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Dedication

To God Our Father,
the Author of all creation,
the One who calms the storms and commands the winds.
Every word written, every story told, and every breath of inspiration belongs to You.
You are the Light that pierces through the darkness,
the Voice that calls us home when the world grows silent,
and the Hope that remains when all else fades.
May this work bring glory to Your name, awaken hearts to Your truth,
and remind every reader that no matter how fierce the storm —
You are still in control.
“Be still, and know that I am God.” — Psalm 46:10
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A Storm Draws Near: The Final Countdown


The night sky above America shimmered with artificial stars—satellites, drones, and the neon haze of endless progress.
From coast to coast, cities pulsed with light and noise. Screens flickered in every window; car lights poured across highways like molten rivers of fire; and towers of steel blinked their ambition into the heavens.
It was a nation alive, loud, and relentless—
yet beneath the hum of progress, a deeper silence began to grow.
Not the silence of peace,
but the silence of separation.
In living rooms across the suburbs, families sat together yet lived worlds apart—faces illuminated by blue screens, not by one another. Conversations ended before they began, replaced by scrolling, swiping, and the steady drip of outrage curated by algorithms that thrived on division.

In small-town churches, the faithful few still knelt in dim sanctuaries, whispering prayers that felt heavier each week—prayers not just for revival, but for endurance. Outside those walls, faith itself had become a battlefield, mocked by some, weaponized by others, and quietly abandoned by many.

In hospital corridors, machines beeped in mechanical rhythm, sustaining bodies while souls quietly withered—burned out by a culture that demanded everything and forgave nothing.

And in the hearts of the great cities, skyscrapers reached toward heaven like modern altars—monuments not to God, but to power, success, comfort, and self.

America—once called a shining city on a hill—had become a mirror reflecting its own contradictions.

Rich, yet empty.
Connected, yet isolated.
Entertained, yet exhausted.
Informed, yet deceived.
It was a nation fractured along every possible line.

Politics no longer debated ideas—they declared enemies.
Beliefs were no longer discussed—they were shouted.
Race was no longer healed—it was exploited.
Even sports became battlegrounds, where loyalty to a team or a jersey mattered more than dignity or unity.
Neighbors no longer disagreed—they despised.
Arguments no longer ended—they escalated.
Discomfort was met with rage.
Correction was answered with violence.
And responsibility became a relic of another time.
Everyone demanded justice.
Few accepted accountability.
It preached tolerance but practiced hostility.
It spoke of freedom while bowing to appetite.
It printed “In God We Trust” on its currency, yet scoffed at the very name it bore.
Technology had given the world access to every truth imaginable—
except the one it needed most.
Knowledge multiplied, but wisdom vanished.
Opinions spread faster than facts.
Feelings replaced truth.
And truth itself became negotiable.
Voices filled the airwaves—politicians, pundits, influencers—each selling certainty packaged for clicks, subscriptions, and votes. Each promising salvation through power, identity, or outrage.

Yet amid the roar, one voice still whispered—

“Be still, and know that I am God.”
—Psalm 46:10
Few heard it anymore.

The world spun faster, but its compass lay shattered.
What once defined right and wrong had been rewritten in the language of convenience and personal truth.
The church, once a refuge of conviction, had too often become a theater of comfort—where pulpits turned into platforms, sermons into performances, and repentance into something optional. Truth was softened to avoid offense. Conviction replaced with applause.

The lamp still flickered—
but the oil was running out.
And somewhere deep within the soul of the nation—beneath the noise, beneath the pride, beneath the anger—a storm began to stir.

It started as a whisper.
A pressure in the air.
A sense that something vast and unstoppable was drawing near.
In a quiet town far from the city’s glow, an old pastor prepared one final sermon.
He called it “The Final Countdown.”
He didn’t know why—only that the words had come to him in a dream.

In that dream, he saw a massive stadium filled with cheering people, blind to the giant clock suspended above them—a clock ticking steadily toward zero. And as the final seconds vanished, a trumpet sounded—sharp and unmistakable—cutting through the noise like lightning through a darkened sky.

That Sunday morning, as he stood before his small congregation, the heavens outside began to shift. Thunder rolled low and distant. Lightning flickered across the horizon, briefly illuminating storm clouds gathering overhead.

The pastor felt it—not the weather, but the weight.

The pressure of prophecy pressing against time itself.

Beyond the church walls, the world carried on—coffee brewing, screens glowing, tempers flaring, fists clenching, hearts growing colder by the hour.

No alarms sounded.
No headlines warned.
Only a whisper stirred within the spirits of those still listening—

“The storm draws near.”

And somewhere in the unseen realm, the divine stopwatch clicked again.

One final notch closer to zero.

This is the countdown—
not to chaos, but to revelation.
Not to fear, but to fulfillment.
Not to the end of the world...
but to the beginning of eternity.
Because every storm, no matter how fierce, carries a message from heaven—

and this one whispers a final truth to a nation that has forgotten its God:

“Time’s almost up.”
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1  The Fire and the Fury
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“And others save with fear, pulling them out of the fire...” Jude1:23

The radio crackled to life just past midnight.

“Engine 3, respond to a vehicle fire — Highway 84 near the river bridge. Unknown if occupied.”

Firefighter-Paramedic Jackson Cole, thirty-six, fifteen-year veteran of Station 3, was already on his feet before the tones finished. He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. The quiet calls were always the worst.

Rain hammered the bay doors as the crew loaded up.

Behind the wheel of Rescue 3 sat Luis Ramirez, Jackson’s longtime partner—steady hands, faster smile. Riding officer of Engine 3 was Captain Robert Hardin, broad-shouldered, silver at the temples, respected and feared in equal measure. In the back climbed Jackson Mason, twenty-two and barely off probation, beside Derrick “Biggs” McCall, built like the engine he rode. Last onboard was Andrew Tucker, the quiet one—eyes always tracking, always thinking.

Jackson Cole slid his gear on without a word. Fifteen years on the job had taught him that the quiet calls were often the worst ones. Outside, the night was thick with smoke and rain, the air charged with a strange heaviness that felt more spiritual than physical.

The engine and rescue truck roared through the darkness, sirens wailing against the storm’s low growl. When they arrived, the smell hit first — burning fuel, scorched rubber, and something else... something human.

A car had spun off the road, slammed against the guardrail, and folded in on itself like a crushed can. Flames licked through the shattered glass, painting the night in violent orange.

Jackson grabbed the Halligan bar and sprinted toward the wreck. The driver’s side door was welded shut by fire. He could see movement inside — a silhouette struggling to breathe.

“Tucker, bring me the hose line!” he shouted.

A blast of water hissed against the metal, steam rising in ghostly clouds. Jackson tore at the door with brute force until it groaned open. The heat was blinding. He ducked inside and found her — a young woman, maybe mid-twenties, clutching something tight against her chest.

A Bible.

Her face was streaked with soot, her lips trembling as she tried to speak. Jackson lifted her carefully, pulling her into the cool rain just as the car’s gas tank erupted behind them. The gasoline-fueled inferno sent flames reaching high into the air, lighting up the night like a cruel sunrise.

She gasped for air, eyes locking onto his.
Her voice came weak, but clear enough to slice through the chaos.
“You don’t... have much time.”

Jackson froze, holding her tighter. “Stay with me, okay? EMS is on the way.”

But she didn’t.
Her body went still, the Bible slipping from her hand into the wet asphalt. Its pages fluttered open in the wind, the rain soaking through the thin paper. The faint glow of the fire reflected across the verse that had opened — Matthew 24:44:
“Therefore, be ye also ready: for in such an hour as ye think not, the Son of man cometh.”

Jackson didn’t notice. He was already staring into the smoke — at the fire, the wreckage, the storm clouds swirling above — trying to convince himself that her words were just the last flicker of a dying mind.
But they stuck to him like ash.
Later that night, back at the firehouse, Jackson sat alone in the engine bay, staring into the embers of a controlled burn pit. The fire crackled softly — hypnotic, alive. He’d spent his whole career fighting flames, yet tonight, they seemed to whisper instead of roar.

For a moment, as the heat washed over him, he felt something he hadn’t felt in years — that same warmth that once stirred in his chest when he sat beside his mother in church as a boy. Conviction. Presence. That unshakable sense that someone — something — was nearby.

He swallowed hard and turned away, breaking the moment with a bitter laugh.
“If God’s real,” he muttered, “He’s got some explaining to do.”
Jackson Cole wasn’t a man given to superstition. He’d seen too much real tragedy to chase ghosts or miracles.  At thirty-six, he was a seasoned firefighter, a paramedic, and a quiet storm all his own. To his crew, he was steady — the calm voice in the chaos. The one who never froze, never flinched, never failed. But the truth was far heavier than the turnout gear he wore.

He’d been raised in the deep South — the son of a small-town pastor and a schoolteacher. Sundays were sacred. His father’s sermons echoed through his childhood, filling his ears with the sounds of Heaven and Hell, sin and salvation.  But somewhere along the way — maybe after his first fatal fire, maybe after his first unanswered prayer — faith had started to feel like a story for other people.

He still believed in God, at least in theory.
But in practice, God felt distant — a voice he’d long stopped trying to hear.
His marriage hadn’t survived the weight of the job. Emily, his wife of ten years, had packed up and left two winters ago, tired of being second place to the station bell. Their daughter, Lily, was now seven — his only real light left in the world. Every other weekend, she brought laughter back into his small house outside the city. The rest of the time, silence filled it like smoke.

When he wasn’t on duty, Jackson rode his black Harley through the backroads — no sirens, no noise, just the wind. Out there, beneath open skies, he could think — or not think at all. Sometimes he prayed, though he never admitted it aloud. The prayers were short, raw, and more like conversations with an old friend he wasn’t sure still listened.

He was respected, admired even, but behind the quiet strength was a man worn thin. Every life he saved reminded him of the ones he couldn’t. Every fire put out rekindled another inside him — one that no water could touch.

That night, sitting alone with the dying embers and the sound of rain on the roof, Jackson couldn’t shake the girl’s final words.

“You don’t have much time.”

They echoed through his mind like a siren that wouldn’t shut off.

He tried to push them away — blaming adrenaline, trauma, exhaustion — but something deeper whispered that it wasn’t over. That the fire wasn’t the only thing that had burned that night.

Somewhere deep in his spirit, a door had been cracked open.  And beyond it, the storm was beginning to stir.
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2  Echoes in the Flame 
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The day before, his off-duty day, had been a blur in his mind.  It was almost as if it had not even been included on the calendar.  It came and went without letting him know.

He’d spent most of that night sitting at his kitchen table, elbows planted on the worn wood, staring at the three objects between his arms: a cheap plastic radio, a steaming mug of coffee that had gone lukewarm more than once, and the charred, water-warped Bible he’d brought home from the wreck two nights earlier.

The next morning, Jackson awoke to his alarm clock which read 5:47 a.m., but Jackson hadn’t really slept.  The house was quiet in the way only an empty home could be—no cartoons from the living room, no little feet running down the hall, no soft humming from Emily in the kitchen. Just the ticking of the wall clock and the faint hum of the fridge.

Rain tapped softly against the window over the sink. The storm that had raged the night before had settled into a misty drizzle, but the air still felt thick, as if the atmosphere hadn’t quite decided to let go.

Jackson rubbed his eyes and pulled the Bible closer.

The cover was blistered and cracked, its edges blackened where the fire had licked it. The pages inside were warped in waves from the water they’d poured on the car. It should’ve been ruined, unreadable.

It wasn’t.

He opened it and the spine crackled, protesting. The pages fell open—not to Genesis, not to the Psalms, but near the back. A thin blue underline cut through a single verse that stared up at him:

Therefore, be ye also ready: for in such an hour as ye think not the Son of man cometh.
— Matthew 24:44
He shut the Bible quickly, jaw tightening.

“Of course,” he muttered, leaning back in the chair. “Of course it would be something like that.”

The girl’s voice came back, as clear as if she were sitting across from him instead of lying in a morgue.

You don’t have much time.

He shook his head once, sharp, as if he could knock the memory loose.

He’d seen people say strange things before they died. Delirium, hypoxia, the brain firing off whatever was left in the tank. Last words weren’t always prophecy—they were chemistry.

That was what he told himself.

He wrapped his hands around the coffee mug. It was hot again—his third refill. He took a sip and reached for the radio, flicking it on more for noise than anything else.

Static.

He turned the dial slowly, letting bits of music and talk bleed past.

“—stock market futures—”

“—storm damage reported along—”

“—don’t touch that dial—”

The tuner landed on a station with an old baritone voice he recognized but couldn’t place right away. It was warm, worn, and carried a slow Southern cadence that made every word sound heavier than the last.

“Friend, if you’re listening this morning,” the voice said, “I want you to hear me. The Bible tells us there will be a day when God will shake not only the earth, but the heavens also. There will be warnings. There will be signs. Not to terrify us—but to wake us up.”

Jackson frowned and glanced at the display. AM 780. Some local talk station he hadn’t listened to in years.

The man continued. “We’re gonna call this series ‘The Final Countdown.’ Not because I have a date, or a chart, or a secret code—no, sir. But because I believe the clock is ticking. And I believe most of us are asleep while the alarm is going off.”

The words landed on Jackson’s shoulders like extra weight.

He turned the volume down, but not off.

“Jesus said in Matthew twenty-four, ‘As it was in the days of Noah, so shall it be also in the coming of the Son of Man.’ People were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage—living their lives like there was no storm on the horizon. But the ark door closed. Judgment came. And only those who had listened to God were ready.”

Jackson tapped his fingers against the mug.

“Yeah, well,” he said under his breath, “if God wants me listening, He’s got a funny way of showing it.”

On the radio, the preacher’s tone softened. “If you’re running from God, you might think you got time. Another day. Another year. One more chance. But friend, you don’t know when your last call is coming in. You don’t know when the siren sounds for you.”

That phrase snagged him.

Last call.

Images flashed through his mind: the girl’s soot-streaked face, the Bible slipping from her fingers, the fireball behind them as the gas tank blew.

He turned the radio off with a click.

The kitchen fell into silence again.

For a long moment, Jackson just sat there, staring at the charred Bible. Then he reached out and slid it along the table toward him. His fingertips rested on the edge of the cover.

“Alright,” he said quietly. “Message received. Or at least delivered.”

He pushed his chair back with a scrape and stood. “But I’ve got a shift to make.”

He tucked the Bible under his arm like a report he hadn’t decided to read yet and headed for the door.
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3  The Weight of Routine
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The station smelled like it always did—coffee, diesel, sweat, and that faint undercurrent of old smoke that never quite left fabric, no matter how many times it was washed.

Engine 3 and Rescue 3 both sat in the bay, gleaming and ready, a bright red constant in a world that felt increasingly unsure.

“Morning, Cap,” Jackson said as he walked in, nodding to Captain Hardin, who stood by the whiteboard updating the shift schedule.

“Cole,” Hardin replied, glancing at him. “You look like something the cat dragged in, then regretted.”

“Didn’t sleep well,” Jackson said. “Must be your cooking.”

“That was your meatloaf last shift, brother,” Ramirez called from the coffee maker. “Don’t blame the captain for that felony.”

The crew chuckled. They were gathered around the worn dining table in the kitchen—Mason, the youngest on the crew; Biggs, whose nickname fit his frame; and Tucker, the quiet one that never missed anything.

Ramirez poured Jackson a cup and slid it across the counter.

“You okay after that fatal crash last shift?

Jackson took a sip before answering. “Yeah. I am trying to process it.  This one felt different though.”

Captain Hardin said, “How so Jackson?”

He felt the other crew members watching him, waiting for detail, for a story. Firefighters traded stories the way other people traded headlines. It was how they processed. How they proved they were still okay.

Jackson set the cup down and started walking out of the kitchen and said, “Driver didn’t make it. That’s all.”

Ramirez caught the tone and smoothly shifted gears. “You kids clean the rigs yet, or you waiting for the angels to come do it for you?”

“Waiting on you, actually,” Mason shot back. “Heard you had seniority and all.”

Laughter rolled through the room.

The banter, the routine, the normalcy of it all—it was a lifeline. Jackson held onto it as he carried his gear toward his locker.

He hesitated before opening it, glancing around the room. No one was watching. He cracked the door and slid the charred Bible onto the top shelf, out of sight but not out of reach.

The metal door clanged shut.

Somewhere past the windows, thunder rumbled, low and distant.
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4  Lights and Shadows
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The morning chores went as they always did. Gear checks. Truck inspections. Sweeping the bay. A medical call for an elderly woman with chest pain—stabilized, transported, paperwork done.

By late morning, the sky had taken on a strange color—too bright and too dull at the same time. The clouds weren’t thick, just... layered. Like sheets of gray glass stacked across the horizon.

Jackson stood in the bay, checking the thermal imager, when the lights overhead flickered.

Once.

Twice.

Then everything went dark.

“Aw, come on,” someone groaned. “Not again.”

The station had been fighting electrical issues for months, ever since the city’s grid took a lightning hit during the summer. But this felt different. The air itself seemed to hum—like the quiet high whine inside a transformer.

“Everybody hold up,” Hardin called. “Mason, check the breaker.”

“On it, Cap.”

Jackson set the imager down and let his eyes adjust. Even without the overhead lights, enough daylight seeped in through the bay doors to see.

Then, without warning, a brilliant flash of white filled the room.

It wasn’t lightning.

It wasn’t the lights coming back on.

It was something else—like a camera flash multiplied by a thousand, emanating from everywhere and nowhere at once.

The flash lasted less than a second, but in that instant Jackson felt a weird pressure in his chest, like the air had been sucked out and shoved back in again.

The lights snapped back on.

The hum stopped.

Everyone froze.

“What the...” Ramirez whispered. “Did y’all see that?”

Mason poked his head out of the electrical room. “Didn’t do anything, Cap. Breakers are fine. This place has a mind of its own.”

“Dispatch didn’t hit us with a new disco protocol, did they?” Biggs said, trying to lighten the mood.

Before anyone could answer, the station radio crackled to life.

“—all units, stand by for—”

A burst of static cut across the dispatcher’s voice, drowning it out. The white noise swelled, filling the bay with a hiss.

Then, underneath the static, another voice slipped through.

Not the dispatcher.
Not anyone Jackson recognized.
Calm. Low. Almost... amused.

“This is only the beginning.”

The words lasted a second, maybe two. Then the static broke, and the normal dispatch channel came back as if nothing had happened.

“—repeating, Engine 6 respond to—”

Everyone looked at each other.

“What did she just say?” Mason asked.

“That wasn’t Gina,” Biggs murmured. “That wasn’t any of our dispatchers.”

Ramirez walked over and tapped the radio. “Must be crosstalk. Bleed-through from some other channel.”

“Yeah,” Tucker said quietly. “Sure.”

Jackson stood very still, the hairs on the back of his neck standing up.

This is only the beginning.

The same pressure he’d felt in the car fire pressed against his ribs again. The girl’s whisper layered over the new one, like two tracks playing slightly out of sync.

You don’t have much time.
This is only the beginning.
“Alright,” Hardin said, clapping his hands once. “Electric grid’s been acting up for weeks. Y’all’ve seen lightning take half this city offline. Don’t go getting weird on me.”

A few of the guys chuckled, the tension breaking.

But Jackson noticed the captain’s hands weren’t as steady as his voice.
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5  Broad Street Fire
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The tones hit just after lunch.

“Engine 3, Rescue 3—respond to a structure fire, 401 East Broad Street. Caller reports smoke visible, possible entrapment. Time of call, 13:22.”

“Here we go,” Hardin said, already moving toward the truck.

The crew slid into their places through muscle memory. Bunker gear. SCBAs. Helmets. Radios. The engine roared to life, siren wailing as they pulled out into the pale midday.

Jackson climbed into his seat on Rescue 3 and grabbed the map book, though he already knew the area. East Broad was an older neighborhood—small single-story homes, big shade trees, cars parked too close to corners.

As they sped through the streets, Jackson glanced up at the sky.

The clouds were moving wrong.

Instead of drifting in one direction, they seemed to be slowly circling, like water pulling into a drain you couldn’t see. In the center of the swirl, a faint bright spot formed—not the sun, not an opening, just... something.

“Are you seeing that?” he asked.

Ramirez, behind the wheel, glanced up. “Seeing what?”

“The sky.”

“It’s cloudy, man. Welcome to weather.”

Jackson frowned. The swirl was clear as day to him.

Maybe he was more tired than he thought.

They turned onto East Broad. Smoke rose just above the tree line—light gray, not yet the thick black that meant full involvement. The smell hit them as they came close: burning wood, plastic, that acrid edge of something electrical.

“Engine 3 on scene,” Captain Hardin said into the radio. “We’ve got a one-story residential, light smoke showing from the C side. Establishing Broad Street Command.”

Hardin began issuing orders. “Jackson, you and Ramirez do a primary with thermal imaging. Biggs, you and Tucker get us a line to the front door. Mason, pull the meters and secure utilities.”

They moved.

Jackson grabbed his mask, pulled it down over his face, and felt the familiar snap of the straps as he tightened them. He hit the air, the hiss of it filling his ears, and the rest of the world narrowed to the small, circular view through his facepiece.

They forced the front door. Smoke rolled out, lazy but thickening.

“Fire department, call out!” Jackson yelled, his voice muffled through the mask. “If anyone’s inside, call out!”

No answer.

“Let’s go,” he told Ramirez.

They dropped low and crawled into the living room. The smoke was moderate, visibility reduced but not gone. The orange glow of fire flickered somewhere down the hall to the right.

“Fire’s probably in the kitchen or back bedroom,” Jackson said through his radio. “Advancing to search.”

They moved room to room—left hand on wall, right hand sweeping, methodical and fast.


Hallway closet—clear.
Bathroom—clear.
Small bedroom—clear.

“Cap, we’re not finding—”

He stopped.

From somewhere ahead, past the last doorway, came the faint sound of coughing.

“There,” Jackson said. He moved faster, dropping to his belly as the smoke thickened.

The last bedroom door was half open. Flames licked across
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