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  Foreword




  “An end! The end has come upon the four corners of the land. Now the end has come upon you. And I will send My anger against you; I will judge you according to your ways, and I will repay you for all your abominations. My eye will not spare you, Nor will I have pity; But I will repay your ways, and your abominations will be in your midst. Then you shall know that I am the Lord.” Ezekiel 7:2-4




  

  Chapter One




  September 7th





  The annual Shepard Labor Day picnic; this would be the very last holiday she’d ever spend together with the entire Shepard family tree intact. If she only knew what was coming, she would have cherished every moment, taken many more photos of her crazy, but deeply loved in-laws, held on to them a little bit longer; said her goodbyes properly.




  This year marked the 10th year and running family tradition with little disappointment. It was chalked full of drama, constant complaining and chaos. This year, it had come to a screeching halt on account of the weather. Thank you Jesus.




  Overall, it had been a pretty cruddy day to have a picnic. The winds had been too strong, gusting on up and over 35 miles per hour. And there was an unseasonable nip in the air. Thank God it hadn't rained. Lissy Shepard glanced around the inside of their pole barn. Never again would she complain to her husband about the money they'd spent erecting the Godsend. Glen's winning argument had spared her from attempting to cram all 95 Shepard family members into their 1,700 square foot home.




  Lissy eagerly bid the last of her in-laws a fond farewell, then slowly turned to address the vast expanse of leftovers spilling out of their containers and littering the rows of her rented tables.




  She shook her head in disbelief. They're like locusts, she marveled. They came. They devoured. They left.




  "You’ve outdone yourself again, Lissy," Glen said. He closed the gap between them in three long strides. It was a feat he could easily manage. He had a good seven inches over Lissy.




  He wrapped his arms around her pulling his fingers through her long black hair. She had spent hours slaving over a hot stove in order to pull off another infamous "Shepard Labor Day Family Picnic". And he loved it. It was the one event he looked forward to each year. And it was the only time he got to shine like a brand-new penny in front of his family, overstating his accomplishments for that year and bragging on his beautiful wife and two college-bound children. Let’s face it, Lissy and the kids always made him look good.




  "The food was incredible," he said. "You used your mother's secret recipe for the chicken marinade, didn't you?"




  Lissy smiled. She had outdone herself. She pressed her face into Glen’s chest, relishing in the moment. It wasn’t often that he showed her such appreciation. Not that he didn’t appreciate her, it was just that...well... Glen really wasn’t much for expressing what he felt Lissy already knew. That presumption often times left her feeling taken for granted and, undoubtedly, left Glen on the couch for the next few nights, scratching his head.




  After a few contented sighs, Lissy lifted her pale blue eyes. Glen lightly brushed Lissy's cheek with his thumb. He had a gift for her. One he knew all the money in the world couldn’t buy. And, if he was lucky, later she may want to thank him properly...




  "Why don’t you head inside and take a nice long, hot bubble bath," he said. "I called Arnie and he’s on his way over. We’ll clean up."




  Arnie was their next door neighbor and one of Glen’s closest buddies. They became fast friends about 15 years ago when Glen and Lissy had first moved to the quaint little town of Newark, nestled in upstate New York. Arnie had gone over to introduce himself and lend a hand moving in, if needed. After exchanging brief introductions, they soon discovered that they shared the same passion for the best team in the entire National Football League: DA Bears. They've been inseparable ever since.




  Lissy slowly coaxed Glen’s head down to meet hers, nose to nose. After a very brief kiss, Lissy reluctantly pulled away. Arnie was sputtering up the driveway.




  "We’re in the pole barn!" Glen shouted as Arnie rounded the corner into their back yard.




  "I figured," Arnie answered, propelling his voice over the noisy thrumming of his tractor. "Where else were you gonna stack all those people?"




  He stomped on the brakes and killed the engine.




  "No way was the Misses gonna have that whole clan inside her house," he said sliding off of his tractor. "There must have been a hundred folks that showed up at your place judging by the parade of cars I have seen streaming up and down the road."




  "Pretty close to it," Glen chuckled.




  Glen and Arnie exchanged a quick handshake. Arnie turned and tipped his hat at Lissy. It was his way of saying hello to her. She assumed he didn't say much to her because he was a self-proclaimed atheist. She figured he was afraid she'd literally hit him over the head with her bible.




  Before long, their conversation shifted to the "big game" coming up that Sunday. The Bears vs. The Packers at Lambeau Field. Lissy saw her chance to exit stage left before Arnie had an opportunity to fully digest the extent of what he had signed up for.




  Arnie was a kind-hearted fellow, originally from North Carolina. He spoke with that slight southern drawl at the end of every word. In his late 40s, Arnie was closer in age to Glen than Lissy, who was a very attractive 44 and looked more like she was 34.




  "Sorry I couldn’t make it to the picnic," Arnie said. "I had to... What the!"




  "Thank you so much for helping Glen clean up!" Lissy blurted out over her shoulder.




  She was not willing to endure any statements of retraction that Arnie may offer up. Lissy zipped to their back door, and slammed it shut behind her.




  She headed down the hallway and into their only bathroom, locking the door behind her. Resting her head against the door, Lissy let her eyes roll to the back of her head. It had been a long day. Sweet silence. Well...Almost, apart from Arnie’s impressive use of adjectives, which he loudly projected in order to voice his displeasure.




  After running her bath water, Lissy shed her clothes and was about to slip in when she was startled by a loud pounding on the bathroom door.




  "Mom!" Shrilled Natalie. "Nate won’t give me the car keys! Kenya and I are going to the mall to get a new purse for school tomorrow and we need to leave now before it closes!" Kenya Adams was Natalie’s best friend.




  "I wanna go too!" Nate said. Lissy heard him stomp down the hall towards the bathroom door.




  "I wanna get some snacks for school tomorrow and she won’t take me with her!” Nate yelled through the door. “I hate having to share a car with her, she’s so--"




  "Enough!" Lissy said, folding her arms across her chest, shouting through the door. "Why aren't you guys helping your father?"




  "Dad said it was ok to go to the mall," Natalie said. "Arnie's called a couple of his buddies to come over and help."




  Lissy puffed out an exaggerated sigh. "Natalie, take your brother with you and be home in two hours. Nate, give her back the keys. Now."




  "But mom!" Natalie shrieked.




  "Either you take Nathaniel with you or you don't go." Lissy relaxed as she heard her disgruntled children march out the front door and pull out of the drive way. She slipped into the tub, blasted the hot water and let her mind wander.




  It seemed like only yesterday that the kids were pulling on her pant leg, demanding, "I want uppie mommy." That fond memory had been replaced with "I want outie mother." She knew it wouldn’t be much longer before she had to watch her beloved chicks fly out of the nest. Natalie was 19, a sophomore in college and Nathaniel, 18, a freshman. Both kids had opted to go to Finger Lakes Community College and live at home to save money, but once they transferred to SUNY Brockport after their sophomore year, they'd move into a dorm room on campus.




  Lissy slipped into the tub, reflecting on the day’s events. It had been a good day, good food, good family, well…. Mostly. Lissy was thankful for the family God had given her. Glen’s family was all that she had now. Her family had died tragically in a plane crash when she was 18. She was an only child. It wasn’t long after her family had died, that she was introduced to Glen by a mutual friend.




  Content with the day’s events, Lissy began to pray out loud quietly. "Lord, I just want to thank you for my family. I see the work that you perform in them daily. I'm so grateful that You continue to keep a watchful eye on them. They really have been such a blessing to me. Thank you for the people You've put in my path that have helped keep me sane. You consistently surround me with Your love, grace and mercy. Thank you."




  Lissy felt a warm sensation sweep across her as heat filled the room. She knew God was there with her. And He was listening. Lissy worshiped God with a song she had written for Him, remembering the very first time she had felt His presence. If she had to relay the experience to someone else using just one word, terrified would be a good one.




  It was five years ago. Glen and Lissy were in the midst of one of their many cold wars, wherein nobody spoke to the other for days. Glen had always been a great guy, a faithful husband and a doting father, but he also loved his drink. He wasn’t an alcoholic or anything to that extreme, but on occasion Glen would go on these drinking binges. It would usually begin when things got a little tight with the finances, and it always ended with his head in the toilet, the kids crying and Lissy very upset. Truth be told, Glen was belligerent when he was drunk. The violent verbal assaults that would fly out of his mouth would cut her to the bone. Given the choice, Lissy would have taken a punch to the mouth any day over the horrible names he would hurl at her.




  After one of his tirades, Lissy had decided to try out one of the local churches with the kids one Sunday in search of advice from anyone willing to give it, on how to resolve the not so perfect issues plaguing her within the four walls of the Shepard family home.




  Lissy had always believed there was a God. She even had the kids baptized when they were babies. Heck, Lissy even made sure the whole family went to church every Easter and Christmas Eve to impress upon them the real meaning for their celebration. At that point in time, Lissy never thought much about having any type of personal relationship with God. She felt that she was a good person and never really worried about the whole "heaven" and "hell" thing.




  What did worry, she was that Glen’s poor choices were negatively impacting her and their two children. She also worried about her husband, who turned to the bottle for comfort when things got a little tough. She couldn’t comprehend why Glen wasn’t able to cope with what she concluded to be normal everyday life stresses. Lissy had lost her entire family tree in a single day. She’d survived much worse.




  As the church service began that Sunday morning, Lissy remembered sitting in the cold, hard wooden pew. Her focus had shifted toward the minister, who had just began reciting his early morning sermon. Lissy leaned forward hoping that he would have a personal word for her when all at once, it hit her. A sudden overwhelming sensation of warmth swept straight through the innermost part of her soul. It was a place inside of her that she never knew had existed. A voice of reassurance began to infiltrate her thoughts, insisting that things for her were about to change dramatically.




  The warm sensations intensified into heat and consumed her entire body. The heat had become so intense that she began to sweat. Lissy jumped out of her seat, completely unaware of the fact that she was causing a huge disruption in the midst of their service. She was desperate to get out of there. Lissy had no idea what was happening to her, but she didn’t want it to continue. The heat she felt wasn’t a burning type of heat that caused pain. It was something completely different. It was foreign to her and even though she’d hate to admit it now, it really did terrify her.




  Lissy felt a "presence", but she couldn’t see anything. As far as she was concerned, God was up in heaven, somewhere way up in the air-- far, far away. He wasn’t supposed to be down here and He definitely was NOT supposed to be setting up residence inside of her right at that moment.




  Lissy giggled at the memory. She recalled picking up the pace with her kids firmly in tow as she headed for the exit. She had just made it outside of the large sanctuary doors allowing them to slam shut behind her, when an elderly woman stepped in her path.




  "The Lord is with you now and your life is about to change drastically and forever."




  That statement stopped Lissy dead in her tracks. Her knees buckled and hit the floor in one swift motion.




  The elderly woman, affectionately known as Mama Rosa, placed her hands on the top of Lissy's shaky head. Natalie and Nate looked on; their feet froze in place.




  "Do you believe Jesus died for your sins?" Rosa asked.




  "Yes," Lissy whispered. She felt a calming presence overwhelm her senses. She was no longer afraid. She felt...Guilty. Convicted.




  "Do you want to have a more intimate and personal relationship with Him and our Father?"




  "Yes." Lissy began to sway on her knees.




  "Are you willing to ask for forgiveness of your sins and invite Jesus into your life?" Asked Mama Rosa.




  "Yes." Lissy allowed her body to submit. Her mind, her soul. Her everything. She wanted this.




  "Then repeat these words after me," Mama Rosa said. "Lord, I am a sinner. I thank you for sending your Son, Jesus Christ, to die for my sins. Forgive me, Lord, of all of my sins as I forgive all others who have sinned against me. Come into my life and change my heart in Jesus’ name I pray. Amen."




  Lissy had no idea how she was able to repeat all of that, but she knew she wanted to-- and did do it with the assistance of some other source of strength that came from deep inside of her. It was a strength she knew she did not possess.




  What happened to Lissy next still baffles her mind every time she thinks about it. In one fluid movement, she found herself lying flat on her back right outside of the sanctuary doors. She was fully awake and could hear everything that was going on around her, but Lissy was unable to open her eyes-- and she couldn't get up.




  Heat continued to sweep through her as she simultaneously felt a pressing down type of feeling. It was as if someone was holding her firmly to the floor. After a couple of minutes, the sensations began to subside. Overcome with emotion, tears streamed down Lissy’s face. All fear and condemnation had been replaced by a peace inside her that could never be explained in the natural.




  She heard the elderly woman reassuring Natalie and Nathaniel. The kids were amazingly calm, Lissy thought.




  Ten minutes later Lissy was able to open her eyes and look around. She expected to see who it was that was holding her down. Lissy had assumed it was the elderly woman, but she found no one standing near her. She turned on her side in a feeble attempt to sit up. Her whole body felt like it had been filled with lead. Mama Rosa came to her side and helped her into a nearby chair.




  Three weeks later Glen swore off all alcohol. He said that he had a "revelation" that drinking wasn’t the answer to his problems and that his occasional excessive use of alcohol might be negatively impacting her and the kids. It was as if he had just flippantly decided to take out the trash. Whatever. It didn't matter. Lissy would take the much needed change in any way she could receive it.




  Lissy splashed warm water over her exposed knees. What began as a terrifying experience for her five years ago had slowly blossomed into a wonderful relationship with Jesus and her heavenly Father. She flipped the drain switch with her big toe, allowing the water to recede.




  She wondered when God was going to reach Glen on the same level He had reached her. While God had encouraged him to quit drinking, Glen wasn’t really interested in the whole “church thing". Sure, he went to church with them every Sunday, but most of the time his eyes glossed over during the sermons and, on occasion, Lissy caught him nodding off.




  Glen did believe there was a God. He also believed, just as Lissy once did, that God was in heaven-- far, far away and someone he wouldn’t meet up with until after he had passed on to the next life. Lissy wanted Glen to have what she had. She loved her husband very much and wanted him to know that he could experience God in this life-- that he didn’t have to wait. Lissy also worried about the status of Glen’s salvation. Glen was a good guy. He’d make it to heaven, right?




  Drying off half-heartedly and fumbling with the buttons on her plaid pajamas, Lissy headed for bed. It had been a long Labor Day weekend. A car door slammed shut in the driveway-- confirmation that her children were home. Lissy crawled into bed, and was out before her head hit the pillow.




  Through her bedroom window, darkness came. The crickets sang. The stars hung brightly above the hazy fog. All traces of light had officially disappeared over the horizon, taking with it a whispered promise that all was well.




  

  Chapter Two




  "Nate, hurry up!" Natalie's sharp, piercing voice sent Lissy tumbling out of bed. She managed to land on her feet, using the windowsill to catch her fall. Her eyes darted open in search of the alarm clock. 7:30. She had overslept. Her body, steering on automatic, followed the commotion in the living room. She was supposed to have helped the kids get ready for their first day of class.




  Natalie was there feverishly pacing back and forth, yanking her long black hair up into a ponytail. "We're gonna be late for class!"




  Nate burst out of his bedroom, shoving his feet in his shoes as he scrambled towards the door. He stopped briefly in front of the mirror that hung beside their front door. Satisfied that every black lock of hair was in place and eyebrows were neatly smoothed over his pale blue eyes, Nate pecked Lissy on the cheek.




  "Bye Mom!" They both shouted. They wedged themselves through the narrow doorway, and spilled out onto the front lawn.




  "Bye guys," Lissy yawned.




  Lissy stumbled towards the remote control, dangling from the top of their 42 inch flat screen, and flipped it to the morning news. She yielded to the beckoning of her favorite lazy boy recliner, briefly allowing the soft fabric to send her back into a semi-conscious state. Outside, Lissy faintly heard her old 94' Caprice sputter to life. It squealed out of the driveway and made a valiant effort to accelerate quickly as they sped off down the road.




  They would be late for class for sure, Lissy thought. She shook her head and turned her attention to the news flash being reported at the bottom of the screen.




  Glen emerged from their bathroom dressed in his Sunday's best. "Gotta run, sleepy head," he said, bending over Lissy. He gave her a quick peck on the cheek. Lissy flinched at the roughness of the whiskers on his lip and chin. It was the beginnings of a new goatee Glen was trying out.




  "I've gotta give a sales pitch first thing--" Glen paused. "What's got your undivided attention this morning?” He chuckled. “Cat stuck in a tree?" He quickly smoothed his red tie in front of the mirror.




  "I don't know," Lissy said still fixating on the news. "Something about unusual weather patterns developing."




  "Well, call me if the sky is falling," he said teasingly over his shoulder. "Love you." The screen door slammed shut behind him.




  The house grew quiet, settling from the morning’s bustle. After a few restful moments, Lissy heaved herself out of the comfort of her recliner and headed for the coffee pot, indulging herself with a large cup of wake me up before she continued on with her morning routine. Sighing, she picked up her pace when she caught a glimpse of the time. Lissy's shift at the hospital started in an hour and she was still in her pajamas.




  The phone rang catching her by surprise. Who would be calling here this early in the morning? She strolled across the kitchen floor to answer the phone that hung up on the wall in their dining room. Why they still had a home phone was beyond her. Anybody of importance would call her on her cell. If it was a telemarketer, they were about to have a bad day.




  "Hello?" Lissy said.




  "Lissy, why didn't you answer your cell?" It was her best friend, Carmen Nunoz.




  Lissy instinctively reached into the empty pockets of her pajamas. She forgot to turn on her stupid cell, which was still on her night stand.




  "Never mind," Carmen said not waiting for Lissy to answer. "Are you watching the news?"




  "Oh, hey Carmen," Lissy said. "Yeah, I'm watching. They're reporting about some sort of unusual weather patterns--"




  "Listen to me very carefully Lissy. You need to get Glen and the kids--"




  "I can't hear you," Lissy said. "Your phone keeps cutting out."




  Carmen projected her voice loudly into the phone.




  "Lissy...get Glen and the kids and get out of the house! You all need to take cover underground! Get as far underground as you can!"




  "What’s going on Carmen?"




  "There's no time, Lissy."




  "Carmen?"




  "...forming out of thin air..."




  "What's forming out of thin air?" Lissy paused. "Carmen?"




  "--run, Lissy!"




  "Carmen?"




  The phone went dead. There was no dial tone. No busy signal. In that same moment the images being reported on the television screen disappeared. No snow appeared on the screen, and there was no sound, like someone had just unplugged it from the wall. Then, all of the power shut off.




  Lissy furiously sifted through brief conversation with Carmen. Think. Lissy commanded herself. What was forming out of thin air? Carmen didn't sound like she was joking. Carmen didn't own a sense of humor, she was aware of. And she had known Carmen for almost 10 years now.




  Carmen knew something—maybe something to do with her work.




  The cause of natural disasters was the focal point of Carmen’s work and it was her passion. She was a professor at the University of Rochester heading the Natural Sciences Department. Her specialty was in Geological Sciences. The government often times called upon her to identify--




  Did she get a call to identify something caught on radar?




  Lissy's jaw dropped. Oh God, that's it, isn't it? Why hadn’t the news report it? Did they know? Did anyone else know?




  Lissy immediately began praying out loud to God for answers and guidance.




  When her mind had finally caught up with her body, Lissy found herself in the front yard with the car keys in her hand, her white nurse's shoes on her feet and her cell phone shoved in her pocket, still in her pajamas.




  Lissy looked up at the bright morning sky as she headed for her car. She caught something out of the corner of her eye. It was barely larger than a pinhead and if it hadn't been bright orange in color, she wouldn't have even seen it.




  ...Forming out of thin air... Were they under attack?




  Lissy's eyes darted frantically up and down the road. Glen was heading North to work. The kids were heading South to school. There wasn't enough time to reach both cars.




  Gotta get to the kids. Try and reach them on their cell phones. Call Glen next.




  Lissy reached in her pocket and pulled out her cell phone, flipping it open. It was dead. No dial tone. No busy signal. Nothing. She tossed it on the front passenger seat and dove into the driver's seat. Firing up the engine, she threw her 2006 Forester into reverse. She glanced at the clock on her dashboard. 7:50. The kids were 20 minutes ahead of her. Was there enough time to catch up to them before-- what? She shook the possibilities out of her head. She had to keep focused.




  Lissy barreled down the road in pursuit of Natalie and Nate. She tried her cell phone again. Nothing. She rolled her window down and stuck her head out, searching for the orange dot. She located it again quickly. It was getting closer. And bigger. It was now the size of a soccer ball heading in a northeasterly direction from their home. She caught something else out of the corner of her eye. It was another orange dot. This one was coming straight down from the southeast. As her eyes shifted back towards the road, Lissy swerved, narrowly missing a guard rail.




  There was more than one? Lissy slammed the gas pedal to the floor.




  "Please God, please let me get to the kids and Glen in time," she began to pray out loud. "What's happening?!"




  Keeping her eyes firmly fixed on the road, Lissy's thoughts now shifted into only one. Finding her family. She spotted her 94' Caprice heading towards her from a distance.




  The kids turned around. They must have heard the news on the radio. Wait...the radio.




  Lissy hit the button with her thumb. Nothing. She began honking her horn and flashing her lights to divert their attention.




  Nate spotted his mother driving towards them. "There's mom!" He shouted to Natalie, pointing towards Lissy's car.




  "I see her!" Natalie said flooring it.




  As both cars caught up with one another, Natalie and Lissy slammed on their brakes, and pulled off to the side of the road. Lissy jumped out of her car first and ran towards them, half-yanking Natalie out of the driver's side door.




  "What's happening, mom?" Nate asked. He sprinted around from the passenger-side of the car to meet her. "Before the radio went dead, the announcer said something about--"




  Lissy could no longer hear the sound of her son's voice. She stood immobilized. Fear and panic spread across her face. The question of what loomed in the sky had been answered in a word as the bright orange object came into full view. Meteors. And one of them was headed straight for them.




  Two reddish-orange balls of fire had entered the atmosphere, falling from the sky at an unbelievable rate of speed. Each of them appeared to be half the size of a football field. They were completely spherical in shape with tails of more reddish-orange fire jetting out of the back of them. And slowly coming into their view were a half dozen more just like them.




  Lissy tried to visually gauge the distance from where they were standing to where the first meteor was going to strike. Ten miles, fifteen, maybe? She wasn’t certain.




  “Get underground. Get as far under as you can.” Carmen's warning echoed loudly in her ears.




  "Where's dad!" Natalie said. Unmasked terror filled every inch of her face.




  Lissy paused. "I couldn't reach him." She didn't know what else to say. They were out of time.




  Lissy looked up towards the sky again, trying to decipher which way to go. They needed to stay clear from the numerous points of impact. They were surrounded in every direction. Tiny orange spots now littered the sky.




  Lissy had to refocus and do what Carmen said if they were going to survive. She scanned the area. They were surrounded by open fields of tall grass, shrubs and trees. There were no caves. No culverts. No drainage pipes. Nothing to hide in or under. If they got back in the car and started driving in any direction, they'd drive right into one of those things and seal their fate. There was no time for Lissy to speculate. The first meteor was about to hit its' mark. She grabbed Natalie and Nate by the hand and sprinted into the open field to their right.




  "Don't look back!" Lissy screamed. "Run as fast as you can!"




  The first meteor slammed into the Earth, causing the ground to shake beneath them. Upon impact, enormous walls of fire exploded out in every direction. It had hit closer to them than Lissy had anticipated. A lot closer. Lissy fixed her eyes towards the orangish-blue sky as she ran at full throttle, steering them away from the various points of impact. Her lungs screamed for more air. Lissy ignored her body's demands. Her only thought was purely instinctive. Their survival.




  Lissy felt a slight warmth hit her back. She spun around, terror striking her inner core. An enormous wall of fire, ash and smoke was rapidly descending upon them, the span of which appeared to be at least a mile wide. It was only a couple of miles away. That gap was closing quickly. The fire ate its' way towards them, destroying everything in its' path.




  Lissy turned back around and ran as fast as her legs could carry her, tightening her grip on her children. In a panic, she had forgotten to keep a close watch on the sky. She lost her bearings and they ran straight towards the second meteor. It slammed violently into the ground, landing right in front of them about five miles away.




  Lissy screamed, but no sound came out. All those people--




  A raging wall of fire shot out from the point of impact and headed straight for them. The ground beneath them shook with increased ferocity. The impact tremors caused them to lose their footing and tumble to the ground. Lissy desperately clung to her children as the earthy floor beneath them continued to shake.




  "We have to keep moving!" Lissy screamed, reclaiming her footing. A slight warmth touched her face.




  "There's nowhere to go!" Nate said. His voice was laced with fear. "We're surrounded!"




  Lissy scanned the immediate area. The scene was horrific. They were almost completely surrounded by smoke, fire and ash. She heard the distant screams of people who were trapped. Then nothing. The first wall of fire crashed into the other, creating a giant flaming circle. It was closing in on them too fast to outrun. They were surrounded.




  "I don't want to die mom!" Natalie sobbed. She buried her face in her mother's chest.




  The earth continued to quake beneath them with such intensity that it threw them to the ground again. Lissy pulled her children closer into her chest. They were all on their knees. There was nowhere to go.




  "Close your eyes," Lissy whispered. The heat from the raging infernos intensified as it drew nearer to them. The air temperature around them shot up over 100 degrees. Their bodies began to sweat uncontrollably. Lissy lifted her eyes towards heaven.




  "I trust You," Lissy spoke calmly. "I trust You with my life and with the lives of my children." She closed her eyes, surrendering herself.




  "I love you, mom," Natalie said, choking back the tears. "I love you, Nate."




  "I love you too, Natalie," Lissy said. "I love you, Nathaniel."




  "I love you too, mom and Natalie." Terror quietly spilled out of Nate's voice.




  The Shepards squinted hard, forcing their eyes to remain closed. They braced themselves for the worst.




  The ground shook again. This time was different. It was not an impact tremor.




  The earth underneath them ruptured, giving way to the extreme pressure of the earthquake. Lissy's eyes darted open. She watched helplessly as a thunderous ripping noise slowly gave birth to an ominous hole.




  Lissy lost her grip of her children. The slice of turf that had rested beneath them chipped away from the mainland and slipped into the hole. Lissy slipped with it. Nate and Natalie followed.




  Lissy dug her nails into the small patch of turf, using it to buffer her free fall. She caught a glimpse of her children from the corner of her eye. They were both to her right, struggling to stay on another slice of turf. Natalie was only inches away from her, but she was unable to provide any assistance. Lissy was not afraid to die, but she was not prepared to watch her children plummet to their deaths.
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