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PROLOGUE
 
Re-education Camp Number 12 was located on a hill, standing out conspicuously against the iconic winter countryside. Snow covered the trees and the landscape with a sun-sparkled blanket. Wispy clouds drifted high in the deep blue. Down below, all was perfectly still. The silence of nature seemed almost reverent—ironic to anyone who might find themselves within the confines of Camp 12.  
A revving engine broke through the quiet as a black Hummer lurched along the only road that led to the compound. It careened through piles of snow and slush, sending sprays of grey upward as it drove towards the camp. After climbing the hill, the truck stopped at a small, grey building in front of the main gate. A guard stepped out, rifle slung over his shoulder, as he walked to the driver’s side. After exchanging words, he nodded and went back into his guardhouse. The gate began to slide open.
The Hummer drove quickly past two walls of concrete and several rows of barbed wire before it turned left through another opened gate. It came to a stop in front of the main employee entrance where a second armed guard was waiting. This guard opened the passenger door and a stout man in a black leather jacket stepped out. His crew-cut hair was peppered with grey, and a fat cigar stuck out of his mouth. The large, dark sunglasses that hid his eyes could not conceal the stern look on his face. 
The automatic doors to the entrance pulled open, revealing a man dressed in a suit and tie. The most noticeable feature on the man’s haggard face was the thick bags under his eyes. His thinning hair blew wildly in the gust of wind that rushed through the opening doors. He approached the visitor with a meek, almost frightened, demeanor.
“Hello director,” the man extended his hand, “it’s such a great pleasure to have you here. I have to confess that we weren’t exactly expecting you.” 
The other man didn’t return the handshake. Instead, he took out his cigar and blew a puff of smoke. 
“I’m not here for pleasure, Mr. Scopes. I’m here because I got a call from Washington that the warden from Camp 12 is going over budget for the re-education program, and I’m supposed to fix it.”
“Yes, sir, I understand.” Scopes lowered his hand and stammered on. “A-a-as you can see from the figures I have here, there are several issues we’re facing with our budget. For starters, the number of incoming prisoners actually exceeds our resources for…”
“Are you saying you have a problem with how many dissidents I’m sending you?” The man took off his sunglasses and stared at Scopes with steely blue eyes.
“No sir, not at all. If I could just…ask you to look at these figures, sir.” Scopes pulled out a small computer pad and pressed a few buttons, illuminating its screen.
“I’m not interested in figures.” The man pushed past the warden and walked through the automatic doors. “Just show me what’s costing the state so much money.”
Mr. Scopes quickly ran to the director’s side and began to point out the different areas of the facility. Immediately to their right, a large window furnished a view of the courtyard used for the inmates’ exercise. The courtyard was packed with a crowd of people, dressed in thin coats and white cotton uniforms, shuffling around in the grey slush. Although the one-way mirror kept out the chill, the director could not help but shiver for a moment as he watched the inmates huddle together to keep warm. Some coughed incessantly. This was supposedly a men’s camp, but more than a few of them looked like they had not even reached their teen years. The director stared out the window for a moment before he turned from the sight and followed the warden through the mess hall. 
Stretching beyond the large hall were rows of cells, stacked three stories high and facing each other. The sound of the director’s steps echoed off the high ceiling as he quickly perused the scene. There was a chain linked fence lining the upper level walkways to prevent suicide. The director huffed before moving on into the re-education classrooms.
“The classrooms hold forty to fifty people,” Mr. Scopes offered a running commentary of each section on the grounds. 
The glossy white of the classrooms contrasted the dull grey that covered the rest of the compound. At the front of each room, there was a projector screen and a lectern for the teachers. The director gave a quick scan with an unimpressed scowl on his face. He spotted a text book that had been left on one of the desks. Its title was printed in bold lettering: A BETTER WORLD THROUGH HUMANISM. He shook his head and huffed again before moving on, much to the chagrin of the nervous warden.
The tour concluded on the other end of the building where the solitary confinement cells were located. They were currently empty, which seemed to disappoint the director. “No one lately has given much…dissent.” The warden could not think of a better word at the moment. He continued quickly. “Sir, the only area you have not yet seen is the clinic. It's located in a separate building. Would you like to…” 
“Scopes,” the director coolly interrupted, “explain to me how a setup like this goes over budget by two million dollars in one year.” By now the director had lit a second cigar. He glanced around and noticed a “NO SMOKING” sign on one of the walls. He let out an extra long puff of smoke in its direction. 
“Actually sir, the real problem is the neuro-chemical alteration experiment that the House committee ordered.” The trepidation lining the warden’s words was noticeable. He knew that he walked a fine line by essentially blaming his bosses in Washington, but it was the truth. To his surprise, the director took out his cigar and chuckled. 
“Neuro-chemical alteration experiment?” he said sarcastically. “You mean the FTR program? The one I told them wouldn’t work?” 
“Yes, sir,” the warden replied. The butterflies in his stomach triggered acid reflux in his esophagus, which made him long for the bottle of antacid sitting on his desk. He would need more than a bottle after today. 
The director chuckled again. “The government seems to think they can salvage any dissident, even when they refuse to respond to our…‘traditional’ methods. I testified before Congress that the ‘Failure to Re-educate’ Program would be a complete waste of time. I even took it to those who control Congress.” Now the director seemed to be speaking more to himself. 
The warden shuddered. He knew who controlled governments behind the scenes, and the mere mention of them was chilling. 
“Well, obviously none of that mattered; apparently, they went ahead with it against my advice…to the tune of two million dollars. Why not just shut it down, if it’s obvious the FTR Program isn’t even working?” the director asked with a slight smile on his face. He loved being right.
“I’m afraid it’s not that simple sir.”
“What do you mean?” The warden clearly detected the undertones of irritation in the director’s voice.
“Would you have a moment to follow me to the clinic?”
A few minutes later, they were standing in the middle of a large ward. The director’s surprise was apparent as he looked around. Every bed held an inmate, hooked up to life support machines. A steady din of beeping vital signs emanated from every corner of the huge room. Scopes pulled out his computer pad and brought up an MRI image on its screen. “This is a cross section view showing the brain of one of the inmates.” He held the screen up to the director and began to explain.
“You see, sir, the serum we were given to administer is supposed to affect the frontal, parietal and temporal lobes of the brain, areas where religious beliefs and experiences are formed and solidified. The serum was meant to make them more receptive to our re-education methods. We administered it to over 1,000 inmates that were classified as FTR. Instead of improving their condition and freeing them from religious superstition, it did this.” He motioned to all the filled beds. “Most ended up in a vegetative state and require constant care. Many are dependant on life support. Some even died. A lucky few ended up like that.” Scopes nodded his head towards the hallway where an inmate sat in a chair, blankly staring at the floor.
The warden continued, “I’ve had to hire almost a hundred more staff members just to care for all of them, which is where a great deal of the cost comes from. The clinic was never intended to deal with this many patients at one time. I’ve been pushing to relocate them to a state hospital, but I keep getting the run around from…”
“Unplug ‘em,” the director said in a matter-of-fact tone. He tossed his cigar stub on the floor near one of the beds and turned to leave. 
“But sir,” said the warden, “that would mean killing over a thousand people. I thought our goal was to rehabilitate them.” 
The director let out a loud laugh, “Listen Scopes, I’ve dealt with these people for a long time. They’re like unreasoning animals. They can’t be rehabilitated. I long for the day when the public has the stomach to do away with these useless re-education programs and to focus our efforts instead on exterminating the problem.”
“Exterminating?” the warden’s jaw hung open. The director lit another cigar.
“Scopes, you must understand by now, these people are rats. Like any pest, they need to be exterminated, done away with…killed.” He turned again to leave. 
“But what about those who are not in a coma? What about him?” Scopes pointed to the inmate sitting in the chair in the hallway. The shock had given way to a hint of anger in his voice. 
“If you want my advice,” the director began, “take all the coherent ones and line them up on the back wall. Get a group of your guards together and make a firing squad. In your report, just note that they all tried to escape. No one will look into the matter further.” With that, the director turned to make his final exit out the clinic door, but stopped and said one last thing over his shoulder. 
“Oh, and Scopes…if you don’t come in under budget this year, I’m removing you as warden of this facility.” Then he was gone. Scopes stood motionless. A woman wearing nurse scrubs approached him slowly. 
“Sir, what are we going to do?” she asked softly. Scopes now became pale in the face.
“Take them all off life support,” he replied, nearly choking on the words. He had no choice but to follow orders.
“What about those like 8256?” She was referring to the inmate sitting in the chair. The staff was not allowed to know any inmate’s real name. They could only refer to them by their ID numbers, which helped to dehumanize them.
The warden turned to look at the inmate. He was a young man in his twenties. His long, sandy brown hair and full beard couldn’t quite mask the fact that he used to be handsome, before he was sent to this hell. His bloodshot, almond-colored eyes wandered aimlessly around the room. 
“Does he even know where he is? Who he is?” Scopes spoke more to himself than to the woman who waited for his orders. She said nothing, but stared at her boss with a worried look, gripping a clipboard in her hands. Scopes knew there were only four others like him. He felt a sickness in the pit of his stomach at the thought of murdering five men in cold blood. He signed up to be a part of the re-education program to save lives, not destroy them. 
The warden decided to take a chance. “Remove their tracking chips, put them in one of the unmarked vans and take them to the city. Drop them off somewhere downtown, but make sure no one’s watching. Maybe someone will take them in.” 
She nodded curtly and turned away, a faint smile on her face.
 



CHAPTER 1
 
Downtown New York bustled with a life of its own. As Austin Kelly walked through the narrow streets of the financial district, he could feel the heartbeat of the city. He heard it in the voices that drifted by him on the wind. The mosaic of emotions merged into one chorus: anger, joy, passion, contempt, elation, depression and everything else in between. Everyone had a story, everyone was going somewhere, yet nowhere at the same time. He glanced up at the tall buildings where billions of dollars traded hands everyday. Above them, white, puffy clouds drifted in the deep blue sky. They were the only untouched, natural beauty in Manhattan.
He looked down and continued his march towards the subway. Friday was finished, and he was ready for the weekend to begin. He had just exited one of those tall buildings, where he spent most of his days sorting and cataloging files for lawyers at an insurance firm. It was far from thrilling and didn’t pay much, but it was the only job he had been able to find. He often dreamed of getting a higher paying job, one that would at least allow his wife to stop working and stay home with their son, but it seemed like the dream would never become reality. At this point, her salary paid for most of their living expenses. As he thought about his life, a familiar feeling of inadequacy, disappointment and failure began to hang over his head. 
He caught sight of his reflection on the glass wall of a building to his right. He was average in most ways, but generally good looking with dark blonde hair and green eyes. He often joked that his looks were the only reason his wife fell for him and agreed to marry him while they were both still in college. He had done fairly well as a student, but out in the “real world” he had struggled to find work. At this point in his life, however, his biggest disappointment had less to do with a career and more to do with faith.
“Hey Austin, wait up!” He heard the shout from behind and turned to see a tall, lanky man with spiky red hair jogging towards him. It was Ricky Marshall, one of his co-workers. Ricky worked in the same department as Austin, but he made it very clear that it was merely a stepping stone to his ultimate goal of getting a big, fat New York law degree. He caught up to Austin and pulled off his tie and suit jacket, revealing a dark purple shirt that clashed with his hair. 
“Eight hours is about eight hours too long to be dressed so fine,” Ricky heaved a sigh.
“And that’s why you’re studying to be a lawyer, so you can wear clothes like that eight hours a day for the rest of your natural life,” Austin teased good naturedly.
“That about sums it up.” 
“So how’s it going?” Austin asked as they began walking together.
“Oh man, I can’t wait for tonight,” Ricky began. Austin braced himself for another detailed description of the booze, women and club-hopping that his friend so anticipated. Austin thought for a moment what he might say in response. 
“So, what about you? What have you got planned for the weekend?” Ricky asked. The question caught Austin off guard since he had mentally checked out of the lurid monologue. He felt the familiar pulling in his heart, an urging to open his mouth and speak the Truth. 
“Uh,” Austin stalled, “you know, just the usual family and church stuff.”
“Oh yeah, that’s cool,” said Ricky. This was always the point in their conversations where things got quiet, not because they had nothing to talk about but because Austin always seemed so withdrawn. Ricky just assumed that Austin was one of those quiet guys that had never been popular in school and stayed the same way out in the world. He was mostly right. Austin certainly fit that description, but his quietness came more from fear than shyness. A thought always pressed upon his mind, one that was terrifying to him, yet he always battled it when speaking to non-believers. He’ll reject you if you push your faith on him. 
Ricky was actually rather open-minded when it came to matters of faith. He didn’t commit to any one belief system, but like many New Yorkers he considered himself to be a “spiritual” person. It was the easiest way to continue living his lifestyle without any internal conflict. He assumed that Austin’s church wasn’t really any good, since he always seemed so reluctant to talk about it. 
The two men had walked in silence for several moments by the time they reached the subway station. When Austin saw the green, globe-shaped light marking the entrance, he felt a rush of relief. The awkwardness would soon be over. 
“Have a great weekend,” Austin volunteered.
“Yeah, you too, buddy.” Ricky continued west to catch the PATH train to New Jersey while Austin took the subway north to the upper west side. He was headed to a place where he spent so much time that it had become his second home—Hope City Church.                
 
***
 
Daniel Cabrera stared at the clock on his computer screen, waiting for five o’clock to come. He couldn’t prove it, but he was pretty sure that time slowed down at the end of the work day, especially on Fridays. The IT department of a fancy New York investment firm may have appeared exciting to those looking in from the outside, but it was really just another computer job. Still, he was faithful to his work, unlike his co-workers who usually bailed at a quarter past four.
He decided to kill the last ten minutes by sorting out some record logs, a nice brainless task. As he began clicking away with his mouse, a man in a sleek, pinstripe suit passed by his cubicle. His hair was slicked back and held firmly in place with lots of gel, and his facial skin was mysteriously darker than his neck and hands. Daniel figured the spray tan missed a few spots, a fact that he would never mention aloud. The man stopped at Daniel’s desk, gave him the finger gun point and winked, saying, “Adios, mi amigo.” 
Daniel smiled and waved. Once the man was gone, he heaved a sigh. Daniel didn’t even know the guy’s name, but he was always speaking Spanish to him, and poorly at that. Why Lord… why do I have to work here? he said in his head. Everyone was nice to him at the office, but at times the job felt like mental torture. 
Daniel was originally from Ecuador, but had lived in the U.S. for many years. He was slightly shorter than average and had a slim build, with well-defined facial features. His short, spiky hair was jet black and his eyes were adorned with thin, wire-rimmed glasses. He certainly looked the part of an intelligent computer technician. 
Daniel took a few moments to think over the events of his life that brought him to where he was. The most defining feature of his past and present was his faith. He didn’t believe in much of anything when he first arrived in America, other than partying. He especially had no desire to seek out who Jesus Christ was, but that all changed one rainy night. He was walking through the streets of Manhattan on his way to a party, when a sudden thunderstorm sent all the pedestrians scattering for cover. Daniel stumbled into an evening service at Hope City Church and ended up staying.              
That night, he ended up making a decision that set his life on a new course. For the first few years, he felt like his soul was soaring with freedom. Every time the church doors were open, he was there. That was where he met the woman who soon became his wife, Jackie. He also began teaching the youth at Hope City Church. It was difficult to explain to his family back home why he made such a drastic change in direction. However. he was to discover that, ultimately, they didn’t care what he decided to believe, and they certainly didn’t want to join him. 
About the same time that he and Jackie got married, Daniel’s talents landed him a job at the investment firm. He wasn’t thrilled about his career, but he kept telling himself in the back of his mind that it was all temporary. God had something big waiting for him just around the corner. The only problem was, as the years passed by, that corner just seemed to get further and further away. 
The last year had been especially tough. He was beginning to wonder how much impact he was really having on the kids at church, and if he was ever going to escape his cubicle “prison.” There seemed to be something missing, something more he felt God wanted him to do with his life. He just couldn’t put his finger on what that was. 
A chime on his computer signaled that five o’clock had finally arrived. He was free for the weekend. Daniel quickly threw on his suit jacket, grabbed his bag and headed for the elevator. Once he was outside, the fresh summer breeze revived his mind. He walked on with purpose, eager to see his wife. He enjoyed walking past Central Park every day after work and watching the local kids play soccer. His long walk gave him time to talk with God and think. 
“Lord, what do You want me to do?” he spoke softly. People in New York often spoke to themselves, so he wasn’t worried about looking crazy. He stopped at a crosswalk, lost in his thoughts while waiting for the light to change. Suddenly, he felt something bump against his leg. He looked down to see a soccer ball resting at his foot. He looked behind him to see a little boy with a furrowed brow. The ball must have accidentally rolled out of the park. Daniel smiled at him and kicked it back. At this, a small smile began to curl the end of the boy’s lips, and he kicked the ball back to Daniel. Daniel stopped the ball with his foot and stared at the little boy. Now it was a game. 
Daniel deftly tossed the ball up into the air using only the top of his foot, then bopped it with his right knee even higher. When the ball came down, he hit it again with the top of his head, right into the arms of the little boy, whose mouth was dropped open in joyous shock. Before anything else could happen, Daniel felt someone shove past him.
“Hey buddy, keep it movin’,” came the gruff voice of a man as he pushed against Daniel with his shoulder. Sometimes, the pedestrian traffic was just as bad as the cars. Daniel merged with the river of people walking down the sidewalk, and the boy was soon out of sight. As he went on, though, he realized that for that one brief moment with the boy, his soul was soaring again.
 
 
***
 
Jackie Cabrera sat on the ground, surrounded by a circle of preschoolers. She held a story book toward the children and read it aloud to her attentive audience. Not many people could capture the attention of people under five years old, but Jackie had a knack for keeping things in order. Of course, children were unpredictable and order could not always be kept. The children started to grow restless, and a few of the younger ones stood and began chattering in the far corner of the room. From there, it was downhill. Soon, the order of the circle was a faint memory, replaced by the noise of laughter and play. Jackie sighed and closed the book, then turned to look at the only little one still sitting.
“Looks like it’s you and me, Caleb,” she said. The little boy nodded his head and scooted over beside her. Caleb was the son of Austin and Elizabeth Kelly, her good friends from church. On the days Lizzie worked, Caleb was put in the daycare program with Jackie. She put her arm around him and kissed his head as the other workers started herding the little ones together again.
Jackie was of Ecuadorian descent but had been born in Brooklyn, a fact testified by her telltale accent and strong nature. She had a small frame and was a few inches shorter than her husband, but what she lacked in height, she made up in character. Her lovely face was framed by flowing dark hair that spilled over her shoulders and down her back in soft curls. It was easy for Daniel to fall in love with her, and everyone in church agreed they were the perfect couple. 
She loved teaching and working with kids, but her dream was to open a Christian prep school inside Hope City Church for teens. At times, she wondered if working at a daycare center was the wisest choice, but it was the best job she could find, and it was close to church, which she loved. It was also flexible for her class schedule, which filled most evenings out of the week, and much of Saturday. She was pressing towards her master’s degree, which kept her very busy. 
As the day began to wind down, parents streamed in though the center’s door to pick up their children, which always involved a good amount of tears and screaming. The kids loved Jackie, and often clung to her legs as the moms and dads pulled them away in embarrassment. She thought about how great it would be to have children of her own, but not yet. There were too many things to finish first. 
Jackie pulled out her cell phone and opened up the calendar on it. She needed to schedule and update some study appointments and church events. Since she got the phone several months before, it had become like her second brain, and she referred to it throughout the day to keep herself oriented. 
She looked up to see Daniel walk through the door, his bag slung over his shoulder. He always had a look of relief when he laid eyes on his wife. Jackie stood and they exchanged a brief kiss, then she headed toward the nursery office with Caleb and Daniel close behind. Jackie began organizing her books and stuffing them in her bag as Caleb sat in a chair and Daniel leaned against the door frame. 
“Something cool happened today,” Daniel began.
“What’s that, sugar?” Jackie asked without looking up from her cleaning. 
“I met this kid walking here from work. I mean, I didn’t really meet him, but he started trying to play soccer with me.” Daniel went through his recent experience. He finished by saying, “I felt like I found that purpose I was looking for. I think the Lord is leading me to step out and work with youth.”
“But sugar, we work with youth…at church,” Jackie said. Now she had stopped her cleaning and stood with her arms crossed.
“I know, babe, I know, but that’s different. Sometimes I feel like we’re not even getting through to those kids,” Daniel replied.
“What do you mean?” Jackie asked.
“I’ve been noticing some things about the church kids. It’s not that they’re bad, but when I listen to their conversations, what they talk about and what they’re interested in, they don’t sound any different from the unsaved kids we see at outreaches.”
“Hon, you can’t make that kind of judgment just by overhearing some conversation. Besides, if you think we're having problems getting through to them, shouldn’t we talk to Pastor Tom about trying a different approach?” Jackie’s voice began to leak irritation, though she was trying to contain it for Caleb’s sake. Still, she knew where the conversation was going, and she didn’t like it.
“Actually,” Daniel stepped forward, his eyes lit up in passion about the topic, “I did some research into that. Out of 168 hours in the week, the public school system gets these kids for about thirty-five hours, they do homework for roughly four hours, they watch TV, play video games and text for another fifty-five hours, their parents get a few precious minutes of meaningful conversation and the rest goes to sleep and eating. Out of all that, we get a whopping one to two hours a week, if we’re lucky.” 
Daniel sat on the desk, his arms folded. “I’m just tired of feeling like what we do makes no difference. I feel this fire inside of me pushing me to reach out to these young people, even if it means breaking the mold and trying something completely different.” 
Jackie took a deep breath and walked toward her husband. She placed her hands gently around his face.
“Honey, I love the passion you have for God. It’s one of the reasons I married you. I just don’t want you to jump off the deep end when the Lord already has a plan sitting right in front of you.” She gave him a soft kiss on the cheek and he embraced her. 
“I know babe, but I just can’t see how God’s plan involves teaching kids who seem like they’re going to ultimately reject biblical living. I want God to take me to the kids that are hungry for Him. I don’t know if that means starting a soccer league, or something, but I just want to have an impact.”
“Hon, in a year I’ll be done with school, and I can start my teaching internship. In another year, that will be finished and I can start the prep school. I put some feelers out, and there’s enough interest that the school could be a big success. It could really change a lot of lives.” 
She stood back and held both of his hands. “Then, we could start saving money and in five years have enough for a nice house upstate, like we used to dream about. And then, we could finally start a family of our own.” 
“I guess God will show us both how everything is going to play out.” Daniel nodded his agreement, to which his wife smiled and gave him another hug. A beeping alarm split them apart as Jackie grabbed her phone. 
“Oh, I forgot.” She picked up her bag. “Elizabeth wanted to talk to us about something she said was important, so we’re probably going to miss the first part of church. We’ve got to run.” Jackie took Caleb’s hand and the three headed out the door. Jackie waved to the other workers as they left, thankful that Fridays were not her day to close up shop. She loved going to church.    
 



CHAPTER 2
 
Hope City Church was a fairly recent addition to the religious institutions in Manhattan. The senior pastor, Thomas Cromwell, started the church at a renovated warehouse in the late nineties, and their numbers grew rapidly. The explosion in members caused them to move to a bigger space in 2003, when Austin and his wife joined. This new building had been a private school that was shut down years ago and required intense renovations, but it suited the church’s needs perfectly. 
The stately appearance of the building made it stand out from the brownstones on its block. The façade had stone pillars framing the front entrance, a leftover from its days as a school, and ornate stonework framed each of the large windows. A set of swinging glass doors marked the entrance. Each one had a picture of a dove spreading its wings over the globe etched into its face. Underneath the logo, the words “Hope City Church” were written in a stylish font. Austin thought it was just as attractive as many of the historic church buildings across the city. 
On the wall beside one of the Corinthian columns, the church bulletin posted various announcements in little white letters. The motto at the top changed on a weekly basis. Austin always looked forward to seeing what catch phrases they came up with to draw in curious pedestrians. This week it stated: “Looking for the missing 'peace' to life’s puzzle? Come inside.” 
Austin paused before entering to take in the view of the late summer afternoon. He followed the dance of a few tree leaves as they skittered down the sidewalk. The atmosphere was calm and pleasant, with only the faint sound of honking in the distance to evidence the fact that they were still in the city. Ironically, though, inside the church was not so calm. 
As he pulled open the door, he was greeted by a cacophony of voices. Every Friday, the high school group met for Bible study and worship. Their group was now so large that the church decided to give them the main sanctuary for their service; it soon became the norm for the young people to mingle in the lobby for an hour or so before it began. Austin weaved through a sea of teenagers before reaching the stairs that led up to the second and third floors. 
On the second floor, he was greeted by another talkative crowd, the adult’s Friday evening service. Austin greeted the people that he knew as he worked his way to the next set of stairs. He only had to go up one more floor to reach the children’s ministry, where his wife worked. As usual, though, it took fifteen minutes to travel fifteen feet, as he was slowed down by joining in with a little chatter in one group, and then answering a few questions from a friend a few steps later. 
He couldn’t help but notice, with more than a little guilt, that his conversations had changed drastically from his usual interactions at work. Within seconds of talking to someone, he began to speak about what the Lord was doing in his life, and how God was blessing him. He spoke freely about new scriptures that the Spirit had been illuminating for him, and about family members and friends that needed prayer. It was so easy to be on fire here among his brothers and sisters in Christ. He wondered if they had the same struggles as him or if he was the only spiritual weakling pretending to have it all together at church. When he finally reached the stairs that led up to the third floor, he looked back down upon the mass of people laughing and hugging one another. The church was certainly full of life. 
As he stepped onto the third floor, the white walls gave way to beautifully painted murals of Bible stories. Many portions had been painted by the children, as one could easily tell by the rough lines and imperfections. Among the simple but heartfelt artwork, it was easy to feel happy. The main hallway was wide and spacious, which gave everyone’s voice a slight echo. Across the hall from where Austin stood, classroom doorways lined the wall every thirty feet or so. The floors were tiled with white and grey linoleum, which was exceptionally shiny this week. “Someone must have been very inspired when waxing the floor,” Austin laughed to himself as he walked down the hallway. 
An older, but handsome, Hispanic man stood behind a desk made of dark, mahogany wood. It was Marcos, the security guard for the floor. Though dressed in a suit and tie, his grey hair and worn face told the story of a man that had seen tough years. Austin always felt a sense of peace when he came onto the third floor, and, of course, he felt joy whenever he saw Lizzie.
Elizabeth Kelly was the only woman who had ever been able to capture Austin’s heart with one look. She had amber eyes set against chocolate skin, eyes that caught Austin’s attention years ago when he first saw her. Her flowing waves of dark brown hair accentuated her slender face and soft features. Austin was still amazed that such a beautiful woman married him.  
They got married right after their second year of college and moved from the quiet Midwest to New York City, the busy crossroads of the world. It was a challenge, but they had faced many challenges in life, including getting married young and being an interracial couple. She was outgoing, ambitious and innovative, while Austin was reserved and calculating. They made a wonderful team and balanced each other out perfectly. 
Lizzie always had a dream of helping disadvantaged inner-city kids, one of the main reasons why they moved to New York in the first place. It was also why she loved her current job. She began her work at Hope City as a volunteer teacher for Sunday school and was given more responsibilities as the ministry leaders took notice of her administrative gifts. When one of the staff members unexpectedly stepped down, it left a spot to be filled, and Lizzie was asked to take it. It certainly kept her busy. 
“Hey Austin,” Marcos said with a smile.
“Hey Marcos. Good to see you, brother.” Austin returned the greeting with a hearty handshake. He then turned to his wife.
“Hi hon,” Lizzie said with a sweet but breathless voice. They exchanged a brief kiss before she asked, “Can you take the supply cart and make sure all the classrooms have enough popsicle sticks and construction paper? Apparently we didn’t order enough for Noah’s ark.” Her comment had an air of sarcasm, which implied that this craft project was more trouble than it was worth. Austin often found her rushing and breathless, preparing for a tidal wave of kids to come up the stairs.
“Oh no, we can’t have the ark sink,” Austin said with sarcasm of his own. Lizzie gave a small laugh and went back to scanning her list of teachers scheduled for that night. 
“No one has arrived yet to cover the nursery or pre-school, and children’s church is only a half hour away,” she started expressing her concerns, but stopped herself. “Well, it’s okay,” she said, clapping her hands together, “this always happens and teachers show up at the last minute. God is still in control.”
“I’ll start with the supplies,” Austin turned towards the storage room. About fifteen minutes later, he was finishing up as the first of the kids arrived. Teachers showed up just in time to watch the classrooms fill up, just as Lizzie had said. It was another example of God’s faithfulness that Austin witnessed so often at that church; timing always seemed close, but impeccable.
Once the older elementary kids started their praise and worship service, things began to settle in for the evening, and Austin decided to sit with his wife in her office. When he opened the door, he found her sitting in front of her computer, her head resting on her hands. She looked up and smiled.
“Thanks for helping, babe,” she said. 
“Of course, honey,” he said as he sat down. “Is there anything else I can help with? Maybe I could put together that budget report you were talking about yesterday.” 
“It’s all right, hon. I can do it.” She waved off his offer as she began organizing some paperwork on her desk.
“Are you sure? I mean, if you let me take care of it, you might be able to actually sit in service for a change. How long has it been since you actually sat with other adults and sang worship songs that don’t involve hopping or making animal noises?” Austin was referring to the songs that Lizzie often played for the younger kids, or that she used to play before she got involved in administration. 
“Oh baby,” she said, “you know I don’t have time for that. The idea sounds nice, but if I don’t finish this stuff and check it twice, it could cause huge problems for the church accountant. Besides, I don’t think anyone else in children’s ministry really wants to be responsible for the budget, which means it’s on me to make sure everything’s right.” Austin hated seeing his wife miss out on enjoying church, but he knew she wouldn’t budge, so he didn’t push the matter.
“Well, how was your day?” he asked. 
“Today was a crazy one,” she answered.
“What made it so crazy? Was it the meeting about tomorrow?” Austin was referring to a seminar planned by the church leadership for different pastors from around the city. It was going to be at a retreat center a few hours upstate, a place called Bear Creek. Austin and Lizzie had been given the task of setting up the lecture hall before the seminar and closing things down afterward.
“Oh, that meeting would have been fine, if it wasn’t for the pre-meeting we had about the meeting that was ‘needed’ to cover what we would talk about in the main meeting.”
“What?” 
“Exactly.” Lizzie let her words sink into Austin’s brain and then continued. “This prayer meeting is turning into a bigger event than Pastor Tom ever imagined.”
“Really?” asked Austin.
Lizzie nodded. “Actually, I asked Jackie and Daniel to go late into the service so they could sit down and meet with us. I’m going to invite them to help us with the setup. We need extra hands around because we’ve already had two hundred pastors from across the city sign up, and I’m told people are still calling in.”
“What’s with the surge in popularity?” Austin asked. Lizzie’s response was cut off by a knock at her office door. Daniel and Jackie walked into the room.               
“Hi Elizabeth,” Jackie said as she walked over and gave her friend a small kiss on the cheek. She always insisted on calling Lizzie by her full name. She said that it was so stately and beautiful, it should never be shortened. Austin and Daniel exchanged a hug before sitting down in the chairs facing Lizzie’s desk. 
“Sorry we’re late. It’s kind of hard to walk fast with a preschooler beside you. I need to tell you that Caleb had a little scare today while we were taking everyone to the bathroom,” Jackie said softly, and then bit her lip in concern. 
Lizzie and Austin both let out a sigh. Their son was having a tough time with being afraid of monsters. Any dark place, any enclosed space, any time he was alone, he got frightened. Lizzie hated not being able to be with her son all day, giving over her motherly duties to someone else, but given the circumstances, she didn’t have much choice.
“Caleb, why were you afraid in the bathroom, baby?” Lizzie tried to sound concerned and yet not too worried.
“There was a monster in the potty,” his little voice replied. His parents had given up trying to convince him there were no monsters. It was no use. Now they had a new tactic.
“Caleb, remember what Jesus does to monsters?” Austin asked.
“He kicks ‘em in the face!” Caleb said with gusto. 
“That’s right, and you have Jesus with you, right?” his dad responded, building emotion.
“Yeah!” 
“Let me hear it again, what does Jesus do to monsters?”
“Jesus kicks monsters in the face!”
“That’s right! Now, are you ready to go to the bathroom?”              
“No,” Caleb replied, in a matter-of-fact tone. The adults couldn’t help but laugh, which seemed to confuse the little boy. He couldn’t understand what was so funny.
“All right, I guess this is what training pants are for. We’ll try again later,” Lizzie scooped up her precious one and turned to the others.
“So hon, what was it you were saying earlier about the conference tomorrow?” Austin asked.
“Oh, I almost forgot,” she said, then looked at Jackie and Daniel. “You two are probably wondering why I asked you to come by.” Lizzie sat down with Caleb in her lap and continued. 
“Pastor Tom called an emergency meeting this morning at nine, right when everyone got in to work. Apparently, the seminar scheduled for tomorrow has gotten a surge of interest because of some things that happened over the week.”
“What things?” Austin sat forward.
“Well, you guys know our sister church, Covenant Tabernacle?” she asked. Everyone nodded. “Seems they called a few days ago saying that they’re considering shutting down.”
“What?” The other three said, almost in unison.
“How?” Jackie asked. “They had almost a thousand members.”
“That’s the key word. They had almost a thousand members,” Lizzie responded. “Their numbers have been declining steadily for the past few years, and it’s gotten so bad that there’s not enough tithing revenue to keep the building open.”
“That’s horrible,” Austin said. He remembered visiting Covenant Tabernacle once. It was an innovative, lively church in the middle of Queens. The thought of it closing made him fear for the future of Hope City.
“It gets worse.” Lizzie continued. “Church attendance is down across the city. A few big churches like Hope City have steady numbers, but several small churches have had to shut down because people have simply stopped coming. The problem is the worst with the youth. It’s like, once the kids reach college age, they walk out the church doors and never look back.” 
“Really?” Jackie asked, surprised. Lizzie nodded. Daniel looked down at the floor. He didn’t seem so shocked.
“I guess I can see why so many church leaders are freaking out,” Austin said.
“Yeah, Pastor Cromwell made some calls last night, and he wants to unite as many churches as possible at the conference tomorrow to talk about the problems.” Lizzie pulled open a drawer and gave her son a small box of raisins. 
“Mommy is just going to talk for a few minutes and then you can tell me all about your day.” She turned to the conversation once more.
“Do they have any plan of action, or are they just talking at this point?” Austin asked.
“They're still in the talking phase,” she answered. “That actually worries me because a lot of what they’re talking about doesn’t make sense.”
“What do you mean?” asked Jackie.
“Everyone in the meetings today was talking about issues with curriculum and ministry structure. They were basically pointing the finger at Sunday School and Youth ministry as the source of the problem.” Lizzie rolled her eyes, making it obvious what her take on the issue was.
“That’s ridiculous,” Daniel burst out. “The problem is that our kids are being raised by the media and their peers instead of their parents. Jackie and I were actually just talking about this. It has almost nothing do with ministry structure. On top of that, the church in general is looking more and more like the world. It’s in the way we talk, the way we dress, the things that entertain us. It’s no wonder that kids are walking out of the church and not looking back. What reason do they have to stay?”
“Exactly,” Lizzie agreed. “So many parents and even some of the elders look at us like a big babysitting service. It’s a fundamentally different attitude of the heart. They think we’re just here so that the adults can have real church and real worship time, as if the kids can’t take part in real worship. These kids need a touch from God just as much as everyone else.” 
“Is there anything we can do to help this weekend?” Jackie softly asked, after a moment of silence. It was obvious they didn’t yet have the answers for the big issues the churches were facing.
“I was planning on asking you two to help Austin and me set up, but I realize it’s very last minute. You don’t have to say yes. We can find an intern or two to bring along.”
“No, we would love to help you guys,” Jackie responded, “especially for something this important.”
“Can we sit in on the conference?” asked Austin.
“Yes, that’s an added perk. Only pastors, priests and elders are invited, but we’ll get to join them since we’re setting up and then taking things down afterward. And, if we finish setting up quickly enough, we can enjoy the retreat center some before people show up. I heard they have a nice lake.” 
Daniel and Jackie happily agreed to go with them. It was soon decided that they would spend the night at the Kelly’s house, and then all of them would travel together the next morning. 
There was another knock at the door. This time it was Grace, one of the few church interns able to keep up with Lizzie’s pace. 
“Hi guys!” she said in her chipper voice, “We have a little bit of a situation. The kids are still in praise right now, but Sam didn’t show up to teach the big group, so I was wondering if maybe one of you could step in?” Grace always had a way of saying everything in the most positive tone possible. The “big group” constituted a class of some forty kids ranging from first to fifth grade that met in a large classroom before breaking into small groups. The fact that there was no teacher and no prepared lesson constituted a minor emergency. 
Lizzie turned to her husband. “Austin, you could teach something, right?” 
“Uh, yeah, sure,” Austin said hesitantly. He wasn’t quite prepared to teach a bunch of energetic kids, but he did know how to roll with the punches. Teaching children was one of the few things that he felt confident in doing.
With that, Daniel and Jackie got up to leave. While Lizzie turned to give her son some attention, Austin began feverishly looking through the curriculum books from the ministry’s collection as well as rifling through a bin of objects they used for outreach games. The church service was about two hours, one hour for praise and another for the class. That meant Austin had about forty minutes to put together a whole lesson. 
Lizzie noticed that her husband was struggling, and decided to help out. She had a knack for throwing things together last minute. Austin gave their son a video game to play on his cell phone, which usually bought a half hour of no interruptions. 
After a little searching online, Lizzie had a lesson complete with fun games and Bible quizzes. Meanwhile, Austin found a DVD in the ministry's collection to go along with the class. He had almost laughed when he saw the title: “Having Courage for Christ.” 
“Oh, I’m the perfect person to teach this class,” he said sarcastically.
“What do you mean?” Lizzie asked.
“Nothing, I’ll explain later. Right now, I’ve got to prepare.” Austin sat down at another computer and began scrolling through the material. 
Lizzie wanted to press the issue, but she had work of her own to finish. She began to shuffle through some files on her desk. The next block of time was filled with her speedy typing, several phone calls, and a scraped knee emergency in the preschool class. A few minutes after she had rushed out, she came back from the preschoolers and looked at her wall clock.
“How’s the lesson going, hon?” she asked.
“It’s about as ready as it’s going to get. I don’t understand how you manage to do so many things at once,” Austin looked up at his wife. 
She smiled her appreciation. Austin glanced at his watch to find that he only had a few minutes until the class began. He sighed as he grabbed a printout of his notes. “Here goes nothing,” he said out loud as he headed to the door.
“You’ll do fine, babe,” Lizzie called after him. He gave her a smile before disappearing down the hall. After he was gone, Caleb announced he was all done with the video game. Lizzie decided to take him to the preschool class, which he always loved. Once she got back to her office, she closed her door and plopped down in her seat. 
An endless sea of manila folders stretched before her. A depressed feeling started settling into her heart. Something felt so wrong, yet she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. 
Lord, she prayed in her mind, I’m working at church, serving You, so why do I feel something isn’t right here? Is it just because I didn’t expect that ministry would involve so much paperwork?

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of children running by her door, laughing and talking loudly. “What is going on?” she asked herself as she stood to rush towards the door. In the process, she knocked over a cup of coffee that sat near the edge of her desk, splashing it all over the files. 
Lizzie let out a scream and yanked open her bottom drawer, quickly pulling out a stash of napkins to toss on top of the spill. She began pushing them down into the mess, trying to sop it up as quickly as possible, but all of her movement started a domino effect on the stacks of files, making some fall in the space between her desk and the wall. She let out a frustrated growl and grabbed more napkins from below to finish wiping up the mess. Accounting would undoubtedly wonder why all the budget reports and proposals were stained a dark brown, but Lizzie didn’t really care anymore. 
She finished cleaning up and then moved to retrieve the files that had fallen. Her only obstacle was a large, black office chair situated next to her desk. She pulled it out of the way with all her might. As she leaned down to grab the files, she noticed that, hidden behind the chair, was a guitar leaning against the wall. Lizzie remembered stashing it there months ago when she first took the job. She had never gotten the chance to pick it up since then. It was now covered in dust and all but forgotten. 
Lizzie felt an urging in her heart, one that she had not felt in a long time, one that normally came from God Himself.
No, I can’t, she thought, I have too much work that has to be finished. She picked up the files and stacked them back on her desk. She was about to slide the chair back into place, but something deep inside stopped her. She laughed at herself. It was ridiculous to think that God would want her to play music and sing when there were more important things to be done. 
She felt the urging grow into a still, small voice in her heart. I made you to be a worshipper, so worship. 
Lizzie stood motionless at first, not sure how to react. She often felt gentle nudges from the Holy Spirit, but this time was different. The urging was so strong that she felt like if she didn’t pick up the guitar and start singing, she was going to burst. She reached down and ran her fingers over the instrument, leaving trails in the dust. Before she could change her mind, she grabbed the neck and hoisted it onto her lap as she sat down. Her fingers strummed the strings; all six were out of tune. The off-key notes sounded like the guitar whining from lack of use. 
She instinctively reached for the tuning pegs, but a photo on the wall behind her desk caught her eye. It was a small framed picture of her surrounded by a large group of children in Central Park. She held a balloon animal that one of the kids had made for her, and a huge smile wreathed her face. Those were the days when Lizzie was still just a volunteer teacher, working hands on with the kids. She couldn’t remember the last time she laughed that hard, especially since she started her job in the administrative position. 
She looked back down at the instrument in her hands and suddenly felt very sorry for it, as if it was an old friend who had been forgotten and neglected. She tuned each string by ear, a feat made possible by her gift of perfect pitch. She then grabbed a tissue and brushed off most of the dust.   
Lizzie began to strum the guitar and hum. A song came to mind that she used to sing all the time, “How Great is Our God.” She started to play, and immediately felt a gentle fire begin to burn in her heart. 
Her cell phone made a chiming noise. She automatically reached over to pick it up, but stopped. The tug-of-war in her heart was strong. She wanted to continue the song, but her mind warned her. The text could be something important. She finally gave in and picked up the phone. It was a text from one of the teachers. They were asking for time off from ministry for the next couple of months. Lizzie mentally calculated the effects of that request. It would mean a lot of rescheduling and shuffling of teachers. Lizzie knew it didn’t have to be done right away, but she always liked to finish responsibilities sooner rather than later. 
“This is going to be a long night,” she muttered to herself. 
Lizzie sighed as she stood and placed the guitar back against the wall. She slid the chair back into place and set her mind to the task ahead of her. She had a lot of responsibility in the ministry and didn’t want to let anyone down. Lizzie promised herself that she would pull it back out again later, after the work was done. After all, it was work for the Lord and was more important than her own personal inspiration. 
 
***
 
Lizzie and Austin’s home was a great getaway. It was part of a small community tucked away in the woods of New Jersey, and each house had been built on a large lot, surrounded by forest and wildlife. For a city couple like Daniel and Jackie, it seemed like a sanctuary. Their house was two stories tall with stonework on the front and a red sandstone patio on the back. They began making payments on it several years ago, with their savings and a lot of help from their parents. The down payment had been big enough that the monthly mortgage was not too high. This helped the fact that neither of them made a great deal of money. It was a great place to grow a family and was perfectly quiet at night, except for the sound of deer rustling through the brush. 
They arrived home so late that Caleb was sent straight to bed after eating a sandwich, while the four adults zapped some leftovers. After eating, Jackie and Daniel went to sleep while Austin and Lizzie cleaned the kitchen. As they worked together, Austin slowly revealed his failures from earlier in the day. Lizzie dried the dishes as she listened to her husband venting his feelings of frustration and defeat. It was the type of speech she was used to. 
“I just don’t see how God is ever going to use me like this,” Austin finished his story. “I keep asking Him to make me a witness, but nothing ever changes.”
“Maybe that’s because you’re asking to become something that you already are.” Lizzie responded, putting down the drying towel and sitting down next to her husband. 
Austin raised one eyebrow, a quizzical look on his face. 
“Let me put it to you this way,” she continued, “do you ever ask God to make you my husband?”
“No”
“Why not?”
“Because I became your husband when we got married.”
“So what can you ask Him for?”
Austin paused before answering, “I can only ask Him to make me a better husband.” He finally realized what his wife was talking about. 
“Exactly,” she continued. “In the same way, you can’t ask God to make you a witness when you already are simply by the fact that Jesus saved you. No matter what choices you make, you will always be witnessing to others about who God is. The question is whether or not you’re being a good witness.” Lizzie stood up and walked over to the sink to finish wiping down the countertop. Austin sat and digested what she said. Her point made sense, but that didn’t make his regret any easier to let go.
“Yeah,” he finally mumbled softly. He always thought at those moments how much she must be tired of putting up with his craziness. He was ready for the conversation and the whole evening to come to an end.
“Honey, the Lord is merciful and He’s going to keep giving you chances until you get it right,” Lizzie continued. “It may not be comfortable, but He’ll do whatever it takes to give you that courage and faith. Maybe that’s why you keep getting faced with the issue again and again. I believe that you want it and have asked for it, just be prepared for when he answers your prayer.” 
Austin nodded his head. Lizzie walked over and gently kissed him, exchanging a gentle moment. Then, she sat back in her chair and yawned. 
“I’m exhausted.” 
“It was quite an evening, wasn’t it? By the way, the kids loved the class.” Austin smiled at the remembrance.
“Yeah, I heard you herding them down the hallway like a bunch of elephants…laughing ones.” They both laughed. Lizzie neglected to mention about pulling out her guitar. 
“Anyway, tomorrow’s another big day. We have a lot of work to do. Let’s get to bed.” They turned out the lights and headed upstairs. 
As they were lying in bed, Lizzie couldn’t get the image of the guitar out of her head. As she drifted to sleep, a thought came to her that perhaps she was missing something, something that God was trying to show her. She wanted to figure out what that something could be, but it was too hard to think in the arms of slumber.  
Austin lay in bed and stared at the ceiling, tired but unable to sleep. He thought of all the kids he was responsible for teaching, and what kind of witness he was passing on to them—the future church. He thought of all the difficulties the church was facing around the world in general. Then, he thought about his son. 
He and Lizzie made a conscious effort, from the time Caleb was born, to raise him in the Lord, but Austin always worried about the world his son was growing up in. He knew how difficult it was to shine a light while surrounded by so much darkness. How much more difficult would it be when his son became an adult? He and Lizzie agreed that, more than anything else, they wanted their son to grow up on fire for Jesus Christ. Austin knew that meant he had to personally make some changes and become more of a godly leader for his son. He also knew that only one Person could make that change a reality.
“Okay Lord,” he whispered in the dark, “whatever it takes.”
 



CHAPTER 3
 
The four friends awoke early so they could fit in a quick breakfast before piling into the Kelly’s car for the journey upstate. Lizzie’s mom arrived as they were setting their bags near the entrance. She had come to look after Caleb in his parents’ absence. After many goodbye hugs and kisses, they started off on their journey. 
As the car pulled out of the long driveway, Caleb stood by his grandmother and waved to his parents. Lizzie didn’t know why, but as her husband turned the steering wheel and her son disappeared behind a grove of trees, she felt a heavy sorrow descend upon her heart. She knew it wasn’t a normal sadness, and almost felt like speaking up, but at the same time, she didn’t want to slow down the whole group because of her worry. She convinced herself it was just separation anxiety and began instead to focus on the work they had ahead of them.
The drive was about three hours, which gave the group plenty of time to discuss plans on how to get everything done as efficiently as possible. As usual, Lizzie managed to come up with a plan that would allow them to finish everything in just a few hours. Austin was always blown away by how his wife’s mind worked.   
Daniel let out a low whistle as they turned down a side street and came into view of the resort. “How’d they find this place?” he asked, obviously impressed.
“Well,” Lizzie answered, “it’s primarily a ski resort, but at this time of year, it’s quieter and we don’t have to deal with a huge number of vacationers.”
They pulled up to the main lodge as Lizzie continued. “Oh, and because it’s off-season, they got a really good deal. I think that was the deciding factor for staying here.”
“Nice choice,” Daniel smiled as they all stepped out of the car and looked around. An impressive lake spread out beyond the foot of the gentle hill upon which the resort stood. It sparkled and glistened in the mid-morning sun. Beyond the lake, the Appalachian Mountains provided a breathtaking view. 
“I wonder if they have water sports,” Austin laughed. 
“They do,” his wife replied, “not that we’ll have time for all that. We’re only staying a day.” 
As the four of them unloaded and headed inside, Austin paused to look around once more. The day was bright and perfectly clear, the blue of the sky so vivid and deep that it was like staring into the ocean. As his gaze was drawn towards the mountain range, he noticed a small bunch of clouds far in the north. They looked slightly threatening, like thunderheads in the making.              
“We might get rain later on today,” he said, as he looked around to find himself alone. Everyone was eager to get to work and had already gone inside the lodge. As he entered, Austin glanced up at the wooden sign hanging over the awning. It had been painted brown and the yellow writing, in all-caps lettering, said, “WELCOME TO BEAR CREEK.”
Setting up the conference went much more quickly than the team had expected, and by noon they were sitting on a dock at the lake. With the singing birds and the wind whispering through the trees, the scene before them was idyllic. The lodge had provided a buffet for the conference, and Lizzie took the liberty of packing a few Styrofoam boxes for them to share. 
They basked in the warm sun, their Bibles and journals spread out upon the large blanket where they sat in varying degrees of relaxation, enjoying the fruit and pastries. Other than the occasional light conversation, the atmosphere was quiet and reflective. It seemed that each one had some soul searching to do after their intense discussion the previous evening. 
Austin shaded his eyes as he looked out across the dazzling lake.
“Check it out,” he nudged Lizzie and pointed.
“It looks like an island,” she replied as she squinted into the sight.
Daniel and Jackie both looked up as well. “It’s so small that it blends in with the opposite shoreline,” Daniel observed.
They all turned to the sound of approaching footsteps from behind.
“You four look like you’re taking a nice break.” The voice came from a man who appeared to be in his mid-fifties, with graying hair and a full beard. His plaid button-down shirt, suspenders and jeans gave him the appearance of a mountain man. They assumed that he worked for the lodge.               
“Have people started showing up?” Jackie asked in apprehension. 
Austin looked at his watch  to discover that they had been sitting by the shore for two hours already. 
“No, no, you’re fine,” he replied. His booming voice was soothing and gentle. “You know, if you’d like to try something fun, that little island over there is a great destination point for rowing.” 
The idea sounded nice to Daniel and Jackie, who quickly agreed together that they would go. Austin looked out over the water once more. Something began to stir deep within his heart, a strong pull to also row out to the island. He hadn’t experienced many feelings like that before, so he almost brushed it off, but found that it refused to go away.
“I think it would be nice to go out there real quick,” Austin said, turning to his wife. “It won’t take long, right?” 
Lizzie now glanced out into the lake, craning her eyes to see the spot of land on the water. Part of her wanted to stay back and be ready for the seminar, but she also felt a pull deep inside to go.  
“Sure, we can go for a little bit, if you want to,” she finally said, casting a cheery smile toward her husband.
“How much to rent the boats?” Daniel asked. He started to pull out his wallet, but the old man just waved it away with his hands. 
“Don’t worry about it. You guys are the only ones around right now, and no one is going to miss one boat for an hour or so.” His smile was reassuring and encouraging. Austin thought the old man  would make an excellent grandpa. 
“You can take one of those over there.” He motioned to a row of boats tied off to the nearest dock.
With that, the group jumped in the closest boat and pushed off into the gentle waves. As they began to pull away from the shore, the man waved to them and called out, “You’re going to love it out there. It’s like being in a different world.” 
Austin noticed that he watched them for a few minutes before he slowly walked back towards the lodge. 
“Nice guy,” Austin said. 
“Yeah,” Jackie agreed. “What was his name?”
“Uh,” he stopped rowing for a moment. “I forgot to ask his name.”
“We can find out when we get back,” Lizzie assured them.
The men rowed for several minutes, until the boat had taken them far out onto the lake and the lodge was a tiny spot in the distance. From that vantage point, the broad mountains surrounding them made Austin feel like they were rowing around in a giant cauldron. The water rippled in the gentle wind, occasionally sending bits of spray into their faces. Lizzie turned to see that the small island seemed less intriguing than before. It was little more than a pile of rocks bulging out from the surface of the water.
“Do you guys want to just stop here and relax for a bit?” she asked the group. Everyone agreed, and the men pulled in the oars. They took a few moments to appreciate the beauty all around them. Puffy clouds drifted across the sun, causing gentle rays to shoot in all directions. With a vast, placid lake stretching for miles around them, it was indeed like a whole other world. Austin silently thanked God for all the blessings in his life, and for those that he knew would come. In his heart, he hoped that in this beautiful place, he could have a special encounter with the Lord and become a changed man.
They had all brought their backpacks with them on the boat but the idea of drifting on the waves and taking in the view seemed so much better than reading and writing. Everyone was excited about the prospect, but Lizzie’s cell phone gave off an alarm that signaled it was almost time for the other members of the church staff to arrive. With a tinge of disappointment, they turned the boat back towards shore, and started rowing. 
A burst of wind suddenly knocked into them, causing the boat to veer to the side. A deep rumbling overhead made them look up once again at the clouds. They were no longer beautiful. Their movement was eerily fast, as they stretched high into the atmosphere, almost like billowing smoke from a fire. In a matter of moments, the blue sky had completely disappeared, and not a single ray of sunlight peeked through the looming, dark canopy. Rapid flashes of lightning sliced through the air, booming like a row of cannons. The breeze carried a strong scent of rain. 
“We’d better hurry,” Daniel called above the din. They began rowing as fast as they could, but the storm was faster. Clouds descended down the mountainside, rolling like an avalanche of snow, and drops of rain began falling on the group. A light sprinkle quickly grew to massive sheets of rain drenching them in a matter of seconds. Another burst of strong winds hit them, propelling the boat more than the rowing. Lightning continued exploding from every direction. In the chaos, Lizzie noticed a pool collecting at her feet.
“We’re taking on water!” she shouted out, grabbing her husband’s knee. “We have to try and throw it out!”
“Then do it!” her husband replied, as he continued to row against the raging storm and heavy winds.
Lizzie began cupping her hands together, trying to scoop out as much water as she could, but it seemed useless. Jackie had a water bottle in her bag that she quickly emptied and began filling with the water that was rapidly taking over the boat. Daniel and Austin continued to row, though they began to realize their efforts were futile. They couldn’t even see where they were going anymore. Austin closed his eyes and focused all his strength into the oar in his hands. Fear gripped him as he thought of Caleb growing up an orphan. 
Why did I feel an urging to come out here? he screamed in his heart to God. 
Amid the fury of the wind, words shone into Austin’s mind, like a single ray of light shining through the storm. The words were from a Bible story he read long ago. Why are you so fearful? How is it that you have no faith?

Austin opened his eyes. Overhead, a light pierced through the clouds. Everyone in the boat stopped what they were doing and looked up. It was a white ball so bright it looked like the sun. Austin squinted to protect his eyes as he noticed curls of flame flowing from its rim. 
A deep rumbling sound, like a thousand waterfalls, emanated from the light and kept getting louder by the second. Tendrils of fire began snaking out from the object; they descended upon the face of the lake in a spiral motion. The air became so hot that it was difficult to breathe as the ball of light started growing. Everyone instinctively covered their faces and crouched down. The sound grew to a deafening climax, and then all was suddenly silent. 
 



CHAPTER 4
 
The four of them remained crouched down, too afraid to move. The air suddenly became very cool, chilling their moist skin. They all sat up and opened their eyes to a wall of grey fog all around. The storm had stopped. The light overhead had disappeared. 
“What was that?” Daniel whispered.
“I don’t know, let’s just row to shore,” Austin replied and they both dipped their oars back into the water. No one understood what had just happened, so no one spoke. The women continued to scoop out as much water as they could while the men pressed on towards shore, or at least what they thought was shore. 
“Something’s wrong,” Daniel finally spoke up. He pulled his oar out of the water, and Austin followed his lead. They were exhausted. 
“We should have hit shore by now.” He was right. They had only rowed out onto the lake for about fifteen minutes before the storm hit, and now they had been rowing for at least forty-five minutes in what felt like the opposite direction.
“We might have gotten blown off course or something,” Austin ventured. 
“Maybe we’re close enough for someone from shore to hear us.” Lizzie said as she cupped her hands over her mouth. “Hello?! Can anyone hear me? We need help!”
“What do you guys think that bright light was?” Jackie finally asked the question they had all had been inwardly pondering. 
“It may have been something like ball lightning,” Austin offered.
“Ball lightning?” Lizzie asked, raising an eyebrow. 
“Yes, ball lightning,” he answered defensively. “It’s a natural phenomenon.”
“I don’t think there was anything natural about that,” Lizzie countered. “Anyway, right now what we need to concern ourselves with is how to get back to shore as soon as possible. If we don’t show up for the conference, everyone’s going to freak and call the police or something.”
Austin slammed his oar down at his feet and burst out in a crescendo of emotion, “I can’t believe that stupid Paul Bunyan lookalike sent us onto the lake when he knew very well that a storm could blow up any minute. I mean, I saw clouds myself when we first got here!” 
“Austin, calm down!” Lizzie raised her voice. 
Daniel and Jackie looked at each other in silence. Austin dropped his head and heaved a sigh of frustration.
“I’m sorry, I’m more upset at myself than anything,” he said, much more quietly. “I should have known this was a bad idea. Now we’re going to miss the conference, we’ll all get into trouble and…”
“Austin, it’s okay.” His wife reached out and took hold of her husband’s hand. She tried her best to sound calm, though she was quaking inside. “No one is going to fault us for getting caught in a storm.” 
She pulled out her cell phone from her bag. It had no signal from the time they rounded the mountains driving in, but she hoped that somehow it would pick up a signal. 
“Oh! I have a few bars. Maybe I can get a call through.” She dialed a number and put the phone to her ear. After a moment, she pulled it away and looked at it again, her brow furrowed in confusion. 
“What’s wrong?” Austin asked.
“This thing is going haywire,” Lizzie answered. She stared at a screen that was flashing on and off randomly. Everyone else in the group pulled out their phones and found the same problem. All of the cell phones suddenly went completely dead. 
“Maybe something happened with all the lightning to fry the electronics,” Austin said. Deep down he knew that his hypothesis made about as much sense as ball lightning , but he was desperate to wrap his head around what was happening.
“If we drift long enough, I bet we’ll hit the shoreline. It may be way off from the lodge, but we can walk back.”  Daniel finally spoke up. Given the circumstances, his idea made the most sense, and so they drifted. 
The four of them sat in silence for what felt like an eternity, shivering in the brisk, damp air. It was an eerie feeling to watch the grey sky slowly grow darker and darker until finally the last bit of daylight faded altogether. Soon, everything was engulfed in darkness. Nothing could be seen and all that could be heard was the lapping of water against the boat’s side. The air was cold and deathly still.
A soft breeze began to whisper across the water, clearing away most of the fog and revealing a faint light overhead. The clouds rolled back to unveil a brilliant, starry sky with a crescent moon shining just over the tree tops. In spite of everything that had befallen them, the view was breathtaking. 
Austin felt a reassuring thought stirring in his heart. No matter what happened, God was in charge.
“Is that the shore?” Lizzie asked, squinting her eyes in the moonlight. As soon as she had asked the question, the boat jolted and stopped. They had run aground. Everyone grabbed their backpacks and clambered onto the land. As they gathered on the shore, their eyes adjusted to the moonlight that painted the world around them in a dim outline.
“How could we have possibly drifted out there so long? The lake wasn’t that big, was it?” Daniel asked, more to himself than anyone else. No one answered. 
“It looks like this part of the lake shore had all the forest cleared out, which I think means there’s some sort of building further in,” Austin observed. 
Immediately, they headed inland towards what they hoped was the lodge. Lizzie, with Caleb in mind, doubled her pace. Austin saw his wife’s silhouette grow smaller as she got further and further ahead. Then she suddenly stopped. The other three soon caught up to her. In front of them, the pale moonlight illuminated a large parking lot that was cracked and overgrown with weeds.
“We must have gotten blown way off course,” Daniel said after he surveyed the area. “Maybe this is a parking lot for park rangers or something.” 
“Probably so,” Austin agreed. “I wish I’d taken a closer look at the map of the area they had up at the lodge. Maybe we’d have a better idea of where we are, not that it matters much in this darkness.”
“Hey, wait!” exclaimed Daniel, “I have a flashlight!” He quickly rummaged through his backpack and produced a small object. He clicked a button and a bright beam pierced the night. 
“Can’t believe you didn’t think of that earlier,” Jackie teased. She took his hand and he squeezed hers tightly.
“Let’s see if there’s a hiking path or a side road,” Austin suggested. A piercing howl rang out from the depths of the woods. 
“Or not,” Lizzie responded. 
“So hiking’s out of the question. Maybe we could flag someone down on the highway,” said Daniel.
“What if the highway is miles away, sugar?” Jackie asked. “We can’t go walking around in the dark with nothing but a tiny flashlight.”
“Maybe we can find one of those emergency phones, or something.” Austin began to grow nervous. “Whatever we do, we can’t stay here.” 
The four of them started searching the area two by two, though Lizzie found it hard to think about anything but her son. By now, everyone had to have noticed that they were missing, and would have told her mom. She wondered how Caleb would take the news. 
They soon discovered that the parking lot was completely empty, except for an abandoned pickup truck hidden off in one corner. Its cracking paint and rusted metal made it clear that it had been there quite a while. Both side windows had been smashed in and shards of glass sparkled on the ground. Austin and Daniel both opened opposite doors and began to look inside the truck, assessing their possibilities.
“Honey, is this thing even going to run?” Lizzie asked her husband as he leaned down and peered at some exposed wires under the steering wheel. He didn’t respond. Their situation was looking worse by the moment.
“Guys,” said Daniel, “I don’t think we have much of a choice. We have to try this.” 
It seemed like only a miracle could make it start, but since the only other option was walking, they all climbed in. The inside of the truck smelled damp and musty, and the seats were ripped, revealing layers of dirty cushioning. Austin had never hotwired a vehicle before, and as he ran his fingers over the wires under the steering wheel, his wife looked on warily. He decided to try something he’d seen in movies and pulled down the visor. A pair of keys fell into his lap.
He laughed aloud in relief. “I’m surprised that actually worked.” He put the key in the ignition. “Let’s pray this works.” 
The group collectively held their breath as he turned the key. The engine struggled for a few suspenseful moments and then started up with a dull roar. They all sighed with relief. Austin shifted the gear into drive, and slowly began moving forward. It took him a moment to find the switch for the headlights, but only one worked and it was dim, so it didn’t make much difference. None of the gauges worked, so there was no telling how fast they were going or how much fuel they had in the tank. Then a question from Lizzie made everyone pause.
“Where exactly are we going?” Her words hung in the air for a moment.
“I think we’ll eventually merge onto the same highway we came in on,” Jackie responded. “I remember several gas stations along the way. There’s got to be one open.”
Austin wasn’t so sure. Something just seemed bizarre about their whole situation. He began to imagine different scenarios of what he would say to the “kind” old man who sent them off on the boat. Would he yell at him? Would he file some sort of complaint? Then, reason took over. After all, they had not been forced to go out rowing. 
His mind switched to figuring out what to do when they arrived back at the resort. They were going to have a lot of explaining to do with the leaders from church. The familiar feeling of failure and frustration swept over him again.
After driving along the lonely road for what felt like hours, they turned onto a narrow, two-lane highway. The rosy tinge of dawn began peeking over the mountaintops, painting the landscape in an ever-so-slightly brighter hue. As they rounded a long curve of road, the monotonous view of trees gave way to a spacious valley. A large town spread across the scene, with thousands of rooftops littering the mountainside. 
“Oh, thank God,” Lizzie breathed aloud as they passed a billboard of a family smiling in front of a picturesque home. 
Underneath the scene, they could faintly make out the words: “WELCOME TO SPRING HILL, AN EASY PLACE TO BE HAPPY.” Ironically, the billboard itself had obviously suffered years of neglect and didn’t look too “happy.” Much of the facing was torn and peeling off, and the scene was covered with obscene graffiti. Austin wondered to himself how safe the town was. Of course, he didn’t express that concern out loud.
Only a few cars were out in the early morning. The two-lane highway that cut through the town was lined with gas stations, restaurants, and stores, most of which were closed. Many of the places looked as if they were permanently shut down, not in much better shape than the billboard. 
“Look, it’s a coffee shop,” Daniel pointed to their right. “I think it’s open.” 
Austin pulled the truck in and parked in between a couple other cars. The engine died before he had a chance to turn it off.
“Praise God it got us here,” he said with a smile to the others. Normally when he said “Praise God” for something, it was somewhat of a cliché, especially while at church. Now, however, he meant it wholeheartedly.
“Hopefully this place will let us use their phone,” Lizzie said, looking over her shoulder at the coffee shop. They climbed out of the dead pickup and walked into the café, where the few customers stared at them from their tables. Apparently, everyone saw them roll in with the dying truck. The four of them smiled nervously, but didn’t receive the same in return. The people looked suspicious, unsure, even a little scared. The four friends, feeling a little awkward at the reception, sat at an empty table, and the rest of the customers slowly went back to their own business. 
By the sign hanging over the register, and the samplings behind a glass counter, they realized the place was actually an Internet café that sold coffee and pastries. The delicious aroma of baked goods made them all salivate, especially since their last meal had been hours before by the shoreline. 
“I’ll get us some breakfast,” Daniel said as he pulled out his wallet and walked to the counter. While he was gone, the others took some time to soak in their surroundings. 
They didn’t see any computers, and at every table there were five or six silver devices, about the size of a piece of paper and just as thin. Many of the patrons were holding these objects in their hands, running their fingers across the luminescent surfaces. The customers looked comfortable, like this was their normal hangout every morning. Their eyes were glued to the screens in front of them.
Meanwhile, Daniel was completing a large order for his friends and began pulling out his credit card. The cashier stopped his typing on the register and looked at Daniel’s hands with a quizzical look. Daniel handed him the card, unaware of the young man’s confused expression.
“Uh, sir,” the cashier said, “what is this?”
Daniel was caught off guard by the question. “Uh, it’s my credit card, why? Oh, you guys take cash only?” Daniel then pulled out a twenty dollar bill, which the cashier took and stared at intently. He turned the bill over in his hands, furrowing his brow.
“Um, I’m sorry sir. We don’t take this.” The young man handed the money back to Daniel, who was very confused. “The cost is twenty-three credits. Don’t you have your FRA card?” 
“My what?” Daniel asked.
“Your food ration allowance card?” The cashier spoke slowly, as if he were describing the card to a child. Daniel merely shook his head, jaw slung open in bewilderment. He slowly turned and walked back to the table and relayed to the group what happened.
“What kind of crazy town is this?” Lizzie asked. “Who doesn’t accept dollars in the United States?”
“I’ve heard of some regions creating their own currency since the global economy took a downturn,” Austin offered. “Still, why would they not accept federal currency at all? And what’s with that whole food rationing thing?” 
All four of them began to feel uneasy and nervous. The excitement of getting out of the wilderness was gone.
“I’m going to try and call someone to get us out of here.” Lizzie stood, walked toward the counter and asked the server if she could use the phone. The young man nodded and pulled it out.
She decided to call her mom first. She had to know her son was okay before she could calm down and think clearly about anything else. She dialed her mom’s house number, but a pre-recorded voice came over the receiver, saying that the number was not in service. She thought she accidentally dialed the wrong number, so she tried again, but got the same response. Her stomach turned inside of her as she fought to grasp what was happening. 
She then realized that her mother was looking after Caleb at their house, so she dialed the house number. The same thing happened. She dialed the church next. This time, the phone started ringing. She felt a moment of relief, but then a gruff man’s voice answered.
“Midtown Car Service,” he said, and then after a moment of silence, “Hello?” in an irritated tone.
“Oh, uh, sorry,” Lizzie stammered, “I think I have the wrong number.” The man hung up on her. 
She knew she had dialed the right number. Her hands began to tremble as she began dialing every number she could think of, from cousins and friends to in-laws and co-workers. Every single one of them was either non-existent or answered by a stranger. After the final attempt, she slammed the phone down, partly out of frustration and partly out of fear. The server behind the counter jumped back a bit, then reached out to snatch the phone away. Lizzie tried to smile and headed back to the table, where she relayed what happened to the others. 
“You couldn’t reach my parents?” Austin asked. He was clearly disturbed. 
“No, I couldn’t reach anyone.” 
“Is there another number I could try?” he asked.
“No, I tried calling everyone we know.” Lizzie replied. 
“I’ll try our family.” Daniel said as he stood and walked toward the counter. The cashier didn’t seem too thrilled to loan out his phone again, but he consented to Daniel’s request. After several long minutes, he returned to the table and plopped down, his face showing shock and confusion. 
“What happened” Jackie asked. 
“Nothing. I tried our parents and all our friends. Everything was a wrong number.” Daniel’s voice sounded distant, as if he felt lost. By this time, they were getting plenty of strange looks from the other customers. The four of them sat staring at each other helplessly, unsure what to think or do. 
Daniel looked down at the silver devices that rested on the table in front of him. He furrowed his brow as he picked one up to examine.
“Hey, guys?” he asked, “Have you ever heard of this brand of computers?” At the base of the flat screen the name EXECLSIOR was etched into the silver rim. 
“Excelsior computers? I’ve never heard of them before, I’ve never even seen a product like this on the market. What about you, hon?” Austin turned to his wife, who had considerably more experience than he did with computer technology.
“No, me neither,” she replied, “but Daniel, you’re more of a computer techie than the rest of us. What is this thing?”
“It’s definitely some sort of touch screen computer pad, but I’ve never seen anything like it,” said Daniel as he ran his fingers around the program icons from the desktop screen. “They remind me of the touch pad devices I use at work, but at the same time, they’re quite different.” He tried working with the device for a few minutes, but everything looked completely foreign to him. “This is bizarre.” He finally said in frustration. “Everything looks similar to what I know yet nothing is familiar.” 
“That description fits this entire place,” Austin quipped. 
“Where are we?” Lizzie asked, more to herself than anyone.
“I wonder if something happened to us in that storm,” Jackie whispered in a trembling voice.
“You mean, like, we’re…dead?” Austin inquired.
“No,” Lizzie retorted, “this is definitely not Heaven, so we can’t be dead.”
“Maybe it’s some sort of dream or vision,” Daniel suggested.
“But it feels too real to be a dream,” Jackie said. “And anyway, a dream we’re all having at the same time?”
“Okay, okay, I know that’s not possible.” Daniel put his head in his hands.
“But where does that leave us?” Lizzie persisted. “Where are we?” 
No one knew how to answer her.
“So much for my ball lightning theory,” Austin muttered. He fell silent for a moment, but then whispered excitedly, “Maybe, this is some sort of backwoods town that the government is covering up because they have some secret base nearby.” 
“A backwoods town with an internet café?” his wife asked. It was a dubious notion.
“And what about the fact that there’s no trace of our family or friends here, or recognizable computers or currency?” Daniel rolled the pieces of the puzzle around in his mind. “It doesn’t make any sense.” 
“There is that story of Philip in Acts,” Austin ventured once more. “You know, where after he baptized the Ethiopian eunuch, he was miraculously taken somewhere else to continue evangelizing? I remember studying about it with the men’s group at church.” 
Everyone thought for a moment, and Lizzie asked, “Are you saying that we’ve been…taken to this place by the Holy Spirit?”
Austin shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know hon, I’m just saying that maybe there’s some divine purpose that brought us here. Maybe there are people here who need to hear the Gospel, or something.” 
By now, the café had fallen silent, except for the four of them, and they realized that many ears were listening. When Austin said the word “Gospel,”
Lizzie noticed that a few teenagers from the next table perked up. 
“I guess that kind of makes sense,” Daniel agreed. “I mean, we know that God is the only One who could have brought us here, and why else would He do something like this unless it was to bring people to Him?”
“This just all seems so crazy,” Jackie said, putting her hands to her head, as if it ached. Then, she put her hands on the table and said, “Maybe we should pray.” 
Up to this point, they had garnered plenty of side stares from various people around them. Then, the group leaned in towards each other, lowered their heads and closed their eyes. Each one prayed quietly to themselves, speaking in the faintest whispers. It wasn’t a long prayer, but when they raised their heads they saw the whole café staring at them, this time with slack-jawed shock. 
One young girl that looked about fifteen quickly stepped up to their table saying with a commanding voice, “You need to come with me…right now!”
 
 



CHAPTER 5
 
Lizzie was about to ask the girl why, but something made her turn to look at the cashier. He was slowly reaching for the phone while keeping an eye on her and the others. As he began dialing, Lizzie realized that they did indeed need to leave immediately. One look at the other three showed they were all in agreement. 
What happened next was a blur. A small group of teenagers took them by the arms and ushered them out of the coffee shop. The two couples were quickly directed into a van that was parked outside. The young girl who spoke to them took her place in the front passenger seat while a young man sat behind the wheel. As soon as the side door slid shut, the van peeled out of the gravel parking lot and squealed onto the road. 
The boy quickly turned off the main road and then made several more quick turns, as if to ensure no one would follow them. It was enough to leave Austin feeling queasy. He did notice something as they went further into town, however. Nearly every building looked run down or condemned, like decaying shells of structures that used to be beautiful in life. 
Lizzie got a chance to study their “captors.” Two boys and one girl sat in the back with them, all about the same age as the two in front. The boys were dressed rather preppy, with neatly combed hair and polo shirts. The girl’s appearance contrasted sharply with theirs; she looked like a punk rocker, with Tropicana-red hair and dark clothing. Lizzie couldn’t get a good look at the boy and girl in front, other than to notice that they looked like siblings. They were a strange mix. 
After a few minutes of driving, the van turned into a neighborhood of houses that looked relatively affluent. They pulled into one of the driveways and the two in front jumped out and pulled open the side doors. The other teens riding with them quickly ushered the group out. They were rushed into a small guest house, or at least it looked small compared to the gigantic house next to it. 
Once inside, it was easy to see that ten or twelve people could stay there comfortably. Throughout the entire trip, both the boy and girl in front had been looking around nervously; they looked near panic while the four were being taken into the house. They were led to a living room. There, four couches were positioned in a rectangle around a central rug and coffee table. 
“Sit down,” the girl commanded, as she stepped out of the living room, quickly follow by the other four teens. The two couples squeezed in one couch, as if their close proximity could bring them greater protection for their confusing situation. The couches were plush and upholstered with soft, black leather but worn spots showed that they had been used for many years.
They heard frantic voices outside the room. “We can’t stay here for long. Too many people saw them at the coffee shop.” The voices grew softer after that point. Some more muted conversation ensued, and then they saw through the window the preppy boys and punk rock girl riding away on bicycles. The two apparent siblings came back into the living room. They began going to each of the windows, nervously scanning the area before closing the curtains. They then turned on the lights and sat down on the couch opposite the foursome. 
Now that everything was still, the group got a good look at the lead “kidnappers.” The boy looked to be in his late teens. He had short, scruffy black hair and roughed up clothing, similar to the punk rock girl. Hazel, almond-shaped eyes shone from an angular, yet handsome, face—despite a few pimples. His frame was tall and lean with scrawny arms and legs. Lizzie couldn’t help thinking that he looked like a typical garage band rocker. His sister had the same color eyes and hair, and her face was as pretty as his was handsome. Her skinny frame, which resembled her brother’s, was clothed in a simple t-shirt and jeans.
“Sorry about the crazy rush,” said the boy, after an awkward moment of silence. “My name is Mark and this is my sister, Tasha,” he continued, motioning to his sister at his left. 
The four introduced themselves, and before they could ask any questions, the boy continued. He leaned in and spoke in a hushed tone. “We figured you were different when you pulled up in the truck, and then with all the stuff you were talking about. When you started praying, we knew we had to get you out of there fast. The police really crack down on people like us.” 
He looked at the four faces across from him, who all wore very confused looks. He tried to keep explaining, “I decided to bring you here because this is kind of like a safe house where our group gets together sometimes. None of the NPs are on to it yet.”
“That may change now,” Tasha added with an obvious tone of irritation. “I told you we should have taken them somewhere else.”
“Where was I supposed to take them?” retorted Mark. The four observers could do nothing but sit and watch the sibling argument. 
After a few more snips back and forth, Mark turned to the group and asked, “Where exactly are you guys from?” The four of them looked at each other, unsure how to answer.
“It’s a little difficult to explain,” Austin finally responded. He paused, searching for the words. He didn’t understand where they were, much less how to describe where they came from.
“Let’s just say that we think God has sent us here,” Daniel said, seeing his friend struggling. At this, the two on the opposite couch dropped their jaws in amazement. Tasha turned to her brother.
“I think these are the ones. The ones that Mr. Peterson told us to pray for,” she said. 
A shiver ran through the four friends simultaneously, though they had no idea why.
Her brother looked unsure. “What do you guys know about Jesus?” His question caught the four of them off guard.
“Actually,” Daniel began slowly, “we’re all teachers, or staff members, at our church, and we work with children and youth.”
“See?!” Tasha said, her voice full of excitement, “We have to take them to Mr. Peterson. He’ll know what to do.”
“How are we going to get them to school, and where are they supposed to hide once we’re there?” He turned to his sister, frustrated. She had convinced him about the newcomers, but he was anxious about the next step. 
“They can stay in the basement, near our meeting spot.” Tasha was quick with the response. “Besides, they can’t stay here. Mom and Dad will find out.” 
Mark nodded his assent. He got up and started pacing back and forth, talking out loud as ideas formed in his mind.
“Coach Riley asked me to help him move some old equipment downstairs for storage today. I know that part of it is in a bin of basketballs. I think it’s big enough to hold all four of you, with the balls on top.” Mark looked down at his watch. “We’ll just have to get you there quickly. It’s 7:30. School starts in half an hour.
After piling into the van once more, Mark pulled back onto the road and began his mad dash to school. After another series of nauseatingly quick turns, they careened into a big parking lot. Mark whirled around and looked each one in the face.
“You guys will have to stay here until after first period starts. I can sneak back out to let you in before the coach and I start moving stuff downstairs.” The group didn’t have any time to respond before the two teens jumped out of the vehicle and ran into the school building. 
Austin peeked out the dark windows. The building appeared to have been recently remodeled, yet it still carried the classic, straight-lace design of an institute of learning. A neat row of windows, in perfect order, circled each of the three stories. At the front entrance, a set of large, red doors stood open. Two columns, with a classical awning carved in stone overhead, completed the effect. 
A school bell rang, echoing across the parking lot. Teenagers flooded toward the entrance and Austin ducked back down, turning towards his companions.
“What did he mean about the NPs cracking down on people like us? Who are they?” That phrase had stood out in Lizzie’s mind.
“I assume he’s talking about some police force attacking Christians,” Austin answered. “Maybe this is a world where Christians are hunted down, like in China or North Korea.”
“A world?” Lizzie echoed. 
Her husband shrugged, feeling a bit foolish. “I don’t know. I’m just saying that’s what it looks like.” 
“We need to ask these kids more questions. This is not a good time to be guessing,” his wife answered.
“Hopefully we’ll get a chance to do that soon,” Daniel said, adding, “They don’t seem the type to stay in one place for too long.” 
Austin looked up again to see Mark burst out from the school door and sprint for his van. Once there, he pulled open the door and ushered them out. He started running again and bid them to do the same. They raced around to a side entrance, which was shaded by a large evergreen tree. Once he led them inside, Mark wasted no time in getting them to the gym. It was soon obvious why he chose the side entrance; it was closest to their destination. Within a few seconds, they stood under the bright lights of a vacant basketball court. 
Mark motioned towards a large bin with a few basketballs in the bottom. At least 50 more balls were scattered around the floor. One by one, they climbed in and then were showered with the remaining balls. The bin consisted of a wire frame that was covered all around with beige cloth. Their bodies made the cloth bulge out at the bottom, but the cascade of basketballs added bulge of their own. It was rather painful to crouch down on a wire frame with the weight of dozens of basketballs on top, but none in the group had a chance to complain. Mark would have apologized, but just as he finished, a man’s voice could be heard from across the court.               
“Mark, are you ready with that equipment?” It was the coach. 
“Yes sir, coach, I’ll bring it to the elevator,” was his reply. After some initial exertion to move the excess weight of four people, Mark was able to roll the bin out into the hallway. Through a small hole in the fabric, Lizzie could peek out and see the bottoms of lockers moving past. The motion stopped for a moment and she saw a pair of sneakers step into view.
“What took so long with these basketballs?” the coach asked. 
“Someone had scattered a few on the floor, so I had to gather them up again.” Mark technically wasn’t lying, since Tasha had taken the balls out to make space for the group. 
The bin moved forward a bit more, revealing a pair of elevator doors through the small hole. The paint on the doors was a faded, chipped green. This part of the building had apparently missed the remodeling. A loud sigh could be heard emitting from the coach as he repeatedly pressed the button. The doors finally slid open with a ding. The elevator didn’t look any better on the inside, and it shook as it lowered them down. It dinged again, signifying the end of their descent as the doors slid open. They moved out into the hallway of the basement, and a musty smell wafted into Lizzie’s face. The bottoms of more lockers passed by, ones that clearly not been used for a long time. 
After a few more feet, the bin stopped and they heard the sounds of a door being unlocked. The door was pulled open with much huffing from the coach before they began moving again. As the bin was maneuvered into the darkness, a splash of light from the hallway revealed some old dumbbells on the floor, covered in dust. Lizzie tried to make out more details, but the door was quickly shut, plunging them into total blackness. 
The group sat silently for a moment as the footsteps faded away. One by one, they climbed out of the bin, stumbling over the balls. With no light, their other senses were more aware. The dank smell of earth and musty equipment was overpowering. Daniel finally found the light switch, shocking everyone’s eyes with a burst of fluorescent light. The long bulb overhead flickered rapidly, as if it were about to die. 
Austin felt a wave of claustrophobia and rushed to the door. He tried to turn the doorknob, but it was terribly rusted. At some point, water had dripped onto it from the ceiling, over a long period of time. It was clear why the coach struggled to get it open.
“I can’t turn this thing,” he said in frustration. 
Daniel found a wrench sitting on the floor near his foot. “Here, try this.” 
Both men leaned their shoulders against the door while Austin turned the knob with the wrench. After a few strenuous moments, the door swung open, revealing a pitch black hallway. All four of them slowly stepped out within the stretch of flickering light cast from the storage room, as if stranded on an island in a sea of darkness. 
“What is that?” Austin whispered. He motioned towards a small spot of light moving rhythmically back and forth. It was accompanied by a steady “tip-tap” noise that grew louder each passing moment. Someone was running towards them. Everyone froze in a moment of fear; they knew there was nowhere to hide. After what seemed like an eternity, the running figure popped into view holding a flashlight and grinning widely. It was Tasha. 
“Hi guys! I’m so thankful you made it down here!” She said in her bubbly voice. “Come on, I’ll show you where we meet.” She motioned for them to follow her. 
They walked a short distance in the dark before she abruptly stopped and turned to her right. Austin’s eyes were beginning to adjust, and he could make out a folded table sitting against the wall, blocking the door. She turned to the group and said sheepishly, “Uh, could you move this over for me? Mark blocked the door today because the coach came down.” 
Daniel and Austin quickly sprang into action, sliding the table further along the wall until a classroom door was revealed. Tasha fiddled with the knob until she was finally able to get the door open. She reached to her left and turned on the lights, revealing an old classroom.
The two couples stepped into the room, noticing immediately the signs of wear and tear. The chipped paint on the walls and cracked ceiling tiles attested to the building’s age, yet there were also signs of life. Desks had been arranged neatly in rows and faced a chalkboard, which had recently been erased. The faded words could still be read, saying in big letters, “WHO IS JESUS?” 
“Every day, we come down here during lunch. We used to meet after school, but that was drawing too much attention, and meeting at people’s houses on a regular basis is too risky.” She said all of this with her hands behind her back, as if giving a tour. She motioned to a corner. “We have some sleeping bags and cots, in case of emergency. I figured you guys could use some time to catch your breath, so I called ahead and had a friend run down here and set them up. Oh, and I saw you trying to get food at the café, so I brought you these. ” She pulled out some small plastic wrapped bars from her back pocket and proffered them to her new friends, who gratefully accepted. “Lie down and rest for a little bit. If you’re thirsty, there’s some water next to the cots.” 
The group followed her gesture and saw four cots with sleeping bags unrolled on them and a large plastic jug of water sitting on the floor. The cots were obviously used. Each one’s color was faded and there were multiple busted seams. Still, it felt good to sit down somewhere and they all immediately reclined. 
“Wish I could stay longer, guys,” she said in a rushed, apologetic tone. “I’ve got to get back to class before someone starts to wonder where I am.” With that, she gave a quick wave and exited the room. Then there was silence. All that could be heard was the sound of people walking and running overhead, lockers slamming shut, talking and shouting. A bell rang and everything quieted down. For a long time, no one spoke. 
“Okay,” Daniel broke the silence, “let’s assess the situation. God has brought us to this strange school with believers that are in hiding, and we’re still not even sure where we are.”  
“Everything looks and sounds like the United States,” said Austin. “I mean, they all speak English, no accents…but it’s so different. It really is like another…world.” He felt crazy letting the words come out of his mouth once again.
“The fact is, it doesn’t matter,” replied Lizzie, “wherever we are, we are here for a reason, and the sooner we find out what that reason is, the sooner we can try to find a way home.” 
Her mention of home brought a blanket of silence over the room once more. The thought of being stuck in some unknown place was terrifying. Without saying a word, each one of them began to silently pray. Lizzie’s thoughts went directly to her son. She couldn’t understand why God allowed this to happen. A small stream of tears rolled down her cheeks, yet Austin didn’t notice. He was struggling with his own thoughts. 
Before long, they all realized how tired they were from not sleeping all afternoon and all night. The adrenaline was starting to wear off and exhaustion set in heavily. They also realized how hungry and thirsty they were, and took turns taking long draughts of water. The bars Tasha gave them were no bigger than a person’s palm, and were wrapped in blank, white packaging. They were mostly bland, but carried a faint salty taste. Normally, it would seem disgusting, but to their hungry stomachs it was just fine. After eating, it was decided that they should get some sleep. Once Austin turned off the room light, everything was completely black. 
“Here you go,” Daniel’s voice said as his light clicked on to guide Austin to his cot. He was so thankful for Daniel and Jackie being there. Somehow, being together made the insanity bearable. 
One by one, they began to fall asleep. 
Lizzie lay in the darkness drifting between sleep and wakefulness. She wondered what was happening to her son at that moment. Was he afraid? How was her mom reacting? She ached in her heart with a feeling of separation. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she pictured her little boy’s face, smiling and waving goodbye to her when they left. 
Please Lord, let me see him again, she prayed. Then, she heard her husband’s voice whisper in the darkness.
“I love you, baby.” It was their tradition to say I love you to each other every night before falling asleep. His simple words took hold of her, and she felt a great peace.
“I love you more,” was her usual reply, which brought about his usual response.
“I love you equally,” he whispered, and then all was silent. She wrapped the sleeping bag tightly around her shoulders and drifted into a dreamless sleep.  
 



CHAPTER 6
 
Austin’s eyes opened to piercing light. It took several moments for the fog to clear from his head before he realized that a crowd of bewildered teenagers was gawking at the four of them. He sat up quickly and reached over to shake his wife’s leg. She opened her eyes slowly, focused on the scene before her and let out a scream as she sat up straight. 
Daniel and Jackie, who woke up at Lizzie’s scream, responded in like manner. No one said a word. The crowd of youths looked just as afraid and confused as their strange visitors were. The door burst open not a moment too soon and Tasha’s chipper voice rang through the air. 
“It’s okay everyone! They’re with me. These are the ones Mark and I were telling you about.” Her interruption broke the ice that held the room in silence and the teens began whispering excitedly amongst themselves. Tasha wedged her way to the front, her face beaming with a smile. “Sorry guys. I wanted to come down and wake you before everyone showed up, but I got held up in class.” 
“That’s okay,” Lizzie said, looking at all the faces. She lowered her voice to a whisper, “but who are all these people?”
“This is our prayer group,” Tasha replied. “We’ve been meeting like this for over a year now and…” She was interrupted by a man bursting through the door.
“What’s going on in here?!” the man shouted. Everyone froze. Austin’s heart began pounding heavily in his chest. He started looking for a way they could all escape, but as his eyes scanned the room, he noticed a paper airplane traveling towards the man. The plane softly bumped into his head and fell to the floor. Quiet giggling began to roll through the crowd. To Austin’s relief, the man broke into laughter himself as he grabbed the nearest kid and ruffled his hair. 
“Who threw that thing? That aim was pretty good.” The man picked up the airplane and tossed it back in the other direction. Tasha stood next to Lizzie, and spoke to all four of them.
“That’s Mr. Peterson. He teaches drama, and he leads our group. I haven’t had a chance to tell him much about you, but I know he’s going to love meeting you.” All traces of the nervous young woman they met that morning had vanished into a bubbly girl who couldn’t contain her excitement. None of the four travelers could share her sentiment just yet. 
Mr. Peterson worked his way through the crowd, greeting and hugging until he caught sight of the four visitors. The smile faded from his face and was replaced with a look of uncertainty. He slowly made his way towards them, looking each one over as if scanning for any potential threats. 
Mr. Peterson was a tall man, well over six feet, and his wavy brown hair was sun-kissed blonde at the tips. His face was slender and handsome, and he had dark almond brown eyes and tan skin. His suit was well tailored to his lean physique which made him all the more attractive. Even though he appeared cautious, he still exuded confidence. He was the type of man that was easy to follow.
“My name is Eric Peterson.” He extended his hand toward Austin. Austin shook it as he introduced himself, followed by the rest of the group. Eric took his time looking over the four of them as they spoke. A deep sense of connection flowed between them all and although no one said anything about it, each of them felt the unmistakable presence of the Holy Spirit. Overwhelming calm and peacefulness flooded Lizzie’s heart, and for the first time, she felt that she could relax. She had the distinct feeling that everything was going to be okay. 
After each one of them shared their names, Eric asked, “So, where do you all come from?” They looked at each other. 
Lizzie spoke up. “It’s kind of hard to explain, but we all serve at this place called Hope City Church. We came upstate to set up this retreat for leaders…”
“Where?” Eric cut her off. There was clear shock in his voice.
“Um, it’s called Hope City Church,” Lizzie replied. 
Eric looked over to Tasha, who looked just as surprised. “You mean, a church with its own building?”
“Why, what’s wrong?” Lizzie asked.
“There hasn’t been a publicly open church in this country for as long as I can remember,” Eric stated. “All of us believers worship in hiding.” Before any of them could ask Eric for more details, he continued, “What exactly do the four of you do at this church?” 
Austin took over. “Well, Daniel and Jackie work with Junior High youth, and Lizzie and I work in the children’s ministry. She leads kids’ worship and does administrative work, and I’m just a Sunday School teacher.” 
Eric was silent for another long moment, taking it all in. By now, several young people had stopped speaking amongst themselves and began listening to their conversation. 
“So, what you’re telling me,” Eric continued slowly, “is that each one of you is a teacher for Jesus Christ, and you work specifically with young people?” They all nodded. 
“See Mr. Peterson?” Tasha jumped in, “they’re exactly who we’ve been praying for!” 
Eric’s shock transformed into a slight smile, and soon turned into outright joyful laughter. He put his hand over his face and finally regained his composure. 
“Thank You, Lord Jesus,” he whispered as he continued to stare with wide-eyed surprise at the four in front of him. “Uh, we’re about to have our study session. We’d love for you to join us.”
“Uh… sure, we would love to,” Lizzie said while her husband and friends nodded their heads in silence, dealing with their own shock. 
Tasha led them to four chairs at the front of the room. Eric then spoke to the rest of the crowd.               
“Everyone, I know you enjoy spending time together, but we need to start before it gets too late.” The crowd of teens filled every available seat, and a few were left standing against the walls, but no one seemed to mind. Once the room was quiet, Eric continued, “As you all have noticed, we have some visitors with us today. I’m not sure exactly what circumstances brought them here to us, but I know that they are our brothers and sisters in Christ and that God is the One who brought them here. So, let’s all join together and pray.” Eric closed his eyes and every young person in the room followed suit. 
“Lord God, we thank You for these amazing visitors You have brought to us today. We know that You have heard our prayers and that You are so faithful to answer them. Whatever Your purpose is in bringing them here, please give them Your strength and power now to fulfill it. In Jesus’ Name, amen.” 
“Amen,” the young people softly chorused.
With that, he turned to Lizzie. “Lizzie, you lead worship, right?” he asked softly. 
“Yes … I mean, I used to, and it was for children.” She suddenly felt put on the spot.
“Well, these kids are children of God. Could you lead them in a song? Here, I even have my guitar if you want to use it” he said. Eric reached behind the teacher’s desk and produced an acoustic guitar, which he handed to her along with a pick. He then pulled out a stool to the front and center of the room and gestured for her to sit.
“Oh, okay. I’m not really prepared and I’m a little rusty at the guitar, but I can try.” She faced the crowd of curious onlookers and felt a rush of nerves. “You guys will have to bear with me. I haven’t practiced in a while, and I don’t normally play. I mean, I used to play a lot but then I … well, anyway.” 
Lizzie willed herself to stop rambling and positioned the guitar on her lap. She had many praise songs committed to memory, and started playing the first one that came to mind. As soon as she strummed the first note, her nervousness disappeared. In its place, a surge of strength and confidence took over. 
She heard her own voice begin to sing, and the guitar strings begin to play, yet she distinctly felt that she was not in complete control. Lizzie always knew that one of her strongest gifts was worshipping and singing, yet she always had to warm up and practice in order to give her best. Now, everything was effortless, in spite of no preparation. 
Austin sat staring at his wife in amazement. She had never sounded this good. Lizzie marveled for a moment at the experience, then simply surrendered her body to the Holy Spirit.               As music filled the room, Austin noticed a look of amazement on every face around them, especially Eric’s. It was almost as if they never heard praise songs before. When Lizzie reached the chorus of the song, Daniel and Jackie joined their voices to hers. Austin began singing as well. Their voices were soft, yet power could be felt throughout the room. It was carried upon every note. 
It didn’t take long for the rest of the room to catch on, and as the young people began to sing, some began to openly weep. Others stood and raised their hands, their voices rising in intensity until the worship slowly died down. The song had ended. 
Lizzie felt the Spirit telling her to stop, and so she set the guitar aside, wiped the tears from her eyes and prayed quietly. The rush of emotion and energy in the room was palpable. Many began hugging each other, laughing, crying, and some were asking, “What was that?” 
Eric’s eyes were wide and a big smile spread across his face. He quickly looked at his watch. They still had a few minutes before lunch was over. He stood up and gave Lizzie a big hug. “God bless you, sister. That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever heard or seen.”
“Trust me, that wasn’t from me,” she replied with a laugh. “I’ve never felt anything this powerful before, either.” Eric then turned to the audience and cupped his hands to be heard over the noise.
“Everyone, we need to have a Scripture reading before we leave.” The crowd of teens quickly quieted down and looked towards Eric attentively. The eagerness among them was apparent. They obviously shared a hunger to hear the Word of God read out loud. Lizzie turned to look at their expectant faces. She thought about the children and teenagers with whom she had worked at church. In her experience, getting kids to be excited and interested in learning the Bible was no easy task. The kids in this classroom didn’t need any prompting, packaging or activities to pique their interest. They were just hungry, almost desperate. 
Eric walked over to the teacher’s desk and pulled out a small, folded bundle of cloth. He gingerly opened it and lifted a few frail pages that had obviously been torn from a Bible. He held the pages with both hands and carefully carried them to a music stand that stood in front of the chalkboard. It took Austin a moment to realize that this was the only Scripture they had. Eric scanned one of the pages, looking for his place and cleared his throat to read, but then he paused. He looked over again at the four.
“Would one of you like to do the Scripture reading and say a few things?” The four of them were a little surprised, but Austin felt something welling up inside of him. He was used to teaching kids, but it was always kids that he knew and a lesson that was prepared ahead of time. He wasn’t the type to get up in front of strangers and wing it. But in that moment, he knew that was exactly what God was asking him to do. 
“I can read it, if you like,” he offered. “Is there a particular Scripture you want or do you want me to pick something?”
“Oh, it can be any verse that you feel God wants you to read. We normally follow these verses in order and then start over again, but feel free to break from that.” Eric beckoned Austin forward and pointed to the pages on the music stand.
“Actually, I have my own here that I can use.” Austin reached into his pack and pulled out his Bible. Eric watched him with curiosity, which was mirrored by the rest of the kids as he approached the stand. Curiosity gave way to dumbfounded amazement as they realized what he was holding. A few people literally gasped. Austin looked down at the book in his hands. The gilded words “Holy Bible,” reflecting the light from overhead, shone in his eyes. One look at the students’ faces told him what a treasure he was holding. 
He began thumbing through the Bible, not sure what Scripture he was supposed to read. He looked at the pages on the music stand in front of him. There were only three, all of them from the Gospel of John. He looked at the crowd of young faces, and he saw something in their eyes. There was indescribable joy from the worship they just experienced, yet there was also a desperate need for encouragement. In that moment, Austin felt a clear whisper in his heart.
They fight discouragement every day because they hide in fear. Remind them who they are in Me. 
Austin’s mind then shot back to the most recent book of the Bible he had been studying at home, and suddenly he knew exactly what to read.
“The verse that the Holy Spirit has put on my heart is from First Peter.” Austin could tell by the puzzled look on many faces they had no idea that the book of First Peter existed. “First Peter was written by the apostle Peter,” Austin explained, “who was one of the closest disciples of Jesus while He walked the earth. He wrote it as a letter to Christian Jews that were scattered across the known world and were suffering persecution for their faith in Christ.” 
When he said this, many of those listening leaned forward in their seats, waiting for what was about to be read. Austin looked down at his Bible and began to read:
              "But you are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, His own special people that you may proclaim the praise of Him who called you out of darkness into His marvelous light; who once were not a people but now are the people of God, who had not obtained mercy but now have obtained mercy."
Once Austin finished reading, he closed his Bible and faced the crowd. “The Lord wants you to know that not only has He loved you and forgiven you, He has also chosen you from among everyone on earth to be His people. He has chosen you to do wonderful things for Him. In the days before Christ, there were priests that were set apart from everyone else to stand in the presence of God and show His power to the rest of the world. Nobody else could do that." 
“That’s the spiritual inheritance that is passed on to you. Now you are the priesthood. In spite of how other people may make you suffer, in spite of all the other hardships life can throw at you, you are empowered by the Holy Spirit of God to serve Him and show His power to those who don’t yet believe. All you have to do is believe Him when He says He’s giving it to you. That’s what it means to accept it by faith. That’s how you’re going to shine His light into this dark world.”
For several moments, there was silence, silence so thick that only the sounds of the busy lunch hour overhead could be heard. Austin began to get worried. Had they understood him? Did he pick the wrong verse? He quickly sat down, slightly unsure of himself, and Eric took his place at the front of the classroom.  
Before he even opened his mouth, the lunch bell rang, signaling the end of the break. All of the students quickly gathered their things and exited the room. Austin looked down at his Bible as he started to wonder if he had completely imagined the Holy Spirit’s leading to read that verse when he felt a tap on his shoulder. He looked up to see a young man with spiky blonde hair and green eyes. It was easy to tell by his lettered jacket and stocky build that he was one of the football players. The young man held out his hand to Austin.
“My name is Raider. I just wanted to say that what you read was awesome. None of us have ever heard anything like that before.” Austin felt a rush of relief and shook his hand.
“Thank you so much, brother. I needed to hear that,” he replied.
“Are you guys going to be here tomorrow?” Raider asked. 
The four friends nodded.
“As far as I know, yeah,” said Austin.
“Could you read that scripture again, so I can write it down? I didn’t bring my notepad today.”
“Careful about that, Raider.” Eric cut into the conversation. “We can’t have the wrong set of eyes seeing anything.”
“I know, Mr. Peterson,” Raider seemed downcast for a moment. “I’ll keep it hidden somewhere that no one else can find. I just need something to read when I’m feeling heavy.”
“Of course, I would love to read it again.” Austin was now overflowing with joy. “I wasn’t sure anyone even got what I was saying.”
“Oh, they definitely got it,” Raider encouraged him. “It’s just a lot to think about, that’s all.” 
He left, leaving Eric and the four visitors. Eric pulled up a chair and sat in front of them, a look of amazement still apparent on his face.
“I’m not exactly sure what just happened,” he began, “but I have never felt the presence of God so powerfully in my entire life.” 
“I think that goes for all of us,” Lizzie said. “This is not what our ordinary praise and teaching look like.” 
“Eric, what exactly is going on here with the kids in this school? I mean, what’s the situation?” This time it was Daniel asking the question. Eric didn’t look like he was going anywhere for a while.
“The situation? Well, how should I explain this…for starters, if one of the authorities was to catch you with that book, you could disappear permanently.” Eric said, pointing to Austin’s Bible. “Also, anyone professing any kind of faith in Jesus Christ is quickly carted off to a special camp for ‘re-education,’ along with their entire family, in some cases. It’s been this way for so many years that there aren’t many Christians left, especially among the adult population.”
“But how? How did all of this happen?” Daniel asked with a sense of utter disbelief. “We just came from a place where Christians might not have been liked, but everyone was free to say what they wanted.” 
Eric folded his hands and thought for a moment before answering.
“The problem is that history has been written, or re-written, by those who have tried to wipe out followers of Christ. There are only two things that I can gather. The first is that Christians went from being a nuisance to being seen as a cause of many societal problems. The thought was that religious beliefs were actually taking away people’s freedoms and therefore needed to be strictly inhibited. The second is that the church died mainly because the youth failed to carry on the faith of their parents. The historians say they finally ‘woke up,’ but it seems more like they fell asleep.”
“Are the police watching you or something?” Jackie asked.
“Not that I know of, not the local police anyway. They’re dangerous, for sure, but not so bad. It’s the National Police—the NPs—that you have to watch out for. Years ago, they were a citizen police force made up of volunteers, and that actually made them more effective at spying on their neighbors. In time, the organization was transformed into a centralized, clandestine police force. They have eyes and ears everywhere. That’s why we have to meet down here during the lunch hour. The noise covers any sound we make and no one notices any students missing.”
“How did you get to be a believer?” Lizzie asked.
“Well, that’s a strange story. My memory is real sketchy about my childhood. I know that I was raised by a godly woman. I remember going to church as a kid, but by the time I was a teenager, the government had outlawed several versions of the Bible, calling them ‘too intolerant.’ After that, any church preaching the true Word of God was severely fined. Churches that continued to do so were shut down. The Bible came to be viewed as more than intolerant; it was dangerous and needed to be done away with. The government proclaimed that for the good of the people, they had to confiscate and burn all Christian literature. Of course, some Christian parents still taught their children themselves, so the government outlawed all forms of home schooling, meaning the state had complete control of what children were taught. Many parents had their children taken away from them. Eventually, anyone who disagreed was sent to re-education camps. That’s where I ended up.” 
Eric shuddered and glazed over for a moment. “They put me in there for several years because I wouldn’t leave my faith. They performed horrible forms of psychological torture, even experimented on us with different drugs. Something they did wiped out a lot of my memory. All I have are snapshots in my mind. It’s funny, I suppose, the things I do remember. I remember the smell of the prison so vividly. It was like sterilized death. I remember the day I got released. They took out my tracking chip and pushed me out of a van onto a sidewalk. I remember wandering the streets in bitter cold. I couldn’t feel my hands or feet. They were so numb.” 
Eric stared at the floor as he spoke, searching his mind. After a moment, he shook his head and composed himself. 
“Anyway, those in power essentially shaped a generation of voters that thought the same way about Christianity as they did. So, now the only way we can fight the system is to be within the system itself, in the belly of the beast, so to speak. That’s why the only congregations you’ll find these days are ones like mine.”
“Which city did they drop you off in when you were released?” Austin asked. 
Eric shrugged. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t remember, and I drifted around so much that I might have traveled across the country without realizing it. These days, the layout of all major cities has been changed to reflect the uniformity desired by the world council, so even the little memory I have is useless. Nothing looks familiar. I couldn’t retrace my steps even if I wanted to.” 
“What did you do once you got out of prison…I mean, that re-education program?” Lizzie asked.
“At first, nothing, that I remember, at least,” he answered. “Everything is a haze for those first few years. I know I wandered from place to place, begging for food. Then, one day I found three pages tucked into a park bench. They were right underneath my head while I was sleeping.”
“The same three pages of the Bible you have now?” Daniel guessed. 
Eric nodded. “As soon as I read them, it was like remembering Jesus. I knew I belonged to Him. From there, He guided me every step of the way. One day, not too long after that, a guy picked me up off the street and took me to a safe house. Maybe he was actually an angel, I don’t know. I never saw him again after he took me to this apartment inside an abandoned building. That same day, another man showed up at the door saying that God told him someone who was a believer was staying in the abandoned building and needed help. I didn’t quite understand what was going on at the time, but from there, I went to live with this man’s family, and they slowly nursed me back to health. After some time, I began praying for God’s direction on what to do with my life, and He led me to become a teacher, so here I am.” 
Eric’s incredible story left them all speechless. Austin broke the silence with a question that came to his mind.
“Is the U.S. the only country with oppression like this?”
“No, sadly,” Eric replied. “Every nation in the world now is ruled by the world council.”
“What’s the world council?” Austin asked. 
Eric looked somewhat confused. “Wow. You guys are really not from around here. It’s an elite group that pulls the strings of every government on the planet. They were in control for a long time before they revealed themselves, apparently. I guess nobody noticed until it was too late. The U.S. lost its sovereignty when they came out of the shadows, as did every other country.”
“How did these elites gain so much control?” Austin asked, almost incredulously.
“I’m not sure of all the details. They were behind the scenes, so nobody really paid attention to what they were doing. They didn’t become public knowledge until relatively recently.”
“What about other religions?” Daniel asked. “Did anything happen to them?”
“Well, free speech and news are highly restricted, and the history books have been doctored, so I don’t know to what level other religions have suffered,” Eric said, “but the fact is that everyone who spoke out against the government became an enemy of the global state. Christianity used to be the largest religious organization in this country, even the world, and thus posed the greatest threat to the government having control over people’s minds. So, those in the shadows carefully influenced a culture that encouraged the persecution of Christians. It took several generations for them to do it, but as you can see, it was very effective. As a matter of fact, I read something that the family I stayed with had hidden away. It was only a few pages from a Christian book.” 
He glanced up at the ceiling as he recalled the words, “It was from some teacher who wrote in the days before the Great Persecution began. He said that Christians take the biggest hit because: if you go after Islam you risk your life, if you go after eastern religions you sound narrow-minded, if you go after intellectual atheism you sound like an uneducated fool, but if you go after Christianity, you’re doing the world a favor by protecting it from a prejudiced belief system.” Eric shook his head. “Besides, Christians turn the other cheek and don’t strike those who strike them. That naturally makes us the easiest targets.” 
He paused a moment before he continued on a different thought. “I know there are other people like me out there. Hiding out as teachers, yet really spreading the Gospel, using whatever surviving scraps of Scripture they can find. I know that if I get caught, they’ll kill me, but I’m ready to make that sacrifice. What I’m really worried about are these kids. They have their whole lives ahead of them and they take a huge risk just by showing up to a prayer meeting. That kind of stress can easily wear a child’s faith down.” 
He looked each one of them in the eyes and said, “I don’t know if you four realize what a blessing it is to have you here.” His words were sobering rather than encouraging. They were a reminder that all of this was God’s doing, and no one else’s.
“We’re here to help you in any way that we can,” said Lizzie, wiping a tear from her eye.
“Yes, that’s right. Let us know anything that you need and we’ll do what we can to support you,” added Daniel. 
“That’s easy, brother,” Eric replied with a chuckle. “Just keep doing what you did today.” A tiny alarm sounded on Eric’s watch. He checked it and moaned, “Oh no, I forgot the teacher’s meeting. Sorry everyone, I have to go but I’ll make sure that one of my kids brings you down some food and water.” 
He rushed out of the room, leaving the four of them to contemplate all that just happened.
“Well, at least one thing is clear,” said Lizzie, “there is no question why we’re here.”
 



CHAPTER 7
 
The four weary travelers sat back down on their cots under the fluorescent lights. They all remained silent for a few moments, staring at the floor or the blackboard, absorbing all that Eric had just told them. Austin was finally able to put his thoughts into words.
“This place is like some sort of nightmare version of our world. There are similarities, but it’s like looking through a lens that is blurred or cracked. Like this is some sort of glimpse of what our world would look like without the church, without the presence of Christ.” 
“I think it’s worse than a nightmare, because a nightmare isn’t real,” Lizzie countered. “God has sent us to this very real place with very real people that are suffering.” 
Jackie spoke up. “You know what? I think that’s the key. It’s just like you said, Elizabeth. No matter what this place is, it’s obvious why we’re here. There are believers in need!”
“Yeah, all we can do is pray for the Lord to lead us through this.” Daniel summed up the situation.
“Listen, I understand that God has good reason to bring us here,” said Austin, “but there’s one thought that I can’t let go. If we can understand where we are, maybe we can figure out how to get home…or even if we can get home.” 
The four of them sat in silence once more. They all wanted the same thing, and they all had the same fear. 
A sudden knock at the door made them jump. At first, none of them made a move. Then, a voice called from the other side. 
“Uh, hello? My name is Theo and I’m here with your food.” It was the timid voice of a young teenage boy. Daniel got up and slowly walked over to open the door. Theo couldn’t have been much older than 14. His curly, auburn hair framed a freckled face with green eyes that peered out through thick, black-rimmed glasses. As he held out two plastic bags, the smell of food flowed into the room. All four of them suddenly remembered how hungry they were. 
Theo quickly set down their food, waved and smiled sheepishly as he backed out towards the door. Lizzie, Austin, Daniel and Jackie thanked him profusely for the food as he left. He peeked back in for a moment. “Awesome meeting,” he said and smiled. 
Daniel moved over to his wife’s cot and turned it into a table for all of them. The simple lunch of cheese pizza and breadsticks from the school cafeteria smelled like gourmet Italian cuisine. A dozen water bottles filled the second bag, which was also a welcome sight. They all paused before eating and Daniel gave the blessing. 
“Lord, we thank You for providing for our every need, and we trust that You will always care for us.” 
As he closed the prayer, the words resonated in Austin’s heart. It was much more than just a simple prayer of thanks for food; it was a statement of faith. Austin wondered if he could truly trust in those words without wavering. His mind went back over the miraculous events of the past 24 hours. 
Lord, you obviously made this happen, so I’d be a fool not to trust You. I just wish I knew how this was all going to end. The words were spoken deep within his heart, but he knew the prayer was heard.  
The meal was immensely satisfying, and afterwards they were hit once again with a wave of exhaustion. Daniel, at the request of his wife, ventured out into the dark hallway with his flashlight to locate the nearest bathroom, which was close by and fully functional. After a few trips down the hallway, they all crashed into their cots. Austin decided to pull his next to Lizzie’s before laying down, effectively creating a twin-size bed. 
Daniel was about to turn off the lights, but then began looking around the room. He grabbed a desk and dragged it over to the door. He then closed the door and pulled the desk in front, and tried opening the door again. The door swung in quite easily, pushing the desk out of the way. Austin realized what he was trying to do and got up to help. 
“Here, try this.” He helped Daniel to wedge the desk in such a way that it was right underneath the door knob. A test pull of the door revealed that it was firmly in place. The two men looked at each other and nodded. Neither of them wanted to be woken up by a crowd again. 
Daniel then turned off the lights for everyone, plunging the room into complete darkness. Austin found his way to the cot and slowly lay down. He reached his arm across his wife and gently cradled her. Her hands slipped into his and held on tightly. 
When they were younger, Lizzie would talk about how safe she felt just laying in her husband’s arms, no matter what was going on in life. For a brief moment in the swallowing darkness, that safe feeling returned. It was like being home again.
 



CHAPTER 8
 
Austin opened his eyes to a black void. It took him a few moments to realize where he was. When he felt his wife still lying in his arms, he began to wonder, Was it all a dream? Was it some crazy vision? Are we sleeping in the lodge, waiting to wake up and go home?

A bright light suddenly pierced his eyes, causing him to flinch. The hallway lights shone into the room through the rectangular door window as Eric’s face peeked in. Eric looked down, confused when he noticed that he couldn’t push the door open. Austin stumbled out of bed and walked over to move the desk. He opened the door and smiled at Eric with squinty eyes. 
“Oh, good idea, blocking the door,” Eric said. “I brought you guys some dinner and more water.” He held out another bag. The other three rubbed their eyes and slowly sat up while Eric pushed a few desks together to spread out the food. The distinct aroma of Mexican food emanated from Styrofoam containers. Austin’s mouth literally began to water. 
“I also brought plates and napkins, and some silverware. Hopefully I didn’t forget anything.” Eric turned on the lights now that everyone seemed awake.
“Oh my gosh,” Lizzie said enthusiastically, “this is wonderful. Thank you so much.” It was comforting to be remembered, cared for, and loved. It was exactly what they all needed in their situation.
They all took turns dishing out food and then sat to eat. Eric sat next to them at a desk, tapping his feet a bit and fidgeting with his hands. It was obvious he had a question he wanted to ask. 
“So, where exactly are the four of you from?” he finally burst out. “I can’t imagine a place in this whole planet that hasn’t heard of the world council.” 
The four of them looked at each other. Lizzie spoke first, sharing about her job at Hope City in New York, and the events that led them to his school. The other three added their own details along with their life stories. Eric listened intently to each one of them as their incredible story unfolded.
“Wow,” was all he could say at first, “this has got to be one of the biggest miracles I’ve ever witnessed in my life, and I’ve seen quite a few.”
“Same here,” Austin agreed. “Except I think this is the first big miracle I’ve experienced.”
“Really?” Eric asked. “You haven’t seen miracles from the Lord?”
“I’ve seen the Lord do miraculous things in my life,” Austin clarified, “but never anything like this.”
“Well, I get the feeling that this is only the beginning for you. I hope you’re ready for a lot more.” Eric laughed aloud. Austin wasn’t sure whether to laugh or not. 
Eric then pulled out his guitar to play some songs for them. His fingers danced across the strings effortlessly, reflecting years of practice and training. He then began to sing. His voice turned out to be quite amazing, and Lizzie couldn’t resist joining in. Their harmony was smooth and refreshing, serving as medicine for the souls of all who listened. Lizzie moved her seat over next to him as he continued to play other songs he knew. Austin sat next to them, sipping on water and relaxing in the sound. He hadn’t seen Lizzie this happy in a long time, and it was a relief.
Daniel and Jackie sat next to each other on his cot, arms intertwined. As a song ended, Jackie reached into her bag and pulled out her phone. It was still dead. For a moment, she just stared at it.
“What’s wrong?” Daniel asked her.
“I just wanted to check the time. I forgot that it didn’t work.” Jackie moved the phone around in her hands, running her fingers over its familiar outline. “I’m so used to having this thing tell me what to do next, helping me keep control of my day. Now, I guess I just have to…”
“Trust God for every moment.” Daniel finished for her. Jackie nodded and kissed his cheek. 
Eric looked down at his watch. “Whoa, I’ve got to get going. I can’t miss curfew.” 
“What? This town has a curfew?” Lizzie asked.
“The whole country has a curfew. No one is allowed out after ten o’clock, midnight on holidays.” Eric gathered together his things and headed for the door. “I’ll see you guys tomorrow.” With that, he was gone, and the group found themselves alone again, and still tired. Resting on the cots was not as deep or satisfying as their beds at home. Once the lights were turned off, it wasn’t long before they were all fast asleep.  
 
***
 
The four of them slept late, which was easy given the fact that there was no sunlight pouring through windows to wake them. Eric arrived mid morning, waking them to a gift basket of surprises. The first was a set of reading lamps, which provided a break from the harsh overhead lighting. Once they were plugged in and turned on, Eric switched off the big lights, giving the room a much softer glow. It instantly felt more comfortable. 
Next came a bag of basic toiletries, including toothbrushes and toothpaste, another welcome sight. Everyone took turns running to the bathroom to freshen up. 
Once they were settled again, Eric produced a buffet of breakfast foods. With fruits, bagels, juice and a thermos of coffee, there was something for everyone. Eric sat with them while they ate. One could tell that he simply enjoyed their company. 
“No emergency teacher meetings today?” Austin asked jokingly.
Eric laughed. “No, not today. It’s okay, anyway. As the drama teacher, I think they allow me some lateness and strange behavior.” 
“Eric, how much do you remember from when you first became a believer?” Lizzie asked. She loved to have deep conversations with people.
“Well, like I said yesterday, I know the only reason I believe in Christ is because I was raised by a godly woman,” Eric began. “By the time I was about twelve or thirteen, they were arresting certain pastors and church leaders that spoke out against what the government was doing. As I got older, things got progressively worse. Churches went from being low key to flat out hidden. At first, they allowed officially sanctioned churches, but then even those got shut down.” 
Eric paused and shrugged his shoulders. “Of course, all of my knowledge is pieced together from what the official history books say and what bits and pieces I’ve gotten from others who remember. My memory is pretty much shot. Anyway, today’s church is a bunch of scattered, isolated cells across the country. You four are the first adult Christians I’ve spoken to in years.” 
Eric laughed slightly at the thought.
“So, you remember most of your life in bits and pieces?” Austin asked.
“It’s kind of strange, actually. My first coherent memories are from the Christian family that took me in. While I was there, I read the history of what happened to Christianity and tried to jog my mind. I constructed my history by piecing together the official story with what little I could remember. To be perfectly honest, I only have one memory of the woman that raised me. I remember her holding me and crying, but I don’t remember why she was so sad.” Eric’s contemplative eyes stared off into the distance of his mind. 
“Eric, I think what God has done here through you is incredible. I heard Tasha talking about you guys praying for people to come? What was that about?” Daniel asked. 
“The Lord has blessed us in many ways, but there are a lot of things we lack. First of all, as I’m sure you noticed, we have only three pages of the Bible. I would love to get my hands on some more, but the police cracked down and confiscated millions of Bibles from people years ago. That’s why it’s so amazing to see a complete copy.” Eric motioned towards Austin’s bag. Austin grabbed his Bible and held it out for Eric to take.
“Here, you can put your hands on this one,” he said with a smile. Eric took it and ran his hands over the leather binding. His finger traced the golden words on the front, and then along the spine. After a while, he held it out for Austin to take back. 
“You can hold on to it for a while,” Austin said.
“I get the feeling you’re going to need it.” Eric’s words made Austin feel uneasy, yet excited at the same time. Austin took the book.
“The offer still stands if you ever change your mind. I can borrow one from my wife or my friends if I ever need to.” 
“You can…” Eric was clearly shocked. “You mean that you all have…” His sentence faded as everyone nodded yes to his obvious question. As they saw Eric’s uncontainable joy at the presence of Scripture, each one wondered why they had never treated God’s word that way. 
“This is so amazing,” he exclaimed. “I remember a few of the verses throughout Scripture, but one main thing I was praying for was that God would send some Bible teachers that could open more of His Word for us. This church is young and growing, but we need direction. I thought maybe the Lord would smuggle in a new teacher, like He did with me. I never imagined the Lord would send teachers with their own Bibles!” 
“How did you get to be a teacher?” Jackie asked. The thought particularly interested her since she was studying to be a teacher. 
“I had to hide the fact that I’m a Christian, of course, but the reason why I chose teaching over anything else is because the Lord showed me that the public schools have a potential for a great spiritual harvest. Anyway, the family I was staying with had some connections at the county clerk’s office, and they were able to put together some new papers for me…you know, birth certificate, identity card and so on. Then I applied to a community college, and went on from there. 
“I decided to teach high school because I noticed many college freshmen while I was at school that came out of high school depressed, confused and even suicidal. The high school age range is a critical time for kids. They’re willing to consider the truth and question the authoritarian dogma of the state. If the youth can develop a passion for Jesus, then the future of the church is secure, and the world will be a better place.” 
Eric stopped speaking as a ringing noise chirped from inside his jacket. He pulled it out and read something on its screen. His face took on a concerned frown.
“Is something wrong?” Lizzie asked.              
“Well, yes and no. One of the kids has a question about inviting a new group of people to our meeting, and this particular group is known as being the school troublemakers, which makes things risky for us. Still, they’re the ones that need Jesus the most,” he smiled. “I’m going to head up there and see if I can talk to them between classes. You four get some rest and, if you’re interested, I’d love to have one of you guys lead Scripture study again, if that’s not too much.”
“Actually, I was thinking about something I would love to share with these kids,” Lizzie offered.
“Are you sure it’s okay? I don’t want to put any pressure on you,” Eric looked her in the eyes.
“Oh yes, I’m sure. I am convinced that this is why we’re all here,” Lizzie answered confidently. Eric’s face broke into a wide smile. He shook his head in amazement and laughed.
“All of you are an incredible blessing to us.” Eric got up to leave and then turned as he walked out the door. “Oh, and Lizzie, if you don’t mind, could you lead worship again?” he asked timidly.
“Of course, I would love to,” came her reply, at which he smiled again and left.
“I think we’re all going to have a chance to teach these kids, and we need to be ready at any moment.” Jackie pulled out her Bible once Eric had closed the door. “I’ve got some studying to do.” 
Daniel rubbed his hand on her back, “You’re right, babe. This is like a mission trip…a really, really strange mission trip, but one that God Himself literally sent us on.” 
“And if it’s a mission trip, maybe that means once we’re finished, we can go home.” Lizzie looked hopefully at her husband. The thought brought Austin a great sense of peace. Maybe there was a light at the end of the tunnel. He just wasn’t sure how long the tunnel would go on. 
The next hour or so was spent with the four of them praying, studying and talking together. There was a change in the atmosphere among them. They were no longer just Sunday school teachers or youth ministry workers. They sensed the great spiritual war raging around them and knew they were enlisted by God to join the fight. Their prayers were no longer formal or scheduled, but rather flowed in a constant conversation with their Lord. They never stopped. Moment by moment, they were asking for strength and courage to continue. 
They agreed to all take turns speaking to the young people that gathered every day. That way, no one person would be overburdened. It was also agreed that Lizzie was the right one to lead them in worship. 
“You guys will still help me, right? I can’t do it on my own.” Her question met no resistance from Daniel or Jackie, but her husband sat silent. He wasn’t afraid of singing in front of others, but he also wasn’t a fan of the idea. It took years before Lizzie could even get him to sing loudly in church. She didn’t want to pressure him. “You don’t have to, babe. I’m sure Eric will help, too.” 
Austin felt something deep in his heart. A solidifying emotion he had not felt in a long time sprang up and grew. It was resolve.
“It’s okay,” he said. “If you need me to help, I will.”
“Really?” 
“Yeah, I figure that if God wants me to sing for Him in front of others, He’ll help me do it.” Austin could feel his faith growing, almost tangibly, and he loved the feeling of excitement and wonder.              
As they were talking, a bell rang above them, signifying the start of a new class period. They knew it wouldn’t be long before lunch hour. The room would soon be crowded again with young people. They took turns freshening up in the bathroom as best as they could. Next, they cleaned up the classroom and pushed their things into a corner. Not long after they had finished, a bell overhead set off a rumbling stampede of feet. It was lunch time and the room would soon be full. The group decided to stand near the door and greet students as they came in. It was far better than being found sleeping on a cot. This time, Tasha and Mark were the first two to walk in the door. 
“I’m so glad you’re all here,” Tasha squealed with joy. She and her brother gave enthusiastic hugs to all four of the group and took seats at the very front of the class. A rush of young people followed, each one with a look of excitement and anticipation.
Many of the young people who walked through the door were wide-eyed and looked around as if they were first-time visitors. Eric then showed up and quickly realized that they were going to run out of room, so he asked several students to move desks out into the hallway. It turned out to be a smart move, because by the time everyone was there, the room was absolutely packed. The problem now was that no one could see the person teaching or leading worship. Eric asked everyone to sit down on the ground.
“Wow, we have a lot more people with us today,” Eric started. “I praise God for all the new faces, but I just want to remind everyone to stay wise about keeping these meetings as secret as possible. Remember to be careful about writing, emailing or texting anything that could lead the wrong people to where we are.” After saying this, he stepped over to grab his guitar and strapped it on across his shoulders. 
“I’m sure most of you new people are here because you heard about what happened yesterday. I wish I could describe it, but all I can say is that the Holy Spirit of the living God came down and visited us. Many of you who are here for the first time have probably been told all your lives that believing in God is not only foolish, but dangerous. Well, I trust that today you’re going to have a chance to meet with Him, and then you can decide for yourself what you want to think.” 
As he said this, many of the regular attendees cheered, garnering strange looks from the newcomers. A few of them laughed quietly like it was some spectacle. Austin turned his head to glance at all the faces. Among them, he saw a group of kids dressed in dark, gothic clothing. 
That must be the group of troublemakers Eric was talking about, he surmised. He hoped Eric had a plan to deal with problem kids, especially with the sensitive situation the group was in. 
Eric was about to start playing when he said, “Wait, why am I up here by myself? Lizzie, you should be up here too.” Lizzie laughed and took her place at his side. 
“And why don’t the rest of our visiting teachers join her?” Eric beckoned the other three to join them. Austin began to regret his resolve as soon as he stood and turned to see the sea of faces. 
“Okay,” Eric began, “I’m going to play a song that I learned when I first got out of the re-education camp. It’s called ‘Amazing Love.’ Do you all know it?” he asked the four of them. 
Everyone nodded except for Austin, who just kept on smiling. “Great. Alright, I want everyone to listen first and think about the words, and then if you feel God’s love in your heart, just sing it out to Him.” 
As they sang, the same powerful presence settled over the crowd as the day before. Even those who had been laughing stopped and stared in awe. Daniel and Jackie then joined the chorus, and finally Austin began singing as well. Many of the regular students joined in, raising their hands, but this time there came no strange looks or laughing from the first-time visitors. 
As the song came to an end, some people clapped, others continued praying, while many just sat slack-jawed and shocked. Eric then began playing another song, one that Austin recognized immediately as one of Lizzie’s favorites. Her voice again blended perfectly, filling the room and ringing down the hallway. 
In the midst of it, Austin felt his eyes drawn to the front row. There he saw Theo, the young teenager who had brought them food the previous day. His eyes were wide with wonder and he had a huge smile on his face. Austin noticed a small black device in his hand. Theo was holding it out on his flattened palm and pointing it towards Lizzie and Eric, like it was a small camera. Austin didn’t think much of it since many people he knew liked to record sermons and worship sessions, but when Theo noticed Austin watching him, he quickly pocketed the device and looked forward nervously. Austin tried to smile at him reassuringly, but Theo wouldn’t return the eye contact. 
The second song ended, and Eric sat down to give Lizzie the floor. She reached over to Austin, who was ready with her Bible. When she opened it and held it up to read, there was another round of gasps from the audience. As Austin sat, he heard someone whisper behind him, “How many of those things do they have?” 
Lizzie began to speak.
“There’s a verse that the Holy Spirit has put on my heart, and it’s from my favorite book of the Bible. The book is called James.” The only sound that could be heard in the room was the scratching of pen on paper. Austin looked over his shoulder to see Raider taking notes and staring intently at Lizzie as she read:
"My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces patience. But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking nothing."
Lizzie closed her Bible and spoke to the crowd. “You’re all in a place right now that is testing your faith, but remember that God is allowing this test to strengthen and refine you. Where I’m from, I’ve seen so many people who say they follow Christ, yet their lives don’t produce anything for God. When I look at you, I see this army of believers that will go out into this world, no matter how dark it is, and shine with God’s light.”
As soon as she finished saying this, a voice came from the back of the room, interrupting her. “What about the army that’s out there? How does God expect us to stand up to them?” 
Lizzie and the others looked back to see the source of the question. It was a boy from the gothic group. His shaggy hair was dyed black and hung over the side of his face, and his tone of voice seemed to spew angst. “What are we supposed to do when they arrest us? Are we supposed to just sit back and take it?” he continued. 
Austin felt something welling up inside of him. He stood, turned to the boy and said, “God is not asking you to sit back at all. He tells his followers to go out to those that don’t yet know Him. And yes, you will be attacked, arrested and persecuted if you follow Jesus Christ. That’s always the way it has been, but if you pick up a gun and think it’s going to bring you freedom, remember that Scripture says those who live by the sword die by the sword.” 
The young man was silent for a moment before he said, “I think you’re all just a bunch of talk. You think some old book will give you freedom, but I know the only way a person gets something they want is to fight for it.”
“Zack, sit down man,” a young man next to him spoke up. This one looked similar to his friend, except that his hair was short and brown. “There’s something different about what they’re saying. Why has everything always gotta be about fighting with you?”
“Jake, are you seriously buying into this junk?” Zack responded. “Has your mind gone so numb that you actually believe this fairy tale they’re selling you?!” Zack then spoke to the room. “It’s because of people like you that we’ll never be free.”
“And what is freedom?” Daniel interjected. “We’re here to tell you about eternal freedom with Jesus, not some temporary freedom on earth.”
Zack shook his head. “Whatever, man. I’m sick of listening to this. I came here because I thought you were going to talk about a way to bring down the government that’s oppressing us, but now I see that my dad was right. You’re all talk with no action, and you’re trying to brainwash everyone to be just as weak as you are. It’s no wonder the government rounded up your kind and threw them into re-education camps. Listen, I’m going to find a way to fight for my freedom, and it’s not going to be through talking. I think you’re all idiots if you stay here.” 
As he turned to leave, a few of the older boys from the group stood in his path at the doorway, blocking him. He stared at them for a moment and then turned to face the front. “What do you want with me?” he asked sharply. 
Eric now answered him, “We have nothing against you, but we want to make sure you won’t sell us out to the police or anyone else. You may disagree with us on how to gain freedom, but the fact is we both have the same goals... and the same enemy.” 
Zack thought about it for a moment, then said, “I’m not a sellout. You might all be fools, but at least you’re not with the overlords.” Overlords was a term many people used to refer to those in power. It was considered to be derogatory, and so was whispered carefully in hidden places, away from prying ears. Zack continued, “Besides, if I turned you guys in, they would just arrest me, too. With everything I’ve done, they would make me disappear for good.” The smirk on his face hinted how proud he was of his rebellion. 
Eric nodded his head towards the boys blocking the door, and they moved aside. He turned to address the rest of the crowd, “Anyone who feels the same as Zack is free to go, but I encourage you to stay and hear more.” A few of the teens from Zack’s goth crowd got up and made their way towards the door, where he was waiting for them. Zack looked over to his friend that had spoken before.
“Jake, come on. You’re not seriously going to stay, are you?” Jake sat with his hands clasped together, eyes intensely fixed forward. 
Eric turned to the teenager. “Jake, you know what you’ve seen and heard from those of us that follow Jesus. Not just the things you’ve heard here, but up in the hallways everyday. Whatever you choose, remember that Jesus died for you to give you eternal life and freedom from sin and shame. His freedom is greater than the so-called freedom here on earth that only gives you a false sense of security.” 
Jake sat silently as he contemplated Eric’s words. Everyone watched in palpable anticipation, including Zack and those waiting with him at the door. Jake bowed his head for a moment, then looked up at Eric and smiled. He had made his decision. Others around him began to pat his back and put their arms around him. Zack only shook his head and walked away.
The entire time, Lizzie’s heart was pounding, and she was praying in her heart for the Holy Spirit to move. After everything calmed down, she noticed that, except for the few in Zack’s group, no one else had left. She felt a powerful stirring in her spirit that said, Invite them to come to Me. 
“I only have one more thing to say,” she started. “The whole reason why I am here, away from my family, away from my son, is because God has brought me here to tell you that He loves you.” 
She then quoted John 3:16. “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him will not perish but have everlasting life.” She spoke slowly and deliberately so that every word could be understood by those listening. 
“Following Jesus Christ is not about a set of rules or regulations. It’s so much deeper than that. It’s about accepting the love, forgiveness and redemption Jesus offers and then choosing every day to go where He leads you, and to live life the way He leads you to live it. All you have to do to begin this walk with God is to take that step of faith and believe.” Her voice choked with emotion. 
Eric stood next to her and said, “If you feel a stirring in your heart right now, don’t ignore it. Right here and right now, Jesus Christ is calling you to follow Him. If you want to, come forward now and we’ll pray together. Everyone who’s in my group, please move aside and let people come.” 
A girl stood and walked forward. Then two more girls. Then a boy stood up, followed by two more boys. The regulars stood up and moved against the wall, and soon the trickle of people turned into a flood. Eric wasn’t sure, but it looked as if every new visitor had come forward. Eric asked Lizzie and the other three to surround the gathering and join him in praying for them. 
As they all began to lead the young people in prayer, Lizzie felt the Spirit whisper, This is only the beginning of the harvest. 



CHAPTER 9
 
Later that afternoon, the four of them were relaxing on their cots in the soft lamplight, reading their Bibles. There was something about hanging in the balance between life and death that helped them develop a new love for reading God’s Word. It was more than just words on a page. From one day to the next, it had become the essence of life itself. They wanted to devour it as much as they could. Austin kept picturing the nine different translations on his shelf at home and the many commentaries and concordances gathering dust. For so many years, he had taken it all for granted. 
A quiet knock at the door signaled the promised arrival of Tasha. She entered carrying several bags of food. Some were cafeteria leftovers; the rest was from the grocery store. Tasha had been appointed, or more accurately had appointed herself, to be the one to bring her new friends food and water while they were there. As the four friends began to eat, she sat and talked about all the changes she had witnessed over just the past few hours in the hallways. 
“Everyone felt it. It was like the whole air of the place changed!” Tasha could barely keep in the excitement she felt. 
“How many students are there in the whole school?” Jackie asked.
“Ummm, I guess about 500 in all four grades together. We’re not a huge school, but we are the biggest in the area.” She added enthusiastically, “And after today, we have more than 80 people that are following Jesus! I am so sparked!” There was a look of confusion on Austin’s face at her teen lingo.
“Being sparked is a good thing, right?” he asked, which made everyone laugh. 
“Tasha, there’s something I’ve been wondering,” Lizzie said. “How did you become a believer?”
“Well, I started believing in Jesus a little over a year ago, but the story of how He saved me goes way back.” Tasha adjusted her seating as she unfolded her life story. “My brother Mark and I were best friends growing up. I mean, we’re obviously best friends now, but when we were little, we were inseparable. Our dad’s job made us move around a lot, so we didn’t have any other friends. By the time Mark was starting high school, my dad switched jobs and we settled down here in Spring Hill. I was still in Junior High, so I didn’t get to see Mark every day like normal. He always liked rock music, but when he got in school he started hanging around with the gothic group, getting into their dark, heavy metal stuff.” 
“Mark used to be a part of the goth group?” Lizzie asked, shocked. It was hard to imagine such a sweet boy being a part of that rough crowd.
Tasha nodded. “Things kept getting worse. By the time I started my freshman year, Mark was a junior and he was having suicidal thoughts. He had this garage band, and they talked about going on tour and becoming famous, but no matter what, Mark just became more and more depressed. I was really worried about him, but my parents thought I was overreacting. I started trying to look for ways to help him find meaning in life, but nothing worked. That’s when I kind of realized that there was no real meaning to life. At least, that’s what I thought then.”
Tasha then chuckled and looked up as she reached into her memory. “Then one day I walked into my drama class, and Mr. Peterson asked me if I was okay. He was always nice to me, but there was something different about the way he was asking. It was like he really cared how I felt, not like all the other teachers. I couldn’t help but spill everything that was going on in my life, and he listened to all of it. Afterward, he asked if he could pray for me, which I knew he was not supposed to do, but at that point I didn’t care about what was legal or illegal. Anyway, he prayed for me right there and I went on with the day. The very next day I saw a change in my brother. It was like, some of the hopeless feelings were gone.”
Her voice began to quiver with emotion. “So I told Mark about what Mr. Peterson had done, and he got this shocked look on his face. He said that he had actually tried to kill himself the day before by taking a bottle of sleeping pills from our parents’ bathroom. He went to sleep, expecting to die, but he had this crazy dream about a bright light wrapping around him, and then he woke up feeling different. He said he felt…alive.”
By that point, everyone in the room was tearing up. “That same day he and I both went to Mr. Peterson and started talking about what happened. That’s when he told us all about Jesus, and that’s when we became believers.” She was about to talk more, but was suddenly stopped by a strange sound. Male voices echoed down the hall from a distance. 
“Tasha, is Eric supposed to come down here with other men?” Lizzie whispered. Tasha shook her head no. In a brief moment of terror, the group sat there immobile. Tasha began motioning for them to grab their Bibles and follow her into the room’s supply closet. After everyone was crammed inside, she deftly turned off the lamps and made her way through the dark to join them. They shut the door, but were unable to lock it.
The men’s voices continued to get louder, even through the closet door. They heard the classroom door opening, accompanied by a splash of light through the crack at the bottom of the closet door. Whoever it was had entered the room.
“How long have you noticed people coming down here?” one voice asked.
“For the past couple of weeks, but that’s just how much I’ve noticed. They’ve probably been coming down for longer than that.” The voice that replied was deeper and had the tone of someone large and burly. 
“It’s Mr. Davis, our principal, and Mr. Spade, the head security guy.” Tasha whispered softly. 
Mr. Spade’s booming voice now spoke again, “Whoever it is will probably be back soon, sir. Look, they left all these cots set up and these lamps and food. It looks like someone has been living down here. If we wait, we’ll probably catch them.”
“No, you said they come every day at lunch. I want to find every single person who is involved,” answered the principal. 
“You want me to set up a sting operation for tomorrow?” Mr. Spade offered.
“No, we have to deal with this as quietly as possible. If our suspicions are true, this could be a huge embarrassment for the school and the whole community, but we don’t know anything for sure…yet. I’m going to come down here tomorrow at lunch. I need to see what they’re doing myself.”
“Should we tell the police?” asked the large guard.
“No! Not unless you want this school swarming with NPs or NSA agents,” Mr. Davis snapped. “You know how the government responds to these things.” After a tense pause, he added, “School’s about to be out. Head back upstairs and I’ll meet up with you.” 
“Yes sir.” The sound of footsteps leaving told the hiding group that the principal was now alone in the room. Jackie was closest to the door, so she knelt down to peep through the keyhole. She saw Mr. Davis standing in the middle of the room with one hand on his hip and the other pressed against his forehead. He was an older man, with thinning hair that was neatly trimmed and mostly gray. The skin of his face was pale and carried many wrinkles. He was very tall and lanky, his suit hanging off of him as if it were too big. 
He began to cough, a cough that he was obviously trying to contain. He pulled out a handkerchief and covered his mouth. When the coughing fit was finished, he pulled the hanky back to reveal spots of blood that had seeped into the cloth. He folded it in such a way that the red stains would not show before stuffing it into his pocket. The principal then pulled out a bottle of pills, poured a few in his hand and downed them. 
Just then, some equipment that the five of them were pressed up against began to shift. It wasn’t a loud noise, but it made Mr. Davis’ head shoot up towards the closet door. He looked back in the direction of the departed Mr. Spade, now too far away to be of any help. Then, he began to slowly walk towards the door. As his footsteps approached, Jackie began to pray quietly, “Lord, please stop him.” 
No one even took a breath. When Mr. Davis was a few feet away, his hand reached out for the door knob. From the closet, another rustling noise emerged, but this time it came from the ground. In the dark, no one could see what was running past their feet out the bottom of the door. Mr. Davis looked down and jumped back with a sudden jerk as a small mouse ran across the floor and out the main classroom door. 
Mr. Davis wiped some sweat from his brow and began muttering to himself. A ringing noise came from his belt, and he quickly pulled out his cell phone to answer it.
“This is Davis,” his voice radiated annoyance. As he listened, he let out a deep sigh. “Yes Sheri, I know the superintendent called a board meeting for three o’clock. Just tell him that I had an emergency here that couldn’t be avoided…I don’t know, make something up. Yes, tell him I’m on my way right now.” 
Mr. Davis began jogging out of the room. He slapped the wall switch on his way out, leaving the room in darkness. The sound of his footsteps echoing down the hall was followed by the creaking sounds of the elevator. Once again, they were left in darkness.
Tasha was the first to open the closet door and made her way to the lamps. Once the lights were back on, everyone sat down to assess the situation. Jackie shared everything that she had seen through the door.
“I think for everyone’s safety, we should move the meetings somewhere off campus,” Austin began.
“Moving off campus means moving into someone’s house. One, I don’t think that’s very realistic, and two, I don’t want to endanger anyone else,” Lizzie replied.
“Maybe we could cancel the meetings for a few days, until their suspicion dies down,” offered Daniel.
“But sugar, since we know that God called us here for this, can canceling really be an option?” His wife’s reply was gentle, as always. She placed her hand on his and he wrapped his other arm around her, kissing her head softly. 
“Uh, guys?” Tasha said timidly, “I’m afraid there’s something else.”
“What?” All four of them chorused together.
“Well, I was going to tell you earlier that word got around today about the prayer meetings, and how powerful they are. I’ve heard from other people in our group that a lot more people are coming tomorrow.”
“How much is a lot?” asked Austin.
“Maybe another 50 or so,” Tasha replied quietly. Everyone sat and thought about the fact that more than a hundred kids were going to face serious trouble the next day because of a prayer meeting. 
Austin thought about what the officials would do to all of these young people, whose faith had only just begun to grow. He looked at his wife. He could tell she was probably thinking about their son. Her hands were clasped together and her eyes were watering over. He prayed in his mind. God, is this it? Are we going to die this way? Please, show us You’re still with us.

In the middle of his praying, something flashed in his mind. He saw Mr. Davis sitting at his desk, holding a bottle of pills, weeping. There was only one other time in his life that Austin had seen a vision. It was several years ago when he was considering whether or not to go on a missions trip with Hope City church. He saw a vision of himself standing in front of the congregation, sharing his testimony of the trip. At first, he brushed it off, but he did end up going on the trip, and was asked to share his story in front of the whole church upon returning. Everything happened just as he had seen it. Because of that experience, he now thought about what he was seeing. He felt a pulling in his heart that was unmistakable. Still, he couldn’t help but think that he was imagining things.
Tasha spoke up. “I’m going to text Mr. Peterson. He’ll help us figure something out.” 
It wasn’t more than a few minutes later that Eric showed up at the door, a worried look on his face. Tasha and the others quickly filled him in on what happened, and they all began debating what the best course of action would be. 
“We have to close everything down and move it somewhere else,” Eric said firmly. “I have lost too many friends to the National Police and their prison system. You don’t understand, they have no qualms about taking the lives of everyone in their way…even children.” As he said this, Tasha cast her eyes to the ground. All signs of her bubbly joy were gone. 
In all of this, Austin remained silent. He felt a strong prompting in his heart, pushing him to speak. This was no longer an issue of facing embarrassment or rejection. This was life and death. The lives of many people he cared about, especially his wife, hung in the balance. 
“I think I know what I have to do.” Austin finally obeyed the prompting. 
Everyone looked at him as he continued. “I have to go to him. He needs to be saved, and he needs to be healed. Jesus is the only One that can do that for him.” 
Shock spread on the faces around him. His wife grabbed his hands. “What do you mean you’re going to him?”
“I’m going to go to his office with Eric, and I will try to speak with him about Jesus’ love.”
“Austin, are you crazy? What if he has you arrested and they throw you in some horrible prison, or kill you?” she pleaded. 
“That’s in God’s hands, not mine. And no, I’m not crazy.” 
“Honey, why are you doing this? This is not the time to prove anything.”
“I’m not proving anything, hon. The Holy Spirit won’t let this one go in my heart. I have a chance to obey Him, to finally obey Him, and I have to take it.”
Eric now tried to reason with him, “Austin, Mr. Davis has a specific job from the state, just like any other principal in this entire country. The authorities know that young minds can be easily molded, so school staff members are trained to identify and report any dissident individuals.” He then sat down against the wall with a look of defeat and exhaustion. “From what you all are telling me, they’ve probably known about us meeting here for weeks now. To be perfectly honest, there’s really nowhere to run. They’ll find us all eventually.” 
“None of that matters,” Austin persisted. “Doesn’t God have all authority and power in His hands? Do we really believe that, or do we just say it?” There was a moment of thick silence. “I’m telling you that God’s Holy Spirit is leading me to go to him.”
“Go to him and do what?” Lizzie asked. The thought of losing her husband was unbearable, and she was angry at him for trying to leave her.
“I don’t know, but the Spirit will show me,” he answered. 
“Guys,” Jackie interrupted, “let’s stop and pray.” 
The discussion immediately ceased as they all bowed their heads and prayed one at a time, starting with Jackie and Daniel. As the praying went on, Lizzie’s feelings roiled inside of her like boiling water. When it came time for her to pray, she felt arms hugging her in a warm, calming embrace. She opened her eyes, but saw no one there. She was sitting by herself on her cot, everyone else was sitting with heads bowed, eyes closed. The embrace slowly released, but the warmth and calm remained. Goosebumps flowed down her body as she realized what was happening. She knew what she had to pray.
“Jesus, please go with my husband,” was all she said. Eric ended the prayer and they all looked up at each other. 
“What’s the best time to go and see him?” Austin asked Eric. 
“First thing in the morning,” he answered. With that, Eric and Tasha left.
That night, Daniel and Jackie decided to adopt the idea of adjoining their cots  and they soon fell asleep in each other’s arms. 
Lizzie and Austin talked and prayed a little longer under the soft lamplight before going to sleep. After the lights were out, they cuddled together, and Austin soon began breathing deeply, a sign that he had drifted into slumber. Lizzie thought back to when they first got married, and she would fall asleep to the sound of his deep breathing. She always felt so safe in his arms. 
She then thought about the hug she had felt earlier while they were praying. Her mind flew back to the storm that had brought them there, and all the miracles and changed lives she had witnessed in just the past few days. This world was scary and confusing, but it was very clear that even in the midst of the nightmare, God was in absolute control. With that thought, she finally fell asleep.



CHAPTER 10
 
Eric arrived early to rouse Austin and the others. Mr. Davis had a brief morning meeting before school every day at 7:00. After the meeting he would go through his incoming mail and sort it before the 8:00 bell. This ritual kept his desk from getting clogged with envelopes. Eric explained that it was the best time to catch him alone since today he had a mid-week meeting with the superintendent. 
“Mid-week?” Austin asked.
“Yeah, it’s Wednesday,” Eric replied. Austin laughed to himself. Of all the questions he had when they arrived, he never thought to ask what day it was. If it was Wednesday, they must have shown up on a Monday. Austin made a mental note to ask Eric more later…if there was a later. 
Everyone gathered together and prayed for Austin. Daniel and Jackie both gave him a warm hug. Lizzie then came forward and embraced her husband tightly. She whispered in his ear, “Please come back to me.”
“God willing, I will,” he whispered back, with a gentle kiss. He and Eric started down the hall towards the elevator. Austin realized that for the past few days, for security and safety’s sake, the furthest he had gone was the bathroom. Now he was heading straight to the “lion’s den.” 
The inside of the elevator looked just as worn down as Austin had imagined it to be since the time they headed down hidden in the basketball cart. 
Eric reached inside his suit jacket and pulled out a badge. “This is a visitor’s pass,” he explained to Austin. “If anyone asks, just tell them you’re here to speak with my drama class about your stage combat experience.”
“My what?” Austin asked.
“Don’t worry. It’s just a cover story,” Eric smiled. He and Austin both laughed as the elevator doors pulled open. In the early morning hours, there weren’t many students or teachers around. Austin stuck close to Eric and prayed nobody would notice him. 
The school building consisted of three stories, and the head office was on the ground floor near the main entrance. One main hall cut across the school, with many smaller hallways branching off to classrooms. Austin could spot a collection of teachers standing near the office door, drinking coffee and chatting. He looked at a clock on the wall to see that it was 7:35. The meeting was over and it was now time to approach Mr. Davis. Austin felt a rush of nervousness, but it quickly calmed. He knew in his heart that his wife and friends were praying for him at that moment. 
“Wait here,” Eric said to him and then went ahead towards the teachers. One of them waved and gave Eric a hearty handshake. Eric spoke with him for a while and then pointed back to Austin. The other teacher looked at him, smiled and waved. Austin did the same. He realized Eric was creating a buffer zone for him so that he didn’t have to interact with any teachers and pretend to be a stage combat expert. 
Austin looked at the office door and thought to himself, No turning back now.

Suddenly, a verse came to his mind. Do not worry about how or what you should answer, or what you should say. For the Holy Spirit will teach you in that very hour what you ought to say. 
His racing heart did not completely go back to normal, but he felt an assurance that God was with him. 
Inside the office, there was a desk for the secretary, who was currently standing outside with the teachers, and a seating area for visitors. Noise spilled from outside conversations into the quiet room. Perpendicular to the secretary’s desk was another door with frosted glass that read “Frank Davis – Principal” in black lettering. 
Inside his sanctuary, Mr. Davis sat at his desk, holding his head. Most of the mail he simply threw in the trash. His daily ritual had become a chance to have some quiet time alone and take his meds without anyone else noticing. The doctors didn’t quite know what he had, but they wanted to throw all kinds of treatments at it. He was beginning to think that the treatments were worse than the disease. There was a ringing from his belt—his cell phone once again. He rolled his eyes, pulled it out and briefly considered throwing it in the trash with the mail, then thought better of it and opened it to read a new text message. 
It was from his younger brother, and simply read, “You don’t have to die this way.” His brother heard about some new experimental drugs that fought cancer and similar diseases and had been trying for weeks to convince him to go to one of the doctors that were running clinical trials, but Mr. Davis was tired of medication and doctors. He stared at the words on his phone’s screen, then slowly closed it and put it away. 
He could think of only one response to his brother’s message. I do have to die this way, he thought. A single tear rolled down his cheek. 
There was a knock at the door. 
“Who is it?” he said gruffly as he wiped his face. It irritated him to no end when he was disturbed during his quiet time. Why couldn’t people just leave him alone? 
“Uh, it’s Eric Peterson, sir. I have someone here that, uh, I think you should meet.” 
Mr. Davis let out a sigh. “Can’t it wait, Peterson?” 
“I’m sorry, sir. I’m afraid it has to be now.” 
Mr. Davis raised his eyebrow at that statement. Who does this guy think he is? he thought. He decided to let him in just so he could chew him out.
“Fine! Come in.”
Eric opened the door and stepped in, followed by Austin. Austin stood at the center of Mr. Davis’ desk, simply looking at him. Eric closed the door behind him and stood off to the side. 
“So what’s so great about you that I just have to meet you?” Davis said with a thick coat of sarcasm. 
“Well sir,” Austin said, “I’m one of the people that have been staying down in the school basement. We’ve been having prayer services and reading the Bible, and the Holy Spirit of Jesus has been moving powerfully and changing lives.”
Mr. Davis’ jaw literally dropped open. He looked over to Eric, as if to say, “Is this some sort of joke?” but the drama teacher looked just as dead serious. 
For a long moment, he was too shocked to say anything. Then, he finally raised his voice, “I can’t believe this! I’m going to see to it that they arrest every one of you and anyone associated with you! How dare you do this to our school! How dare you…” 
Mr. Davis started coughing again uncontrollably. It quickly got so bad that his face turned deep red and he began stumbling towards the door. He didn’t get far before he collapsed; Austin and Eric reached out and caught him. Once the coughing fit finally ended, they gently set him down in one of the office chairs. He gasped for air for a few moments and then stared at Austin in the eye. In that moment, Austin no longer feared the man; he pitied him. As mean as he was, as much evil as he might have done, he was still just another lost and dying human being in need of salvation. He knelt down to Mr. Davis’ level.
“You don’t have to die this way,” he said.
Mr. Davis blinked and furrowed his brow. “What did you say?”
“I said you don’t have to die this way. God has a plan for your life, whether you realize it or not. Your body will eventually die, but your soul can live forever with Jesus Christ. Every doctor in the world may fail you, but Jesus never will.”
Mr. Davis sat up in the chair. His breathing had normalized some, but he was still wheezing heavily. He looked over both of them before asking, “Who are you people?”
“We’re servants of the one, true, living God,” Eric answered. 
“We’re here because God sent us with a message for you,” Austin continued. “He loves you.”
“God loves me?” the old man said incredulously. “Then why am I dying?”
“We’re all dying Mr. Davis,” answered Eric. “Our bodies don’t last forever. Your problem is that you haven’t allowed God to show you what it means to truly live.”
Austin held out his hand “Mr. Davis, you have a choice to make. You can turn us all in and send us to our deaths, or you can give Jesus Christ a chance to show you who He is and let Him manifest His power in your life.”
Mr. Davis stared at Austin’s hand.
 
***
 
The morning passed by quietly…and very slowly. Tasha brought down breakfast for them, but none of them had any appetite. Lizzie prayed like she never had before, desperate for God’s help. She knew that whatever happened, they all needed a miracle. 
It was agreed beforehand that Daniel was going to speak that day, so he began preparing his lesson. They all knew more kids would be showing up who needed to be spiritually fed. Still, every second that ticked by, all Lizzie could think was, Where is he? How long could it take to talk to the principal? What’s happening?

The morning went on until the lunch bell rang, and people started trickling in. As expected, many of them were newcomers and had a look of amazement and anxiety. Just showing up to something like this was a big risk. The crowd quickly grew until it spilled out into the hallway, where the students were standing and peering past each other to see inside. Some of the regular attendees, Tasha included, began taking charge of the crowd and told everyone to sit down on the ground. Just like the previous day, many needed to stand against the walls. There was such an excitement in the room that no one seemed to mind. 
After the crowd sat for a few moments, a restless murmuring began to rise. Lizzie could tell that it was past time for them to start. She turned and stared at the door; a few teens leaned against the door frame, blocking her view of the hallway. There was no sign of Eric or her husband. Tasha had gone upstairs to look for them, and now appeared at the door, squeezing past the boys in her way. She simply looked at Lizzie and shook her head. Lizzie turned her face back towards the front of the room and did her best to hold in tears. 
Jackie turned to her husband and Lizzie. “I think we should go ahead and start,” she said. Lizzie nodded, and in unison they rose and went to the front. Lizzie grabbed the guitar and strapped it on, praying for God’s strength not to fall apart. Daniel started with a prayer and then they began to sing. 
Just like the day before, the regular members joined in the worship, and the newcomers looked on in bewilderment. In spite of the situation, Lizzie felt the power of the Holy Spirit flowing through her as she played, and in a subtle and gentle manner, the presence of the Spirit began to flow throughout the room. Some of the students wept; others began singing at the top of their voice. The worship built to a crescendo before slowly dying down. Once it finished, reverence filled several moments of silence.
Lizzie and Jackie sat, while Daniel grabbed his Bible and took his place at the front. As usual, the Bible drew curious gazes, gasps and looks of shock from the newcomers. Everyone knew enough about Christianity to know that it was illegal and regarded by the government as extremely dangerous. 
Daniel began, “I know that many of you guys here are new, and have probably never even heard the name of Jesus Christ. Today I want to share with you a scripture that talks about who He is and what He did for all of us.” 
Lizzie heard rustling in the hallway and turned to see that more teens had now crowded the door. There was absolutely no more seating room. 
“In a book called Isaiah,” Daniel continued, “there are a lot of verses that explain who Jesus is in detail. The awesome part about that is that Isaiah wrote this book hundreds of years before Jesus was born.” At this, many students perked up in interest.
Daniel then looked down and read:
              "But He was wounded for our transgressions, He was bruised for our iniquities; the chastisement for our peace was upon Him. And by His stripes we are healed. All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned, every one, to his own way; and the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all."
Daniel looked up and addressed the crowd. “Each one of us is lost, wounded and carrying a burden of all the wrong things we’ve done, and all the wrong things that have been done to us. This is from the curse of sin in the world, sin that separates us from God. It’s important for you guys to know that Jesus came to earth to save us from this. All that you have to do is believe this and ask Him into your life.” 
Daniel continued to speak about how Isaiah laid out the suffering of Christ for the sins of all people. He finished speaking, and looked over at Mark. He quietly said "Do we have time?".  Mark nodded reassuringly. There was still some time left before the lunch break ended. Daniel looked over to his wife and asked if she had anything to share. Jackie nodded and got up from her seat as her husband sat down. She opened her Bible.
“The verse that the Holy Spirit put on my heart to share with you is from a book written by Matthew, one of Jesus’ first followers.” Jackie cleared her throat and looked down to read: 
"Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy and My burden is light."
She then closed her Bible and began to speak earnestly to the gathering. 
“I know that many of you are carrying burdens that wear you down and you haven’t been able to find freedom, no matter how hard you try. Before I knew God, and before I got married, I had this boyfriend that meant everything to me. He was my reason for living, because being with him dulled the pain of all the abuse I had gotten at home, while growing up. Then one day, he decided to break up with me, and I thought my life was over. 
“I tried all sorts of things to fill the void: drugs, alcohol, sports, even making good grades in school, but nothing worked. It forced me to ask questions about the meaning of life, and that led me to Jesus Christ. He saved me, and He wants you to know that if you come to Him today, He can give you the freedom and rest that your soul has been searching for.” 
After Jackie finished speaking, she sat back down and bowed her head in prayer.
At this point, Daniel looked at Lizzie with a questioning expression. He wanted her to have an opportunity to speak as well. Lizzie looked out at the many faces in the crowd. They were all focused and intent. She saw their desire to have the freedom that Jackie and Daniel spoke of, and she felt the pull to stand and speak, so she did.
“Everyone, I want you all to know that this Person you’ve heard about, Jesus, is real. He’s not some spiritual idea, and He’s not a movement. He wants to meet with you right here and right now. I know that soon the bell will ring and you all have to go back to class, but this choice you have to make is literally life or death. Please don’t just go back up there to your old life. Let Jesus lay His hands on you and heal you. Let Him change your life forever. All you have to do is come to Him.” 
When Lizzie finished speaking, the sound of the ending lunch bell could be heard faintly above, but no one moved. Then, one by one, the visiting students stepped through to the front and looked expectantly at Lizzie. Just as the day before, Eric’s students moved to the side and allowed for the front to be packed. Lizzie’s eyes filled with tears of joy. 
Daniel came to her side, and he extended his hands to the gathered students. Lizzie and Jackie did the same as he prayed out loud. Lizzie felt an explosion of joy in her heart, and she felt the Holy Spirit whisper, Open your eyes and look. 
She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to see, so she opened her eyes and looked out over the crowd. There in the back stood Austin and Eric, both with closed eyes. Their hands were laid upon an older man in a suit, whom Lizzie knew immediately was Mr. Davis. She had to force herself not to run into her husband’s arms. Soon enough, he opened his eyes and smiled widely at her. 
Once the prayer was finished, he came to the front, much to the delight of Daniel and Jackie. He added a few simple words. 
“I just want to encourage all of you right now to pray to Jesus yourself in your heart. Prayer is just talking to God, and that’s exactly what He wants you to do. Just ask Him to forgive every wrong thing and remove your heartache.” Mr. Davis now began to openly weep and fell to his knees. Many others joined him. 
The second bell rang, signaling the start of class, but all concern had melted away. Slowly, the kids got up one at a time and gathered their things. Some were laughing, others were crying, but it was all in joy. 
After a few minutes, the only person left sitting on the floor was Mr. Davis. He sat with his elbows resting on his knees and stared at the ground, quiet and pensive. He looked up at Eric and the others, and said with a smile, “I can breathe again.” They all helped him to his feet. 
Lizzie walked over to her husband and embraced him with tears on her cheek. 
“Thank you for coming back to me,” she whispered into his ear.
“Don’t thank me, honey,” he whispered back.               
“I know. I was so afraid that something went wrong. I thought the police would come bursting through the door any moment.” Her words came out in a rush. Now that the stress was past, there was a strong release of emotion, and she actually laughed at how afraid she had felt. She couldn’t contain her curiosity. “So, what happened? What took so long?”
“I’m afraid that’s my fault, dear,” Mr. Davis answered. “After our meeting, I couldn’t stop asking your husband and Eric questions about…God.” 
“Why?” Lizzie asked.
“Your husband pointed out that I had a choice to make. On the one hand, I could have turned everyone in, and I know exactly how things would have ended, but I’ve been dying of an unknown lung disease for the past six months, and I knew that my own end was coming soon. So I thought, what if this is true? I grabbed Austin’s hand and I felt this warmth in my chest, very comforting. I still had difficulty breathing, but things were different. I wanted to know more, so I canceled my meetings and sat with these two all morning picking their brains.”
Lizzie felt a rush of relief as she realized that the Lord indeed had kept her husband safe under the shadow of His wings the whole time he was gone. Mr. Davis had more to tell. 
“When you told us to come to Him, to Jesus,” he spoke to Lizzie, “that’s when I decided to come forward, and that’s when I felt like this huge weight was lifted off my chest. And now I realize that I can breathe freely. I think I understand what it means in that book of yours when it says that we are healed by His stripes.” 
Mr. Davis motioned towards Daniel’s Bible. “Those words caught my ears all the way out in the hall.” 
“Mr. Davis,” Eric spoke, “I don’t want to ruin the moment, but you know there will be issues with security guards, especially with so many kids showing up late to class. And the fact that you weren’t at the budget meeting is going to raise suspicion.”
Mr. Davis laughed, “Yeah, it seems like I can’t even go to the restroom these days without raising some sort of criticism from my superiors. Don’t worry, I’ll deal with security and I’ll make sure no students get in trouble. As for the superintendent, he’s always on my case, nothing new there.” 
He turned to go but then said, “By the way, you four don’t have to hide down here all the time. We can sneak you upstairs. And you don’t have to just meet at lunch. I’ll make it so you can meet after school too.”
“That’s wonderful sir! Thank you!” Eric exclaimed joyfully.
“Don’t thank me. Thank God.” The reply was heartfelt. “Besides, after school works better for my schedule anyway.” 
He winked and headed for the door before finally saying, “Oh, and you can call me Frank.” With that, he walked away. 
“And the miracles continue,” Eric said softly as his boss’s footsteps faded away. Mr. Davis could be heard whistling.
 



CHAPTER 11
 
A  few hours later, Frank Davis sat at his desk with a group of kids standing in front of him, all caught being late for class after lunch. Mr. Spade, the head of security, was at their side, sternly looking over them with his arms crossed. His dark mustache and crew-cut, black hair only added to his steely appearance. Mr. Davis was doing his best to look irritated.
“Listen here. If you all make being tardy after lunch a habit, I will not hesitate to call a meeting with each one of your parents.” He then launched into a lecture on responsibility. In his mind, he figured the longer the lecture, the less people would question him not punishing any of them. After his speech, he sent them to class and was left alone with Mr. Spade.
“Did you find out what those kids were gathering about downstairs? I thought maybe some of these tardies were coming from there,” Spade inquired.
“Oh, that,” said Mr. Davis dismissively, “that was just some Freshmen staging a coup against the varsity football players for harassing them. They made downstairs some sort of ‘secret base camp.’ They admitted to planning to put stink bombs in their lockers. I broke it up; it’s not a problem anymore.” Mr. Davis quickly started doing paperwork, trying to look as busy as possible. 
Spade stared at his boss for a brief moment before speaking. “Very good then, sir,” he said. “I’m going to go check in with the patrol guard.” 
Mr. Davis curtly nodded his head without looking up from his papers. Spade walked out the door, giving one last look at Mr. Davis before it shut.
 
***
 
Wednesday evening found the couples singing and praising together at the top of their voices in the school basement. None of them had ever felt or experienced the Holy Spirit in this way before. Austin felt like he couldn’t praise God enough, even if he were to sing continually for the rest of his life. No amount of words could encapsulate how awesome the Lord was, and now he finally understood that. 
After finishing, they noticed the sound of the elevator gears moving. In the quiet hall, the old, rusty gears echoed loudly. 
“Is there a night guard or something?” Austin asked.
“Eric never mentioned one,” Daniel replied. They all quickly got up and rushed into the closet. Lizzie turned off the lamps and walked blindly towards her friends. They closed the door just as the hallway lights were turned on. Footsteps echoed louder until the classroom door creaked open. 
After a long pause…
“Guys?” Eric’s voice called out. They all burst out of the closet, causing him to jump back a bit in surprise. 
“Oh my gosh, we thought you were some sort of night guard or something.” Lizzie heaved a sigh of relief.
“Oh, Lizzie, I’m so sorry.” Eric covered his head in embarrassment. “I should have warned you guys earlier that I was going to bring some stuff down, but I forgot.” 
He now pulled in a green wagon that he had been hauling. It was a large wagon, and inside was a big microwave and several grocery bags. The microwave had obviously seen better days but it still worked. Eric turned on the lamps as everyone sat down on their cots again. They all had a good laugh at how they had crammed into the closet. 
“Why did you wait before calling out?” Lizzie asked Eric.
“At first, when I saw the lights were out, I thought maybe everyone had gone to sleep,” he replied, “but then I saw that the cots were empty, and that’s when I got nervous.” 
“Is that why you jumped back when we all fell out of the closet?” Austin’s question got everyone chuckling. Eric nodded. 
“I guess we’re all a little on edge,” Jackie said. 
“I don’t blame you,” Eric responded. “You’ve been through a lot these past few days.” He plugged in the microwave and pulled some frozen dinners from the grocery bags. It wasn’t gourmet, but to the hungry group, it smelled delicious. 
He wanted to stay and talk, but he couldn’t leave his car parked in the school lot alone for too long in the evening, otherwise it would raise suspicion, and there was the curfew as well. In this place, joy was always balanced with a clear understanding of the danger that hung over their heads like a sword dangling from a string. 
Before going, Eric stood at the door and timidly posed a request to his friends. “Would it be okay if I borrowed one of your Bibles to read tonight? I promise I’ll bring it back tomorrow.” 
“Here,” Austin said quickly, handing him his Bible, “You don’t have to give it back until you’re done reading it.”
“Oh thank you,” Eric said, “I’ll give it back tomorrow, I promise.”
“No rush,” Austin reassured his new friend. He was happy that Eric finally took him up on his offer. 
After Eric left, everyone quickly ate and soon bedded down for the night. Both couples cuddled together, thankful for the day. Lizzie ran her fingers through Austin’s hair as he began to drift off to sleep.
“I thought I almost lost you today,” she whispered into his ear.
“You’re never going to lose me, baby. Even if we get separated for a while, we’ll be together in eternity.” 
“I know, I just realized that I assume you’ll always be with me in this life,” she said. “I can’t imagine going back to Caleb without you.” 
“Yeah, I know,” was all Austin could think to say.
“How did you do it?” Lizzie asked.
“Do what?” 
“Work up the courage to go to Mr. Davis.”
“I don’t know,” Austin replied after thinking a moment, “I didn’t really work up anything. I just let go. The Lord did the rest.”
 
***
 
Thomas Spade was not a man that could let things go easily, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong with his boss. His dogged determination to follow a hunch was one thing that made him effective in the NSA, and got him in trouble at the same time. Now, it was the reason why he sat at his kitchen table surrounded by small, silvery discs. They were videos recorded by the school’s security system, and Spade was methodically placing each disc into a slit on his computer pad, and speeding through the recording. 
The videos covered the past three months, which took him several hours to sift through. However, he did clearly notice a pattern of students gathering every day at lunch around the stairwell that led to the lower level of the school. He also saw Eric Peterson, the drama teacher, heading down after all the students. He always felt like there was something wrong with Peterson, always stupidly grinning at everyone like he was the happiest guy on earth. Spade chastised himself for not acting sooner. In his mind, he had grown soft and lax. It was time for a change. 
Finally, he reached the current week in the videos. On Monday, the crowd looked a little larger than usual, but on Tuesday there was a huge spike in the number of kids meeting. He then saw himself and Mr. Davis heading downstairs. He saw himself come up a few minutes later, followed by Davis a few minutes after. 
He pulled out Tuesday’s video and put in the one from that morning. When he left work, he interrupted the Wednesday disc recording and replaced it with one to record the evening. Now, he sped up to the lunch period, towards the end of the video and saw an even larger crowd of students over a span of time going downstairs. Then, right before the video cut off, he saw three adult men going down. One was Eric Peterson, one was a man he’d never seen before wearing a visitor’s badge, and the other was Mr. Davis. Spade stared at the computer screen with a feeling that could only be described as satisfaction. His hunch was right. 
“Gotcha,” he whispered with a wide smile. 



CHAPTER 12
 
Thursday morning, the four impromptu missionaries were awoken by Eric and Mr. Davis, who arrived before school began. They were loaded down with Styrofoam boxes full of pancakes and breakfast potatoes, along with coffee and orange juice. 
While they were eating, Austin leaned over to his wife and whispered, “The accommodations stink, but the food is great.”
“We’ll have to tell the travel agent,” she giggled. It was great to hear her laugh, Austin thought to himself. 
Eric held up Austin’s Bible and asked him, “Do you mind if I hang on to this until later? I stayed up half the night reading it, and I feel like there’s something the Lord wants me to teach from it.” 
“I don’t mind at all,” Austin replied wholeheartedly. 
“Oh, and we’re definitely moving the meeting to after school,” Mr. Davis said. “I can’t do lunch and I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”
“Is that going to raise suspicion from anyone?” Lizzie asked.
“I doubt it,” he replied. “I’m going to tell the security guards and other teachers that a group of students want to start a community service group and Mr. Peterson is heading it up.” 
“Do students actually do community service projects?” Jackie asked with an undertone of disbelief. She had met many kind teens, but they were all believers. It was hard to imagine an otherwise harsh world encouraging young people to care for others. 
“Oh yeah, sure they do,” Mr. Davis nodded. “Of course, the philosophy behind it is to make kids conform better to the mold and assist in building a more productive society, nothing beyond that.” 
“It’s hard for our government to say they’re teaching kids to do good works when we live in a society of relativism where ‘good’ and ‘bad’ are defined based on how people feel,” Eric joined in.
“So, after school then?” Daniel changed the subject before it got too interesting. Everyone nodded and Mr. Davis got up to leave with Eric. 
“Oh, by the way, Eric,” Austin said, looking up at the tall figure at the doorway. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about something I saw a few days ago.”
“What’s that?” asked Eric.
“The kid who brought us food, Theo, was holding some sort of black electronic thing. It was during the second meeting, I believe, or maybe the third? It was flat on his palm and had a little light at its front. He was holding it toward you and Lizzie and then quickly hid it when he noticed me looking at him.” 
As Austin spoke, Eric’s face became serious. He looked down at the ground and began to massage his forehead, as if warding off a headache. 
“Oh, Theo,” he moaned. 
“What’s wrong?” Lizzie asked.
“Theo is a good kid with a pure heart, and he has this dream of sharing his story with the whole world. I don’t want to put a damper on his enthusiasm, but his dream has led him to putting up videos and other postings on the back side of the Internet.”
“The what?” Daniel was immediately intrigued.
“It’s a part of the Internet the government doesn’t control,” Mr. Davis stepped in to explain, “and it’s illegal for anyone to put up content there, or even to visit it.” 
“That’s why I keep trying to stop him, before he gets us all discovered and thrown in prison.” Eric took a deep breath. “I’ll talk to him.”
“If you want, we can call him into my office,” Mr. Davis offered. “There’s more privacy.”
“No,” Eric shook his head. “I don’t want to scare him. I have him in drama class first period. I’ll talk to him then.”
“How much technology do you guys have available?” Daniel asked, always interested in the latest gadgets. “I mean, does every student have access to those kinds of devices?”
“Yeah, they’re pretty common,” Mr. Davis nodded, “even though it’s not allowed on school grounds. Besides, there’s such a tight control of information that many students are afraid to use them even outside of school.” 
“It’s actually pretty old technology,” Eric added. “All the  restrictions that the government has put in place have stalled innovations for years, and any new technology that is developed is strictly for the government to use. They figure the more behind we are, the easier we are to control.”
“Don’t be too hard on him,” Lizzie interjected. “I mean, say what you have to, but don’t scare him away from sharing Christ.”
“You’re right, Lizzie,” Eric agreed. “I’ll do my best.” With that, Eric and Mr. Davis left, and the four teachers were alone once again. 
 
***
 
First period drama class passed by as the students rehearsed skits they had written themselves. When Eric saw his chance, he pulled Theo aside.
“Theo, I heard from Mr. Kelly that you were recording one of the worship sessions.” Theo was clearly shocked that he had been caught. 
“I was just, just…”
“Listen, I understand that you want to tell the whole world what God is doing in your life, and I think that’s a good goal to have, but you’ve got to understand that the safety of every believer in this school hangs in the balance of every choice we make. If you post something that gets into the wrong hands, they will take us all away.”
“I know,” Theo said emphatically, “that’s why I’m being extra careful. I haven’t even posted the video yet, and when I do I’m going to use this old computer my dad has in the basement. I put a scrambler on it to throw off any trackers.” 
“Theo, please don’t do this,” Eric advised. 
Theo was quiet for a moment before looking up at his teacher with pleading in his eyes. “Mr. Peterson, you’re always telling us to reach out to others, but no one at this school wants to listen to me. I’ve tried. This is a way I can reach other people who need to hear the Gospel. I just feel like it’s something I have to do.”
“Well,” Eric said, “technically I can’t stop you, but I am going to ask you to wait until I give the go ahead to post it. Will you do that for me please?”
“Alright,” Theo sighed. Eric patted Theo’s back as he went back to rehearsing.
 
***
 
Mr. Spade looked like a police officer in his security guard uniform, and he often intimidated the students. He would stand in the middle of the hall during class breaks with his arms crossed, scanning the faces of those passing by. On his belt, a hard rubber baton and a can of mace were visible, both of which he had used in the past to break up fights. Everyone knew he was not to be taken lightly. 
Today, he was on a special mission. His eyes were on the lookout for a particular kind of activity. He noticed, however, that the students always passed by him with a space of at least three feet, even if they had to squish against the wall. Spade quickly realized after the first period that if he was going to find what he was looking for, he needed to be invisible to the students. 
He told the two security guards that worked underneath him to steer clear of the halls for the day, which they obeyed without question. Spade then spent the morning sitting in his office, watching all of the security camera monitors. Before he joined the NSA, Spade was a sniper in the Marines. He never really liked sitting quietly for long periods, but he did like having his patience rewarded with a successful kill. Now he was a sniper once again, waiting for his opportunity to attack. He didn’t have to wait long. 
 



CHAPTER 13
 
Theo waded through the rush of students like a little fish swimming upstream. "Cody, check it out,” he called out for his friend. Cody and Theo were two of the smallest freshmen in the whole school. Theo, with his curly hair, freckles and glasses, and Cody, who had moppish brown hair with a permanent cowlick in the back, were easy targets for bullies. The boys finally found relief and protection when they joined the group of believers. They grew to be quite bold in sharing their faith with those that used to terrorize them. Now, second period had just ended and Cody was on his way to geometry class. He came over when his friend beckoned him.
“What’s up, Theo?”
“Check this out,” Theo pulled out the same small black device that Austin had seen him with. “I recorded this to post on the back side. It’s from a few days ago, and I spliced some scenes together, you know, to grab people’s attention.” The device popped up a small image on its screen depicting the praise and worship that had impacted their lives just days before. 
Cody gasped.
“Dude, what are you doing?!” He grabbed the device out of Theo’s hand. “Don’t you know what’ll happen if someone catches you with this?” 
“But no one’s around that’s going to care,” Theo replied. “Look, there’s no teachers, no security guards. Mr. Spade isn’t even here.” Both boys looked around to confirm that, indeed, there were no adults of any kind. As for their peers, the boys knew that because of their low social ranking, they were practically invisible. 
“Theo, you can’t hold on to that disc. It’s too dangerous.” 
“This isn’t for me. It’s a copy for you.”
“What?! Why?”
“I have my copy at home that I’m going to post. I think you should do the same and show this to whoever you feel God wants you to.”
“Shh! Don’t say G-O-D up here, remember?” 
“Fine, show it to whoever He wants you to.” 
“I don’t want it.” Cody handed the disc back to his friend.
“Why not?”
“What if it falls into the wrong hands and the entire group gets busted?”
“That’s not going to happen. Just take it.” Theo offered the disc to Cody once more.
“But Mr. Peterson said we shouldn’t do things like this…”
“Cody, c’mon man. I talked to Mr. Peterson this morning.”
“Is he okay with it?” Cody asked. 
Theo paused before saying, “Yeah man, he’s fine with it.” 
Theo answered the dubious look on Cody’s face by asking, “Do you want to spread the Word or not?”
“Fine.” He grabbed it from Theo’s hand and shoved it deep into his pocket. Theo was happy to get his way and quickly headed off to his next class. Cody started again towards geometry, but then stopped. He shook his head, pulled the disc out of his pocket and looked around to make sure no one was watching as he stuffed it into the nearest trash can. The bell rang, sending him running to class, grumbling about Theo all the way. 
All the while, neither boy had thought for a moment about the security camera silently operating over their heads.
 
 
 
 
***
 
Thursday afternoon came quicker than the group expected. Eric announced that he hoped to bring them upstairs and have the prayer meeting in the auditorium. Most of the staff cleared out by four o’clock, including security, and that was when Mr. Davis had scheduled the meeting to start. Eric had already told his leading students earlier on in the day, and word of mouth traveled quickly. The four teachers were excited at the prospect of getting out of the basement, but not long after the final bell rang, Mr. Davis appeared with a worried look on his face.
“What’s wrong, Mr. Davis?” Jackie asked.
“Well sweetie, I’m afraid that none of you are coming upstairs today,” he replied slowly.
“What happened?” Lizzie cocked her head and raised her eyebrows.
“The head security guy just told me he’s staying late today, something about a special project. I have no idea what that could mean.”
“Aren’t you his boss?” she countered. “Can’t you just insist on sending him home so that the kids aren’t intimidated?”
“Hon, I would send him away for good if I could,” he said. “He works under me, yes, but the school board is really in charge. If he wants to work overtime, they’re the only ones that could say no.” 
Eric showed up at the classroom door with Tasha and Mark at his side. “Hey guys, I think we should try to move up the meeting as soon as possible, we’ve already got students crowding into the auditorium.” He looked around and noticed everyone’s sullen face. “What’s wrong?” 
Mr. Davis explained the situation to Eric, who then took on the same worried look. 
“What are we going to do with everyone who’s already gathered?” Mark asked. 
“We may have to just cancel and send them home,” Eric replied.
“No!” Tasha interjected, “please, there’s got to be some way. We can’t send these kids away empty.”
Once again, Lizzie had to stop and marvel at Tasha’s faith. This young girl had not been a believer for more than a year, yet she was solid as a rock. She was determined that her friends would not go away without first being spiritually fed. 
“Maybe there’s some way to get them all down here,” Daniel suggested.
“I doubt it, son,” Mr. Davis replied, “There are more than 150 kids up there. There’s no classroom big enough.”
“What about the hallway?” Lizzie asked. “That way, Eric can give the word he felt God put on his heart.” She could tell by Eric’s face that he had momentarily forgotten his burden to speak. 
“And what if, after Eric speaks, we split up in the classrooms down here for small groups?” Jackie asked. Everyone paused.
“That’s really not a bad idea,” said Eric with a smile. “We’d have to clean out the other rooms a little bit, but that won’t take long.” 
He turned to Mr. Davis, “Do you think we can get everyone down here without rousing Mr. Spade’s attention?”  
The principle shrugged. “He seemed quite involved with a phone call he was on, and typing on his computer, but he still has those security monitors right behind him.” 
Everyone was quiet for a moment, thinking. 
Then, Mr. Davis spoke up. He had an idea.
 
***
 
Spade was surprised to hear a knock at his door, especially as school was out. His voice was raised in slight annoyance as he called for the person to come in. When it turned out to be his boss, Spade’s tone softened a bit.
“May I call you back in a minute?” Spade said to the person on the phone, and quickly hung up. Then he turned to Mr. Davis. “Is there a problem, sir?” 
“No, there’s not.” Davis tried his very best to sound like his old, irritated self, but it was difficult. “I just wanted to let you know that the kids are going to be cleaning out the downstairs floor of the school as their first service project. It’ll probably take a few hours for them to get it done, and Peterson said he'll keep them wrangled together the whole time.” 
“Do you need me to keep an eye on them?” Spade asked.
“Nah,” Davis waved his hand. “I just wanted you to know there’ll be a lot of kids downstairs, if you hear some noise.” 
“What if things get out of hand?” Spade asked.
“I’m going to check in on them myself. I’m glad to have free labor but I want to make sure they don’t break any equipment.” Again, Davis tried to sound as annoyed as possible at the kids. 
While Davis was talking, he saw Eric on the security monitors behind Spade. He was leading a huge crowd of kids down the hall towards the basement stairwell. Davis didn’t want Spade to know how many kids there were exactly, or else he might become suspicious. Spade was always suspicious. 
“Well, let me know if you need anything,” Spade said as he nodded. It carried a note of finality, implying that he had nothing more to say. Mr. Davis saw the last student head downstairs, then nodded his head and left Spade’s office. 
As soon as he left, Spade picked up the phone again and began dialing. He had a very important phone call to finish.
 



CHAPTER 14
 
The hallway downstairs hadn’t been as full as this for years, and the echoing sound of happy chatter seemed to bring the dead building back to life. Eric motioned for everyone to sit down and, with the help of his more experienced students, managed to calm the crowd. As he looked at the gathering, he recognized many faces, but a much larger number were completely new. 
“All right everyone,” he said once quietness reigned. “We’re going to do something a little different today, since we have more time than usual. We’re going to praise God together, like always, and there’s a message that the Lord has put into my heart to share with you, but afterwards we’re going to split up into smaller groups. Before the small groups start, we’re going to straighten things up in each of the classrooms, which shouldn’t take very long. But first, let’s praise the Lord.” 
Eric noticed the usual surprised, nervous look that the newcomers always had. There was an uneasy excitement at the idea of attending a highly illegal meeting. They were all afraid at what might happen, but they were all hungry for what Eric and the other believers had to offer. 
Eric motioned towards Mark, who brought him his guitar, and Lizzie stood to join him. She turned to see Tasha standing beside her, a pleasant surprise. 
“Can I help?” Tasha whispered. She received a happy consent from Eric and Lizzie. All of the regular prayer group students were taking more of a leadership position without being asked, and Eric was overjoyed to see it.
The worship time was just as anointed and powerful as the previous days, bringing many to tears, including Mr. Davis once again. After the praise died down, Eric pulled out Austin’s Bible and opened it to a bookmarked page. 
“The message I have to share is from a book in the Bible called Second Corinthians. I read today in the commentary section of this book how it was originally a letter to a church in an ancient city called Corinth. The letter was written by a man named Paul, who had suffered greatly to spread the Gospel, a lot like we do today. When I read it, I felt God tell me in my heart that this group of believers He has built up needs to hear it, so here goes.” 
Eric looked down and read the verses: 
"We are pressed on every side by troubles, but we are not crushed. We are perplexed, but not driven to despair. We are hunted down, but never abandoned by God. We get knocked down, but we are not destroyed. Through suffering, our bodies continue to share in the death of Jesus so that the life of Jesus may also be seen in our bodies."
Eric read the words slowly, with emphasis. Everyone present was well aware of the suffering that could come to anyone professing faith in Christ. The words sank in deeply, like rain to a ground that had been thirsting for years. He then looked up again at the gathering and spoke, “I can’t see the future, but the Lord has made it clear that we cannot go on like this forever. At some point, the Gospel will have to go out from this school to the surrounding community, and from there to the region, the state, and as far as God’s grace carries it. There’s a time coming that will test everyone’s faith. These times always come in the life of any true believer, so it’s nothing to be afraid of. For now, let’s thank the Lord for what we have, and allow Him to grow us.” 
With that, he closed the Bible and handed it back to Austin. He then motioned for Mark to come up and whispered into his ear. Mark nodded and announced that it was time to split up into smaller groups.  
Under Mark’s direction, everyone quickly organized themselves to clean out the junk that was in each classroom. Afterward, they split into groups of boys and girls. There turned out to be four groups in the end of about 35 students each—two groups of boys and two groups of girls. This worked out perfectly for the four teachers, who got to work teaching the youth placed in their care. Eric felt led to walk up and down the hallways, praying for the young people within the classes. He could feel the church around him growing stronger, but he also sensed that the enemy was not far off.
As he passed the classroom with Austin teaching, he felt the urge to go in. He couldn’t explain it, but he certainly knew how to respond to the Sprit’s leading. When he walked in, everyone was taking time to introduce themselves. After going around the room, Austin gave his introduction.
“Hello everyone. For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Austin Kelly. I should start by saying that my wife and I, and our friends have all been blessed beyond words by you this past week. I guess I should ask if any of you have questions about anything.” Austin wanted to take the opportunity to have more of a discussion class, rather than just him lecturing. Eric pulled up a chair next to Austin and sat.
A boy sitting next to Mark raised his hand. “Mr. Kelly, can you read to us more from…the Book?”
“Oh sure, I’d love to,” Austin smiled. He grabbed his backpack and pulled out his Bible. “You know what? Before we start anything, we should pray. Is that okay?” He directed the question towards Eric.
“Of course,” Eric affirmed. “There’s no such thing as too much prayer.” Austin bowed his head and asked God to give them all a message from His scripture. Right as he ended, a thought came to his mind. 
“I’m going to pass around my Bible so you can all read this for yourselves.” All the students emitted gasps of joy and delight. 
“The first verse I want you to read is John 8:12. Then, I want you to read Matthew 5:14.” Austin passed the Bible to the first person on the right side of the front row, Theo. He opened it and eagerly thumbed through a few pages before stopping and sheepishly looking at Austin through his thick glasses.  
“Could you help me find the verses?” he asked. Austin smiled and walked over to show him the index of Bible books listed at the front. He went on to explain how everything was broken down into chapters and verses. As Austin spoke to Theo, everyone paid close attention, even Eric. Armed with the information, Theo began to slowly search the Bible. 
“I found it!” he exclaimed to the class. 
“Okay, now go ahead and read it out loud for everyone.” 
Theo looked a bit nervous, but nevertheless he cleared his throat and began to read: 
"Jesus spoke to the people once more and said, ‘I am the Light of the World. If you follow Me, you won’t have to walk in darkness, because you will have the Light that leads to life."
Theo flipped over to the verse in Matthew. “You are the light of the world—like a city on a hilltop that cannot be hidden.” He looked up from reading and said, “Wow!” 
By the light on the faces of the others, it was clear they felt the same.
“Jesus was talking to his followers in both of those passages,” Austin explained as Theo passed the Bible on to the boy sitting beside him. He seemed reluctant to let it go. 
Austin continued. “He was illustrating how we are made to be more and more like Him. Think about how light works. When you shine a flashlight, all the darkness disappears from wherever the light touches; it has no choice. The darkness must run from the light, but the light never runs from the darkness.
That’s the power of Jesus. That’s the power that you all have been given by His Holy Spirit.” 
Another young man raised his hand and Austin pointed at him. He said, “Also, as long as light has a power source, it never goes out.” 
“Wow, excellent observation,” Austin said. “That is very true. And as long as we stay connected to our source, His Spirit, we will never go out.” 
A student in the class was now holding the Bible and practically salivating over it. He ran his fingers over the pages and said, “I wish I could quit school and study this all day.” 
“Well, that would be great, but God needs you here in school, too,” Austin responded. “Besides, He can use the stuff you learn here for His glory.”
“Really?” One guy said doubtfully, “God can use algebra for His glory?” Everyone laughed.
“Yes, even algebra,” Austin said
“What about drama?” Mark now asked. Austin smiled at Eric, who smiled back.
“God can especially use drama,” Austin answered. “As a matter of fact,” he reached again into his back pack and produced a compact concordance. To many puzzled looks, he flipped through the pages and said to them, “When you get a chance, look at Matthew 13:34 and Mark 4:34. They talk about how Jesus used parables to teach people during His public ministry, and a parable is a story or illustration that is used to teach an important point.”
“So what you’re saying,” Eric now spoke to help his students understand, “is that a play, or a movie or show can be used like a parable to teach people.” 
“Exactly,” Austin responded. 
“Mr. Kelly, what is that?” Theo asked, pointing to the concordance.
“Oh, I’m sorry for not explaining. This is called a concordance. You can use it to find verses in the Bible about specific topics or you can search for specific words.” Austin then looked at all the wide-eyed faces in the circle. “Would you like me to pass this around, too?” he asked. 
Every head nodded vigorously. He passed it to Theo, who eagerly began to flip through it.
 
 



 
CHAPTER 15
 
Special Agent John Archer was not a man to be taken lightly. He had worked for the NSA for over 30 years with the specific task of breaking up domestic terrorist cells and countering their dissident propaganda. For many years, he was the director of all re-education camps, and he was good at his job, until they removed him. In the past decade, there was hardly a whisper left from any fractious groups. Everything appeared perfectly under control, but Archer knew that looks could be deceiving. 
A few years before, the shadow council in Washington had cut his budget and forced him into a brainless desk job. They said there was no longer a need for the programs he headed. In the end, Archer bit the bullet and took on his office prison but was constantly on the lookout for the opportunity to prove his superiors wrong and vindicate himself. 
He was a stout man with a muscular physique, attesting to his obsession with weight lifting. From the neck down, his body contradicted his age, but his face looked every bit of his 55 years, and then some. The stress of his position left deep crevasses of wrinkles on his face. His head was still full of hair, although it was now almost white. He wore it in a crew cut. 
The only vestige left from his younger years was his jet black eyebrows, still as bushy as the day he took the job. They were now furrowed as he pored over observation reports from the field, looking for clues that would point him to the next big bust. An urgent-sounding knock at the door caused Archer to stop his work. He hated interruptions.
“Come in,” he said briskly. The man who entered was Agent James Wilde. He was in his late twenties but looked all of eighteen. His youthful looks had actually hindered his advancement over the past few years. No one wanted a guy who looked like a teenager to be in charge of anything other than gathering data, which was exactly what Wilde had been doing from his first day on the job. After a while, it became obvious to everyone in the agency how desperate he was to please his superiors and do anything for a promotion. That was why he had such an excited look on his face. He thought for sure that now he had his ticket out of data gathering. 
“Sir,” Wilde exclaimed, “I have a tip from the field about dissident activity with propaganda involved.” 
“Why are you telling me this instead of Agent Jones?” The sharp reply caused the young man to flinch for a moment.
“W-well, I don’t think anyone else wanted to take it…seriously.” Wilde sputtered. Agent Jones was usually the one that brought questionable cases to the boss, but this time, the call that came in got passed down the chain of command until finally it came to Wilde’s desk. 
“Who gave the tip?” Archer asked with a great air of skepticism. He knew that if the rest of the agents sent Wilde into the proverbial firing squad, it must be a very unreliable tip.
“Uh, he’s actually a former agent with the NSA. His name is…Thomas Spade,” said Wilde, flipping through the file in his hands for the information. He was hoping for a better response from his boss and was now afraid of being cursed out for wasting Archer’s time. He continued hopefully. “He stepped down from the agency eight years ago for health reasons and now is employed at a high school in a little town called Spring Hill, in upstate New York.” 
Wilde handed the file to Archer, who began to look through its contents.
“This sounds like a bunch of kids being rebellious,” Archer said after a moment, tossing the file on his desk. “That’s something the local police can handle.” 
“I thought so too, sir,” Wilde was quick to reply, “but Spade sent us this video he found.” 
“Is it another one of those he found floating around the back side?” Archer replied with sarcasm in his voice. “Because I don’t have time for his ‘hunches’ anymore.” 
Unbeknownst to Wilde, Spade had previously found a number of videos posted on the back side that he claimed he could trace, which led to a series of wild goose chases with no arrests. There was also a lot of time and money wasted. 
“N-no, sir,” Wilde stammered. “He said this was made by students at his school.” 
Wilde produced a small handheld device and inserted a metallic disc into its side. A holographic image popped up of a man and woman singing together. The man was playing a guitar, and the woman had both her hands raised. At first, Archer’s eyes were squinting at the scene, confused at what was going on. Then, he noticed the lyrics. The video cut quickly to the woman sitting by herself on a stool, talking to an unseen crowd. Whoever had filmed this was very close to the front. Archer’s eyes widened when he saw what she was holding in her hand. 
“Is that what I think it is?” Archer asked.
“I believe so, sir,” Wilde responded. His eyes were focusing intently on his boss.
“Can you verify that this was filmed at the high school in your report?” Archer’s piercing blue eyes now pointed at Wilde. 
“I’m about to start the tracing process, sir. I know I can do it, but it may take some time to…”
“You’ve got forty-eight hours,” Archer said without taking his eyes off Wilde. “I want to mobilize the unit as soon as possible, but I can’t use those kinds of resources without giving Washington clear evidence. That means I need the names of every single individual involved and clear proof of what they’re doing. Is that understood?”
“Yes, sir,” came Wilde’s quick response. “I won’t let you down, sir.” He now had a great deal of work to do, and turned quickly to leave. 
“Wilde,” Archer stopped him before he reached the door, “if you pull this off, I can guarantee that promotion you’ve been itching for, but if this turns out to be nothing and you make this department look like a bunch of idiots, I promise that you will work in data gathering for the rest of your career…in Siberia.” Wilde’s thin smile transformed to subtle shock on his face. 
“Y-yes, sir,” he stuttered again. Archer motioned for him to leave, then picked up the file and began to study it closer. This was the opportunity he had been waiting for.
 
***
 
Agent James Wilde was a nervous mess. His hand shook as he stirred the cream into his coffee, as if he needed anything to keep him awake now. The break room was always occupied with two or three agents talking, eating, or just avoiding work. Wilde spilled some of the coffee on the counter when he picked up the cup.
“Is that coffee giving you trouble, Wilde?” said a large, burly agent from one of the tables. Two agents sitting with him broke into chuckles. Most of Wilde’s co-workers made a practice of ridiculing their young-looking co-worker. The one speaking was Agent Reznick, but everyone called him Razor. It matched his personality well. His head was clean shaven, and his frame was large and bulky. A winding dragon tattoo climbed from his bulging forearms up to his neck, making him all the more intimidating. 
Agent Wilde thought of various comebacks before deciding that he didn’t like the idea of getting into a confrontation. He stayed quiet as usual, trying to quickly leave. 
Razor continued his hazing, “Wait, wait! Where are you going, little buddy?” More laughter erupted from the other agents. “Here, I have some data I need you to gather. How many sugar packets did I put in my coffee? I lost count.” By now, the other two were gasping for breath as Razor joined them in raucous laughter. 
Wilde quickly walked out into the hallway and rushed towards the office area. His cubicle was all the way across the large room, right next to the bathrooms. Usually, it was a visual reminder that he was on the bottom rung of the agency’s ladder, but now it felt like welcome shelter. He plopped down into his chair and stared at his computer screen. The screen saver was a collection of his children’s pictures. Most would never guess he had a family. 
His son, Chase, was three and his daughter, Tracy, was one. Their mother had divorced him earlier in the year, against his wishes. He had gone over the situation in his head hundreds of times. This was how things were done. Most marriages only lasted three or four years; they had signed an extended annulment agreement before getting married, as that was the popular thing to do. Couples usually agreed to be married for a maximum of five years, after which they could decide whether or not to continue the relationship. This avoided the costly and time-consuming divorce process. 
He tried to tell himself time and again that this was normal. Everybody did it and there was nothing wrong. His heart, however, told him a different story. He couldn’t put it into words, but as he looked at the faces of his kids, he knew that he was missing something in life, and that something was indeed wrong. He had to find a way to get his family back. 
His ex-wife, Veronica, had said something before she filed. “You’re stuck in a dead-end job, James, and you’re the one who made it that way.” The words continued to ring in his head and made him feel horrible. He was desperate to prove himself to her. He knew he was capable of doing something great…at least he hoped he was. Now he had his chance. 
He went on to his browser and typed in a web address that he knew from an old friend. This particular old friend had gone into a more devious career than James’. The web page was a kind of directory to various sites on the back side. Dissident groups knew better than to connect themselves to any online directory, but Wilde hoped that if he followed enough links, he could get lucky and find a chat board where the video was uploaded. 
He had a special program just for the job, called a tracer bot, affectionately referred to as the hound dog by agents. Its task was to follow links to various videos on the back side and check the video content. As long as it knew what video it was tracing for, it would find all copies shared and eventually find where it was originally posted, which could then lead to who posted it. At least, that was the theory. The process took time and an element of luck. 
Wilde had the video now because Spade had given it to him. If the student who made the film had decided not to post it, the search would be fruitless. In Spade’s day, the technology was not well developed, which was what led to his downfall. Wilde hoped he would not face a similar fate. 
At this point, they had enough evidence to go into the school and arrest a few people, but he knew that Archer wanted more than that. Wilde wanted more than that, too. This had to be a big bust. One that would make the world council take notice. 
“All right, here we go.” He started the tracer bot searching the directory. He leaned back in his chair and stroked his chin. 
He couldn’t be sure as to how effective the bot would be, and he needed the names of everyone involved, so he decided to tap into Thomas Spade as a resource. He was the only key Wilde had to make this work. 
 
***
 
Archer stared at the file on his desk for a long time after Wilde left. He reached into his shirt pocket and produced a small key, which he used to unlock a drawer to his right. He slid it open and stared at its contents. Archer closed his eyes as painful memories came rushing in from the dark recesses of his mind.
 



CHAPTER 16
 
It had been a remarkably beautiful day. The leaves had just begun to change their color, and there was a faint nip of autumn in the air. Not a cloud could be seen in the sky, leaving the sun to brighten the explosive colors and offset the chill perfectly. In a picturesque neighborhood of an upstate New York town, a man could be seen playing in the leaves of a park with his daughter and wife.
John Archer was not the type of guy to stop and smell the proverbial roses, as one could easily tell by his jet black, crew cut hair and straight-laced appearance. He was a detective for the New York City police department and regularly went after murderers and rapists. He looked every bit the part. Still, the day was so invigorating that even he took time to appreciate it, especially with his two favorite people. 
“Daddy, I’m so excited that you and mommy are both taking me to the fall festival at school. I can’t wait for you to meet all my friends!” Leah Archer was an adorable seven year old with jet black hair and blue eyes, just like her father. John paused before responding to his daughter.
“Actually sweetie, I have to go into work tonight. That’s why I took you to the park after you got out of school.” His voice was soothing and gentle as he spoke.
“John,” said his wife in a disapproving tone, “you promised her you would be at the festival, and she’s been looking forward to it for weeks.” Holly Archer was a slender woman with a soft disposition, a perfect counterpart for her husband. Her blonde hair and dark green eyes always captured John’s attention. 
“Honey, you know I want to stay, but I’m very close to cracking the case I’m working on.”
“John, there’s always a big case, or paperwork or a meeting that you have to go to, but when are you going to find time for us? Can’t you at least make it back for the bonfire?”
“Holly, it’s going to take me an hour and a half just to get into the city. Even if I were to turn right back around, I couldn’t make it back home before 10:30.” He hated disappointing his girls. Leah’s face was drooping into a frown. He knelt down to her level and lifted up her chin. “Sweetie pie, I promise that I’ll make it to your next school party, okay?” 
“Are you at least coming to church with us this Sunday?” Leah asked with her lip quivering.
“Uh,” John looked up at his wife for help. She only raised her eyebrows.
“Well, Daddy?” his wife asked. “Are you going to come with us?” John knew he was trapped.
“Oh, gosh sweetie,” he said to Leah, “you know church is not really Daddy’s thing…”
“But you haven’t even tried it yet,” Leah said, rolling her eyes. “How can you say it’s not your thing?” John could tell that the old Archer stubbornness was starting to show in his little princess. There was no way he was going to win this one.
“All right, all right.” He put his hands up in the air. “You win. I’ll go with you.” 
“Yeah!” Leah exclaimed as she leaped into her daddy’s arms.
“So you’re really going to get up early on Sunday, your day off, to go with us?” His wife’s voice carried an obvious air of skepticism. 
“Sure,” John answered, then after a pause, “how early is early?” 
“Service is at eight o’clock,” Holly answered. John winced at the thought.
“Eight o’clock? Really? There’s no afternoon option?”
“John,” his wife snapped. Her voice had a tone that said, you’re about to get in trouble.
“Okay, okay. Eight o’clock it is.” He gave his little girl and wife a kiss and continued walking them towards the school. It was only a few blocks from the park where they had been playing. 
As they walked onto the front lawn of the campus, Leah began waving to a man in blue overalls. He had dark blonde hair that hung down to his shoulders and looked slightly unkempt, but at the site of Holly and Leah, a wide grin formed on his face. There was something about him that bothered Archer. 
“So glad you guys are here tonight,” he said with a wave before heading indoors. 
“How do you know that guy?” John asked his wife. 
“He goes to our church, which you would know if you came once in a while,” Holly replied. 
“Does he have kids that go here?”
“No, not that I know of.”
“Then what is he doing here?”
“Oh honey,” Holly now rolled her eyes, “you are such a cop. He’s the school janitor and he’s probably here to clean up after the festival is over, and his name is Steven, by the way.” John still had an uneasy feeling, but his wife was right. It made perfect sense for a janitor to be present, and he knew he had a tendency toward suspicion. He was, indeed, a cop to the core.
“Well, alright. You’re riding home with Amy, right?” He couldn’t help but sound concerned. 
“Yes, and I promise I will call you as soon as we get in the door. Are you going to be alright?” Holly said with a smile. John laughed at himself. 
“Call me if you need anything.” He gave his wife and daughter another hug and kiss, and then checked his watch. He had a lot of work to get done and little time to do it. 
He watched them walk away and enter the building before he turned and headed for their car. Since the school and park were so near to each other, they had parked on the street nearby, which helped the fact that he was in a hurry. Once he got there, however, he glanced in the back seat and noticed a pan of cookies covered by saran wrap. The festival was pot luck, and Holly had made her special oatmeal raisin recipe, which she obviously forgot to carry with her. With a sigh he took out the pan and began walking briskly back towards the school. He walked back onto the front lawn, half expecting his wife to come running out, realizing what she had left in the car. 
Suddenly, John felt like a huge fist punched him in the chest, and his body flew backwards several feet, landing him on his back. He slowly rolled over and got to his knees, trying to catch the air that had been knocked out of him. That’s when he saw the school engulfed in towering flames. All he could do was scream. 
 
***
 
John Archer sat in a hospital room, staring at a wall. He had a few cuts and scratches from flying debris, but his true wounds were much deeper and more severe. He felt as if he had been gutted, but was unable to die. All he could do was sit there, hurting more deeply than he ever had in his life. 
There was a knock at the door and a man in a suit and trench coat entered. He introduced himself as detective Harold Rainier of the Rochester police department. John remained silent.
“Detective Archer, I realize this is an extremely difficult time for you, but I have to ask you some questions.” Rainier reached into a briefcase at his side and produced a photograph. “This is a still shot from a video that we found in a man’s apartment on the east side of town. Apparently, he had been exhibiting strange behavior and was falling behind on his rent for the past several months. Neighbors said he was something of a religious nutcase. We think he might be connected in some way to the school bombing, but you’re the only eye witness we have from the scene.” 
Detective Rainier held out a photograph of a man sitting at a desk, holding up a small Bible. It was Steven, the janitor. 
“We can’t be sure exactly,” the detective continued, “but the video indicates that he’s been planning some big spectacle for months, something about heralding the apocalypse. He talked about hiding explosives all throughout the school and no one noticing. We’re trying to determine if he was actually at the scene.” 
After John took the photo and stared at it, the detective added, “Did you see this man, detective Archer?” John uttered his reply in a hoarse voice.
“I saw him.” 
 
***
 
Blessed Redeemer Presbyterian church was unusually crowded due to the memorial service. The school bombing happened just the day before, and many congregants had lost family members and friends. It shattered the peace of the tight-knit community. Hundreds of people packed into the church building and more spilled out into the parking lot, each one holding a candle. 
Pastor Tim Graham stood outdoors to greet mourners. He embraced every single person that came to the service and wept with them. His distraught and drawn face showed a man weighed down with grief and guilt. 
Pastor Tim turned at the sudden sound of screeching tires across the parking lot as a car hurled itself from the adjacent highway towards the church. It stopped just short of hitting people as a man with a cut and bruised face emerged from the driver’s side and began looking around. Pastor Tim recognized him immediately and started walking towards him.
“John,” Pastor Tim got his attention, at which Archer slowly approached, “I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now. I am so sorry for your loss…” John punched the pastor directly in the face, sending him to the ground. Many women looking on screamed, and some of the men ran to help the pastor get up, who was now bleeding profusely from his nose.
“You’re sorry?” John hissed at him. “You’re the one who let that freak into my family’s life in the first place!” 
“John,” the pastor coughed through his blood, “we had no idea. Please…”
“Shut up!” John’s voice carried into the church as more people turned to see what was happening. “I never should have let my girls come here. I thought you were all a bunch of lost fools, but I was wrong. You’re worse than that. You’re lying hypocrites that deceive everyone who comes through your doors, and you’ve got murderous psychopaths in your congregation!” Before turning to leave, John said one last thing to the pastor and to everyone present. “I swear I’m going to make you pay for this, every last one of you. I won’t rest until this world is safe and rid of scum like you.” With that, he got into his car and left.
 
***
 
John sat in his living room with all the blinds drawn closed. A half-empty bottle of vodka on the coffee table in front of him and several empty bottles on the floor were evidence of the only thing he had been consuming over the past week. Also scattered across the table was a plethora of family pictures. John loved taking random shots of his daughter. He stared at a picture of Leah on a tire swing in their backyard, and he could almost hear her laughter. 
John’s eyes traveled further across the table to another item that had been sitting there, a loaded handgun. His hand began to reach towards it when the phone rang. 
The phone had been ringing off the hook all week, mostly from concerned friends and family, but also from some news reporters. The school bombing had made it to national news and was causing an uproar. He never answered any of them. They all just went to the answering machine. The recording clicked on.
“Hello, you’ve reached the Archer residence, please leave your name and number and we’ll call you back as soon as possible.” John’s voice was as formal as usual but then a cute, little bubbly voice popped in, “and don’t forget to speak clearly. No mumbling please!” A little girl’s laughter could be heard for a moment before the “beep”. 
John’s eyes flowed with tears at every phone call. It was torture, but it gave him a chance to hear his little girl again. This time, the call was from an old college friend. They had both gone through the police academy, but his friend switched careers early on and went to the FBI. John held the gun in his hands as his friend spoke. 
“John, it’s me, Mike. Listen, I know you’re not the type of guy to want condolences, but I do have something to tell you. I don’t know if you’ve heard the news, but this incident has led to a huge public outcry against Christian extremists. A lot of lobbyists are jumping on the bandwagon saying we need to crack down on intolerance and radical organizations. Everyone’s demanding that something be done. The White House just announced a plan to create a new division of the NSA devoted to controlling and monitoring any group deemed dangerous. Anyway, I have an old friend from the bureau that’s now in the NSA, and he’s in charge of putting this new division together. They’re going to need new agents. You’ve got the experience they’re looking for, and I could have your resume pushed to the front. Let me know if you’re interested.”
John stared at the gun in his hands, then looked again at Leah’s photo. He placed the gun down next to her picture, slowly stood and walked towards the phone.
 
***
 
Archer’s mind snapped back to the present, and he opened his eyes to the bright office lights and drab beige walls. He looked again into the opened drawer which held only three items: two clear plastic bags marked “EVIDENCE” on their fronts and a laminated newspaper clipping. 
Archer took out one of the plastic bags and held it in his hands. Inside was a small book that had been badly burned. On its front, one could see the letters “HO” across the top and “BIB” underneath them. The rest was blackened and crumbling. He laid down the first bag and took out the second. This one contained a heart shaped locket with its chain attached. The locket was opened, revealing two pictures, one on each side of the heart. The one on the right was of a young girl with black hair and blue eyes. The picture on the left was of a woman, but most of the photo was burned away, leaving only her blonde hair visible. 
Archer remembered the day he found the evidence bags while doing an internal investigation with the Rochester police department. A few of his close friends wondered why he would keep the Bible of the man that murdered his family, but Archer found it to be the perfect motivation. That was why he kept it right next to his daughter’s locket, lest he ever forget why he was doing this work, why he was pushing so much.  
Finally, he took out the newspaper clipping and placed it flat on the desk in front of him. A black and white photo covered the top of the clip. It was a school being engulfed by an inferno. The title over it read in bold letters, “CHRISTIAN EXTREMIST BOMBS ELEMENTARY SCHOOL: PRESIDENT CALLS FOR AN END TO DOMESTIC TERRORISM.” Archer had read the article hundreds of times, not so much to remember the day, but to remember why his solitary goal in life was to stop Christian terrorists. Those three items comprised his driving force: revenge and a duty to the state. His mind began to drift back again…
 



CHAPTER 17
 
Special Agent Archer sat waiting for his meeting, thumbing through the paperwork in his lap, making sure he had everything together. His head was just beginning to be peppered with gray hairs, and his face wore a great deal of wrinkles. It was not so much the job that was stressful; it was his whole life he couldn’t stand. He never remarried or even entertained the prospect of any other woman. When he wasn’t at the office, he worked from home or lifted weights. He certainly had more gusto than any other agent, and it had gotten him noticed, both in a good and bad way. 
While sitting at his desk the day before, he got a phone call summoning him to an important meeting. He wasn’t nervous, but it wasn’t every day that one was called in to talk with the Secretary of Defense. The office door opened and a plump, middle-aged woman popped her head out.
“Agent Archer, the secretary will see you now.” He nodded his head and gathered his things. A few moments later, he was sitting across from a man who looked close to his age, dressed in full Army uniform. General George Carlton was a man well acquainted with warfare, though he never personally fought in one. During his career, he had been put in charge of controlling populations in occupied countries throughout the world. Of course, this had to be done while putting on a good face for the press. It was tricky, subtle, unpredictable work, but he was good at it. That made him perfect for his current job.
“Agent Archer, thank you so much for coming in on short notice.” Archer knew the pleasantries were only a formality. He had no option of refusing. “How are things at the agency?” the general continued.
“They’re going well, Mr. Secretary,” Archer started. “I have a summary of the reports for some recent raids I organized. I know there were some questions to their validity so…”
“No, no, that’s fine.” Carlton waved away the papers. “I personally think you’re doing outstanding work, Archer. The reason why I called you in is because I have a new job for you to do.” Archer’s eyebrows went up. “A lot of bleeding hearts on Capitol Hill have been complaining about the treatment of domestic terrorists and Christian extremists. Apparently, they think dissidents deserve the same rights as law abiding citizens, and the same freedoms, blah, blah, blah.” Carlton waved his hand in the air, illustrating his annoyance. “So, we’ve decided to create a re-education program for all dissidents in custody.” 
The general now handed a file to Archer, who began to thumb through it. “Basically, we’ll convert old prisons that are no longer in operation to accommodate classrooms and hire teaching staff…in addition to guards, of course.”
“And what role would I be playing in this new program?” Archer asked.
“National Director,” Carlton said with a slight smile.
“Sir, I appreciate that you called me in to offer a promotion, but I’m afraid I can’t accept it.” 
“Why is that?” Carlton stopped smiling.
“Because I don’t think it’s possible to re-educate the people we capture. You can’t teach a crazy person to be sane. I think the only realistic way to deal with these people is exactly what we’ve been doing, which is to…” Carlton raised his hand to stop Archer. He then leaned in close, and softened his voice, as if to whisper.
“Archer, you and I have the same goals and the same ideas; I’m more than happy to allow you free reign of the program. Besides, you know how to get things done, which turns out to be a rare thing around here.” He then leaned back in his chair. “That’s why you’ve been chosen.”
“Will Congress give their approval?” Archer asked. He knew that many disapproved of his tactics and would be wary of him running a program aimed at “rehabilitating” fanatics. 
“Oh, Johnny boy,” Carlton let out a thick chuckle, “you should know by now that Congress doesn’t run things. For appearances, yeah, you’ll answer to them, but don’t worry about their approval. There are bigger fish in the pond, and they’re running the show.” He winked and laughed. 
“What exactly will I be expected to do with these people?” Archer asked, now interested. 
“Whatever you want, buddy.” Carlton leaned back and crossed his arms. “You’ll have a few prisons that are open to public viewing…periodically. So long as you make a good show there, you’ll have complete freedom everywhere else.” As Archer sat silently thinking, Carlton continued. “Remember, John, this is more about publicity than anything. Give the people what they want to see, and they won’t notice anything else.” Archer sat for a few more moments before speaking.
“When can I start, sir?”
Carlton smiled again. “Right now, Director.”     
 
***
 
The phone rang, wrenching Archer from his memories. He answered it, quickly and curtly, as he always did. It was some asinine question about the location of hard copy files that had gone missing. He proceeded to chew out the imbecile for losing the files in the first place and said it wasn’t his responsibility to file all day. He slammed down the phone in a huff. He realized, after hanging up, that it was his job to sit and file papers, essentially. Sure, he had people underneath him that did all the grunt work, but he was in charge of it…the head grunt. 
He thoroughly hated his job, which was a stark contrast to his time as director of the re-education program. He often thought back to the strange night his career changed drastically. It was a haunting memory he couldn’t let go.
 
***
 
John Archer sat directly under a single, bright light, which blinded him to the row of people seated in front of him. He knew he was in Washington D.C., but he had no idea of his exact location. They came to his door in the middle of the night and told him to get ready for an important meeting. He stepped out into the cold air and was directed to the back seat of a limo, where he stared out of blackened windows for a few hours. He hadn’t been given much time to dress himself, and under the bright light, realized that the suit he threw on looked disheveled. His head of hair appeared much more gray than black now, with some hairs turning white. 
Those staring at him from the darkness were known by most as the shadow council; some of the more daring even called them the puppet masters. Plans were in motion to bring this council out into the public eye and present them as the next step in a process to bring about world unity and peace. Archer was happy to see the direction the world was taking, and he knew that his work with the agency was an important piece of the puzzle that would finally bring lasting peace and stability. 
Still, there was something eerie in the air around him. In seven years as the director of the re-education program, he had learned a great deal about these people who really ran the world…and what happened to those who crossed them. Archer sat with his jaw clenched, his hands gripped into fists on his lap. Small beads of sweat slowly formed on his forehead.
“John Archer,” said an elderly, British voice from the center of the row, “we apologize for bringing you here this way. We’ll make this as quick as possible.” Archer heard the shuffle of some papers before the voice continued. “You’ve done excellent work as National Director, but the program is no longer needed. The number of dissidents in the United States has lowered to a point where they no longer pose a threat, and we need to refocus our resources elsewhere. You will be reassigned to the NSA to continue monitoring field operations. Are there any questions?”
“Sir.” John began sputtering as nerves tripped his tongue. He wasn’t sure how to respond until a flash surged through his mind of Leah and his wife, causing his stubbornness to emerge. “You can’t shut this program down.” 
“I beg your pardon?” the old voice asked with a sharp tone. “Perhaps you can explain to me why I can’t do this.”
“It’s the only thing protecting our society from those who would…”
“Save your rhetoric for the media,” the old man snapped. “Mr. Archer, I am well aware of your past, and what drives you to be so good at your job, but the world government can no longer bankroll your personal vendetta!” 
“But sir!” Archer stood as his voice rose. Several men in black suits approached him. 
“John!” A voice emerged from the right side of the row. The men in black suits stopped. Archer recognized the voice as General Carlton. “If you want to have any kind of job at all, stop right now.” Archer slowly sat. His mind flashed back to Leah swinging in their back yard. Years of pain and anger that never healed came roiling to the surface. He couldn’t help but speak again.
“Mark my words. If we stop now, the fanatics will find a way to rise up again.”
“John,” Carlton’s voice came again, trying to silence Archer.
“We can’t pretend like they’re no longer a threat,” Archer insisted. “I’ve been working in the field for over ten years, not sitting behind a desk. I know that their ideas are the real threat.” 
“John,” Carlton said with more force. 
“It is foolishness to think that those ideas won’t spread! They’re like a virus that has to be wiped out. We can’t stop until the last one is…”
“Silence!!” the old man from the center yelled. John knew that if he valued his life, he had to stop. After he was silent for several long moments, the older man spoke in a much calmer tone. “Mr. Archer, you will be notified as to whether or not you will be reassigned to the NSA. This council is adjourned.” 
The men in black suits grabbed Archer by the arm and forcibly led him to an underground parking garage where the same black limo was waiting for him. He sunk into the vehicle and the door quickly slammed behind him. As the shock of being blindsided wore off, he started thinking about what to do next. One thing he knew for certain was that if he ever hoped to regain his status, he had to prove them wrong.
 
***
 
Archer’s mind slowly returned to the present once more, in the office prison they had made for him. It was General Carlton, undoubtedly, who had secured his position in the agency, though he never heard from him after that meeting. 
Now, for the first time since then, he knew he had a golden opportunity to justify his career, and his existence. He looked again at the three items before him on the desk, and for a brief moment his eyes watered up.
“Don’t worry, girls,” he said, placing his hands over the locket. “I’ll make them pay. I’ll make them all pay.”
 



CHAPTER 18
 
Spade sat in his office, intently staring at his computer screen, waiting for a phone call he hoped would come. He didn’t even notice all the students leaving, not that he would’ve cared, anyway. He was onto something big, something that would redeem his failure in the agency. 
As darkness fell, he continued waiting in his office. The only lights that punctuated the night were the red glowing exit signs and the single lamp light from his desk. In the silence, Spade’s thoughts continually went over the events of the day. 
He seemed to get the runaround earlier when he contacted the agency, but that was something he had grown accustomed to, especially in his last years working there. In his opinion, blame was unfairly placed on him for certain failed operations. All he did was investigate a few leads that he found on the back side of the internet. At that point, however, tracer technology had not been fully developed; it was difficult to track down exactly who uploaded dissident video content. 
He remembered the day Agent Archer chewed him out for “making the agency look like a bunch of bumbling idiots.” Apparently, Archer had been trying to make a case for the NSA policing the back side, which would result in a bigger budget and more resources. Instead, the agency came across as incapable of tracking people through online venues, and the authority for that task was given over to the National Police. Shortly thereafter, Spade was quietly told to claim health problems and resign from his position.  
He stared at the phone, almost willing it to ring. He knew he wasn’t wrong this time. The threat at his school was real, it was big, and he wasn’t about to let it drop. Finally, the phone rang, interrupting his thoughts. He quickly picked it up.
“Spade here.”
“Hello Mr. Spade. This is Agent James Wilde again.”
“Yes, hello sir. Did you take a look at the report I sent?”
“Yes, I did, and I actually showed it to Special Agent Archer, the head of the division.”
“I remember Archer,” Spade said with a flat tone.
“Right, he was particularly interested in the video you sent. He said he wants to go ahead with organizing a raid.”
“Really?” Spade was surprised his former boss was taking stock in anything he had to report. 
“Yes, but there’s one issue.”
“What’s that?”
“Right now, we have enough evidence to go in and arrest a few people, but we need this to be bigger.”
“How much bigger?”
“Big enough to make the heads in Washington and the world council take notice.” After Wilde said this, there was a longer pause from Spade. Spade understood that he, Wilde and Archer all had a lot to gain, and just as much to lose. 
“What do you need from me, Agent Wilde?”
“Names of everyone involved, each level of involvement, and as many details as you can get.” 
“I understand.”
“How much time do you need?” Wilde asked, hoping it would be a small answer.
“Give me 24 hours and I’ll call you back. If I can squeeze the right kids, I could have everything before the weekend is over.”    
 
 
***
 
Friday was passing by in a relatively calm manner. Since Mr. Davis had joined with them, things had changed throughout the whole school. Everyone, teacher and student alike, noticed a feeling of calm and peace in the hallways and classrooms. Then, of course, there was the change in Mr. Davis himself…no more snapping at people, a lot more smiling. It was a strange yet welcome change. 
That morning, Eric and Mr. Davis arrived together to bring the small group some breakfast. They both had a look on their faces like they had an idea. Mr. Davis spoke first. 
"First of all, I have some good news. Spade called me this morning and said that he has to do some sort of training ordered by the school board, and it's this evening. I think that's who he was  on the phone with yesterday. What that means is, we don't have to worry about him doing his usual patrol." Mr. Davis then looked at Eric with a smile. Eric then spoke.
“You guys have been going through a lot lately, and I read something in Austin’s Bible that gave me an idea. I’ve talked it over with Mr. Davis and we think it would be great to have a special after-school gathering of all the believers.”
“What kind of gathering?” Austin asked. 
“Well, God has shown us something we need to do as a community,” Davis replied with another smile in Eric’s direction.
At this point, all four of them looked at Eric, who leaned in towards them and asked, “Did any of you bring swimsuits?”
“No,” Daniel said slowly.
“We have some they can borrow from the swim team,” Mr. Davis offered. 
“We’re having a pool party?” Austin asked incredulously. 
“Not quite,” Eric said and smiled.
 
 
              
***
 
Spade stood at his usual post in the hallway, arms crossed, eyes darting to and fro behind his sunglasses. Any time he wore his sunglasses inside, which was often, his handlebar mustache and muscled build made him look like a professional wrestler—the kind that played the bad guy in the wrestling shtick. 
Today, he was on the lookout for just the right kind of punk that would play the part of his mole. It had to be someone that he could gain leverage over, someone that would be unnoticeable enough to get close to the group of zealots. At the end of the hall, he saw three of the goth students congregating around their lockers. One of them was Zack Manning, the unofficial leader of the outcasts. He had a mouth on him that led to many run-in’s with teachers and even with the other students. He would never give in to any kind of control. Spade’s attention shifted to Riley Adams, Zack’s scrawny little freshman friend. 
Riley was barely five feet tall, and tipped the scales at one hundred pounds. He was nearly removed from the school a few months before due to severe bullying, which Spade had done nothing to stop. He despised weakness, and this was the weakest kid he had ever seen. 
The goth crew hated the security guards and all authority figures, but Spade knew from the security videos that they didn’t attend the downstairs meetings, except for one time. There was clearly no alliance between the two groups, which gave him just the kind of opportunity he needed. All he had to do was make Adams break. 
As Spade approached the group of kids, they took notice and dispersed. Riley turned and began fidgeting with his locker. Zack stayed close by, watching what would happen. 
“Mr. Adams,” Spade said in his deep, resonating voice, “I need to have a word with you.” Riley remained facing his locker at first, but then covertly glanced over in Zack’s direction. Zack nodded at him, as if to encourage him. He slowly turned to face Spade, but didn’t look him in the eye.
“I-I didn’t do anything wrong,” he said, his voice cracking from pubescence. 
“Who said you did anything wrong?” Spade asked, “Is there something you need to tell me, Adams?” Riley’s face suddenly grew very pale as he realized he had backed straight into a trap. Spade was thoroughly enjoying himself. 
“N-no sir, I don’t have anything to…”
“Let’s just take a look in your locker,” Spade pushed Riley aside and opened his locker door. 
“Hey! That’s private property!” Zack spoke up. Spade’s mouth curled into a slight smile. He was really going to enjoy this. He pulled out his baton and turned to face Zack.
“I don’t recall speaking to you, Mr. Manning,” Spade said coolly. “Perhaps I should check the contents of your locker, too.” 
“You aren’t going to touch my locker, you…” Zack couldn’t get any further before Spade’s baton was under his chin. Spade had swung his weapon in the blink of an eye, but stopped just short of striking Zack.
“You better watch your mouth, boy,” he said to a wide-eyed Zack. “It’s about to land you in a world of hurt.” 
Zack never actually had a guard swing a stick at him. Spade often yelled, threatened and intimidated students, but he never pulled out his stick unless there was a fight. Technically, guards were not allowed to use force unless absolutely necessary, but it seemed like Spade didn’t care anymore. Zack slowly backed away. There was nothing he could do to help his friend now. 
Spade returned to his search of Riley’s locker, as Riley looked on. The boy’s face glistened with beads of sweat, and his body visibly shook. Spade pulled out all of his books and dumped them on the floor as a crowd of students gathered to watch the drama. The bell rang signaling the next class, which scattered them all in different directions once more. Spade found a gym bag at the very bottom of the locker, and reached inside, feeling something metallic. His hand pulled out a thick chain, with a cylindrical weight welded onto one end. It was just what he was hoping for. 
“What is this, Mr. Adams?” He turned to Riley, holding up the chain.
“It’s a…bicycle chain,” the boy responded, his voice quivering. 
“Then where’s the padlock?” Spade shot back. Riley didn’t answer, at which Spade grabbed him by the arm and began pushing him towards his office. 
Riley found himself sitting in a cramped office, full of security monitors and piles of paperwork. He never realized how many security cameras there were all over the school. Across from him sat Mr. Spade, sunglasses now removed, though that didn’t make him any less intimidating. Spade was going through a collection of what looked like video discs, then pulled one out of the stack and placed it into his computer. 
“Mr. Adams, do you realize the kind of punishment you’re facing?” he asked the scared boy. Riley looked even smaller in the big office chair. He shook his head.
“No, sir,” he said meekly.
“Well, you’ve committed some very serious crimes, even ones that could send you to a federal prison.” 
At this, Riley’s face became confused. In spite of all his fear, it made no sense that he would go to federal prison for possession of a weapon on school grounds. 
“Just for having a chain?” his voice squeaked. 
“No, for this.” Spade turned his computer monitor to where the boy could see it. It was a security video from the day Riley, Zack, and the rest of their friends went downstairs to check out the prayer group. Now he understood what Spade was saying. 
“No, you don’t understand,” he said desperately, “Zack and I, we got out of there. We didn’t join them.” 
“Then why didn’t you turn them in?” Spade asked in a firm voice. 
“I-I just…”
“You’re protecting them, aren’t you?”
“No!”
“Covering for them? Were you elected to be the group patsy? Answer me!” 
“No, No! I didn’t do anything. I didn’t do anything!” Riley’s eyes were beginning to fill with tears, but he was still holding back. 
“Riley,” Spade lowered his voice and leaned in, “they’re not going to send you to juvenile hall. People like you get sent straight to prison, no trial, no defense, no chance of getting out. Do you know what they’ll do to a boy like you in prison? And think of what this will do to your family. They’ll all go down, too. Not even your father’s position with the town council can protect them.” As he was whispering his venomous words, Riley began to weep. He had finally broken. Spade leaned back in his seat with a sense of satisfaction.  
“You know, Riley,” he said with fake softness, “it doesn’t have to be this way. All I have to do is press a few buttons to erase this video of you breaking federal law, and all your problems will disappear.” At this, Riley stopped crying, and looked up at Spade, still sniffling. “All you have to do,” Spade continued, “is a little job for me.”



CHAPTER 19
 
That afternoon, after the staff and security had gone home for the weekend, the four teachers found themselves with Eric, waist deep in the school’s swimming pool, facing a long line of people waiting to be baptized. Everyone had on big red shirts over their swim suits. Eric knew that baptismal clothes were generally supposed to be white, but there was an overstock of the extra large red ones in the gym supply closet, so red it was. Lizzie pointed out, though, that it could represent the blood of Christ, and thus worked out quite perfectly. 
While facing the crowd, Austin leaned over to his wife and whispered, “Honey, I’ve never baptized anyone before. What do we do?”
“Why are you asking me? Have you ever seen me baptize anyone?”
“No, but I just kind of thought you would know.”
“Why?”
“You always seem to know everything.” 
For a moment, they both paused, staring at each other, and then started to laugh at each other. Lizzie nudged his shoulder and said, “Would you just start this off, please?”
“I love you so much,” Austin replied.
“I love you too, now go.” Lizzie gave him another nudge and he waded out in front of the gathered line of red shirts. 
“We are all gathered here to obey a commandment of the Lord and to celebrate being reborn into eternal life with Jesus Christ.” Austin’s words brought cheering and clapping from the crowd. “Our prayer is that this afternoon will be a milestone in your new life with God, and my challenge to you is to leave these waters a different person than when you entered. Let this be a reminder that you are no longer living for yourself, but for the Lord.” Austin then prayed and invited those waiting to enter the pool. 
The first one in line was Mr. Davis, who went directly for Austin and gave him a huge hug. Austin then placed his hand on top of Mr. Davis’ head, prayed for him and gently dunked him into the water. As Mr. Davis arose from the water, another round of cheering erupted from the gathering. Mr. Davis gave the other three hugs as he exited the pool, clapping his hands over his head all the way. 
Students began to enter the water, each one wading to a different person to be baptized. This went on for half an hour as the line whittled down. 
Mark, Tasha and Jake, the former goth groupie, were the first ones to get baptized after Mr. Davis. They cheered for every person that was baptized until they were hoarse. Jake heard a familiar voice calling him from behind.
“Jake!” It was Riley. Jake was overjoyed to see one of his old friends. 
“Riley! I can’t believe you’re here, man!” Jake said enthusiastically as he went to embrace his friend. Riley was standoffish and nervous, but that’s how he always behaved, especially in crowded places. 
“I just thought I should…check out this faith thing a little more,” he said to Jake. Mark and Tasha joined Jake and greeted the surprise visitor. 
“Riley, I am so sparked that you decided to join us,” Tasha gushed. 
“Well, I-I’m just here to…you know, check things out. I haven’t made any decisions yet,” he was quick to say.
“Yeah, man. We understand, no pressure,” Mark reassured him. After a few more minutes of small talk, the three believers went back to watching baptisms. Many gothic trinkets were pinned randomly across the front of Riley’s jacket, including a small silver skull with ruby eyes. It was impossible for anyone to see the tiny camera lens behind one of the rubies. 
A sudden commotion at the gym door caused everyone to turn in that direction. Austin and Lizzie heard Daniel calling for their attention as he motioned towards the door. More than 50 people walked towards them, none of them wearing red shirts. A few of them were recognized as students, but most of them appeared to be adults from the community. Eric waded over and climbed out to talk to them. 
After a few moments, he came back and announced enthusiastically, “They all say they want to be baptized!”
“They’re all believers?” Daniel asked, surprised.
“Yeah, as of today,” Eric answered. “Apparently, what I said about the Gospel going outside the walls of the school was taken seriously.”
The group was happy to baptize more believers, but as the baptisms continued, more people continued to show up. What was at first a gathering of about two hundred people quickly grew to over three hundred. The pool room was made to fit large crowds for swim meets, but was still absolutely packed by the end of the baptizing session, which finally came around 9:30. After many hugs, the crowd quickly dispersed to get home before curfew. Riley was one of the last ones to leave.
Both couples were absolutely exhausted…and waterlogged. Their excitement about what they had witnessed overwhelmed any other feeling they had.
“I have never seen a revival like this in my entire life,” Daniel said enthusiastically as they sat up on their cots, chatting before bed.
“That’s exactly what it is,” Lizzie agreed, “a revival…an amazing revival.”
“I know.” Jackie now spoke. “I think this makes it even clearer why we were sent here. I miss home, but I don’t think I would trade this experience for anything.” She spoke more to her husband, and didn’t notice the shadows cross Lizzie and Austin’s faces. Both parents instinctively thought of Caleb. As much as they loved seeing the Spirit move, they longed for home. 
Later, as they got ready for bed and turned out the lights, Daniel and Jackie continued to talk to each other about the events of the day, but Austin and Lizzie remained silent. That night, they held each other a little tighter. Lizzie lay in the darkness and entertained visions of her son smiling and playing in their backyard. A few tears stained her cheeks before she drifted into a dreamless sleep. 
 
 
***
 
Wilde glanced at his clock with bleary eyes. It read 2:34 a.m., Saturday. His tracer bot had been going non-stop for over 24 hours, and still nothing. He was beginning to think that the student who made the video had wised up and decided not to post it on the web, which would make his job of justifying a raid much more difficult. Still, there was no point in wasting time. He moved his mouse to cancel the tracer bot program when the phone rang, making him jump. No one had ever called him at the office this late.
“Wilde here,” he answered. 
“Wilde, it’s me,” Spade’s voice spoke from the other end of the line. By this point, both men had dropped formalities with each other.
“Have you got anything?” Wilde asked bluntly. 
“Let me put it this way…you wanted something big, I’ve got something huge.”
“What is it?” 
“I’ve got video evidence of Christian religious activity involving over two hundred students, and even adults from the town. Looks like a crowd of 350 or so altogether.”
“What?” Wilde was surprised. He never imagined a movement like this could grow so fast.
“I scanned through the video and compared faces with school yearbook photos to get names. I can give you a list of every single student there, but I can’t verify the identity of anyone else.” 
Wilde’s mind began to race. “Okay, Archer should be in his office by six. That gives just enough time to organize everything into a report.”
“Do you think this will be big enough for Archer to buy into?” Right after Spade posed the question, Wilde’s computer made a ding noise. He looked at the screen and saw a pop-up window from the tracer program. A copy of the video had been found, posted just an hour ago. So far, it was the only copy on the back side, and it had been put up by a computer located in Spring Hill, New York. 
“Oh yes, this will definitely be big enough.” A smile began to spread on his face.



CHAPTER 20
 
Zack and Derek trudged through the forest, cursing at most of the plants and insects along the way. They were quite an odd pair, dressed in their dark, gothic clothing amongst the lush, green trees.
“Dude, what are we doing up here?” Derek asked. He was irritated after swatting the hundredth mosquito that tried to bite him. This was the last place he wanted to be on a Saturday morning.
“I told you, it’s for the freedom movement,” Zack replied.
“I know, you keep saying that, but what does that even mean? You’re starting to sound like one of those doomsday hermits that sit in a bomb shelter eating cans of beans and…”
“Shut up, man!” snapped Zack. “I’m telling you, Spade’s gone off the deep end. They’re planning something big, or else he wouldn’t have taken Riley, and if they’re planning something big, we’ve got to plan big.” He pointed to a log cabin that was tucked into the thick, overgrown forest. “It’s in there.”
A few minutes later, the boys were at the cabin door. There were no windows and no other entrance. Zack pulled out a small metal tool and soon had the door unlocked. He turned the knob and slowly pushed it open. As it swung in, light splashed across a huge cache of weapons. Rifles, shotguns, handguns and grenades lined the walls and were stacked in crates on the floor. Derek let out another curse word.
“How did you find out about this place?” he asked Zack.
“A long time ago, my uncle saw what was coming, with the government control and everything. So he built this cabin and started stockpiling weapons. I overheard my dad talking about it.” The two of them slowly entered and headed towards the back, where a large object was covered with a brown tarp. Two flags had been stretched across the back wall. On the right was the American flag; on the left was a red flag with writing in black paint. It said in all capital letters, “GOD HELPS THOSE WHO HELP THEMSELVES.” It had obviously been made by hand.
“Your uncle was one intense dude,” Derek said.
“Yeah, but he had the right idea. He was trying to prepare for a new militia.” Zack reached to pull off the brown tarp. A cloud of dust went flying into the air, stinging the boys’ eyes and lungs. Once the dust finally settled, their eyes widened in amazement at the sight before them.
 
***
 
Saturday morning brought a blessed chance to sleep in, especially without a sunrise to wake any of the four exhausted teachers. Eric showed up around eleven in the morning, waking them to the smell of a large breakfast, and lunch. 
“Today, I think you guys should eat outside,” he announced. “Spade usually does a security sweep in the evening, just to watch for vandalism. So you guys can have the whole day to relax.”
This, of course, sounded wonderful. Besides Austin's trip upstairs, the only sunlight they had seen in days was the little bit that peeked through the windows of the school's indoor pool. The cafeteria boasted a number of outdoor benches covered by a tin roof. The bright, sunny day and warm breeze invigorated their spirits and they ate in relative silence, just enjoying the fresh air and sunshine. 
Afterwards, Daniel and Jackie decided they would go on a walk together around the campus. Eric assured them that it was safe, given that the entire area was deserted on the weekends. This left Austin and Lizzie alone.
“So how long do you think it’s going to be?” She spoke first.
“For what?” Austin asked, though he had a good idea what she meant.
“Before God lets us go home.” 
“I don’t know babe, but we’ve got to trust that He will show us when the time is right.” 
“Yeah, I know, but all I keep seeing is Caleb’s little face everywhere I look. I can’t stand being separated from him like this. I miss his smile; I miss his laugh…” 
“I do too, hon,” Austin embraced his wife. Her eyes were full of tears, and he was doing his best to hold back his own brimming emotions. 
“How are we even supposed to get home?” Lizzie asked. Austin paused for a moment. He had never considered that question. He just assumed that God would zap them home somehow. 
“Well…I suppose we could try getting back to the lake. Maybe that’s like some sort of gateway between our world and this one.”
“But what if we go there and nothing happens?”
“We won’t know until we try, and besides, it doesn’t matter unless we can find a way out of here.” Austin motioned to the school around them. “We just have to pray for the right opportunity.” With that, they took each other’s hands and began to pray for God to make a way home.
 



CHAPTER 21
 
John Archer sat at his office desk, poring over maps of upstate New York. This was a slight change from what he normally did on Saturdays, when he worked from home. He had a renewed sense of vigor on his face; he was on a mission, a mission to reclaim his honor and to show all of those on the world council that he was right. A knock at his door produced just the man he’d been waiting to see. 
“I have it, sir,” James Wilde said as he approached Archer’s desk, holding out a file folder.
“Let me see.” Archer grabbed the file and began to flip through it.
“It’s a list of everyone involved as well as their level of involvement. It was gathered by former Agent Spade and a mole he has working for him. On top of that, the trace I did last night reveals that the video in question was indeed uploaded in that area. There’s also a new video filmed at the school by Spade’s insider.” Wilde produced the same device as before and played a video of people in a pool, getting dunked and cheering. 
Archer watched with his intense gaze. After the scene ended, Wilde said with a note of confidence, “That should be more than enough evidence to get approval for a raid.”
For the first time in a long time, Archer smiled. “Oh, we’re going to get a lot more than a raid out of this, my boy.” He plopped the file down on his desk and looked Wilde in the eyes. “I’ll contact Washington; we’ll make our move Monday morning.” 

***
 
Jackie stood staring at her reflection in one of the bathroom mirrors. Their time in the sun was wonderful, but it had to come to an end before security came by for the evening. 
Austin and Lizzie were resting, while her husband decided to study some more. Jackie chose to seize the opportunity to freshen up. Aside from brushing their teeth and washing their hands, none of them had access to hygiene all week, and being confined in a small space made it imperative to stay as clean as possible. This mostly consisted of each one in the group taking turns in the bathroom, wetting paper towels and scrubbing their armpits. They also made great use of the deodorant Tasha gave them, though the only soap they had was liquid hand soap. 
The mirror in front of Jackie was cracked across its top, and its metal rim was covered in spotted rust from the leaky ceiling. Still, it was the least cracked from the row of mirrors available, so it was the one they all used. The sink fixtures were crusted over in calcium deposits, and the pipes made a knocking noise before any water spurted out. The water itself had a thick metallic taste that made brushing one’s teeth quite unpleasant. Of the six bathroom stalls behind her, only one was functional; the rest were disgusting beyond words. It was a tough place to feel clean. 
Jackie leaned in to look at her face. On their second night there, she washed off her makeup with a wet paper towel and a little liquid soap, which worked but was harsh on her skin. A whole week of not using moisturizer left her skin dry and flaky, with small blemishes scattered across her nose and forehead. 
Her hair was held back in a pony tail, but single hairs had come loose and were spiraling off in all directions. Jackie reached down into the backpack at her feet and pulled out her brush. She always had it nearby so she could keep her hair looking its best. All of her other beauty products were in her luggage at the lodge. Now, though, it didn’t seem like brushing her hair was going to make a great deal of difference. Still, she was thankful that she could freshen up a little. 
The door suddenly swung open, revealing her husband. “Everything okay babe?” he said softly.
“I just look a little crazy, that’s all.” Jackie replied. She laughed quietly. “A week ago, looking like this would’ve driven me nuts. Now, it doesn’t seem to matter so much.”
“Yeah, it’s funny how things can seem so important until God changes our point of view.” Daniel said as he walked over and rubbed his wife’s arms. “You know, on Saturdays when you go to your evening class, I usually catch up on my online gaming.” 
“So that’s what you’ve been doing every Saturday night.” Jackie said, and they both burst into chuckling. After the laughing died down, she stared at her husband in the mirror. “I’ve tried to plan our whole life, haven’t I? I’m so afraid of not having control.” 
Daniel stared back at her, then answered with the first thing that came to his mind. It was a verse from Proverbs. “A man’s heart plans his way, but the Lord directs his steps.” A slight smile pursed her lips while her husband continued. “You’ve always loved making plans, and that’s actually one of the things I love about you, but one thing I’ve learned from all this is that God is in complete control no matter what we say or do. When we finally surrender to that control, that’s when amazing things happen.” 
Jackie wiped away tears from her eyes and turned to embrace Daniel. All of their fears, anxieties, and desires for their future melted away as they held each other. In that moment, they had all they could ever want. They had each other. 
 
***
 
Sunday morning brought a surprise. Eric hurried downstairs to wake his friends. He found all four of them already awake, praying and reading their Bibles. 
“It’s a good thing you’ve been studying,” he began, “because I think you need to see what’s going on up there.” 
None of them knew what he was talking about, but they followed him upstairs to find an enormous crowd of people gathered in the hallways. They were an even mixture of students and community members. Each one had a lost, yet eager, look on their faces. It was the look of spiritual hunger.
“Are you holding a meeting today?” asked an elderly woman. Her thick accent and colorful dress suggested that she came from an African country. “I’ve been praying for so many years that something like this would happen, and it’s such a blessing to see you.” Many around her echoed her sentiment, and some even approached the four of them, giving hugs and kisses. 
“I’m not sure what to tell them or where to send them,” Eric shrugged to his friends. 
“Is there a place where they can all sit down?” Lizzie asked. As she spoke, more people began coming in through the side door, where they had first entered the school. 
“Uh, I guess they could all fit in the auditorium,” Eric answered. “I’ll start tying to send them that way.” He had a nervous tone to his voice, and it was easy to understand why. A gathering this large could easily get noticed by the wrong people. 
His voice echoed down the hall as he grabbed everyone’s attention and directed them towards the school auditorium. A few minutes later, the auditorium was more than half full and continued to fill with people. Mark and Tasha soon arrived and explained how much the word had gotten around town about what was happening at the school. It sparked something in the hearts of many people. There were even a few school teachers in the audience. Their faces looked scared, yet hopeful.
“I’m just a little concerned about the police finding out,” Eric said to his students and friends around him. They were gathered on the stage, glancing out at the growing crowd. The people were chattering happily amongst themselves.
“Um, Mr. Peterson, I don’t think you have to worry too much about that.” Mark responded as he pointed to an approaching man. He was wearing a polo shirt and jeans, had buzz-cut, pepper-gray hair and a lean build. Eric recognized him as Rodney Jameson, the chief of police, and Jake’s dad. Chief Jameson had a kind smile on his face as he walked up to Eric.
“You’re Mr. Peterson, right? The drama teacher?” he asked. 
Eric just nodded. 
“I just wanted to say that last Monday, I got a call from a coffee shop about four people praying in public, and I figured it was some kind of joke. It just sounded so crazy. Then, I heard about what’s been going on here from my son, Jake. I’ve got to tell you, there’s a change in him that is nothing short of a miracle. I don’t know exactly where these four came from, but I know they’re the real deal. That’s why I’m here today.” 
He reached out to shake Eric’s hand, which Eric happily took. The police chief took a seat on the front row and looked on expectantly. Eric turned to his friends with a somewhat shocked look on his face.
“So…are you guys ready?” he asked. 
“Ready as we’ll ever be,” Austin answered. They all circled together and prayed briefly. Mark and Tasha stepped off the stage and sat in the audience while Eric started setting up. 
Just then, Mr. Davis entered from the side door of the stage. From behind the curtain, he looked at the four teachers with an expression that said, “What’s going on here?” He then came out onto the stage and turned to see the crowd, jumping a little in surprise. People had continued streaming in, and by now, almost every seat was taken. With wide eyes, he looked back at the four of them. Austin simply shrugged at him. 
Mr. Davis slowly walked down the side steps of the stage and took an available seat. Austin pulled out four chairs and lined them up around mid-stage. Eric pulled out a microphone and set it up on a stand towards the front. He motioned for Mark to come and help him get everything turned on and hooked up. Once everything was ready, Eric gave a thumbs-up and stepped down with Mark into the audience. The four teachers looked at each other, then Daniel got up and walked to the microphone.
“Good morning everyone,” he started, which got a “Good Morning” right back. “Just now, I was praying and asking the Lord what He wanted me to share, and what He put on my heart was just to share with you the story of how He saved me.” 
Daniel went on to share his testimony of how God got a hold of his heart and changed his life. He spoke about how the alcohol, girlfriends and partying were never enough to satisfy his desire for happiness. Then, one day he wandered into church and watched the people praising the Lord. He saw a life and a beauty that he had never witnessed before. That was the moment his life changed. 
He spoke a little further about the things God had worked out in his life and the ministries that he was able to take part in. The crowd listened with intense interest. Daniel finished his story with these words, “The God who did this for me wants to do the same for you.” He then turned and sat by his wife, who rose and took her place to speak.
Jackie also gave her testimony, sharing about how she had been totally against anything to do with God before she was saved, and how He changed her heart and made her into a completely new person. The Lord showered so many blessings on her life, including the chance to work with children and to marry a godly man. 
When she shared about her family abuse and her struggles with depression over a lost boyfriend, many teenage girls in the audience wiped tears from their eyes. She finished by saying, “The Lord is offering you a new life today, just like he gave me. Don’t leave here without considering His offer.” She turned to sit down, at which Lizzie got up to speak.
“Hello everyone, my name is Elizabeth. You can call me Lizzie. My husband and my friends and I came here at the beginning of this week quite unexpectedly. You could even say it was a miracle. I personally have seen more miracles over the past week than in my whole life combined. I know many of you have seen changes in the young people here and now you’re wondering what has caused all of this to happen. I feel that the Lord has put a verse on my heart that answers that question.” 
Lizzie had her Bible with her and now opened it. As usual, there were surprised gasps from the onlookers. 
“This is from a book in the Bible called Acts, which is basically a story of the first church and all the ‘acts’ that the apostles did." Lizzie then began to read:
"But this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: And it shall come to pass in the last days, says God, That I will pour out My Spirit on all flesh; Your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, Your young men shall see visions, Your old men shall dream dreams. And on My menservants and on My maidservants I will pour out My Spirit in those days; And they shall prophesy."
She put her Bible to the side and continued, “The best way to describe what has happened is to say it’s a revival from the Holy Spirit of God. The Almighty God of the universe has poured out His Spirit, has poured out Himself, like water on dry ground. The same salvation that has changed their lives is available to you, and the same power of the Holy Spirit is yours to have because of God’s promise. This is what it is to believe in and follow Jesus Christ.” With that, she finished and sat down, leaving Austin to go last.
Austin walked towards the microphone, not really sure what he was going to say. He started by sharing his name, then words began to pour out of his mouth. 
“I’ve been afraid for all my life. Afraid of what other people think of me, afraid of what others say or what they’ll do. I’ve even been afraid of external events that are out of my control. Basically, I’ve been afraid of everything but God. The ironic part of that is that I’ve been believing in Him and following Him for years.” He paused for a moment and looked over the audience, spotting Mr. Davis smiling at him. 
“The Lord taught me recently that the devil—the enemy, the one who is responsible for igniting all the oppression, control and death in this world—can hurt your body, if God allows him to, but beyond that, he has no power. God can heal a person’s body and He alone judges where a person spends eternity. The devil’s only real weapons are deception, fear, and temptation. His goal is to deceive you into thinking that God isn’t there, or that He doesn’t care. He wants to trick you into being too afraid to trust God, and to tempt you to disobey God. That’s how it’s been from the beginning. 
“My wife was just speaking about the Holy Spirit, and the power He brings. He was promised to us and sent to us by Jesus, the same Jesus that is forbidden to talk about. This same Jesus is the One that brought you here today, and now wants to save your soul.” 
With that, Austin sat down and Eric stepped up on the stage to speak. By now, there was hardly a dry eye in the audience. He knew what had to be done. First, though, he turned to his friends and motioned, asking if any of them wanted to give the invitation. They all shook their heads. Eric mouthed the words, “Are you sure?” 
Austin felt a pulling in his spirit, and walked up to Eric, whispering in his ear, “This is your flock, brother. You’re their pastor.” 
As Austin returned to his seat, Eric stood still. He had never considered himself to be a pastor. A teacher, sure, but never someone in charge of speaking into another believer’s life and guiding them. He turned to face the massive gathering of people, the hunger and spiritual passion apparent in their eyes. He felt a whisper in his heart as he looked at his new church. I am with you always, even to the end of the age. 
He then gave a simple invitation to anyone who had not yet asked Jesus Christ to forgive all their sins and to take control of their life. Every single person in the room who was not yet a believer raised his or her hand. Eric then led them in a simple prayer that changed many lives. The police chief openly wept as he prayed. 
As Eric finished, Austin felt another pulling in his heart, one that he did not want to ignore. Eric turned to see all four of them circled around, whispering to each other.    
Austin softly walked towards him and whispered, “Is the cafeteria unlocked?” 
“Uhhh, maybe. If not, Mr. Davis might have the keys,” he answered, very confused. “Why? Are you guys hungry or something?”
Austin laughed a little before whispering something into Eric’s ear. Eric turned to find Mr. Davis in the audience and motioned for him to come up on stage. Everyone in the crowd looked on curiously.
A few minutes later, a large fold-out table was assembled center stage, lined with grape juice and crackers. Eric drew his students together and, with Mark and Tasha leading, they passed out pieces of cracker and cups of juice to each person present. Most people there had no idea what to do with the piece of cracker and juice, nor did the students even really understand it. Yet they all waited patiently till everyone was ready.
Austin then took his Bible and read the scripture related to taking Communion. After speaking about the body of Christ being broken for them, he held up his cracker for all to see and then ate it, prompting everyone else to follow. He then read about the blood of Christ being the new covenant, and led everyone in drinking the juice. He then spoke to all the believers.
“What we just shared is called Communion. It’s a time when we gather as the people of God and remember the salvation God gave us and the covenant He made with us through Jesus Christ dying on the cross. From this day on, no matter what happens in this church body, let the work that Jesus completed be a foundation stone that you always return to, always remember, and always celebrate.”
A time of reverent silence ensued as the students went around gathering the cups. Eric dashed out of the auditorium and appeared a minute later with his guitar strapped over his shoulder. He was also huffing a bit from his sprint downstairs and back. He tapped Lizzie on the shoulder and she smiled, nodding at his invitation. They stood to sing for the gathering. Just as before, the same power of God could be felt flowing through their music. 
After a few songs, Mr. Davis hurried onto the stage and grabbed everyone’s attention. “I hate to tell you this, but I just remembered that every Sunday afternoon, the head of security comes in to make sure there are no kids hanging around campus.”
“Really? Every Sunday?” Austin asked, amazed.
“Yes, what can I say?” Mr. Davis shrugged. “I used to be just like him. That’s what you do when you have no life.” He laughed. “Well, he won’t be by for another few hours, but we need to get these people out of here.”
Eric nodded, “Maybe Chief Jameson can help us organize everyone.” 
The chief was indeed happy to help get everyone on their way home, and within 20 minutes, the place was clear. One of the last people to leave was the old African woman who approached the four and gave each one of them a tight embrace and a kiss on the cheek. 
“That was the first communion I’ve taken in 15 years,” she said with a choked voice. “I praise the Lord He sent you here.” She left singing the praise song they had just played. 
Mr. Davis walked over to Austin and the others and said, “It looks like the four of you have really started something.”
Eric joined in. “Yeah, I think we’ll be using the pool a lot more, too.” They all laughed together and worked to clean up the few things left. Eric then led the group back downstairs, to hide out during Mr. Spade’s patrol. 
As they all settled in to rest, a wonderful feeling came over Austin. A strong sense grew in his heart that he would see Caleb again and hold him. When Austin shared this feeling with his wife, she gave him a shocked look.
“That’s so strange. I had the same kind of feeling earlier while we were praising.” 
“Maybe it means we’re going to go home soon,” Austin said. 
They embraced each other in the hope that soon this nightmare would be over. Lizzie imagined waking up to Caleb jumping on their bed, asking for pancakes. Austin wrapped his arm tightly around her, and for a moment she felt safe again. She felt normal. She closed her eyes to visions of Caleb’s dimpled smile. 
 



CHAPTER 22
 
Archer sat at his desk, waiting for a video call to come through his computer. He had decided against reaching out to those above him in the shadowy network. None of his superiors wanted to give him the time of day, much less listen to any report or warning he had to give.  Instead, he notified one of the low-level interns in a New York senator’s office. 
He went with the angle of, “Does the senator know what’s going on in his state?” It had only taken him five minutes to convince the intern on the phone to take a look at his report. The intern was noticeably shocked over the phone as he watched the videos Archer sent him. He immediately got off the call to notify the senator. The race was on. 
Archer found it rather amusing, waiting to see how long his message would take to travel up the chain of command. He was practically lounging in his chair as he waited for the call he knew would come. A popup icon on his screen read “Incoming Call,” which he clicked as he sat back with a slight grin.               
The man staring at Agent Archer through his computer screen looked to be in his eighties, with wispy white hair and large jowls hanging off his face. His darkly rimmed glasses were incredibly thick, magnifying his blue eyes. He looked a bit disheveled, and his eyebrows were deeply furrowed. He had clearly been woken from a sound sleep.
“Hello sir,” Archer said, “so nice of you to call me on a Sunday evening. Of course, it must be much later where you are.” 
“Archer, I’ve no time for daft conversation,” the old man said with a thick British accent. Archer immediately recognized the voice from the fateful night he was stripped of his directorship. “I’ve read the report you submitted, and now I want to know what you plan to do about this problem.”
“Plans are already in place to go into the school where the guilty parties are; I just need the authorization and the resources to…”
“I don’t care about a bunch of bloody teenagers clapping hands and singing Kumbaya!” The man was glaring at Archer as he shouted. “I’m talking about the problem on the back side!” 
Archer’s smile faded. “I beg your pardon sir?”
“One of the children at that school has been uploading videos on the back side for the past two days. Now we have dissident cells growing rapidly all over the blasted globe!” The old man’s voice spiked. Archer had no idea that the problem had grown so large. Of course, it worked out perfectly for him.
“So, you don’t mind if I use what some might consider excessive force to raid the school?” 
“I don’t care what you do. Just find the individuals uploading this content and stop them.”
“And what about the rest of the dissidents? This is most of the school population we’re talking about, and many from the surrounding community. I don’t think they would all work out in a re-education program.”
After a pause, the old man replied, “Deal with them any way you see fit.”
“Gladly, sir,” came Archer’s reply. “You do understand, of course, that this will require a great deal more resources and funding.”
“So be it,” the man said. “I will give you control of the NPs and any extra firepower you need for this operation. However, if you want anything beyond that, you must prove that these dissidents are a true threat. I am not about to fund a national rampage. Furthermore, you will get nothing at all if you do not stop the source of the content.”  
“I understand, sir.” A slight smile pursed Archer’s lips. “That shouldn’t be a problem.”
 
***
 
Austin lay there holding his wife while reflections of the day streamed through his head. So many wonderful things had happened, and yet he kept returning to the same question, “Where is this all going?” He tried closing his eyes and going to sleep, but the unanswerable question haunted him. He reflected on all of the miraculous events of the past week. 
He then started to imagine different scenarios of them trying to get home by traveling back over the lake. Would the boats still be there? Would it work if they just swam? Would God send another storm? What was happening back home? If they got back, would it be like they never left, or had time passed? Was Caleb worried about them? All the questions swirled through his head as he stared into black nothingness. 
Off to his right, a small, green light started to glow. It was a digital watch that Tasha had brought them with one of their meals. Austin was thankful for the gift. It was like a little reminder of reality in the darkness that often seemed to stretch into infinity. The watch was set to glow as part of its alarm, which was a high-pitched ringing that grew gradually louder. He had set the alarm because he wanted to pray and study scripture early. He reached over to hit the “off” button and saw the numbers on it read 6:00 a.m. He hadn’t slept a wink.
Lizzie stirred and turned over to face her husband. In the darkness she reached out and caressed his face. 
“Hey hon,” came her groggy voice, “did you have Joseph dreams?” It was tradition in their family to ask this, rather than asking if you had good dreams, or wishing someone good dreams at night. Caleb loved it. 
“Yeah, baby,” he replied. Her breathing became heavy again as she drifted back into sleep. In his heart he prayed, Dear God, help me protect her. Please let our family be together again.

As soon as he finished praying, there was a light in the hallway followed by a knock at the door. It was Eric. He was much earlier than usual.
“Hi everyone, sorry to wake you,” said Eric. Austin could sense right away a different tone in his voice. Something was wrong. “I don’t want to scare you, but we have a problem.”
They all sat up, squinting their eyes in the lamplight. “What kind of problem?” Austin asked. The other three were still in the process of fully waking. 
“Mr. Davis got a call about twenty minutes ago from Chief Jameson saying that the entire force was ordered to be on high alert today.”
“What does that mean?” Lizzie asked, rubbing her eyes.
“This sort of thing usually happens when the National Police are planning some sort of surprise raid.” 
“A what?” Jackie gasped. 
Footsteps could now be heard jogging down the hall towards the door. Eric tensely looked over his shoulder, waiting to see who would arrive. Mr. Davis’ face popped around the corner.
“Did you tell them?” he asked Eric. Eric nodded, and Mr. Davis quickly entered and sat next to him, facing his friends. 
“It’s not something to panic about. The NPs have been known to do this across the country at schools, office buildings or any other community gatherings. It’s sort of like having surprise inspections to ensure everyone’s following all the rules.” His tone of voice was far calmer than Eric’s, but that seemed more for their sake than anything. “It’s been a while since I’ve heard of one happening, but they generally arrive unannounced and do a thorough, top-to-bottom search for anything illegal.”
“Basically, that means we have to find a way to get you out of the school as soon as possible,” Eric interjected. His urgency hadn’t lessened any.
“Eric, is this happening because of us?” Lizzie asked. Eric paused for a long moment.
Mr. Davis spoke up, “There’s really no way to know for sure, Lizzie. All we need to focus on right now is how to get all four of you out of here, and preferably out of town, for at least a few days.”
“Can’t we just load up in a car when no one’s looking?” Austin asked Mr. Davis.
“I’m afraid it’s not that simple,” he replied. “During these things, the NPs set up inspection stations around whatever area they’re searching. They’ve probably got them up already.”
“Could Chief Jameson help sneak us out?” asked Lizzie.
“I’m afraid not, dear,” Mr. Davis said. “Usually the local police are requested to stay back while the NPs step up to do their work. Jameson’s not going to be able to take anyone out of the school, not even his own son.”
“I could try and hide them in the back of one of the school vans, or something.” Eric offered, resting his head in both hands as he tried to think. “The NPs might overlook them.”
Mr. Davis shook his head. “These guys don’t just do a once-over of the school grounds. They have sophisticated scanners and they check every single inch thoroughly.” 
Silence ensued as everyone’s mind raced for a solution. Mr. Davis glanced over at Austin as he was thinking. “Austin, how old are you and Lizzie?”
“Ummm, we’re 29…why?”
“Neither of you look 29 at all.” His eyes scanned Daniel and Jackie. “As a matter of fact, you all look pretty young.”
“You think they can blend in with the students?” Eric’s eyes grew wide as he also turned to look at the four newcomers. He was a little surprised by the idea.
“I think it’s the best chance we’ve got. If we give them visitor passes or make them substitute teachers, it’s going to single them out in a search. This way, they can become faces in the crowd.” 
After a moment, Eric nodded his head in agreement. This was their only chance. He looked at his friends with a tense smile. “Well, it looks like you guys just got enrolled.”
 
 
 
***
 
Several miles away from the school, black SUV’s gathered at an abandoned store’s parking lot. Along the highway, there were several Humvees and large trucks with tarp-covered trailers. Inside sat rows of NPs in full gear, each holding an assault rifle. A few men in fatigues stepped out of a Hummer and joined a circle of the suited men around the hood of one SUV. Large blueprints of the school building were spread out before them. At the center of the gathering was Agent John Archer. He took a moment to shake the hands of the men in fatigues before starting. 
“Listen up,” he began, “It’s been a while since our last dance, so I want to go over this one carefully. The advance team of NPs will go in first to establish control. Then, we will go in and begin our search. Keep an eye out for any paraphernalia or propaganda; be sure to search all internet capable devices. Don’t assume anyone is harmless. We have strong evidence indicating that this school has a large number of dissidents.” 
Archer then nodded towards Wilde, who came forward to speak. One of the agents in the circle was Razor. It was difficult for him to conceal his disdain as Wilde took the head position around the blueprints. Wilde’s words were a bit shaky, but he was all too eager to speak.
“According to the intelligence we’ve gathered, there are multiple Code 20 violations,” said Wilde. A code 20 violation was the possession of a Bible or any faith-themed literature or media and/or involvement in any faith-related activities. The law was worded vaguely enough that they could arrest anyone who so much as looked at a Bible. 
Wilde pulled out two photographs and began to pass them around. “These are still shots taken from the first video we received. The man you see is Eric Peterson, the drama teacher. The woman is still unidentified, but we know that she is an adult co-conspirator and aides in luring in and brainwashing the kids.” Wilde now produced another photograph of four people standing in the school’s pool, a line of people passing by them. A few were submerged in the water. The photo was in black and white and was very grainy. 
Wilde continued. “We know that Peterson is one of the people leading the activity, and we think the woman is there, along with three other unidentified adult conspirators. Peterson we expect to find in his class, but the other four are most likely hiding in the building itself, the basement, the lockers, a bathroom perhaps. We have to check every crack and crevice.”
Wilde then brought out a printed list of names and held it up for all to see. “As for the students, the ones on this list are the main target today, in addition to the adult individuals. It’s important to remember, though, that the principal himself has joined their movement. This infestation goes deep, so we aren’t sure exactly how many people are involved or to what degree. Before we bring anyone in, we’ve got to thoroughly search every locker, every computer, every cell phone. Any person you find with questionable material that is not already on this list must be brought in immediately to Special Agent Archer for interrogation.” Wilde then paused for emphasis. “It is critical that you do not alert them to the fact that we have a list of who to bring in. The last thing we want is to alarm them and start a riot.” As soon as the words came out of Wilde’s mouth, Archer cut him off.
“However,” he said, raising his voice, “if we encounter any resistance today, we are authorized to use lethal force. Get it straight in your heads that these are not just kids we’re dealing with. They are dissidents. They are an enemy of our great nation and of the entire world. Be ready for anything.”
The crowd of agents and police dispersed to prepare for the raid. As they strapped on body armor and loaded their weapons, Archer motioned for Wilde to step away and speak privately. When they were alone, he handed Wilde a stack of pamphlets. 
“What is this sir?” Wilde asked.
“Look for yourself,” he said.
Wilde looked down to see a cross on the pamphlet’s front cover and the words, “Believe in the Lord – Bring down the Government” emblazoned on the front in red letters. 
Wilde looked at his boss. “But sir…I don’t understand.”
“Listen,” Archer replied, “those in power have to think that the dissidents are a severe threat that is growing out of control. That’s the only way the world council is ever going to take us seriously and increase our budget. Then, we’ll be able to hunt down all the religious nut cases still hiding in the country and crush them once and for all.” 
Wilde looked back down at the pamphlets, still unable to respond. Archer finally said, “Wilde, do you want this promotion or not?"
“Yes, sir,” Wilde said softly. 
“Then you know what to do.” Archer walked away without another word, leaving Wilde holding the pamphlets. 
 



CHAPTER 23
 
Mr. Davis handed out the newly laminated student I.D. cards to Austin and the others. Since there was no record of them anywhere, he went ahead and used their real names. Mark and Tasha came with new clothing that looked more teen-like. Eric brought them some supplies and anything else he could to make them look the part. Two other kids from the prayer group had also been called to the basement, a boy named Patrick and a girl named Briana. 
“Ok guys,” Eric said to the kids, “once you all get upstairs, Patrick and Mark are going to take Austin and Daniel. Tasha and Briana, you two are going with Lizzie and Jackie. Then, you can divide again before class.” 
“Wait, you’re splitting us up?” Austin asked.
“I’m afraid we have to,” Mr. Davis replied. “It’s much safer that way.”
“How is it safer for us to be apart?” Daniel asked.
“It’s in case any of you get…caught.” Eric said. It was painful for him to say.
“We have a lot of students on our side, but most of the faculty and staff members are not, so we need you to stick out as little as possible,” Mr. Davis explained. “Don’t worry, though. We’re going to weather this like a bad storm and as soon as the inspection is over, we’re going to get all of you out of town and into a safe house.” 
Austin couldn’t help but think that the term “safe house” was somewhat of an oxymoron in this world, but he was willing to try it if it meant they could get closer to going home. 
“It’s about a half hour upstate,” Eric said. “It’s deep in the woods, and nobody’s been there for years. Not many people know about it.”
Though they didn’t like the idea of being separated, they all agreed with the reasoning behind it. Mr. Davis looked at his watch and said a quick goodbye before running up the stairs. Eric waited a few moments, to space out time between him and Mr. Davis. They were taking extra measure not to raise suspicions.
“Alright,” Eric said, looking at his watch. “I’ll see you all upstairs. Remember to look calm and to stay confident. God is with us.” With that, he turned to go, but then stopped and turned back. “Ah! Bibles! I forgot about your Bibles.” he exclaimed.
“Can’t we just keep them with us, in our bags?” Austin asked.
“No, the NPs search everyone and everything. I have a spot down here in one of the walls where we can hide them.” Eric went into one of the classrooms and took down an old poster of the U.S. constitution, revealing a hole in the wall. “Alright guys. Gather together your Bibles, concordances, and any other Christian items and put them in here. You can get them back after the search.” 
The four of them complied and soon the hole was filled with books and personal items, like the cross Jackie always wore around her neck. Eric put back up the poster, hiding everything perfectly.
"Is that hid well enough?" Austin asked, "I mean, with all the advanced equipment they have?" 
Eric shrugged, "It's sort of like hiding in plain sight, but it's the best we can do. We'll have to trust God for the rest." With that, Eric said goodbye and headed upstairs. 
The group of teens and their newly enrolled escorts had to wait a few minutes before going up en masse. The stairway they were planning to take would deposit them in a side hallway in the older part of the building. It was a section where not many students traveled, and there were fewer security cameras. 
A tense feeling ran through all four of them. Austin’s hand held tightly onto Lizzie’s and they kept close together as the group walked down the hall toward the stairs. He ran his fingers over the contours of her hand that he had memorized over the years. Daniel and Jackie were walking with their arms around each other’s backs, as tightly as they could. 
Lizzie leaned over to her husband and said, “Looks like we get to be high school students again.”
“Oh no,” said Austin, “That’s not good. I was a total dweeb in high school.”
“Was?” Lizzie asked with a smile. They both chuckled at her joke. “Whatever, I loved high school. I’ll probably be running this place by the end of the day.” They both laughed some more and looked in each other’s eyes. All the laughter was just a cover.
“Hey guys, you know what I just realized?” Jackie asked the group. “Today is exactly seven days from when we first arrived here.” Everyone took a moment to count up the days in their heads. Austin realized he had never asked Eric what the date was, though now it seemed rather pointless.
“I think you’re right,” Lizzie answered.
“Isn’t seven a number of perfect completion?” Daniel posed the question as an afterthought.
“Maybe it means our work here is complete, and we get to go home soon,” Austin said. Everyone fell silent. At this point, home seemed so distant. 
“Okay everyone,” Tasha said, “here we go.” She started leading the group up the stairway. The stairs were just wide enough for two people, so both couples continued holding hands all the way up, afraid of letting go of each other. 
Amidst the echoing sounds of footsteps, Lizzie said to her husband, “I’m going to miss you today.”
“Don’t worry honey,” he replied, “we’ll be together again soon.”
The eight of them reached the top door leading into the school hallway. Tasha turned to the group and said, “Remember guys, we’re going to walk together until we get to the main entry lobby. Then everyone will split up.” As they went through the door, everyone tried to be as quiet as possible so as not to draw any attention from other students. 
The group walked in a loose circle with the couples on the inside, still holding hands. They passed by the cafeteria where the sounds and smells of breakfast lingered in the air. The hallway became more crowded, with kids going in and coming out from eating. Without a word to each other, all four in the group began silently praying. Lizzie was asking in her heart, Lord, isn’t there some way we don’t have to be split apart? Why does it have to be this way? It didn’t take long before her answer came. 
Tasha leaned over to her, “Once we split, there are some girls I want to introduce you to. They’ve been too afraid to sneak down to the prayer group, but they’re totally sparked to hear about Jesus.” There was that word again, “sparked.” Lizzie couldn’t help but smile. Okay Lord, she prayed, thank You for reminding me why we’re here. 
The main entryway bustled with activity and chatter as students rushed to class or stood around procrastinating. For a moment, they could see out the main entry doors towards the front lawn of the campus. There, a large almond tree that none of them had noticed before, was covered in lush, white blossoms. It was a beautiful spring day. Mark gave a nod to everyone, and the group started splitting. Both couples exchanged a soft kiss.
“Guys!” Tasha whispered loudly. The four of them knew they had to go. As they separated, Austin gave Lizzie’s hand one last squeeze. Then, there was a rush of people in between them, and the boys disappeared into the crowd. 
“Your first class is with me,” Tasha said to Lizzie with an undertone of excitement. “It’s life sciences and it’s a total snooze fest, but Mr. Wilkerson lets us talk toward the end of class, and that’s when I want to introduce you to the girls I was talking about.” Tasha continued talking with her fast, high voice about people she couldn’t wait for Lizzie to meet. 
Lizzie simply looked at her in awe. It was obvious that Tasha looked up to her, yet she felt humbled to be in the presence of this young girl with unshakable faith. Tasha knew full well that the police would soon be there, and all believers were in danger. The next several hours were full of uncertainty, yet Tasha still held an uncontainable joy. Behind the teenage chatter and bubbly personality, she was a hero of the faith. Meanwhile, Jackie was getting her own earful from Briana. “I’ve been praying with this group of girls outside of school, and they totally want to know more about God, and some of them were at the meeting on Sunday. Two of them were baptized Friday…” Briana went on and on, whispering as much as she could, of course, but it was non-stop. Both Lizzie and Jackie had their days fully scheduled for them, it seemed.
The boys spoke less, but were just as encouraging. Daniel had homeroom with Patrick and Austin was in Eric’s drama class with Mark. Patrick led Daniel to sit at the back of the room, surrounded by a bunch of football players. One of the players eyed Daniel as he sat down. Daniel tried to look nonchalant, leaning back in his chair and drumming his fingers on the desk, but he felt the eyes of the boy boring into the side of his head. After the bell rang, the teacher took attendance. Daniel hoped she would pass over him without noticing.
“Oh, we have a new student, Daniel Cabrera. Daniel, why don’t you stand up and tell us something about yourself?” She smiled and motioned for Daniel to stand. He reluctantly got up. He knew he had to say something, without saying too much. 
“Hello everyone. My name is Daniel… just like she said, and, uh, I’m originally from Ecuador…”
“Oh Ecuador!” the teacher exclaimed, “How wonderful. Are you here as an exchange student?” 
“Well, sort of,” Daniel said. “My…family and I just moved in recently.” He prayed for her to stop talking.
“Well that’s great,” the teacher said with another smile. “So what brought you here to our little town in the woods?” she asked with a laugh.
Daniel said the first thing that came to his mind. “My Father has some important work here, but besides that, it was the boating on the lake.”
The teacher laughed, “Oh yes, we do have some wonderful outdoor activities. Well, everyone let’s make sure that we give Daniel a big welcome, or should I say ‘bienvenidos’.” She winked as she butchered the pronunciation in an American accent. 
Daniel got a flashback to his annoying coworker with the fake tan. I can’t escape these people, he thought. He tried his best to smile and wave at everyone. Then, he sat and turned to see the same football player staring at him with a furrowed brow. He quickly darted his eyes back to the front of class.
As the teacher finished her roll call and sat down, the player leaned over to Daniel and whispered “Are you one of those new teachers?” Daniel felt a jump of nerves in his stomach. What was this kid planning on doing? He quickly shook his head no, but then Patrick looked over to the player and nodded his head yes. 
Daniel started to panic inside, What is this, a set up?

The football player began furiously scribbling on a piece of paper. By now, the football players around were watching everything he was doing. He handed Daniel the piece of paper, which read in big letters, “CAN YOU TELL ME MORE ABOUT JESUS?” 
At this, Daniel looked him in the eyes and managed a meek nod and smile. The scowl on the player’s face broke into a toothy grin, followed by all the others around him. Daniel heaved a sigh of relief.
              
 



CHAPTER 24
 
Austin noticed right away that Eric’s drama class was comprised totally of believers he recognized from the prayer meetings. He was not surprised. Eric had everyone sit in a circle on the stage, and he sat on a chair at one end.
“As you probably already know, this morning is going to be very different,” Eric said. “For starters, our beloved Mr. Kelly is here with us.” The students around Austin patted his back and smiled. 
“However,” Eric continued, “we know that the police are coming. And we know that our faith could be tested, and it might be tested…severely.” Eric’s voice broke slightly. He loved his students so much and hated the thought of seeing them in a camp. He looked at Austin with pleading eyes.
“I have something to say,” Austin said. “There’s a story that I haven’t had the chance to share with you yet.” The students turned to hear him. “On the night that Jesus was betrayed by Judas, He and His disciples were eating a meal together. There’s a verse He said to them that has always stuck in my mind. ‘Most assuredly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the ground and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it produces much grain. He who loves his life will lose it, and he who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life’.” 
The students listened to the words he spoke, and it brought tears to many eyes. They all understood exactly what he was saying.
“You see,” Austin said, “it’s natural to want to hang on to this life, and do everything we can to avoid dying. But our real life isn’t one we have to protect from death, because Jesus defeated death. We’re citizens of Heaven, not this world, and when a believer dies for his Lord, it’s like a seed planted in a ground, that grows and produces life a hundred times more than that seed alone.” Austin now spoke through his own tears as his thoughts went to Lizzie. “In a little while, when the police arrive, remember these words. No matter what happens, God is in control, and your home is with Him. Nobody can ever take that away from you.” 
Everyone in the group silently put their arms around each other’s shoulders, closing the circle. After a few intimate moments, one of the boys spoke up.
“Look on the bright side, guys. If things do go bad today, at least we get to miss out on Mrs. Miller’s algebra quiz.” Everyone in the circle started to chuckle. All of a sudden, things weren’t so scary anymore. 
 
***
 
Lizzie found herself surrounded by a group of girls that hung on her every word, and thought everything she did was funny. Yup, she thought, it’s high school all over again. She was thankful that she had that gift of connecting with people, because now it was being used for the sake of the Gospel.
Just as Tasha promised, Mr. Wilkerson gave a short lesson, passed out some homework and then left the class to get coffee. The girls quickly circled their desks around Lizzie’s and began asking questions. She briefly shared her testimony to those who had never been to any of their meetings. They all listened intently to every word that she said. 
One girl asked, “Where do you come from?” 
The question caught Lizzie off guard, and at first she wasn’t sure what to say. She looked around and saw that she had attracted a few more students during her speech. It didn’t seem like there was any harm in sharing at that point, so she laid out the whole story of how they arrived, the church conference back home, the lake, the boat ride, the storm, everything. Even Tasha had a look of surprise on her face. She had never heard the whole story of where they came from. 
“So, you’re really not from around here, are you?” the girl asked slowly at the end of the story. Lizzie laughed. She knew in her heart that it was time to ask the question she had grown so used to asking that week. She asked the girls around her if they wanted to follow Jesus Christ. As usual, they all said yes. She was about to start praying with them when she stopped herself.
“Tasha, would you like to lead the prayer?” she asked. Tasha’s eyes popped wide open, and she nodded her head. She led them to bow their heads, close their eyes and to talk to God in their own words as she prayed. 
They all joined her, but Lizzie noticed one girl sitting off to herself. She was slightly overweight. Her fair skin was covered with freckles and red rimmed glasses offset her round face. Her long, brown hair was tied with a red ribbon and her dark clothing was way too tight for her size. As they prayed, this girl looked on, but did not join them. 
A few other students sitting in the front of the class turned around to see what was going on, then rolled their eyes or shook their heads and went back to work. Lizzie couldn’t even bow her head; she felt so strongly drawn to the girl. When the prayer was finished, many of the girls had tears in their eyes and they all hugged one another, and especially hugged Lizzie. 
Just then, Mr. Wilkerson entered the room, and everyone quickly straightened their chairs and sat down. He barely took notice as he sat down with his cup of coffee and pulled out the paper. The girls couldn’t stop smiling at each other. However, Lizzie felt she was going to burst if she didn’t go over to the brown-haired girl and talk to her. She saw that Mr. Wilkerson was not looking and switched seats to one right next to the girl. As soon as Lizzie sat, the girl shifted in her seat, as if uncomfortable. She glanced at Lizzie for a split second, then began scribbling away on her worksheet, eyes glued to her work. 
Lizzie spoke first. “My name is Elizabeth,” she whispered. There was a long pause from the girl, so long that Lizzie thought maybe she hadn’t heard her. She spoke again, “You can call me Lizzie.”
“I’m Samantha,” the girl finally answered. Lizzie waited to see if Samantha would say anything else, but there was only awkward silence.
“Did you get a chance to hear what we were talking about?” Lizzie asked. Samantha nodded. “What do you think about it?” Samantha just shrugged her shoulders. Lizzie wasn’t sure what other questions to ask. Then Samantha spoke.
“I’m just not sure how God could love me when so many bad things have happened,” she finally said. 
“Like what?” Lizzie asked. At first, Samantha said nothing. Then, Lizzie gently placed her hand over Samantha’s and said, “It’s okay.” 
Samantha looked at Lizzie with teary eyes. It had been so long since anyone showed her kindness or any gentleness. She began to unfold her story in whispered bits of conversation. Samantha’s father had been very abusive, both to her and her mom. He worked for the National Police, and one day announced that he was being transferred across country and that he was leaving them behind so he could start over in life. With that, he was gone.
“I thought that maybe if I had been a better daughter; if I had been prettier, smarter, then maybe he would have stayed.” When Samantha was finished, Lizzie sat and prayed about how to answer. 
She finally said, “Samantha, I am so sorry for what you have been through. All I can say is that God did not want you to be hurt that way, and He wants to heal your heart and change your life. We live in a world separated from God, where people have free will to choose to do evil, and many times they do. That’s why Jesus came, to forgive sins and to heal broken hearts.” Samantha was now looking directly at Lizzie with tears in her eyes. Lizzie continued, “Sometimes, storms hit you and change your whole life in the blink of an eye; believe me, I know. But God is always with you, waiting for you to turn to Him and trust Him to save you.”
Samantha chocked back emotion and asked with a quivering voice, “How could God want me so much if my own dad didn’t want me?”  
“Honey,” Lizzie said, “God created you. He sent His Son to die for you. He did all this knowing that you and I would be talking about Him on this day at this place. He wants you, and He is your heavenly Father, your real Father. He wants you to know Him and follow Him.”
It took Samantha a moment, but she eventually let out a little smile, like the first glimmer of sunrise. In spite of all her pain, there was now an unquenchable flicker of hope in her eyes. Lizzie invited her to come to the back of the room with the other girls. She was hesitant at first. Lizzie figured that Samantha and the other girls had not always gotten along. 
Tasha saw their exchange and began whispering to the other girls. They all turned and smiled at her, motioning for her to come over. As she joined them, the girls all huddled together, giggling and laughing like young children. Samantha’s smile grew larger by the minute, and tears kept running down her cheek. Lizzie now sat somewhat outside of their circle, marveling at the power of God to change lives, even in the span of a few minutes. 
 
***
 
Briana led Jackie to her geometry class. Jackie went in, hoping in her heart to be able to reach more kids for Christ. However, as she was about to sit down, Briana gave her some disturbing news.
“Be very careful about the boy sitting to your left,” she whispered. Her back was to the boy in question, and he was busy pulling out his supplies. “His name is Chris Finkle. His dad works for the government and he loves to tell on people…for everything.” Her eyes got big to place emphasis on what she was saying. Then, the bell rang and the whole class sat down. 
Jackie felt a rush of fear. Not since Mr. Davis almost caught them downstairs in the closet had she felt so close to danger. She sat in her desk, trying her best to act natural. It was strange being out in the public. Jackie felt exposed and vulnerable. She hadn’t realized how much the downstairs room had become like a protective shell. 
The teacher, Mrs. Whitaker, stepped to the front of the class and gave a brief lecture on some geometric proofs. Her voice showed that she was tired, but more than just physically tired. There was a weight in her heart. She gave them a brief homework assignment and then plopped down at her desk. Jackie felt the familiar pull in her heart when she looked at the teacher, but she was stuck to her desk in fear. The boy to her left was a vigilant tattletale and the woman was a teacher, not a student. It seemed far too risky. 
Jackie battled in her mind about whether to stay in her seat or go to the woman. Briana told her that there was a group of girls she should meet during their next class. If she was found out, it wouldn’t just be herself that she would be risking; it would be her husband and friends as well. She looked over at Mrs. Whitaker, who was typing something at her computer. It was easy to see that her mascara was beginning to run down her face, in spite of the fact that she was wiping her face repeatedly with a tissue. 
Jackie felt a clear message spoken into her heart. All you have is here and now; there is no guarantee of later. She knew what she had to do. She got up and quietly walked over to the teacher’s desk and sat down at a chair beside it. As she passed Briana’s desk, she tried to grab Jackie’s attention, to stop her, but Jackie was undeterred. Once up close, she could tell that Mrs. Whitaker was an older woman who wore a lot of makeup to try and look young. 
When Mrs. Whitaker saw her approaching, she quickly wiped her face some more and tried to compose herself. “Is there something you need help with?” she asked Jackie as calmly as possible. 
“Actually miss, I just wanted to ask…if you’re okay.”
“Excuse me?” 
“I don’t know what you’re going through, but I wanted to see if there was anything I could do.” Mrs. Whitaker was shocked for a moment, then laughed a bit.
“That’s very sweet of you my dear, but don’t trouble yourself. You wouldn’t understand, anyway.” 
“I understand more than you think.” Jackie answered, “I’ve been through a lot myself.” Mrs. Whitaker looked at Jackie for a moment.
“I’m sure you do understand a lot. You kids today deal with more problems than my generation did.” She now went back to wiping her eyes. 
“Is there anything I can get you? A cup of water or something?” Jackie offered.
“Well sweetie, what I could really use is a husband that doesn’t cheat on me with his secretary and then…” Mrs. Whitaker stopped herself from saying more. A few students located near her desk looked up from their work for a moment and then quickly continued. Jackie prayed about what to say next.
“Mrs. Whitaker, I’m so sorry you were hurt. I’ve been hurt by guys before, too. But then I found a Man that loves me for who I am and changed my life.”
“Honey, no offense, but you’re a kid. Did you get married at 14 or something?” 
“I’m not talking about a husband. I’m talking about someone who wants to save you, to save your soul,” Jackie whispered the last part of her words. Mrs. Whitaker looked extremely confused. She squinted at Jackie, trying to grasp what she meant, then suddenly her face took on a look of shock and she covered her mouth. 
She leaned in towards Jackie and whispered, “You’re one of them, aren’t you? One of those kids meeting in the basement?” A spurt of fear leaped in Jackie’s heart. Had she made a mistake? Now more students were looking up from their work and trying to understand what was going on, including the tattle tale. To Jackie’s surprise, Mrs. Whitaker grabbed her hand and led her out into the hallway. 
Once outside, with the classroom door closed behind them, Mrs. Whitaker turned to Jackie. “Alright, what are you kids doing in that basement every day?” Her question seemed to be more from intense curiosity rather than an angry accusation. 
“Actually ma’am, I’m not a kid,” Jackie answered, which brought an even more confused look to the teacher’s face. “It’s hard to explain, but I’ve been sent here to share a message from God that Jesus died to set you free and give you eternal life.” As she spoke, Mrs. Whitaker’s jaw literally dropped open.
“Hon, I’m supposed to report anyone that talks like that.” She said with a shocked look still on her face. “I’m sorry. I have to turn you in.” The woman turned and began walking in the direction of the office.
“Mrs. Whitaker, you’re going to search for love from other men for the rest of your life and never be satisfied until you give your heart to the One who made it.” Jackie felt the words just come to her mouth, without even thinking. Mrs. Whitaker stopped in her tracks and slowly turned to face Jackie again. “You can turn me in if you want to, but it won’t change the fact that Jesus loves you more than words can say, and He desperately desires to save your soul and heal your heart.” Mrs. Whitaker stood for a moment, considering her choice. 
“I’m sorry, I just can’t,” she answered through fresh tears. She turned and began walking again towards the office. Jackie’s heart was pounding as she prayed for what to do next. 
Mrs. Whitaker didn’t make it very far down the hall. 
 
 



CHAPTER 25
 
The advance team descended swiftly upon the school. Dozens of black SUV’s and trucks raced into positions around the campus and came to a screeching stop. Men poured out of the vehicles and burst through every door of the building. 
As Mrs. Whitaker continued her march down the hall, she suddenly saw dozens of police rush in wearing body armor and wielding assault rifles. They began systematically kicking in every door of each classroom, surprising the students as their threatening presence filled the rooms. She let out a scream and ran back towards her own room. 
Jackie saw what was happening and also rushed back inside the room, quickly taking her seat. The police came bursting in right after Mrs. Whitaker. Many in the room screamed as the police took positions around the desks, rifles aimed at their targets.
 
***
 
Lizzie was glancing at the wall clock, praying for the time to move faster so she could see Austin again, when she heard noise in the hallway. Suddenly, the door burst open and men in black body armor entered the room and pointed their rifles at everyone, even Mr. Wilkerson. All the girls around her screamed, causing one of the police to march back to their desks with his weapon pointed at them.
“Be quiet!” he shouted repeatedly. The girls tried their best to comply.
Even though Lizzie knew that this was coming, she never imagined it would be so violent and terrifying. All she could think was, Dear God, please get us out of here. I just want to go home.
 
***
 
In Daniel’s class, when the police kicked in the door, some of the football students stood up. They weren’t sure if they were crazy school shooters that needed to be stopped. It didn’t take long to see that the men had the words “NATIONAL POLICE” printed across their front and back.
“All right everyone, let’s calm down,” the teacher said. She stood and motioned for the students to sit down. 
“Sit down! Be quiet!” an officer shouted to her. She sat back in her chair, shocked that she had a rifle pointed in her face. 
“All of you, sit down now!” another officer shouted to the football players, which they promptly obeyed. “Nobody move a muscle,” he shouted again. 
Here it goes, Daniel thought. He prayed that they would not find what was hidden downstairs. 
 
***
 
The door to the auditorium was much older and heavier than most other doors, so when the police first tried to bust through it, an officer hurt his leg. Everyone inside the auditorium jumped at the sound. Eric thought at first that someone had accidentally run into it, but when he saw men in black body armor pushing open the door to enter, he knew immediately what was happening. He stood and walked in front of Austin and said, “Everyone stay seated and calm.”
The police came in, pointing their weapons and shouting orders, “Be quiet! Stay in place! This is a raid!” The students couldn’t help but jump with shock but they all obeyed the orders.  
After the students were secured, several NPs began searching the seats and front entrance of the auditorium. A group of officers circled around offstage, talking amongst themselves. Bits of overheard conversation revealed that they were discussing moving all students into the gym so that the school building could be searched more easily. Also, the students could be collectively searched and interrogated all at once. 
“Everyone, gather your bags!” an officer shouted at them, “We’re moving!” 
Austin lifted his bag off the ground, and felt something with his hand that was in the front pocket. He recognized that it was his wallet, and suddenly wondered, with a frightening realization, What if the police search the wallet and find my driver’s license? The name was the same, but if they were as thorough as Mr. Davis and Eric said they were, they would probably notice the out-of-town address. He also surmised that his license looked nothing like a proper ID. He wondered if his wife and friends had their wallets on them, or if they had the foresight to tuck them away downstairs. He thought about tossing it behind one of the stage curtains as they marched out, but changed his mind at the last minute. He didn’t want to attract any unnecessary attention. All he could do was pray they wouldn’t notice it. 
They were led single file down the hallway into the gym, which took them past all of the classrooms with police standing in front of the doors. Austin heard screams and cries come from inside each one, which were quickly followed by the harsh voices of policemen shouting. The thought of his wife being in one of those rooms gave him a sick feeling in his gut. He had a glimmer of hope, however, that he would see her when all the students were brought into the gym. 
The sound of sneakers squeaking across the gym floor echoed off the ceiling as they were lined up against one of the walls. Austin ended up standing towards the far end of the line, with Eric to his left and Mark to his right. The officers took their stations around the basketball court and in the bleachers, after which a pair of men entered. They stood out because their bullet proof vests were placed over a dress shirt and pants. Instead of assault rifles, they carried handguns at their sides. 
Two of these special officers came over and looked at each one of the people in Eric’s class. One whispered something to the other, motioning towards the line of people. The second man nodded and left. The first officer walked over to the student closest to him and asked for his I.D. After carefully looking it over, he grabbed the student’s bag and turned it over, dumping the contents on the ground. He thoroughly looked through every item, even flipping through the pages of a notebook. One of the items was a wallet, which the officer emptied out and inspected. They were indeed very thorough. 
Austin’s mind began racing. Dear Lord, what do I do? What do I do? He was surrounded; there was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. 
 
***
 
The officers in all the other classes moved everyone out into the hallway, lining them up against the walls and lockers. Lizzie felt Tasha grab a hold of her hand. A few doors down the hallway, Briana did the same with Jackie. Daniel’s classroom was closest to the stairwell that led to their underground hideout. He looked towards the stairs and began to wonder if they should have stayed there. 
The announcement signal came on over the PA system, followed by Mr. Davis’ voice. In as calm a tone as possible, he said, “Ladies and gentlemen, this is a surprise police inspection. Please cooperate with the officers, and this will be over as soon as possible. Thank you.”
The officers began ushering people toward the gym, one class at a time. Many silent prayers went up to Heaven in that moment. 
 
***
 
The officer was now searching Mark’s bag, who stood right next to Austin. He picked up a note card with a poem that was about God’s love. Fortunately, Mark hadn’t used the word “God” anywhere in the poem, but the officer grew suspicious nonetheless. 
“What is this?” he asked Mark.
“It’s a l…love poem,” Mark stuttered. 
“To who?” the officer demanded.
“My girlfriend.” 
“Then why does it talk about going to Heaven?” the officer persisted. “Answer me!”
“I…it’s poetry. Her love makes me feel like I’m in Heaven.” Mark’s face was pale with fear. The officer looked back down at the card and then eyed Mark again. He tossed the card on the floor. He then came to Austin.
“ID,” he said gruffly. Austin handed him the card, which he thoroughly looked over. Austin felt so nervous he thought he might throw up. The officer then grabbed Austin’s bag. He was about to turn it over.
“Freedom!!” A shout was clearly heard from beside the bleachers. Every officer’s head shot towards the noise, including the one holding Austin’s bag. Their attention was drawn towards the boy who stood up on the other side of the bleachers. He had a large, cylindrical object hoisted over his shoulder, which he pointed in the direction of the NPs. There was a loud hissing noise followed by a stream of smoke darting towards the officers. 
There was a flash of light as Austin felt a blast of heat knock him against the wall. His ears rang, and all he could see was dust and smoke. The officer in front of Austin now had a huge gash across his head and was struggling to his feet. He slowly took out his weapon and turned to begin firing into the chaos. In the confusion, Austin saw his bag and grabbed it when he felt someone tugging his shirt from behind. He turned to see Eric moving his mouth as if he was shouting, but all Austin could hear was the ringing in his ears. 
Eric pointed towards the exit sign glowing through the dust and began crawling towards it, still hugging the wall. Austin turned to Mark, who looked equally shocked and beckoned him in the same way. Thus the line of Eric’s students began following each other, crawling on their hands and knees. 
Pieces of the wall began popping off and hitting Austin in the face. He thought it was strange at first, but then he saw flashes of gunfire from all around and realized that it was bullets hitting the wall. The whole class finally reached an area tucked away next to the bleachers. 
Eric grabbed Mark and shouted something in his ear. Mark nodded and seemed to understand. Eric then went to the wall and pushed aside some equipment, revealing a door that was somewhat hidden. Austin noticed a small sign on its center that read “STORAGE.” Eric pushed it open and waved all the kids inside. As the last one went in, another explosion went off that caused Eric and Austin to fall to the ground and cover their heads. After a few moments, gunfire resumed. Eric grabbed Austin and shoved him inside, before entering himself and closing the door behind him. 
A series of light bulbs along the ceiling revealed a long tunnel structure with shoulder pads and football helmets mounted along the walls on both sides. Austin remembered the musty smell from the storage room where they had first arrived. Eric gently pushed Austin along the tunnel until they came to the end, where only Mark was standing. Austin was confused; where did all the other students go? 
Eric stepped past Austin and stood before Mark. Austin could see their mouths moving, but there was still mostly ringing in his ears. Then, slowly, he began to hear their voices muffled as the ringing subsided. Occasionally, the walls around them would shake, causing dust to fall from the ceiling, stinging their eyes. Austin’s mind went immediately to Lizzie. He had to get to her. 
Eric finished speaking with Mark, and Mark disappeared through a small walkway cleverly concealed to his left. Austin saw that a stack of shoulder pads had been covering it. So that’s where everyone went. He thought. Maybe there is a way we can get everyone out of here. By now, Austin could hear much more clearly. He must have still appeared to be in shock, because Eric gently grabbed his shoulders and spoke to him slowly.
“I sent the students out of here and gave Mark directions to the safe house. You and I are going to take a side tunnel from this walkway and get back to the basement area. From there, we can go up and find Lizzie, Daniel and Jackie.” 
Austin nodded and followed him into the dark walkway.
 
 



CHAPTER 26
 
When the first explosion went off in the gym, everyone in the hallway froze. The police radios began squawking loudly with men shouting for backup. 
“Get down on the ground!” one of the police officers ordered. Everyone instantly obeyed. Tasha could be heard quietly praying along with all the other girls from the class.
While on the ground, Lizzie looked around at all of the officers shouting over their radios and running towards the gym, trying to get control of the situation. She heard loud popping noises echoing from another part of the building, which she realized was gunfire. That’s when she noticed a boy two classrooms down pull out a stick-shaped item from his bag. She couldn’t tell, but it looked like one of Zack’s friends who had walked out of the prayer meeting. What is he doing? she thought. He pulled out a cigarette lighter and lit a string coming out of the stick, which quickly sparked to life. 
The boy stood and threw the stick towards an officer running down the hall; instinctively, the officer caught it. Lizzie felt the force of the explosion go over her like a quick, strong gust of wind. Pieces of the ceiling sprinkled down on her body as she felt wetness all over her back and her hands, which covered her head. The fire sprinklers had been activated. She slowly looked up to see flashes of gunfire on both ends of the hallway. 
She felt a tug at her ankle and turned to see Tasha motioning for everyone to follow her. Lizzie began crawling behind them, but there was soon a rush of students fighting to get over each other and out one of the doors. She looked up to her right and saw a student wearing a black shirt and jeans holding some kind of machine gun, spewing bullets by the hundreds. She looked forward again to find that she lost sight of Tasha. Two other girls were in front of her, fighting to scramble out of the insanity. 
A second explosion blasted through the hall. Lizzie was knocked off of her hands and knees as more debris hit her back and head. It took her a moment to get back up and continue crawling. She could see through the dust that the main lobby was not far ahead, which meant the front doorway was there. She thought if she could just get outside, maybe she could find safety. After crawling along further, there was a stinging pain in her palms. She looked down to see bits of glass scattered across the floor. She brushed the shards out of her hands, leaving behinds streaks of blood. In front of her now lay a sea of sharp debris that would shred her skin to ribbons. This was as far as she could go. 
Please God, I don’t want to die like this, she cried in her heart. She leaned against the wall, which gave way, leading her to fall into the school’s main office. She hadn’t realized she was at the office door. She pulled herself fully in and pushed the door shut. The gun shots and shouting outside were slightly muffled, but it already made her feel better. She stood to her feet and looked around to see who else might be taking refuge. The room was vacant. She noticed Mr. Davis’ office door shut, and thought, with a glimmer of hope, that perhaps he was inside. She knocked on the door and entered.
“Mr. Davis…are you here?” her voice quivered as she stepped inside. She soon found that his office was also completely empty. The building around her was rocked by another explosion, prompting her to lock his office door and push some of the furniture against it. She ran to the side of Mr. Davis’ desk and sat down on the floor with her back against it. She clenched her eyes shut, covered her head and prayed with all her might. 
 
 
***
 
Daniel was also huddled against the wall, watching the police run down the hall. From where he stood, the first bomb had sounded like a distant rumble. The police ran away shouting into their radios, but they left one officer behind to guard the students. The NP looked to be in his early twenties and was pacing back and forth nervously. His head darted back and forth to all the students he was watching. 
As soon as his back was turned, Daniel saw two boys from across the hall jump up and pull out sawed-off shotguns. They both fired and hit the officer’s legs, sending him to the ground. They quickly ran forward to finish him, and then confiscated his rifle and began shooting it down the hall at the other police officers. 
Daniel was shocked at the horrifying sight before him and for a moment he couldn’t move. He soon felt a push in his heart, saying, Go! He moved forward amidst the deafening gunfire and tapped one of the football players on the back. The boy looked at him and Daniel pointed at the classroom, mouthing the words “Go back in.” Soon, the whole class, including the teacher, caught on to what he was doing, and they all crawled back and shut the door. 
Once inside, someone shouted, “Let’s go out the window.”
“Wait!” Daniel cried. He looked out the window and saw a line of black SUV’s with their doors open. Behind every vehicle’s door was a man holding an assault rifle. “If we go out that way, they’ll shoot us,” Daniel shouted over the noise. Everyone took a look out the window and saw the same thing. 
“Okay everyone,” the teacher said in a frazzled voice, “we’ll have to stay low until this calms down and then we…”
“No, I’ll tell you what we’re going to do,” Daniel interrupted her. “We’re going to get on our knees and ask for Jesus Christ to save every lost soul in this room and to be with us all, because He is the only one with the power to save us.” He quickly rallied the football players and they all got to their knees. Daniel began praying with a passion that had never come out of him before. As the other students looked on, and the building continued to shake around them, one by one they kneeled down and joined the prayer. 
Finally, the teacher joined them, too.
 
***
 
Jackie’s class ended up crawling back into their classroom in much the same way that Daniel’s did. Once inside, she pulled some glass out of her hair and began looking around for her friends. It was more crowded in the room than before, since many other students had followed them in. Briana ran to Jackie and gave her a hug, then pulled her towards a group of girls, the same ones she had so desperately wanted Jackie to talk to.
“Please, tell them about Jesus,” Briana said through her tears. Jackie felt a sudden calm come over her. She began to tell the girls in front of her all about the Gospel of Jesus Christ and how He had the power to save their souls and take them to heaven forever. Mrs. Whitaker looked on and listened to everything she had to say.
A few minutes later, Jackie called for all around her to kneel down and pray. Many students around joined her, but Mrs. Whitaker still looked on from the side.
“Please, Mrs. Whitaker,” Jackie reached out her hand, “please don’t turn away from His love.” The older woman glanced down at the ground for a moment, as if considering Jackie’s offer. Then she looked up at Jackie and smiled. She walked over to her, took her hand and joined the circle on her knees. 
Jackie began praying out loud for all those who didn’t know Jesus to come to know Him and be saved. All of the students who had not joined them at first stood back listening. Then, one at a time, they all kneeled down and joined the prayer. Though the explosions and gunfire intensified outside, there was an ever growing peace inside the room. 
Finally, the only person not praying with them was Chris Finkle, the boy who loved to tell on everyone. He stood by himself in the corner of the room, looking on with a confused, angry scowl. He simply shook his head and sat down at a desk. He never did join them. 
 
 



CHAPTER 27
 
Special agent John Archer was positioned with agent Wilde a block away from the school. The road leading away from the school sloped upwards, positioning them on a hill overlooking the scene. Archer peered through a set of binoculars and listened to the radio conversation of his agents and the advance team. He then went to inspect the interrogation truck, which was basically a mobile home converted into a torture chamber. There were stations set up for water boarding, electric shock, and other various means of extracting information from dissidents. 
He stepped out of the truck, satisfied with the work that had been done and looking forward to the next stage of the raid. That was when he heard the first explosion. He grabbed the binoculars from Wilde and looked through them, seeing the smoke rise from the gymnasium. Over the radio, agents were now shouting. Gunfire could clearly be heard in the background. 
Archer grabbed a radio, “Captain…status report, now!”
“Shots fired! Shots fired!” Much of the response was broken up by static. “We don’t know yet how many there are…looks like a bunch of kids…rocket launcher, pipe bombs and small arms fire.” 
Archer’s eyes narrowed, “Captain, fire at will. Shoot anything that moves.” 
Wilde turned to his boss, “Sir, what about the students that are not involved?”
“At this point, everyone’s involved,” Archer shouted. “The whole country needs to see what happens to those who fight back.” 
Over the next few minutes, Archer continued to talk with his team inside, when they would answer his continued requests for updates. At first, there was utter chaos, but then it was clear to see that the police had begun to get things under control. A few students were armed with machine guns, but most of them had only handguns and shotguns. The police were far better equipped. 
“Sir, most of the insurgents are down. Some of them are surrendering. We have them in custody and we’re bringing them out to you.” 
“Negative,” Archer replied, “put them all down.” 
Wilde interjected “But sir, the protocol for raids is…”
“Protocol?” Archer sneered, “We’re not going to stop this rebellion by sending a bunch of people to re-education camps! This ends now!” 
Another agent came on the radio. “Sir, some of the remaining students have locked themselves into classrooms or have scattered. We’ll need some time to re-gather everyone.”
Archer was silent as he stared at the school. Wilde wondered what was going through his mind.
“Captain,” he began, “as soon as you finish putting down the insurgents, pull back your men.”
“Sir?” came the surprised response from the radio.
“You heard me,” Archer replied before turning and walking back towards the truck.
“Sir, what’s going on?” Wilde asked, following behind him.
“I have an important call to make,” said Archer.
 
***
 
Eric led Austin through a small series of tunnels, many of which Austin could tell were part of the original construction. After a few turns, they ended up back in the basement hallway. Eric turned on the fluorescent lights and pointed to a particular locker, number 77. 
“This is something that took me a while,” he said as he opened it and reached to its back wall. With a push, it swung open, revealing another tunnel. “Not long after I started here, I dug through and broke into the city’s old sewage system. They don’t use it anymore, but its main pipe is large enough to walk in and it leads all the way to a road on the edge of town. From there, you head north until you see Willow Brook creek. There will be a series of yellow ribbons tied to trees that will lead you straight to the safe house, okay?” 
“Okay. What about you? Won’t you be with us?” 
“I hope so, but in case something happens, I want you guys to know how to get there.” He patted Austin on the back and then they turned to go upstairs. When they reached the bottom of the stairs, however, they heard the sound of the door at the top being kicked in. There were two voices shouting at each other.
“What are we gonna do, man? We gotta surrender!”
“You saw what they did to Zack! They’re not arresting us. They’re killing us!”
“So what are we supposed to do?!”
“Here, turn the lock.”
“They’ll just kick through it.”
“Yeah, eventually, but I’m not going out like a punk.” There was the sound of a gun clicking.
The two continued to talk, and Eric and Austin went back into the hallway. “Maybe we can take the elevator,” Austin whispered.
“They’re shut down by now, and I don’t have anything to pry open the doors with,” Eric replied. 
“Is there another tunnel somewhere?” Austin asked. He felt desperate to get to Lizzie.
“Yes, but I don't know how we can reach it. Hold on, let me think, let me think.” Eric closed his eyes and wrapped his hand around his forehead. 
 
 
 
 
***
 
Lizzie sat against Mr. Davis’ desk, praying with all her might as the building shook around her. There was a growing feeling of despair in her heart that she would never see her son or husband again. “Please Father, let me see them again. I want to see Caleb.” 
She heard the Holy Spirit whisper into her heart so clearly that it was almost audible. You have seen him. 
 
***
 
Austin was pacing back and forth as Eric leaned against the lockers and tried to think of another way upstairs. The sounds of fighting overhead were beginning to die down, but the building continued to shake with explosions every few seconds. Austin noticed Eric was whispering something. At first he thought he was praying, but then he noticed that he kept repeating something. 
Eric looked up and noticed Austin staring at him. “Oh, sorry,” Eric said, “I was just repeating something that I say every time I feel afraid or overwhelmed.” 
“Oh, what’s that?” Austin asked as he went back to pacing. 
“It’s something from my childhood. One of the few memories I have of my parents. They used to tell me, ‘Jesus kicks monsters in the face.’”
Austin froze in his tracks and felt a chill run down his spine. “Caleb?”
 
 



CHAPTER 28
 
Lizzie’s mind began filling with memories of the past week. She saw herself leading worship with Eric and remembered how beautifully their voices blended. She saw them teaching together and talking together. Then, she had a flash of his childhood. 
Many nights she would sit at his bedside and pray over him before he fell asleep. She always prayed that he would grow to be a man of God and be filled with the Holy Spirit. That he would be a leader for Christ. Somehow, beyond earthly comprehension, she knew who Eric was, and her heart was filled with motherly love and Godly pride.
She felt the Spirit speak again, I have been with him all his life, and I will always be with him. He is My son, just as you are My daughter. I have answered your prayers because you believed that I would. Now, it’s time for you to come home to Me.

 
***
 
It had been years since Eric heard his real name spoken. He peered at Austin, searching his memory. Then, it all came back.
“Dad,” he whispered. “It’s you. You came back to me!” In a shocked moment of silence, time stood still. Austin stared into the face of his grown son and felt his breath taken away. They rushed to each other and embraced, laughing and crying. Austin pulled away and cradled Caleb’s head in his hands and stared into his eyes as tears rolled down his cheeks. 
“My precious boy, it’s you. My God, it’s been you…all along I prayed to see you again. I prayed to go back…” his voice broke. As he stared into Caleb’s face, he realized the truth; there was no going home. He heard the clearest whisper in his heart. 
It’s time, Austin. Let him go. Come home to Me. The voice was so clear that Austin actually looked beside him expecting to see Jesus Himself, but no one was there. He looked again at his son, as Caleb’s eyes suddenly flashed.
“Mom,” he said, “we have to get her.”
“Caleb wait,” Austin said, “you have to go, find your way to safety. I’ll stay with your mom.”
Caleb started weeping. “But I prayed when I was little that I would see you again. I never thought God would answer my prayer until I got to Heaven. I don’t want to lose you guys again.”
“Caleb, you won’t lose us. You never lost us in the first place. We’re going to be with the Lord, and I promise we’ll be waiting for you there.” He grabbed his son by the shoulders and said, “Listen to me. We are so proud of you. Your mom and I got to see the wonderful man you’ve become, and that is an amazing blessing. But now, you’ve got work to finish.”
“But I don’t know what to do,” he pleaded. “I thought God was going to let you stay with me, to teach me more. I don’t know enough. I don’t think I can do this.”
Austin quickly ran and grabbed his Bible and books from behind the poster on the wall. He stuffed them in his bag and handed it to Caleb. “Take this. Your faith and your calling are the inheritance that your mom and I are leaving to you. The kids are the church now, and you’re their pastor; go and lead them!” Austin took him over to locker 77 and pushed open the hidden door. Caleb was clutching his father’s bag, tears streaming down his face. 
“I can’t!” Caleb sobbed. A loud bang was heard upstairs. The fighting was getting extremely close, and the police were still attempting to break through the door. Austin kissed his son’s cheek and leaned to touch their foreheads together. 
“I give you my blessing, son. The Spirit of God will be with you wherever you go, and He will bless everything you do. You’re going to spark a revival before the end finally comes.” Austin kissed his son’s forehead. “Now go. Go before it’s too late.” 
“But I never got a chance to tell Mom that I love her.”
“She already knows,” Austin said with a smile through his own tears. Caleb lingered, staring at his father, reluctant to leave. “You have to go,” Austin repeated, but his son would not move. “Go…go Caleb!” he shouted over the noise and gave his son a push towards the tunnel. Caleb slowly turned and stumbled into the darkness, and he was gone. 
Austin slowly closed back the trap door. He closed the locker, then sat on the ground with his back against it. “Lord, I’m coming home,” he prayed out loud.
Police finally burst through the stairwell door, followed by short bursts of gunfire. In moments, they were in the basement, searching the hallway. One officer spotted Austin and ran towards him, rifle aimed. He was about to shoot, but realized Austin was staring at the ceiling with a calm smile on his face. 
“Wilson, what are you doing? Take him down!” another officer shouted. 
“But he’s just…!” The officer in front of Austin paused. “He’s just…smiling.” 
The other officers gathered around, unsure what they should do. 
 
***
 
Lizzie sat absorbing the shock of what the Spirit had just told her. Tears streamed down her face. “But Lord,” she began to pray out loud, when she clearly heard Him speak. 
What? Did you think this was another dimension? She couldn’t help but laugh, remembering when Austin first introduced the parallel world theory. They had never really determined whether that was accurate. Don’t worry, Austin will meet you with Me, but I have much more work for Caleb to do. Right now, I want you to sing for Me.

Lizzie looked up and spotted the PA microphone. Then, she saw a guitar stashed in the corner of the office. She could tell by looking at it that it was Caleb's, and she wondered for a moment how it got there. Then, she realized that it didn't matter; she knew what God was asking. “Yes Lord, I’ll sing for You,” she replied. She grabbed the guitar, pulled up a chair to the microphone, and turned it on to announce for the whole building. She began playing the same song that was interrupted in her Hope City office…“How Great is Our God.” 
The fighting had all but stopped at this point, and her voice began echoing through the halls, reaching the ears of Daniel and Jackie. All of them knew where they were going. 
 
 
***
 
At first, Austin thought he heard the voice of an angel; he soon recognized his beloved wife’s voice. The officers looked up at the speaker in the ceiling. Austin began singing along with her and raising his hands. 
“Where is that coming from?” one officer asked.
“It must be the main office.”
“What do we do with this one?’
“You heard our orders. Finish him.” 
As Austin worshipped, he began to see something overhead. It was a light, far brighter than the fluorescent bulbs, and it grew larger to a point where it was all Austin could see. It reminded him of the light he saw during the storm. He felt an all encompassing peace, and overwhelming, indescribable joy. 
“Do it! That's an order!” The NP sergeant was shouting at the officer standing in front of Austin. 
The NP aimed his weapon. He wasn’t sure, but it looked like Austin’s face was beginning to glow. His finger rested on the trigger.
“Fire!” the sergeant yelled again in his ear. The NP had shot and killed many people in his line of work, but this time was different. This time, he had to close his eyes before pulling the trigger.
***
 
Lizzie heard banging on the office door as she played. It sounded like a battering ram, but she no longer felt an ounce of fear. She knew Who she was singing for, and He would not allow any interruptions. After a few moments, the banging noise stopped completely. She thought in the back of her head that perhaps they had given up and left. She finished the song, and sat back in the chair. That’s when she heard a choppy sound coming from the sky outside.
She turned and looked out of the window to see a row of black military helicopters armed with missiles. They were headed straight for the school. Please, let it be quick, she asked God in her heart. Then she turned, and began another song. 
Daniel and Jackie were still leading their groups in prayer. Amidst tears and cries, they thought of each other. 
“I love you baby,” Daniel whispered at the end of his prayer. 
At the same time, Jackie, in her room, said, “I love you too, sugar.” 
The helicopters fired multiple missiles towards the school. As they traveled through the air, Lizzie felt the Spirit say, It’s time. Come home now.

In a flash, they all were gathered to Him. The entire building was consumed by fire, pulverized to dust and ashes. 



CHAPTER 29
 
Caleb ran along the dark sewage tunnel, stumbling over debris, clinging to his father’s bag as he openly wept. 
An earth-shattering explosion suddenly sounded overhead, causing much of the tunnel behind him to collapse. He fell to his knees and screamed at the top of his lungs.
He felt a pair of arms reach around his torso and pull him up. A soft, cool breeze blew across his face, and sounded like a gentle whisper in his ear. Once he was on his feet, he turned to see who had helped him, but no one was there. He noticed a pinpoint of light far away and knew it was the tunnel exit. He wiped his face and pressed on. There were no more rumblings overhead. After what felt like an eternity, everything fell silent. 
Caleb exited the tunnel and saw a NP car parked on the two-lane highway, with cones blocking both directions. He froze, expecting to see an officer burst out of the bushes to arrest him, but the only thing he saw was the swaying of leaves in the breeze. No one was there.
The car still had its lights flashing and the driver’s side door was opened, as if the officer left in a hurry. He knew some of his students had come this way, and he wondered if they were now in custody…or worse. He looked around and noticed a large column of black smoke snaking into the sky. Several Apache helicopters swirled around for a few moments before turning south and flying away. 
Another torrent of tears unleashed from his eyes as he realized the fate of his parents, and all of his friends. There were a few other secret passages out of the school that his group knew about, but there was no telling how many made it, if any. 
He then looked for an old motorcycle he had hidden under the brush long ago. It was put there after he finished the first tunnel. He quickly found it, which brought a small feeling of relief. He pulled on the backpack, climbed on and started the engine. The highway marked the boundary of the town, and as he went along, he realized that there were no more checkpoints. He was in the clear. His thoughts rolled around his mind, numb with shock. In only a few hours, his life had changed forever. 
He went on until he saw a sign for Willow Brook Creek. He turned off the motorcycle and brought it to rest under a bush. He covered it with some branches from the ground, concealing it completely. He followed the yellow ribbons through the forest. As he stumbled through the woods, he often broke into weeping and had to stop for a few moments until he was able to compose himself to keep going. 
He finally caught sight of a large, log cabin in a clearing. He reached the front yard of the cabin and looked around, hoping to see somebody else from the school. They all knew this was the safe house in an emergency. The place was as quiet as a tomb. He had never felt so alone. 
He plopped down on a bench. “What am I supposed to do now God?” he asked amidst a torrent of tears. Memories began to pour into his consciousness. The first was of his mother praying over him as he lay in bed as a child, drifting to sleep. He remembered how she would run her fingers through his hair as her voice softly whispered to God. He loved falling asleep to the sound of her voice.
Another memory then came of his family at Christmas dinner. Candlelight flickered off the faces of his parents and grandparents around the table. They were all engaged in a discussion on what he would be when he grew up. His father’s parents went back and forth about how he would be a wonderful surgeon or a musician. They talked about how he would attend the best schools, get the best grades and be wildly successful. 
Then, his mother’s voice echoed in his ear, “We don’t care what he grows up to be, as long as he’s on fire for Christ.” His father agreed. He then saw in the same memory his other grandmother staring at him and smiling. He called her Mimi; she had been the one who raised him once his parents disappeared. 
His mind pulled back to the present, and he began to reflect over his life. The soft whisper of the Holy Spirit came to his mind. Your life is My answer to their faith. Your father’s blessing will come to pass. Now turn and see My flock.
Caleb slowly stood and turned to face the line of woods facing the cabin. He saw nothing at first, but then noticed a small movement in between the tree trunks. Caleb’s heart pounded with anticipation as he slowly walked towards the forest. They slowly began to appear. A steady trickle of people, both young and old, came into the clearing. Many were bleeding and limping. At the head of the group he saw Mark and Tasha. They were a welcome sight.  
“Over here, everyone!” Tasha called behind her. “We found Mr. Peterson. He made it!” They all ran to embrace him in a sweet reunion. 
As he hugged his students, Caleb heard the clear words in his heart.  Feed My lambs. Tend My sheep. 
“Thank You, Lord. I will,” he answered as he continued greeting his church. Many of those he greeted were older men and women from the community; some he even remembered seeing at the Sunday service. Caleb began searching the faces around him, looking for the other believers from school. Many were there, but many were not.
“Where’s Mr. Davis?” Caleb asked. Over the past few days, the two of them had become fast friends, and close brothers. He felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned to see Tasha’s somber face.
“Mr. Davis helped me and some other girls escape. The last time I saw him was in the school.”
Caleb closed his eyes for a moment, absorbing more pain, and releasing it to God. “I’ll see you at home, Mr. Davis,” he said out loud. 
“I told you,” a voice called from the forest, which caused everyone to turn and look, “to call me Frank.” Mr. Davis emerged from the bushes looking disheveled and bloody. A gash on his head had leaked blood down his face and stained his clothes. Everyone sighed in relief at his appearance as the group embraced him.
“Are you okay?” Caleb asked him.
“Oh, I’ll be fine, son. You’re still stuck with me for a while,” he said with a wink.
A man in his early twenties stepped forward to ask, “So where are those teachers? The ones that still had Bibles?” Caleb’s face fell as his gaze dropped toward the ground; his students looked on with tear-filled eyes. The man bowed his head as well, realizing what had happened. Caleb’s eyes clenched shut as he prayed for strength.
“Mr. Peterson, what do we do now?” Tasha asked, but Caleb was silent. “Mr. Peterson…?”
“My name isn’t Eric Peterson.” He lifted his face to all of those around him. His students and Mr. Davis were clearly surprised. No one knew what to say.
The same young man from before spoke up. “Who are you, then?”
Caleb stood on the bench so everyone could clearly see him. He took off his backpack and pulled out his dad’s Bible, holding it with one hand. “My name is Caleb Kelly, and I am a minister of the Gospel of Jesus Christ…just like my father and mother before me.” 
“Your mother and father?” Mark asked. “Who were they?” Caleb took a deep breath, gathering the strength to answer.
“Lizzie and Austin,” Tasha said through her tears, answering for him. “God knew exactly who to send.” 
Caleb smiled and nodded at her through tears of his own. He looked at the faces in the crowd, each one filled with spiritual hunger. He knew that the NPs would soon find this cabin. It was only a matter of time. He felt the Spirit bring something to his mind, another location further in the woods, on the other side of the mountain. He had learned about it years ago when he was staying with the family that took him in. It was a safe house for Christians when the Great Persecution was at its climax, and the government had never found it. It was the perfect spot to hide for the time being. He turned to look at the mountain standing in between them and their destination. They would have to move fast. 
“What are we supposed to do? Where do we go now?” The questions shot at him from the gathering. 
He turned and said to them all, “Follow me.”
 



 
EPILOUGE
Agent Wilde walked among the ruins of the school, clenching his fist around the pamphlets. It dawned on him that the carnage all started with his eager visit to special agent Archer. He stopped, leaned over to one side and vomited. He heard laughing come up from behind. It was Razor. 
“Well, well, well,” said Razor, “I guess you don’t have the stomach for this kind of work.” Wilde was still doubled over as Razor leaned next to him, whispering into his ear. “You should have stayed in your cubicle, gathering data.” He laughed again as he walked away. 
Wilde did his best to pull himself together. He walked a few more feet and saw a gathering of bodies still intact. He figured it must have been one of the classrooms in the old part of the building. The thick concrete walls were resistant even to rocket fire. He knelt down, and with a quivering hand tried to put a pamphlet in the jacket of one of the dead students. It was a young teenager with curly red hair and glasses. A small handheld camera fell out of his jacket and switched on as it landed on the ground. An image of the boy’s head popped up on screen and began to talk.
“Hi, my name is Theo. Um, today I heard stories from our new teachers about how Jesus saved them, and uh, I wanted to share mine too, with anyone that’ll listen anyway.” The boy laughed at himself, his smile lighting up his face. “I used to get picked on all the time by bullies, and I hated them so much. I hated myself even more, for being weak. I had all these thoughts about bringing a gun to school and paying them all back for hurting me. Then one day, I heard one of my friends talking about this guy named Jesus loving him and saving him. At first I thought, whoa this is illegal, but something inside me made me give it a try. So I went to a prayer meeting, and for the first time in my life I felt real love in my heart. And it was the love of Jesus Christ. Now I know I’ve been forgiven, so I have this power to forgive everyone who’s hurt me. So, if you’re watching this video and you’ve ever hurt me…I forgive you, and Jesus will too. All you have to do is ask Him, and He’ll save your life.” 
With that, the video ended. A single tear streamed down Wilde’s face.
“What have you got there, Wilde?” Archer’s voice came from behind. Wilde wiped his face, deftly picked up the camera and held it in his hand so that it couldn’t be seen as he stood to face his boss. Archer had a satisfied smirk on his face and was puffing on a cigar.
“Nothing beyond what I’m planting on them,” Wilde answered flatly. This time, his eyes were the ones piercing Archer.
Archer’s smirk slowly vanished, “Well, carry on then.” 
Archer walked away, and Wilde put the camera into his pocket. Don’t worry, Theo, he thought, the whole world will hear your story… and mine.
 
***
 
John Archer sat in a large office at the NSA headquarters in D.C. The new desk in front of him was made of beautifully polished wood, custom designed to his specifications. Several assistants fluttered around his desk, setting up wires and cables for his first video conference with the world council. 
As this was going on, Archer watched the state news report on a small video screen at his desk. The program aired three times a day, broadcasting all the news the government wanted the people to hear. Archer was especially interested in that day’s show. 
The anchor was a middle-aged man with an obnoxious green tie and a wrinkled forehead from years of serious facial expressions. He turned to face the camera.
“Good Morning, I’m John Snyder with today’s breaking news. The NSA and National Police busted another domestic terrorist cell this past week, bringing the total to twelve from across the nation. Just as with the eleven previous cells, this group was hiding out within a school, led by one of the teachers. Much of the same propaganda was found at the scene, depicting the terrorists’ desire to bring down the world government through their religion. This has brought to light a severe threat that the world council has vowed to address.” Archer smiled at the words. Once again, planting pamphlets worked like a charm. The anchor man continued.
“The council’s first move was to name Special Agent John Archer of the NSA as the new Secretary of Global Security. Agent Archer has been heading the joint effort between the NSA and National Police over the past several weeks and officially accepted his role at a press conference last night.” 
The screen switched to a video of Archer standing behind a podium at a press conference. Hundreds of cameras flashed around him.
“I am pleased to announce that another threat to our great nation and our world has been eradicated. I hope that the amazing work of the NSA and National Police in busting up these cells will serve as an example of how this problem is best dealt with. And I can promise that in my time as Secretary of Global Security, I will do everything in my power to ensure that this blight is erased from humanity.” As Archer finished speaking, the crowd erupted in applause. 
Archer reached out and turned off the video screen with a satisfied smile on his face. Against all odds, he had vindicated himself. He won. It was only going to get better from there. Now, he could take his fight to the world. Archer had planned to select Wilde as the new director of the NSA in America, but the young man had unexpectedly resigned. Archer simply saw it as a sign of weakness. The carnage of Spring Hill was too much for him to stomach, so he was bowing out. It didn’t matter; Archer had more important tasks ahead of him. 
A series of screens rolled down the walls facing him, and the lights automatically dimmed. At his desk was a small camera and lights pointed at his face. Images slowly came up on each screen of members of the world council. This was his first time to see the faces of the people that ran the world, and he felt a strange sense of excitement. It was almost amusing to have his curiosity satisfied as to who these shadowy “puppet masters” were. He didn’t know most of them, except for the chairman and a few others he recognized as powerful, international bankers. They were mostly white men and, surprisingly, there were no politicians. Now he was among this ruling class, or at least he worked for them directly. 
“Good morning, gentlemen,” the chairman said in his regal British accent. “Let us all extend a welcome to our new Secretary of Global Security, John Archer.” The faces on the screens took a moment to nod in respect towards Archer. He couldn’t help but feel proud of himself. 
The meeting started off with discussion on fiscal issues facing local governments in key areas. Archer found it rather boring, but he did notice something interesting. They spoke a great deal about bringing stocks up and down, as if they controlled the direction of the markets. The consensus among the people was that the markets were still relatively free, and the average person could work their way to prosperity. In the end though, Archer didn’t really care. He focused again on the meeting as it turned to his department.
“Secretary Archer, what is your report on the status of dissident cells?” the chairman asked.
“Much of the problem has been dealt with,” Archer began, “but much work remains to be done.” He then pressed some keys on his computer, bringing up a holographic image of the planet in front of the camera for everyone to see. It looked like a hollow, wire-grid globe, with outlines of the seven continents on its surface. Red dots flashed at various points around the map.
“Each red dot you see indicates an area where we have strong evidence of a growing cell. There are some non-religiously motivated cells that have built makeshift militia camps, but I’m confident these can be eliminated with a strike from our military satellites. As for the zealots, they’ve moved out of the public schools and public places and are now meeting in remote locations, and sometimes even in private homes. They’re no longer hiding in plain sight, as it were. This makes them much more difficult to locate and detect, but we are working on developing a more sophisticated spy network, consisting of regular citizens, like in the old days of the NPs.” 
One of the council interjected. He said something in Russian, which was translated through an earpiece Archer was wearing. “We can no longer rely on the public to be our eyes and ears. We can control them through fear, but too many have become sympathetic to the dissidents’ cause.”
Now, a man with a thick French accent spoke, “Perhaps the answer then, is to remind people how dangerous these zealots are.”
“What do you mean?” the chairman asked.
“We will present the dissidents as a public enemy and a serious threat to safety,” the man replied. Archer shifted in his seat; that was exactly what he had been doing all along. His plan at Spring Hill worked out brilliantly and he knew he could reproduce it globally. It was just a matter of working out the details.
“I agree,” he quickly said, lowering the hologram globe. “We just need to figure out what kind of event would ignite people’s anger the most.” 
“Yes, something large, with massive damage,” the Frenchman added. Now, a handsome young man spoke with a refined voice. Behind him Archer could see the Manhattan skyline. 
“The easiest way to get the public on your side is to go after children.” He spoke in an even, unaffected tone that was almost creepy. 
“That won’t work a second time…” the chairman began answering, but then stopped himself. There was a long pause. Archer didn’t say anything, but he was stuck on what the chairman had said. He wondered if they were talking about the youth he just took out. What else could they mean? His thoughts were interrupted by a question.
“Secretary Archer, can you arrange for one of our satellites to be hijacked?” The question came from a fat man with a thick southern drawl. Archer, in spite of his hardened demeanor, was caught off guard by what the southerner was suggesting. 
“Uh…yes, sir. I suppose I could, but allowing militant dissidents to take over a weapon that powerful…”
“I didn’t mean literally, sir,” the southerner interjected. “We would be in control of it the entire time, of course. But could you make it look like it was hijacked?”  
“I…would have to get back to you on the feasibility of pulling that off without anyone knowing, and besides, an attack that size could potentially kill hundreds of thousands of loyal citizens…”
“Which would be enough to get the entire globe behind our initiative, Secretary Archer. And I think you’ve proven to be just the man for this kind of job,” the chairman finished. For the first time in his life, Archer was too shocked to speak. The chairman continued, “I want you to begin preparations right away. We will convene next week to discuss appropriate targets. Is everything clear?” 
“Yes, sir,” Archer replied instinctively. The last thing he wanted to do was say anything that could be construed as going against the chairman. With that, the meeting was adjourned. Each of the screens went dark, and the office lights came back up.
“Are you all right, sir?” one of the assistants asked as he entered the room to roll up the cables a few minutes later. 
“Fine,” Archer answered. But he wasn’t fine. He had questions that needed to be answered.
 
***
 
A few hours later, Archer was back at a place he swore he would never set foot in again, the records department of the NSA. Since the budget increase, the main headquarters were now back in Washington, but all of the records were still in the upstate location. He quickly walked past security and headed towards the main records hall. A new secretary was there, typing away at her computer.
“Hello, Mr. Secretary,” she said and stood to attention. “What a surprise. I just started today, and I didn’t realize there was going to be an inspection from the top.” Her breathless laugh and demure mannerisms reminded him of his wife; her dark hair and pretty face reminded him of Leah. He stopped and stared at her for a moment, wondering if maybe he was imagining things. The young woman began to fidget, unnerved by Archer’s silence. 
“Sorry for startling you hon,” he said. His own words surprised him. He hadn’t called anyone “hon” in years. “I just need to look up a record.”
“Oh, of course.” She jumped behind the computer. “What’s the name on the record?”
“Well, it would actually be an alias name,” he said. She nodded and opened up a new screen to search for personnel records based on aliases while on active duty. The records on file covered all major government agencies, including the NSA and National Police. If there was anything to be found, it would be there. 
“Okay, sir,” she said, once the screen was ready.
“The name is Steven Bellows.” It was difficult for Archer to say the name out loud, especially after it haunted his memory for decades. 
The young woman typed in the name and clicked the search button. Archer found himself feeling nervous as the computer searched the database. A message soon popped up in large, red lettering that said, “ERROR 4206 - file not available.” 
“What does that mean?” Archer asked her.
“Hmm, I heard about this in my training, but I didn’t expect to see it. It means that the file exists, but it’s so old that it’s not available electronically. In other words, all we have is the hard copy in the basement.” 
The basement was more than two stories underground and contained millions of old files. Up to this point, his search had been nothing more than a nagging hunch. Now, Archer’s heart sped up, and he felt sweat forming on his brow. 
“Are you all right, sir?” the young woman asked, “You know, if you need me to, I can head down there to retrieve the file.”
“No, no, that won’t be necessary,” he said, trying to smile at her. “I worked here long enough that I should be just fine on my own. All I need is the file location number.”
The woman nodded and wrote it down on a slip of paper, then handed it to him. It was 9699ZZ, which meant it was on the bottom level, in the very back. Archer headed towards the main elevator in the hallway. 
The elevator car dinged as the doors opened to a dim, dank stretch of file cabinets. Most of the lights overhead had gone out, or were flickering on their last leg, creating a nightmarish atmosphere. Archer began his slow march down the corridor. The clacking of his shoes on the cement floor was the only sound he could hear, besides the pounding of his heart. 
He counted the cabinet numbers as he walked, growing more nervous as the numbers went up. Then, he was there, file cabinet 96. It was almost to the very end of the hall, which was a dead-end cement wall. Archer wasn’t normally claustrophobic, but he suddenly found it difficult to breath in the small space. He wanted to get out, but more so he needed to satisfy the pressing suspicion in his mind. He kneeled down, opened the bottom drawer and began thumbing through the files in the back. There it was: file 9699ZZ. 
He pulled it out with shaking hands and stood, holding it up to the dim light. A stamp on the front said “CONFIDENTIAL” in red ink. He paused a moment, closed his eyes, and opened the folder. When he opened his eyes, a chill went down his spine. On the front page was a photo of Steven Bellows, but he looked nothing like Archer remembered. He was clean shaven and his hair was neatly trimmed. He was wearing a suit and behind him was an American flag. To the left of the photo was a list of statistics. Archer took a moment to swallow hard before reading. 
His real name was Jeffrey Merrick, and he was listed as an agent for the CIA. He had worked undercover on various assignments stretching as far back as the 2000s. After looking over his physical stats, Archer flipped over the page. There, he saw a written history of Agent Merrick. 
The history consisted of two columns, one for locations and the other for targets. Merrick had been all over the world, and apparently worked as an assassin. Archer recognized a few of the names on his target list as foreign diplomats, from a time when nations were still sovereign and sent diplomats to each other. 
Archer’s mind grasped at straws, but nothing was making sense. If Merrick was an agent for the CIA, what made him attack the school? Had he gone nuts? Did the church twist his mind? In any case, why was Merrick’s history with the CIA covered up and thrown into an obscure records hall, right underneath Archer’s nose for years? 
Archer flipped the page again. His eyes widened as he read the last assignment listed on Merrick’s history. On the left, the location read “Rochester, NY.” On the right, someone had attempted to black out the target’s name. For some reason, they left one crucial word uncovered: “School.” Archer began heaving as emotion welled up inside him. Underneath the final entry were words clear as day: HONORABLY DISCHARGED. 
Suddenly, the words of General Carlton came rolling into his mind like a clap of thunder. “This is about public relations…give the people what they want to see, and they won’t notice anything else.” 
He heard the words of the councilman again. “We will present the dissidents as a public enemy and a serious threat to safety.” 
There in the depths of the record hall, no one could hear Archer’s howling scream.  
 
***
 
Later that afternoon, Archer was sitting at his desk, staring blankly out of the window. There was a knock at his door. There was a long pause from Archer. “Come in,” he finally said. It was his secretary, a red headed woman in her twenties. 
“Sir, the Secretary of Defense just called. He was asking why you didn’t join the conference call with the U.S. senators about the new raids planned. They’re waiting for your orders.” 
“I’ll get back to him,” Archer said. He seemed distant and distracted. He didn’t turn from his window gazing. It was the easiest way to hide his eyes, which were puffy and red from crying. The secretary wasn’t sure how to respond to her boss’ change in demeanor. 
“Y-yes sir. I’ll tell him.” She quickly backed out of the room and shut the door behind her. Archer looked down at his hands, which held the three objects that had driven him for so many years. He ran his thumb over the contours of the locket and stared at his daughter’s face. There was another knock, but the person didn’t wait for permission to enter.
“Sir,” it was a young man in a suit. He quickly walked up to Archer’s desk and plopped a file down on it. “We found it. We found the dissident cell you were looking for, the one in upstate New York. They’re in a remote location that’s heavily forested, so it took our satellites some time, but we got them.” The young man stood before Archer’s desk with a slight smile on his face, waiting to be congratulated. Archer said nothing. 
The young man cleared his throat and pulled out a black device. A hologram popped up of a region in the Appalachian Mountains. At first glance, the scene was nothing but miles of trees, except for a red arrow that was floating above a spot in the center. “In this shot, you can barely see their clearing in the trees.” Archer still sat with his back facing the man. “We could move in with ground forces, but it will probably be easier to order an air strike. I can contact the NPs today and give them the coordinates so they can…."
“No.” Archer spoke abruptly. “I’ll take care of this one myself. Leave the file and the holo-disc on my desk.” The young man blinked in surprise. Still, he knew better than to question Archer’s orders. He took out the silvery disc and placed it on top of the file before turning to leave the office. Archer was alone again. 
He reached over to his right and pressed a button on his desk. The office door clicked, signaling that it was locked. He then swiveled around in his chair for the first time, facing the contents on his desk. The locket was still in his left hand, pressing against his palm. He slowly put it down with the other items and picked up the folder. 
It opened to a detailed satellite photo of the dissident camp. Archer was able to recognize the face of Eric Peterson, the man who started the cell in Spring Hill high school. In the picture, Peterson was apparently giving directions to numerous people as they dug in soil. They were planting a garden.
A beeping noise on his desk phone broke his focus. He pressed a flashing button on it. “Mr. Secretary,” came his secretary’s voice, “the Secretary of Defense is on the line again with a few other senators. Should I tell them you’ll call them back later?” 
“I’ll take it,” Archer answered. 
After a few moments of silence, a man’s voice came on the line. “Secretary Archer?”
“Yes,” Archer answered flatly.
“Sorry to disturb you, sir. The U.S. Senate committee is waiting for your orders concerning searching government buildings for internal dissidents. Is that something you want us to go ahead with?” 
“Fine,” Archer said. It took a moment for the defense secretary to realize that Archer was done talking.
“All right then sir. We’ll get on that. Oh, and before I forget, is there any news on that cell you were looking for in New York? We have two units ready to roll as soon as you give the word.”
Archer stared at the photo in front of him. “No, no news,” he replied.
“Very good then, sir. And by the way, congratulations on your new post. I know that…” Archer cut off the phone call abruptly. He was done being congratulated. 
He collected the contents of the file and turned to his right. There on the ground was a high-powered shredder, into which he fed the file.
 In two seconds, it was torn into an undecipherable mess. He then took the silvery disk and pushed it into a small, flat rectangular box on his desk. A red light began glowing through the entry slit. The intense laser inside rendered the disc unreadable. 
Archer then picked up his daughter’s locket and closed his hand around it. He turned his chair again to look out the window. A single tear rolled down his cheek. 



NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
 
For most authors, a book begins as an idea and then develops over time into a complete story. For me it was quite different. It all began one morning in 2007 when my wife turned to me and said, “I had the most amazing dream last night.” The story she unfolded was deeply stirring. At the time, we worked in Children’s Ministry at our church, and her dream was of us and two of our friends traveling to a dark version of America and seeing the church being greatly persecuted. God had placed a strong burden on our hearts for the children we served at church, and this was a reminder of how important our work is. As the Church, we are but one generation away from extinction.
In time, her dream became The Glimpse. I added a few side characters and expanded things here and there, but the outline was handed to me pretty much complete. That being said, I want people to know that I wrote this book without any direct references to the rapture, tribulation, antichrist or anything else related to end times prophecy. I say this knowing that there are literally millions of people interested in the subject and they may ask, “Where is the antichrist and the mark of the beast in all of this?” In response I iterate the point that the Lord gave me this story in a rather unique and supernatural way. I feel like I am just as much a scribe as a storyteller.    
Even though this story is not meant to be a direct prophetic vision, I do believe there are many important messages for the modern American church within it. The numbers vary depending on which denomination you ask, but on average, 80% of Christian youth are leaving the faith once they reach college age. Some statistics say it is above 95%. As parents and as a collective church, we are failing to pass the torch to the next generation of believers. It makes me think of Christ’s words from Luke 18:8 “…when the Son of Man comes, will He find faith on the earth?” (NIV) Jesus asked His question without ever receiving or giving an answer. I believe this is because the answer is up to us. 
Are we really praying continually without losing heart, as Christ teaches us in Luke 18? Are we discipling our youth to live radically for Christ, or are we just teaching them to sit quietly in the pews? My prayer is that the Holy Spirit will use this story to inspire and move you. Pray for the future Church. Teach our children to live out loud for the Lord, and practice what you preach. We definitely have dark days ahead of us as believers, but remember that the darkness can only make the Light shine brighter.
  
 



 
 
WHAT NOW?
It’s always been my prayer that this novel would impact the heart and soul of every person who reads it. This story is much more than just a story. It’s a message, and like any message, it needs to be spread. 
 If you feel that this story has made an impact in you or caused you to think about the part we all play in the fate of Christianity, I have a favor to ask of you. Please take a moment to review it on Amazon by going to The Glimpse (http://amzn.to/PSV7C0) page. 
Also, please share this story with those you feel need to read it. Aside from directly telling people, there are several easy ways you can help this message get out to the Church. 
Please "like" The Glimpse
(http://www.facebook.com/theglimpsebook) on Facebook and comment about the book to your circle of friends. 
Basically, anything you do to help this message get out, can affect the fate of the Church. We are the body of Christ, let’s move together.  
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