

    
        
          Days of Delusion

        

        
        
          Deborah Thomas

        

        
          Published by Deborah Thomas, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      DAYS OF DELUSION

    

    
      First edition. October 14, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Deborah Thomas.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8223059479

    

    
    
      Written by Deborah Thomas.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Days of Delusion

Chapter 1:  The Floating City

Chapter 2:  The Shadow

Chapter 3:  The Ark

Chapter 4:  Conspiracy Theories

Chapter 5:  Home Sweet Home

Chapter 6:  The Night That Changed It All

Chapter 7:  Their World Fell Apart

Chapter 8:  Aftershocks

Chapter 9:  Journey to an Ancient Home

Chapter 10:  The Familiar and the Unfamiliar Homeland

Chapter 11:  The Wailing Wall

Chapter 12:  Entombed Secrets

Chapter 13:  An Unexpected Trip

Chapter 14:  Encounter

Chapter 15:  PRISM

Chapter 16:  Darkness Which May Be Felt

Chapter 17:  The Mysterious Jewels

Chapter 18:  The Memorial

Chapter 19:  The Ancient Enemy

Chapter 20:  The Prisoner

Chapter 21:  A Strange Proposal

Chapter 22:  The Search

Chapter 23:  The Man with the Twisted Face

Chapter 24:  Secret Passageways

Chapter 25:  Dark City Rising

Chapter 26:  Salvation

Chapter 27:  Escape Plan

Chapter 28:  The Underground Battle

Chapter 29:  The Underground Lair

Chapter 30:  The Truth

Chapter 31:  Reunited

Chapter 32:  Battle Plan

Chapter 33:  Traitors

Chapter 34:  Mistaken Identity

Chapter 35:  The Gathering

Chapter 36:  Signs and Lying Wonders

Chapter 37:  The Escape

Chapter 38:  The Last Great Commission

Sign up for Deborah Thomas's Mailing List

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For God and my family.

      

    

Author’s Note

WARNING:  This book is a work of fiction.  Fake characters, settings, and events.  However, some of it is inspired by Biblical truths.  I chose characters’ names and prophecies based on the ones in the Bible.  If you want to read the source of truth, read God’s Holy Bible.  In fact, if you have never read the Bible, please stop reading my book and pick up the Bible first.  It is getting quite difficult to discern the truth these days.  However, we Christians know the source of all truth:  the Bible is God’s Holy Word and our guidebook for real life.

Initially, I had no plans to write during these busy years in my life, but I thought I might get to it someday.  However, changes in laws required me to go back to graduate school and get more credits in teaching English/Language Arts.  In one class, we had to write plans for a fictional novel.  I was stuck.  I searched online for ideas and found many strange articles all over the Internet.  There were loads of conspiracy theories, scientists shooting protons together to discover new particles, floating cities, and other strange sightings in the sky; all were endless possibilities for a story idea.  Many of these articles seemed like modern-day science fiction becoming a reality.  

Above all topics, I have a keen interest in the Bible, especially in prophecy.  I am no expert on these topics and have had no formal training.  However, my parents taught me my whole life to watch for the signs of the times.  God has allowed me to read, study, and teach the Bible for several years.  He has taught me many things throughout this time, not only in my studies but also in my personal life.

As time goes by, I see many things changing.  It is not the same world as before, even just during our short lifespan within this generation.  How far will all of this go?  How rapidly could our world escalate in building toward the prophetic scenes in the days immediately preceding the Rapture?  What will the world be like right before it happens?  We can clearly see some prophecies fulfilled while others remain mysteries until their completion.  

Even during the years of writing this novel, much of what people used to consider conspiracy theories or science fiction has become a reality through new inventions and new ideologies about what might be hovering around in our universe.  Technology can be a good thing, but its rapid pace is almost scary.  When I first started teaching, I heard about some teachers leaving their profession when laptops became the norm, but how far it has gone since then!  Some technology crosses barriers that should not be crossed, such as in genetics, warfare, etc.  Now, some people worry about artificial intelligence becoming sentient and taking over.  It seems that every Sci-Fi movie could be achieved in real life at this point.  

Today, much of the technology is available to make the end happen:  the strange hybrid-like locusts from Revelation, the mark of the beast, the global economic and religious system, and just about any strong delusion.  On the other hand, it is important to remember that however God chooses to roll out his judgments, they will happen, and it does not have to depend upon our technologies.  The only way to avoid these last judgments is to believe in Jesus Christ to be saved.

I only had to write a few scenes for that class all those years ago.  About five years later, during the lockdowns of the Coronavirus, I revisited my book plan.  I have grown tired of watching people argue on TV and the disgusting, immoral content on several shows in recent years.  Some good things remain.  However, it seems as if much of the world is spiraling out of control.  Even as I write this, Israel is suffering atrocious attacks from the terrorist group, Hamas.  The highest number of Jewish people has died in this war since the Holocaust.  Our heartfelt prayers are with the people of Israel and all the innocent people who are affected.  We Christians know this all has a deeper meaning:  the end is getting very close.  Jesus will soon return for His people.

I would like to thank several people.  First of all, God.  I pray that you all get to know Him, His saving grace through Jesus Christ, and His Holy Spirit if you have not already done so.  I thank my parents for raising me to know about Jesus Christ and to be saved.  Thanks to my husband and our three kids for waiting a little longer as I finished typing pieces of the story when they woke up during those school breaks.  Thanks to my pastors, family, friends, teachers, colleagues, and students, who have all impacted and shaped my life in many ways.  Several of my students have been encouraging me as I finished writing this.  I hope you enjoy reading it, but more than that, I hope you will read the real source:  the truth and the primary source of inspiration, the Bible.
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*ALL PICTURES WERE GENERATED with Midjourney.

This story is recommended for teens and adults.
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SEE EXCLUSIVE ADDITIONAL content for your purchase:  The audiobook link is available at the end of the novel.

A Riddle:

On the cover outside is bound

a secret message to be found.

Through the passage where it leads,

twisted layers to be seen.

Prologue:  Matthew 24:1-8 (King James Version)


1 And Jesus went out, and departed from the temple: and his disciples came to him for to shew him the buildings of the temple.

2 And Jesus said unto them, See ye not all these things? verily I say unto you, There shall not be left here one stone upon another, that shall not be thrown down.

3 And as he sat upon the mount of Olives, the disciples came unto him privately, saying, Tell us, when shall these things be? and what shall be the sign of thy coming, and of the end of the world?

4 And Jesus answered and said unto them, Take heed that no man deceive you.

5 For many shall come in my name, saying, I am Christ; and shall deceive many.

6 And ye shall hear of wars and rumours of wars: see that ye be not troubled: for all these things must come to pass, but the end is not yet.

7 For nation shall rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom: and there shall be famines, and pestilences, and earthquakes, in divers places.

8 All these are the beginning of sorrows.
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Chapter 1:  The Floating City
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HOW CAN THIS BE REAL?  Joel thought to himself, feeling his heart begin to pound.  His wide blue eyes were scanning the horizon over the cornfield.

The fresh breeze had shifted and dissipated into silence.  The sounds of the cheering crowd and the rhythmic thud of a baseball against leather gloves had drastically stopped.  A dark, swirling shadow now loomed overhead, blocking out the light of the noonday sun.  Joel’s camera had been scanning the unfolding baseball game for the local news, but now, its lens blacked out.  Joel had leaped to his feet, causing his tripod to lose balance and his camera to tilt toward the ground.  He continued to fix his eyes upward.  “What in the world?”  His voice broke.

“Joel!  Are you capturing this?”  Rachel grabbed Joel’s camera as he fumbled with the lens.  She jumped into action and manipulated the camera’s settings with her slim fingers.  Her dark hair lashed at her eyes, but she was undeterred.

​“Thanks, Rach.  Davie, help me prop up this thing!” Joel exclaimed, trying to regain his composure.  Joel’s little brother, his eyes wide with wonder, abandoned his efforts to run bases.  He dropped his baseball bat and lunged past the sidelines to lift the tripod and help Joel capture the perfect shot of the strange phenomenon unfolding in the clouds.  Davie had launched the ball sky-high for a beautiful home run, but it had deflected from a mysterious, transparent object.  It was as if a barrier had shielded the sky.  The ball rolled to a dead stop in the outfield.  

The camera’s focus blazed past the crowd on the rusty bleachers, capturing a whirl of their bewildered and curious expressions.  It narrowed in on a darkening thundercloud directly over the field.  The clouds continued slowly churning lower like the wisps of a lingering specter.  However, they did not form into a funnel, as a tornado would do.  They were not the head of a typical thunderstorm.  These clouds had poured out from a singular point in the sky as if something had ripped a small hole in the Earth's atmosphere.  The foreboding darkness swarmed larger, and a deep, metallic odor permeated the air that hinted at something otherworldly.  “Just a little more to the left!”  

Then, there it was, emerging through a bluish haze that had overtaken the midday sky.  A city in the clouds.  Its dark skyline appeared mythic and jagged.  Below, an intense audience packed the stands.  Davie’s team loaded the bases, but everyone in fierce competition a few seconds ago was now gazing silently upward.  Some onlookers began furiously pointing into the air, and a hushed shock settled over the crowd.  Others winced at the foul smell, although it did not impede their captivation.  

Several teenagers pulled out their phones to gather live proof of this strange encounter; however, they realized that a sudden lack of cell service had interrupted their social media posts.  Fear began to grip their sober expressions.  Unexpectedly, something began to whiz down onto their heads.

​Zzzt, tss, para, para, para!  Marble-size hail started pummeling the crowd, causing most of them to take cover beneath the sheltered section of the bleachers.  “Run!  Everybody, take cover!” yelled the announcer over the speaker as the hailstones grew in size.  Children began sprinting toward their parents and screaming in terror.  They felt piercing wind begin to blow forcefully against their faces, and the temperature instantly dropped.  Large hail fell toward Joel’s head, but he dodged it.  He used a thick blanket to protect Rachel and the camera as they ran.  Davie grabbed a lawn chair for cover and saw his breath wisping from his nostrils as he sprinted close behind them.  He quickly helped Joel and Rachel readjust the camera underneath a shelter.  Puddles on the ground started to freeze and crack.  

Then, distinctive and blaring sounds from above caused more confusion.  The noise below temporarily came to a halt.  Grrrrakakak!  Beep, beep, beep!  Unmistakable noises of construction and traffic pierced their ears from overhead.  Onlookers from the ground began to hear bustles of a foreign crowd from above as if a city had been magically transported into the air.  However, there was no city with skyscrapers around for a hundred miles.  

“A city floating in the sky?”  Joel fumbled with his words as he attempted to focus his camera lens and capture the rarest footage in history.  The hail slowed down before he could get the camera going again.  Then, the invasive city floated closer.  

Davie and a few teammates began frantically pointing toward an open square space resembling a window within its central tower.  “Look, something is moving in that window!” yelled Davie.  Although difficult to see, a dark figure darted from the city to the ground.  It fell behind the baseball field like a shifting shadow.

Now that this foreign object had invaded, everything changed.  The adults could not contain themselves.  “Are we under attack?!” someone yelled.  They started to panic along with their young children, who continued clamoring for their parents.

“Joel, am I on?” asked Rachel.  She straightened in front of his camera, attempting to make a professional appearance amid chaos.  “Coming to you live from Paoli, Indiana.  We are witnessing what appears to be a floating city overhead...”  Suddenly, as she was speaking, the city vanished.  A gentle, warm breeze replaced the foreboding chill, and the strange clouds dissipated completely.

Small children had smeared their cougar face paint and attempted to catch breaths between horrific screams.  Adults scooped them into their vehicles while others remained motionless, gazing into the sky.  A few people started praying in fear.  Others began chanting as if they were being rescued.  However, this city had nothing like Heaven's golden streets from the Bible.  This one was dark and ominous, like an eerie type of UFO.  Joel flinched in shock that some people would actually want to be abducted by that dark and sinister thing, whatever it was.

“Did you capture that thing in the field?”  Davie asked, tugging at Joel’s shirt.  “We saw something black drop down from the city’s tower – over there!”  

“What?  Where?”  Joel squinted ahead but glanced back at their news van.  “Hang on just a sec,” said Joel, adjusting his headset.  “Judas, were you able to get the footage to the station?”

“Yeah, oh, man,” Judas’s voice crackled over the headphones.  “This is amazing!  The connection is laggy, but I’m sending it right now.”  They could hear Judas rapidly punching the buttons.

Joel took off his headset and grabbed a smaller camera.  “Okay, guys, let’s go and check it out.”  Davie and his friends ran ahead of Joel and Rachel toward the fence in the outfield.  A young, scrawny boy grabbed Davie’s baseball bat for defense while others lingered behind in fear.  

"Who's going in first?" asked the younger boy, gripping the bat.  Joel looked around cautiously and jumped the fence into a farmer's abandoned crop.  Usually, at this time of year, the farmer had tilled the ground and planted the fresh corn into neat rows.  However, someone had been paying local farmers to stop growing food.  It did not take long for lush, towering weeds to overtake the pale, dead corn stalks.  The mixture of wild vegetation engulfed them like a shroud.  Davie adjusted his hat and followed his brother.

“Wait for me, you guys!” yelled Caleb, a sturdy, curly-headed boy.  He lightly shoved the younger boy aside.  “Watch out, Levi.”

“You watch it, Caleb,” said Levi, tightening his upper lip and nudging him back.  He hated it when his older brother tried to make him look like a wimp.  His hesitation waned, and he jumped the fence behind Caleb.  Rachel lingered behind with some of the others but was ready to follow if they went too far.  She stood on tiptoe to see.  Soon, she lost sight of them but could hear their footsteps cautiously crunching between the dry stalks and slushy beads of hailstones.

The boys followed Joel for several yards.  Their pace began to slow as briars mingled with the weeds, an entangled mass too tall for them to see anything.  Joel strained to see a way ahead but stopped when their path ran out.  He winced when he noticed a thorn had pierced his side.  He rubbed out the sting and continued looking through the shadowy overgrowth.  No sign of anything out of the ordinary.  Nothing but the sound of a few confused crickets, still chirping due to the darkness that had overtaken them moments before.  

“Do you see anything?” asked Rachel from the fence.

“No, nothing,” Joel shouted back.  “Hold on, guys, I see a better path over there.”  Joel remembered how the farmer had made a corn maze out of this field, and some old paths were still clear enough to walk through.  They made their way to the left and began curving through the maze.

“Don’t get lost!”  Rachel shouted back.  She gripped the wooden fence but let go when she noticed the grains of the splintery wood.

The boys kept going.  “Don't worry,” Joel hollered back.  “It just winds back around where we came in.”  However, the path kept going deeper into the field.  Once they got to the center, it opened up into a circle.  A perfect circle.  

“There’s no overgrowth here at all,” said Davie as he stepped firmly onto the flattened corn and briars.  They all walked around the circumference and looked up at the sky.  It was quiet.  Not even the sound of a cricket at this point.  

“What could have done this?  It’s too fresh to be part of the corn maze,” said Levi.  

Joel bent over to get a closer look.  The stalks were completely flattened with no space between them and the soil.  Somehow, they were interwoven into an intricate weave pattern.  There was no till in the ground as if someone had taken a steamroller in a flawless loop.  “This seems way too small to match the city in the sky.  Plus, it never touched the ground,” said Joel.  

“There’s no way that the farmer could do something like this with his equipment,” said Caleb, and the others agreed.  He attempted to kick up a layer with his bulky tennis shoe, but the stalks refused to give.

Joel recorded some footage but wondered if it would be best not to send it in.  If he attempted to connect the corn maze with the floating city, they might not appear to match up.  Some people might try to invalidate the whole story.  Not to mention the conspiracies of other reporters’ lives being ruined over broadcasting this type of topic.  He observed the others’ curiosity as they tried to push their fingers underneath the stalks.  No, he pushed out the thought.  I have to send in everything.  I have to stick to this and investigate the truth, no matter what people say.  “Strangely enough, the city did appear over the same spot,” said Joel.  As he put away his phone, the wind began to gust a little.

Next to the circle, Levi thought he felt something touch his foot.  He glanced down and saw a black tail slither through the dead corn stalks.  “Aah, a snake!”  He turned and ran as fast as he could back toward the fence.  Davie spotted it and joined Levi.  They quickly made it back and leaped over the fence toward Rachel.  She winced as they landed beside her, and Davie felt sheepish once he realized how they had reacted.  Joel and the others sprang out and joined them; however, Caleb lingered in the field and grabbed a large rock.

“I’m not afraid of a little snake,” said Caleb.  He looked around his feet in each direction, determined to destroy the serpent.  “Was there really a snake, Levi, or were you just tricking us?”

“There was a huge black snake in there.  It has some sort of strange diamond pattern with dots.  Didn’t you see it?” said Levi defensively.  “Its tail is so fat; it has to be over a six-footer.”  

Davie shook his head in agreement, still bent over catching his breath.  “He’s right.  Definitely over six feet.”

Rachel shivered at the thought and checked around her sandals.  “I hate snakes!”  She started stepping away, ready to get out of there.  

“Be careful in there, Caleb,” Joel called out.  “It could be a cottonmouth with the river nearby.”  Caleb gave up looking and dropped the rock back into its place.  He leaped over the fence to join them.  “Are you sure that you guys saw something drop down from the tower?” asked Joel, attempting not to sound too impatient.  “What did it look like?”

“Positive,” said Davie as the others nodded in agreement.  “It was something black – I couldn’t tell what it was from that distance.”

“I believe you, but whatever it was seems to have disappeared,” said Joel.

As they lingered, the parents and police officers started calling out for them.  “Ah, man.  We may never figure out this mystery now,” said Levi.  “They will never let us come back here.” 

They all breathed heavily.  “We will see what we can find out,” Joel said.  He was just as eager to discover the truth as the others were, but he felt this story would not quickly unravel.  “For now, we had better get going.”  Joel and Rachel led the group back to the baseball field.  The young boys dragged their heels but obediently headed back toward the stands, their minds buzzing with questions and theories.
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Chapter 2:  The Shadow
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ALTHOUGH BACKUP POLICE had arrived, they were largely unnoticed as much of the crowd disseminated in fear and confusion.  Some vehicles had trouble starting due to complications from the encounter, but once their engines fired up, they did not take long to leave.  New onlookers and news vans were attempting to investigate, but the officers began turning them away.  The wind shifted, and dark clouds filled the sky once again.  Regular clouds this time.  The chill of heavy rain was near.

As the remaining crowd gave in to the realization that their mysterious city was not returning, most police abandoned the field.  “Nothing reported from Air Traffic Control,” said one officer.  “The navy’s on it.”  Two jets darted overhead, flying just above the trees.  Just as the city had vanished, so had the salty smell of popcorn and the hopes for the Jug Rox to bring home a victory for the team.

Davie waved goodbye to some friends as they piled into their vehicles with their parents and drove away.  Joel’s phone, which had lost signal like the others, suddenly rang.  It was his boss, Tom.  “This is unbelievable footage, you two.  Whatever else you can get – keep it coming in.  Forget that internship, Joel, and start working with us full-time.  I know that Rachel has been busy with classes this semester, but tell her to think seriously about working with us more often.  We have two full-time positions for you both in reporting Christian news.”

“She hears you.  Thank you, sir!  I have some other interesting footage, but I’m not sure what to make of it yet,” said Joel.  Tom encouraged Joel to send it in for review.  Davie walked up as Joel ended the call.  He tried to call their parents, but the calls kept failing.

Davie’s high voice cracked as he spoke.  “That was the craziest thing I’ve ever seen in my whole life!  What was that thing?  Do you think it was a UFO or a UAP?”

“I have no idea, but something tells me that we’ve not seen the last of it,” Joel said while gathering his camera.

Rachel gazed upward.  “It’s like we all experienced the same strange dream.  This is big, Joel.  No one has ever gotten footage like this.”  He smiled, looking down at Rachel, admiring her beautifully dark and disheveled hair.  She self-consciously attempted to straighten her dress, but she never needed any touch-ups like the other girls.  

“Hey, guys!”  Judas’s crackling voice over Joel’s headphones made him jump.  “Tom loves the footage.  Everyone’s going crazy over it!”

“Yeah, we heard.  Thanks for getting that in when you did, Judas,” said Joel.  “Are you headed out, then?”

“No way!  Are you crazy?  I’m staying out here all night if that’s what it takes.”

Joel winced at his intensity as Rachel gave Joel a disconcerted glance.  He sensed her dread about what might happen if they ran into that object again.  Besides, his parents were probably getting worried if they had watched the news, and they were late for the dinner they had planned.  “Are you sure you won’t come for dinner, Judas?  Mom made her famous chocolate cake.  She wants us to eat it all tonight since Passover begins next week.”

Judas paused, considering the tempting offer.  However, this opportunity was too big to pass up.  “I would have if it wasn’t for this.  No matter what those cops say – I’m not missing any part of this, man.  I’ve been waiting for somethin’ like this my whole life!  We’ve still got a lot more to investigate here.”

Joel felt sorry for Judas.  He had lost his family a few years ago.  Judas’s older brother had finally admitted to committing the brutal murder of their parents.  The judge locked him away for life, and Judas tried to move on, focusing on his work.  He always attempted to act as if he was alright, but he was not the same as in high school.  Joel could see that Judas would not soon give up his skywatching.  “I'm sorry, Judas, but we really have to go.”

There was silence for a moment.  Judas adjusted his headphones.  Then, he said, “Do what you have to do, man.  If I catch something else, I’ll let ya know.”  There was a crunching noise as Judas scarfed down a handful of chips, obviously settling in for the long haul.  Joel took off his headphones and waved toward the van.  He saw Judas tip his hat.

“So, that’s a wrap, then?” asked Davie.

Joel ruffled Davie’s brown curls, knocking off his cap.  “That’s a wrap, bro.  Hey, if it wasn’t for you hitting that homerun, we might not have captured whatever that was before it disappeared.”

“I’ll just be waiting for my spotlight on your biggest newscast ever.”  Davie grinned as he smoothed his hair and proudly flexed his puny muscles.  “Who would have thought you would get the most colossal news story back home in good ol’ Indiana?”

“Remember that I’m the one who got you blockheads to capture that shot,” said Rachel.

“How could I ever forget you?”  Joel began embracing her, but Davie’s throat clearing was a sign for them to take a “timeout” and get moving.  

“Do you smell that?”  Davie grinned as he placed his hand on his brother’s shoulder, waving his palm toward the cornfields.  “Smells like the dew just kissed that old scent of manure.”

“Yeah, yeah.  Knock it off, big guy.”  Joel gave him a playful shove.  He grabbed the last of his equipment and said, “Hey, make yourself useful and see if your phone works again.  Let’s see if our magical city has made any other appearances.”

“I’m ready to get out of here, guys.  Those raindrops are already in the fields, and this place is really creeping me out.”  Rachel looked around nervously.  She rolled her eyes when Davie continued with his phone.

“Hang on...hey Siri...floating city in the clouds.  Whoa, here it is!  Looks like it made its first appearance over China.  And, of course, the AI was involved.  I knew it!”  Davie began scrolling rapidly as if in his game-playing mode.

“AI?” asked Joel.

“The Artificial Intelligence?  You know, the secret society that’s trying to have AI take over the world’s governments?” said Davie.  “I can’t believe you’re going to college to be a reporter, and you haven’t heard of them yet.”

“Let me see,” demanded Rachel.  She grabbed his phone and looked closely at the picture of the dark city over China.  “Davie, this looks like some of Joel’s footage, just shrunk down and altered slightly.  They are already stealing and putting their own spin on his work.”  She handed it back to Davie, and he and Joel began a closer examination of the photo.

“We need some real research, not YouTube or Siri,” said Joel.  “If they are real, they would be controlling your phone, wouldn’t they?”  Joel pushed down Davie’s hat.  Davie immediately adjusted it and focused on his screen.  “Hey, have Mom or Dad called yet?  They must have watched this by now.”

Just then, Davie could see their mom trying to call, but it only rang once.  “Oh, man, my signal went out again!”  Davie held up his phone.

Suddenly, a loud brushing sound in the cornfield made Rachel jump.  She immediately grabbed Joel’s arm.  “What was that?!” she shouted.  Joel paused and looked through the fence.  

Davie was grinning.  “Come on, guys, you don’t expect me to fall for...”

“I’m serious!” said Rachel sharply.  As Joel continued toward the noise, Davie’s face changed when they saw a towering, shadowy figure stand and begin to emerge from the weeds into the outfield.  The stranger’s dark cloak could not hide his disturbing countenance.  Half of his pale face was youthful, while the other side was gray and wrinkled with age.  Both halves of his face twisted into a mass centered in his nose.  They could hear his labored breathing.  His piercing eyes showed no appearance of white as if they were two black coals staring them down.  

​Joel, Rachel, and Davie began moving backward toward their car without breaking their gaze.  They turned to quicken their pace as the stranger started to follow.  “Hey, what do you want?” Joel demanded.  The man began quickening his pace.  His face wrinkled further in rage.  Joel hurled rocks at the man, but they seemed to pass through him.  His fierce breathing turned into a low growl.

A few police who had allowed them to linger with their equipment were standing near their car.  Joel, Rachel, and Davie scurried past the rusty fence and abandoned bleachers.  Their advantage was that the stranger had a slight limp, but he was just a few feet behind them as they were about to reach the nearest policeman, Officer Bill.  He was a rather large man who could handle this situation.

“Officer Bill!”  Davie’s voice nearly screeched after he heard another low snarl from the stranger.  He stumbled and almost fell on top of Big Bill.  As Joel ran, his instincts kicked in, and he was about to turn around and smash the stranger in his twisted face.  However, just as Joel turned, another officer stood where the stranger had been.  When Joel recoiled, the officer looked shocked and confused.  The stranger had disappeared completely.

“What in the world are you kids doin’?” stammered Bill.  Davie straightened up in shock.  Caleb and Levi, gathering trash in the stands, looked up and doubled over in stifled laughter.

“We are so sorry, Officer Bill,” said Joel.  “We didn’t mean to – well, did ya see the guy who was following – he was right behind me.”  Davie’s mouth was still gaping.

“A man came after us out of the cornfield!  He was wearing some sort of black cloak, and his face was strange...,” said Rachel nervously.

Both officers burst out laughing.  Bill said, “Oh, that’s ol’ Jim.  He’s one o’ the town drunks always playing pranks on kids out here.  Ha!  We’ll keep an eye out for him.”  

Davie looked uneasy.  “Huh-huh, good ol’ Jim.  Right.”

“Joel, do you mind taking our boys home?  Me and Ralph have to stay on duty for a while, and Susie’s busy getting the house ready for Passover.”

“Sure, no problem, Bill.”  Caleb and Levi dropped the trash in the bin and joined them.

“Dad, remember what we saw in the cornfield –” Levi began.  

“Yeah, we’ll be sure to look into it.  You kids run along now and behave yourselves.  Caleb, Levi, you boys listen to your mother and take your showers before dinner.  And I’ve got something important to talk about with you all later.  Good broadcast, by the way, Joel and Rachel.  That internship o’ yours will likely turn into somethin’.  Nice home run, too, Davie.”

“Thanks – see ya later, Officer Bill,” said Joel.  They all chorused goodbyes as they walked back toward the parking lot.

Davie’s game seemed like a distant memory as everyone drifted into their cars and headed back to their own worlds.  However, their world was about to change forever.
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Chapter 3:  The Ark
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THE MOON HUNG LARGE and looming over the clear night sky.  Across the world, within the City of David in Israel, a few onlookers snapped photos of the first blood moon of the spring.  There was just enough light to reveal the pink cherry blossoms, making them appear deep red to match the eclipsing moon.  Christian churches, Jewish synagogues, and Muslim mosques dotted the populous communities on the mountainous horizon.  The breeze kicked up ancient dust that had recently been piled upon the ground's surface, suggesting to anyone paying attention what treasures might be tucked below its cavernous ruins.

That very night, some archaeologists had ignored the preparations for Passover and listened to the call of the hunt, digging late under the cover of darkness.  Their leader, an energetic middle-aged man with dark, curly hair, studied a copy of the Copper Scroll, the famous Dead Sea Scroll said to reveal the locations of Israel’s ancient treasures.  They had already excavated several series of tunnels within the City of David.  However, their newly discovered stone gave way to yet another complicated system of tunnels.  Workers formed a giant chain, digging through ancient rock and dust untouched for thousands of years.  They got on their bellies and began to crawl within its tight spaces, sweat dripping from their foreheads as they cautiously breathed through their masks.  

Ancient gasses within one chamber had already claimed one team member’s life.  He had ignored their warnings that only a few seconds without his mask could cause potential death.  He had been coughing for two days, but after suffering hallucinations, he collapsed and drowned in his blood.  After their leaders had disposed of the body, they continued onward.  Despite one man’s objections, time was of the essence with their limited resources.  They would have to contact his family later.  Men scooped out excess dirt as their team went forward, one bowl at a time.  

The professor who led the team went in first.  One of the workers cried out over a snake that struck at the professor’s foot, but the professor directly smashed its head.  They moved on, undeterred from their mission.  Eventually, he yelled, “Zeh kan!  It’s here!”  Suddenly, the tunnel opened up into a massive chamber.  The professor maintained his balance and required a rope around his waist to lower him into the hole.  His team gently released him into the delicate layers of sparkling debris.  

He shifted his flashlight in each direction of this new space, revealing several massive columns and an elaborate dome ceiling.  To his right was an ancient sarcophagus, undisturbed for millennia, inside the tomb that now enclosed the professor.  Despite his protective mask, the dust from ages past penetrated his nostrils.  He soon approached the sarcophagus, discovering its ancient Hebrew writing and figures carved into the stone.  He delicately brushed the dust off the lines, revealing more of its intricate carvings.  A lion, a harp, and a shepherd's staff confirmed his suspicions.  

By this time, a few team members had joined the professor.  Precious stones of various colors decorated the stonework between each carving.  A relief sculpture of the Tree of Life filled the top of its lid.  Together, the team used tools to pry off the heavy lid and gently laid it aside.  Then, they found further confirmation.  A massive sword measuring the entire length of the extensive sarcophagus rested on top of a corpse of average height, much shorter than the sword.  The corpse was decked in a royal robe and crown, richly preserved.  King David.  They had finally discovered his true tomb.  The team cheered in unison, echoing their celebration across the cavern.

A small but substantial cave-in cut their echoes short.  One worker was struck, but not with a fatal blow.  He stumbled a little, leaned against the side of the ancient wall, and attempted to wipe the dust from his eyes.  However, the wall gave way, and he fell backward, revealing another side chamber.  He struggled to stand upright as some colleagues gathered around to assist.  Then, another sarcophagus made its appearance within the new chamber.  The professor made his way to the front and began investigating.  “Mah zeh?  What is it?” he asked.  It, too, had similar carvings and precious stones, only of a priestly nature.  As they began to uncover the enormous lid, they noticed its depictions of angels and the Ten Commandments.  The professor reached inside the cracked opening and felt something smooth and cool that began to grow hot as soon as he touched its surface.

Suddenly, the cavern began to shake.  Before they could uncover it entirely, a golden light burst forth, radiating through the walls.  Smoke filled the caverns and tunnels.  There were rumblings, voices, peals of thunder, and an earthquake.  Many of these men died instantly.  A jagged lightning bolt vaporized the professor on the spot.  The other men’s charred bodies shook with electric pulses.  It reached some men handling their equipment above ground, causing their steel-toed boots to bind hard to the earth.  Lightning pulses ripped through several men, tearing their bodies to indistinguishable shreds.  Others were far enough away to flee.  

The calm, silent night had turned into a warzone.  Great hailstones began to fall within a small radius where the men had been working.  What mirth the group had experienced had now turned into sheer panic.  The few survivors, blinded by the white light, squirmed and bellowed as they choked on the soot and groped through the side tunnels below ground.  

Eventually, they made their way out of the tunnels toward the Pool of Siloam.  The cool waters had returned to this precious landmark since the time of Christ.  Once these blinded survivors waded through the slight current, they began to calm down.  Soon, their vision returned, and they escaped to find help.  They ran as best they could, some escaping underneath Pilgrimage Road; others exited a tunnel through the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, surprising many tourists.  The night sky was calm and clear there, contrasting sharply with the disaster they had just experienced in the tunnels.

One archaeologist with sweat and blood dripping down his forehead managed to find his cell phone in his pocket and called for help.  He was the one who had objected to leaving their dead colleague at the beginning.  The first call failed to go through, and he frantically dialed again.  “Dr. Crowning?”  His slender knees shook as he spoke.  No answer.  He searched his contacts and tried another.  

“Shalom.  Hello?”

“Yosef?  Yosef!  Come quickly, please!”  He rolled up the dusty sleeve of his shirt, revealing a studded watch with several precious stones.  They were glowing vibrantly in the night.

Engraved on the church wall where he was standing read John 1:5:  And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not.

Back at the tunnel’s entrance, the hailstones had silenced.  Smoke and a golden radiant light eclipsed the dim light of the blood moon.  Soon, the golden light vanished, and an eerie silence blanketed those who had sought the holy treasure.
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Chapter 4:  Conspiracy Theories
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“OKAY, I’LL BITE.  WHAT is ‘Project Sky Gate’?” asked Joel as they piled into his small, cluttered car, an old Ford Mustang that he had inherited from his dad.  Thunderclouds roared in the distance as Joel squinted to see the freshly saturated road.  Even though it was still early afternoon, seeing it was getting difficult.  Rachel, Joel, and Davie were glad to have some distance between their car and the baseball field after their strange encounter.  Caleb and Levi kept looking back toward their dad, Officer Bill, as a hint of worry crept over their faces.  Davie opened his mouth in reply, but Rachel interjected.

“Did you guys ever call your parents?  They must be worried by now,” Rachel said, ready to change the subject.

“Phone hasn’t worked right since our encounter,” said Joel with a shrug.  “I’m sure they’re worried, but they know I was going to pick up Davie at his game so Mom could make supper and clean the house for Easter and Passover.”  Joel paused for a moment and glanced in the rearview mirror.  “What were you saying, Davie?”

Davie beamed.  “Project Sky Gate is centered on a new technology where they can project images into the sky.  Some people are trying to make a business of creating wars by projecting UFOs.  Other people eventually want to project gods, little g, of course, from every religion into the sky, merge them into one, and convince the world that all religions are the same.”

“So, like the one-world religious system predicted in Daniel’s prophecies from the Bible?”  Joel asked with interest.

“Exactly,” said Davie.

“The city that appeared looks nothing like the Heaven described in the Bible, though,” Joel observed.

“You mean with all of the animals getting along like the lion and the lamb?” asked Levi, his nose wrinkled in confusion.

“He’s probably talking about the golden streets from the New Testament,” said Caleb.  “We’re not allowed to talk about that stuff at home, but it doesn’t bother me.  Go on.”

Joel raised his eyebrows.  He knew his friends’ parents were still practicing Orthodox Jews, much like his and Davie’s dad.  They actually were distant cousins to their family, which their parents had discovered once they moved to Indiana.  When Caleb and Levi were not around their parents, they often exchanged their kippahs for baseball caps.

“Isn’t Daniel the one to predict the Antichrist in the Old Testament?” asked Rachel.

“Yes, or the Tanakh, as Dad calls it,” Joel said.  “He might go berserk if one of us called it the ‘Old Testament’ in front of him.”

“What does your mom call it, then?” asked Rachel.

“She refers to it as the ‘Hebrew Bible.’  It’s the same sacred writings to all of us, so I don’t see the big deal,” Davie said.

“I’ve heard of Project Sky Gate before, but it’s just another one of those conspiracy theories on the Internet,” said Rachel.  “Besides, who are those people trying to project a one-world messiah, Davie?  Let me guess...the AI?”  Davie shook his head and pointed at her knowingly.  Rachel smirked.  “I figured.  My parents always hear about that stuff in their line of work.”

“He sounds just like Levi,” said Caleb with a grin and a playful jab at Levi’s ribs.

“Why are you smiling?”  Levi said as he brushed off his brother playfully.  “Is that a plastic smile?”  They both grinned at their inside joke that they liked to use when people faked their smiles.  “Davie is right about those people.  They call themselves the Artificial Intellectuals.  They are the leaders in charge of the whole AI organization.”  He exchanged a perceptive glance with Davie.

“Couldn’t NASA easily pull off something like this with today’s technology, though?”  Joel asked.

“I suppose they could, but why would they want to do that?” asked Rachel.  “A lot of them don’t even have a religion.  Most of my parents’ associates from their work in physics are atheists.  In fact, they have worked with NASA before.  There isn’t any conspiracy theory that we haven’t heard.”

“Do they still work with them?”  Davie asked.

“No, they transferred to another location within their organization called PRISM.  They’re living in Israel now, temporarily.”  Just then, bright lights quickly approached from behind, piercing through the foggy rain.  At the same moment, something with wings swooped toward the car, causing Joel to jerk the wheel.  Rachel gasped, but Joel maintained control despite the heavy downpour.  He glanced in his rearview mirror to ensure they would not get rear-ended, but the lights were no longer there.  “What was that – an owl out before dark?”  Rachel managed to say once she and the others caught their breath.  

“If it was, it was the biggest one I’ve ever seen.  This rain is making it look dark enough,” said Joel.  He tried to sound calm, but Rachel saw him swallow a lump in his throat.  Driving other people’s kids made him nervous, even if they were their cousins, but Joel did not let on.  He downshifted gears as they neared their turn.  Joel eyed the dark, rickety barn slanting through the torrential downpour, their only landmark for Gershom Lane.  He turned into the gravel driveway.  “Here’s your stop, boys,” Joel said to Caleb and Levi.

They quickly put on their kippahs as Joel pulled to a stop.  “Thanks, guys,” said the boys as they trudged through the puddles to their doorway.  Joel waved as they saw their mother, Susie, standing at the entrance, looking perturbed.  Joel backed up and pulled away toward their own house about a mile down the country lane.

“Since when have your parents been in Israel?  I thought they were still in Texas,” said Joel.

“It was a few months ago, I guess,” said Rachel.  “They went to France to celebrate their anniversary but decided to relocate there.  This week, they are in Israel – I’ve almost given up on figuring out where they are.  They honestly act like two teenagers.  I’m more like the parent these days.”  Rachel paused to look out the window, although only barren fields were on either side of the car.  She opened her locket to peek at a picture of herself with her parents when she was a child, wishing she could return to those days.

“I’m sorry, Rachel,” said Joel.

Rachel straightened, tucking one of her brown tresses behind her ear.  “Aah, it’s okay.  They were kind enough to adopt me, but I guess they grew tired of their ‘pet’ after a while.  But, hey, I’ve got the house to myself and manage their vacay spot back here in good ol’ Indiana, right?”

Davie looked down quietly.  Joel glanced at her in concern, but despite the calming of the rain, he strained to see through the windshield in the gray, foggy drizzle.  

“Gee, Rachel, you’re welcome to spend Easter with us if ya want,” said Davie.

Rachel jumbled Davie’s hair.  “Ah, gee, I’ve always wanted a little bro just like you!” she said in a high-pitched baby voice.

“Ha, ha, very funny,” Davie said.

“That’s a great idea, Davie.  We can all celebrate Easter and Passover at our parents’ house.  Two holidays in one.  It will be over a whole week of celebration.”  Joel attempted to lighten the mood.  Now that Rachel was old enough to live on her own, she hardly ever saw her parents.  At one point, their scientific research had brought them to work at a local naval base, which is why they came to Indiana a few years ago.  However, they eventually returned to their big-time jobs as physicists at PRISM, or the Primary Research Institute of Space and Matter, an organization they had worked with throughout their careers.  It was the first time her parents missed a family holiday, even if they were celebrating their anniversary.

“Thanks, that sounds great,” said Rachel.

Joel patted her leg as his clunky car pulled into his parents’ narrow driveway.

“Hey, bro, we’ll have to tell Mom and Dad all about the big news they missed.  Mom will be even more upset about missing my game now,” said Davie.

Joel and Davie’s mom came running out.  Although she was getting older, she had no trouble moving in a hurry when she had a mind to do so.  “I’ve been worried sick!  We’ve seen it all over the news.  I’ve tried calling, and your dad has gone looking for you!”

“I’m sorry, Mom.  Our signal went out...”  She ran and embraced Joel and Davie before Joel could finish.  Rachel could see the worry on her face.  Lydia closed her eyes tightly as she hugged her boys.

“I’m just glad to have you home!  I’ve been so worried about you traveling the country with your internship, and now, this.  We can’t even go outside without worrying about being invaded from above,” said Lydia, looking up wide-eyed and apprehensive.

“I told him he should’ve just stayed home months ago.  And now, he has the biggest story in Indiana.”  Davie grinned and patted Joel’s shoulder.

“It’s great to be home, Mom,” said Joel, glad to be back after nearly finishing another semester.  “We are okay – everything is fine.”

“We just have to trust in God to keep us all safe, as I keep reminding myself,” said Lydia.  She looked at Rachel and hugged her as well.  “Rachel, you look more beautiful than ever.  Come on inside before you all get sick in this rain.  Sweetie, you live right down the road.  You don’t have to wait until Joel gets home to visit us!  You’re welcome here anytime.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Cohen.”  Rachel smiled sheepishly as they all stepped inside the house.  It looked the same as always, but Lydia had decked it out this time.  The living room was spotless, with a Bible on the side table, and the TV was running Joel and Rachel’s campus news coverage for the day.  Across from the living room, Lydia had adorned the dining room table with decorations centered with the Star of David to commemorate Passover.  A mixture of aromas filled the air, including the salty smell of salmon patties, crispy matzah, and sweet chocolate cake, among many other things.  All of the boys’ home-cooked favorites.  However, Davie looked suspiciously at the salmon patties and remembered that the fishy smell was not his favorite.  Despite food shortages, the Cohens always managed to have food on the table.  Joel’s loyal dog, Chester, rounded the corner, wagged his tail, and knocked over some neatly stacked newspapers.  He eagerly licked Joel’s face as Joel ruffled up his fur.

“We weren’t the only ones who missed you, Joel.  And Rachel, no more of this Mrs. Cohen and Mr. Cohen business,” said Lydia playfully.  “Just call us Lydia and Daniel.”  

“Okay, Mrs. – I mean Lydia.”  Rachel blushed.

Just then, Daniel beeped as he pulled in to greet them.  “Oh, good.  It looks like we won’t have to worry about tracking down your dad,” said Lydia, peeking out the window.  “Come on into the kitchen.  Dinner is ready.  Passover begins on Sunday evening, so we only have a few days to finish preparing.  To get rid of the leaven in the house, we have to eat that chocolate cake.”
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Chapter 5:  Home Sweet Home
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“YOU KIDS HAD ME CHASING all over the country,” said Daniel as he tossed off his hat and made his way to the others in the kitchen.  He looked rugged, and his eyes were weary.  It seemed he had just had the longest day of his life.  “And the new wiggle with that gearshift didn’t help any,” he said, looking directly at Davie.  Guilt was written all over Davie’s face when he glanced in Joel’s direction.  Daniel reached over and gave his boys a big hug.  He was a working man with some strength remaining; however, years of working in construction had begun to take its toll on him in his middle age.  “You don’t know what a relief it is to see you all here.  We got worried after we saw your newscast, and you didn’t come home for a while.  The phone lines still aren’t right.”

“Sorry, Dad, we didn’t mean to worry you and Mom.  We just wanted to make sure that we didn’t miss any more coverage in case the floating city came back,” said Joel.

“How in the world does that happen?” asked Daniel.  He opened his hands wide in a sweeping gesture.  “A city just appeared out of nowhere?  Floating?”  Rachel noticed calluses on his hands from years of hard labor, which she was not used to seeing on her dad.  They both worked very hard but were from different worlds when it came to work.  Somehow, their personalities were similar.  She thought that perhaps it was because they both valued their Jewish heritage and their moral values were comparable.

“We didn’t see anything other than light rain here.  Your station is still playing it.  Other stations are picking it up, too,” said Lydia.  They played Joel and Rachel’s coverage for a few minutes.  Joel noticed that Judas made sure to include something about the crop circle that they had discovered.  He could tell that Judas went out into the field himself to gather more close-ups of the smashed mesh of cornstalks and briars.  The newscaster’s voice droned on about typical speculations and conspiracy theories.  Still, as a Christian news station, he tied it back to Bible verses about deception in the last days, according to Biblical prophecy.  Some scholars in the interview went further and connected it with the fallen angels from the Old Testament.

“Check that out.  Rewind it, Mom,” said Davie.  Lydia grabbed the remote and rolled it back.  Something black slithered in the background right before Judas cut the footage.  “Told you so,” said Davie, looking at Joel.

Joel grabbed the remote and rolled it back again.  There it was.  A large, black tail wrangled through the underbrush and out of sight.  “You guys were right.  I would hate to have seen how big that thing was,” he said, realizing how wrong he was to doubt Davie.

“It’s a good thing that we got out of there when we did,” said Rachel with a shudder.

“Oh, I can’t stand snakes,” agreed Lydia.  

“You boys need to be careful going out in these fields.  A farmer caught a mountain lion on his camera right down the road the other day,” said Daniel.

They watched as Joel and Rachel’s footage ended, and another station picked it up.  One of the ladies from another station tried to explain the floating city differently.  Lydia turned up the TV, and the newscaster’s voice attempted the explanation.  “It seems that this so-called floating city is, in fact, a rare occurrence called fata morgana.  This happens when the atmospheric conditions are just right to produce a mirage, much like how one sees a mirage in the desert or how heat waves seemingly can be visible floating off in the distance.  It simply produces a mirror image of what’s on the ground into the sky that can be seen from miles away.”

Davie jumped out of his seat.  “That’s not even close to right!  We don’t have skyscrapers anywhere near Orange County!”

“That’s the mainstream news for ya – get a good story for your station, and the others compete for who can come up with the best spinoff,” said Joel.

“Or the best fake news to make it all seem fake.  Davie’s right; what she said doesn’t even make sense,” said Rachel.  

The news reporter talked about fears of earthquake swarms around the country and local murder cases, but no one paid attention.

“Well, you all got the real story first for your station,” said Daniel.  “Nice job.  You two make a great team,” he said to Joel and Rachel.

“Hey, don’t forget that I helped, too,” said Davie defensively.

“Yes, we know, Davie,” said Joel sarcastically.  When he saw that he hurt Davie’s feelings a little, he lightened his tone and said, “You really did help, even in the middle of that hailstorm.  Thanks, bro.”  He ruffled his hair, making Davie grin broadly.  

“And, since the phones were down for a while, all of those who caught it on camera were delayed in sending in their images,” said Lydia.  “Your footage is the most famous, and they can’t take that away from you.  This is another sign of the end getting closer than ever.”  She noticed some sideways looks and returned her attention toward setting the table.  Her feet shuffled around the narrow walkway as she carried the last food platters.  

Then, another news program began.  This time, an older news reporter came onto the screen.  “This evening, we are looking at a newly renovated facility with top scientists from around the world, the Primary Research Institute of Space and Matter, or PRISM.  Located on the border of France, it holds the world’s latest and largest hadron collider.  Their opening ceremony occurred just moments ago to celebrate the opening of a new tunnel, which will provide innovative capabilities of new technology in particle collision data and analysis.”  Hundreds of scientists appeared on the screen and walked toward a seating area within the new tunnel to watch their opening ceremony.  The actors made a grand entrance, and many had garbed themselves in strange clothing, ranging from nearly nude undergarments to goatskin with horns.  Some wore gargoyle costumes.  They began to enact the sacrifice of a lamb.

“What is this – a satanic ritual?” asked Lydia in shock.

“Isn’t that the place where your parents work, Rach –?”  Davie started to ask, but a quick warning glance from Joel shut him down.  Rachel looked at the screen, and her face flushed when she noticed a quick side view of her mother as one of the leading scientists applauding in the audience.  She did not let on.  No one else seemed to notice except for Joel.

The reporter continued.  “PRISM is soon to open a new facility in Jerusalem where Jewish, Christian, and Muslim scientists will work side by side to find the secrets of how our universe was formed.  Jewish leaders are very welcoming to Dr. Crowning, the president of PRISM, who shares commonality in his Jewish background.  The possibility of a third temple is also in the works within this negotiation.  Perhaps this will be the key to bringing peace to the Middle East.  PRISM – the universe is in our hands.”

“Pahhh!  Perhaps they should read Genesis 1 to get the answer to how the universe was formed.  The universe has and always will be in God’s hands,” said Daniel, pointing at the screen.

“Amen.  Oh, let’s just shut that TV off awhile and enjoy our meal,” said Lydia.

They all joined hands at the table while Daniel led the blessing, according to Jewish traditions.  Although he was not a fully practicing Jew, he held onto many traditions with which he was raised.  Some of his family back in Israel had disowned him when he decided to marry Lydia, a Christian missionary.  However, others kept in touch with them after they left Israel.  After he had finished praying, he motioned to Lydia to lead a Christian prayer, which she concluded in Jesus’s name.  Joel and Davie eyeballed each other at this point in the prayer since this step was a new one.  Their raised eyebrows let each other know something was different about their parents’ prayer, but it was pleasing, nonetheless.  Then, they eagerly dug in, loading their plates with the elaborate spread.

“Delicious food, as always, Mom,” said Joel, scarfing down his food.  Davie gave a thumbs up without coming up for breath, and Lydia and Rachel exchanged smiles.

“I remember when I hated these salmon patties,” said Davie with his mouth full.

“Betcha couldn’t eat ten of ‘em,” said Joel, grateful for a home-cooked meal.  Davie held up one finger while swallowing and grabbed several more off the plate.

“Not this time.  Wait until we’ve all finished, boys,” said Lydia, grinning and holding back the plate.  “This weekend, you will have to be extra patient when we have Seder plates for Passover.”

“Then, the next week will be Easter, when I can eat all I want,” said Davie, grinning with food in his teeth.  Joel handed him a napkin, and Davie playfully snatched it to wipe his mouth.

“Yes, and we will be sure to make plenty,” said Lydia with a grin.  “I remember the days when we used to do this with your family, Daniel,” she continued.  “We used to have a lot more family in our gatherings until...well.  There’s a lot of us you haven’t met yet, Rachel.  Have you spoken with Yosef lately, Daniel?”

“Not lately.  I’ll have to give him a call soon,” Daniel said.  He paused.  “Ima is not well.”  They eyed one another, hesitating, but continued eating their meal.

“We will have to pray for her,” said Lydia.  “I always liked your mother, you know, even though you had your differences.”  Daniel nodded, and she could tell that he would rather change the subject.  Joel and Davie did not have any clear memories of her; they just remembered her from a few family portraits from before they were born.

“Thanks so much for having me over for dinner, Mr. and Mrs. – I mean, Daniel and Lydia.”

“We always love having you here, sweetie,” said Lydia.  She glanced at Rachel’s ring finger and saw that it was bare.  Lydia eyed Joel, who looked down in guilt and tilted his shoulder slightly.

“You’re welcome anytime,” said Daniel.

After eating the main course, they were sure to finish the chocolate cake and ensured they left no leaven in the house.  Joel remembered the old days when their mom would place tiny cupcakes around the house for him and Davie to find and devour before Passover.  

Then, Lydia could not wait any longer.  She looked at Daniel and asked, “Are you ready to give them their surprises?  No sense in waiting a whole week.”  Daniel smiled and nodded as Lydia got up to gather their gifts.

“Presents?  Oh, boy!” said Davie.

Lydia handed two tiny golden boxes to Daniel.  “Joel, Davie, I believe it is time for you to have these.  You’re both basically grown men now.”  Daniel smiled and handed each of the boys a gift.  They eagerly opened them to find two expensive-looking golden watches.  They were identical to their dad’s watch that they had seen him wear all their lives.  Diamond and sapphire stones surrounded each dial.  Joel looked closely and realized that they had the same type of jewels in the ring that his mother had given him several weeks before, only the ring included amethysts as well.  However, when he turned his wristband, he saw that his watch included matching amethysts to the ring.  He was surprised their family could own such exquisite items since financial worries were always an issue.
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“THESE HAVE BEEN HANDED down for several generations in my family.  The gears inside of these watches are ancient.  See, they wind up as you move the watch from side to side, and they still keep perfect time.  There is a family legend that these gemstones may have been the same ones God Himself used to communicate with our ancestors during wartime, just as described in the Tanakh, or Hebrew Bible.  The theory is that the Babylonians may have broken and repurposed these gemstones when they captured our ancestors.”

“Our ancient historian, Flavius Josephus, recorded that rays of radiant light would burst forth from Aaron’s breastplate stones as the Israelites were victorious in battle,” added Lydia.  “When the people saw that, they knew God was with them.”

“Really?  Whoa, that is amazing!  Thanks, Mom and Dad!” said Davie, excitedly taking his watch and putting it on his wrist.  He imagined that the watch could give him powers like a superhero.  He leaned forward, holding up his wrist and playfully shouting “pew-pew” noises like he was warding off his enemies.  However, he shortly settled back into his seat, aware that he was holding a rare piece of jewelry and that he was not as little as he used to be.  Just two years ago, he would have gotten up and run around the room until his dad would have had to correct his raucous behavior.  Now, he still had fun but learned to settle down to keep the peace.

“Those are amazing pieces of history that you are holding, you guys,” said
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