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Into the Lion’s Den

 

John Patrick


For Reverend Carol, who reminds us the quest for truth is a sacred journey, and that inquiry and doubt are its constant companions.


Prologue

“THIS IS NOT a test. Take cover immediately.”

Daniel’s cheek was squished against the bathtub wall. He breathed through his mouth while Jaxtyn—on top of him—frantically tugged at the blankets to cover their heads. Outside, sirens wailed, urging action. Through the closed bathroom door, Daniel could hear the announcements from the wall screen in Jaxtyn’s bedroom.

“This is not a test. Take cover immediately.” The warning repeated again and again, first in English, then Spanish, and then several more languages Daniel didn’t recognize. Jaxtyn’s foot slipped against the tub’s wall, and his elbow dug into Daniel’s ribs. “Sorry,” he mumbled, his coffee-scented breath puffing against Daniel’s face.

“This is not a test. Take cover immediately.”

God was punishing Daniel. That much was certain. Not even two months into his first mission, he’d failed to bring any of Boston’s sinners to Jesus, and—worse, much worse—he’d violated God’s sacred plan by succumbing to his own personal demons. Had it only been five minutes earlier that he’d condemned his soul to hell? Had he really almost kissed Jaxtyn?

Sure, it was a furtive, spontaneous thing, and in his panic, he’d pulled away before it truly began. But still. Did he really think he could flaunt God’s will? Of course he couldn’t. He’d failed. A spectacular, final descent into sin, and not five minutes later God announced his wrath through…whatever this was.

“This is not a test. Take cover immediately.”

How had his life spiraled out of control so quickly? Only six months earlier, he was secure in his faith and his future, safe and cocooned in the loving community of his missionary college, confident and eager, ready to work God’s will in the world. And now this.

“This is not—” The announcement cut off, immediately replaced by a series of shrill, sharp blasts. Outside, the sirens shut down, and an ear-splitting steady alarm took their place.

“Radiation detected! This is not a test. Take cover immediately.”

Above him, Jaxtyn sucked in a breath and squeezed lower into the tub, pressing more tightly against Daniel.

Daniel closed his eyes and began to pray.


Chapter One

Six months earlier

 

DANIEL AND MARCUS sat on a bench enjoying hot apple cider and donuts as they waited to cast their ballots. Summer was lingering into November this year in South Carolina, and the students of Sangre de Cristo Missionary College formed a sea of white pants and red shirts as they spread out across the campus courtyard seeking spots in the sun, soaking up the last of the season’s warmth. Surely it was another sign of God’s favor to be blessed with such a day.

It was a festive atmosphere with the college choir singing hymns and the faculty manning the refreshment table. Victory was all but assured. This would be the year of the Christian Nationalist tidal wave. Everyone said so.

“I’m going to miss this place when we leave in the spring,” Daniel said.

“Not me,” replied Marcus. “I’m looking forward to getting out in the world.”

It was the kind of thing Marcus would say—as if embarking on their sacred mission was like leaving for vacation. “Besides,” Marcus continued. “We’ve been assigned to Boston! Aren’t you excited?”

“Yes…” Daniel offered hesitantly. He touched the pistol in his shoulder harness for reassurance. “But it’s a little scary. I mean, I know we’ve trained for this—”

“Yeah. Four long, suffocating years,” Marcus interrupted.

Daniel rolled his eyes. “But Boston. That’s going to be a tough nut to crack. They’ve told us from the beginning it’s one of the most hostile cities we could be sent to.”

“Sure it is,” Marcus agreed. “But that means it has the most potential for success. Think of all the people there who haven’t accepted Jesus into their hearts yet. Think of the political progress we can make if we can change even just a few minds.”

The Galatian Hills mobile voting van arrived, rolling under the school’s archway where a sign proclaimed, Sangre de Cristo Missionary College, Bringing People to God and God to Government. A soft smattering of applause rippled through the courtyard as it entered.

“And come on, Dan. If anyone can crack that nut, it’s you. Top of the class four years in a row, not to mention your success with your community service assignments. Why, just the county jail alone—think of all the souls you’ve saved!”

Daniel wasn’t so sure. The inmates had already been Christians before Daniel witnessed to them. In Boston, though, they’d been told they’d meet people who didn’t even believe in God. Their missionary courses in bringing nonbelievers to Jesus seemed inadequate, too reliant on faith that God would work His will.

Listen to me! Too reliant on faith! It was absurd, and Daniel was ashamed for even having the thought. “Pray with me a moment?” he asked. Marcus took Daniel’s hand without question, and both men bowed their heads. Silently, Daniel opened his heart to Jesus and offered himself as a vessel of God’s will.

When he was finished, he released Marcus’s hand. “Thank you,” he said. “I’m glad they’re sending us together.” He and Marcus had been best friends since they were boys and had been roommates at Sangre de Cristo for the last four years. As trying as Marcus could be—always pushing the envelope, always questioning the wisdom of the church leaders—Daniel couldn’t imagine going on his first mission without him.

“I think they’re only sending me with you because I’m Black,” he whispered. “I suspect they think it makes us look good to the outside world.”

The settled peace that had come over Daniel while praying evaporated. “Marcus!” Daniel hissed, glancing around to be sure they hadn’t been overheard. “You know that’s ridiculous. Skin color might be important to the Northerners, but it means nothing here.”

Marcus held up his hands. “Okay, Dan. I know. You’re right.”

Daniel relaxed, but not entirely. “We’re Christian Nationalist Evangelicals. We’re not White and Black; we’re all one in God.” He focused on the warm sun, the scent of cider in the air, and the taste of sugar on his tongue, and his unease disappeared. It was a good day and God’s work was underway. He looked at the van with the town’s slogan painted on the side: Galatian Hills, God’s Law Above All.

Pastor Logan stepped into the courtyard, and a hush fell over the assembly. He also wore the missionary uniform, but his red shirt had silver crosses sewn into the tips of its collars, a mark of distinction and rank within the church. He was an older man with bushy eyebrows and obviously dyed black hair, a concession to vanity Daniel thought was inappropriate.

“Good morning, God’s soldiers,” he called out to the missionary students.

A robust “Good morning, Pastor Logan,” echoed back to him.

“Today, we will bring our nation closer to God. His will shall be done. His justice served.” Pastor Logan surveyed the rapt crowd and then held his hands to the sky. “Let us pray.”

While Pastor Logan led them in prayer, Daniel’s heart warmed. He thought of all the people in Boston who hadn’t yet found faith in Jesus, who hadn’t yet committed their lives to the service of God. He could do this. He could help those people find themselves and their purpose.

Yes. They were doing God’s work for sure.

*

WHAT A DAY it had been! Daniel and Marcus stayed up late into the evening watching the Good News Network as the final votes were tallied. Pastor Logan had been right; the Christian Nationalist tidal wave had arrived.

And it all went so smoothly. Even in the Northern cities, there’d been no violence, no protests. The Good News Network was filled with images of cheering crowds waving the Christian Nationalist flag, long but orderly lines at voting stations, and entire families out celebrating the momentous day.

At the communal dinner that evening, Pastor Logan called it the start of a peaceful transfer of power, but Marcus frowned. Daniel nudged his foot under the table. It wouldn’t do to have Pastor Logan notice Marcus’s doubt.

Marcus knew things. Things he wasn’t supposed to know. At least he claimed to. Daniel suspected Marcus was still in regular contact with his family, which was forbidden outside of one weekly letter. But unlike most of the other students, Daniel and Marcus had grown up in Galatian Hills, and Marcus snuck out occasionally, presumably to visit with them, although Daniel never asked.

He didn’t want to know the things he wasn’t supposed to know. He trusted Pastor Logan to tell him what was necessary. But Marcus had been gone that afternoon for two hours, and Daniel braced himself for some illicit revelation he’d need to pretend not to have heard.

Marcus had remained silent throughout the evening, although he seemed worried and uncertain. At 11:00 p.m., Daniel slipped under his covers and relaxed for the first time since Marcus had returned to their dorm room. He wouldn’t have to acknowledge Marcus’s unauthorized family visit after all. He wouldn’t learn things he wasn’t supposed to know.

Or so he thought.

“Don’t you think it’s weird, Dan?” Marcus asked from his bed. He hadn’t turned out the lamp on the table between them. “I mean, even the Good News Network has covered the recent protests and the marches on Washington and the…terrorism…”

Daniel lifted himself up on his elbows. “Stop it, Marcus. Stop right there. The terror attacks are only rumors.” Marcus was about to respond, but Daniel cut him off. “And even if it’s true, what do those people expect, living as they do in their godless cities with no moral grounding in Jesus. Of course it would be violent up there.”

Marcus didn’t respond.

“And the Good News Network is the only news. You’ve heard Pastor Logan. Everything else out there is lies and deception. It’s why good Christians refuse to access the unfiltered internet. It’s all just rumors meant to deceive us.”

“Maybe,” Marcus said. “But I heard a rumor today about Boston. That maybe there was more violence at the polling stations than we’ve been told. And since we’ll be going there next year, I thought, well, what if Pastor Logan isn’t telling us everything? What if he’s keeping—”

“Marcus!” Daniel sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed to face Marcus directly. “You have to stop. Do you think Pastor Logan would send you with me to Boston if he heard you talking like this? You need to trust in God, Marcus, which means trusting the church and that means trusting Pastor Logan.” He waited a beat to see if Marcus would respond. He didn’t. “We’ve prayed about this, Marcus. This is your greatest temptation to sin—questioning the wisdom of the church. Should we pray again now?”

Marcus sighed. “No, Dan. We’re good.” He reached over and turned out the lamp, and Daniel slid back under his covers.

But a moment later, into the darkness of the room, Marcus asked, “But what about you, Dan? Do you think it will be more difficult for you up there? With your own temptation, I mean?”

Daniel was thankful for the darkness. His own temptation. Why God had chosen to burden him with same-sex attraction to men remained a mystery, but he knew God didn’t give anyone a cross they couldn’t bear, and he knew he’d continue to bear this one until God saw fit to remove the sinful urge.

“I’ll be fine,” Daniel whispered. “Jesus gives me strength.”


Chapter Two

JAXTYN AND SYLVIE shuffled forward, elbow to elbow with hundreds of others, inching their way to the security tables in front of the polling station at Boston College High School. They’d been in the crowd for nearly an hour, and the low November sky threatened rain. Once inside the school, they’d have to wait even longer before they could cast their votes.

Protestors and advocacy groups lined the parking lot’s perimeter. Jaxtyn was alarmed by how many Christian Nationalists there were. Banners proclaiming God’s Law Above All and Elect Christian Nationalists appeared all around the edges of the massive crowd. He shuddered to think even here in Boston—the beating blue heart of the bluest state in the union—these radical fundamentalists were gaining traction.

Clouds of miniature camera drones swarmed overhead, attracted by the shouting and chanting. Banners with a white cross on a red background—the symbol of the Christian Nationalist Evangelical movement—hung from lampposts and traffic lights. Even as protestors tore them down, new ones replaced them, popping up like poisonous mushrooms after a rain. “Keep back!” the police shouted at the protestors, their voices amplified through their helmet microphones. But they were in full riot gear, and that only added to the sense of anxiety animating the crowd.

A plastic water bottle sailed through the air, and shrill whistles rang out from the parking lot.

Scientists say the entire universe is made of invisible particles of vibrating energy, and Jaxtyn believed it. He felt the power of those vibrations connecting him to everything else, and today that energy shimmered with foreboding. He moved closer to Sylvie so that their shoulders brushed together, and surprisingly, she seemed to welcome the contact. She must have a bad feeling about all this too.

Sylvie’s choppy green hair and abundance of facial piercings mirrored her spiky personality. But Jaxtyn knew the image she projected was mostly a front to keep people at a distance until she felt safe around them. Jaxtyn’s only nod to body ornamentation was a tattoo of a small, seated Buddha who smiled out to the world from Jaxtyn’s neck, just above his collarbone. If people thought it was an odd tattoo for a tall, Nordic-looking blond, well, so be it. A little mystery was a good thing, and the guys Jaxtyn was attracted to seemed to think so too.

“Why is this taking so long?” Sylvie asked as they edged closer to the security tables.

Jaxtyn peered over the heads of the people in front of them to assess how much longer it might take. “Just a few more minutes,” he said to Sylvie, whose view was limited to the shoulders of those around them. “It’s the most important election in decades,” he added. “Control of Congress hinges on today. This could be the end of the union as we know it and the establishment of religious governments in the separatist states. Everyone wants to vote.”

“But two hours,” Sylvie complained.

“I know,” said Jaxtyn. He flinched when loud drumming began from somewhere behind the crowd. “At least we’re only missing morning classes. Think about the people who work all day and need to do this in the evening. It’ll be even more crowded then.”

They shuffled forward again, and Jaxtyn felt a few drops of rain. “Look,” he said, elbowing Sylvie and nodding off to the right at a group of Christian Nationalist Evangelical missionaries—or CeeNees as they were known from the acronym CNE. She craned her neck to see between the people beside her.

“Oh,” she said when she spotted them. “CeeNees. They’re fucking creepy,” she whispered, as if even from a distance, and across the noisy crowd, they’d be able to hear her.

Jaxtyn had to agree. They were creepy, and in recent years they’d begun showing up everywhere. They wore white pants and red shirts, and anyone who’d ever been approached by one quickly learned to cross the street the next time. It was bad enough they wanted you to believe in their radical fundamentalist version of Christianity, but they also wanted the government to officially adopt their religion, to be able to force their Christian version of Sharia law on everyone.

They stood just outside the police buffer zone, praying, handing out pamphlets, and trying to engage anyone they could pull into conversation.

“Fresh out of the factory,” Sylvie said.

Jaxtyn stifled a laugh. Dozens of small missionary colleges had sprung up across the red states in the last decade. Their graduates fanned out across the blue state cities spreading the word of God and forcing political bullshit down the throats of anyone foolish enough to listen. Here in Boston, the colleges were referred to as missionary factories. And really, that’s exactly what they were.

“We made it,” Jaxtyn said as they approached the long table of poll workers. After their IDs were validated and their faces were scanned, they were directed toward the school. They passed through one of the new wide-arch style magnetometers and were nearing the main doors of the building when it happened.

pop, pop, pop, pop

The crowd screamed and surged forward, overwhelming the security tables. Jaxtyn grabbed Sylvie’s arm as they prepared to sprint toward the safety of the building.

BOOM. A bright flash of light and a punch of air. Jaxtyn and Sylvie dropped to the ground.

A few more pops sounded, then silence, followed by pandemonium as cries for help rang out.

“You’re okay?” Jaxtyn asked. His elbow hurt where he’d landed on the pavement. “We’re okay, right?” He tilted his head toward Sylvie and noticed an abrasion on her cheek. She mouthed something, but he couldn’t hear her through the ringing in his head.

Around them, people were beginning to stand. Other than his elbow, he seemed fine, so he stood and dusted the dirt from his pants legs. Sylvie was beginning to rise, and he helped her up.

“I’m all right,” Sylvie repeated, and Jaxtyn was relieved to be able to hear her. The sirens of emergency vehicles grew in the distance.

Guards rushed from the school, heading toward the security tables, and Jaxtyn turned to track their movements. The tables had been knocked into disarray by the surge of the crowd, and beyond them…no. Oh no.

Sylvie began to turn as well, but Jaxtyn blocked her. “No, Sylvie. Don’t look.”

*

“NINE DEAD AND dozens injured,” Skylar said. “Fucking CeeNees.”

Jaxtyn’s tablet feed was displayed on the kitchen wall screen. All the news outlets were covering the Boston bombing while waiting for the election results to trickle in. “Are you sure you’re both all right?”

Jaxtyn sat at the table nursing a beer, a cold pack wrapped in a bandage around his elbow. Sylvie was working on her third beer, and for once Jaxtyn didn’t blame her. “Yeah, Sky, we’re good.” He glanced at Sylvie as she finished the bottle. “Just shaken up a bit; that’s all.”

The three of them shared an apartment less than a mile from the campus of UMass Boston, where they were each pushing the limits on how long they could justify staying in college. The apartment was a second-floor unit in a run-down triple-decker located in a part of Dorchester that had gentrified at the turn of the century and then fallen on hard times after the country began to tear itself apart. And even though the apartment was in a marginal neighborhood, they could only afford it because Skylar’s parents paid most of the rent.

“But why would they do this?” Sylvie asked again. “Why us?”

It was a question Jaxtyn couldn’t answer. It didn’t make any sense, but the drone camera footage clearly showed two CeeNee missionaries making their way into the crowd from the rear as they pulled guns from beneath their red coats. They both wore suicide vests, but one of them hadn’t gone off. And even though that attacker was quickly killed by security, the authorities were hoping the body would provide answers.

“Oh, come on,” Skylar said. “All these recent terror attacks are purely political intimidation. It’s no coincidence they’re mostly targeting New England, New York, and California. They need us to give in.”

“But it’s not consistent,” Jaxtyn said. “I mean, they’re missionaries. They always seem so sincere. Sure, they’re misguided and wrong, but they’re not killers. Or at least they haven’t been up until now. Why would missionaries kill innocent people?”

“Oh, sure,” Sylvie scoffed. “So you know all about the CeeNees now, do you?”

“Have you ever even spoken to one?” Skylar asked.

“No,” Jaxtyn admitted. But he saw with sudden clarity that’s exactly what he should do. They had to find a way to connect with these people—otherwise, the entire country risked being torn apart. “But we should engage with them, don’t you think? I mean, how are we going to find common ground and build bridges if—”

“Stop,” Skylar said. “Don’t you dare go all Buddhist-sacred-oneness-of-the-universe bullshit on us. Not tonight.” Sylvie nodded her agreement, and Jaxtyn shut up. This wasn’t the time for that argument, but still, the idea of an honest discussion with a CeeNee resonated. They must try to understand people who disagreed with them. He resolved to make the effort.

The election coverage was interrupted by an update on the polling station attack. The authorities had identified the man whose vest had failed to explode. He was a known member of a violent separatist group headquartered in South Carolina and was wanted for questioning in connection with the assassinations of several federal judges. The police now believed the two terrorists were only disguised as missionaries, but the motive for the attack remained unclear.

“See!” said Jaxtyn. “I knew something was off.” But before anyone could respond, the news feeds on the wall switched again, this time to a map of the country with each state outlined in gray, red, or blue. Virginia flipped from gray to red, and Harrison—the Christian Nationalist from Florida—was declared the winner of the presidential race. “Oh, God,” Sylvie groaned.

“Don’t give up hope yet,” Jaxtyn said. “It’s Congress that’s most important in this election. If they manage to peel off many blue state seats, it could mean the breakup of our country.” But those numbers were looking grim too. The handful of remaining moderates in the red states had all been swept out of office.

As the night went on, it only got worse. Sylvie gasped when the results from New Hampshire came in. Jaxtyn shook his head. Even here in New England, the religious fundamentalists were gaining a solid foothold. Skylar’s phone dinged, and he left the kitchen. A few minutes later he returned carrying a duffel bag. “Guys, I’m going away for a few days.”

“Why?” Sylvie asked. “Where?” She seemed bewildered, and Jaxtyn suspected the alcohol and the events of the day had pushed her to her limit. Skylar shrugged in response.

“Does this have to do with your new secretive friends?” Jaxtyn asked. Skylar shrugged again. “Promise us you won’t do anything dangerous,” Jaxtyn said.

Skylar nodded to the wall display. “A little too late to avoid danger, don’t you think?” Then he picked up his bag and left the apartment.


Chapter Three

MARCUS WAS FIDGETING again, and nothing bothered Daniel more than when his roommate—missionary companion now, Daniel reminded himself—wouldn’t be still. He was in the window seat, and his twitching leg bumped against Daniel’s thigh in a staccato rhythm echoing Daniel’s own rising sense of unease.

Marcus would push the tightly pleated curtain open as far as it would go, then remove his fingers and watch the fabric spring back an inch, again and again. They were stopped deep in a tunnel somewhere between Washington and Baltimore. The window was a black mirror.

“I wish we’d get moving,” Marcus said. Daniel sighed. It was the third time he’d heard that during the last half hour. Marcus needed to learn patience. He made a mental note to pray with him about it soon.

“We’re sitting ducks here,” Marcus said. His face was turned to the dark window, his reflection a charcoal blur on the glass. Daniel didn’t disagree with the sentiment. They were leaving the safety of their community and heading north where, ever since the election six months ago, acts of terror were increasingly common. There could be something wrong. There’d been no announcement explaining why they’d stopped.

Daniel pressed his knee against Marcus’s. “Stop jerking around. People are going to think you’re the terrorist.”

Marcus stilled his leg and turned away from the dark window. “It’s not funny, Dan. I wish I had my gun.”

“Shh,” Daniel whispered. They were on a Northern train, and it was packed with people. These folks didn’t take kindly to talk of guns. But silently, Daniel agreed. He, too, felt the absence of the comforting weight of his holster. Marcus had chosen to retain his empty shoulder harness, but even that would have to be stowed in the secured luggage car before they entered New Jersey.

A horn blared and the tunnel was suddenly filled with light as an approaching train passed on the tracks beside them. A punch of air rocked the car, and anonymous faces flashed by in quick succession.

They look just like us.

“Oh, too bad,” Daniel said. “It was just another train. Looks like you’ll have to wait till Boston for a terror attack.”

“Dick,” Marcus said.

The door at the end of the coach opened, and the conductor stepped through.

These Northern lines still called themselves Amtrak, and the logo was blazoned across the woman’s cap and shirt. “Tickets and IDs,” she called out.

Daniel grimaced when Marcus turned to him and said, “We had to show our documents twice already just to get on the train. How often are we going to have to do this?”

“Come on, Marcus, stop.” Daniel let a little bit of his annoyance seep into his tone. Marcus was being overly dramatic, and that’s the last thing they needed on this trip. “They went over all of this in our mission briefings. And we’ll need to show our ID again when we change trains in Philadelphia, where you’ll have to lose your holster—which you should have just checked into the secured container with your gun in the first place.”

Marcus huffed. “Yeah, yeah, I know. And again in New York City, where we’ll have to strip naked and get anal probed.”

Daniel smiled. It wouldn’t get quite that bad, but the rules did tighten the farther north one traveled. At least, that’s what they’d been told. Neither of them had been north of Washington, DC, before.

The conductor made her way down the aisle, eyeing the two young men the entire time. Their red shirts and white trousers marked them as missionaries; Marcus’s empty holster marked him as trouble. She reached them, and Daniel noticed many of the nearby passengers paying close attention.

She nodded at Marcus. “We don’t want trouble.”

They’d been told they’d hear that again and again.

“No, ma’am,” Marcus replied. “You’ll get no trouble from us.”

“All right,” she said and held out her hand. “Tickets and IDs.”

She took the documents and ignored the silly name tags they wore—Thomas and Paul. Daniel didn’t blame her. They were a distracting affectation, and he wished the church didn’t insist on them.

She studied the documents and then scanned them into her handheld. “All the way to Boston.” It wasn’t a question. “You know they don’t want you there—” She read her screen. “—Daniel Ridley.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied. But it wasn’t a matter of what the people in Boston thought they wanted. It was what God wanted that mattered.

“Fine. Into the lion’s den with you.” She handed back the documents. Did she know scripture or did she just happen to use the phrase?

“As for you, Mr. Johnson,” she leaned in to address Marcus. “If you’d like to be a good neighbor and make people less nervous, I could check the shoulder holster for you right now.”

“No thank you, ma’am,” Marcus said. “I’ll just keep my security blanket a little bit longer.”

She shook her head and continued down the aisle. “Everything’s fine,” she said to anyone listening. “There’ll be no trouble on my train.”

*

THEIR MISSION TRIP had begun the day before with a traditional send-off service on the school’s athletic field. The entire student body of Sangre de Cristo turned out to join them in prayer and to ask God for His blessing. The daffodils in the school gardens were just coming into bloom, and fog covered the river below the campus.

“Take these servants, oh Lord, as wholly Thine,” Pastor Logan had prayed. “Use them today in Thy service. Abide in them and let all their work be wrought in Thee.”

“Amen,” a hundred voices responded.

A fox trotted across the edge of the field abutting the campus. Perhaps a mother with kits in her den, out searching for mice or voles. Surely, He had heard their prayer. Marcus and Daniel were leaving their warm, safe den too—heading into danger for the good of their greater Christian community.

Their first stop yesterday afternoon had been in Washington, DC, where they’d joined the vigil outside of Capitol Hill and spent the night with others from their church. The vigil had been in progress for a month, with tens of thousands of Christians praying on the Capitol grounds without pause, beseeching God to give Congress the strength to do the right thing.

A group of Catholics—temporary allies at best—had set up camp next to the Church’s pavilion, and Daniel and Marcus had shared soup and bread with them and space under the propane heater, politely ignoring the Catholics’ prayer beads and their Marian devotions.

But already, just one day into their mission, South Carolina felt like a world away. Dirty patches of snow clung to life in the deeply shaded corners of Pennsylvania’s forests. They were told Boston would still feel like winter, likely colder than anything they’d experienced at Sangre de Cristo.

The train pulled into Philadelphia’s Thirtieth Street Station and all passengers were required to disembark. Bags were inspected and tickets and IDs were validated. And even though he knew it would happen, Marcus complained when he was forced to surrender his empty shoulder harness. “But it’s empty,” he’d insisted to the station employee who was clearly just doing her job, had heard it all before, and didn’t care. The harness went into their secured bin, which already held both their guns and Daniel’s holster.

She checked their tickets again. “You’re going to Boston?”

Marcus nodded. Daniel knew what she would say. “You know you’ll need to store this bin at the station there, right? You won’t be able to have them with you in the city?”

“It’s a matter of principle,” Daniel responded.

“All right”—she peered at his name tag and rolled her eyes—“Thomas.” How many Thomases had she seen come through here? “It’s a pretty expensive principle. You know they charge an arm and a leg to store firearms.”

When neither man responded, she handed back their documents. “We don’t want any trouble.”

“No, ma’am. Neither do we.”

The station itself was a magnificent structure, far grander than anything Daniel had ever seen. Windows rising four stories allowed thick bands of sunlight to spotlight the ancient wooden benches. The main hall had been divided into two sections, and the missionaries joined the other cleared passengers as they waited for their turn to reboard.

A statue stretched toward the high ceiling ahead of them—an angel with massive wings lifting the lifeless body of a young man—a fallen soldier, most likely—to heaven. Daniel blinked up at it, his eyes suddenly misty. There was a time when these people believed in angels and heaven, when God’s grace had been real to them.

The passengers in the waiting area sat or stood patiently. Some stretched their legs, walking the length of the glass partition. Outside the enclosure, the people of Philadelphia rushed by. Few looked up at the angel.

A young woman their age approached. She had green, spiked hair and multiple facial piercings, both of which were unheard of at Sangre de Cristo. “Excuse me, gents,” she said. “Do you know where I could find Jesus? I seem to have misplaced him.”

They’d been told they’d get that a lot too.

“Sylvie,” a tall, blond-haired guy called. “Stop. Leave them alone.” He appeared to be roughly their age as well and was handsome in an athletic sort of way. I can notice that; it doesn’t mean anything. The tattoo on his neck was mostly hidden by his jacket collar, and Daniel wished he could make out what it was.

“Is it true he’s going to come again?” Sylvie asked, getting up too close. Daniel could smell her breath—gum and maybe alcohol. “I like a guy who can do that.”

“Sylvie, come on. Stop.” The young man started toward them. He wore a T-shirt showing an outline of the State of Texas getting kicked in the panhandle by a smiling cowboy boot. “Adios, Asshole,” the shirt read. Perhaps he’d also been at the Capitol, protesting on the other side of the mall with his own people.

He reached them and smiled shyly. “Sorry,” he mumbled before he guided Sylvie away by the elbow.

Daniel watched him walk away, thinking how little he knew of these Northerners. Marcus had ignored them both as missionaries were trained to do. Marcus was better than Daniel at not hearing minor slights and insults.

They reboarded the train, and several passengers smirked when they saw Marcus without his holster. The man who’d saved them from Sylvie was sitting a half dozen rows ahead. The fellow sitting next to him had to be gay. He had bright orange hair, wore makeup and a heavy, beaded necklace, and waved his hands about theatrically. Sylvie sat right behind them, and Daniel realized they must all be traveling together because she would occasionally lean forward and say something to the others.

The gay one let out an exaggerated shriek, and Daniel’s face burned. Why did they have to behave that way? There were gays and lesbians in South Carolina, of course, even in the small town he grew up in, but they all acted normal. It wasn’t illegal or anything, and they could even get married still—but there was talk of changing that soon. Homosexual acts were prohibited at school, of course, but even at Sangre de Cristo, there was a support group for students struggling with those feelings.

Daniel bowed his head in a brief prayer. God loves us all. Jesus died for everyone, no matter the nature of their sins.


Chapter Four

SYLVIE LEANED FORWARD in her seat and stuck her head between Jaxtyn and Skylar. She’d been drinking, and the tang of stale breath and gin hung between them. There was no way they would have let her bring alcohol onto the train in Philadelphia, so she must have been sneaking drinks from a hidden bottle during the trip up from Washington. “Did you see those freaks? They’re sitting in the same car as us.”

“They’re not freaks, Sylvie,” Jaxtyn said. “They’re just…” He waved his hand, not sure how to finish.

“Why are you defending them, Jax?” Even closer now, Jaxtyn could detect the weed smell under the alcohol. “They’re dangerous.”

She’s right about that.

Skylar craned his neck to peer down the aisle behind them. “I think they’re kind of hot. I bet they have wild missionary sex each night in their hotel room.”

“You think everyone is always having sex,” Jaxtyn said. “And wild missionary sex is oxymoronic.” Although Skylar was right about them being attractive. The one called Thomas was…not hot, exactly…but interesting in an intense way. “And don’t stare,” Jaxtyn added.

“You’re wrong about the sex part,” Skylar protested. “There’s an entire porn channel about Mormon missionaries, and it gets pretty wild.”

It had been a long three days, and Jaxtyn had had his fill of Sylvie and Skylar. A weekend road trip had pushed his tolerance of the pair to the breaking point. He rubbed his temples. “First of all, they’re not Mormons; they’re CeeNees—”

“Even worse,” Sylvie interrupted.

She was right about that too. “And secondly, you do know porn isn’t real, right? And there are better things to do with that VR set your parents bought you?” Once in a while, his annoyance at Skylar’s wealth came through. Or, not his wealth particularly, but his wasting of it, his disregard for how lucky he was.

And the risks he took, as if money could protect him from everything.

“I can’t think of one,” Skylar responded. “And why are they called CeeNees, anyway?”

“Why did you even join us on this trip?” Sylvie asked. She liked to think of herself as a social justice warrior, but she was more of a social justice warrior groupie, traveling from protest to protest, taking on the cause du jour. She didn’t wait for an answer before plopping back into her seat and slipping in her earbuds.

For a guy who spent so much time with his new group of radical friends fighting against the breakup of the country, Skylar was remarkably uninformed about the details. “CeeNee stands for Christian Nationalist Evangelical, CNE. They love all the things your new friends hate. And you can tell these guys are CeeNee missionaries by their red shirts. The Mormons are all black and white.”

“They look good in red,” Skylar observed.

Hopeless. Jaxtyn followed Sylvie’s lead and disappeared into his music.

*

IT SEEMED RIDICULOUS to have to disembark for yet another security scan less than two hours later at New York’s Penn Station, but the New England States had their own set of rules and restrictions. In addition to restricting pepper spray, lighters, and matches, any passengers foolish enough to have brought tobacco products this far would need to surrender them unless they could produce a medical prescription.

Jaxtyn watched as the bin next to the security table filled with half-empty packets of cigarettes, the occasional cigar, and the rare tin of chewing tobacco. Unlike firearms and holsters, tobacco products would not be securely stowed away. They were to be destroyed, or, more likely, quietly distributed after hours by the guards working the desk.

“Tickets and IDs,” the agent said to the two CeeNees in line in front of Jaxtyn.

“They’re the same as they were when we got on the train in Charleston, and Washington, and Philadelphia,” said the one whose nametag read Paul. But he handed them over anyway, and Jaxtyn was glad the CeeNee was cooperating and wouldn’t be delaying them by getting arrested.

The guard scanned the documents into his pad, then twisted it with his fingers so the screen faced the missionary. “Marcus Johnson,” he said, “review this list of prohibited items and sign the attestation at the bottom.”

So, not Paul. He wondered what Thomas’s real name was.

“If you have any metal items on you, keys or such, you’ll need to remove them and place them in the bin before you go through the scanner.” Marcus swiped his finger across the screen. “Please wait over there until we announce boarding.” The agent nodded to a small, enclosed area with a vending machine and only a few dozen seats already filled with passengers.

Marcus took his documents and moved away.

Now that Jaxtyn was right behind the other CeeNee, he realized he had a good four or five inches on the one whose name may or may not be Thomas. The overhead LEDs gave his hair a bright copper sheen. It looked like it would normally be combed into controlled waves. Or, more accurately, the CeeNee looked like the kind of guy who would normally make more of an effort. Right now, his hair was a mess, sticking out at odd angles, but he’d probably been traveling for some time and may even have spent the night at one of the DC rallies.

The CeeNee waited for the guard to look up and then handed over his documents without being asked. He must be the reasonable one of the pair. “Daniel Ridley. Read and sign, please.” The guard spun the tablet around, and Daniel—a pleasant, old-fashioned name—swiped his finger, retrieved his documents, and went to join his companion.

I wonder if he’s as tired of traveling with Marcus as I am of Sylvie and Skylar?

The crowded waiting area continued to fill with passengers. Marcus moved to the end of a line of people at the vending machine. Sylvie and Skylar were engrossed in Skylar’s tablet, leaning in together, laughing.

Jaxtyn approached Daniel, and the CeeNee’s glance darted across the room, looking for his missionary companion.

“Sorry about Sylvie back in Philadelphia,” Jaxtyn said. “She’s not usually like that.” Jaxtyn wasn’t sure why he was apologizing for Sylvie, or why he’d even approached Daniel in the first place. And he’d clearly made the man nervous by coming over to him while he was alone. “And I guess you’re probably the ones who approach strangers, not the other way around.”

He smiled to show Daniel it was intended as a friendly comment, that he knew they were missionaries and was still willing to talk to them. Daniel looked toward Marcus, who was inching his way forward in the vending machine line, then turned his attention back to Jaxtyn. His gaze was assessing, as if he had to think about how to respond. Jaxtyn thought it must be horrible to always expect a trap or hostility from people you didn’t know.

“I’m Jaxtyn Keller.” He held out his hand, and Daniel took it. “I live in Boston. Is that where you guys are headed?” He knew it was; he’d overheard the agent when he checked their documents, but he didn’t want to seem like a stalker or anything.

“Daniel Ridley.” He’d known that too.

“Boston then?” Jaxtyn prompted.

“Yes,” replied Daniel.

Jaxtyn waited for more. What kind of missionary can’t make small talk? But Daniel remained quiet, and Jaxtyn decided he needed to say something. It would be too awkward to just walk away now.

“Have you been to Boston before?”

“No.”

More silence. It didn’t seem hostile, or even unfriendly. Daniel simply appeared to be very nervous or deep in thought on some perplexing puzzle. Time for an open-ended question.

“It’s a great city. What are you looking forward to most?”

Daniel’s face relaxed. “Helping people find God’s grace through faith in Jesus Christ,” he replied.

Jaxtyn blinked. But before he could think of a possible response, Marcus returned, holding two bottles of water. He handed one to Daniel. “Everything all right?” he asked.

The presence of his missionary companion seemed to settle Daniel. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s been a long trip.” He smiled at Jaxtyn. He had even, white teeth and a long, narrow nose. Jaxtyn’s original opinion was confirmed. Not hot, exactly, but interesting in an intense way.

And clearly not the “crooked teeth are the will of God” kind of Christian.

“This is Jason,” Daniel told Marcus.

Jaxtyn held out his hand. “Jaxtyn,” he corrected.

“Good to meet you,” Marcus said.

Jaxtyn felt the weight of Sylvie’s rudeness hanging in the air. “Sorry about Sylvie, earlier.”

“No worries,” Marcus said. “We were told to expect that sort of thing.”

“Well, you shouldn’t have to tolerate disrespect.” Jaxtyn felt embarrassed for his friends. Yes, the CeeNees were a threat to democracy, but it didn’t solve anything to mock them and alienate them. If there was going to be some sort of country remaining after this was all over, they’d have to find a way to coexist.

“Were you at the rally?” he asked them.

“The prayer vigil, yes,” Daniel replied.

“What do you think is going to happen?” Another good, open-ended question. Jaxtyn suspected they didn’t share much in the way of political leanings, so he didn’t want to assume they’d all like to see the same outcome.

“I think Congress will figure it out,” Daniel replied. “We don’t think it makes sense to dismantle the Union entirely; we just want the states to be in charge.”

By we, Jaxtyn assumed he meant his church, or maybe the separatist states more generally. But they were all separatist states now, weren’t they? No one wanted to see the current arrangement languishing on life support forever.

And besides, when you started drilling down into the details, the Union couldn’t be broken up. Not in any practical way. Highways, military bases, currencies, and bond ratings—it couldn’t be unwound without everything falling apart.

“But what about Texas?” he asked, holding apart the sides of his jacket to fully display his T-shirt.

Marcus laughed. “Nobody wants Texas to stick around.”

It was true. That’s why Jaxtyn had worn the T-shirt to the DC rally—it was a way of establishing common ground. Texas had jumped the gun last year and declared its independence unilaterally. The Supreme Court was taking its time deciding what to do about that.

Meanwhile, the other forty-nine states were all—for now—still committed to staying together in a new, much looser collaboration. But landing on the details of a new arrangement was proving to be elusive. Congress had been debating options for years, even before Texas pulled the trigger, with no apparent progress.

Jaxtyn noticed Daniel studying the tattoo on his neck, and he let his coat fall closed again. He wasn’t embarrassed by it, and he’d happily have a discussion about religion and spirituality with anyone, but he wasn’t sure what might trigger the CeeNees, and the whole point of coming over to Daniel was to apologize for Sylvie, not to start an argument.

At least, that was the whole point until he’d seen Daniel’s smile. Now he was surprised to find himself wanting to linger, to see if he could get the young man to open up more. Maybe to smile at him again.

Sylvie and Skylar were looking at them. He knew how this would end. Skylar wouldn’t be able to resist finding out what was going on, and soon they’d come over and Skylar would start embarrassing everyone talking about sex. Jaxtyn took out his phone and brought up the website of his sangha.

“The members of my…church,” an entirely inaccurate word, but he didn’t have much time, “enjoy talking with others about religion.” He and Daniel both glanced nervously at Sylvie, who was headed toward them. “Respectfully, I mean. Can I send this to you? You’d be welcome to come.”

He thought at first Daniel would say no. But Marcus nudged him, and Daniel took out his phone and accepted the contact information.

“What’s going on, boys?” Skylar asked. He put his hand on Jaxtyn’s shoulder and gave the missionaries a conspicuous once-over. Daniel blushed. Marcus tensed and moved closer to Daniel in what Jaxtyn interpreted as a protective move. Interesting.

“Nothing,” Jaxtyn said. “We’re just getting ready to reboard. Come on.” He gently turned Skylar toward the gate, where agents were scanning tickets, and passengers had already begun making their way down the steps to the platforms.

Sylvie winked at the missionaries before she turned and followed.


Chapter Five

WHEN THEY WERE boys, Daniel and Marcus would sometimes be invited on each other’s family vacations. One summer, Daniel’s family had taken Marcus along and gone on a driving vacation which included a visit to the Creation Museum in Kentucky. He remembered marveling at the dinosaur models in the full-scale replica of Noah’s Ark. But even at age nine, he sensed something didn’t quite make sense as he read the plaque describing how the flood had laid down the reptiles’ fossils in rocks.

That night, Daniel and Marcus had stayed up late, shining their flashlights on the dinosaur models they’d gotten at the Creation Museum’s gift shop. Marcus stomped his dinosaur across the bed toward Daniel’s. “There’s only room on this ark for one of us!” Marcus said as he lunged his tyrannosaurus forward. Daniel’s brontosaurus didn’t back down. “Actually, there’s no room on the ark for either of us!”

The boys laughed, both because it was a funny idea—these enormous creatures squeezing onto an ark with all those other animals—but also because they were relieved. They both knew it was nonsense. They didn’t have to pretend to believe it, not with each other. It was the start of a lifelong bond.

Once he was older, he began to use the idea of dinosaurs on the ark as a litmus test for people. It was truly a mark of someone beyond reason if they felt compelled to twist reality so violently to accommodate a literal reading of the Old Testament. It wasn’t necessary, and it was counterproductive, making Christians look foolish. The whispered word “dinosaurs” became the secret code he and Marcus would use to call out anything absurd on its face, anything so filled with internal contradictions that it was embarrassing to watch people attempt to make it true.

Belief in the power of God’s grace and salvation through His Son, Jesus Christ, was all that was necessary.

*

IT WAS EIGHTY degrees in their hotel room. A damp, moldy-smelling air blasted out of the wall unit, and no matter what they tried, they couldn’t turn it off. The front desk manager said they’d send someone up, but that had been over an hour ago.

The King’s Royal Court Hotel—“Five Star Luxury at a Budget Price!”—had proven to be a long subway ride from Boston’s South Station. Many years ago, the room’s cinderblock walls had been painted powder blue, as had the electrical conduits running along the baseboards and up the walls to the steel-gray outlet boxes. A small television had been bolted to the top of a massive chest of drawers, causing its laminated surface to warp and peel.

Marcus opened the bathroom door and stepped into the room. “The water is lukewarm at best,” he complained, toweling at his hair. “I’d wait for a while to see if it heats up again.” He was wearing a pair of white briefs, and he walked to the metal desk by the door and picked up the hotel’s brochure with its absurd slogan on the cover.

“Dinosaurs,” he said.

Daniel laughed. Dinosaurs, indeed. But Boston was an expensive city, and the church ran its missions on a shoestring.

Marcus bent over his bed and rummaged through his bag. He’d been a wrestler in high school and had a muscular, solid build. His white underwear stood out in stark relief against his black skin.

“You look like an Oreo cookie.”

Marcus froze, just for a moment, then bent back to his task. “Ha,” he said, and Daniel flushed in embarrassment. He shouldn’t have commented on Marcus’s appearance when he was only partially dressed. He wouldn’t want Marcus to think he was looking at him like that, assessing him.

“I didn’t mean…” Daniel began. “I wasn’t looking there…at that.”

“Chill, Dan,” Marcus said. “It was a joke. I know you’re not checking me out.” He removed a clean pair of trousers from his duffel—white, of course; the uniform was required at all times—and slipped them on.

Did he rush to cover himself? Daniel wasn’t sure.

Daniel’s confession to Marcus of the sinful urges he was only beginning to understand himself was a new thing between them, and Daniel thought they were still trying to figure out if it changed anything. He hoped it didn’t. Marcus claimed it didn’t.

No one in the church kept secrets from one another. It was part of their covenant. No matter their struggles, temptations, or burdens, they were there for each other, praying together to ask Jesus to lead them back into God’s grace. This was especially true for missionary companions.

They’d prayed together with their families as boys, and as teenagers they’d prayed together at school, but it was only since they’d become roommates at Sangre de Cristo that they’d begun praying together alone. In the evening in their dorm room, they would pray for Jesus to guide Marcus to accepting God’s plan without question, to allow His will expression through Marcus, and for Marcus to resist the sin of prideful dominance and control. Sometimes, Marcus had confessed, he questioned God’s wisdom—at least as far as His will was expressed through the church leaders.

But Marcus had the easy burden. It was a simple thing to pray for humility.

Daniel, on the other hand, was tempted by impure thoughts of men.

He remembered Marcus’s involuntary flinch the first time they’d prayed together for Daniel. They were touching, clasping each other’s hands, and kneeling face to face on the floor of their small room. He’d prayed that Jesus would give him the strength to ignore his impulses toward men, that He would provide a path for Daniel to have a loving relationship with a woman, to start a family as God surely intended for him.
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