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PR-BEE-BEE-BEE-IT

LaShawn and DeMarcus look at each other. Their eyes race around the huge front room of the thrift store.

After a few minutes of looking around, they both shrug their shoulders and get back to their drawing competition. DeMarcus attempts to draw, from memory, the Scorpion Locusts that tortured man for five months. LaShawn is trying to invent his own creature, one surely scarier than what his brother is drawing up.

They both lie on their bellies facing each other. A dirty but fairly sturdy cardboard box separates the twins. It is keeping their drawings top-secret until the reveal of who can draw the scariest monster.

PR-BEE-BEE-BEE-IT

Both boys' eyes enlarge.

"What is that?" DeMarcus asks.

LaShawn shakes his head. "I don't know. But it's creepy sounding."

They eye one another, distrusting that the other will not peek before the reveal. They each place several sheets of construction paper over their masterpieces so no one can see what they are drawing. The identical brothers rise in unison as if choreographed for years by a professional stage instructor. They stand back to back and begin desperately searching the rafters.

A shuffling sound echoes from above. The boys lock their eyes on a specific section of the rafters. As if on cue, they both hunch down, leaving their eyes glued to the few remaining broken tiles in the ceiling fifteen feet high. Both front room defenders turn their pencils around, holding them as a sharp weapon. Something scary is up there.

The shuffling and rustling have their minds racing at terrified speeds. Something is definitely going to lunge out after them at any moment. No question it will be demonic, trying to kill them both.

RAWWWR!

Charcoal comes flying through the air, just missing the ceiling tiles holding the creature. The cat lands a couple of feet from where the boys are huddled, watching and waiting.

The cat lands awkwardly and hurts his paw. "MEOOOOW!"

The exact moment the feline lands and screams out, the boys KNOW the monster is coming.

"AGHHH!!"

Gwen and LaTroy come running to the front. Gwen has some sewing scissors. LaTroy totes his iron bar. They are there in an instant.

"What's going on?!" LaTroy asks, near shouting volume.

The boys come to, no longer concerned with the demons in the ceiling. They both rush to a limping Charcoal. They hover around him, petting, protecting.

Then DeMarcus remembers the creature and looks to his protective father. He points to the ceiling. "There's demons up there, Dad."

LaTroy grips his iron. His knuckles crack. His grip is unwavering. He looks to Gwen and whispers, "Get the boys against the wall."

Gwen offers a single nod, then watches the ceiling as she slowly ushers the boys over to the wall.

With Gwen and the twins off to the side of the room, LaTroy focuses on the task of extermination, or protection, or survival. He will sacrifice himself if he has to.

He takes a few deep breaths. His face grows rigid, determined. "In the Holy name of Jesus, demons, I command you to show yourselves!"

The twins nod their heads vigorously. They approve. Gwen does too.

The Holy command echoes. Whatever monsters are hiding in the ceiling tiles feel the power of the Lord's authority. The rustling starts again. White dust from the broken ceiling tiles falls on LaTroy's face. He takes a few steps back and winds up the rusty iron bar. He is ready for the unholy spawn to come rushing his way.

Nothing.

The rustling ceases. The stirring behind the tiles fades.

LaTroy tilts his head in confusion as he looks over to Gwen.

She shakes her head and mouths, "I don't know."

Ellis, Rose and Becca come rushing into the front of the thrift store. They see LaTroy's posture and the trio pinned against the wall. LaTroy holds a hand up, stopping them in their tracks. He places his index finger against his mouth, silencing any potential noise or talk. He slowly points up to the tiles before regaining his firm grip with both hands on his weapon.

Seconds feel infinite. The creature is still hidden, frozen by the name of Jesus. LaTroy does not move a muscle. He is a protective statue waiting to pummel the demon when it strikes. It will most definitely strike.

Silence. Tension. Unease and fear are the lead characters of this encounter.

WHAM!

The front door flies open with Tanner tripping and falling through the entrance. The supply run goods roll and are strewn across the floor. Jake is quickly inside behind him.

The monster flies from the ceiling with purpose. A brownish-gray top dresses the demon with dull, earthly colors. A light-orange belly which fades into a paler buff color toward the chest can be seen as it hurls its body at the team. It has a black tail. Skinny, twig-like legs with sharp talons on the feet are nothing short of terrifying. The attack has begun.

Gwen loses it, hunching over and cracking up. She half speaks, half laughs aimed at the twins. "That? HA HA, THAT is your demon?"

LaTroy lowers his iron and shakes his head in annoyance. "A bird? Really?"

Ellis, Rose and Becca join in on the laugh-fest. The tension giving way to comical relief is far better than what they were all worried about.

LaShawn, mildly embarrassed, reaches for a distraction. "Well, um, Charcoal got hurt. Don't laugh!"

The plea falls on deaf ears. The roar of laughter eventually has every single person present rolling. A much-needed team release can be heard for a hundred yards.
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The twins cannot help but hover. Bobbing their heads, peering over Becca's shoulders, they start interfering with the battery-powered lamp mounted to the wall.

Rose looks over to Ellis and LaTroy. "Can you get them out of the light? Give them something to do please."

"Alright. Alright, boys. Let's scoot back. Let the ladies do their thing." LaTroy uses his large wingspan to corral the nosy teens back.

Ellis offers a helpful idea. "Maybe you boys can finish your drawing contest. Your dad and I can be the judges."

"I can't draw when Charcoal is dying!" LaShawn says, dramatic body language included.

DeMarcus agrees and adds to the worry. "I think he broke his spine!" This only fuels LaShawn's worries.

"You're right! I'm positive he broke his skull too!"

"Yeah! There's got to be internal bleeding!"

Back and forth the teens hype each other up with worst-case scenarios. They KNOW Charcoal is a goner.

Ellis and LaTroy's shoulders shake. They try holding in their laughter as best as they can. They let the boys dwell in the false terrors for their longtime pet.

"Do you need surgeon's tools, Rose?" DeMarcus makes sure the doctor has what she needs.

"Are you going to use anesthe... ana... antish... um, are you going to put him to sleep while you operate?" LaShawn's stomach hurts now. The butterflies in his belly have turned into bricks.

After ten very long minutes, Rose looks up to the worried boys. Her eyes look as if they are going to begin flooding any second. Her voice cracks as she addresses them. "Boys, I just don't know..."

LaShawn and DeMarcus embrace and begin letting the waterworks flow. They bellow. They sob so loudly, it prompts the rest of the team to come running.

"You didn't let me finish, guys."

"Don't say it, Rose! Just don't even say it!" They continue to cling tight to each other. Mourning. Wallowing. 

Rose rolls her eyes. "I was trying to say, you over-dramatic duo, that I just don't know if Charcoal will be climbing the shelving for a few days. Good grief, you babies."

MAWWWR!

Charcoal screams out some sort of kitty displeasure as Becca releases him. He scurries off to the corner and starts licking the lone bandage on his paw.

Once again, the twins have unknowingly given laughter fuel to the entire team. The laughs continue for a while until they finally die down naturally. Life after the locusts is far from perfect, but the team is a family, and the family is close. They all have duties. They all have several forms of entertainment. And of course, they all find time for worship and praise.

Once lunch is consumed by all, the scavengers of the group, Jake and Tanner, head back out. They have recently found an abandoned army surplus that has provided well for them. All of the ammo and weapons are looted by now, but in the back rooms they still find various items to fill other needs. It is six blocks away and barring any unwelcome delays, they will be back well before dinner.

Charcoal sits on the divider box, licking and trying to pull the bandage off of his bruised paw. The teens are focused again on their drawing competition.

Ellis and LaTroy do their afternoon routine of inspecting the outer perimeter of the thrift store. They check the shelving that is fastened to the outer windows, look for any new foot traffic in the dirt that has formed a layer around the building, and reset the trap wires.

A wind chime is pulled taut behind each shelf and wooden barrier, secured at the tops and bottoms of them. They are tight enough that a breeze will not make them sound off, but if the shelving and barriers are moved by someone unfamiliar with the alarms, the lower, less stout strings will break and the chime will tell the team someone or something is trying to get in. They are crude but brilliant.

The ladies start setting up for Bible study. Each night the team does Bible study before dinner. Gwen and Becca, Rose and LaTroy, DeMarcus and LaShawn, Jake and Tanner all present and run Bible study on their assigned nights. Ellis, being the most versed and natural leader, presents by himself.

It is not uncommon for a presenting duo to run what they are planning past Ellis and even ask for his assistance. The twins, finding a natural curiosity from Karetha's teaching before she departed, have an unwavering love for the terrors and finality of Revelation.

Tanner and Jake love to teach and read from Genesis and Exodus. The beginning of it all fascinates them. They never tire of dissecting the stories from Creation to Moses and Aaron.

Gwen and Becca have found comfort in teaching about the Apostles. Paul is by far their favorite. Who does not love Paul? Peter comes in a very close second and they teach about him often.

LaTroy and Rose have gravitated to the great kings of the scriptures. David could be taught countless times, and they do break down his many adventures every third lesson they give. All of the kings, good and bad, never cease to offer lessons the team can incorporate even today, in the Great Tribulation.

Ellis never stays in one section or one topic. His lessons are intense and always leave the team questioning, which is exactly what he shoots for. If they are questioning, they are listening, is his secret motto.

As they all learn and take their turns teaching, they brace for the inevitable. They know what is coming, and it is coming soon. Ellis always helps to tighten up the twins' lessons on what comes next when they choose that part of Revelation... A Third Will Die.
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When someone is repeatedly stung by bees, they tend to give a wide berth to any known hives in the future. Jake and Tanner are anything but cocky, but they do possess a confidence most on earth do not.

'Torture' is a simple but highly direct word. When the entire world was tormented and tortured by the Scorpion Locusts for five very long months, the ones who refused to give their lives to the Lord received plenty of 'bee stings'. They all felt the beginning of the Woes and whether they have ever read a single word from the scriptures, deep down they all feel something more is coming.

Jake and Tanner never go out of their way to annoy, gloat, or even act 'better than' the unsealed or unsaved. But with the world on edge, KNOWING something else horrible is coming, the two scavengers have noticed, more and more, that nobody stands in their way. Ever. The 'Clean Ones' insult during the five months of torment has a different ring to it these days. The two have witnessed large groups of people changing direction once they notice Tanner and Jake coming. There comes a point when humanity stops poking the badger.

Is there violence? Undoubtedly. Does hate still exist? Absolutely. But Jake and Tanner have never been attacked, let alone approached, in the few months since the Scorpion Locusts. So they nonchalantly head to their destination. They joke, plan, and chum around like two lifelong friends on a Sunday stroll through a lush, public park. Unfortunately, it is anything but lush these days. It is filthy and full of ruins. Arson and looting are in full force. Betrayal and murder are out of control. Yet still, the two Sealed are left alone to their daily business of scavenging.

The asphalt is a jagged mosaic of potholes and gray litter. It crunches under their boots with a rhythmic, lonely sound. Every storefront they pass is a hollowed-out skull. The glass from the windows has been pulverized into a fine, glittering grit that coats the sidewalks. It catches what little light manages to pierce through the heavy, bruised clouds.

A group of survivors huddles under the sagging awning of a former pharmacy. They spot the duo from a block away. The conversation stops instantly. One man clutches a rusted tire iron and locks eyes with Tanner for a split second. His gaze drops to the pavement. He pulls his hood lower and covers his eyes. Without a word, the entire group shifts. They all face the ruin of a business until the Sealed are out of sight. 

As the two pass the group, Jake drops a tightly folded paper at their feet. It offers insight into God's grace and how to find them if there is any interest. They will not get any response from anyone in this collective.

Jake and Tanner do not even break their stride. They step over some discarded, soot-covered toys and a pile of melted electronics. Their conversation never wavers from the merits of the great drawing contest taking place or the giggling about the twins' dramatic response to Charcoal's injury. To the world, they are the 'Clean Ones'. They are walking omens of a debt that is still being collected.

They round the final corner and there it is. The Army Surplus. The heavy steel door is slightly ajar. It is one of the very few intact front doors left standing in this war-stricken city. It whines on a single rusted hinge as the stiff breeze catches it.

The door is covered in soot and rust. These are two telling signs that this world is completely different from the one when the steel was shining and sturdy.

Before Tanner can walk carefree into the surplus, Jake holds a stiff arm out. He halts his oblivious partner. "Look down there, brother."

Tanner looks around a little. "Yeah? There's cigarette butts everywhere we go. Why do you care now?"

Jake's brow furrows a little. "Dude. I don't. Look again. There." He points to another spot. "And there. And there."

Tanner sees them. "Right. I think they're the same as the last time, right?"

"Yes. And the time before that too. Those are very distinctive boot prints." Jake, still keeping his arm in front of his travel companion, slowly looks past the door frame.

Tanner steps around Jake's protective arm. From behind Jake, he opens the heavy door as far as its single hinge will allow. "Maybe this will help a bit. I didn't bring my headlamp. It fell off when I tripped entering the thrift store earlier."

Jake only offers a couple of nods before turning his headlamp on. The flashlight crowns are something they use regularly. This very store has the batteries they need for them.

They enter a little more cautiously than usual. They notice the distinct boot prints that are fresh in the latest layer of dust. Jake sees it first and points.

Tanner responds. He speaks, his voice a little thinner than usual. "I see it. We would've taken a nice army pack like that if it were here the other times."

Before Tanner can reach down to investigate the pack, Jake intervenes. "Leave it, Tanner. See how there isn't any dust on it like everything else in here? The dust has settled again, over everything, but not the army pack. Someone is either in here or very recently left it. I didn't notice any of these prints headed toward the door. Did you?"

"You're right. Let's just get the batteries and get out. Maybe we can stop by that pool hall we've been wanting to look through."

"That, brother, is a great idea." Jake raises his hands as a visual cue for anyone who may be in the shadows watching them. "We don't want any trouble. We'll just grab the batteries we need and head out. We'll even leave some for you. We're peaceful."

They inch forward toward the two-way swinging door
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