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Dedication

To Jesus Christ

the One who rescued me with a whisper,

who called me out of the shadows and into the light,

who never stopped pursuing me; even when I stopped believing I was worth the chase.

This story is Yours.

To Clarence Lowe

when I was unsure of who I was or why I was here,

the Holy Spirit spoke through you with clarity and fire.

You didn’t just encourage me you awakened something in me.

A call I didn’t yet have language for.

A purpose I didn’t even know was buried deep in my bones.

You saw the roar in me before I ever heard it for myself.

Thank you for being a vessel of truth,

a voice of Kingdom boldness,

and a living reminder that God still speaks

and still sends people to call out destiny in others.

To every soul who feels unseen, stuck, or silenced your story isn’t over.

The Fortress is real.

To every reader who’s ever questioned their calling, wondered if they were too broken, too far gone, or too late hear this:

There is still a future.

There is still a fire.

The Lion is near.

And He’s still whispering.

“For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the Lord,

plans to prosper you and not to harm you,

plans to give you a future and a hope”

(Jeremiah 29:11 NIV).

With all my heart,

Nicole Charles




Welcome

The Fortress is more than a place; it’s a call where the voices rise.

I didn’t know what I was hearing at first.

It came like a whisper, soft and wild at the same time, like thunder behind a closed door.

The dreams.

The visions.

The stirring I couldn’t explain.

I thought I was losing my mind.

But I wasn’t.

I was finding His.

There’s a place I’ve seen.

Not with my eyes, but with something deeper.

A place of stillness and fire. Of war and wonder.

A place where the Lion walks, and the winds carry His voice.

I call it the Fortress.

It’s not just a refuge; it’s a reckoning.

It’s where I learned to see. Where I learned to speak.

This isn’t just a story.

It’s a path.

And maybe, somehow, you’ve been walking toward it too.




Chapter 1: Ink and Ashes

“He heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds”

(Psalm 147:3 ESV).

The city buzzed beneath her window, low and restless like a memory that refused to settle. Crystal sat on the edge of her narrow bed; fingers stained with charcoal from the sketch she’d abandoned hours ago. Her small studio apartment was quiet now, a rare lull and the smell of ink, candle wax, and leftover coffee clung to her sleeves. She opened her journal but didn’t write. Not yet.

Instead, she traced her fingers over the tattoo on her left wrist of the broken compass and let the silence speak. It was days like this when the weight of her own story pressed in. Not like a burden. More like an ache in an old scar. Invisible to everyone but her and the God she wasn’t sure she trusted.

She had always been the good girl. Sunday school champion. Scripture memory star. The obedient daughter of structured parents who never raised their voices, but also never asked the hard questions. Her mother prayed through unspoken pain. Her father led by discipline, not tenderness.

“In our house,” she whispered, “emotion was edited. Pain was private. Grief was dressed in its Sunday best and told to smile.”

She had learned young that goodness earned love. That silence kept things safe. That appearance mattered more than truth. So, when he came; older, charming, affirming, she mistook intensity for love. He made her feel radiant. Wanted. Chosen. Until the choice was taken. Until “no” meant nothing. And still, on Sunday, she sang like her soul wasn’t limping. She didn’t cry out. Didn’t tell. Because how could she explain the fracture when no one had seen the fault lines?

She buried it. All of it. Under obedience. Under shame. Under years. At eighteen, she ran. Not in rebellion, but in search of breath. The city gave her anonymity, and art school gave her space. But the pain didn’t vanish. It just changed form. Crystals. Pendulums. Tarot. She drifted toward anything that promised power; not because she believed it, but because she needed control. A voice. A compass.

And still, God whispered. In dreams. In sketches. In visions of a Fortress she hadn’t found, and a Lion she didn’t want to trust. She painted Him once, fire in His eyes, gentleness in His roar. Then she tore the canvas down the middle and threw it into the alley. But He kept showing up. Through the dreams. Through the fire. Through the cracks she couldn’t close. Tonight, the memory of Him pulsed stronger than ever.

She reached for her sketchbook again and began to draw. Not the Fortress. Not the Lion. Just a door. Cracked open. Behind it… a light she wasn’t sure she deserved. Maybe, she thought, this is what healing feels like; not clean or simple or linear. But layered. Complicated. A war between who she was, who she pretended to be, and who she might become. And still… God waited.

She grabbed her journal and finally wrote:

I was the girl who needed permission to be real.

But the Lord never asked for my perfection, just my heart.

I carry chains I didn’t forge. But I’m learning to walk free.

One step. One sketch. One whispered prayer at a time.

The page soaked in the ink like it understood. Crystal exhaled. She wasn't there yet. But she wasn't who she used to be either. She closed the journal and stood at the window, the city still restless beneath her. She hadn’t remembered falling asleep and she woke up choking on air. Eyes wide. Skin slick with sweat. Lungs heaving like she’d just been running for miles. 3:33 a.m. Again.

Crystal stared at the red glow of the digital clock glaring from her nightstand like it was mocking her. She sat upright in bed, gasping, her tank top clinging to her skin, damp with sweat. Her hands trembled as she reached for the water glass, trying to silence the echo of the whisper that had pulled her from sleep. This was the third night in a row. Same time. Same feeling. Like something ancient was trying to claw its way into her world.

Her heart pounded. Not from fear though it tried to be that. No, this was something else. A weight. A knowing. As if someone… or something… had been watching. She rubbed her eyes hard, as if that could erase whatever image had just been burned into the back of them. That voice again. The lion. She couldn’t see Him, not clearly, but she felt Him. Crystal swung her legs over the bed, planting her feet on the cold floor of her tiny apartment. Her eyes adjusted to the dark, and she leaned her elbows on her knees, burying her face in her hands.

It was happening again. And she didn’t want it. She wasn’t the girl people would choose for something holy. Not anymore. Not with the mess she’d made. Not with the numb years, the running, the anger still coiled in her chest like a snake ready to strike. And certainly not with the things she’d never said out loud; the scars she’d learned to ignore. It had taken her years to build up this wall of independence, sarcasm, and silence. And now this Lion, this unrelenting, impossible whisper; was trying to break it down. Again.

Her apartment was dark, except for the sliver of moonlight cutting through the half-closed blinds. City sounds echoed faintly through the brick walls, sirens, voices, and a car backfiring. Nothing unusual except the weight. There was pressure in the room, thick like fog, heavy like judgment. And then, like wind through her bones… “Come.” It wasn’t a sound. It wasn’t a thought. It was a voice that bypassed her ears and struck her spirit; deep, low, and full of authority. Not angry. Not condemning. Just undeniable.

Crystal froze, gripping her bed sheets like they were an anchor. “No,” she whispered to no one. “Not tonight.”

She reached blindly for the sketchbook on the floor. The one she didn’t show to anyone. The one that held her madness. Her confessions. Her warnings. She flipped to the latest page. There He was again.

The Lion. Sketched in jagged charcoal strokes, wild, fierce, gold eyes that knew things. His mane tangled in flame and mist. Behind Him, the ruins of a massive gate she had never seen in waking life but could draw from memory. She hadn’t drawn it. Not really. She’d blacked out with the charcoal stick in her hand and woken up to it. And now the Lion was calling her again. “Return.” Her throat tightened. The word cracked something in her. She shoved the sketchbook under her pillow and stood.

Pacing. Shaking. Swearing under her breath. “I don’t even know what You want from me,” she yelled. “I’m not that girl anymore. I left all that God-stuff behind. You’re late.” The silence that followed was thunderous. And then Her knees buckled. The room bent sideways. Her vision blurred. She fell hard against the hardwood floor, palms flat, cheek pressed to cold wood.

And then she saw it. Not with her eyes. With something deeper. A vast field, glowing like fire beneath twilight. A path of stone, broken and overgrown. A towering gate. Cracked open. And the Lion. Standing just beyond the threshold. Still. Waiting. Watching her. “You’ve been hurt,” His voice rumbled. “But you were never abandoned.” “You left me!” she screamed back.

“No. I stayed. Even when you turned your face. Even when you gave your body to those who didn’t see your soul.” She trembled. Rage and grief boiling under her skin. “I’m not clean enough,” she choked. “Not holy. Not worthy.” The Lion stepped forward. “You are Mine.” And just like that, she was back in her room gasping, crying, shaking on the floor.

The clock now read 3:44 a.m. But something had changed. The darkness didn’t feel empty anymore. The silence wasn’t hollow. He was there. And she couldn’t un-hear Him now. The tears wouldn’t stop. Not the quiet kind, not the kind that slips down unnoticed, but the kind that shakes your entire body, year’s worth of silence cracking all at once.

Crystal curled herself on the floor like a child, forehead pressed to her knees, arms wrapped tight around her ribs. She wasn’t sure if she was praying or breaking. Maybe both. Her mouth formed words she hadn’t used in years. Not church words. Not rehearsed lines. Just raw things, whispered through clenched teeth.

“Why now?” “Why me?” “Where were You when it hurt the most?”

Silence followed, but not empty silence.

Thick. Charged. Sacred. It was like the Lion was still in the room, breathing unseen in the corners, watching from just beyond the veil. Like the air itself had changed; not lighter, not heavier… just more alive. Her sketchbook somehow had slid open next to her, pages splayed wide. The Lion’s eyes stared back at her. Gold. Fierce. Still seeing her. She reached out, fingertips brushing the page. “I don’t know how to do this,” she whispered. “I don’t know how to be seen and not run.”

Her hand trembled as she pulled the sketchbook to her chest. She sat there for a long time; unmoving, heartbeat loud in her ears, forehead still hot with spirit and sweat. Eventually, she pushed herself up onto shaky feet. Something had changed in her room. Or maybe something had changed in her. She didn’t feel saved and didn't feel fixed. Didn’t feel worthy. But she felt seen. And after everything… maybe that was enough to start.

She reached for her phone and typed a single note into her app, fingers hovering like it mattered more than a text ever had:

The Lion came at 3:33 a.m. He knew my name.

Then she climbed back into bed. Still crying. Still shaking. But for the first time in years… she wasn’t numb.

The veil between the worlds shimmered. He stood where eternity meets earth, the air around Him alive with firelight and whispering winds. The Lion of Judah, mane aflame with celestial gold, stood watchful in the spirit realm. His eyes pierced into the midnight hour. Before Him floated shards of two worlds colliding; a flicker of city lights, the sound of Crystal’s heartbeat, pages of a sketchbook suspended in mist like fragments of prophecy not yet spoken.

He saw her. Curled on the floor. Weeping. Fighting the truth of who she was. Not because she didn’t want it; but because she believed she didn’t deserve it. “She is marked,” the Lion declared into the eternal silence. “She is mine.” He did not blink. Did not move. But His gaze never left her. From this holy place, He saw beyond her tears. Beyond the years of shame and fury. Beyond the words she’d spoken in rebellion. He saw the child. The daughter. The flame buried beneath her scars. And though she couldn’t yet see Him… She had heard His whisper. That was enough for now.

The mist swirled. The fire dimmed. But He remained; steady and silent. Watching. Waiting. Now the Lion has seen her, and she has heard Him. The worlds are brushing up against each other, and her awakening has truly begun. Somewhere beyond the skyline, a Fortress waited.




Chapter 2: Shake It Off

“You have searched me, Lord, and you know me. You know when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar”

(Psalm 139:1–2 NIV).

The sun was already burning through the clouds when she finally began to peel herself out of bed. The morning was cruelly bright. Crystal pulled the blanket over her face, squeezing her eyes shut. Her body ached like she'd been run over, soul-first. Every inch of her felt like it had been scraped raw and rewired. “Just a dream," she told herself again.

But something had shifted; not just in her, but around her. The air felt heavier. Or maybe... holier. She threw the covers off and sat up slowly. Her clock read 9:17 a.m. Not early. But it felt like waking from another world. She hadn’t slept much after 3:33 a.m. Maybe an hour, tops. Her body felt like it had been unplugged and rewired, every nerve buzzing with memory. Every muscle sore; like she’d fought something in her sleep. She blinked at her reflection in the bathroom mirror.

“You’re losing it,” she muttered. Her eyes were bloodshot. Hair wild. There were smudges of charcoal on her cheek from where she’d slept on the sketchbook. She scrubbed her face hard with cold water and stared herself down. “Just a dream,” she said louder this time. “Just trauma. Just your brain glitching again.” But deep down she knew it was a lie. The Lion had spoken. The voice had cut through everything; through doubt, through logic, through the thick shell she’d built since her teenage years. And worst of all? She’d felt seen.

Crystal paced her tiny apartment like it was a cage. She turned on music, scrolled her phone, tried to drown the weight in distraction. She even called a friend and acted normal; made plans for drinks later, laughed too loud, pushed the crack in her soul back down where it belonged.

The sketchbook was still on the floor from last night. Still open to the Lion. He stared at her with those same golden eyes. Like He knew she was trying to forget. Like He knew she wouldn’t. She slammed the cover shut and tossed it on the couch. “No. I don’t do this. I don’t do spiritual.” But even as she said it, the verse slipped into her mind; a piece of Scripture from the past, buried but not erased: “You have searched me, Lord, and you know me…” It echoed in her ribs like a heartbeat.

He knew her. Knew when she sat and when she rose. Knew her now, not just her past. And that scared her more than the dream. Crystal stood in the middle of her apartment, heart pounding, fists clenched, eyes stinging with a rage she didn’t understand. Because deep down, she didn’t want to forget. She opened a drawer and grabbed a hoodie, but her fingers brushed against something underneath it, a wrinkled church bulletin from years ago. She didn’t even remember keeping it. “You Belong Here,” it read in big, hopeful font.

She laughed. A bitter little thing. “Not me.” The shame rose like static in her chest. Not just over what she’d done; but over what had been done to her. Over the silence that followed. Over the prayers she’d whispered into nothingness that no one seemed to hear. Except He had. And that made her angry. Because if He saw it all; why hadn’t He stopped it?

She stood and moved through her studio apartment like someone learning to walk again. Each step is uncertain. Her fingers trailed over her bookshelf, her kitchen counter, her favorite old hoodie thrown across the back of a chair; anything normal. Anything real. Ground yourself, Crys.

Reality check. You’re not a prophet. You’re not a mystic. You’re just tired. She turned on music; something loud, pulsing, angry. A playlist from high school days when she needed to drown out the ache. She opened her fridge, pulled out an energy drink, and chugged half before realizing she was holding it with shaking hands. The moment she sat on the couch, her eyes went to the sketchbook again. It felt like a heartbeat in the room. She snatched it up, ready to flip past the Lion; but froze. Because something was different. In the charcoal, what had been just His face last night now showed more detail. A faint outline in the background; mist swirling around His form, firelight near His paws. She hadn't drawn that. “No. Nope. Not doing this. Not happening.” She grabbed the sketchbook and threw it across the room. It hit the wall and fell with a soft thud. Her phone buzzed. A text from Tasha. You up? Brunch or mimosa day? I need my girl.

Crystal stared at the message like it belonged to someone else. She could play it cool. Pretend she was still the old her. Be loud, sarcastic, funny Crystal; the one who didn’t feel haunted by a holy voice in the night. Instead, she went to the bathroom. Splashed cold water on her face. Looked in the mirror. And for the first time in years, she didn’t just see herself. She saw someone being watched. “You know me,” she whispered, almost without meaning to. The verse. From somewhere deep in her memory. From a time when she still believed God cared.

“You have searched me, Lord, and you know me…” She hadn’t read that passage in years. But now it flooded back, like an old song you didn’t know you remembered. “You know when I sit…...and when I rise…You perceive my thoughts from afar.” She gripped the edge of the sink. “Then You know I’m not ready.” Silence. And yet… it was a silence that pressed back. Not empty. Not cold. Seen. Watched. Wanted.

Crystal backed out of the bathroom and sat on the floor, knees to her chest. Last night hadn’t been a dream. And no matter how loud she turned the music up…No matter how many drinks she downed or nights she danced away… He still knew her. And the Lion had come anyway.

A single word stirred in her memory, not from the dream, but from somewhere even deeper. A whisper she hadn’t heard in years. One she used to believe meant something. “Seer.” Her chest tightened. She picked up the sketchbook and stared at the eyes again. “I’m not ready,” she whispered. But the drawing said otherwise. She laid the open sketchbook on her bed.




Chapter 3: The Stranger at the Table

“Do not forget to show hospitality to strangers, for by so doing some people have shown hospitality to angels without knowing it”

(Hebrews 13:2 NIV).

The café was loud; not obnoxiously so, but just enough to distract Crystal from the churning inside her. She needed noise. Movement. People. Anything but the quiet of her apartment. Tasha was running late again; and Crystal didn’t care. She’d ordered a double espresso, claimed the booth in the back, and drowned herself in scrolling, pretending she wasn’t checking the time every five seconds. But her thoughts kept returning to the sketchbook. To the eyes. To that sense that something had been left undone. He knows me. The thought wouldn’t die.

“Excuse me,” a voice said softly. Crystal looked up. An older woman stood at the edge of the booth; late ’50s maybe, with braided gray hair, sun-darkened skin, and a worn denim jacket. Her eyes were sharp but kind. Honest. “You mind if I sit for just a moment?” the woman asked. “Place is packed and my feet are protesting.” Crystal blinked. “Uh… sure. Yeah. Go ahead.”

The woman sat with a grateful sigh and set a weathered leather bag on the floor beside her. For a minute, neither spoke. Crystal went back to her phone, pretending to scroll. But she could feel the woman’s presence; not invasive, but strong. Grounded. “Storm’s coming,” the woman said. Crystal looked up again. “What?” The woman nodded toward the window. “Not outside. Inside.” Crystal narrowed her eyes. “Do I… know you?” The woman smiled gently. “No, honey. But I know what’s chasing you.”

Crystal’s stomach dropped, “Excuse me?”

The woman then went on to say, “Dreams that don’t feel like dreams. Eyes in the night. A voice you can’t forget.”

Crystal stood. “Okay, I don’t know what this is, but…” The woman raised a hand. Not to stop her; but to offer peace.

“I won’t stay. I wasn’t sent to explain; only to confirm.” She paused, then leaned in just slightly. “He sees you. And He’s not done drawing.”

Crystal’s mouth went dry. She couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. The woman stood, picked up her bag. “And Crystal…” she said quietly, using her name without being told. Crystal stared, frozen. “Don’t throw the sketchbook away. It’s how He speaks to you.” With that, she was gone; slipping into the crowd and out the door like she was never there.

Tasha arrived five minutes later, laughing and talking like nothing had happened. But Crystal didn’t hear a word she said. Because a stranger had just spoken the truth of her soul. And it terrified her. Crystal didn’t move. Her breath caught somewhere between her ribs and her throat. She just stood there, one hand still on the back of the booth, like she’d been electrocuted. “Don’t throw the sketchbook away…” “…it’s how He speaks to you.” The words looped over and over, each time sinking deeper. She hadn’t told anyone about the dreams. No one knew about the Lion. Or the fire in His eyes. Or the way she’d drawn Him before she even knew what she was seeing. No one could’ve known. Except someone sent to confirm it.

She slowly sank back into the booth, the fake leather squeaking under her weight. Her palms were damp. Her mouth dry. The espresso had gone cold, untouched. Her appetite had vanished. She looked toward the door. Gone. Just like that. Crystal swallowed hard. The café suddenly felt too loud; like everyone around her was pretending life was normal while she was unraveling at the seams. A storm’s coming.

Her eyes darted toward the napkin dispenser, half-expecting the woman to have left a message there. A number. A name. Anything.

But there was nothing.

Just Crystal. And the stillness in her spirit that didn’t feel like hers. It was as if a presence had entered and lingered; not haunting, but holy. Like the woman carried a fragrance from somewhere higher, and even after she left, the air didn’t return to normal. Crystal wiped her hands on her jeans and whispered under her breath: “What is happening to me?” No one answered. But she could still feel the echo. “He sees you… and He’s not done drawing.”

Crystal ran. Hard. She’s not ready to surrender; not yet. She’s a survivor, she’s stubborn, and she’s scared. So, she falls back on the only comfort she knows: noise, distraction, and numbing. But Heaven is still watching. And this time, the supernatural won’t wait for a quiet moment. It’s coming straight into the chaos.
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