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Introduction


The Sword & The Stones is the continuation of the story of Penny who has an encounter with Christ and accepts him not just as her Savior, but also her Lord by putting on the armor of God (Eph 6:10-20) and learning she has a part to play in helping build the Kingdom. So many people know about salvation, have had an encounter with Christ, and understand how to put on their armor daily. What is harder is to understand is the process of sanctification and replacing the “old man” with the new characteristics of Christ. How do you put to death the things of this life and put on the new man, as outlined in Colossians 3:1-17?



If then you were raised with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ is, sitting at the right hand of God. Set your mind on things above, not on things on the earth. For you died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is our life appears, then you also will appear with Him in glory. Therefore, put to death your members which are on the earth: fornication, uncleanness, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry. Because of these things the wrath of God is coming upon the sons of disobedience, in which you yourselves once walked when you lived in them. But now you yourselves are to put off all these: anger, wrath, malice, blasphemy, filthy language out of your mouth. Do not lie to one another, since you have put off the old man with his deeds, and have put on the new man who is renewed in knowledge according to the image of Him who created him, where there is neither Greek nor Jew, circumcised nor uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave nor free, but Christ is all and in all. Therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, put on tender mercies, kindness, humility, meekness, longsuffering; bearing with one another and forgiving one another, if anyone has a complaint against another; even as Christ forgave you, so you also must do. But above all these things put on love, which is the bond of perfection. And let the peace of God rule in your hearts, to which also you were called in one body; and be thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom, teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord. And whatever you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him[i]


In this passage there are twelve different characteristics of the new man we are to put on: tender mercies, kindness, humility, meekness, longsuffering, the courage to bear, forgiveness, love, peace, gratitude, wisdom, and grace. In this book, Penny moves through the process of learning about these characteristics and finds healing for the brokenness within her from her own flesh. These characteristics are represented by the stones in Aaron’s breastplate in the Book of Exodus:

You shall make the breastplate of judgment. Artistically woven according to the workmanship of the ephod you shall make it…and you shall put settings of stones in it, four rows of stones: The first row shall be a sardius, a topaz, and an emerald; this shall be the first row; the second row shall be a turquoise, a sapphire, and a diamond; the third row, a jacinth, an agate, and an amethyst; and the fourth row, a beryl, an onyx, and a jasper. They shall be set in gold settings. (Ex 28:15-20).

And the stones placed in the foundation of New Jerusalem:

The foundations of the wall of the city were adorned with all kinds of precious stones: the first foundation was jasper, the second sapphire, the third chalcedony, the fourth emerald, the fifth sardonyx, the sixth sardius, the seventh chrysolite, the eight beryl, the ninth topaz, the tenth chrysoprase, the eleventh jacinth, and the twelfth amethyst. The twelve gates were twelve pearls; each individual gate was one pearl. And the street of the city was pure gold, like transparent glass. (Rev 21: 19-21).

While the two different listings of stones don’t necessarily match, some of the true names of the gemstones have been lost in translation, so the book uses the gemstones that are anisotropic gems, those that can show colorful patterns under pure light. Scientists have known for years that certain wavelengths of light in certain doses can bring healing, so refracting the light of Christ through these stones represents the healing that comes from moving from the “old man” to the “new man” in Christ.

Penny's journey to find the gemstones symbolizes the process of allowing the light of Christ to reach the darkest areas of our hearts, facilitating healing and enabling us to treat others with compassion and kindness as he did.

Our story picks up on graduation day where Penny, Mitchell, and Shelby are preparing to graduate. This symbolizes their advancement into a new season of change and understanding, as they each are on a journey to discover their identity in Christ and begin the process of sanctification.

Join them as they go on an adventure, learning about themselves, Christ, and his love that quiets every lie of shame, guilt, and betrayal.

Enjoy!

Ashley Tilford


Prologue


This year had tested me in ways I never could have imagined.  The finality of my parents’ divorce had hit harder than I had expected, and when my dad moved out, it left a hollow void in our home that I wasn’t sure what to do with. My mom, desperate to piece her life back together, fought her own silent battles. She ventured into dating quickly, introducing my brother Arnold and I to her new boyfriend, Dan, far sooner than I was ready for. Our house felt like a collection of strangers, each of us unsure how to talk to the others or what to say. 


As if that wasn’t enough, my friends—who I had thought would always stand by me—disapproved of my relationship with Mitchell, whispering their doubts behind my back. It felt like my world was shifting beneath my feet, leaving me unsteady and unsure of what the future might hold.

Through it all, I had found myself leaning heavily on my relationship with Emmanuel. His presence was like a steady beam of light cutting through a thick fog. With Emmanuel’s guidance and Angela’s patient teachings, I began to fully understand the purpose and use behind the armor I had been given. Each piece was not just physical protection; it was a symbol of the inner strength I was learning to uncover. Day by day, I learned to guard my heart from bitterness and anger, to find peace even in the middle of chaos, and to trust the King’s directives on the scroll, no matter how difficult they seemed. My sword, once an uncertain means of defense, began to feel like an extension of myself. Each time I held it, a quiet confidence surged through me—not just confidence in facing creatures, but in the person I was becoming. 

Mitchell, in a short time, had become a pillar in my life. Our relationship was still new—just two months since we officially became a couple—but those weeks had shaped me in ways I couldn’t fully explain. We’d spent countless hours talking, deepening our connection. The scroll had directed me to build my relationship with Mitchell, and that was exactly what we were doing. We were learning everything about each other—our pasts, our feelings, our hopes, and dreams. I shared my life with him, and he did the same with me. There was a quiet certainty in my heart, an unwavering assurance that I was meant to spend my life with him. It wasn’t a loud, showy kind of certainty but steady and sure, like the rhythm of a heartbeat.

We’d already begun planning our future together. College was the next step for both of us. Though we would be attending different schools, we had come up with ways to make it work. The distance didn’t feel like it would be a barrier; instead, it was something we could overcome. We promised to visit each other every weekend, and the thought of it brought me peace. Even as we took this next step separately, we still would be connected. I couldn’t wait for this new adventure and for the changes and challenges that lay ahead, knowing Mitchell would be there too. 

But there was one thing I hadn’t yet shared with him: the truth about my relationship with Emmanuel and the armor I was wearing, how Emmanuel was my first love, and how he had saved me when I was at my lowest. I knew that for my relationship with Mitchell to continue, he had to understand this part of me—and feel the same way about Emmanuel as I did. I couldn’t continue to grow closer to Mitchell without being honest, especially now that we were planning the future, but fear held me back. How could I explain to someone I was so close to that I was preparing to fight unseen battles, ones that might sound like madness if spoken aloud?

I wasn’t sure how to bridge the gap between my world and his, but I had to try. It was a risk, one that made my stomach churn with anxiety. Deep down, though, I believed in the connection we shared. I hoped, with everything in me, that he would understand—because this wasn’t just about me anymore. It was about us, about the life we were planning to build together, and the unknown paths we would have to walk. If he was going to be by my side, he needed to know all of me, even the parts that seemed impossible to explain. 

Shelby had also been a great comfort during this time. We had grown closer as she started learning about her own armor from Emmanuel. She never wavered in her support for me, even when it came to Mitchell. While others doubted or whispered their disapproval, she didn’t join in but encouraged me to share the truth about Emmanuel with him.

Her confidence was contagious, especially when we would share what we had learned from Emmanuel and our angels together. Each conversation left me feeling a little stronger, a little more prepared to face Lucifer again.

Though Lucifer hadn’t shown his face much lately, I knew he was never far away, lurking in the shadows. The creatures—his minions—still appeared almost everywhere. Each encounter revealed something surprising about the people around me, exposing who was an agent of darkness, who were faithful servants of the King, or who had yet to choose Emmanuel. It was a whole new way to view the world, one that felt both illuminating and overwhelming. The awareness that Lucifer could attack at any moment kept me vigilant, but it didn’t leave me anxious. It was simply part of this new reality, a truth I accepted as part of the journey. 


1 Graduation Day


The sun shone brightly in a sky clear enough to see for miles, and the air was crisp and warm—a perfect spring day.  As the graduating class of Glendale High stood for the commencement speech, I felt a rush of emotions swell inside me. I did it. I had crossed the finish line, graduating high school with flying colors, and overcoming obstacles that had once seemed too big to conquer.


As I stood among my classmates, dressed in my Sunday best and bearing the invisible weight of my armor, I felt the year’s burdens lifting piece by piece. The sun gently warmed my skin, and for the first time in what felt like ages I allowed myself to breathe deeply. The journey ahead was uncertain, and the path felt steep and winding, but I wasn’t afraid. I was ready to take the next step into the next season and trust in the strength I had found in Emmanuel’s love.

The armor had been a constant companion and steady reminder of my purpose throughout the difficulties of the past few months. I didn’t think that saying “yes” to following Emmanuel would have created so many problems. My life didn’t get easier; in fact, it seemed to get much harder. Nevertheless, each day my armor reminded me why I was pushing through.

The belt was cinched tightly around my waist, securing me in truth. The helmet molded perfectly to my head, shielding my mind from the lies of the enemy. My boots were firmly strapped, ready to carry me forward with peace. The shield adhered to my back, always within reach, and a powerful defense against any unseen attacks. My sword hung by my side, a reliable extension of Emmanuel’s presence. The scroll, ever-present, offered the precise words I needed in moments of doubt or confusion.  And my breastplate, protecting my heart, radiated a strength that could only come from divine craftsmanship.

The twelve openings in the breastplate intrigued me. Though empty, they didn’t weaken the power or purpose of it. Instead, they felt like vessels, waiting to be filled with something extraordinary. Angela often reassured me that their purpose would be revealed in time, urging me to trust the process and wait for the right moment. So, I waited—finishing up classes, balancing work, and navigating the tangle of emotions that came with this season of growth.

The waiting wasn’t easy, but with each passing day, I could feel myself becoming stronger, more prepared for whatever lay ahead. I knew I wasn’t alone. The armor, the scroll, and Emmanuel’s presence reminded me that everything was unfolding according to His plan. 

I clung to the small group of support around me—Emmanuel’s warmth, Shelby’s unwavering encouragement, Angela’s wise teachings, and Mitchell’s quiet grounding love. Together, they formed a web of strength that kept me moving forward, even when I felt like everything around me was crumbling. My resilience, something I’d never given much thought to before, began to reveal itself in ways I hadn’t anticipated.

I glanced over at Mitchell, his smile easy and filled with pride, and Shelby, who stood tall and sure in her own armor. A deep sense of gratitude settled in my chest. They were both gifts from the King—a steady reminder that I wasn’t walking this path alone—and that made all the difference. 

As the principal gave the final words of his speech, his voice carrying over the crowd, he concluded with, “I now present to you the class of 2025.” My heart surged with a mix of relief and anticipation. I raised my cap, the tassel brushing against my cheek and then flung it high into the air. As it joined hundreds of others, spinning in the bright blue sky, I felt the past slipping away, making room for whatever lay ahead.

I was ready to leave the past behind—the pain, the heartache, and the uncertainty of the last few months. I was ready to step into this new chapter of my life—one filled with promise, hope, and the thrill of adventure with those I held dear. Though I knew there would be battles to face and challenges yet unseen, I felt a deep assurance that I would be able to overcome. I knew that I was much stronger now than I was a few months ago.

Mitchell found me in the sea of people and wrapped me in a huge hug. I pulled back to look him in his eyes, and we smiled at each other, excited to step into a new season together. People began milling around, finding their relatives and friends. A few people stopped to congratulate us and asked for a picture, and we were happy to oblige. Amid the disorder I noticed my parents, standing at the edge of the crowd, like two strangers.

The past two months had been awkward whenever my mom and dad were together, and today was no different. I could feel the chill between them, a current of tension I didn’t know how to avoid. As they approached me, my dad offered a tight, half-hearted smile, but his eyes darted away, avoiding mine. Mom pushed in close, keeping her posture stiff, as if she was bracing for something. Her eyes flicked toward Dad, daring him to step closer to me as if she owned me.

“Congratulations, honey,” Mom said, her voice a little too sweet and rehearsed. She squeezed me too tightly, her arm wrapping around me in a way that felt more like a possessive gesture than a celebration.

“Thanks, Mom,” I said, forcing a smile, though it felt like the words were stuck in my throat.

Dad cleared his throat, shifting on his feet as if trying to decide whether to step closer or stay put. His hands flexed at his sides before settling in his pockets. His expression softened, but he didn’t advance for a hug or try to get near Mom and me.

“Proud of you, kid,” he said quietly, his voice lacking warmth or any real emotion.

I nodded, my throat tight, pretending not to notice the way Mom’s grip on me tightened. Beside me, Mitchell’s arm brushed against mine, a steadying presence in the rising tension. He gave a polite smile to my parents, but I caught the flicker of unease in his eyes, the way his gaze shifted between them as if he had stepped into a battlefield he didn’t know how to navigate.

Then Mom spoke again, her tone sharpening. “Let’s take a picture. Arnold, get over here.”

She didn’t even look at Dad when she said it, just handed her phone to my younger brother and pulled me closer once again, as if proximity could change the reality. I glanced at Dad—he had already stepped back, his face unreadable.

The camera flashed, and the forced smiles felt like masks, like a performance we all had to put on for appearances. In the picture, we would look normal, but the space between us was filled with silence that was thick with unspoken words. It felt as if the atmosphere could barely hold back the years of unresolved emotions. I felt it all pressing in on me: the weight of their resentment, the cold edge of their distance, and the unbearable truth that no picture, no forced smiles, no carefully staged moment could erase the fractures that had already been formed between us.

As if on cue, Mitchell’s grandma pushed through the crowd, a burst of warmth and light breaking through the tension.

“Mitchell!” she squealed, taking the attention off my discomfort. “You did it, honey!”

She stepped forward, wrapping him in a hug, completely oblivious to the awkwardness surrounding her. She was a short, portly woman with auburn curly hair. She loved jewelry and bold colors, which matched her loud, opinionated nature. Mitchell’s parents had tragically passed away the year before, so she had become his guardian, which is why he had moved to town. She loved deeply and without hesitation. 

“Thanks, Grandma,” Mitchell said, blushing slightly.

“Somebody take our picture!” she said, gesturing around her aimlessly. I smiled, grabbed her phone, and took their picture.

“Oh, my, honey!” she exclaimed, noticing it was me, “Let me get a picture of the two of you!” She stepped away, grabbed the phone out of my hand and pulled us together for a photo that was sure to be crooked. 

Amid the hustle and bustle, I realized that my dad had quietly slipped away. One moment, he had been lingering at the edge of our little group, hands stuffed in his pockets, eyes scanning the room as if searching for an escape route. The next, he was gone. No goodbyes, no parting words—just a silent fade into the background.

My stomach twisted, but before I could dwell on it, my mom reached out toward Mitchell’s grandmother, extending her hand with a syrupy sweet smile spreading across her face.

“Hi!” she said too brightly. “I’m Deb.”


“Oh, hi, Deb,” Mitchell’s grandma said politely. “I’m Minnie.”
​“Nice to meet you,” Mom replied, her eyes twinkling with a forced enthusiasm.


I stood stiffly beside her, exchanging the obligatory pleasantries, nodding along as if this was any other casual conversation. We took a few more photos, capturing frozen moments of smiles that didn’t quite reach our eyes. I did my best to smile, but the unease in my chest was growing, gnawing at me.

Where had Dad gone? Had he left on purpose, or was he avoiding something, avoiding me?

Before I could make sense of it, Mom’s attention flickered toward a friend from church, her voice lifting in cheerful familiarity as they launched into a conversation I had no interest in hearing. With a polite goodbye, Minnie walked away, and Mitchell and I seized the opportunity to slip toward the exit.

Just as we were nearly free, Mom’s voice rang out, stopping me in my tracks.

“Penny! Don’t forget—your big party’s tonight,” she called, her tone light but edged with something firm. “All the family will be in town.”

I turned back, forcing a nod, but the weight of her words settled over me like a blanket I didn’t ask for.

All the family. Meaning more forced smiles. More staged conversations. More pretending everything was fine. Knowing that Dad wouldn’t be included in “all the family.”

“I know, Mom,” I said, forcing a small smile. “We’ll be there.”

She gave a satisfied nod and turned back to her conversation as Mitchell and I walked away. As we reached the parking lot, his hand found mine, and I let out a long, relieved breath.

“Man,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper, “why do does that have to be so weird and awkward?”

Mitchell squeezed my hand, his thumb brushing over my skin in a comforting gesture.  I could tell he was still processing everything, trying to piece together the tension he’d just witnessed.

“I don’t know,” he admitted, “but it’s like they’re stuck in their own worlds, and they can’t get out.” He cast a quick glance over his shoulder, watching their facades mingling separately among other families. He shook his head. “It has to be so weird for you.”

I nodded, my chest tightening again. “It is …but it’s just …” I sighed, struggling to find the right words. “It’s like they’re both afraid to exist in the same space, like they don’t know how to be in the same moment without suffocating.” I kicked a loose pebble on the pavement, watching it skitter away.

“I wish it wasn’t like this.”

Mitchell’s expression softened, and I could see his desire to fix it, to make it better somehow, but there was no easy solution.

“I know,” he replied, his voice steady. “At least we get to spend the day together.” He said, smiling at me, always finding the silver lining. I felt the warmth of his reassurance seep deep into my heart.

Since seating at graduation was limited to immediate family, Mom had planned a large gathering with our closest friends and extended family that evening. I should have been excited—it was a celebration, but I couldn’t shake the weight in my chest; something like dread seemed to fill the space instead of anticipation. I had wanted to spend time alone with Mitchell before the party, so we had planned a quiet lunch together, a chance for a moment of peace. We had so much to talk about—our future, for one. And, if I could summon the courage, it would be the moment I told him everything, about Emmanuel, and the armor, unseen yet so very real.


As we walked to Mitchell’s 1979 Z28 Camaro, the afternoon sun reflected off the glossy blue paint, its golden rays stretching lazily across the hood. I swallowed hard, my heart pounding against my ribs. The sword clinked quietly by my side, a subtle reminder of the new path I’d taken—one I wanted Mitchell to be part of. What would he think? Would he think I was crazy? Would he break up with me?


I tugged at the hem of my dress as I slid into the passenger seat. Oddly, I was more anxious about the conversation than I had been about graduating from high school.


Help me know when to share, I breathed under my breath.
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