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      AQUA, NEW MEXICO

      

      Patricia Kelsey-McKnight entered her office as the sun was setting, shut the door, and while untying her neck scarf, leaned against its wooden frame. Another scuffle with the town’s governing council over their plan to shrink the school’s academic calendar had ended—just like the last meeting—in limbo. At least, they didn’t throw her out this time before the meeting was over.

      She sighed, brushed her auburn hair back with a hand, and approached her desk, hoping to get it clear before heading home. As an assistant school principal at Aqua High school—a section of Aqua Group of Schools—the unconventional schooling system in Aqua had her quite frustrated more times than she could count.

      Making matters worse, the Parents Teachers Association (PTA) was on the side of the governing council, and that baffled her. Why did she need to fight to show parents that their kids needed quality education—in commensurate daily time? Unnecessarily cutting down schooling hours would hurt, not help.

      Or rather, why would a parent choose relative ignorance over knowledge? It was one thing if a child clearly had no aptitude for learning or had proficiency in handwork and crafts instead. Then she would gladly encourage them to pursue their area of talent.

      But this? This was a communal resistance. She had no problem with their 1800s attire. It was their choice what to wear. However, living in an increasingly globalizing world required participation—or being left behind. Something she didn’t want for her beloved town.

      She rubbed her stiff neck and sat down, peering out the window at the colorful display of ancient attire worn by residents going about their daily business. Why did she return here? Why didn’t she remain in downtown Clayton, just a stone-throw from Oklahoma, where a cappuccino was a short hop downstairs from her apartment or a ready sandwich was often reachable at a shop across from the street?

      Here, if she lacked one ingredient for cooking at home, she’d need to take a trip fifteen minutes from her home to the Super Store—a glorified grocery store, in her opinion—to get it. Attempts to make Aqua more like a civilized town had put her at odds with the mayor—and the entire town.

      In Aqua, she was an outcast. Persona non-grata, yet she looked out for their children’s interests.

      Switching her attention to the tasks she had to finish, she pulled her cell from her jeans pocket and unlocked her phone. Being a single mom in these quite conservative parts was another rule she’d broken, further removing her from the community.

      Patricia didn’t mind being ostracized anymore. Her son was her pride and joy. She knew that today, she wouldn’t approve of how she’d gotten pregnant by the football quarterback in high school, but after that happened, she chose to stay the course. Her son, Ace, had changed her life, made her a mother, and she determined not to look back at what might’ve been.

      Becoming a Christian in college wasn’t in her plans either. But her roommate off-campus had assisted her countless times by babysitting Ace when she had to go for classes, exams, or run errands. The woman’s kindness drew her to question her motives. Then the lady preached Jesus to her.

      She was resistant enough, especially considering that no one did anything for her without having their own motive. But she came around in their third year, realizing her deep spiritual need as time wore on and the loneliness got to her. It had been no secret that she needed Jesus when life’s pressures mounted. She was scorned by her hometown, left to figure things out on her own, and feeling out of her depth without a means for adequate caregiving for her son.

      When she was led by the Lord to return to Aqua, she had resisted for two years. She was a professional in the academia. Two years from a professorship in Physics at Langston College in Clayton, she wasn’t thinking of quitting. Matter of fact, she intended to stay there for good to give Ace some stability.

      Until there was a change in leadership, and she didn’t like the man or his style. Professor Emeritus Victor Nealy was a man of few words—and even less respect for women in the academia. He didn’t like her either, and she knew he would become an obstacle to her rise. So she obeyed God, packed up, and returned to Aqua, calling it home for three years now.

      Here she was, trying to coordinate the local community and working to promote education in her hometown and all she got for her efforts was resistance. Frankly, at thirty-five, she was tired. She didn’t think she had the energy to keep up the fight with them. Her phone buzzed, and she picked up. “Jeremy?” Her son’s best friend rarely called her. She listened for a moment.

      Her eyebrows perked at his question. “What do you mean? No, he’s not here. I should be asking you where Ace is since you’re usually together.”

      She tucked the phone closer to her ear. “Where was the last place he said he was headed?” Jeremy had best be joking about her son not picking up his calls.

      “The river? I told him—”

      “Why?” A sigh escaped. How many times had she warned her son to stay away from that river? She swiped a hand along her brow. “Never mind. I’ll head there now. Thanks for calling, Jeremy.”

      She hung up, gathered her coat, and left her office, locking the doors and praying Ace was fine.
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      When she arrived at the footpath leading toward the only river in Aqua, the tree shade on both sides was scantier than she recalled from a decade and a half or so ago. If memory served her correctly, huge trees with wide lush-green branches used to cast shade from one end to the other, meeting at the center of the path.

      Most couples her age went out on dates when they were younger here and lots of love stories sprung from beneath those huge tree trunks. A few old trees still showed names and hearts carved into their sides.

      Patricia chuckled. It used to be that once you got your name carved into one, you were made as a couple. Of course, that was not the case with a few she knew, including the mayor—Jeremy’s father—who also didn’t like her.

      Was the path always this small? She knew it shrank halfway then widened closer to the edge of the bridge, but she couldn’t recall it being this narrow. Footsteps pounded toward her, and she slowed. Jeremy emerged, jogging at a fast pace, with an ashen face, waving her backward. “Get back, Ms. Patricia! Please get back. It’s coming. I’m so sorry!” His voice cracked.

      Her feet froze on the spot. She twisted and looked around, but saw nothing strange, heard nothing besides a hushing sound that reached her ears. “What is ‘it’ that’s coming? Jeremy, what are you sorry—” A gasp escaped her throat at the sight behind him.

      The river water, cloudy, not clear as usual, rushed forward, stopped near her feet, and washed back. Her son’s sneakers floated off the face of it. She let out a loud scream and covered her mouth. Large deep-water fish—with shapes she’d never seen before—thudded to her feet, flipping and writhing as though agitated while Jeremy swept her backward.

      She lunged forward, resisting his arms. “I need to help him. He’s my son. Aceeeee!” Another cry shredded her heart, and Jeremy gripped her harder.

      “The bridge is gone, ma’am. I saw him dive in to rescue someone. That’s why he died.” Jeremy’s eyes were reddened and so were his cheeks, like he’d been crying.

      A burning sensation tingled her feet. She hopped back a step and looked down at her feet. The small area surrounding the edge of her shoes smelled like it was on liquid fire. Jeremy followed her eyes, pushing her further back. But the onslaught was coming again—stronger this time.

      Jeremy maintained a firm grip on her. “Ace dove into the river to save someone. He didn’t know that something was wrong with the water. He couldn’t make it out. I’m so sorry.”

      Her heart felt like it had just been torn from her and cast into the roiling waves. It broke with sorrow, and she ached to dive into the water to go with her son. Another cry freed itself from her lips, and Jeremy held her as she sobbed bitterly.

      Then he pulled her backward forcefully. “Ms. Patricia, Ace was my best friend, but we really have to go. The next wave is coming, and over the hillside, people in town have no idea what’s going on.”

      Though torn with grief, she knew that the kid was right. She could not allow her son’s demise to be in vain. Shedding her scarf, she grabbed his lone black sneaker—wrinkled and bent out of shape—resting closest to her feet, reversed, and ran back the way she had come.

      Jeremy followed, and they managed to jog just far back enough before the toxic water swept up and overtook the place they’d been standing. From the increase in force this time, the next wave would be bigger, stronger, and potentially more destructive.

      What was in the water? What made it toxic enough that it killed her son? She continued running as tears blinded her. Though she jogged a few steps behind Jeremy, he kept her moving forward with a hand around her elbow. A chill breeze fanned through her skin from the winter blast, and she hugged her jacket tighter, sprinting toward her parked vehicle while tears kept tumbling down her cheeks.

      She needed to warn the town. She would do it. She would save the lives of those who had scorned her for ages—for Ace’s sake. She would save Aqua.

      But she also had one giant obstacle—she knew they wouldn’t believe her.
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      SILVER STONE, MARYLAND

      “The secret things belong unto the Lord our God.” Deuteronomy 29:29

      

      “Mom, Dad, can we chat for a minute, please?”

      Ruby and Robert Towers of Silver Stone spun toward their daughter, Ritz, as she strode into the kitchen, wavy brown hair springing over her shoulders, and halted. She rested a slender, tentative hand on the doorway and rotated her gaze between them, waiting. Ruby blinked and inched up her brow toward her husband.

      No sooner had President Jacobson left with the presidential nomination forms—and the choices made within them, both spoken and written—and Charlie had gone to speak with Zendel about an urgent question, than Ruby had relaxed with the task of preparing a family meal in the quiet that settled. She was glad when Robert joined her in the kitchen to grab a quick bite, then went outside to fix something he’d mumbled about, and it was all peace and calm. Until now.

      Although surprise rippled through her, Ruby was the first to respond. She slid her apron over her head and set it on the kitchen island. She was about to make some toast and poached eggs, but that would now wait.

      Robert had reentered the kitchen about a minute earlier and stood a couple of steps away. He simply set down his plumbing tools as he’d just finished replacing their outside water valve, which fed the garden hose, and then he shed his boots by the kitchen’s outer door.

      He straightened, washed his hands at the sink, and dried them with a towel. Then he looked up at Ritz. “Sweetie, is everything okay?” His brows curved, and then he riveted toward Ruby—perhaps, for an explanation.

      Ruby shrugged in what he typically called her don’t-ask-me fashion, accompanied by her inched brows and twisted lips. She and Robert turned together toward Ritz, the air thick with apprehension.

      Ducking her chin, Ritz nodded. “Yes, I’d like a chat with you both. I hope you don’t mind? Please?”

      Ruby exhaled and waved them forward. “In that case, let’s all go and sit down, shall we? Talking is better done sitting down.” She led the way, and in silence, they left the kitchen, strode past the dining area into the expanse of their living room.

      As they passed, Ruby made a mental note to replace their curtains with a brighter color for spring in a couple of weeks. This year, she was excited to have Ritz join her and Robert to plant their spring garden, as Ruby might move slower than usual due to her pregnancy. She was even more excited to have the opportunity to teach her girl to dig her fingers into dirt and plant a seed that would turn into a harvest. And in her heart, she also hoped Ritz could learn a lot more than gardening and a couple of life lessons in the process.

      After she slid into the couch next to her husband, and both of them across from their daughter, he took her hand in his and cleared his throat. “Okay, Ritz. Now you got our attention.”

      Ritz’s gaze dropped to their joined hands, and she shook her head. “Um, no, Dad, I’m not an enemy here.” At his frown, she twisted. “You and Mom usually join hands when you face a fight. This isn’t one. I’m family, remember? Your baby girl, you usually call me?” She squinted toward her mom.

      Ruby chuckled. “Oh yes, Ritz Towers, you are your parents’ daughter indeed. You’re not an enemy, and there’s no need to sit that far away either. You come on over here, honey.”

      Ritz shuffled to her feet then sank into the long couch next to Ruby, who kissed her cheek. “Good. Now join your hand to mine. That way, we’re all fighting together.”

      When Ritz smiled, her eyes sparkled, and that slightly reduced the tension—slightly. She still hadn’t said what she called the family to a meeting for.

      “Talk to me, baby.” Snugging her girl close, Ruby spoke into those brown curls. “What’s going on? Are you in trouble? Whatever it is, I want you to know we love you, okay? If you did something wrong, we will rebuke you, but not condemn you.”

      Ritz squeezed her hand and tucked her chin lower. “Yes, Mom, I know.”

      Robert cleared his throat again while Ritz regarded them both with her green-encircled brown eyes. “Dad, Mom, I know you guys love me like you said and are trying to protect me. But I need you to be honest with me.”

      “Sure, sweetie.” Robert nodded. “Go ahead and ask what you need.”

      When Ruby tipped her head his way, a line of worry had creased his forehead. They needed Ritz to reveal whatever was bothering her already. The tension had her belly knotted, which couldn’t be good for the growing baby inside it.

      Ritz exhaled after a moment, and Ruby felt her grip tighten. When Ruby inclined her head for her to start, Ritz adjusted in her seat so she was visible to both of her parents. Then she folded her hands in her lap. “Since I learned that the stuff called The New Rulebook is the reason why I was kidnapped, and that thing always seems to rope around our lives, I need to know what it’s all about. I really do, and I’ve not asked until now to give us some time to get around to the subject. But… neither of you have raised it.”

      She twisted to her dad. “But I think I can ask you both now. I want you to please tell me what happened those many years ago. And what The New Rulebook is. Please. I’m not a little girl anymore. No matter how bad the story is, I can handle it, I promise. And I won’t tell anyone.”

      Ritz’s soft gaze settled on Ruby’s tummy, and she smiled as her eyes lifted to Ruby’s. “Mom, we know I’m going to be a big sister soon. God forbid, but if danger shows up because of The New Rulebook again, I would need to protect my sibling, and I need to know what I’m keeping them from—and why. As you both taught me, knowledge is power.”

      Ritz relaxed against the couch and flipped her hair away from the side of her face, tucking it behind her ear. “I’m sure there are classified details you cannot tell me, but I’d like to be informed on whatever is possible for you to share. I don’t want to go Google-ing it. As we know, not everything on the Internet is true.”

      Bracing an arm against the couch, Robert shifted to face them. Eyes somber, he nodded at Ruby. “We’ve prayed about it, Red. I think it’s time. Our baby girl wants to know, so why wait? Go ahead. Tell her everything, except what’s classified, of course.”

      “I agree.” Ruby allowed a deep breath to release the tension in her tummy, even as she sat up stiffly and released her baby’s hand. “There’s no point in delaying any longer, though I’d wished we waited until she was eighteen. Recent events considered, that timeline has been modified for us.”

      Robert stood, came around, and patted Ritz on her back. “I’m glad you asked us, considering how significantly our lives could possibly change if things proceed with the presidential nomination—which is still up in the air for reasons we won’t go into right now.”

      Hands clasped behind his back, he faced them both. “Most importantly, I’d very much like us to maintain transparency in this family going forward no matter how things evolve. Ritz, I’m sure you would like to know what happened with the third girl who was kidnapped with you. My men found her bound up and unconscious in the back of an abandoned van four miles from the farm. She was transported to the hospital in bad shape, but she will make it. Her doctors said she sustained significant physical trauma, clearly more than you and the other girl did. Let’s just say, hers could be a long road to recovery. We’ll all be praying.”

      “Thank you so much, Dad.” A sheen glistened in Ritz’s eyes, and a tremor loosened her lower lip. A moment passed while she sat there, fingers knitted tight, before she continued, “I’m sorry she went through a worse experience than me and Lori. I hope she sails through fine.”

      Robert picked up a misplaced hair bonnet tucked behind the couch’s throw pillow and placed it on Ruby’s lap. “We all do, sweetie. Right now, I’m just going to sit and let your mom tell you about The New Rulebook, details of which should not leave this house. I’ll interject where necessary.” He reclaimed his seat on Ruby’s other side and crossed his legs. “Let’s begin.”

      Ritz slid lower into the long couch, curled her feet beneath her thighs, and wrapped her arms around her midsection. “Thanks, Dad.” She touched Ruby’s hand. “I’m ready, Mom.”

      Ruby drew in a deep breath and sent up a quick prayer that she would do the history she was about to share real justice. She resolved to stick to the facts and leave out any assumptions. “It started about eighteen years ago. At that time, my business was new and in its infancy. We already told you how my business began.”

      Ritz nodded. “Yes, you did.”

      “Good, so I’ll skip that part.” Ruby settled her back against the couch as well. This was going to be a long conversation, so she’d better make herself comfortable. “One morning, I went out for a routine delivery, except it was anything but routine…”
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      “But his delight is in the law of the Lord. And in His law he meditates day and night.”- Psalms 1:2

      

      Pete Zendel, senior pastor of the Living Faith Bible church, slid down and sunk his knees into the thick carpet once again. He’d paced and prayed for what seemed like over an hour since church dismissed.

      With unhurried hands, he gripped the pew in front of him in the second row and continued what had evolved into a marathon prayer session. Neither the growl of his belly, nor the chill permeating his sweater, were enough to move him off his knees. He had to get an answer from God.

      The moment Detective Bailey left his office after making the unusual request, Zendel rounded off his pastoral duties and conducted brief meetings with members who needed counseling. Then he’d stayed behind in the church sanctuary, for many hours now past the time he’d usually stay, praying for divine guidance. His members and volunteers had all departed, every one of them, leaving him alone in the expanse of the sanctuary.

      His promise to Detective Bailey, about providing a response for Captain Towers today, had been enough reason to keep him here. The delay wasn’t about hearing from God about His will. He’d already received guidance. No. Zendel wrestled with his inability to wholeheartedly accept the direction God had given him.

      He cradled his head in his hands as frustration wound through him. What was God thinking? A sigh escaped, and he wished crying came to him easily, for he would’ve cried some tears at this point. The frustration curling inside him had reached its peak.

      No, this cannot be, God. Period. He didn’t see himself that way. But the confirmation in his soul, even now, convinced him it had been God’s will he’d received. He exhaled long, making one last plea. Well, God, I’m sure I can make You change Your mind, can’t I? Sadly, he also knew the answer to that question—and didn’t like it either.

      He leaned against his knees. Could he say no to this mission, play things safe, and not face negative consequences? Was that an option?

      “Lord, I don’t want to fall. I know my weakness, and this mission goes to the heart of it. With potentially so much unsupervised authority, how can I expect myself not to stray? I’ve been too powerful to be that meek. And I’ve never been under anyone’s authority but Yours. If I accept, I’d need to start obeying orders from Captain Towers and his team, something I never imagined doing. Being a consultant put a safe distance between me and them, but this mission… plants me under direct authority.”

      He settled a hand under his jaw. “Here, I run this church in line with Your guidance with little human oversight. Going on their mission would be very different. I want to help
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