. But not in a way even Min Joon-Kyong could ever have anticipated. He would be known as the man who caused the downfall of all humanity.
“Holy Mother Mary!” Angeline Morgan whispered, the blood draining from her pale oval face. Her aquamarine eyes were as large as saucers and reddened by a flood of tears that seemed to have no end. The massive red, black and yellow fireball crowned a turbulent gray column of horror that rose like a malignant mushroom above the Korean airport. A tsunami of destruction ripped across the landscape, pulverizing everything in its path.
Angeline felt her heart pounding as she watched the hellish images scrolling across the 30” flat-screen TV mounted on the wall of the dingy Salt Lake apartment. Unconsciously, she crossed her arms over her chest to keep it from bursting from her ribcage. Only moments before, the drones of the Twelve were broadcasting scenes of the angels and Aleohiem warriors swarming from the transports to wreak vengeance on those who murdered their brethren. Now there was nothing left of them but flickers of ash and flame. She felt no deep allegiance to the aliens, but they were living creatures and did not deserve such a ghastly end. Nor did the countless thousands of human beings caught in that maelstrom of agonizing horror.
Carl Washburn sat next to her on the sofa, his white-knuckled hands clutched between his knees. His chiseled features looked like they were carved from a solid block of white granite. He could feel the bile burning the back of his throat as he tried to swallow the bitter taste in his mouth. With shaking hands, Carl reached for the steaming cup of dark roast on the coffee table before him. He was craving something stronger, but he didn’t think his churning stomach could handle a strong shot of whiskey.
Thankfully, the terrifying images lasted only a few moments before the drone was blasted out of existence. The final pictures were a chaotic, swirling blur as the craft was tumbled through the air by the massive shockwave. The news anchor was blanched, open-mouthed and silent, unable to find any suitable words for the atrocity he just witnessed. For the first time since the Conclaves made all media state-run agencies and banned all other stations, the broadcast simply stopped, the screen going as blank as the look in the eyes of the commentator.
“Those sons of bitches,” Carl muttered, his lips clamped together. “What in the hell have they done?”
He reached over and pulled Angeline into his strong embrace. He didn’t try to comfort her. He just let her sob against his chest until she could gather some semblance of self-control. Carl’s warrior instincts immediately switched to tactical mode while she trembled in his arms. What would these aliens do now? He saw how they reacted to the death of a single angel with the near destruction of East L.A. What would they do after the death of one of the Twelve and thousands of their kind? The mere thought of it made him shiver as much as the woman quivering at his side.
The stunned silence was jarringly broken by the insistent ringing of their cell phones. They both jumped, startled by the sudden noise. Carl pulled his phone from his hip and stepped away so Angel could answer her own.
“Holy shit, man!” Justin nearly shouted in his ear. “That bastard Kim set a nuke off in Seoul! Is he fucking crazy?”
“We saw,” Carl grumbled harshly. “And, yes, he is. But we all knew that. The question is what is Joseph going to do about it?”
“Not just Joseph,” Justin replied grimly. “How is the rest of the world going to react and what are the North Koreans going to do next?”
“Not sure,” Carl answered. He stood in front of the small dirty window and raised his eyes to look out into a bright blue sky filled with billowy white clouds drifting lazily across the horizon. “I think we will have our answers soon enough. Talk to you in a few.”
“Very soon,” Angeline said as she walked up and poured herself a couple of shots of bourbon. “There’s going to be a big news conference first thing in the morning. You coming with me?”
Carl could see it was not just an off-handed request. There was a pleading in her eyes that was very unusual for such a strong, self-assured woman. Even with the short, black wig and her face altered by theatrical makeup that gave her a bigger nose, rounded her chin, and filled out her cheeks, it was dangerous for her to be this close to Joseph. “I thought we decided we were not coming back to Salt Lake,” he grumbled. We have no business being here. You’re going to get yourself killed. 
“It’s to be held at the Conference Center,” she replied, taking a long sip of her drink. “We can be close by without drawing attention.” Angeline glanced up into his face, her eyes hard and her tone stiff. “I missed Soldier’s Field. I’m not missing this one. I’m a reporter after all.”
What Angeline didn’t say was she was also here to prove to herself she wasn’t afraid of Joseph. She’d been threatened many times before by tyrants and terrorists. Even though she was absolutely scared to death, she would not allow him to keep her from reporting the truth. “Please,” she said, putting her hand on his rugged cheek. “I need to be here. I have a bad feeling about this.”
Carl smiled warmly though his mahogany eyes remained as hard as steel. He put his hand gently on her shoulder. “I do, too. Of course, I’ll be there. I’ll always be there whenever you need me. You know this.”
“I love you, too,” Angeline whispered softly, hiding the words in the folds of his shirt as she pressed her face against his chest. Even though he’d never said it, she knew exactly how he felt and that was enough for her.
“Don’t you think it’s strange they’re waiting until tomorrow, though?” Carl asked thoughtfully, gazing across the cityscape. He finally gave up and poured himself a tall drink. “I’d think they’d react immediately.”
“Yeah,” Angeline agreed tersely. “That’s what worries me.”
Carl had no fear of being noticed even though Justin was back from L.A. and he’d brought a few ‘special friends’ were with him. The main auditorium of the Conference Center was jammed to capacity. The choir space in front of the massive golden organ was an amazing sight to behold. Black-armored Aleohiem stood shoulder to shoulder in rigid, silent attention, their eyes scanning the crowd and their hands resting on the pommels of their swords. Except for the front row, the rostrum between them and the currently empty podium was the most awe-inspiring, breath-taking scene Carl had ever witnessed. One hundred and fifty angels decked out in their colorful, glistening armor stood with multi-hued wings furled tightly against their backs, their arms crossed over their chest plates. As the cameras scanned over them, he could see the set of their faces. They were grim and narrow-eyed and they surveyed the crowd like hawks about to devour a hapless mouse. The bleakness of their countenances and the set of their stances sent a cold chill up Carl’s spine.
Despite Carl’s rigorous abjections, Angeline walked among the arc of reporters and camera crews filling the orchestra pit in front of the stage. She wore a press pass she’s stolen from a CNN reporter and kept her head down. A few carefully chosen and well-placed questions told her all she could learn from her fellow journalists. All she knew was that a flurry of activity had happened at the airport overnight and heavily protected caravans of vehicles had driven down closed off and darkened streets to Temple Square under the cover of night. Who the occupants were and what their mission might be remained a mystery. Adding to the riddle was the fact that crews from every major news outlet in the world were in attendance today.
“Learn anything interesting?” Carl asked, greatly relieved she was back at his side hidden among the crowded stadium.
“Only that nobody else seems to know what’s happening,” Angeline replied. She took a deep breath and leaned her head close. It took her much longer to weave her way through the packed throngs than she anticipated. She knew what a horrendous chance she was taking and no matter how good her disguise, she didn’t want to be anywhere near the stage when Joseph appeared. “And the ominous feeling of dread I have is also saturating the minds of every single other reporter down there.”
After the Twelve solidified their control of the western states, they had put up a barrier along the border of the same type that once surrounded the climate control towers. Nothing could get through them and access to the Conclaves was strictly limited. Salt Lake City was left open to outsiders as a hub of commerce and diplomacy but the world’s media was banned. The only news coming out of alien territory was stringently controlled and censored. Luckily, Angeline had other sources and knew more about what was happening over the wall than she’d let on. That knowledge is what made this conference and those in attendance so terrifying to her.
Her apprehension was heightened and justified a mere few moments later. The air around them almost shimmered as the mystical sounds of the heavenly choir filled the mammoth stadium. The noisy hubbub of conversations quieted to whispered murmurs and sideways glances. A collective gasp filled the gigantic chamber as a miraculous and astounding group of men walked out onto the stage and aligned themselves behind the podium. Not only was the Convention center stunned to complete silence. The entire world held its cumulative breath.
Joseph took center stage, but arrayed behind him were all of the Messiahs from around the globe. This was the first time anyone had seen the Twelve gathered together in one place, though now there were only eleven of them. It wasn’t just that which so shocked the onlookers. It was the fact that, seen together, it was astounding how nearly identical most of them were. It was as if they were born of the same womb at the same time. The differences between them were subtle which was what made them stand out even more. Though each looked like the reincarnation of Jesus Christ, skin coloring and the shape of the eyes and face was more in line with the regions where they first appeared. A couple had a more Asian visage while others seemed to be of Middle Eastern descent. Each wore clothing from their country of origin from robes and turbans to business suits. Though they were obviously brothers, somehow every major religion of the globe was represented among them.
Angeline picked her jaw up from the floor and tightened her grip on Carl’s burly arm. She could hear a shuffling of feet around her and heard the gasps and mumbles of the crowd pressing tightly around her. Even from here, she could see her colleagues in the pit struggling to gather their wits while their eyes remained glued to the dais before them. 
 The heavenly choir faded away, easing the headache Angeline always felt when she heard it. Joseph stood behind the over-sized pulpit, his head bowed and his huge hands gripping the edges of the mahogany stand. The cameras zoomed in from the Twelve until only the Prime filled the enormous screens on either side of the stage. The lights caught the auburn highlights in his wavy mane of dark brown hair and made it sparkle with a million stars. His curly beard darkened his face and left his eyes in deep shadow. Angeline thought she could see a vibration rippling down his corded arms, but at this distance, she could not be sure. When he finally raised his countenance, it was a mask of both holy wraith and boundless sorrow.
“We came to you in peace,” Joseph said without preamble. The stage lights glinted off the dampness in his eyes and reflected the blue/white sparks behind them. “We came to spread the Word of the Creator and to bring you into his loving embrace. We have shared with you His many gifts and helped restore the balance of nature to your world and within your hearts. We came to show you the wickedness of your ways and to save you from not only yourselves, but from those who would do you harm. We have sought to fold your feeble attempts at understanding His Plan into the one True Path. We offered to bring you into His universal flock and show you wonders of galaxies beyond belief.”
His full lips tightened beneath his beard and his glare crackled as Joseph continued. “And how have we been treated? We have been attacked by those without faith, by those who hold their beliefs up as the only truth despite the evidence of their own eyes, and even by those we held closest.
Angeline shuttered and ducked a little lower behind the people in front of her. She felt the bite of his words as if he was talking directly into her face.
Joseph wasn’t even looking in her direction though. He was staring into the cameras, his face blazing. “We have battled those who put themselves above the Will of the Creator. We have tried to do so peacefully and with logic and love. Still, our churches have been burned and defaced, our people assaulted even within the Conclaves.”
The prime slammed his fist down on the podium, the sound echoing loudly in the hushed silence of the stadium. “This will not stand! We have tried to do bring you salvation without the use of force and to provide you, His Children, with safe havens away from the evil around you. In reply, a great diabolism has been visited upon us all. One of the Twelve has been murdered. Thousands of the Creator’s direct descendants have been wiped from existence. Millions of your own people have been slaughtered in an instant and many more will succumb to horrific sickness in the coming months. And your world governments sit back and do nothing but condemn these atrocities.”
Fire erupted in Joseph’s eyes as he stared into the cameras. “We will not,” he said grimly. Those simple words cut through the airwaves like a red-hot knife. They sent shivers up the spines of everyone in the Convention Center and instilled a deep sense of fear and dread in all who watched the broadcast.
“Witness His Divine Wraith,” the Prime intoned, spreading his arms toward the gigantic monitors on either side of the stage.
The images on the huge displays cut away from the Twelve. After a momentary blankness, the scene shifted to the skies above a small mountain range surrounded by vast cities spread out across low brownish plains. A huge, serpentine river wound its way across the landscape and toward a deep green ocean to the west. Even though it was midday, a great darkness descended upon the mountains and the complex nestled within them.
The air left the stadium and stuck in the chests of every soul within the complex. Angeline felt a sharp pain cutting across her ribs as she struggled to breathe. She wrapped her arms around her torso, her hand still clutching the microphone. She could not believe her own eyes and was terrified at what this deadly apparition might mean.
The object was an enormous cylinder-shaped craft rounded on each end and a middle four times as wide as the tips. It was so large that it completely eclipsed the compound beneath it, leaving the ground in shadow. There seemed to be antenna or rods of some kind protruding from the sides of one end while the other end was wrapped by a wide, milky white band wrapped around the other end. Other than that, the ship was matte black and featureless. It floated down over the mountain stronghold without a whisper of sound.
The ship stopped and hovered about a mile above the ground. Flashes and flares exploded all around it. Those that struck the craft bounced harmlessly off the hide of the beast-like gnats attacking a rhino. The artillery barrage from below went completely ignored as the behemoth almost majestically rotated in the deep blue sky until the tip with the antenna pointed straight down. Missiles from the aircraft buzzing around the monster like a swarm of angry hornets fizzled and dropped like stones far from the spacecraft, erupting in fire and smoke as they hit the ground.
A bright, golden aura bathed the ship in sparkling luminescence that spread out from the cardinal points. The blackness disappeared as the glow took the shape of a holy cross, the horizontal line stretching out for half a mile. It was a mirror image of the manifestations that first descended upon the religious centers of the world.
The tail of the cross dropped until it touched the complex and enshrouded it in golden brilliance. The beam began to pulse, each oscillation pounding the earth like the hammer of God. The first beat flattened the surface structures of the Ryongsong Residence of Kim Jong-un into powder. Dust and dirt mixed with shards of rock and wood and erupted into the air like the filthy cloud of a volcano. The second fist of the Creator leveled the mountain range as if it never existed. The Supreme Leader thought himself safe in his nuclear-hardened bunker hundreds of feet below ground, but the third pulse pulverized him and everyone hunkered down with him, sealing his shattered remains in a tomb that would never be reopened. As silently as when it first appeared, the cross and the ship it contained rose in the sky, vanishing in the inky blackness of space.
Angeline choked on the bile filling her burning throat. It was not for the tyrannical dictator and his minions that had ordered the nuclear destruction of the thriving, beautiful city of Seoul. He got what he deserved. What sickened her was the awesome display of sheer, raw power Joseph and his ilk could bring to bear and the deep, horrifying feeling that this was just the beginning. With the Prime’s next breath, her instincts were proven right.
“The actions of this country,” he said, pointing at the disappearing ship, “the inaction of other countries and the attacks on us by those who oppose His Word have taught us you cannot be brought into the light through peace and love alone. You have shown us that not even the benefits we provide to improve your lives and the salvation we offer you are not enough to make you change the wickedness inherent within you. It has always been our only goal to save you from His righteous judgment, but now we realize something else is needed to prevent the destruction of the human race when the Creator arrives.”
Joseph stared into the cameras, his holy visage filling the screens. The rage and determination was written in every line of his face, in the ripples of tension cascading down his sinewy arms and the flames burning in his near-black eyes. “We will not fail in the mission entrusted to us by the Creator. In all of eternity, throughout the endless galaxies, we have never been thwarted in our attempts to save a world once it has been deemed worthy of our attention. This planet will not be our first!”
His remaining ten brothers took a few steps forward and formed an arc behind Joseph on the stage. The commanders of the angelic host took up positions at the backs of the Twelve, their wings unfurled to create a magnificent wall of color and splendor. The lights glistened off the metallic sheen of the feathers spawning a multi-hued rainbow that eclipsed the golden pipes of the gigantic organ.
“As of today,” Joseph said, his words as sharp as razor-honed steel that cut into every heart and mind witnessing the broadcast, “we declare the entire Earth a Conclave of the Creator. All other religions are henceforth banned or brought under the umbrella of His Word. The militaries of the world are hereby ordered to stand down and disband or face annihilation. All governments will be ruled by His holy representatives or face the same fate as that witnessed today.”
To the stunned, shocked silence surrounding him, Joseph said harshly, “This is the Word of the Creator. This is His Will and, by all that is holy, we, His Divine soldiers, shall see it done. You have one week to comply or face judgment day.”
Chapter 14
Russia was the first to react to the ultimatum which didn’t surprise anyone. When the aliens first appeared in the cities of the Earth, the Russian Orthodox Church was quick to condemn them as false gods and blasphemers. The fact that these Messiahs swiftly overtook the Vatican and bent the Pope to their will was pointed out as proof. The ancient animosities separating Rome from Moscow only added to the fire. With each new appearance of a Messiah and his angels, His Holiness Patriarch Kirill was quick to remark on the similarities between them. He noted they were mere clones of Jesus Christ and insinuated they must be demons taking on a familiar form to lull the masses.
Vladimir Putin took a more pragmatic, secular point of view though he agreed with the Patriarch. The personas these aliens had taken on were meant to cloud the mind. Always the master strategist, Putin realized their choice of visage was tactical in nature and had nothing to do with spirituality. He had to admit, the angels were a stroke of genius. Give the people what they expected to see – what they needed to see – and they would follow like sheep.
The Russian President watched carefully as the aliens intertwined all the religions of the world into one manifesto under their leadership. Religion had historically been used to control the masses and was still the one element of society shared by the entire world. Unite those beliefs under one banner and you commanded a force greater than any military on the planet. The moment the state of Utah was declared a Conclave of the Creator, Vladimir saw a grim future unfolding before his eyes.
Pope John Matthew’s announcement the Vatican was a Conclave and would be known as a Church of the Creator gave Putin his first inroad to prevent the spread in Russia. The violence that followed in the wake of the flood of churches falling under the spell of the aliens helped him further. The takeover of half of America by these invaders gave him more ammunition. Joseph’s ultimatum gave him the last excuse he needed. With the full support of the Moscow Patriarchate’s Department for External Church Relations and His Holiness Patriarch Kirill, Vladimir used the 2016 Yarovaya Law to label the Roman Catholic Church and any Church of the Creator a terrorist organization. The doors of every Catholic cathedral were chained closed and all rites banned from practice. Anyone caught performing them or even disseminating information about their beliefs to others were subject to immediate arrest, prosecution, and imprisonment.
“These steps alone will not help us when these invaders come calling, Mr. President,” Defense Minister Sergey Shoygu said, running a hand over the high widow’s peak of his dark gray hair. “As you ordered, sir, our military is on high alert and armed with our newest anti-alien weapons.”
“I fear they may not be enough,” General Gerasimov Valery said harshly. The Chief of the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces was not as confident as the Defense Minister and knew better than to promise the President something he could not deliver. Such a stance had not gone well for other Generals. “The power of the single vessel which destroyed Kim Jong-Un’s compound was beyond belief. We have no way of knowing how many more they may have nor how to defeat them. We must move with caution.”
“Our agents in other countries tell us there is bitter fighting in the streets in and around the Conclaves currently established,” Naryshkin Sergei of the Foreign Intelligence Service said, bringing up news images on the big flat screens. “At present, the aliens have their hands full quelling the unrest. They have never had a strong foothold in Russia so I do believe we have a little time to improve our weaponry.”
“And when they do turn their attention to us?” President Putin asked tersely, staring up at the news broadcasts.
“God help us,” General Valery muttered glumly, unable to think of anything else to say. “God help us.”
President Morland cursed the day he was born. As if his beloved country had not suffered enough in the last decade, now it was the focal point of religious upheaval and an alien invasion. It was happening on his watch and no matter the power at his command, he felt helpless. His days were filled with intelligence briefings, strategy meetings, and phone calls with other heads of state. Now he was being forced to take actual action and no matter which course he took, the effects would be devastating.
“The Twelve landed more than a hundred massive transport ships in South Korea and are wiping out every North Korean battalion they come up against,” General Mathis said, standing at the foot of the long table in the Situations Room. He used a laser pointer to show a map of troop movements on the peninsula while pictures of burning cities and utter destruction filled the monitors on either side of the big screen. “They’ve already subdued three-quarters of the country and are nearing what’s left of Seoul. Intelligence says what’s left of Kim’s army has retreated to the North, but the aliens are hot on their heels.”
Images appeared on the monitors of tanks and artillery melted into slag surrounded by piles of charred bodies. Smoldering cityscapes looked like the jagged, broken teeth of some mythical monster, windows glowing with fire-red eyes. Dirty and blank-eyed people wandered aimlessly through the streets searching for lost loved ones or bits of food. Packs of wide dogs fed on twisted corpses littering the rubble. Squads of black-armored Aleohiem patrolled the streets accompanied by angels flying overhead. Regular South Korean Army troops concentrated on helping the terrified citizens while staying as far from the aliens as possible.
“Most of the carnage was caused by the KPA,” the CIA Director added as the view changed to satellite images of other regions of the country. “Suwon and Cheonan were both hit with nuclear weapons before the Twelve took control. They lost at least twenty of the troop carriers and an unknown number of personnel in the blasts as well as hundreds of thousands of Korean citizens. From that second on, the aliens became even more merciless if that can be imagined. They didn’t shoot their enemies if they could help it. They cut the Northern soldiers to pieces in close combat with those big swords they carry.”
He shuddered, putting a couple of hideous pictures on the screen. “It was grisly but effective. Whole divisions laid down their arms and surrendered.”
“What happened to them?” President Morland asked, turning his face away from the ghastly images and swallowing a gulp of water.
“The prisoners were loaded on those huge transports,” the Director said, his face dark and hard. “Then they vanished. It appears they were taken off-world just as Joseph said they would be. We can’t prove it though.”
The President took a moment to regain his composure. He fidgeted with his coffee cup while the room stayed quiet. Morland took a deep breath and looked around at the somber room. “What of other countries? Anyone making any serious headway against these invaders?”
“The KPA did a lot of damage to the aliens,” General Mathis said glumly. “They just didn’t care how much collateral damage it cost.”
“Well, we’re not going that route,” Morland said unnecessarily.
“I’m not saying we should,” the General replied bluntly. “I’m just pointing out these creatures die like everyone else.”
“Noted,” the President said flatly with a nod. “Now back to my question.”
“Honestly,” Mathis replied, his head lowering and his big hands fisting before him, “wherever there is direct conflict with the forces of the Twelve, we lose heavily. They have advanced weaponry, an uncountable number of troops, and physical stamina our soldiers can’t match. And they are utterly ruthless. Plus they are being backed by human converts – military and citizen alike.”
“So you’re saying we don’t stand a chance,” President Morland said, his eyes narrowed and filled with sparks.
“No,” the General said, a growl rumbling in his throat. “I’m saying we haven’t found a way yet.”
“There have been some battles of note,” the CIA Director injected into the somber moment. “Not because of the final outcome, but because of what we learned from them.”
“Like what?” the President asked, curious, and looking for the smallest ray of hope.
“Believe it or not, the Japanese have held their own the longest against the Aleohiem one-on-one,” he answered, shaking his head in disbelief. “Intelligence reports it’s wasn’t modern weapons that made the difference but ancient ones. Martial arts and swords to be exact. There’s been a resurgence of the samurai warrior class since these aliens arrived and the Japanese are using them as elite units. They’re even using bows and arrows. As astounding as it is, they have taken down more of the Aleohiem than any other unit.”
“Swords are no good against an assault rifle or those energy weapons the aliens have,” Mathis snickered derisively.
“Very true,” the Director agreed, “but they do seem to be making a difference in close combat.” He glanced at the President and added, “I’m not saying we arm our soldiers with swords. I’m just mentioning it as an aside. When we look at the greatest damage we’ve done to the invaders, it hasn’t been by using battalions. It’s been using Special Forces and covert efforts.”
“Yet, battalions are what we need now,” President Morland said sadly. He looked up at the constantly changing news feeds and bit his lower lip. “The Twelve are amassing troops – human and alien – along the Conclave borders. They intend to take the entire country.”
Morland locked eyes with every single person in the Situations Room. “We will not allow that to happen. This is our country, goddamnit!” He slammed his fist down on the table and glared at the monitors. “I swear if I have to pick up a gun myself and meet them on Pennsylvania Avenue, this will not happen!”
Lucas Olstein kept his face a mask of righteous indignation, but inside he was sickened by the event taking place in the parking lot of his beautiful Crystal Cathedral in the Santa Susanna Pass. Bibles and prayer books were heaped in a burning bonfire while his flocked shouted and cursed the blasphemies of Reverend O’Connell and the Coalition of Interdenominational Ministries. How dare they question the sacred personification of Jesus Christ in the bodies of Joseph and the Twelve? How dare they deny the existence of the Creator with His divine angels standing in their midst? How dare they ignore the miraculous works of the emissaries and accuse them of demonic intentions?
Lucas stood on the hastily built stage at Daniel’s right hand, grateful the envoy paid him little attention. It gave him a chance to study the creature covertly. A small smug smile played across the man’s face. The flames of the fire flickered in his amber eyes like a reflection of the pits of hell. As if Lucas’ doubts weren’t deep enough, this and Soldier’s Field solidified them into outright certainty. These beings had not appeared as the salvation of mankind. They were here for their own unholy ends. Reverend O’Connell was right. These were the minions of the Antichrist. This despicable act was the final confirmation of that simple fact.
But what could he do about it? One look at the glazed and red-cheeked faces of the fanatics surrounding him told Lucas he had little chance against the power of their belief. It shamed him beyond words that he had once used this very devotion to line his own pockets and stroke his ego. Now his methods were being used to subdue and control the masses he’d used for his personal glory. The Lord God was showing him a mirror of his actions and it was torturing him like nothing he could have ever imagined.
Book burnings like this one were happening throughout the Conclaves. Churches not aligned with the Word of the Creator were banned, boarded up, or burned to the ground. Those who did not convert or fought back were hacked to pieces by their neighbors or turned over to the aliens. They were never seen again. Bands of citizens emblazoned with the wing-hand-fist symbol of the Twelve roamed the streets and enforced His Holy Laws without mercy or due process. The police simply stood aside or actively joined in the purge.
Lucas wanted to take his family and run but that was impossible. His wife and children were among the most ardent devotees and were down there right now tossing bibles into the fire. As much as what they were doing nauseated him, he loved them with all his heart. He could not leave them behind. His hands balled at his side, Lucas could feel the sting of tears in his eyes. He must save them from this horror somehow. He must act or they would all be condemned to eternal damnation. Never had his belief in God been stronger. This was his test. He would not fail his Lord or his family.
The huge conference center in the Crystal Cathedral was now the war room for the entire west coast. Huge TV screens adorned the walls where the Holy Cross and portraits of Jesus and Mother Mary once hung. Only two of the twelve showed news feeds from outside the Conclaves. The rest were directly from alien drones scattered through various cities and along the eastern borders. Troop movements by the U.S. government were carefully monitored and military communications decoded. The broadcast control center in the next room contained more than just the equipment used by the Olstein ministries. Now it was loaded with devices of alien origin.
Lucas wandered unhindered through the rooms, largely ignored by the human and alien commanders. The angels, the Aleohiem, and their human counterparts all treated his as completely insignificant and not worthy of their notice. It used to humiliate and anger him, but now it was exactly the attitude Lucas wanted from them.
One thing he was not was stupid. Lucas understood strategy more than they realized. Military tactics and those he’d used to build his empire were not that much different. He paid extreme attention to every detail going on in the war room and every comment made among the officers. It didn’t take him long to understand their plans. He didn’t know what he was going to do with that knowledge yet, but he knew it was vital. That information was secondary to the real reason he’d been spending so much time here, though.
Lucas was instrumental in the formation of the broadcast center. He’d chosen the best engineers money could buy to put together a system that rivaled the top networks in sophistication and power. His reach was unmatched by the other televangelist preachers of the time. He knew this equipment like the back of his hand. When Reverend O’Connell mentioned the befuddling effects of the heavenly choir, it gave voice to the unnamed suspicion that nagged at the back of his mind. The addition of the otherworldly devices to his system now made total sense. All he had to do was figure out how they worked.
It took months of careful listening and surreptitious attention to get a handle on it, but Lucas finally understood the alien glyphs enough to know how the equipment operated and at what frequencies. Perhaps the brainwashing could be reversed and his family would come to their senses. If he could get this to the American military, it just might turn the tide. There was only one person he knew of that might be able to help…if she was still alive.
Angeline was very much alive though under strict house arrest. Secret Service agents stood at the door of the home she’d been assigned in Washington while others roved the grounds around her fenced yard. It irked her to no end and she stomped around the spacious house like it was a six by six concrete cell. Thanks to Joseph, she was now the face of human rebellion against the Creator and the bounty on her head was greater than the net worth of a small country. If it hadn’t been for Carl and his team, she’d be dead ten times over. They barely escaped Utah and were hunted ever since. After two attempts on the streets of D.C. Angeline was put in protective custody.
“Son of a bitch!” Angel kicked a footstool while she watched reports of battles being fought along the Conclave borders in Texas, Oklahoma, and Kansas. “I should be out there!”
“Well, if you’d quit ditching your detail, maybe you wouldn’t be locked in the house.” Carl stretched his long, well-muscled body out on the couch, his arm laying across the back, one leg dangling over the edge. His dark chocolate eyes twinkled and a small smile played over his full lips. “I can’t be with you all the time.” He watched the supple way she moved even angry and caught her fiery gaze. He let his eyes travel the length of her and quipped, “You’re a wanted woman…in more ways than one.”
“Quit being a man,” she snapped back, catching his admiring look. Angeline planted her fists on her hips and asked, “How am I supposed to do my job with these goons surrounding me all the time?”
“Come on, Angel,” Carl replied, seeing his attempt at distracting her fall flat. He ran his fingers through his wavy black hair and sat up in the corner of the sofa. “You’ve been in battle zones before. That’s how we met. Remember? Like it or not, your face is all over the broadcasts of the Twelve. You’re their poster child. You and O’Connell. They’ve put the blame for the towers and the uprising against them directly on the two of you. They have sympathizers all over the country. At least he welcomes the militia guarding him. A bodyguard or two shouldn’t even slow you down.”
“Well, he isn’t locked in a house,” she retorted sharply. She spun on her and went to the kitchen to pour some coffee. “I need to be out there!”
“Like I said, quit ditching your detail,” Carl replied sternly. He took on a more serious demeanor as he thanked her for the steaming mug. “You’ve also become a hero to America. A symbol. We need that right now. You should’ve taken the Times offer as an anchor.”
“I’m not a desk jockey,” she snorted. Angeline plopped down in the heavily padded, brown recliner across from Carl and crossed her legs.
“I know,” he said a little softer as he reached across to lay a hand on her knee. He didn’t add he didn’t want to lose her either. It was unnecessary and irrelevant. Both their jobs were dangerous. “Look. The last attempt on you was just a week ago. Give things another week to calm down. If you’re not out of here by then, I’ll break you out myself.”
“A week is a lifetime in the news business,” she grumbled, not mollified by his promise. She was about to speak more when a knock came on the door. “Come in.”
“Mail,” the agent said. Carl met him at the door and took the stack of envelopes that had obviously been opened and inspected. One ricin-laden letter was enough. He gave them to Angel and sat back down. She thanked the agent and skimmed through the pile.
“Strange the mail is still running through all this, isn’t it?” Carl sipped on his coffee, glad she had something else to think about for a minute.
“Neither rain nor sleet nor alien invasion,” Angeline mumbled. Halfway through, she came to a sudden stop and dropped the letters on the floor. The only one that remained in her hand was a slightly oversized square envelope postmarked California. Her eyes went wide and she stammered, “Holy shit!”
“What’s the matter?” Carl set bolt upright, his senses on high alert.
She didn’t answer right away. She pulled out an inner envelope and took out the ornate birthday card inside. When she opened it, a hundred dollar bill fluttered to the floor. Angeline ignored the money and carefully studied the card, her lips moving as she read the hand-written note beneath the greeting. It said, “May you find salvation within. Lucas.”
“It’s nowhere near your birthday,” Carl said, getting up to look over her shoulder. Who’s it from?”
“Lucas Olstein,” she said, the surprise plain in her voice. She handed Carl the outer envelope so he could read who sent it to her. “And Bruce Wayne.”
“Bruce Wayne? You mean Batman?” He read the address which said from Bruce Wayne to Clark Kent. “Clark Kent? Superman? How did this get to you?”
“I left instructions with the post office to have any letters sent to Clark Kent rerouted to me,” she said flatly, not looking up. Instead, Angel ran her fingers along the edges of the thick paper of the card. She found what she was looking for on the interior fold and peeled it back. There was writing inside.
“We need to get this to the President right now,” Angeline almost shouted. She jumped up and called for the agents outside the door. Her face lit up like a neon sign and she reached for her jacket hanging on the hook. “Come on,” she said, dragging Carl behind her. “Time to get back to work.”
“The last time I spoke to Lucas, he was worried and disaffected by things he saw going on with his ‘messiah’ David,” she said, sitting in the Oval Office with the President and his cabinet. “We knew any phone calls or electronic communications between us would probably be monitored so we sat up a different way to get messages to each other. Our mail system is antiquated and slow as far as the aliens are concerned. It never even dawned on them to pay it any attention. Still, their human might notice if we sent letters to each other so we set up a fail-safe.”
She handed the card to President Morland and continued. “Long before the aliens arrived, Lucas made it a policy to send out birthday cards once a month to a hundred members of his flock selected at random by computer. He always included a personal hand-written note and a hundred dollar bill. No one would notice what names he sent them to. I have a friend in L.A. whose real name is Bruce Wayne. Yeah,” she said as chuckles rippled around the room, “his parents loved Batman. It caused him no end of grief growing up.”
“I can imagine,” the President said with a tight smile. He wanted to get to the crux of the matter, but how they communicated was important, too. It could be useful.
“Anyway,” Angeline continued, “Bruce and I have an arrangement. If it comes from Olstein or several other sources I have in the Conclave, he resends it out in a new envelope to Clark Kent and it gets to me.”
“Kent was a reporter. Makes sense,” the FBI director commented dryly.
“Exactly,” she replied, not even noticing his tone. “The thing is, Lucas has never used this method before so I knew it had to be vital.” She pointed to the card and said, “It’s written in my personal reporter shorthand. No one else can decipher it but me. I taught it to Lucas before we parted ways.”
Angeline stared hard at the President. “If that’s what I think it is, Lucas has sent us the frequencies the aliens are using for the heavenly choir. We just might be able to jam them.”
Colonel Jeremy “Crash” Pearson earned his nickname on graduation day when he smashed his Mustang into the Commander’s brand new, cherry-red Porsche in the West Point parking lot. A little too much celebration and a habit of high-speed driving almost got him kicked out of the Army before his first duty station assignment. Only a few high-placed family friends kept him in uniform. Since then he’d maintained the moniker by wrecking more military vehicles than any twenty other officers. To be fair, most of that damage was due to the other reason he’d kept the nickname. Jeremy was known for crashing through enemy lines, IED mined roadways, and any other obstacle that got in his way in the performance of his duties. That was one of the reasons he’d still managed to rise so high in rank. The other was his undeniable gift for tactics.
Colonel Pearson stood next to his Humvee on the Texas state line at Interstate 40 just north of the ghost town of Glenrio chewing on a Slim Jim. Even that armored vehicle had dents in it. The hot desert sun beat down on his close-cropped silver-gray hair and dripped down into the short stubble of a salt and pepper beard. The beard was against regulations, but things were too fast and fluid right now to worry about it. He wiped the sweat from his crinkled brow and squinted out across the barren landscape into New Mexico.
“I don’t think even these aliens want to come out in this heat,” he said with a sparkle in his eyes. Even in these circumstances, his natural humor couldn’t be held in check. “Can you imagine them angels flying around in this like Icarus with their metal wings melting?”
“No, Sir,” the First Lieutenant replied with a tiny grin. He was used to the Colonel’s sometimes inappropriate humor. More seriously he said, “We haven’t had any movement along the border from here to the panhandle, but intelligence reports a massive buildup in Tucumcari. The majority of the Conclave forces seem centered around Clovis and Cannon Air Force Base. From there they can hit Lubbock within hours.”
“That’s why I have three battalions down there,” the Colonel agreed, taking a sip of water from his insulated mug.
“Then, if I may ask, Sir, why are we here?”
“The urban sprawl of Lubbock is buffered by a long line of small cities and airfields along the US Highway 70 corridor,” he answered, still scanning the western horizon. “The moment that state became a Conclave, the Texas border was quietly and fortified and mined along the open stretches. It’s well protected by artillery, air support, and tough, freedom-minded Texans. No,” Jeremy said with a sad shake of his head, “when the attack comes – and it will come – it will be here along the interstate.”
The Colonel swept his hand over the landscape. “It’s wide open and barren with nothing but tumbleweeds to stop an enemy advance along a wide, well-maintained highway. The land is relatively flat around here so even if we block the interstate, it can be bypassed by old Route 66 or by simply using the desert floor. A lot of ground to cover. Trust me,” he added, looking at the sweating young officer, “this is where they’ll try to crash the gate.”
Colonel Pearson felt his stomach drop and begin to churn. It wasn’t fear that made him want to vomit in front of his men. Jeremy fought in some of the worst hell holes on the planet against enemies who were ruthless and sadistically barbaric. He’d seen the results of chemical and biological warfare on flesh and bone. He’d lifted the bodies of children from the rubble of a bombed-out city, their skin blackened and burned. He’d seen entire families torn to pieces by the gunfire of their countrymen. He’d fought his enemies hand-to-hand and watched the life fade from their eyes on the bloody soil beneath his boots. In fact, there wasn’t much he hadn’t seen. This was different.
The battalions rolling across the desolate, early morning desert floor were American soldiers. All four lanes of the interstate were lined with convoys of troop transports, Humvees, supply trucks, and artillery. Tanks rumbled over the parched landscape on either side of the freeway. All heading toward the Colonel’s position. Every vehicle was emblazoned with the wings-palm-fist emblem of the Twelve. An old-fashioned, flag-carrying standard-bearer walked in front of every unit flanked by two angels.
Those winged warriors were the only aliens Jeremy could see at the moment and that’s what bothered him. Of course, Colonel Pearson knew the Twelve had mankind military in their service, but he’d expected the angels and black-armored Aleohiem to be leading the charge. His battle plans almost counted on it. His most fervent hope was that if he could destroy enough of them, the human element would break ranks. He truly did not want to kill his fellow Americans. It now looked as if he would not be given that option. Jeremy’s eyes went dark and his face turned grim. Like it or not, he had a duty to perform.
The enemy columns stopped just ten miles away and Jeremy took a deep breath. A single camo-painted Humvee rolled out ahead of the advancing army and came to a halt half a mile from his position. A large, uniformed man stepped out alone, stood in front of the vehicle, and waited patiently, his arms crossed over his burly chest while leaning back against the hood. The Colonel set down his binoculars and reached for the door of his own Humvee.
“Sir,” the Lieutenant said, his tone deeply concerned knowing what his commander was about to do, “do you think it’s wise?”
“If we can stop this bloodshed, yes,” Jeremy replied, slipping into the cool interior. “Drive.”
They stopped a hundred feet from the other vehicle but kept the engine running. “Stay here,” the Colonel ordered firmly. “If anything happens to me, unleash the hounds.”
The other commander pushed himself off the hood and walked calmly toward Jeremey. Despite the building heat rising off the desert floor and the rumble of engines echoing all around him, the man moved casually as if he were just out for a sunny summer stroll. When they met, the man had a warm, genuinely kind look upon his face.
“Major General John Milford,” he said, extending his hand. “Commander of the Southwest Conclave.” After Jeremy introduced himself, Milford continued an oddly gentle tenor to his voice. “In the name of the Creator and His envoys the Twelve, I beseech you, brother, to stand down and allow His arms to embrace you and your men. There is no need for us to fight each other.”
“I appreciate your offer,” Colonel Pearson replied flatly, troubled as much by the man’s demeanor as he was by his request. “I’m sorry I cannot accept. However, I do have a counter offer. Turn your columns around and return to your homes. We are human beings first. This is our world. We are Americans second. All of us here. This is our country. It does not belong to the Twelve.”
“But it does belong to the Creator,” the General said almost pleadingly. “Look at all the hatred and destruction that has ruled our world throughout history. Look at the shattered beliefs that have divided mankind and lead to atrocities beyond imagining. The Twelve are here to save us from that and to bring salvation to the troubled souls of humanity. You are a soldier. I would think you would agree we all need that after what you must have seen.”
“My personal beliefs are not at issue,” Jeremy said sternly. He could not keep a tingle of agreement from tickling his mind, but he knew things were far more complicated than that. “We do not subjugate ourselves for the sake of perceived safety and a promise of heaven. Especially to an alien race who spout things they think we might want to hear. I ask you again to lay down your arms and return home.”
“For the sake of the world and country I love, I cannot.” Milford shook his head sadly and sighed deeply. “I shall pray to the Creator to forgive you for your misguided ways. Hopefully, you will hear it in His voice.”
The general raised his hand and smiled blissfully. The heat waves rippling from the arid, hard-packed ground rose up to be joined by the sound of bands of angels singing in the bright blue sky. The heavenly choir rolled across the barren landscape like an unseen fog enshrouding Jeremy’s forces in a symphony of euphoric rapture. Hundreds fell to their knees and dropped their weapons, tears of joy pouring down their sweat-soaked cheeks. Hundreds more held their hands over their ears, pure agony written on their tortured faces.
Jeremy felt his knees buckle as steely spears of anguish sliced through his feverish brain. He stumbled backward, barely able to close his fist and raise his arm above him. He’d anticipated this and now he would see if the dangerous gambit would pay off.
The trucks hidden beneath the cloverleaf miles behind him blasted the airwaves with waves of aural vibrations. The sound was picked up and rebroadcast through the mammoth speakers hidden in the dry winding riverbed on the New Mexico side of the border directly behind the enemy lines and other giant boxes strewn across the desert floor. If the scientists were right, these frequencies should countermand the effects of the alien music.
It was hard for Jeremy to tell if it was working at first. He was on his knees, hands cupped over his ears. Sticky, acidic bile burned his throat. His vision was as blurry as if he were staring through stinging saltwater. The cacophony of music collided like AC/DC playing over Michael Bublé while a vacuum cleaner ran over loose gravel. An orchestra made up of month-old musicians played violins and horns which screeched to the accompaniment of fighting cats scratching chalkboards while dogs howled at the moon. As discordant and ear-splitting as the noise was, it somehow eased the horrible pain that wracked Jeremy’s bones.
The Colonel struggled to his feet and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. He could hear muffled screams and shouts reverberating across the desert landscape followed by a stunned silence. Jeremy’s vision cleared enough for him to look over at the General. Milford was on all fours, a stinking, steaming pile of vomit staining the pavement beneath him. When he looked up at Jeremy, pure unadulterated hatred blazed in his bloodshot, feral eyes.
“Did you think that noise could deter our devotion to the Creator?” General Milford rose on shaking legs, but recovered quickly. He straightened his uniform and stiffened his spine. Gone was the cordial gentleness that began their conversation. Benevolence became malevolence with a flip of a switch as the heavenly choir and Jeremy’s countermeasures faded into nothingness. “Our hearts are consecrated by His love. Our mission is sanctified by the Twelve and the Creator’s righteousness. We will not be dissuaded.”
“Then why try to subdue us with your alien sciences instead of the strength of your words?” Colonel Pearson narrowed his eyes against the brightness of the sun, but the hard line of his lips was all for the General.
“Since you refuse to listen to those words,” Milford said roughly, “we only sought to save you from yourselves.” The lines creasing his broad forehead deepened and his tone became more of a growl. “To my sincere regret, you will now face His holy warriors and feel the full weight of His wrath loosened upon you. Just know the blood will be on your hands. I am truly sorry.”
The General turned his back on Jeremy and walked back to his Humvee. He paid no more attention to the Colonel as if the matter was now set in stone. Jeremy waited only a moment before returning to his vehicle. The lieutenant sitting behind the wheel looked green and his normally impeccable uniform was stained with sweat and the regurgitated leftovers of breakfast. Jeremy made no mention of it nor did he say anything about the sickly stench inside the Hummer. He just opened his window and ordered them back to base.
“The drones did not show what we’d hoped for,” Captain Barkly said when Colonel Pearson returned. He looked pale and a little shaky, but otherwise unscathed by the sonic warfare. His sea-blue eyes were marred by tiny broken blood vessels but the set of his square jawline was firm. “There were only a few small pockets of unrest among the Conclave ranks. We had a lot more.”
“Damn! We’d thought disrupting the choir would break the hold the Twelve have over these men.” He’d wiped his face with a towel after splashing cold water on his face before entering the command tent and felt only a little bit better. This news didn’t help his mood. Jeremy thought to divide the enemy lines and turn them against each other once the effects of the sound were nullified. He prayed the broadcast across the airwaves throughout the country had better luck. “We’re facing true believers,” he said with a sigh. “Now we have no choice. If they move, call in air support.”
“They already are and I already have,” the Captain said bleakly. “As per your orders before you left.”
“Shit!” Jeremy said savagely. “So it begins.”
Colonel Pearson expected the skies to be filled with cannon fire and alien aircraft. He expected tanks blasting their way across the desert landscape. He expected swarms of angels swooping down upon his army. He expected the screams and cries of the wounded and the smell of burnt gunpowder. What he did not expect was the astonishing yet brilliant tactics of the enemy forces and it made him sick to his stomach.
The troops of the Conclave mustered up in neat military formations as if they were going on parade. They broke into companies of two hundred soldiers with an officer at the fore with a flag-bearer at his side. They moved with practiced precision and began a slow and steady march toward Jeremy’s position. There was no gunfire nor shouting. Just a steady cadence of voices that took the Colonel a few moments to recognize. When he did, his mouth hit the tips of his boots.
They were singing. The closer they came, the more distinct the words became. Their choice of song rattled Jeremy and he knew without needing to glance around him the rest of his men were as stunned and disquieted as he was. He didn’t have to look to see the shuffling of feet or the furtive glances between soldiers. The familiar melody cut into their hearts and minds, shaking their resolve as much as it did the hands upon their guns.
Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord;
He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored;
He hath loosed the fateful lightning of His terrible swift sword;
His truth is marching on. 
Glory! Glory! Hallelujah!
Glory! Glory! Hallelujah!
Glory! Glory! Hallelujah!
His truth is marching on.
“They intend to walk right through us,” the Lieutenant almost whispered, his voice quivering. “What do we do now?”
“Exactly what we’d planned on doing,” Colonel Pearson replied, his initial shock replaced with a growing fury at the use of a Union civil war song to justify their actions. His shouted orders shattered the paralysis within the command tent and rippled across the entire battalion. Grim-faced soldiers took up their positions and locked their weapons on the oncoming troops.
The dusty, arid air suddenly screamed with the thunder of jet engines as a squadron of F-35s laid down a solid wall of 25mm cannon fire in front of the advancing enemy. It did not even slow the unwavering pace of the Conclave army. Their song did not stammer nor did anti-aircraft batteries open up to combat the Air Force fighters. Even after a second strafing ripped the parched ground a hundred feet before them creating a fog of dust and rock chips, the soldiers continued their march.
“Fuck!” Jeremy growled as he watched the enemy bearing down on him. He slammed his fist on the folding table so hard one of the legs buckled. “Send out the Apaches.”
“Sir?”
“Goddamn it!” he said, hating himself for what might happen. “Just do it!”
Sixteen Apache Guardians swarmed over the Colonel’s head, spread out, and hovered a hundred yards away from the General’s front ranks. The M230’s spit out a deadly hailstorm that blistered the desert floor mere yards in front of the singing soldiers. Rocks shattered under the hellish impact and sent a tidal wave of shrapnel into the troops. Some fell or staggered, covering their faces with their bleeding hands. But they kept coming, marching right into the firestorm of 30mm shells. A maelstrom of body parts filled the air with a steady downpour of sticky blood and steaming guts, shredded flesh, and pulverized bone. But they kept coming. The Apache gunners choked and gritted their teeth, tears streaming down their faces with fingers frozen on their triggers. They kept firing until they ran out of ammunition, grateful when the big birds turned and flew back to their perches.
A miles-long swath of desert turned black with spilled blood quickly soaked up by the moisture-starved soil. The dirt squirmed like a pile of worms, covered with the maimed and dying, their horrific screams of agony drowned out by the continued choruses of the Battle Hymn. The Conclave soldiers ignored their whimpered pleas, stepped over the corpses of their fallen comrades, and kept on coming. When they were within range, the Colonel ordered his troops to open fire. The front ranks of the enemy were mowed down like blades of grass and, still, they kept on marching, never firing a single shot in self-defense.
Colonel Pearson wept openly at the carnage he’d caused, confused and aghast by his enemy’s indifference to their own destruction. This was not at all what he expected after his encounter with the Major General. His lieutenant leaned against the folding table, puking his guts out, but Jeremy could not berate him for his weakness. He looked up and down the line of his men, noting how many of them were laying down their arms and falling to their knees. He did not order them to fire. He did not call his jets back to drop their payloads of bombs on the enemy army. He just stood there, his eyes staring out at hundreds of dead and dying. His countrymen. Americans.
The Conclave convoy started a steady roll down the interstate, removing the blockades Colonel Pearson had so carefully set up. The parade of troops walked right past the stunned soldiers, sometimes stopping to lift kneeling men to their feet and whispering words of comfort and forgiveness. Nearly half of Jeremy’s command wiped their eyes, picked up their rifles, dusted themselves off, and joined the enemy march toward Amarillo.
Within an hour, they were gone leaving the Colonel and his men stupefied and sickened, but unmolested. “Call central command,” Jeremy said, his voice rough, shaky, and, for the first time in his long career, unsure. He swallowed hard, trying to clear the burning bile from his throat. “I need to report and decide what to do next. How do you defeat an enemy who won’t fight back?”
The battle for Lubbock was the most ferocious fight the aliens had yet seen and they would not soon forget.
Lieutenant Colonel George Walker Littlefield commanded the three battalions sent by Colonel Pearson. He was a tough, no-nonsense officer that looked like he just walked out of a classic war movie. His blond hair was cut high and tight, his uniform crisp and his boots polished to a mirror shine. His sky-blue eyes could be as bright as a sunny day or as cold as a mountain glacier. The Colonel had the square-jawed good looks that would be the envy of any Hollywood leading man. He the build of a big Texas farm boy which is exactly what he was. His men followed his without question for he gave each of them the same respect he demanded for himself regardless of their respective ranks.
George had requested this command for a reason. He had a personal stake in this battle. Halfway between Lubbock and Farwell on the New Mexico border was the small town that bore his family name. Littlefield, Texas was founded by his great-great-grandfather, a Confederate officer and cattleman, back in 1901. It was now home to about ten thousand people. He’d worked in the cotton fields, on his family’s ranch, and at the denim textile plant. George was the captain of the football team and took his school to state three years running. These were his friends and neighbors. This was his state. This was his country. No invaders would ever take it as long as he drew breath.
The very second the first contingent of the Conclave army crossed over the city limits of Texico, New Mexico – sister city to Farwell on the Texas side – they came under a vicious attack. A two-mile-long freight train was parked along the edge of town blocking Hwy 60 into Farwell. Every boxcar jammed with private citizens from both cities armed to the teeth. Barricades of old trucks, cars, and bales of hay lined the other side of the highway equally defended. They waited until the advance of the enemy was halted by the blocked rail line before raking the convoy with a withering hail of bullets. Home-made mines planted within the roadway blasted trucks, Hummers, and soldiers into shards of metal and bloody chunks.
After the initial attack quieted, the friends and neighbors jumped up and shouted with joy. They congratulated themselves on their victory and patted each other on the backs. It took them a few minutes before anyone saw the huge glowing ship dropping out of the cloudless blue sky above them.
The golden light surrounding the mammoth alien vessel winked out, leaving both towns in a halo of deep, stark shadow. For a few seconds, the behemoth blazed brightly once more then it pulsed and went dark. The terrible luminescence struck the landscape in a single eye-searing burst.
The people didn’t have time to scream. Every standing structure in both towns collapsed instantly into piles of pulverized rubble. Any living thing within was squashed like bugs by both the blast and the tons of concrete, wood, and steel falling down upon them. The entire length of the freight train was stomped by the foot of the Creator. The boxcars were crushed like aluminum cans along with the men and women trapped inside. The momentary victory of the townsfolk might have ended without fanfare but it did not go unnoticed.
Lieutenant Colonel Littlefield let out a string of obscenities that would make a hardened sailor blush. He ordered them to evacuate, but the stubborn Texans refused to leave their homes. George understood how they felt, but they acted rashly and without his blessing against a superior force and the outcome was pre-ordained. He stared at the drone video as if his mere gaze could bring those hapless people back to life. He knew that was impossible, but he could avenge them.
“Launch the Valkyrie,” he ordered without a second’s hesitation.
The long, sleek missile rested on the back of an eighteen-wheeled, armored military flatbed sitting in the middle of deserted Highway 70 ten miles northwest of Muleshoe. It was the American answer to China’s DF-17 hypersonic truck-mounted nuclear missiles. The Valkyrie could carry a 2 megaton warhead, was shielded against electronic interference, and could fly 27 times faster than the speed of sound. It had never before been deployed in the field of battle, but after the destruction of Kim Jong-un’s stronghold, it was thought prudent to have them available if needed. Now it was needed.
The gigantic alien warship lifted almost leisurely into the sunny sky, confident in its superiority. That conceited arrogance was quashed when it passed the hundred-mile high mark. The Teflon-coated nose of the Valkyrie stuck the ship at mach ten and punched a man-sized hole in the outer hull of the rising craft. It would have been nothing more than a bothersome pinprick to the nightmare beast if not for the solar eruption of the warhead. The low yield, 40 kiloton blast set off a chain reaction that cascaded through the alien power plant turning the sky as bright as the surface of the sun. . If there was anything living aboard, there was nothing left of them but dust.
Tiny molten pieces of ship rained down over a hundred miles radius setting small fires wherever they hit. Bigger chunks smashed into the earth like flaming meteors that devastated the surrounding areas. One particularly large section of ship blasted into downtown Lubbock at a hundred and fifty miles an hour. The resulting crater flattened half the city. The accompanying blast wave and firestorm took out the rest. Over two hundred thousand people died in those first few nightmarish hours.
The response of the Twelve was puzzling, but still sent shivers down the spines of everyone in Washington. The advances of all Conclave forces came to an abrupt halt. They did not retreat from the regions they already occupied, just set up camp, and held their ground. All communications stopped and the battle zones took on an eerie silence.
Two full days passed before Joseph stepped up on the stage of the Mormon Conference Center. When the lights came up, he stood with his head bowed, dressed in his pearl-white, iridescent robe with a simple black sash tied around his waist, knotted in the middle. There was no pulpit before him only an arc of angels in full regalia covering the stage from end to end behind him. Other than that, he was completely alone.
“We come here today under the gravest of circumstances,” Joseph said solemnly as he raised his head. His face did not look angry, just deeply saddened as he spoke to the funereal audience that packed the center. Tears welled in his ebony eyes and marred the flush of his lined cheeks. “We have spent the last days in mourning for the unnecessary loss of so many lives at the hands of heretics and those who oppose the Word of the Creator. And for what? So they can retain their power? So they can cling to the petty beliefs which have divided humanity and cause endless conflict and hatred among you throughout your violent history? So senseless,” he said shaking his head.
Joseph raised his hands toward the massive monitors on either side of the stage. “We sought to let your people prove they were envoys of peace and this is how they were treated by your military.”
Video of the conflict on Interstate 40 rolled across the screen. The Conclave army walked across the Texas border, weapons slung over their shoulders, singing blissfully. The Apache gunships bore down upon them and cut them to pieces yet they continued their march. Loud cries of anguish echoed across the stadium followed by shouts of anger.
Joseph stilled the outrage with a wave of his hand as the image froze on the screens. “Even against such atrocity, the faithful moved forward unshaken. To their eternal benefit, the commanders of the government army found their salvation and stepped aside, appalled by what they had done.” The video continued showing the U.S. forces standing down, many joining the Conclave convoy. “These great people will find forgiveness in the heart of the Creator.”
His tone turned grim as the next footage scrolled across the monitors. The attack on the convoy at Texico was met with further outcry which Joseph did not stop. He let the people vent until the yelling became rumbling murmurs.
“Others will feel His wraith,” he said roughly. The pulverizing of Texico and Farwell was met with thunderous applause and shouts of praise to the Will of the Creator.
That stopped suddenly as the destruction of the spaceship erupted upon the huge TV screens. Scene after scene of the cataclysmic aftermath on surrounding cities played across the monitors to the shocked silence and open weeping of those in attendance. It was mirrored by the countless millions watching the worldwide broadcast in their homes and businesses.
“This horrific catastrophe was not caused by our hands, but by your own government,” Joseph said harshly. “It has made the Twelve wonder if you are worthy of His salvation. It has left us to wonder if we should leave you to His divine judgment and forget trying to save your souls.”
“No! No! No!” rocked the conference center.
“Then we will give you one final chance to prove yourselves,” he replied sternly. “Repent and beg for His forgiveness. Show us the truth of your sincerity by action and word.”
“How? How? Thank you, Joseph! Praise be!”
“We call on all of humanity to pledge themselves to the Word of the Creator, forsaking all other names you have given Him,” the Prime said bluntly. “Rise up against those who would shackle you and fight for your freedom! If you do so in great enough numbers, we will step in and support you.”
Joseph hammered his fist into his open palm. “We will crush all who would have you live in fear, hatred, and tyranny. We will bring you into His warm and loving arms and open to you the wonders of His universe.”
The angels behind him unfurled their magnificent, multi-hued wings and chanted, “Hear His Word! Receive His salvation!”
“You have one month,” Joseph warned above the mantra. “One month and no more. The fate of the world now lies in your hands.”
Chapter 15
No one would have suspected that Lucas Olstein would bug his own home let alone all the private rooms of the Crystal Cathedral. Luckily, it was that unknown fact which sent him running for his life just days ahead of his pursuers. Not his family, his followers nor his accumulated wealth could not save him if he was caught. The terrifying fact was his family and those in his once-devoted congregation were the most fervent among those chasing him.
Lucas prayed the broadcast of the frequencies that countered the heavenly choir and Joseph’s display of shape-shifting would break the spell which bound his family to the Twelve. Instead, it made them even more devout. Only a small percentage of his flock were freed, shaking their heads as if to clear a blinding fog. The rest became fanatical zealots to the cause of the Twelve. Lucas’ unknown betrayal and the events at Soldier’s Field only proved the Word of the Creator was the only true religion.
Dressed in the filthy rags of the homeless, Lucas roamed the backstreets of L.A. hiding his well-known face beneath layers of grime and a dirty black beanie pulled down over his ears. Streaming tears made muddy rivulets down his flushed cheeks as he wandered the streets and alleyways. Smoke filled the late evening skies from churches burning on nearly every city block. Piles of bibles and Korans blistered in huge bonfires in city parks along with any books deemed sacrilegious by the cheering crowds. Roving gangs wearing the wings-palm-fist armbands of the Twelve harassed citizens and torched religious businesses. Firetrucks stood by only to contain the blazes not to put them out. Police were often seen aiding the mobs instead of stopping them. It made Lucas sick to his stomach.
The homeless community that refused the help of the Twelve were left alone to their own devices and largely ignored by everyone. Lucas could easily lose himself among them, but lack of transportation made his journey longer and more perilous. It was long after dark before he made his way to a small, unassuming house near the edge of the city. It sat one end of a cookie-cutter neighborhood that was old but well-maintained. Every home looked the same so he had to consult the folded piece of paper in his pocket to make sure he had the right address.
Being careful to remain invisible, Lucas slipped through the weather-worn wooden gate and made his way to the sliding glass patio door. He knocked softly, freezing in place with his hands up when the barrel of a shotgun was pressed up against the glass. The door cracked open just a bit and a deep voice rumbled, “What are you doing in my yard?”
“Bruce,” Lucas stammered quietly, his hands shaking, “it’s Lucas. Lucas Olstein. Angeline’s friend.”
“What are you doing here?” came the curt reply. The house lights were off so he could not see the face clearly. “We were never supposed to meet in person. It’s dangerous for both of us.”
“I know,” Lucas said, nodding his head but keeping his hands up. “But I’m desperate. I have a vital message for Angeline and I have to get out of the Conclaves right now. I need your help.”
The door slid open a little more and the voice said, “Come inside.” The room remained dark until the glass was shut and thick drapes were drawn tightly closed. Only then did the man click on a small table light next to a well-worn couch. “Have a seat,” he said gruffly, waving to a cushioned armchair. “You can’t stay long. Sun’ll be up in a couple of hours and you’d stand out in this neighborhood. I don’t know if I can help much, but tell me what’s going on.”
Lucas pulled off his beanie and plopped in the chair. He hadn’t realized until that moment just how tired he really was. The only thing keeping him awake was fear-backed adrenaline. He glanced around, noting the blackout curtains covering all the windows. The furniture was old and plain but very homey. What he could see of the house was clean and almost military in its meticulously placed décor.
“Here,” Bruce said, handing him a steaming mug of coffee. “You look like you might need this.” He sat on the couch, crossed his legs, and stared at his guest. “I don’t have anything stronger.”
“Thanks,” Lucas replied, wrapping his shaky hands around the mug. “This will do just fine. I don’t think my stomach could handle anything stronger.”
“Now,” his host asked sternly, “just what’s so important that you hand to endanger us both?”
“Joseph has no intention of waiting a month to give the people a choice,” Lucas said bluntly, his voice quivering as he spoke. “The Twelve are planning to attack Washington in just a few days. They’re going to take out the president and the Pentagon.”
“Shit!” Bruce muttered, his eyes flashing in the dimness. “I imagined as much. Before now, they’ve always retaliated immediately when their own were killed. They lost a whole ship. I wondered why they were waiting so long. Now I know. Just like the Japanese at Pearl Harbor. Talk peace up to the moment the bombs drop. Bastards!”
“I have to get word to Angeline,” Lucas said, the urgency plain in his tone. “We have to give them a chance to escape or at least prepare.”
“So how do you know all this?” Bruce asked, cocking his head with a tinge of suspicion. “And why are you running?”
“I heard Joseph and Daniel talking,” Lucas replied. He quickly explained how he wired the cathedral and his home. “After the frequencies for the choir were leaked and countered, I started to get left out of meetings. They couldn’t prove I was the source, but I was one of a very few humans who had access to the communications room.” He shook his head and dropped his eyes. “They’ve been wary of me ever since. I guess they noticed I was losing my faith.”
“So why run now and prove it to them?” Bruce asked curiously. “Makes you look guilty as hell.”
“They know I’m guilty for sure now.” Lucas looked up again and Bruce could see the pain and torment in his eyes. “My wife found a couple of the bugs I planted. She turned me in to the Twelve.”
“We have company.” Bruce snapped his head toward his bedroom as a loud beeping reached his ears. He jumped up and threw open the door, slipping into a chair in front of a large, split-screen monitor. Security cameras showed three black SUVs parking on the street on either side of his driveway. Emblazoned on the door panels was the winged symbol of the Twelve.
“Fuck!” Bruce growled, reaching for a burner phone he’d never used. Before dialing, he grabbed a piece of paper, consulted a tattered notebook, and jotted down a long series of numbers. He hit Send and waited until he heard the cheerful answer.
“Hi! You’ve reached the Kents,” said a happy, pleasant-sounding male voice. “We’re not here at the moment, but leave a message and we’ll get back to you soon. Thanks and have a great day.”
Bruce read off the series of numbers, hung up, and burned the paper. He took the SIM card out of the phone and stuffed it in his pocket. “Let’s go,” he said to Lucas who stood frozen in the doorway.
“Go where?” He stared at the screen, his heart pounding in his chest. “They have the house surrounded already.”
“It’s not the only way out,” Bruce muttered, grabbing him by the hand. “Move! Move now or we’re both dead!” 
About five miles southwest of the tiny community of Independence, West Virginia in Preston County, just a mile and a half from the big city of Newburg – population 380 - sat a large farm nestled among thick forests at the base of rolling hills. A small, private runway of hard-packed dirt covered with patches of stubborn grass ran along the edge of well-tended fields of oats, wheat, and barley. Barns, outbuildings, and silos dotted the scenic pastoral landscape along with a large, beautiful rambling farmhouse that had been in the family for over a hundred years.
One particularly large metal building was set near the runway far away from the rest. To the casual eye, it was a hanger for an immaculate white 1986 Cessna 206 with blue stripes from door to tailfin. The shop on either side of the plane was lined with workbenches and shelves covered with just the right amount of dust and dirt. The only thing that seemed a little out of place was the size of the bathroom in the far corner. It was much bigger than necessary to hold nothing more than a toilet, sink, and an over-sized supply closet.
The engine of the Cessna still ticked with heat as Jeff Cannon escorted his five guests to the bathroom. This was his fifth trip of the week with his plane which was unusual for the burly, sun-browned farmer, but he didn’t have any nearby neighbors to comment on it. The few family farms between him and Newburg were bought out long ago by the same tangled web of companies that owned his property.
“It’s been a long time, sir,” Jeff said as he laid his hand on the hidden panel in the supply closet. “It’s good to see you.”
“Good to see you, too, Jeff,” President Morland said honestly, “though I wish the circumstances weren’t so grave.”
“Me, neither,” he replied, stepping aside as the shelves in the supply closet folded away to reveal the elevator which would take the President down two stories to the emergency command center and bunker buried beneath the farm.
A frenzied flurry of activity met the commander-in-chief when the elevator doors slid open. The monitors scattered around the room showed a city on fire and battles raging in the streets. The thunder of artillery was accompanied by the incessant sound of rapid gunfire. Proud skyscrapers buckled and tilted, flames pouring through shattered windows. Armies clashed on highways and surface streets, fighting not only each other but with heavily armed citizens. The sight made Morland sick to his stomach.
“Thanks to Ms. Morgan, we managed to evacuate the Pentagon and half the government before the attack came,” General Mathis said harshly, coming up behind the President. “We got word out to the people to leave via the Emergency Broadcast System, but we don’t know how many escaped or how many stayed behind to fight for either side.” His face was grim and filled with fury. “It’s a total shit show out there.”
“From the reports we’re getting,” Defense Secretary Walker said, joining the President and leading him toward the conference room, “the support for the Twelve is much stronger than we realized. Even the thousands who left when we broke the choir didn’t make a dent in their numbers. They’ve joined the alien forces and are fighting house to house. Total urban warfare.”
“Do we have the slightest chance?” Morland asked glumly as they entered the relative quiet of the large oval room and took a chair at the head of the table.
“Honestly, Mr. President,” Secretary Walker said bluntly, “I’m not sure. Russia and China seem to be holding their own, but they’re not stingy about using nukes. They’ve leveled almost a third of their own countries taking out alien ships and armies. The casualties among their people are just about as high as their enemy’s. I doubt they’ll be able to keep that up long. Every strike turns more citizens against them.”
“We can’t do that here,” the President said, stating the obvious.
“No, sir,” Walker said flatly.
“Maybe we’d have a better chance if we weren’t battling Americans as well as the Twelve,” Jack Anderson added. The Homeland Security Director had his fists balled on the mahogany table. His hazel eyes burned beneath his furrowed brow. “It disgusts me to see so many willing to give up their freedoms for the promise of religious salvation.”
“History’s full of it,” Father Roderick Guerrero said, shaking his head sadly. “It’s not just the salvation, though. The vast majority of it is self-preservation and fear. If they don’t go along, they’re afraid their neighbors and relatives will turn them in and they’ll wind up on one of the Hell planets of the Twelve. Hitler did the same thing without the religious connotations.”
The President was glad to see they’d managed to get Kylie Jorgenson and her team out before shit hit the fan. He needed all the insights he could get. “Can we turn this around?”
“Whenever a technologically or militarily superior culture has invaded a more primitive one, it has not ended well for the natives,” Roderick said, knowing this was not what the people in this room wanted to hear. “Catholics in South America destroyed the Aztecs and Maya. Religious zealots cut Native Americans to pieces and destroyed their own beliefs – quite often forcefully. Remember the Indian Schools? The Crusades in Europe?”
“So you’re saying we’ve already lost?” the President grumbled.
It was Kylie who responded. “Not necessarily. Remember when Father Guerrero said the histories in the Word of the Creator mentioned the Twelve had enemies in space?”
“Not really,” he replied.
“Like the Bible is filled with references to Satan and demons,” Roderick said in clarification, “the Word of the Creator is rife with text alluding to creatures of equal power with whom the Twelve are at war for the souls of the living. They call them Cydonians.”
“Well, further analysis of the texts gave us a general direction in space toward the home where this ‘demon race’ resides,” Kylie interrupted him, preempting further explanation. “We blasted out our strongest transmission in that direction. If we can reach them in time, perhaps they can help.”
“A pipe dream,” Director Walker snorted.
“More like a Hail Mary,” Roderick said, the irony of the phrase intentional.
“Do you have a better idea?” Kylie asked, her tone scolding and hard.
Walker’s face flushed darkly and he snapped his mouth shut.
“Let’s not fight among ourselves,” Morland admonished them. “There is enough of that out there.”
“Yes, sir,” came the chorused replies.
“Let’s hope our air force can keep control of the skies,” General Mathis said gloomily. It was as painfully plain as the scowl on his face, he didn’t hold out much hope.
Captain Jordon ‘The Reaper’ Montgomery rolled his F-22 Raptor over and dropped into a deep dive. He swooped down on the sleek arrowhead shape of the alien fighter and opened up with the Vulcan 20mm cannon. The incendiaries in the explosive shells peppered the craft with white-hot magnesium. He was gratified as the smoking ship spiraled toward the ground but he didn’t have time to follow it. He was in the most bizarre fight of his life.
 The skies above Washington, D.C. looked like something out of a time traveler’s worst nightmare. It was bad enough that he was battling his brother American pilots, the emblem of the Conclave painted on their fuselages and tail sections. Scattered among them were futuristic-looking squadrons right out of a science fiction movie. Some were long, flat needles with wide-swept wings and no discernable body while others looked like silver ladybugs. Both types fired pulses of red, blue, or white energy that reminded Jordon of a scene right out of ‘ID4’. The only thing missing was a squadron of bi-planes.
To add to the hallucinogenic feel of the fantasy, hordes of colorfully winged angels in ancient-looking armor dove and twisted through the smoky air wielding giant glistening swords. They were harder to hit than a swarm of hornets. The only thing that worked against them were air bursts of white phosphorous, flaming sulfuric acid, or magnesium. All were as dangerous for aircraft as they were for the angels. Jordon watched hundreds of the angels fall from the sky on broken wings, yet it made only a small dent in their numbers.
The winged celestials were little threat to the supersonic jets except when they got caught in the engines. If hit, their metallic wings, and armor shredded the turbine blades and ripped them apart. They were far more dangerous to any hapless pilot that was forced to eject. The creatures bore down on the parachute plumes and sliced through the cords. They caught the falling airmen like raptors pouncing on prey. Some they cut to pieces, others they flew off with as if saving them for a later feast.
Captain Montgomery felt his body wracked with pain from the G forces of aerial combat. His icy blue eyes were blurring and his muscles trembled with fatigue. He knew he was running low on ammunition and would have to pull out of the dogfight soon or find himself helpless in perilous skies. As much as he hated leaving his brothers mired in a pitched battle, he knew he would be little help to them if he didn’t reload. He was about to ignite the afterburners when his portside wing was blown in half.
Terrified of what might lay in store for him, Jordon punched out. Waiting until the ground was dangerously close, he pulled the ripcord. He felt the snap of the chute jerking on his harness. His eyes flitted all around him as his hand went for his sidearm. He glanced down, seeing a helipad on a skyscraper rising up to meet him. He maneuvered his chute in that direction, with a grim smile, he thought ‘Thank God!” That’s when his canopy was shredded.
Jordon felt the lurch of his stomach, expecting to be splattered all over the building. The suspension lines tangled and drooped down, entangling his body in an unbreakable nylon web. He puked all over his flight suit and soiled his underwear just before massively muscled arms wrapped around his breathless chest and carried him away from certain death.
The flight was short. The angel landed hard on the lawn surrounding the Washington Monument, jarring what little air the Captain had left in his aching lungs. He was dumped unceremoniously on the damp grass, wrapped like a mummy in the cords of his chute. Jordon could barely move let alone pull his sidearm. Wordlessly, the creature leaped back into the sky while he struggled to break free of his bonds. He rolled on his side just in time to see a black-booted foot slam into his face.
When Jordon awoke, he was in a huge cage jammed with other pilots, soldiers, and bloody, downtrodden civilians. The chamber they were in was dimly lit with a wide path between his prison and like ones on the other side. He looked around him and saw strange-looking pipes and symbols. In a heartbeat, he knew where he was. An alien ship. That’s when the true terror rippled through his body.
Angeline Morgan refused the President’s offer to leave the city, much to the chagrin of Carl and his team. No matter what they said or how much they cursed her stubbornness, she refused to budge. Win or lose, these horrific events had to be documented for future generations. Their fates and the course of human history hung in the balance.
“Get in here!” Carl hissed as he grabbed her arm and jerked her into a burnt-out storefront. A Conclave patrol rounded a corner ahead of them rushing toward the battle raging a few blocks away. Shoving her behind a still-smoldering countertop, he ordered, “Down!”
As much as Carl wanted to wipe out those traitors, he held his fire and bit down hard on his lip. They were here on a rescue and the fighting on the streets just a few a mile or so behind the Supreme Court building was fierce. Engaging the patrol might be personally gratifying, but it would also endanger the people they were here to save…and Angeline.
The eight-man team waited until the street was clear. They slipped out of the store and made their way across 3rd Street NE between A Street and E Capitol. With extreme care, they worked their way through the abandoned square to the charred husk of the Lutheran Church of the Reformation. Every road around them was jammed with military vehicles bearing the mark of the Conclave. It made Carl sick to see the winged armbands on the American citizens marching side-by-side with black-garbed Aleohiem.
They slowly slipped through the empty buildings until they reached the apartment building on the northwest corner of the block. The pockmarks of heavy gunfire ripped across the first two floors. Shattered window glass littered the sidewalks like diamonds. Silently and on high alert, the team climbed the stairs to the top floor. They found a large apartment in the center of the hallway and settled in to await the coming of night.
“This is as close as we’re going to get in the daylight,” Justin said flatly as he peered out of the corner of the thickly draped window. The tremors that rippled down his muscled body were the only hints of the fury that raged within him. “Conclave forces control almost every street around the court building all the way to the Washington Monument. Patrols seem regular and pretty sparse.”
“Like you said,” Max said, plopping down on a beautiful brocade sofa, a sardonic grin spreading on his face, “the Twelve own these streets. They’ve cleared out this area already. Nobody but insane idiots would infiltrate this deep into the city.”
“Yet, here we are,” Justin replied.
“My point exactly,” Max quipped.
Justin was glad to be back in the teams. As solid as his reasons were for leaving alongside Carl, he missed the action, the adrenaline, and the brotherhood. He’s spent most of his adult life in the Seals and in service to his country. He just never expected to be taking on Americans, aliens, and angels.
“Our intelligence says the prisoners are being kept in the Court Chamber,” Carl said sternly, ignoring their attempt at levity. He laid his pad on the low cedar and glass coffee table and pulled up the blueprints of the court building. “Word is two Conclave ‘marines’,” he said, spitting out the word like it was a foul piece of meat, “guard the chamber door, two at every outside entrance and ten others patrolling the main and second floors in pairs. It appears all are human. None of the aliens seem to be around.”
“Let’s hope this intel is better than it was on our last mission,” Justin grumbled, glancing over at Carl. The bite of that fiasco still cut into his heart.
Carl just nodded. The ISIS leaders they were after back then were said to be holed up in an abandoned school. When his team went in to get them, they found the terrorists were holding fifty little school kids as human shields. When they were cornered, their leader set off an S-vest in the middle of them instead of being captured. The aftermath still made Carl sick.
“We’ll breach the doors in teams of two,” he said pointing to the entrances. “Once inside, Max, Doug, Chuck, and Mark will clear the upper floors and watch our six. Justin and I will come through the front, Rick and Isaiah the back. We’ll clear the main floor, meet in the middle, find the prisoners then get our butts out of here.”
“Do you think the VP is still alive?” Max asked as he slipped the band around his bicep. 
“All we know for sure is that Vice President Whitmyer and his family went missing during the evac,” Carl replied. “Our people tell us they were captured and brought here. I don’t think Joseph intends to kill them. I think he wants them like puppets on display supporting him. Threats against his family will make Whitmyer do whatever he wants. Our job is to get them out.”
“And what about me?” Angeline was dressed in loose camo fatigues, her honey-blond hair bound up under a black beret.
“You stay here and guard the apartment,” Carl said, noting the glint that flashed in her eyes as he spoke. “Look,” he said, softening his tone. “There’s nothing you can do in there. Here you can make sure we don’t have any surprises when we get back.”
“And I’ll remain safe,” she said tersely. Angeline tightened the belt which held her Glock on her hip. “You don’t know if you’ll have to change exits last minute. That’ll leave me in the cold. I can take care of myself, but I’ll be safer with you big, strong men.”
Carl sighed heavily at her sarcasm, knowing she was going to follow them one way or another. Also, she had a point. The intel was iffy at best. They were in the middle of enemy territory and if things went bad, she’d be alone and cut off. Honestly, he preferred to have her close to him. “Fine. You come with me and Justin but stay out of sight until we breach the doors. It’s almost dark. Get some rest. We move in an hour.”
Steve Aniston leaned against the half-open, intricately carved, monstrous bronze doors at the top of the front steps of the courthouse smoking a cigarette. The sounds of battle were far in the distance where cannon fire lit the moonless night. The streets around here were quiet so he could relax a bit. He wasn’t a true soldier just a member of the Conclave militia so he was glad to be away from the front lines.
“You shouldn’t be smoking,” Ethan said sternly. His uniform was crisp, his boots polished to a high shine. His back was rigid, his AK held firmly in his hands. “It’s bad for you.”
“Fuck you,” Steve replied roughly. He was tired of Ethan’s preachy attitude. It was always the Creator this or the Creator that. He didn’t give a wit. He just like killing. But he dropped the cigarette and stepped on it, snapping to attention as the two officers appeared on the steps walking calmly toward him.
The look on the men’s faces were as hard as the marble beneath his feet when they stopped before Steve and Ethan. They gave each man a quick once-over without saying a word, appraising their appearance with a look of disdain.
“You’re out of uniform, soldier,” the big tank of a man said to Steve. “Your shirt’s unbuttoned and your weapon has the safety on.”
Automatically, Steve glanced down. His eyes bulged their sockets as the blade slipped between his ribs and a huge hand clamped over his mouth. The steel sliced into his heart before he had a chance to scream. He sank to the ground wishing he’d at least finished his last cigarette.
Justin dragged the body behind one of the giant marble columns without looking over at Carl. The silence of the other guard told him he’d joined his buddy at the same instance. Justin slipped behind a monolithic column inside the Great Hall and swept the hall with his HK416. He wove his way around the double rows of pillars toward the oaken doors of the court chamber careful to stay out of sight of the two men standing in front of them. Once he took up position, Justin squatted down and waited patiently, the barrel of his silenced weapon trained on the guards.
Carl marched purposefully straight at the guards making no attempt at concealment. Angeline walked at his side carrying a satchel, easily keeping up with his long-legged stride. The armband of the Conclave felt like it was searing into his flesh which only added to the dark, hard-nosed look on his face. The men watched him suspiciously as he approached, their hands tightening on their weapons. Other than that, they did not move from their post.
“We’re here to question the prisoners,” Carl said, his tone like someone used to giving commands.
“Orders,” the man on the right said, his eyes flinty and wary.
Carl nodded at Angeline. She opened the pouch and extended it toward him. He could see the second guard twitch in his peripheral vision, but he seemly paid him no heed. His hand closed on the butt of the 22, ripped it out, and fired. The silencer barely huffed as the slug hit his questioner in the center of the forehead. The twitchy one sank like a sack of potatoes as Justin’s weapon gave a muted cough. No outcry came from above. The rest of the team were doing their job just as efficiently.
After hiding the corpses, Carl opened the doors to the chamber. The Vice-President huddled with his wife and two sons on a red-cushioned couch in front of the chairs of the Justices, but otherwise, the room was empty. They looked up frightened as the trio entered but stayed where they were. Justin swept the room carefully, swinging his HK around as Rick and Isaiah rounded the backs of the benches. Seeing his teammates, Justin relaxed a bit and turned his attention to their charges.
“Mr. Vice-President,” Carl said as he neared the family. “We’re here to get you out. Come with us. We don’t have much time.”
“Thank you,” Whitmyer whispered gratefully, standing up to greet the men. He looked haggard and rumpled with a cut on his cheek still caked with blood but looked otherwise unharmed. His sons were untouched, but the wife looked like she’d been roughed up pretty good. Her eyes were red and bruised marred her otherwise lovely features.
“You’re welcome, Sir,” Carl said tersely, his senses tingling and he didn’t like how easily things had gone so far. “But we must move immediately. Please follow me and stay together.”
The Seal team surrounded them, escorting the family out through the front doors. As they reached the center of the Great Hall, Justin whispered, “I don’t like this at all. It’s just too smooth.”
“I hear you,” Carl replied, his eyes scanning the upper floors. He felt itchy and nervous as if they were being watched. At least Angeline had the sense to stay close to the VP.
They made it a few more feet before Carl’s fears were realized.
The angels dropped like hawks from above. Before Carl could raise his weapon, he found himself wrapped in a vice of steel, his back pressing against the armor plating covering a massive chest. The HK rattled to the smooth marble floor at his feet, hopelessly out of reach. His hand tried to reach vainly for his Glock but he was pinned too tightly. He felt like he was being crushed in the creature’s grip, but Carl managed to glance around him. Justin and the other two Seals were caught in the same kind of trap. He kicked the angel’s shins but it was like hitting an I-beam which sent an electric shock up his legs. No matter how hard he struggled, breaking that iron embrace was impossible.
A Jesus clone stepped out from behind a pillar strode up to Carl. He wasn’t dressed in a traditional robe-like many of the others, just simple black slacks and a plain white shirt unbuttoned to mid-chest. His dark bronze hair was tied at the nape of his thick, corded neck. It was his obviously Caucasian features and his startling blue eyes that made him instantly recognizable to Carl. This was the ‘messiah’ who’d landed in Silver Springs just a few miles away.
“I am surprised they sent such a small force for someone as important as your Vice-President,” the creature said smugly. His otherwise handsome face was contorted in a vicious sneer and frozen glaciers peered at the Seal from beneath his dark, furrowed eyebrows. Seeing Carl’s quick glance, he said, “Don’t worry. Your men upstairs were easily dispatched. Pity. We wanted to put them on trial with the rest of you. Your public executions will send a powerful message to what’s left of your government.”
“John, isn’t it?” Carl gave up his useless struggle, waiting for a more opportune moment to escape. The alien gave a curt nod. “If you’re so confident about winning, why do you care? Why even keep the VP alive?”
“Oh, he has his purpose,” John replied with an offhanded wave. “He will denounce your president and take command of the country. He will order the military to stand down and relinquish control to the Conclave forces. He will then preside over your trial and declare you and anyone who opposes the Twelve as seditious traitors to the people of America.”
“So that’s why you want Washington,” Carl said, knowing Whitmyer would do exactly that to protect his family. “Holding the seat of the government will lend you some credibility.”
John just gave him a predatory grin. He glanced back at the VP, starting to form a reply. Whatever he was going to say stopped in his throat as he stared at the huddled captives for the first time since he appeared. He recognized his extra guest in a heartbeat. His lips curled back and a low growl rumbled in his chest, sparks crackling in his cold blue eyes.
“So what do have here?” he said, shoving aside the VP who bravely barred his path. “It seems you have brought me an even greater prize than I’d hoped for. Thank you.”
Angeline stood up, moving away from Whitmyer’s wife and children. Her face was as stony as the fluted pillars around her, but Carl could see the glimmer of fear spark momentarily in her turquoise eyes. Her stance was stiff and defiant as she tilted her head upward to meet John’s fiery gaze.
Her bravado evaporated into mist as he curled his fist around the lapels of her shirt and lifted her clear of the floor. Her hands grabbed at his wrist, automatically attempting to loosen the pressure around her neck when the fabric was pulled chokingly tight. Angeline kicked and struggled, but it was like a toddler trying to break free from the hands of a linebacker.
“You were the voice of the Twelve,” John snarled ferociously, raising her to his eye level. “You were a confidant of the Prime. You helped destroy the towers that feed your people. You spied on us for our enemies. You betrayed all of us. Joseph will see you pay the greatest price ever paid.” He threw her against a pillar, gratified at the crunch of her spine against the rock. She hit the floor unconscious, blood pooling around her head where it was cracked against the unyielding stone. 
The moment John grabbed Angeline, the Seals redoubled their fruitless efforts to escape their captors, none more so than Carl. He kicked until his legs went numb, the tendons in his arms standing out like steel cables. He howled in fruitless rage as the woman he loved was shaken like a rag doll. He’d never felt so helpless. Then he heard a mysterious stereo burp.
The two angels holding Rick and Isaiah dropped like rocks, their wings flapping. Round holes appeared in their foreheads microseconds before the magnesium shells exploded in their skulls. Their brains were turned into steaming soup before they even realized they were dead. Rick rolled away from the twitching corpse, but Isaiah was caught in the alien’s death throes. His ribs cracked like twigs, one shard slicing clean through his hammering heart.
A second round of coughs struck the angels holding Justin and Carl as Chuck and Mark rounded pillars in the center of the hall. The beast holding Justin was hit in the neck and reeled against a marble column as dark verdant blood poured down its neck. It let go of the Seal and tried to leap into the air. Another shot caught it in the chest, sending it tumbling down in a flutter of wings as the slug exploded inside the alien armor. It fell on top of Justin as he tried to get away, pinning him to the cold stone floor.
The angel holding Carl was a fraction of a second faster than his brethren. He managed to bring up one metallic wing, deflecting the bullet just enough to pass through his shoulder before blowing up against a wall. Carl fell to the floor in a roll, gabbing the HK in a single, fluid motion. Still, on his back, he fired a three-round burst into the stumbling angel. At this range, the coated slugs tore through the alien armor and erupted with a hellish heat inside the creature’s ribcage. It clawed at its breastplate, screaming piteously as 5,000-degree molten lava cooked its internal organs. Carl felt no pity at all.
Carl got to his knees, spinning to bring his weapon to bear on the screaming messiah. Only his well-honed sixth sense and highly trained reflexes kept his head from being crushed by the monstrous fisted backhand swinging toward his skull. The blow glanced off his muscled shoulder but was still enough to leave him stunned, the rifle dropping from his hands. The impact sent him sliding twenty feet down the polished marble floor. He saw the alien sidearm come up and kissed his ass goodbye. Carl scrambled to his feet and charged, knowing he’d never reach John in time.
A big-bodied blur crossed his vision as the pulse weapon fired. Justin took the brunt of the blast, his Kevlar no match for the white-hot energy smashing into him. There was no scream, no cry of pain, just the thud of the wide-eyed corpse hitting the stone.
Carl roared like a crazed madman, his eyes nearly blinded by rage and grief. Through the red haze, he saw John taking a bead on him. He dove to the ground, sliding between the messiah’s legs like a runner at home plate. The beam charred the floor where he’d been a second before. Carl bumped into the still jerking body of a fallen angel. Without thinking, he ripped the sword from the thing’s belt and swung toward John’s legs. The alien metal cut through the back of the man’s knees like a red-hot blade through a stick of soft butter.
The sound that erupted from John’s lips was unlike anything anyone around him had ever heard. It was a combination of mewling, unimaginable agony, and uncomprehending rage, but in vocal ranges not meant for human auditory systems.
Everyone except Carl cupped their hands over their ears, trying to block out that torturous screaming. All he could hear was the pounding of his own heartbeat. All he could feel was the heat of flaming blood surging through his veins. He rose to his feet, the heavy sword still held in his white-knuckled fists. His muscles bulging with the adrenaline pumping through them, Carl stood over the curled alien watching the red/black goo pouring from his severed legs. The Jesus-like face flickered for a second, revealing something ugly and putrid. Something truly alien and terrifying. As quickly as it appeared, the vision disappeared, reforming into the familiar face. Carl wondered absently if it had only been his imagination. He didn’t care.
John tried to crawl toward him, seething hatred burning in his dimming eyes. “You will never win.” More of the vile-smelling life-blood seeped between his dying lips as he raised his head and stared at Carl. “The Word of the Creator is greater than you can possibly imagine. Vengeance will be His…and mine.”
“You won’t be around to see it,” Carl said flatly, driving the tip of the sword through the back of John’s skull. The blade buried itself into the cracked marble of the Great Hall, now stained with both human and alien blood.

Chapter 16
Not even the entire National Mall and all the surrounding parks combined were big enough to contain the packed throngs of mourners weeping as they knelt in prayer on the dew-covered lawns. The alien transports were all gone as well as the chain-link cages that, until recently, had held thousands of despondent prisoners. The grasses were restored and now the entire Washington Monument was draped in black, sparkling banners from base to apex. The divine image of John, arms outstretched, a radiant smile gracing his handsome face, adorned two sides of the edifice from ground to peak. He wore the same white shimmering robe, pinned at the shoulder with a simple braided rope tied around his waist which he had worn when he first appeared before humanity. The other two sides glowed with the visage of Hangul, the Asian messiah who died in Seoul, resplendent in his colorful robes, his kind, and beatific countenance shining down upon the worshipers. A cool morning breeze rippled across the holy shroud and gave the gigantic figures a faint and eerie semblance of life.
A huge stage was erected on the western side of the monument facing the Lincoln Memorial. Massive TV screens were raised at the corners of the obelisk and black boxes of mammoth speakers dotted the landscaped lawns. An arc of twelve extra-large, throne-like chairs sat behind an alien-sized podium with a contingent of wary-eyed angels stationed behind them. Other than that, the dais was completely empty.
Heavily armed four-man Aleohiem squads accompanied by their human counterparts roamed through the crowds while battle-ready angels scouted the azure skies overhead. All fighting seemed to have ceased within the city for this day at least. No gunfire could be heard in the distance nor were there aircraft dogfighting among the high, wispy clouds. The atmosphere felt heavy and somehow oppressive, yet tinged with an odd kind of joyous anticipation.
With solemn ceremony, Joseph and the nine remaining messiahs stepped upon the stage. They seated themselves silently, leaving the two center chairs empty. Folding their hands in their laps, they bowed their heads as a heavenly choir sang from within the clouds. The holy music drifted away to be replaced by a melodic instrumental rhapsody of ancient earthly hymns. The somber symphony ended with uplifting refrains that touched the hearts of all who listened and brought tears to their eyes.
Joseph raised his head and stood, slowly walking to the rostrum. His plain white gown shimmered in the late morning light as if made of mother of pearl. He looked out over the vast sea of faces, his dark eyes moist and his cheeks blushed. When he spoke, his voice trembled with a deep well of sadness.
“We come before you today to mourn the passing of two of the Twelve,” he said forlornly. “They came with us to bring hope, peace, and prosperity to all of humanity. John and Hangul were part of our mission for thousands of years, helping to spread the Word of the Creator to countless races throughout the galaxy. They leave behind them a legacy of service and salvation and the grateful love of all who knew them. They will be sorely missed. Yet, weep not for them for they are now in the arms of the Creator. Their souls will be an eternal light in the darkness for all who seek redemption.” His tone turned as hard as the stone of the monument at his back. “Weep, instead for those who murdered these icons of the Creator’s Word for they shall feel the full weight of His righteous wrath.”
Joseph swept his hand over the thrones behind him. “There is always a Twelve to unite the people under one banner. Thanks to the vicious attacks by the forces of evil we find ourselves with two empty chairs. This is not what the Creator intended. Our ranks must be replenished so the balance can be maintained. After careful considerations, we have decided to induct two of your own so humanity will have a place among the brotherhood.”
A hushed awe rolled over the throngs. Whispered words of “Praise be the Creator” rippled throughout the crowd like gentle waves upon the sand as Pope John Matthew was escorted up the steps of the stage. Two incredibly beautiful angels chaperoned him to Joseph’s side with all the pomp and ceremony of a Christmas Mass. The pontiff was dressed in full formal white, gold accentuated regalia with two notable additions. He wore an I Simplex mitre made of plain linen upon his head. In the center of the conical hat was the winged symbol of the Conclave. A larger copy of the emblem, edged in gold filigree cover the pope’s chest, the wings encircling his robes, tips meeting in the back.
“We welcome John Matthew into the Twelve,” Joseph said solemnly. He shook the pope’s hand and gave the man a deep respectful bow before turning back to his audience. “We first appeared over the Vatican because we knew it to be the heart of your world. John Matthew welcomed us with open arms and helped us share the Word of the Creator with all humanity. He has been at our side from that moment never wavering in his faith and commitment.”
The stunningly beautiful female angel who guided the pope to the podium brought forward an ornate wooden box inlaid with alien glyphs of shimmering gold. She held it out to Joseph, her face glowing brightly. He opened the lid and reached inside, lifting out a crown of thick strands of woven gold. The resemblance to the wreath Jesus wore upon the cross did not go unnoticed, but instead of thorns, this one was inlaid with precious jewels and emeralds.
Joseph held the coronet out to John Matthew. “Accept this gift and become one of us.” The pope took off his mitre and handed it to the other angel at his side and took a step forward. “You have been called many names,” Joseph continued, placing the crown upon John Matthew’s head. “Pontiff. Excellency. Pope. Eminence. Holiness. Yet, from this day forward, you will be known as the Exalted – the first human member of the Twelve and the Creator’s direct Emissary to the people of Earth. Praise be to the Creator!”
The thunderous roar of the crowd was so loud the planks of the stage vibrated in harmony. No one heard John Matthew’s humble thank you as he accepted the title. Once the crown was laid upon his head, he gripped forearms with Joseph and quietly moved to seat himself on one of the over-sized thrones.
Joseph let the cheering and ovations continue until they quieted on their own before he spoke again. His handsome, familiar face took on a more serious mien, a combination of anger and pain. “We brought few humans into our inner circle not because we thought ourselves above you, but because we felt, as we have always said, it should be mankind who should choose their destinies. All of you here today have proven the Creator’s faith in you is well placed.”
He raised his hand to still the applause. Joseph tilted his head to the side, a look of eternal sadness written on his features. “However, a large number of those we counted as confidants and aides abused our trust and turned from the Creator to help those who seek to destroy us. Two of them are the most traitorous of all – Angeline Morgan who served at my right hand as the voice of the Twelve and Lucas Olstein who spied not only on the emissary Daniel but on every parishioner in his church to feed rumor and allegation to the American government. Both have denounced the Twelve and the Word of the Creator for their own malicious and vile ambitions.”
The roaring this time was not in jubilation but in horror and fury. Joseph let the outrage soak into the airwaves before holding his hand up for quiet. “Fear not. The Creator will deal with them in His own time. The lessons we learned from these betrayals have taught us what is most important. We all need to be very diligent to guard against the heathen heretics who would stand between you and His Word. Those who wish to deprive you of His gifts and redemption. We cannot allow these greedy, power-hungry misanthropes to prevent you from receiving His Grace.”
Joseph glanced to the side then smiled back at the masses, his eyes alight for the cameras. “With that holy cause in mind, we welcome another of your own into the Twelve. Please come forward, brother Waithright.”
The contrast between Hiram and the Pope could not have been any starker as he walked toward the pulpit escorted by the same two angels. No garish flowing robes draped his forms nor did he wear a head covering of any kind. He was garbed in a simple black business suit, white shirt with a wide, white tie. The only commonality between the two outfits was the emblem of the Conclaves woven into his tie. Hiram moved purposely across the stage, his back straight and his head held high. Since his church and city had become the capital of the Conclaves, his initial concerns about Joseph and his message had vanished with the wind. The headaches were gone, he found himself energized with His divine glory and Hiram knew the Creator had blessed him.
“Once First President,” Joseph said warmly, “this man repeatedly proved his devotion to the Creator. Even before we arrived, Hiram Waithright led his version of the Twelve within his church. Innately, he understood the Creator’s path. With his help, he led his people to become the first Conclave and continues to serve the Word of the Creator in all things. I am honored to call him my friend.”
Another box was brought forth as Hiram beamed at Joseph’s side. The crown that was lifted out was similar to that given to John Matthew, but, in place of jewels, the symbol of the Conclaves with outstretched wings was placed in the center. It was made of artistically worked silver edged with a thin strand of maroon. The palm and fist were embossed with the same dark red trim. Joseph placed the crown on Hiram’s glowing face and smiled.
“From this day forward,” the Prime intoned, “You shall be named High Protectorate. You will be charged with commanding the Eyes of the People, a directorate made up of police forces and ordinary citizens whose mission it is to root out the blasphemers, heretics, and enemies of the church. We thank you in advance for your hard work to come. You will also be charged with finding those who murdered these to icons of the Creator,” he added, sweeping his hand back toward the monument. “Bring them to the justice of the Creator. Welcome to the Twelve.”
Joseph turned back to the podium, his mahogany eyes blazing in the sunlight. “We have allowed humanity to fight its own battles and chose its path with only limited help from our warriors. Over the last years, we have seen how much you strive toward His light. It is time we support you fully. You can count on the Children of the Creator to be at your side. We will place our bodies before yours as the shield of the Creator and protect you from those who would darken your path toward salvation. We are Twelve once again. Now we will lead you into the final war for the souls of humanity.”
The speeches and ceremonies continued for another hour and were broadcast around the world. But not all those present nor watching felt at ease with the proclamations. Visions of Hitler’s Black Shirts, Russia’s secret police, and the militias of the past U.S. president swam through their minds and chilled them to the bone.
To add to their discomfort, rumors ran rampant that Daniel was not killed by humans, but by a cabal of angels seeking to overthrow the Twelve. Angeline made sure pictures of the crime scene were circulated throughout the Conclaves showing the angelic sword slammed through the head of the messiah. To bolster the story, the Seals took one of the fallen angels with them along with the bodies of their brothers. Like all gossip, the rumors spread like wildfire growing bigger and stronger with each telling.
“Holy shit!” President Morland followed that with a string of expletives rivaled only by the foul curses spewed forth by the rest of the people within the ranch bunker. “How are we to fight against that?”
Kylie Jorgenson bit her lip and stared at the terrifying pictures being relayed by the Hubble. Whole fields of stars winked out of existence to be replaced by the vast blackness of the alien armada. The massive enemy fleet had rounded the moon just a scant four hours ago but was already just a few hundred miles from the edges of Earth’s atmosphere. Kylie couldn’t help the shivers running down her spine or the cold chills that froze the blood slowing in her veins.
The monstrous armada split up just before it entered the thermosphere. Those in the underground command center watched helplessly as the vile plague spread across the world until they were outside the range of the Hubble’s camera array and lost behind the curve of the earth. The satellite systems picked them up as they crossed through the mesosphere and plunged into the stratosphere unhindered by the heat of their passing. A few of the satellites were destroyed, caught in the wakes of the crafts when they cut through the exosphere, but most were carefully avoided. The aliens still had use for them.
The largest behemoths planted themselves high above the capitols of Earth’s nations. Huge panels opened, releasing thousands of smaller, but still enormous craft that dropped upon the cities like birds of prey.
The moment the fleet entered the airspace above Russia and China, both counties launched nuclear ICBMs at the approaching craft. Most were diverted from their targets by alien technology and sent harmlessly into the far reaches of space. Others struck the ebony vessels with unexpected results. Joseph had alluded to the possibility early on, but this was the first time anyone had seen it implemented. The missiles exploded more like convention warheads, huge balls of fire, and shrapnel, but the nuclear components were neutralized before they ever found their targets. The gargantuan warships suffered no discernable damage at all. A dark pall of despair settled over President Morland’s command center as they watched the most formidable weapon in humanity’s arsenal transmuted into something as useless as a BB gun against Kevlar.
 Thousands of Aleohiem and angels joined the ranks of human Conclave armies. Millions more fought in their legions. Alien energy weapons decimated artillery battalions and military installations. For close combat, the vicious creatures preferred their swords. Depraved malevolence burned in their eyes as they hacked and slashed their way through enemy troops, their armor and tough hides nearly impervious to small arms fire. The pure savageness of their berserker attacks with these ancient razor-edged weapons created mindless terror and panic in humanity’s forces. It was also the exact emotions the brutish, ferocious assaults were calculated to instill. It felt somehow cleaner to die from a hail of bullets than to be cut to ribbons by those fiendish blades.
Rear Admiral Trevor Dolan stood on the bridge of the USS Dwight D. Eisenhower staring at the most horrific, incomprehensible battle scene his highly tactical mind could have imagined. Nothing in his training nor his decades of decorated service had prepared him for this. His iron jaw was clenched so hard, his teeth felt like they would crack. Trevor shouted out a constant stream of orders amid the barely controlled pandemonium surrounding him, but he knew in his soul most of them were futile gestures of unyielding defiance at this point. His pathetic part in this unholy war would soon be over. The tough, battle-hardened Admiral never felt so helpless.
The noise was deafening outside the thickly paned windows. Every gun within Carrier Strike Group 10 blasted away at the alien ships as fast as they could be reloaded. The turquoise sky was filled with smoke, fire, and swarms of F/A 18 Hornets. Twisting and weaving among them were the strange-looking fighter craft of the Conclave forces. Red tracer rounds weaved an intricate, deadly web across the heavens. The alien ships countered with pulses of blue and white energies that melted the navy jets into molten slag along with their pilots. Hordes of angels fell from ebony, cigar-shaped ships, and dropped like raptors, landing amid the seamen fighting desperately on the decks of every naval vessel in the group. The hand-to-hand combat was grisly as swords met flesh and magnesium-laced flamethrowers bathed metallic wings in shrouds of flame. The decks were awash with blood, body parts, and pools of alien goo.
Within a scant few hours, most of the Strike Group was sent to the bottom of the sea. Battleships and Destroyers burned like funeral pyres on the churning verdant waters, the screams of dying men replacing the thunder of cannon fire. Only the mighty Ike remained afloat, though the flight deck was pockmarked with black splotches, human remains, and flocks of armored angels. The few fighter jets left on the ship burned on the metal tarmac, twisted and broken
Admiral Dolan watched the massive obsidian floating fortress settle high above the Eisenhower and knew his time was over. The angels deserted his beloved ship like buzzards relinquish a tasty piece of roadkill to an approaching eighteen-wheeler. He watched them go with stony eyes, wishing they were the loving servants of the Lord as he was raised to believe instead of these demonic creatures of destruction. Still, he crossed himself and glanced at his men, sending a silent prayer up to the God he hoped was listening.
Trevor didn’t see the pulse of sonic energy that slammed into the aircraft carrier. It had no color. He didn’t hear the creaking of buckling bulkheads or the shattering of glass. The fist of the Creator smashed his body to powder microseconds before the incredibly powerful blow drove the Eisenhower and its crew hundreds of feet beneath the turbulently bubbling sea.
In years past this would have been a typical, picturesque fall day around Nashville, Tennessee. High, wispy clouds drifted lazily across a sparkling blue sky. Even with a brilliant yellow sun beating down on the landscape, the air had that first crisp bite of oncoming winter. A wide variety of trees shed their leaves in a light breeze, covering the hills and city streets in a blanket of vibrant color. On any other day, the smell of burning leaves would have filled the nostrils with a pleasant and familiar aroma. Instead, the acrid scent of gunpowder and raging fires assaulted the senses. Eyes stung from the clouds of smoke floating through the city streets like a thick fog. The stench of rotting corpses competed with the screams of the wounded for dominance in the minds of the soldiers running through the smoldering ruins of the heart of country music.
The Reverend Harold Johnston O’Connell thought he knew well the horrors mankind was capable of inflicting upon itself. His work as a missionary took him to countries ravaged by warfare and famine. He’d seen children whose little bodies were burned by fire and blistered by chemical attack. He’d wept for the souls of entire villages crushed under the iron fist of genocide. Harold had comforted women raped by roving militias and prayed for those who had suffered through every heinous form of torture the most sadistic of minds could devise. Yet, none of that prepared him for the barbarity of the battles on his home ground.
Harold wished he could attribute such fiendish cruelty to alien hands alone, but his own eyes prevented his fervent prayers from being answered. He’d watched as wild packs of his countrymen had torched churches packed with terrified men, women, and children who had sought sanctuary within. His ears bled from their wails and agonized screams as the fires of hell consumed them in flesh-blistering torment. Harold had witnessed battalions of arm-banded Conclave soldiers blasting away at anything that moved. He’s seen the black-garbed Aleohiem hack their way through entire companies of American forces using only their unholy swords to rend the defenders' limb from limb. Hosts of armored angels swooped into the middle of gun emplacements, their blades slick with the blood of hapless men and women. He’d been close enough on one occasion to see the malignant glee glowing in their faces as they severed heads, arms, and legs, leaving the fatally wounded to suffer and wail as their blood-soaked the streets. The utter brutality of their attacks sickened the Reverend beyond anything he could imagine.
O’Connell was never a soldier before this. He’d never taken a human life, watched the terror in the eyes fade to blackness from the wounds he’d inflicted with his actions. Harold never felt the satin of fresh blood flow over his trembling hands as he tried to stem the steamy, sticky liquid pumping from holes he, himself, had bored into whimpering men. The pleading sounds of their passing would never stop echoing within his feverish brain. He vomited multiple times every day until there was nothing left but dry, acidic heaves coming from his twisting stomach. Still, he fought on with righteous, patriotic fury for the souls of all Americans.
Firsthand urban warfare was as unimaginably alien to him as the demonic creatures pouring through the streets. He’d seen the charred ruins of shattered cities before but only as an aftermath, not as it was actually happening. Harold’s eyes darted from window to window, never knowing what type of death might rain down on him and his militia from those blackened pits. Every shadowy alleyway was like the gaping maw of a hungry beast waiting for him to pass within range of its blood-soaked claws. Monsters lurked in every broken doorway and around every dark corner. Monsters that might look like men, giants, or saintly angels. Harold could feel his mind shattering like the shards of glass littering the sidewalks and knew he could not take much more. One thought plagued him as he ran. Perhaps he had chosen the wrong side after all.
That was one of the few things he got right in his crusade against the Twelve. His ears were pounding with his heartbeat as he raced down 1st Avenue North along the banks of the Cumberland River running toward the Music City Bike Way. All other bridges around Nashville were jammed with cars attempting to flee, black-armored Aleohiem hacking their way through the populous or companies of human Conclave soldiers wreaking havoc on their brothers and sisters. The bikeway was one of the very few exits left to get away from the battles raging on the downtown streets. The Reverend was so caught up in his fear-fueled panic that he didn’t hear the flapping of metallic wings above him.
A shadowy darkness descended upon Harold as if a thundercloud was passing beneath the sun. The cracked mirror of his mind did not register the change in lighting. Even if it had, his petrified fingers could not lift the useless rifle clenched in his hands. He kept running until he bounced off an unseen obstruction that suddenly blocked his flight. Harold’s head hit the concrete pathway hard enough to cause stars to blaze in his eyes. When his vision cleared, his mouth dropped open, and, to his eternal shame, the Reverend soiled himself on the sidewalk.  
The angel Selathiel stood above him, her platinum hair swirling around her shoulders. Her exquisite, heavenly face was as hard as the ground beneath her wide-spread feet. The large, almond-shaped, deep blue eyes below her furrowed brow were as cold as a New York winter. The only thing more terrifying than the tip of the gigantic glistening sword tip inches away from his throat was the few frigid words that slipped through her slightly parted, rose-red lips.
“Joseph sent me to find you.”
Peterson Air Force Base, home of NORAD, located in Colorado Springs had been well within the confines of the Western Conclave for years but was largely ignored by the Twelve. The city and the nearby Cheyenne Mountain Complex were like an oasis amid the turmoil boiling across the country. That special status was revoked the moment NORAD launched ballistic missiles at the largest ships of the alien fleet. Weeks of assaults against the area were repelled by the well-trained, highly-motivated marine companies and Air Force squadrons surrounding the installation. The city, bases, and the underground fortifications were too well defended for the human Conclave army to penetrate.
Not so for the alien aerial armada. Shortly after the sinking of the Atlantic Fleet, one of the gigantic alien flagships appeared above NOAD. Nothing the valiant squadrons of American warbirds did could prevent the black behemoth from settling over the mountain and reducing the complex to rubble as it had done to Kim Jong-un’s palace. When the monstrous ship vanished into the sky with its fleet of support ships, it left behind a silent tomb of crushed stone and shattered bodies. A gritty, brown dust cloud lifted from the earth and darkened the skies across four states, blocking the sun for days. Every American fighter jet lay broken and burning, the wreckage strewn across hundreds of miles of high desert landscape. The heart of the American defense systems was ripped from the body of the mountain range and lay bleeding and dying with no one left for over a hundred miles to mourn its passing.
“We call on the President and the last of the American armed forces to cease and desist,” Joseph said sternly in the nationwide broadcast. He didn’t know where the American command center was now located, but he was sure Morland was still giving the commands. “Your people have spoken. They reject your leadership and unite under the Word of the Creator. It is time for you to accept their decision.”
Joseph was again garbed as he first appeared in his white, opalescent robes. His curly mahogany hair flowed over his brawny shoulder, glistening in the bright sunshine. He wore the mantle of Thorvaldsen’s Jesus as he spread his hands and softened his voice to an almost pleading tone. 
“We have no desire to see anyone else die for a lost cause,” he said earnestly. “We promise those who lay down their arms you will be allowed to return to your homes without repercussions. You will be forgiven all past transgressions and may live your lives out in peace. Please, for your sake, the sake of your families, for the sake of humanity and your country, accept our offer.”
“To President Morland,” Joseph said, his manner still kindly, though his chocolate eyes glittered with steel. “I beg you to end these continued hostilities on the behalf of all Americans. Meet me face to face on the steps of your Supreme Court at 10 am one week from today. You have the word of the Twelve you and your people may travel unmolested throughout the country. Once you relinquish control of the government, you will be free to go where you wish without restriction.”
His face turned as hard as the marble from which his image was carved. “This is our only offer. Ignore it at your peril.”
President Moreland sat stone-faced as nearly half the monitors in the underground command center flickered and went blank. NORAD was gone. A grim, dismal silence filled the conference room that was so palpable breathing was difficult for many of the people slumped around the long oval table. For the second time in recent memory, Morland threw his half-filled coffee mug across the room, shattering it against an uncaring wall. No one rose to pick up the porcelain shards or sop up the sticky brown liquid. They were too lost in their misery to care.
The rest of the screens showed news broadcasts of destroyed cities across the country and the vicious fighting within those yet to fall. A veritable tsunami of winged armbands swept through the streets behind walls of angelic warriors and black-armored aliens. Entire companies of American troops lay down their arms to join those ranks, kneel in surrender, or to simply run for their lives among the smoking ruins.
“Send out orders to cease all further resistance,” the President said bleakly. His face was as black as a moonless midnight and his eyes were filled with furious tears. “Tell our forces to stand down and retreat.”
“You are ordering us to surrender?” General Mathis stammered incredulously. “We can’t give up! This is our country, goddamnit!”
“Is it?” Morland replied roughly, his fisted hands white-knuckled before him. He nodded up at the monitors around him and said bitterly, “Those are our citizens out there fighting alongside the Twelve. They have given themselves over willingly to the forces who invade us. They are Americans demanding a new government, a new way of life. Are we fighting for them or only for ourselves?”
“As much as I hate to admit it, the President is right,” Jack Anderson said, his voice as hard as steel. “It’s time to end this. Three-quarters of the country is now under Conclave control. Only the southern states are holding out and they are losing rapidly. New York is the only major city still in American hands.”
Jack’s snicker was harsh without a trace of humor. He shook his head, his hazel eyes dark, and said, “Seems like every New Yorker is armed to the teeth and urban warfare in a concrete jungle is a tough win even for the Conclave.”
“The reality of the situation is we are one of the scant few still fighting,” Secretary of State Ackerman injected. Gone were the days when Ellen maintained a crisp, well-tailored, business appearance. Her perfectly styled, silver hair was now pale white and hung in haggard disarray around her hollowed cheeks. Her clothes were rumpled and draped her body like a sack. The extreme loss of weight made the strong, tough woman look sickly and old.
“Putin is dead,” she continued bleakly. “Intelligence tells us the ruling parties of China, Russia, North Korea, much of the Middle East, and Africa have been captured and taken off-world to Joseph’s promised hell. Pretty much all of Europe has capitulated to the Twelve. We stand almost completely alone. If you can call this,” she said, sweeping her frail-looking hand over the monitors, “still standing.”
“With the Pope’s ascension to one of the Twelve,” Father Guerrero added from his chair along the wall of the chamber, “the power and reach of the Catholic Church flooded Europe with Conclave adherents. Add to that the followers of Islam, led by their alien messiah, joining with the Church for the first time in history and there was no chance the continent would resist.”
All eyes around the table turned to the priest. Roderick’s face was carved from marble and his voice was just as hard. “I don’t have to remind any of you of the Church’s history of horrific fanaticism nor that of radical Islam. It is unadulterated fact that the evangelical Protestants of this country were a major part of the upheavals we barely survived under the last administration. The terrorist tactics they used in the name of God ripped us apart and weakened the very fabric of our country. You all saw that for yourselves. I have to warn you these elements will gain tremendous power under the rule of the Twelve. To concede control to them will have consequences far beyond the loss of a country. Think carefully on that before you surrender to them.”
Roderick stood and walked stiffly to the end of the table. He placed his fists on the polished surface and leaned heavily. “I guarantee you one thing,” he said with iron-clad certainty. “Even the freedoms they claim you will retain under their theocratical government will be gone once their control is consummated. History has proven this time and again. I strongly recommend you consider this before you bow down before them.”
“Have you found them?” President Morland asked as he sat in his private quarters in the sprawling farm ranch house. Over the fervent objections of his staff, Clifford needed to get out of the bunker for a while. He needed the feel of sunshine on his face and the smell of growing things in his nostrils. The peace and serenity surrounding him seeped into his soul and helped ease the heavy burdens trying to crush him.
“Yes,” FBI Director Carpenter replied as he sipped on a glass of strong Kentucky bourbon. “They are…”
“I don’t want to know,” Morland said, cutting David off short. “It’s probable that Joseph will use one of those damn truth gadgets he has on me. You and I both know how badly he wants Ms. Morgan and Washburn. I can’t tell him what I don’t know. Did they get my orders?”
“Yes. They were hand-delivered as you specified,” David replied tightly. “Washburn didn’t like it, but his Seals and the Special Ops teams they’re in contact with will join up and go to ground. Ms. Morgan will stay with Master Sargent Washburn.”
“Now there’s a surprise,” Clifford said with a wry chuckle.
“Dr. Jorgenson said they continue to send out burst transmissions to the Twelve’s enemies. Perhaps they will respond in time,” David said softly.
“Perhaps,” the President replied with a feeble nod, but there was not the slightest trace of honest hope in that single word.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” Carpenter asked, changing the subject. He was genuinely concerned for the man he respected and was proud to call his friend. It was hard to see him this way.
Morland stared out the big picture window and watched a gentle wind blowing across the fields. Thick groves of evergreens covered the high, rolling hills in the distance. Patchy white clouds floated in the crystal blue sky, lit with golden edges by a bright yellow sun. For a brief moment, Clifford could forget the destruction and turmoil rocking his beloved country. A very brief moment.
“There really is no choice,” he said after a heavy sigh and a long swig of his bourbon. “I will not be responsible for thousands more of our people dying needlessly. We cannot win this.”
“Know that the rest of us are with you, sir.”
“Thank you, David,” the President said sadly. A beautiful, multi-hued bird landed on the windowsill. Its song sounded deeply mournful and filled with the same, empty loneliness that permeated his soul. “But this is one time I wish you weren’t. The price for this will be high.”
Each member of the President’s cabinet traveled to Washington by different circuitous routes to keep from giving away the location of the farm. Morland, the Vice-President, and six Secret Servicemen took back roads up to the shores of Lake Michigan. From there, they took a boat to the Upper Peninsula and traveled back down across the Mackinaw Bridge. In a quiet side road auto garage on the outskirts of Mackinaw City, they stopped and drove their black inside. The ex-marine owner of the shop affixed Presidential Seals on the vehicles, his weathered face grim. From then on, they were not stopped at the hundreds of armed checkpoints the Conclaves had established between here and Washington. It crushed their souls to see the furious, hate-filled stares they received as they passed by crowded sidewalks, but no one dared accost them in defiance of Joseph’s proclamation.
They’d purposefully taken the longest route possible to give the rest of their people time to reach their destination so the President and his party were the last to arrive. They were met just north of D.C. where Interstate 370 ran into Interstate 270 by a convoy of SUVs baring the Conclave emblem. The course the President took from Michigan was closely monitored by the media which was what Morland intended. That way the public was aware and their escorts knew exactly when and where to intercept them.
As per agreements made with Joseph in phone calls during their trip, suites were reserved for the presidential entourage at the Sofitel Washington DC almost two miles from the Supreme Court building. The staff was curtly cordial as if they were being forced to treat these particular guests well. Their platitudes were tinged with animosity and a slight trace of fear. As nice as the hotel was, it was highly unlikely anyone would get any sleep this night.
President Morland stared out the window of his limousine, his flushed cheek pressed against the glass as they crept down Pennsylvania Avenue. The late morning sky fit his mood. It was dim and somber with a layer of motionless gray clouds spread from horizon to horizon. The thick lump in his throat made breathing difficult and he had to keep wiping the moisture from his misted hazel eyes. No matter what happened next, this was the last time he would roll through these revered streets. He wondered how many of these monuments to American democracy would withstand the assault on their principles Clifford knew was bearing down upon them. What would Freedom Plaza mean to those who had none? Would the FBI become a tool of suppression and a symbol of fear? What would happen to the National Archives? Would the history of America be distorted and destroyed? He didn’t know those answers, but he did know he wouldn’t be around to find out.
Turning onto Constitution Avenue and skirting the Capitol Building was the hardest thing Morland had ever done. He felt like his heart would burst in agony. Burning tears flowed freely down his puffy cheeks. Notwithstanding the attempts by the last administration to corrupt it, it had stood as the bastion of American ideals. Now it was home to a theocratical tyranny that would consume the world. The thought of those creatures striding through those magnificent hallways filled him with fist-balling rage.
As much as these thoughts tortured him, the President was more brokenhearted by the people who packed the sidewalks to watch him pass by. There were no cheers of support or placards of protest. The faces he saw were as dark as thunderclouds churning with hatred and raw emotions. Most of them wore winged armbands and looked as if they wanted nothing more than to yank him out of the car and beat him to death. Others stood with heads lowered and hands stuffed in their pockets. A cold shiver rippled up his spine but he knew he was perfectly safe for the moment. Squads of armored Aleohiem patrolling the streets saw to that. He would reach his destination untouched. After that…
The convoy of limos coasted to a stop in front of the low steps leading up to the main entrance of the Supreme Court. A long line of grim-faced, ebony garbed alien warriors held back the crowds, creating a wide corridor for the President and his cabinet. Other than mumbled curses and irate murmurs, the people were strangely quiet as Clifford and his companions walked up the few steps leading to the plaza. A small rectangular space as wide as the main steps was kept clear of the gathered throngs by a host of battle-armored angels, their metallic wings glistening with the drops of mist falling in the pervasive gloom. Joseph stood at the bottom of the stairs waiting to greet them, the angel Selathiel to his right and an onyx-armored, fierce-looking male angel on his left.
Morland noticed three odd round holes about fifteen feet apart drilled into the concrete in front of the statue of the Guardian of Law on the Prime’s left. A huge gray tarp covered irregularly shaped, but somehow familiar objects laying on the ground behind the holes. Something about the mysterious scene caused the hair on Clifford’s neck to stand on end and he felt his mouth go dry.
Joseph was dressed in his white flowing robes completely immune to the moisture dampening the plaza stones. There was no warmth in his tone, just stern politeness as he spoke to the President and his cabinet.
“Welcome,” he said flatly without extending his hand. “I am glad to see you have decided to be here today to end these needless hostilities. You know Selathiel,” he said, nodding to his right. He lifted his hand toward the other angel and added, “This is Michael, commander of the Caleriphim, the Creator’s Proctorial Guardians. Before we go inside to formally sign the proclamation of surrender before the Twelve, there is one order of business that must be concluded.”
Joseph glanced toward an Aleohiem standing nearby. The creature spun on his heel and stepped through the angelic guards. He returned almost immediately accompanied by five of his brethren. They herded before them three haggard-looking, disheveled men dressed in sleeveless tan smocks, two of which were instantly recognizable. Lucas Olstein looked gaunt and exhausted, all the charisma he’d always been known for reduced to undisguised terror. The Reverend Harold O’Connell was pushed to his knees in front of Joseph along with the other men, all his bluster as cracked as shattered safety glass. Clifford could see he’d been beaten severely. His left eye was almost swollen shut and dark purple bruises covered his bare arms. The third man was almost as badly used and did not look up as his kneecaps hit the unyielding ground.
Joseph stared at the men like they were bugs about to be ground beneath the heel of his boot. His face was a twisted mask of wrath as he spoke first to the arching bank of news crews gathered behind the President and then directly to his prisoners.
“These men stood against the Word of the Creator in the worst ways possible,” he said, his voice filled with fiery vehemence. “They led your brothers and sisters into death and damnation. Not out of misguided, antiquated beliefs as did your president and his government but for the sake of their personal aggrandizement. Millions died by their hand or by the hands of those they led down the road to perdition. The Law of the Creator is clear. Their punishment should be commensurate to the crimes they visited upon their victims.”
Joseph gave a curt nod and two Aleohiem lifted Lucas to his feet. They had to hold him by the arms to keep him from collapsing on trembling legs. “You, Lucas Olstein, were at the right hand of Daniel. You were one of our most trusted. You were chosen from among many at the very beginning to help us spread the Word of the Creator for you had raised so many toward His Grace even before you understood His true nature. For years, you have been one of our loudest voices to humanity and were welcomed into the arms of the Twelve as a brother.”
The Prime’s voice turned as black as a moonless, starless night. “But your soul is not pure. You used His Word to line your own pockets and to bathe yourself in the adulation of true believers. Then, when it suited your twisted purposes, you turned against us and aided our enemies. You are an abomination - a betrayer of humanity, the Twelve, and the Word of the Creator. You shall be punished in kind.”
 The Reverend was lifted by his guards to face Joseph. His tone was as harsh as course sandpaper against pine. “You, Harold O’Connell, call yourself a minister, a spreader of the gospel, a man of God. Yet, you used your religion as a weapon against any who did not believe as you do. You assaulted those who chose a different path to His light, calling them evil, miscreations, and blasphemers. You condemned their life choices as if you knew the only true road to salvation. You, Reverend, ignored the teachings of your own Bible whenever it conflicted with your desires. You and your kind supported a man who was the very personification of your anti-Christ simply to bend others to your way of life. You turned your hatred and self-righteousness against the Twelve and the Word of the Creator because His truth did not conform to your narrow-minded ideals. You led your own into a bloody crusade that cost countless lives and those of your kind have done throughout human history. It is you, Reverend, who has twisted your own God’s words at the cost of the souls of so many. It is you who is the serpent in the garden, the spreader of lies, and the demon who corrupts the heart of mankind. Now you shall face the Justice of the Creator. May He have mercy on you for I will not.”
At a nod, the third man was brought to his feet. He didn’t meet Joseph’s steely gaze, just kept his eyes on the ground. The Prime did not address the man directly this time. He spoke instead to the crowd and the cameras. “This is Bruce Wayne. You do not know him for he hid in the shadows like a coward, afraid the naked light of day would expose him for the vile conspirator he is. He lived within our Conclave under the protection of the Twelve. He benefited from our gifts and lived in the peace and safety we provided. At the same time, he spied upon us in league with Angeline Morgan to spread lies and dissention among the communities we serve. He passed information from the foul miscreant Lucas Olstein to her and our enemies and aided him in his attempt to escape from the justice of the Creator.”
Joseph pointed at the man sagging in the arms of Aleohiem. His tone was gentle and conciliatory as he said, “In other moments, this man would have the chance to redeem himself in the eyes of the Creator through hard work on a hell world and devotion to His Word. But today he is more than just a man. He is an icon of amnesty for all those who have stood against the Creator for his punishment will absolve them of their sins.”
Joseph’s voice changed in pitch until it was almost a primal growl. “He will also stand as the harbinger of the fate which awaits those who seek to subvert the Will of the Creator from this day forward through actions or silence in the presence of such evil. Heed well the penalty for treachery.”
The three men were brought to Joseph’s feet and forced to look up into the black pits of his eyes. Red flashes of lightning burned within those glistening orbs as he spoke to Lucas and Harold, once again ignoring the last of the trio.
“You have put yourselves and your beliefs above all others,” he said harshly. “Through words and deeds, you have vainly stated you know more about His truth than those of us who are His direct descendants. You have incited and condoned the violence which resulted in the deaths of millions and the destruction of hundreds of your cities. How can you be punished for such atrocities done in the name of whom you call God?”
Joseph tilted his head as if contemplating for a moment before returning his burning gaze upon the hapless men. “You claim your religion is based on the teachings of Jesus Christ, though you disregard them when they are inconvenient to your dogmas. I told you before, I walked with Jesus in his search for truth. It was I who taught him the Word of the Creator and how he could use those most sacred of Words to save humanity’s souls in the time of His judgment. It was I who lifted his lifeless body from the tomb and brought him up to the stars to join our Father in the heavens. You claim the only way toward salvation is through the path of Jesus Christ. So be it.”
The wall of angels parted to reform around the ominous holes in the plaza. “I shall grant you your greatest wish,” Joseph said grimly. “You will walk in the shoes of Jesus and will endure the same ending as was visited upon him.”
At a nod from the Prime, the huge tarp was pulled away to expose three wooden crosses, their bases near the holes. The trio of men screamed and fought like demons but they could not break the iron grip of the Aleohiem. They wept and pleaded, begging for mercy, but their cries went unheard as they were dragged toward their impending doom. The crowd roared and shouted out their terrifying approval, the bloodlust in their voices at odds with their words of praise for the Creator. All the President and his people could do was gape in horrified astonishment at the reaction of people they called countrymen.
The men were spread out on the crosses, leather straps securing them to the horizontal beams at forearm, bicep, and ankles. A drone hovered overhead and relayed the sickening image to giant screens scattered among the crowds and broadcast the repulsive obscenity around the world. Two angels came to each of the men and knelt near their wrists. When they brought out spikes and hammers, Morland could take no more.
“Hold!” he shouted with all the power of his lungs and the fury filling them to overflowing. “Stop this sacrilege immediately!”
Joseph cocked his head in the direction of the President, his eyes flashing dangerously. Yet, he raised his hand and the angels rose to their feet still holding their diabolical tools. “You would intervene in the Creator’s decree?” he snarled viciously. “You have no authority here.”
“This is not the Creator’s decree,” Clifford growled in return, his voice trembling with outrage. “This is yours. And I have the authority of any sane, compassionate human being with an ounce of empathy. Where is the Creator’s mercy and forgiveness you so often flaunt in your words? Are you exempt from following His commandments against murder? This,” he said, waving toward the men writhing against their bindings, “is nothing but cold-blooded murder.”
“This is not murder,” Joseph countered. “This is punishment befitting their crimes against humanity and the children of the Creator. It is justice.”
“It is not,” Morland replied stiffly. “This is retribution. This is your way of instilling fear against anyone who might oppose you. It is your way of silencing the tongues of dissenting voices. This is your next step in destroying the freedoms on which this country was founded.”
The President stepped within a few feet of Joseph and stared up into those alien eyes. So infuriated was he, Clifford did not notice how quiet the plaza had gotten. “The First Amendment of the United States Constitution guarantees every person the God-given right to free speech and freedom of religion. You seek to abolish these most basic of tenets. You have already extinguished the rights of a free and unhindered press and established a national religion, both in violation of this clause. What freedoms will you eliminate next? Will you turn our democracy into a government of oppression?”
“God-given rights,” Joseph snickered, shaking his head. “The Creator did not give you ‘rights’, people did. And as loftily as those sound, what have you done with them? You expect rights without responsibility. Your ‘free speech’ allowed those who spew hatred, bigotry, and incite violence to hide beneath that umbrella of protection without fear of reprisal. Your ‘freedom of religion’ created dogmas so diametrically opposed that they led to intolerance, ignorance, and bloodshed on a worldwide scale. ‘Freedom of the press’ gave license to those who skew the truth to their own ends. It permitted baseless opinions and outright lies to be placed on the same level as pure fact to the point that no one knows what to believe.”
Joseph spread his arms wide to encompass the massive throngs surrounding him. “These people are sick of your way of governing. You have allowed your Constitution to be twisted and perverted so that it no longer serves the people but only the self-interests of a few. It is time for a new way. It is time for the Emissaries of the Creator to step in to create a world of peace, prosperity, and justice for all mankind before He decides your corruption of His plan must be corrected and cleansed from the planet He gave you.”
Morland had to wait until the thunderous applause quieted to a dull roar before he could speak. “And you will base this new government on fomenting fear in those who oppose you and using the kind of abject brutality as you would impose on these men? That is not peace or justice. That is tyranny.”
“Call it by whatever name you chose,” Joseph huffed, weary of this useless debate. He nodded to the angels by the crosses who knelt and raised their hammers. “It is the way things will be from this day forward.”
“Not as long as I live,” Morland said softly, his words lost in the agonizing screams of the men. The spikes pierced their palms and sunk deep into the wood, the porous grains soaking up the rivers of blood flowing from their flesh.
In their arrogance, their alien escorts had not bothered to scan the Presidential contingent for weapons. At his resigned, melancholy glance, Morland’s cabinet and Secret Service whipped open their long raincoats. All eyes were on the grisly crucifixions so their actions went unnoticed for precious seconds. Short-barreled shotguns opened fire almost as one. The explosive bullets they belched out were laced with magnesium which burned white-hot on impact. Every weapon was aimed directly at Joseph’s muscle-laden torso.
Their unexpected attack was fast, but not as rapid as the angelic guardians. Their gigantic wings unfurled, creating a metallic barrier around Joseph. The shells erupted in hellish heat, but the aliens had learned from past experience. A halo of bluish energy shimmered around the angels. Not a single slug penetrated the field enough to even touch let alone melt through their feathers.
The reaction of the alien warriors was nearly instantaneous. They descended upon the President with a ferocious howl. Their swords hacked through flesh and bone, leaving only bloody chunks of dismembered bodies in their wake. Morland never saw the crucified men lifted and planted in the holes of the plaza. He didn’t hear their wails of agonized despair. His lifeless eyes did not see the mortified shifting of feet swirling among the masses. He could not feel the swell of ashamed pride in those who witnessed his final of courage.
The last President of the United States was gone.
Epilog
Steve Collingsworth signed the invoice and handed it back to Randall Beckingham, Manager of one of the communal dairy farms spread across the country. All major farms, ranches, and food production facilities were now controlled under the auspices of the Church so Steve was sure to say, “Praise be. See you next trip,” before climbing up into the cab of his eighteen-wheeler.
“Praise be and safe journey,” Randall said offhandedly as he walked away.
Just west of Amarillo, he pulled into a Flying A truck stop and parked in a huge and darkened lot behind the restaurant. Next to him sat an identical silver-steel tanker with no rig attached. Steve glanced around surreptitiously, insuring he was alone. He unhooked his tractor from the milk container and backed it up against the twin tanker. Once done, he sauntered inside for a hot meal and a steaming cup of coffee. By the time he returned, his old payload was on route to its original destination. He climbed into the cab and returned to the highway.
Steve left Interstate 40 just before the New Mexico border and followed old Route 66 into the old ghost town of Glenrio. He parked his truck next to the dilapidated gas station and walked through the front door, the hinges groaning in protest. A brawny, weather-beaten man in a dusty, black cowboy hat was leaning back in an old metal office care with cracked, green leather padding watching a bubble-headed brunette on the news.
“The Church is happy to announce the pagan site of Temple Mount has been leveled to make way for the new Regional School of Redemption in Jerusalem,” she said cheerfully. Behind her hung a huge blue banner bearing the symbol of the Twelve, white wings outstretched with the palm and fist in the center. “The area has been a source of horrendous religious violence for hundreds of years and has served as an icon of hatred and division between people of the region. It joins the Great Mosque of Mecca as one of the many heathen locations destroyed in the name of the Creator to aid in the healing of ancient wounds and to unite the world in the embrace of His Word. Praise be the Creator!”
“Howdy, Leon,” Steve said stopping on the other side of a worn, scratched wooden desk. “Hot out today.”
“Yep,” the man replied, turning toward the desk, the springs of the chair squealing under his weight. He pushed aside a coffee and oil-stained blotter on the cracked wood revealing a new-looking print scanner hidden beneath. His right hand slipped under the desk as he waited for Steve to place his palm on the glass, relaxing only after the device beeped and turned green. He took his fingers off the butt of the shotgun strapped underneath and smiled warmly.
“Need help putting the tarp over your rig?” he asked.
“Please.”
Once the truck was covered with camouflage netting, Steve opened a rusty-looking cover and started pumping the gasoline he carried into one of ten tanks newly buried beneath the desert floor in the forgotten town. The two men strolled over to the rundown diner for a bite while they waited. Steve noted the rusty vintage Coke sign hanging askew on the side of the brick and adobe building. In the lower, left-hand corner, almost lost amid the rust and peeling paint was a red, stylized M.
The same brunette blathered away with her endless prattle on the widescreen hanging on the patched plaster wall inside. This time her tone was angry and her pretty face looked like she’d just sucked on a lemon. “The vile masked criminal known only as M violently took over a TV station in Clarksville, Minnesota, killing three people. With his three accomplices, they hacked into the Church broadcast system and spread lies and sedition for a full ten minutes before slinking back into the shadows as they have done countless times over the last eight years. His Grace, Hiram Waithright has authorized an additional two million dollars to the bounty of six million already on the head of the barbarian. Anyone knowing the identity or location of the fiendish monster is required by law to report it immediately to your local Church office. May he rot in hell,” she spit vehemently. “Praise be the Creator!”
“The murder part is not true, of course,” the attractive bleach-blonde waitress said as she laid a plate of meatloaf and mashed potatoes in front of the men. Her apron was wrinkled and she looked bored and tired, but her icy blue eyes and corded muscle belied her outward image. “What’s the word on the road?” she asked Steve.
“There is a lot of unrest rumbling throughout the country,” he said, confident his words were safe here. Glenrio was one of the thousands of hidden outposts that gathered and shared information among the rebel Morland Network. “Small riots have broken out in major cities against this destruction of holy sites, but they’re quickly quashed. The last of the gangs in New York and Chicago have been rounded up and sent to internment camps before they’re sent off-world.”
Steve washed his meatloaf down with a swig of black coffee and wiped his mouth on his shirt sleeve. “Other than that, it’s pretty much the same as it’s been for years,” he sighed. “I’m not sure if we’re making headway in getting people angry at the Twelve.”
Leon shook his head and asked the waitress for a refill. “You’re wrong there. Our sources confirm people are listening. We’re getting more recruits every day coming in every day. Our numbers are growing.”
“Numbers ain’t going to do it,” Steve replied bitterly. “Those damn human church freaks still rule the world. Traitors! They make me want to puke!”
“Patience,” Leon said, putting his hand on the man’s forearm. “We’ll get there. Have a piece of apple pie before you make your report. It’s incredible.”
The pie was fantastic. Steve brushed the flakes of crust from his shirt, paid for his meal, and walked back to the gas station. Inside the black-windowed garage was a Faraday cage and a secure computer terminal. He logged in and made his report before climbing back into his cab and returning to the highway. He had a long way to travel before his run was finished.
The ranch looked exactly as it always had, crops growing in the fields, a few cattle roaming in the pasture and wood smoke curling up from the red brick chimney of the big, freshly painted house. Work continued on this land as it had for over a hundred years. It was too out-of-the-way and too small of a spread to be of interest to the Church. This is why the huge bunker complex buried beneath the small airplane hangar was never found.
Carl Washburn sat in his office in the busy command center reviewing the latest intelligence reports pouring in from around the country. Despite what Steve Collingsworth thought, the people were listening. The Laws of the Creator became more stringent every day, the penalties more severe. Earth’s holiest scriptures burned in huge, blazing bonfires surrounded by zealously chanting masses with armbands of wings. Soon, any text deemed to promote dissention or free thought followed into the flames. Gone were the works of Plato, Nietzsche, Lincoln as well as the rest of mankind’s greatest intellectuals and philosophers. Earth’s history was re-written to show how humanity had destroyed their planet through greed, corruption, and self-desire. Nowhere were there testaments to man’s kindness, accomplishments, or lofty ideals. The people were afraid. A carelessly dropped word to a neighbor or family member could result in arrest and brutal punishment.
The more the Twelve clamped down, the more people rose up in private defiance. The bright light of freedom burned in every heart and could not easily be extinguished. The aliens didn’t seem to realize this fact was encoded in the DNA of every human being. It might be dimmed during times of oppression, but it would erupt like a blazing star the moment opportunity presented itself. The Morland Network was dedicated to fanning those flames.
“We vetted fifty-thousand new recruits this month,” Max said from across the desk. His grin was lopsided and small as he added, “Those alien truth bands are good for something at least.”
“Yeah,” Carl said sourly. “But we lost five cells to the Conclave in the same month. Poor bastards. They were tortured horribly before they died on live TV. Monsters,” he cursed.
“Good thing they had nothing to tell,” Max replied roughly. “On the bright side, our fuel dumps are at near capacity thanks to the edict that all vehicles be retrofitted to the alien power sources.”
Carl nodded his head and was about to respond when Angeline popped her head in the door. “Are you busy?”
“Not too busy for you,” he replied with his first genuine smile of the day.
She looked stunning as always, her incredible turquoise eyes sparkling with fire. She’d found her perfect place as the head of the Network’s news organization. She was responsible for every piece of information that went out to the M teams who infiltrated the Church’s broadcast stations. Hundreds of people put on the mask and called themselves M to get the truth out to the public. They were the true heroes, risking their lives to keep the country informed. She would have anchored a desk herself, but she was the most hated woman in the Conclaves. Also, it wasn’t safe to broadcast from here for fear the Church could trace the signal back to them no matter how many firewalls were in place. It irked her to no end that she couldn’t be out there on the front lines, but that would mean putting everyone she knew and everything she stood for in imminent danger.
Angeline went around and kissed Carl hard on the lips before pulling a chair up between him and Max. “I have all the new videos ready to go out. We have proof the Twelve are torturing thousands of ex-ministers and priests before sending them off to hell. We even managed to get pictures of the Vatican vaults being trashed and destroyed.” She shook her head, furious at all the antiquities of human history being wiped out. “John Matthew is the one orchestrating the carnage, himself.”
The stream of obscenities that poured from between her pretty pink lips made both men stare in mock horror.
“Well, it’s beyond unconscionable,” she said sternly, not at all fazed by their playful laughter. “How could a man who was once the Pope do such a thing to irreplaceable ancient relics and sacred scriptures?”
“They’re trying to eradicate the entire history of human civilization,” Carl said, his face going dark. “We can never let that happen. That’s what we are fighting for.”
 “Orland tells me our weapons depots are also stocked to overflowing. If it comes down to a fight again, we’re as prepared as we possibly can be,” Max said. “We are ready at your command.”
“A command I cannot give,” Carl snarled. “The last time the world fought against these creatures we lost over a third of the population to the war and the purges that followed. No matter how many new recruits we get or how many weapons we stockpile, we don’t stand a chance without some kind of miracle.”
“That miracle might just be on its way,” Kylie Jorgenson said excitedly as she burst through the office door with Father Guerrero hot on her heels.
“What do you mean?” Carl said, amazed at her exuberance.
“Remember the messages we sent to the stars,” she exclaimed, her excitement filling the room like a noonday sun. Her eyes were wet with tears and blazed with an inner fire. “We just got an answer.”
The End
