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      1

      

      Hughes Martinez heard a rapid knock at the door in quick succession. He strode to it, and when he opened the door, shock reverberated through him as a woman collapsed into his arms.

      “Help me,” she groaned out. Blood trickled down the side of her face, but it didn’t look like it was her blood.

      He jerked when a shrill sound met his ears, and his eyelids popped open.

      It was a nightmare.

      Sighing, he unclenched his tight fists and glanced out the window.

      He was still seated in a plane heading to Addis Ababa, and the shrill sound he’d heard had been his alarm, reminding him to tune in to the online church service.

      His pastor, Pastor Pete Zendel of the Living Faith Bible Church, would be preaching, and he’d rather not miss it. As it was, he’d missed the praise worship session already.

      Shifting in his seat, he got his phone out, and having paid to have access to internet service during the flight—in case those who were after him breached his assumed identity and threatened him—he tuned in and plugged in his earphones as Pastor Pete’s came face on the screen.

      His heart warmed as he recognized the setup—at the cabin where he’d stayed with Pastor Pete and his family, hiding—and he wished he was there in person. The disguise was in place to conceal his whereabouts, and Hughes wanted with his whole heart, to let them know he was alright. So, he created an account and logged in with their nickname for him. He typed: From The Residential Nomad—Good to see you, Pastor Pete. I’m safe. H.

      That was enough clue.

      Soon, a response came: Pastor Pa.—Glad to hear. We were worried. Stay safe. We love and miss you.

      It was Pastor Pete’s wife, Patricia, responding, and that warmed Hughes’ heart. Content that they knew he was safe, he settled in to listen to the sermon after a quick prayer.

      He maximized the view, and Pastor Pete’s image filled the screen. The Scriptural reference scrolled at the bottom of the screen, so Hughes flipped to it, read it, then upped the volume on the preaching. The title now flashed at the screen’s base—“Overcoming Your Pressure Points.”

      “When a Word from God enters one’s life, whether by the written Word, or by revelation, the enemy zeroes in, and he begins to displace everything in that person’s life to attempt to nullify God’s Word. How does he do this?” Pastor Pete’s eyes scanned the online audience. He tapped a pencil in his hand on a lowered desk above his knees.

      “The first level is to identify the individual’s pressure points. What will cause that person to react? What will they be able to give up anything for? What is the most important thing in their lives? Whatever that thing, person, or circumstance is, that’s where he laser-targets for ruin.” He lifted the pencil and wagged it. “No one with divine purpose, I repeat—no one—escapes this cycle in their lifetime.”

      “In Joseph’s life, God’s Word entered at a young age. He made the mistake of getting excited and revealing that Word to his family. Subsequently, the enemy began the task of turning his family against him to try to prevent God’s Word from coming to pass, but he failed. When God’s Word enters your life, the enemy will try to tear apart your family to prevent that Word from coming to pass.”

      He paused as silence met their ears. Then a solemn look overtook his face, and his gaze pinned to the screen. “But it all hangs on one thing—your decision.”

      Another bout of silence trailed his words.

      “You see, Joseph’s brothers turned against him and sold him to slavery. Then they forged a story as a cover-up. Imagine yourself in Joseph’s shoes. Those he loved with his whole heart—he ate with them, drank with them, and planned for them to be a part of his future, which is the only reason he would share a dream from God with them—and all that time, their hearts worked in unison against Joseph.” He placed the pencil on the desk, and someone reached out and moved it to the side.

      “That alone broke him. That was betrayal at its peak. The enemy expected that to be enough to turn him against God—to prevent His Word from coming to pass, but he didn’t turn against God.”

      Applause from the congregation gathered inside the church met Hughes’ ears, and the cameras inside the sanctuary skimmed the rapt faces of those assembled to watch Pastor Pete.

      “Then he was sold to Potiphar’s house. Another level of betrayal—and a demotion from freedom to slavery—yet, Joseph didn’t turn against God. Do you know how hard it is to believe that God is for you when things keep going from bad to worse and then to abominable?”

      An alarm chimed in the cabin, and Hughes recognized it. He chuckled. Time for Shalom to log in to the children’s church. “Joseph knew his history. He knew how hard his parents tried before he was conceived. He knew his little brother, left behind with his murderous stepbrothers, was the only one left of his mother. He knew he was special and called by God for a divine purpose. Yet, at this point, all the facts said he was cursed, hated, abandoned, and that God wasn’t for him, if God existed at all.”

      Pastor Pete pointed a finger. “The same way the enemy has been lying to a number of you, but today, you will overcome that fear, in Jesus’ mighty name.”

      “Amen!” the church sounded.

      “Those are the same kinds of lies the enemy sells you when you are going through hard times. You are not immune to the choices Joseph had to make to have a deliberate, fact-free, one hundred percent faith-based trust in God, regardless of what is going on around you.”

      He closed his eyes for a brief second, then opened them. “This is hard.” His gaze peered straight at the camera, leaving Hughes feeling the man was looking into his soul at the doubts hovering there. “It is. But not impossible. If Joseph could, so can you.”

      “Like me, when a hater—someone who hates you because of how you look or who you are or where you were born—breaks into your home, attacks you, and burns it down, and you almost lose your family and end up with burn injuries, well, it’s hard to see the good in it.” He inched up his shoulder.

      Then Pete raised a clenched fist in determination. “But, when you’ve got a Promise from God”—applause broke out, shouts filled the air, and others whistled—“come hell or high water, come storms, come betrayals, come haters, come persecution, you believe God above your circumstances. We are a people of faith.”

      He waited until everywhere quieted down. “You have to understand that those pressure points will come. Like Jesus said, offenses will come. Like Joseph, if you are a person of divine purpose, chances are that people you love will hurt you, attack you, betray you, use you, exploit you, try to double-cross you. The enemy might choose to use people unrelated to you, but who are crucial to what God called you to do. People you think are indispensable. Spouses, coworkers, best friends, mentors, or anyone else whose opinion you count as important. But God is asking you whether you will allow all of that to be strong enough to blockade His Purpose for your life.”

      Pastor Pete’s expression softened, his own healed scars visible to the church. “God is asking whether you can crane your neck and look beyond what you see, love over what hurts, and ignore what is being schemed against you—to choose to keep believing Him. Will you allow your faith to triumph over your pain or fear?”

      Solemnity enveloped the church and threaded through Hughes’ heart.

      Pastor Pete pressed a hand to his chest. “As for me, I’ve seen a lot in this life, but without equivocation, I, Pete Zendel, choose to believe God—always. And, no matter what pressure points the enemy tugs at, he won’t find a foothold in me.”

      The audience raised their hands, applauding his words once more.

      When they quieted down, he continued, reaching for his pen, and someone’s hand came into view as they passed it to him. “The second time the enemy attacks is when that Promise of God is about to come to pass. In Joseph’s case, that was when Potiphar’s wife accused him of seducing her. He was launched into a deeper level of slavery—imprisonment. Joseph was locked up so deep that, if he came out, first, he would have to return to being Potiphar’s slave. He needed God to break protocol for him to be truly free because he was doubly under attack. But I know a God Who specializes in breaking His Own out of jail.”

      Whistles rent the air.

      “He broke Joseph out of prison. He broke Paul and Silas out of prison. And He still breaks people out of bondage, out of prison, and out of impossible circumstances today.”

      Almost everyone in the church, visible through the split screen, was on their feet shouting.

      “So I ask you, will you put your trust in God? Will you choose to trust Him, even though nothing around you says you’ll ever be free? Will you choose to believe God and stand for forty, sixty, ninety years of waiting and stay in faith that God’s Promise will still come to pass? Jesus waited thirty-three years to become the Savior of the world. Joseph waited twelve years to become the prime minister of Egypt. David waited twelve years to become king after he was anointed by God.”

      He wrote something, then laid down the pen, and wove his fingers together. The choir began taking their stand at the church sanctuary, ready to lead in worship for prayers. “Will you wait for God’s time? Or will you allow the hurt, stemming out of the enemy of your soul’s pressure points, to drive you so far out of God’s plan for you that you can’t seem to find your way back, no matter how hard you try?”

      Silence echoed. So did solemnity as people ruminated on the words.

      “It all stands and falls on your choice. What will you choose today? If you choose right now that those pressure points mounted against you in many ways won’t be your downfall, come join me. If you choose to stand with God on His Word and to take your eyes off what is going on around you—no matter how much it hurts—come join me. If you are tired and hurting, feeling vengeful and in pain, and your faith is wavering, come join me. If you have waited long and your eyes are growing faint, or you don’t know what else to do, come join me. Let us lift up our hearts and voices to God together for the grace to stand when it’s hard, for the faith to believe when we can’t see, and for the endurance to hold on until our triumph emerges. Let us pray.”

      People streamed to the altar in the main sanctuary, and someone knelt down to pray at the cabin as another pastor took over the prayer session, leading and guiding those who were new to praying.

      As they prayed in the church and in the cabin, Hughes bowed his head to also pray. He prayed, asking God for the grace to forgive those who caused Ladi to flee for her safety and those who tried to kill them. He forgave the Hunter. He forgave everyone who was behind his and Pastor Pete’s and Ladi’s ordeals, and he gave the matter up into God’s hands. “Please take control, Lord. And please don’t let me or anyone connected to me seek revenge. We receive the grace to defeat the Hunter—and the anointing to stand in faith. In Jesus Christ’s most powerful name, amen.”

      The pilot came on in the speakers. “Ladies and gentlemen, we are about to land at Addis Ababa. Please be advised to turn off your electronic devices and put on your seat belts.…”

      Hughes turned off the message, then settled into his seat ready for touching down.
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      Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. Noon, the previous day…

      

      The tires of the mop bucket squeaked as fifty-five-year-old janitor Abel Yonas pushed it ahead of him while the casual conversations of wealthy patrons swirled around him. They clinked glasses, walked daintily, and he cleaned up after them—like he’d done for thirty years.

      He checked his watch.

      It was almost time.

      His mind shifted to Dani, his fifteen-year-old daughter, still at school—and his reason for still working this job despite the pain in his back and his failing health. Dani was worth the sacrifice.

      She was smart and, in a year or two, should be going off to college. But he had to earn the first year’s tuition. His twenty years of savings had depreciated in value and now fell short of the necessary amount to cover even her first year.

      If only he earned a few dollars more per hour…

      Determination worked through him. He gripped the mop more firmly than necessary and fought back the coming tears. He was a man. He took action, not tears. He had a task—more than that with his mop bucket—and determination to see his daughter through college motivated him to do it.

      With the elbow of his shirt, he swiped sweat off his face, knowing that, once he did this, there was no way to determine how it ended. He also couldn’t imagine not doing it. His daughter’s future depended on it. All official negotiation channels had failed, and they had no other options left to them.

      Everyone waited for him to make this move and get things started. Everyone who could make a decision about their pay raise was in this room now. “It’s now or never,” he muttered beneath his breath.

      Abel moved toward the janitorial closet attached to the adjoining wall and hidden from the guests’ direct view. There, he glided the mop bucket inside, leaving the mop in a leaning position against the wall. Glancing upward, he grabbed and pushed down the lever to shut the light off—then he began counting.

      “I’m doing this for Dani. Doing this for Dani…”

      He could hear the complaining murmurs of the guests at the sudden blackout. He waited the recommended time, per his instructions—fifteen seconds. And after fifteen seconds, he flipped the lever to put the light back on.

      When he stepped out of the janitorial closet and emerged into the room where the party was happening, as scheduled, protesters with placards streamed into the room through the first-floor back-door entrance left open for them.

      They’d also tipped off one media personality who was here now and taking pictures.

      “Raise our pay! We won’t go! Raise our pay! We won’t go! Raise our pay!” the gathering chanted.

      Soon, it grew into a crowd—all employees, and friends, and families of employees of the digital company they worked for.

      Within a half hour, the protesters outnumbered the party guests, and the guests started leaving.

      He could see the panic on the multimillionaires’ faces, those who were not used to such claustrophobic contact with the public. They dropped their glasses of wine with impunity, leaving them splashing on the counter as they shrank away from the protesters, who were ordinary working-class men and women.

      By the time the police arrived, all the millionaires were gone. The protesters took over the first and second floors. They flew protest flags from the balcony, chanting their demands.

      Abel stood at the front, leading the protesting group, and he didn’t flinch when the officers drew close toward him.

      But, to his shock, they got into angry tirades, then began beating the protesters, calling them ingrates.

      Grandparents, whom he’d worked with for decades, were pummeled until they lay motionless, and that didn’t stop the cops from continuing to attack their unmoving bodies. Terror seized him. “Why are you brutalizing innocent people? We are protesting peacefully! We are unarmed. Nobody here has attacked any of you.”

      The beatings worsened. Women began getting hit too.

      One woman screamed. “Don’t hit me, please! I’m pregnant.”

      Abel’s throat dried. He wouldn’t allow anyone to attack a woman while he looked on. He moved forward to wedge himself between the cop whose baton swung high in the air already. But Abel reached him just in time to take the hit for the woman.

      Before he could straighten himself or recover from the painful blow, a shot sounded. A sharp pain hit his leg. Then as he turned, he faced another police officer whose gun was smoking—and his bullet in Abel’s leg burned hot with pain. Abel shrieked. “I’m protesting for my daughter’s sake!”

      Another shot trailed the first into his stomach.

      And before he could say another word, the third shot hit him in the head, and he collapsed to the ground.
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      Fifteen-year-old Dani Yonas sat in her classroom, chewing the bottom of her pen when the other students started gathering at the base of the mounted TV. She vacillated between going to see what they were watching and sneaking a read of one more chapter of the library book she’d borrowed that was due tonight.

      When gasps echoed, her curiosity won, and she put her book down, pushed back from her chair, rose, and walked out to the hallway. She hadn’t walked far before she gleaned what was going on.

      A slim lady in a black suit and black-rimmed lenses was giving the news. “The protesters had taken over the rich business owners’ party with placards demanding higher pay. But the bosses were not happy about it. Instead of granting higher pay, they called in the police who gave beatings to the protesters. We were privileged to have a reporter, who was secretly smuggled into the venue, record the events that followed. These images may be disturbing, so we advise appropriate caution for our young viewers. Take a look.”

      Then a video began playing.

      Dani wasn’t sure what to expect.

      But she definitely didn’t expect to see her own father standing as the lead person for a protest. “Dad?” she muttered under her breath, inching closer to the screen.

      “Dad.” Or for him to get beaten.

      “Oh no.” Or for him to get shot and killed.

      She inched even closer, aiming to reach into the screen and rescue him, but knew she couldn’t help. Her fingers curled inward.

      The moment he collapsed to the ground, her head felt dizzy. Agony reached into her gut and pulled a deafening scream out. “No! Dad!” She felt as if it was someone else’s voice as more screams trailed the first.

      No. Abel Yonas couldn’t be dead.

      She blinked at the image still on the screen—her father’s lifeless body sprawled on the ground, and it dawned on her that this was indeed happening.

      They killed her father? The place began swimming in her eyes. Images of fellow students blurred. She clasped her ears shut, not wanting to hear more.

      Dani raced toward the door, ran out of the high school with hot tears prickling her eyes. She heard people chasing after her, but she didn’t stop. Soon, she stumbled into the parking lot. She darted her gaze to both sides—she needed a ride.

      She didn’t have a car.

      She didn’t even have money for the buses because the bus that took her home was the school bus, and she wouldn’t be able to board it before the school time was over.

      So, she did the next thing she could do. She began waving frantically for a ride from drivers passing by. She couldn’t let her dad die alone. She had to get to him.

      In that time, two school security officers raced toward her.

      One held her on one side, the other on the other side. They wrestled to bring her back inside the school, but she punched them several times. “Let me go!” They refused to let her go as more security officers joined in and restrained her.

      Writhing and flailing, she kicked and screamed and wailed and shouted and spit at them until she grew limp. They carried her back into the school and settled her into an empty room and locked the door. In there, alone and grieving, she cried until she couldn’t make a sound anymore. Worn out and unable to move, she lay curled on the ground and then fell asleep.
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      When she woke up, it took Dani a few minutes to recall what where she was—and why. She planted her palms on the cold concrete floor and allowed the coolness seep into her hands to chill the rage heating up in her. But it did nothing to abate the anger boiling in her veins.

      She had thought about all the ways through which something bad could happen since her mother passed away. But this was not the way she expected her father to die.

      Shot by a fellow human being.

      While he was just protesting to get a pay increase.

      And it had to be because of her.

      She was the only reason he was still working. And she was going to wait till another year as soon as she was old enough before she started looking for work. Never in her life did she expect that her father would die trying to provide for her.

      Anger, confusion, and resentment welded in her mind to produce one thing—vengeance. She curled her hands around her raised knees and rested her jaw on them.

      She would avenge father’s death. She wouldn’t allow whoever killed her father to get away with it. Abel Yonas—father, worker, neighbor, friend—was a good and hardworking man.

      He was a law-abiding citizen.

      He had never broken the law—even once.

      He never had problems with anybody.

      He was friendly to the neighbors and kind to her friends and classmates. There was no reason for anyone to attack her dad, let alone shoot him and kill him.

      So, the attack against him was wrongly motivated. And that meant being law-abiding was not worth it. Being law-abiding for fifty-five years killed her father. And she wouldn’t stand idly by while his death went unanswered.

      So, she came to a new decision. She’d play the good girl for as long as she had to. And when the fullness of time came—and she had an opportunity—she would give those millionaires and their accomplices what they deserved. Every person who had a hand in her dad’s death would pay. Not one would escape.

      She rose from the floor and dusted off her clothes.

      She rapped on the door, and it took almost fifteen minutes before anybody heard her. That’s how she knew she was in the basement isolation room. She hadn’t paid attention when they were carrying her in.

      The isolation room was where stubborn students were put in for a timeout. Especially if they were violent. She had never been down here before. She’d only heard about it.

      But, as the security officer came, opened the door, took a good look at her, and let her out, she decided that this basement-level timeout room would be the smallest place anyone ever tried to lock her up in. She was going after everyone who killed her father. And she would make sure they didn’t get away with it.
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