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Chapter 1
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Greg Tyler’s digital clock’s timer went off at 6:30 a.m., causing the radio attached to the alarm to start playing in the middle of a song by Timothy Phillips, one of the winners of the television show America’s Superstar Search. Greg was in the middle of a dream when it was interrupted by the music, which was set to go off when the time came to wake up to go to school. He turned off the radio, wearily got out of bed, and went to the bathroom attached to his room. The image in the mirror told him he was somewhat scruffy looking this morning; his brown hair was pointing in all sorts of directions, his green eyes looked sleepy, and he really did need a shave. Greg hated shaving, but nobody wanted to see a seventeen-year-old with a beard, especially not his parents. After shaving, he climbed into the shower, taking about ten minutes to get clean.

Once he had on his t-shirt, socks, and blue jeans, he went to the kitchen for breakfast. He found his mom, Allison, and little sister, Alicia, at the table, eating their breakfast, while Dad was already at work, preparing for next Sunday’s sermon. 

“Good morning, Mom and Alicia,”

“Good morning, my oldest son. Sleep well?”

“Yeah, but I keep having these dreams about a girl....”

“Are they naughty?” asked Alicia, who was near sixteen, a brunette, green eyes, five foot five inches, and annoyed her brother a lot.

“Alicia!” exclaimed Allison, who looked like a forty-year-old version of Alicia.

“Sorry, Mom. Alicia sheepishly went back to eating her cereal, while listening to Mom and Greg talk.

“Is it the same one that you keep dreaming about? How often do you dream about her?” asked Mom.

“I think it’s the same one, but her face is always clouded, difficult to see, like she’s out of focus, but that’s really all I can remember. I guess I dream about her every few months since I turned sixteen. And no, Alicia, they’re not naughty,”

“Maybe you should start keeping a dream journal. You should record your dreams the minute you wake up. Maybe you’ll get a lucid dream, and you’ll be able to control what happens,” she suggested.

“A lucid dream? What’s that?”

“Well, from what I understand, your consciousness wakes up during the dream, so you know it’s a dream, and then you can start manipulating what happens. I’ve heard it takes a lot of practice.”

Greg retrieved his bowl, a spoon, and his cereal as he thought about it. As he was getting the milk, he asked, “You don’t think Satan’s messing with me, do you?”

“Why would he do that?”

Greg shrugged, “I don’t know. Maybe because he can?”

“I suggest praying about it if you’re unsure about what to do. God will give you an answer if you take care to listen to Him.”

“Okay.” Greg sat down at the kitchen table, bowed his head to pray, and silently began, “Heavenly Father, thank you for this meal. Thank you for my parents, my sister, and the house we live in. Lord, I’m bothered by dreams I’ve having and I don’t know if it’s very Christian in nature. If these dreams are meant to lead me to some girl out there, then please help me to gain control of those dreams to find out who she is. Thank you and your will be done. In Jesus’ name, amen.”

Greg and Alicia finished their breakfast and began getting ready for school. Greg was a senior, had his own car, which was used and needed a lot of work. He also worked at the local grocery store at night on the weekends as a grocery clerk. Alicia was in tenth grade, so she went to the same school now as her brother, for the first time since elementary school. Greg didn’t particularly enjoy the closeness.

As they were on their way to school in Greg’s beat-up old 2011 Dodge Challenger, Alicia asked, “Do you think you know the girl in your dreams?”

“Naw, I don’t think so. Maybe she’s not real, but the dreams I have of her seem real enough to me. Only God knows if she is though,”

“Maybe you should do a dream journal like Mom suggested?”

“Yeah, maybe.” he answered with a shrug.  

The two arrived at school a few minutes later. Greg parked his car in the usual spot, and the two made their way into Tucson High. At lunchtime, Greg went to his locker, but before he got there, five guys approached him, and their leader blocked Greg’s way. The leader of these boys was the school’s biggest bully, and the adults were too afraid to stop him, even though they claimed to care about bullying. He sneered in Greg’s face, and said, “Hey, look, it’s the Jesus freak preacher’s kid. Don’tcha know you born again freaks are the minority? Why don’t all of you just disappear already? Oh, that’s right, your imaginary God doesn’t set a date. How convenient,”

“Leave me alone, Tony,”

“Or what?”

Greg really didn’t want to get into a fight with these guys, especially since he was outnumbered. So, he tried ignoring Tony and his goons by trying to open his locker.

“Come on, freak, you didn’t answer my question. Whatcha gonna do if I don’t leave you alone?” Tony pushed Greg.

The other four guys taunted Greg, while nearby students gathered to watch for a potential fight and started the “fight” chant. Tony shoved Greg again, this time it was hard enough to make him fall onto the floor.

“Come on, Jesus freak, hit me.”

Everyone could see Greg was clearly getting angry, but no one knew what he was going to do. Most figured he would turn the other cheek like he always did, let Tony win, but for some reason, Greg continued to sit on the cold, hard floor, looking like he was about to boil over.

Tony was about to say something else when Greg got up, and ran into Tony, looking like he had speared him in the way that some professional wrestlers do in their matches. Tony grunted as he hit the floor flat on his back, while Greg began wailing on him with his fists. The other four guys pulled Greg off Tony less than a minute later and began to beat on him.

Shortly before this occurred, Alicia heard the commotion, and saw her brother was about to get into some trouble, so she ran to the principal’s office. Once there, she said to the secretary, “Tony and his goons are beating up my brother. You’ve got to stop them!”

“Okay, hold on, I’ll go talk to Mr. Martinez.”

“Hurry!”

A minute or two later, Mr. Martinez, a man who was nearing retirement age and had run out patience with students long ago, came out of the office, and said, “Okay young lady, show me where this fight is occurring.”

They arrived to see the five guys kicking Greg, who was clearly bleeding while curled up in the fetal position. Mr. Martinez shouted, “What in Sam Hill is going on here?”

The students who surrounded the fight scattered towards their classrooms, while Tony and his associates stumbled backwards away from Greg. Greg was slow to get up, and in obvious pain.

“Who started this?” questioned Mr. Martinez.

“He did!” answered the five all at once.

“I see. Mr. Tyler, what do you have to say for yourself?”

“They started it, but I tried to finish it, Mr. Martinez.” answered Greg, wincing in pain.

“Well, let’s go to my office to discuss the situation. Greg, go to the nurse’s office to get fixed up, and then come see me. The rest of you, follow me.” Mr. Martinez wearily turned around and started back to his office, while Alicia helped her brother to the nurse’s office.

After finding out that Greg had no broken bones, but was heavily bruised, Alicia went back to class less worried about her brother than before. Greg went to the principal’s office to see what his punishment would be. He walked in, and Martinez said, “I’ve put the others on detention. What do you think you should get, Mr. Tyler?”

“I didn’t start it, why should I get in trouble?”

“It seems that you attract trouble though, along with the fact that there are five boys who say you did, in fact, start it. You and your sister are a bit of a disruptive influence in this school. I think I ought to suspend you,”

“You can’t. This isn’t fair,”

“I can and I will. You will give this note to your parents. It will explain my decision....”

Mr. Martinez was interrupted by Alicia coming into the office, who looked a little like she was embarrassed to be there, said, “Mrs. Greenspan sent me here,”

Sighing, Mr. Martinez asked, “What did you do?”

“She was saying that our country was founded by people who wanted a theocracy. That Christians want to tell people what to do with their lives, and Christians are making the United States worse by being here. I told her that we didn’t want to control anyone, we mostly want to be left alone, and that even we Christians don’t want a theocracy. She got mad that I disagreed with her, and sent me to see you,”

“Well, this reinforces my decision to suspend the both of you. This is effective immediately. Please leave campus as soon as possible.” Martinez handed the letter to Greg for his parents to read later and practically pushed them out of his office.

“This sucks,” Greg remarked as they walked to the parking lot.

“Yeah. What are we going to tell Mom and Dad?” asked Alicia.

“The truth. They’ll understand,”

“I sure hope they do.”

When the two walked up to Greg’s car, they found it nearly destroyed. The windows and windshield were bashed in, the lights were broken, the exterior body was severely dented, the radiator had been busted open since there was fluid all over the ground, and all four tires had been slashed. Off in the distance, Greg and Alicia heard laughing and saw that it was Tony and his goons with baseball bats in their hands taunting Greg to respond.

“You know you shouldn’t respond to them, right?” asked a worried Alicia.

“Yeah, yeah, I know. I’ve already got enough bruises as it is, I don’t need more,” he said, as he lightly touched the massive bruise on his forehead.

“Now what?”

“I don’t know, I guess I ought to call Dad to pick us up.” Greg dialed his dad’s number, and when his dad picked up, he said, “Hey, Dad, this is Greg. I’ve got some bad news....”
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A few hours earlier, Matthew Tyler, the father of Greg and Alicia, was working on his sermon at the church he was the preacher of for the past ten years. He’d previously been the assistant pastor for two years and the College/Career leader for five years before that. 

North Tucson Baptist Church was established in the mid-1980’s as an Independent Fundamental Baptist church. The congregation once climbed as high as fifteen hundred attendees, which was in 2015. Now, almost twenty years later, the congregation was down to thirty people, twenty of whom were over the age of sixty-five. 

Because of the lack of congregation and the subsequent loss of tithes, parts of the church had gone dark, since Matthew turned off the electricity in those areas. About the only part of the church that was regularly used anymore was the auditorium, but only a small section of it. Matthew preached to his remaining congregation the same way he used to preach in Sunday school, from a little stand that held his Bible and he had everyone sit directly in front of him as he preached. He had stopped going on the platform where the pulpit was years ago. 

The loss of membership was not a result of Matthew becoming the preacher after the preacher he replaced retired. The original preacher, Judd Gray, had founded the church in 1985 and had been the only preacher of the church until he retired.

Some of the circumstances included the rise of Chrislam, in which some people saw no difference between Christianity and Islam, so had no problem mixing their worship. Other problems included the mounting attacks on religious liberty, people moving away, becoming homebound as they grew older, and just general lack of belief as the United States became more and more secular and reliant on the central government to run peoples’ lives. Matthew had no control over any of that, and he didn’t wish to control anyone else’s life - other than his own and his teenagers.

As he was typing in his sermon into the computer, after having handwritten it first, he heard a knock on the door to his office. His door was always open as Matthew looked to see who it was. It was Eric White, the Song Leader of the church. “Hey Brother Eric, what’s up?”

Eric took a deep breath, clearly not sure what he should say to Pastor Matthew. He must’ve hesitated a little too long, causing Matthew to ask, “Are you all right?”

“Yeah, but I need to talk to you for a bit. Mind if I come in?”

“Sure, sit down and share your troubles. That’s what I’m here for,”

Eric sat down, and said, “My family and I are moving to Wyoming as a matter of fact. Karen and I have been going back and forth about staying and leaving, but we continue to have problems with our neighborhood. In the last couple of days, we had someone smear dog dung on our front door and graffiti all over our car. That was the last straw for Karen,”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I remember you told us about it when you came to church on Sunday, and I truly am sorry your family has become a target. I do understand why you need to do this. Allison and I have talked about going with you, but we believe God wants us to stay for the near future. Where in Wyoming do you plan on going?”

“You know that community we talked about earlier in the month?” asked Eric.

“Yeah,”

Well, a pastor that I went to school with finally convinced me in an e-mail exchange that it’s time to leave. His family’s in California, so they’re getting ready to leave in the next day or so. I’m sorry that we didn’t give you a heads-up earlier, but we decided only last night. We’re not packing and taking everything, only the essentials. It was partially to make the neighbors think we’re going on a camping trip. You know how suspicious they are. The community is supposed to be deep in the Tetons, where the government would have a hard time trying to get rid of us if they chose to. They figure we’re close to Christ’s Coming, they want Christians to be together when the Rapture occurs, and we want to try to be completely off the grid as possible before that happens,”

“I think I received an e-mail about it from Pastor Grayson a couple of months ago. You know him, he has that small church in Kansas. He was heading up there and should be there now. Look him up when you get there. I wish I could talk you out of it, but I understand,”

“I still wish I could talk you and your family into coming with us,”

“I’m sorry, but like I’ve said before, I have to be here for our older parishioners. Someone should attend to their needs, which is what my wife and I do. By the way, if you’re driving there, how are you going to get past the TSA’s rules for regulating travel?” asked Matthew.

“They can’t watch every road, you know. There are plenty of back ways to get to Wyoming. It’ll take us a bit longer, but we’ll manage. Anyway, I need to get going, my wife and kids are waiting outside in the Suburban,”

“I’ll walk you out.” said Matthew. While on the way outside, he continued, “I understand why you need to do this, honest. Just trust the Lord the way you’ve always done and He will direct your path,”

“We are trusting in the Lord, which is why we feel we need to do this. I understand why you need to stay for the older members of the congregation, even though I don’t think it’s such a good idea.” The two came to the Suburban, which had some large items on the roof, and the rest of the White family were waiting patiently for Eric in their Suburban.

“God bless you though, Brother Eric, it was an honor knowing you all these years, but we’ll meet again on the other side of eternity.”

“Amen to that! We’ll meet again in that Glory Land. Thanks again, Pastor.” They shook hands, Eric got into the Suburban, and drove off, while Matthew waved goodbye. Once the truck was out of sight, Matthew went back inside.

With the White’s leaving, that left twenty-four people who attended the church regularly. The White’s had four children, two of them about the same age as the Tyler teenagers, so Greg and Alicia would be really upset when they learn their friends from childhood were about to move away. Matthew decided to talk a walk around the church, since this latest news had broken his concentration.

Matthew walked through the church, into classrooms nobody had used in years, through the kitchen where many meals for Mission Conferences and congregation get-togethers had been made, and through the gymnasium where the congregation played games and where basketball tournaments with other churches were once held. The feeling of an overwhelming emptiness of a once vibrant church made him feel like he should kneel and start crying over everything that seemed to have been lost over the years. Instead, he prayed, “Heavenly Father, I come to you today with a heavy heart. This church has been slowly dying for the past few years and I need some guidance. While I think it may be time to finally disperse with meeting here, I need to know if it would be the right thing to do, especially for the older members of the congregation who otherwise don’t leave their house except for Sunday services. Please guide our leaders to do the right thing and continue to bless our country. In Jesus’ name, amen.”

After spending an hour in the auditorium in prayer and contemplation, Matthew went back to his office to work on his sermon. As he was entering, his office phone began ringing, mostly because Matthew usually turned off his cell phone while he was at work.

“This is North Tucson Baptist Church, Pastor Matthew Tyler speaking. How can I help you?”

“Hey, Dad, it’s Greg. I’ve got some bad news,”

“What happened?”

“Alicia and I got kicked out of school because Principal Martinez claims that we’re disruptive. I also got into a fight, and then the same guys destroyed my car. So, we need you to pick us up,”

“They kicked you out? When I get there, I’m going to have a word with your Principal Martinez. Have you called Mom yet?”

“Dad, talking to the principal won’t work; he’s made up his mind. You talking to him might make it worse. And no, I haven’t called Mom yet. She’s visiting Widow Walmsley today, remember? The Widow hates it when anyone brings a cell phone into her house. She feels cells make people rude,”

“Okay, that’s right. We’ll see her at home later, and then the four of us can discuss this situation. I’ll be there in a few minutes, and then we can call a tow truck to bring your car home. See you in a few minutes. Love both of you,”

“Love you too, Dad.” 

Fifteen minutes later, Matthew arrived at the school parking lot, and saw his kids standing by Greg’s car, so he stopped his car next to them. He got out, looked at the Dodge, and said, “Boy, they really tried to destroy it.” He examined Greg’s face, which was black and blue with bruises, and asked, “Are you all right? Do you need to go to the hospital?”

“I’m fine, Dad and no I don’t need to go to the hospital. Can we go already?”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to have a word with your principal?”

“No, please don’t. Talking to Martinez would only make it worse. Can we just go?” asked Greg.

Matthew sighed, knowing Greg hated confrontation for the most part, and just wanted to be left alone. “All right, get in. I’ll call for a tow when we get home. Alicia, what did you do to bring the wrath of Principal Martinez on you?”

“Mrs. Greenspan said a bunch of things about Christians that weren’t true, so I called her on it. She got mad and sent me to see Principal Martinez. Mr. Martinez decided to throw both of us out of school. They’re not being fair,”

“I know they’re not, but sometimes that happens. As Christians, we must forgive people who are not, because they don’t really know that Christ died for them on the Cross, and we want to set an example. Greg, I know you meant well. Alicia, what you tried to do when you were correcting your teacher about Christians was admirable, but it usually brings down the wrath of people like her onto people of faith. Nowadays, we should be careful with what we say to certain people, otherwise, the government might decide to make us Christians disappear. Do you understand, Alicia?”

“I guess so. But what are we going to do about school?”

“Mom and I will figure it out, don’t you worry about it, ok?”

“Okay.”

The three of them got into Matthew’s car and headed home.
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Allison arrived home two hours after her husband and teenagers. She saw the beat-up Challenger in the driveway and instantly became worried. She rushed into the house after parking her car, saw Alicia and Greg, gave each of them a big hug, and asked, “I saw the Challenger. Is everyone okay?”

“Yeah, Mom, but I got beat up at school, then Alicia and I were suspended from school, and the guys that beat me up tried to destroy my car,”

“Why did the school suspend you? Are you sure you’re okay, because, my goodness, those bruises look like they hurt something fierce,” Allison said, as she inspected her son’s face.

“I’m fine, just sore. They suspended us because they said we’re a disruptive influence. Dad said you and him would talk about what to do with us,”

“Where is your dad?”

“He’s in his study, calling the school district to complain. I asked him not to because it would just make things worse, but he thought he’d try anyway,”

“I know how you feel Greg, but we can’t let people get away with that kind of stuff. I’m going to talk to your father. I’ll be right back.” She kissed her daughter and son and went to find her husband.

Allison found Matthew looking like he was praying while sitting at his desk, so she knocked on the door, he looked up, smiled, and said, “Hey, sweetheart, I’m glad you’re home. How was the visit with Widow Walmsley?”

“She can be.... mentally draining to be around. She’s very demanding, but I suppose when you get that age, you have the right to be. I just wish she could remember to be full of grace as a Christian, basically the way I remember her when she was much younger. How was your day?” she asked, as she came around the desk and kissed her husband.

“You talked to the kids, so you know about that situation, right?”

“Only that they were both suspended, and that Greg and his car got beat up. What happened?”

Matthew told Allison everything that happened with their kids before they got home, and then said, “I called the school district to complain about the unfair treatment Alicia and Greg got as compared to the bullies. I was told in no uncertain terms that their suspension was final and to leave it alone, because the school district was not going to change Principal Martinez’s decision. They said if it bothered us so much, then put the kids in Christian school,”

“Easy for them to say. I would, if we still had a school attached to our church, but we don’t. I still have materials we can use for Greg and Alicia to use to study, but I can’t be here all day to watch them, since I do have the responsibility of visiting with our home-bound church members,”

“I can take them with me to church, and I’ll have them study there. No problem,”

“Yeah, that is a good idea. So, how was your day?”

“The Whites are moving to Wyoming. Brother Eric informed me this morning. Their Suburban was packed, and I imagine they’re close to Holbrook by now,” Matthew sighed.

“Oh no. Why couldn’t they wait a little longer so we could give them a going away party?”

“It’s not that kind of going away that we can celebrate. They’ve been having more problems with their neighbors,”

“Oh no, not again. Poor things, I know they’ve tried so hard to fit into that neighborhood. I don’t understand those people and why they pick on the White’s, they’re such a sweet family. Did they say why they decided on Wyoming?”

“Eric and I had discussed it a couple of weeks ago. They want to wait out Jesus’ return with other Christians in a community that had been started by some Doomsday Preppers back in the mid-2010’s. He said they’re all tired of being harassed by the government and other people around them. I wished him and his family luck, but I can’t say that I’m all that happy with the news,”

“I’m not either. Karen didn’t tell me at all they were going to do that when I last talked to her,”

“That’s because she didn’t know herself they were going to until last night when they saw the damage done to their home again. They had been discussing it for a while and it was the final straw for her,” answered Matthew.

“The police should’ve put a stop to all of that nonsense long ago. Unfortunately, the police are part of the problem we have now,”

“Yes, I know, but that’s the kind of society we live in now,”

How did our kids take it when you told them?”

“They were upset too, since Nathan, Ruth, Sarah, and Rachel didn’t tell them either. Alicia tried calling them when we got home, but their parents seemed to have disconnected their numbers. I think Eric was being a little too paranoid, but that’s not my judgment to make. Shall we go talk to the kids?”

They made their way into the living room, where Alicia and Greg were watching television. The parents sat down and explained to them what they were going to do. Greg and Alicia accepted the explanation, and both said they were glad that they could homeschool. 

As they went back to watching television, a breaking news alert appeared, “Good evening. We have a breaking news story about Senator George Fanzine, the Independent Party Presidential candidate for President of the United States. Reports have just come out claiming he’s taken money for government contracts, and as a married man, he has had multiple affairs. Our reporter is live at a Fanzine campaign stop in Philadelphia, where we get Fanzine’s reaction. Hannah, what do you have for us?”

“Phil, Fanzine’s campaign headquarters continues to deny these allegations. I’ve been attempting to get Fanzine’s explanation. Okay, here he comes. Senator Fanzine, what do have to say about these allegations that just came out about you?”

“What? What are you talking about?” asked the clearly annoyed senator as he tried to get to his limo amid the crush of reporters.

“You deny the accusations that you cheated on your wife with multiple women and have taken money under the table for government contracts?”

“Of course I deny it. I’ve been denying it since you news hounds started pestering me with these questions this afternoon. This is simply a dirty trick by the Democrats to take me down. They’ll stop at nothing to keep President Collins in office, including dragging my family and me through the mud. Do you actually have anything important to ask me?

“Can you prove you didn’t do anything wrong?”

“Of course I can. Feel free to discuss this with my lawyer if you continue to harass me. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere else to be.” Fanzine hurried into his limo, followed by a crush of reporters who were still trying to get him to talk. The limo sped off once he was safely inside.

“Earlier in the day, we were informed by the Democratic National Committee that they were going to ask Congress to investigate these charges. As for the women who claim he committed adultery with them, we will also keep you informed when we know more. Phil, back to you at the studio.”

“Thanks, Hannah. In other political news, the Conservative Party candidate, Victor Tyson of Alabama, recently garnered the support from U.S. Representative from Arizona, Wendy Palmer, whose mother was once the Governor of Arizona, while Wendy herself is on the Armed Services Committee. Whether this actually helps him or hurts him in his run for Presidency won’t be known for another couple of days. President Collins will be in New York for a campaign stop as he attempts to be re-elected President of the United States.”

The Tyler’s sat in stunned silence for a moment, then Matthew said, “I really hope none of that’s true. I was going to vote for him, but I would have no problem supporting Tyson. I wonder if Collins is trying to destroy Fanzine?”

“I wouldn’t put it past President Collins to do that. Makes me wonder what’ll happen in November,”

“We’ll just have to wait and see what happens.”

The next morning, Greg went outside to look at his car to see if there was some way he could repair it himself. When he came out of the garage, he saw the trees in the front yard toilet papered and his car had been egged. The scene angered him and he was sure he knew who did it
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