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​Chapter One
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Robin felt like he was going to fall to his knees, and he knew Alex was barely standing as well. Their hands were clasped tightly, and it felt as if they were holding one another up with that one gesture. 

Their father, Filip, was next to Alex, and Chelsea was next to him, and she, for once, didn’t have a bit of makeup on her lovely face. She couldn’t; she hadn’t stopped crying since she was told her grandson had died. 

It didn’t seem to be possible that his heart could hurt so badly and he’d be alive through it. Noah, his little bundle, the baby he’d held in his arms and had made him feel whole and complete. He was gone, lost in an explosion caused by an evil man. 

The minister droned on and on about God and his purpose, his will, and how Noah would be in heaven and be an angel, but Robin didn’t want to hear any of it. Noah was already an angel, one that had touched his life, had made it a million times better. 

And Alex, who’d barely gotten to be with him, hadn’t gotten to feel like the father he wanted to be to him; he was as inconsolable as Robin. 

There was no body to bury, so the memorial was a simple picture of Noah between two taper candles. The authorities were still sifting through the rubble of the compound, finding bones charred from the intense heat of the fire that came after the explosion. Robin was told they might never know which body was his child’s, and it was best not to count on finding him. 

That may have been the worst of it. He’d never be able to know, and if he wanted to visit where his son’s remains were, he’d have to travel to that horrible place. He didn’t think he could do that. He never wanted to so much as hear about New Mexico again. 

There was no reception after, but a few people did show up to Chelsea’s home, and Chelsea did her best to set out some of the food people had brought, make tea, and converse with people. 

Rhonda came, hugging the two quickly, pulling Robin away from Alex and the others for a moment. “Robin, I can’t tell you how sorry I am about this. I...I feel your hatred for them. I’ve always wanted a child, but that place, those people...”

“Don’t let that stop you, Rhonda. Don’t let them win. Go on and have a good life.”

Rhonda had weight on her. Finally, her cheeks were no longer gaunt and her eyes weren’t dull from starvation. She gave him a little smile that was mostly sad and then she whispered, “Can you do that too? Move on from this?”

The thoughts of Noah still stabbed him so hard in the chest, that he felt he should be doubled over from the pain. “I think so, but it’s going to take a long time.”

“It happens a lot. The parents splitting after a tragedy like this. Don’t let that happen with the two of you. Alex, or the thoughts of him, were the only thing that got you through the hard parts so far. He can get you through this too.”

Robin turned his head and immediately found Alex, off in a corner, speaking to Luis. “I’d die if I lost him as well. He’s the only thing getting me through this, believe me.”

“Good. I’m going, Robin. You two need time to heal a little.”

He hugged her and thanked her sincerely. “Rhonda, thank you.”

“No, Robin. You’re the one who saved my life. You’re a good friend, Robin. If you ever need me, I’ll be a phone call away.”

Once she was gone, Preston came over to him and hugged him close. “Luis and Jack are heading back tonight, but Chelsea said I could have the other guestroom.”

Robin stared at him, confused. “What are you talking about?”

“Honey, you need me. You guys...I can’t leave you.”

“Yes, you can. Pres, I can’t ever tell you how grateful I am for you, all you’ve done for us, but it’s enough. There’s really nothing left to do. Alex and I...we are going to be okay eventually, but for now, we’re deep in grief and that’s where we need to be. You? You have two men in love with you, and they’ve had to be without you for a long time now. Go home with them, please. There’s nothing you can do here.”

Preston hugged him again and he was crying. It took everything inside Robin not to join him in the act, but Preston finally agreed to go home with Luis and Jack. 

Lyle looked as horrified as he had the day it had happened. He was pale, drawn, and shaking. Robin went to him, asking, “Can you stop seeing it?”

“No. You?”

“No. I can’t. I don’t know what to do to get it out of my head.” Alex came up to them then and held Robin around the waist. “You two okay?”

It was a question with only one acceptable answer, and it was one he couldn’t give. “I doubt we’ll ever be okay again.”

Alex lay his head on Robin’s shoulder, and Lyle had tears in his eyes again. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am. When Grace—”

“Don’t ever mention that bitch’s name in this house again, or anywhere I am,” Alex hissed, then left the two of them, heading for the kitchen. 

“I’m...I’m sorry, Robin.”

Worried that Alex was looking for the alcohol, Robin touched Lyle’s shoulder and assured, “It’s fine, Lyle. It’s not you,” before he left him and headed to the kitchen. 

He hated checking on Alex, but he knew if Alex let himself start down that path, masking his pain, he’d likely never come out of it. “Babe?”

Alex was standing at the sink, staring out the window, his hands flat, spread on the counter. “I’m fine, Robin. I didn’t come looking for the wine, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Shouldn’t I be?”

“Yes, you should. I feel like running all over the worst parts of town, begging for drugs. I want to dive into a bottle of scotch and not come out again. I want to sit in a corner and cry until my heart finally gives out, and all of it makes me feel like a selfish ass, because I’m feeling so bad about losing a child that technically wasn’t mine and my partner, whose child it was, is hurting too. And...and I can’t be here for you like I should.”

Robin spun him around and held his face in both hands. “You’ve been here for me. You will continue to. I know you’re not actually in here drinking wine or out there looking for drugs, because you know what that would do to me. You don’t have a selfish bone in your body. You’re hurting for a child you wanted to help to raise. A child,” he said, but his voice started to break and he barely got out, “that was going to call you dad.”

Alex held him as they both sobbed. Robin was feeling the sorrow coming out of him like the blowing winds of a hurricane. It hurt so badly he didn’t think he’d live through it, and if tears were supposed to make it better, it wasn’t working. Each tear made it harder. Each tear tore from him like another part of him was dying, and yet, sadistically, he was still living. 

“Alex, how do we live again?”

“Day by day, baby. Day by day. Together.”

“I don’t want to go back to the cottage. Not now, maybe not ever. I know how happy we were there, but all I could think of when...when I’d hold him was how happy he’d be there. Now...he’s never going to see it, Alex.”

“It’s fine, baby. We’ll stay here with our folks, for now. Then we’ll find someplace else.”

Robin knew where Alex wanted to go. Home. 

“You can’t hurt them, Alex. Promise me.”

“I can’t promise that, and please don’t ask me to.”

Robin moved back, wiping his face with the back of his hand. “And if you do something that gets you thrown in jail, I’m alone! You just said we need to get through it together!”

“I won’t hurt them illegally. I want to find something that will get to them. Take their money and their pride. But that’s for another day. Today...this is for grieving.”

Robin took his hands and made his own promise, “If we can get them, and neither of us can get in trouble, we will. I’ll be right there with you.”

“It’s a deal. I won’t leave you behind, baby, I promise.”

Chelsea was talking with the lawyer who rushed over to them the minute they left the kitchen. “I know this is not the time for all this, but that man, that one you met who works to extract people from cults. He’s been trying to find you. He has some information.”

“About Yosiah? Did they find his body?” Robin asked, and for the first time in days his thoughts went to something besides his son. 

“It was something about him, but I’ve had the crime scene people on speed dial, Robin. If they’d have found him, the baby or the baby’s mother, I think I would have heard.”

Alex asked, “Then what? We don’t care about anything else.”

“It seemed urgent.”

Alex turned to Robin and kissed him quickly. “I’ll deal with him. You speak to the rest of the guests, say goodbye, and meet me upstairs. I’ll draw you a bath.”

Robin nodded, retreating away from Alex and Stein like he was being chased. As much as he’d love to hear they’d found the burnt remains of Yosiah and to know that he was dead, that his death had hurt as much as Noah’s had, he couldn’t take it right then. 

Filip was there, gripping his shoulders. “Son, head up and rest. Your mother and I will deal with the rest.”

“Thanks, Dad. I just can’t right now.”

“I know.”

He went upstairs and went into the suite he and Alex used while at Chelsea’s, closing the double doors behind him. The sad click of them as they closed, then the stifling quiet, it all hit him again. 

He’d never hear his baby cry or laugh. He’d been too small to laugh and that explosion assured he never would. Robin fell to his knees in front of the door, covering his face with his hands as he let himself cry again alone, where no one could see. 

When his eyes closed, all he could see was Noah’s sweet face. His round cheeks, tiny, dimpled chin, how his little fists were always up by his face; like he knew his life would be a fight and he was ready. 

When those eyes would open, so green and bright, he’d look at Robin like he’d known him all along. Their connection was so deep that Noah knew him, or at least that’s how it felt sometimes. 

Picking himself off the floor, he got to his bed, lying face down, feeling the exhaustion weighing him down like he was covered in stones. The doors opened and Alex came in, sitting on the edge of the bed. “No bath?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know anything.” He turned over and sniffed. “What was that all about?”

“That? Cooper wants to meet with us about the recording of...him before the, you know, the explosion.”

“What about it?”

“I didn’t ask. I mean...is it going to solve anything? Fix anything? I know I want to find, find our...”

“I know. I don’t much care, either, about the rest of it. Is that bad of us?”

“No, Robin,” he said, before he turned to him. “I think we’ll be forgiven for a little bit of selfishness right now.”

“Can you just hold me a while? I don’t want to be alone.”

“Me, either.”

They fell asleep together in their clothes, even their suit coats. 

Alex kissed his cheek as they woke. Robin’s eyes fluttered open, and for a moment, he thought he could imagine everything was okay. That all that had happened the last couple of months was a dream, a nightmare, and they were visiting Chelsea and Filip for Christmas and had fallen asleep in their clothes. 

Then he saw Alex’s eyes, still swollen and red from all the crying he’d been doing, and he knew. None of it was a nightmare; it was all real. 

They showered quietly together and dressed casually to head down to pick at their food, as they’d been doing for days. Chelsea was sipping coffee in the kitchen, Filip eating a bowl of cereal. 

“Boys, how are you?” He asked. 

Chelsea answered for them. “Walking through sludge right now, honey. Don’t ask.”

“Sorry.”

Alex kissed his father’s cheek, as he sat down with his cup of coffee. “It’s fine, Father. We’re out of bed, so that’s something.”

“Barely,” Robin commented, sitting by Alex. 

“That, uh...what is he, a captain? He called this morning. He seems quite insistent.”

Alex started to become angry, but Robin stopped his coming tirade. “I’ll call him today.”

“Robin, there’s no point. It’s not going to help anything.”

“I’d like to hear it. His reasoning before he did it. I already hate him and I’m sure that hatred can grow, but right now, I’d rather feel hatred than the bleak sadness I feel.”

Chelsea reached over and covered his hand with hers. “Anger sometimes holds on in this family, Robin. And it turns us, makes us do terrible things.”

“Right now, Mom. I won’t let it linger.”

“Okay, then I’ll support you in this, but only if your father and I go along with you.”

Lyle came quietly into the kitchen, surprising Alex and Robin. “Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt. I just came to say thank you and I’m taking off.”

Chelsea explained to Alex and Robin, “He had a little too much to drink last night, so we invited him to stay.”

Robin offered, “Get a cup of coffee there, and come sit for a minute before you take off.”

Lyle sat miserably after getting himself a cup of black coffee, and after he took a sip, he mused, “The thing I missed the most is real coffee.”

Robin smiled sadly. “I think that was one of the first things I did after everything was over, was get coffee. That sloppy, weird tea they had...”

“Opposed to the tea they think had roofies and Viagra,” Lyle sneered. 

“Did you know about that before you got with Grace?”

Lyle stared at him and whispered, “When I got to the other compound, I heard things. I heard a lot.”

Alex pressed, “Like?”

“Do we really want to hear more about them, Alexandras?” Filip asked, disgusted. 

“No, but maybe we need to,” Robin said, coming to his defense. 

“Mostly what I heard is Yosiah’s same old spiel. How we’re special, like those that were persecuted and we’d rise from the ashes.”

“Always with that,” Robin spat. “What rose? More ashes. The ashes of my son.”

Alex’s phone rang and he looked to see it was the attorney again. “Stein.”

“Answer,” Robin said. “Tell him to tell Cooper to give us some time. It’s only been a few days. Let us grieve before we go after the others to prosecute them.”

Alex answered and started to say just that, but Stein broke in, cutting him off. Alex listened, and they all watched him, but in the end he gave in to Stein. “Fine. Friday. We’ll meet with him Friday. How much more does my partner need to go through right now?”

After the call ended, Robin leaned over on him. “Thanks.”

“It’s just...enough. Our lives have been flipped over again and again, and all we need is some god-damned peace.”

Alex got up from the table, depositing his cup in the sink on his way out of the room. Robin started to get up to follow him, but Chelsea stopped him. “As much as you two need each other right now, you also need time alone to process your grief. Let him be for now.”

That was hard for him, but he knew she was right. Robin knew there were times he’d need away from Alex, too, and everyone. 
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​Chapter Two
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Alex went for a drive, finding himself on a sketchy street, in a sketchier neighborhood. Men on the corners near the light where he sat, waiting for it to turn green. 

One of the men met his eyes, jerked his chin and from his pocket he pulled out a baggie, then quickly stuck it back in his pocket. 

Alex felt himself positioning his hands to turn down that sideroad, pictured himself pulling over and getting the cash from his wallet. He felt the softness overtake him, the kind that comes with an injection, and the waves of it pushed every bad feeling away like the ocean.

Speeding away, running the red light, he clenched his jaw tightly, that man’s face imprinted clearly in his mind. He knew the street, knew the man’s face and that worried him. He’d run there, he knew, and he cursed his mother even more for getting him addicted, making him know the pure heaven of the drug and how it could, so easily, take all the pain that threatened to kill him. 

When he got home, he ran into the house, and Robin’s eyes were wide as they saw him. “Alex? What’s wrong?”

“I drove past a fucking drug dealer and I wanted to stop.”

Robin flew into his arms and held him. “But you didn’t, right?”

“I wanted to, Robin, and I’ll go back there, I swear I will. I want to right now. I want this pain to stop and I feel horrible that I feel so bad! He was your son and it feels like I lost something!”

“You did. You lost him too.”

Filip came into the foyer, staring at both his sons. “Boys, maybe peace isn’t what we need right now. Maybe we need some vengeance.”

Robin turned to their father, gasping. “Now? Dad!”

“Not against Regina, though she’d be my first choice. No, we need to find out what Cooper’s been trying to tell us. We need to find out what happened, and why that man decided to blow up his people. Lyle said he thought that Yosiah character had things planned for the millennium. Why jump the gun?”

“Noah, Father,” Alex told him. “Noah was there and he knew he was going to lose Noah.”

“But why was Noah so important? From what Lyle and Robin said, he was having all those women have babies. Why blow all of it up because they’d lose that one child?”

Robin looked to Alex like he was asking for his guidance, and Alex didn’t have it for him, so he agreed with Filip. “It’s better than sitting here, sobbing. Tempted to feel the need to get drugs.”

Robin held his face and said, “Then we do it. I cannot lose you too, Alex. Don’t make me lose you too.”

“I’m sorry, baby. I’m so sorry. You’re not going to lose me.”

Robin didn’t look convinced, and Alex knew in that moment, he had to get his mind as far from drugs as it would go. 

Filip nodded to them both. “I’ll call Cooper now and see if he can’t come here.”

The appointment was set for the following day and Robin watched Alex like a hawk until then. They ate little, mostly moving their food around their plates as was becoming usual, while Chelsea set up the dining room for their meeting. 

When Cooper arrived, he had an associate with him, one they hadn’t met, and the muscled, bald man introduced him at the door. “This is Chad Everly,” he said of the equally brawny, African American man. The two stood in the foyer like humongous statues, imposing and severe. 

Filip took charge. “Thank you, gentlemen, for coming here. My sons are...they’re having a terrible time of this, as you can imagine. We all are.”

“I understand, Mr. Pavasaris. We actually hope to give you some idea of what may have happened.”

“I invited Lyle to come,” Robin informed them. “He knew Light of Redemption better than I did.”

“Good,” Chad said. “We need all the information he can gather on this guy.”

Alex felt his body go rigid as his anger kicked in, “The guy who died while killing our son?”

Cooper and Everly exchanged looks, and Robin tried to soothe, “It’s very fresh, and we’ve yet to wrap our heads around it.”

“We completely understand,” Cooper promised, “And that’s why we’re here. We don’t think Kevin Summers was there. At least he wasn’t the one sending those messages.”

Filip urged, “We have the dining room ready so we can sit and talk.”

He led them all to the dining room, Robin clasping Alex’s hand as they went. His mind started spinning with the fact that Yosiah might be alive. He knew he, himself, would want retribution, but Alex would be unstoppable. Robin had to remind him daily not to go after Regina and Stella, not to mention Mykolas. 

Once they were all seated, Everly took a laptop from his bag and opened it. “Now, we have the recording, but if it’s triggering for you to hear his voice, we can skip over that.”

Robin was about to tell them that he didn’t want to hear it, but Alex jumped in and said, “Play it.”

“Alex, are you sure?”

“If there is any proof here that he could be alive, I need to hear it. I want him hunted down...and...”

Filip finished for him. “Placed in a jail for the rest of his life.”

It was apparent from Alex’s glare at his father, that wasn’t what he was thinking should be Yosiah’s punishment. 

Filip asked Robin, “If we hear this, maybe you should leave the room, son.”

He thought he would want to, but his mouth opened, and he heard himself say, “It’s fine. I’ve been avoiding it on the news, but I’m going to come across it eventually.”

Cooper explained, “Remember they were saying how erratic he sounded because he wouldn’t answer their questions. He wouldn’t answer the negotiator, in other words. I, too, heard a piece of it on the news and it wasn’t simply the words that grabbed me, it was the actual sound.”

“Sound?”

Copper nodded at him. “Yes, it sounded much different than the other people on the recording. The first man that spoke, letting the negotiator know Yosiah was about to speak, his voice was clear, crisp, and then Yosiah got on and it sounded farther away, grainy. Are you ready to listen?”

“Yes,” Robin said, gripping Alex’s hand tighter. “I’m ready.”

Everly pressed play on the laptop and at first there were other voices, one of the negotiators. Robin and Alex watched the screen, as they’d captioned it. 

Negotiator: Where is Yosiah? Can he please come and speak to me, tell me what his demands are?

Random man: He has no demands. He only has information.

Negotiator: Great! I’d love to hear his information, and then, maybe we can speak about how we can get everyone out of there safely.

There was movement,  then an audible click, and Everly stopped it there. “Did you hear that?”

It was very faint, but they’d heard it. Alex leaned in and asked, “What was that?”

Cooper answered, “We think it was the button of a tape recorder.”

Robin’s heart was in his throat. “Yosiah taped his message? Why would he do that? He loves to hear himself speak.”

Alex answered gently, “Honey, he would tape it if he wasn’t there.”

Robin understood that, but it made no sense. “If he wasn’t there, why would they all let themselves be blown up?”

Cooper surmised, “It’s possible they thought he was there, or they were willing to sacrifice themselves to let him survive.”

He knew that could be true. They would have done anything for him. “Keep going.”

Everly started the recording again. 

Yosiah: The unworthy will perish in the ashes, confined to the earth, while those chosen will rise and be in the clouds on this first judgment day. In the clouds, watching the destruction of those who he found dirty, like those who were burnt to ash before, they will be taken so the chosen will be revered.

Negotiator: We don’t think any of you are unworthy, Mr. Yosiah, and we’d like to help. Just bring out the children. We have reports of as many as twenty children there with you. Send them out and we can talk about the rest.

It was a few seconds before there was a response, though it had nothing to do with what the negotiator said, and there was another audible click. 

Yosiah: Those chosen will be taken to the promised land, the one found by him. The one God had chosen to rid the world of evilness and dirt. The land of plenty, a place of beauty, of riches and those willing to serve the Lord and serve his memory.

Everly paused it again and asked Robin and Lyle, “His memory? The lord’s memory?”

“Maybe his own,” Lyle guessed. “Being he was blowing himself up, but if he didn’t, then it makes no sense.”

Alex snapped his fingers. “A couple of things keep nagging me. Dirty people. Who is dirty in the camp? I mean, they were all his followers. Why would they be dirty?”

Lyle whispered, “My mother said once that she was dirty. She was dirty because her grandmother had been Jewish.”

Robin stood from the table at the same time Alex did. “Jewish?”

“Yeah. Part Jewish at that. She converted to Catholicism for my grandfather, because it wasn’t like she practiced anyway. It was her grandmother’s religion.”

Alex asked Filip, “Father, can you get that cellmate of Yosiah’s on the phone again?”

“Certainly.”

“Captain Cooper, what do you know about Hitler?”

“What the hell does this have to do with Hitler?”

Robin went to Lyle and pulled him into the kitchen. “Let’s get everyone coffee.”

As they got in the kitchen, Lyle asked, “What’s this all about?”

“Alex is filling them in, but I wanted to ask you separately. When you were at the compound being reeducated, what were they teaching you?”

“Oh. That,” he said miserably. “Yosiah is the leader, he’ll lead us into paradise if we’re worthy, so we had to try to work hard at being worthy. Follow what he says, make beautiful, perfect babies, and we’d be allowed in paradise.”

Robin held onto the counter by the coffee maker. “What if paradise isn’t heaven?”

Lyle stared at him like he was crazy. “Of course, it’s heaven.”

“Did they ever specifically say that paradise is heaven? Did they once mention heaven?”

Thinking on it for a few seconds, Lyle started to shake his head. “No. No, not that I recall, but it has to be. Right?”

“The land of plenty. That wasn’t heaven in the Bible. It was where the Jews were heading when they crossed the desert, if I remember Calhan’s preaching of that stuff. The land of milk and honey and all that. It wasn’t heaven, Lyle.”

“Okay, but where would he go? He killed everyone!”

“Not everyone. From what we heard while we were there, there were other compounds. Sure, there weren’t the hundreds like they said, but what if there were one or two others, and one was this paradise Yosiah spoke about?”

“We saw Grace. She’s...”

“But we didn’t see Noah, Lyle. We didn’t see even one of the babies.”

Alex rushed into the kitchen and called them both. “You guys have got to hear this.”

They hurried out to the dining room to the others and sat across from Cooper and Everly. 

Cooper hooked a thumb at Everly’s computer. “We just found some interesting information, and Filip is still talking to that cellmate of Yosiah, but things are adding up, and adding up in a strange way.”

“Like?”

“Well, Alex told us that his mother sent money to a bank in South America. When Alex mentioned Hitler, it reminded me of old legends, that Hitler may have escaped and ran to South America, and it wasn’t all that farfetched because they did find Nazi war criminals in South America. There were routes specifically for certain members of the Third Reich to three countries in particular. Chile, Brazil, and Argentina. 

“Most were found, some died before they could be captured, but it was rumored that Hitler was one of those that escaped there.”

Everly chimed in, “There was huge German immigration to Argentina, and it was seen as a paradise to those who immigrated there. The laws are so different from Europe, they could have their own cities.”

At the word paradise, Robin swallowed hard. “They could be there. They could be there now.”

“They?” Alex asked. “Baby, I would be totally convinced of Yosiah escaping there, but we can’t get our hopes up about Noah.”
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