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      GOD’S CHARACTER IS KIND AND LOVING. ALL ELSE IS A LIE.

      
        
        Dedicated to all the believers in the world who don’t try to pervert God and a belief in Him into something ugly and fanatical.

      

      

      Romans 2:4 shares that it is the kindness of God that leads to repentance, or a ‘changed heart’.

      Because of the arrogance of men, Romans 2:23 teaches us that, You who boast in the law dishonor God by breaking the law 24 For, as it is written, “The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles (that’s us) because of you.”

      

      Blaspheming God means to call He who is good, kind, holy, and loving, the exact opposite.

      

      
        
        God’s greatest commandments is simply this: “Love God and Love Your Neighbor Like Yourself”

      

      

      

      Matthew 22:34 After Jesus had made the Sadducees look foolish, the Pharisees heard about it and got together. 35  One of them was an expert in the Jewish Law. So he tried to test Jesus by asking, 36 “Teacher, what is the most important commandment in the Law?”37  Jesus answered:

      Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and mind. 38 This is the first and most important commandment. 39 The second most important commandment is like this one. And it is, “Love others as much as you love yourself.” 40 All the Law of Moses and the Books of the Prophets are based on these two commandments.

      

      
        
        May we all strive to love others as we love ourselves, mirror the love of God, and shine a light in all the dark places. There are many.

        

        - Stone
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            A NOTE TO MY READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        First, thanks for picking up my book, I hope you enjoy it. Second, I’m an indie author. While I strive to make my books as error free as I can, and they are often edited more than once, I’m human, and I miss things. I always appreciate extra eyes, so if you see something I missed, please give me a shout. You can email me directly at Author@CBStonebooks.com. I promise if you’re nice, I’m nice. 😉

        Also, if you’re looking for a full reading list of my currently available books, you can find that here: CBStoneBooks.com/Reading-List
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      Jaelynn

      I jerk awake with a start. I can feel Noah stiffen beside me. We hadn’t been hiding long, when we hear footsteps from the guards, trampling through the leaves and brush around us. The sound is insistent, terrifying, and drawing ever closer.

      I close my eyes and cover my ears, trying to block out the sounds of the inevitable. It isn’t long before I feel a strong arm reach down and lift me right up out of the brush.

      Reacting in pure instinct, I scream and fight, crying and kicking with everything I have in me, struggling to get free.

      Unable to loosen the iron grip holding me captive, I open my eyes to see Noah walking peacefully out of the brush, hands up in surrender.

      He looks at me, and I can hear his voice inside my head, clear as a bell. Stop fighting Jaelynn. It will be okay.

      I blink and stop struggling. Had that really been Noah’s voice? He smiles and nods at me, as if he can read my thoughts.

      I feel weak, limp, and don’t protest as the man sets me on my feet. I sway slightly, dazed as I look around, not fully comprehending what’s happening. I see my father rushing toward me.

      “That’s my daughter,” he says, pushing past the cluster of guards that surround me. “Get out of the way! Let me get to her,” he barks.

      My father is a fairly high ranking guard within the Ministry, which acts as our ‘government’, and right now, I’m very happy about that. No one argues with him, no one pushes back. The group of guards part without a word, simply letting my father pass through them.

      “Daddy,” I murmur, tears threatening to spill from my eyes. The guard who’d pulled me out of the brush so forcefully took his hands off me, stepping back, eyes wide.

      “Miss Rose, I had no idea it was you. I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      I shake my head. “No, you didn’t,” I say, and the guard looks visibly relieved.

      Perhaps my father has more sway over these men than I’d initially thought. Yesterday, when I’d overheard Leora Blackwood, Head Mistress of the Ministry, telling guards she suspected my father of being a traitor, I’d just assumed that meant any power he might have held within the Ministry ranks was now compromised.

      But the guard that grabbed me looks absolutely frightened by the prospect that he’d hurt me and what it could mean for him.

      “Stand down,” my father barks again, and all the guards back off as soon as he says it.

      Soon my father stands in front of me, staring down at me, his face conveying no emotion whatsoever. I inwardly cringe. The Ministry requires guards to hide their emotions well. Emotions are considered a weakness, something that can be manipulated and exploited. The gradual withdrawal of all emotion in my father is something I’d watched occur over the years.

      At one time, he’d been a joyous man, one who cried at sad stories, told bawdy jokes, laughed heartily, and smiled every time I would learn something new. After rising through the ranks of the Ministry though, something changed in him.

      I suppose it was inevitable, but I miss my Daddy, the man who used to hug me, comfort me when I would have bad dreams, laugh along with me at all my jokes, and tell me stories that we are often forbidden to talk about these days.

      “Daddy,” I repeat softly.

      Seeing him standing before me fills me with a sense of relief unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. I want to reach out and hug him, but I haven’t hugged him in so long, I instinctively stop myself.

      I know that if I were to give in to the urge, it would look bad for my father as there are too many eyes on us right now, and tongues were bound to wag.

      “Mr. Rose,” a soft but stern voice speaks up from behind him. “We will still have to take your daughter and her friend in for questioning.”

      Terror surges through me as I look up at my father, pleading with my eyes for him to find a way out of this. He merely looks back at me, his eyes devoid of any emotion. Including pity, although I think for just a second I see something flicker in them. What, I’m not sure. He looks over at the other man, ignoring my silent pleas.

      “I know,” he nods, standing back. “But be gentle with her. I’ll be watching.”

      “No, wait! Please, we weren’t doing anything!” I protest, fighting an urge to begin struggling again. “We haven’t done anything wrong!”

      The stern but soft-spoken man steps forward, taking my arms and pulling them behind my back. “Let Ms. Blackwood be the judge of that,” he says, binding them firmly. “If you’re as innocent as you claim to be, she’ll let you go.”

      I look over at Noah, fear and adrenaline flooding my body again. No one told the guards to be gentle with him. While my arms were cuffed gently behind my back, Noah is knocked to the ground by another guard. He stands on Noah’s back, driving his face into the dirt.

      I jerk forward, trying to get to him. “Leave him alone!” I yell, anger and fear making my voice sharp. I look to my father, pleading with him, “Please, Daddy, help us! Tell them not to hurt Noah!”

      “I’ll do whatever I can, Jaelynn. But you will have to face trial just like anyone else would. That’s the law of the land. I’m sorry.” I see something flicker once again in his eyes, but it’s gone so quickly I think I must have imagined it.

      Noah’s face is ground further into the dirt as two man wrestle cuffs on his arms and legs. I only had my hands bound, but they aren’t taking any chances with Noah.

      I can’t make any sense of it though. He’s not a big man. He’s pretty scrawny all things considered, and isn’t much of a match for the guards in the first place. And despite the fact that Noah is neither resisting nor threatening them, they are treating him roughly, like he’s armed and dangerous or something.

      Noah’s gaze finds mine, and again, his voice fills my ears and my ears alone. Just go with it, Jaelynn. They’re not hurting me. They can’t hurt me. Don’t worry, I’m fine.

      Yes, they can, I rail silently.

      He shakes his head. Tears well in my eyes, renewing my anger and resentment against the Ministry as I watch my friend being roughed up for no other reason than because the guards can rough him up. There is no one to stop them, and my father seems content to just stand back and watch.

      Finally restrained to their satisfaction, they yank Noah to his feet. Because his feet are bound, he has trouble standing and falls to the ground again, his face hitting a rock that was buried in the dirt. The guards laugh as blood oozes from his nose and down his face. I struggle again, trying to get to him, but the guard nearest me holds me tight.

      It’ll be okay, Noah reassures me silently. I’m still utterly confused by how and why I can hear him in my head and he can apparently hear me, but at the same time so grateful we can communicate without giving anything away to the Ministry.

      The guard yanks Noah to his feet again, doing his best to avoid getting blood on his crisp, neat uniform, holding him upright. How they expect him to walk in this state, I have no idea. But I don’t have long to wonder. A wind rustles the leaves and a loud whooshing sound fills the air around us. A persistent, high pitched buzzing noise hurts my ears, making me wince. I wish I could cover them, but with my hands bound, I can’t.

      I look up to see a small airborne vehicle hovering above us, looking for a place to land. There’s a clear area not too far from where we are standing, and the group of guards watch as it descends smoothly, touching down with a soft thud.

      “We’re riding in that?” I gulp.

      “Not you,” one of the more severe guards nearest me spits. “Just him.” He jerks his chin in Noah’s direction.

      I look to my father for answers and he sighs. “We’ll be taking her in my vehicle,” he says. The guard holding me looks like he’s ready to protest. “With proper supervision, I assure you.”

      “I volunteer to join you,” the severe guard offers with a sneer. “For your own safety, sir.”

      My father doesn’t look pleased with the guard volunteering, but relents. “Fine, Officer Grayburn. You may come along as well.”

      “But what about Noah?” I ask, watching two other men practically drag him to the hovercraft, my heart hurting to see him so carelessly abused.

      “Don’t worry. They’ll take good care of your friend there,” the severe guard assures me snidely. I glare.

      My father doesn’t even bother to answer, just walks ahead of us, not even looking back at me. I’m not convinced Noah will be taken care of, but what else can I do? I stare at Noah’s back as he’s dragged along closer to the hovercraft. He’s unable to turn around and look my way, but in my mind I can hear him say, Go with them, Jaelynn. I will be okay. This will all be okay.

      I glance around, eyeing the guards to see if they could hear anything. I’m still utterly confused as to how I can hear him speaking to me, and can’t believe no one else can hear him too. My brow furrows.
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      I have never been to the Ministry compound before, or at least not inside the walls. I’ve never desired to venture past the big, metal gates, not even once. I’d heard too many stories of people going inside the walls, and then never coming out again, and it frightened me. But as the vehicle transporting me approaches the ominous gates, I know this time I have no choice.

      My father’s truck draws to a stop outside the front gate and he presses his hand against a screen set atop a small metal pole. I hear a beeping sound from the screen, just before the gate opens, two huge doors swinging inward to let us inside.

      Though I don’t turn around, I can hear them slam shut behind us. I flinch. They slam hard enough to crush a person had anyone bothered to try and follow the vehicle in. The echoing clang of the gates closing rings with a sound of finality. My stomach twists and roils within my body as I fight to keep my fear in check.

      My father sits quietly in the driver’s seat, the other guard next to him. Though my father fixes his eyes forward and says nothing, the guard keeps looking back, sneering at me like he knows something I don’t. I withdraw into myself, ignoring him and looking down at my hands as I did for most of the ride, trying my very best to avoid his eyes.

      When we pull into the compound inside the gates however, curiosity gets the best of me and I can’t help but stare wide-eyed out of the window at the fortress sprawled out before us.

      The government building is made of stone, a material that isn’t common anymore. It’s dark gray, with large windows covered in bars. No one can see in, and I wonder what the point of having windows is, if they don’t provide any light. The building towers over us, and it’s much larger than anything I’d ever seen in my life.

      This is the building where Ms. Leora Blackwood lives and works. This is the building filled with people who control everything, right down to who eats and who doesn’t.

      Except for the fact that it’s rather plain and unadorned, it’s everything I expected, and feared, from a building of such grand importance. And it certainly lived up to my vision of dreary, cold, and lifeless.

      When we pull up close to the front door, my father turns off the truck’s motor. He doesn’t move however, except to turn his head toward the guard in the passenger seat.

      “May I have a moment alone with my daughter, please?”

      Officer Grayburn doesn’t move for a moment, as if he’s weighing his words. Finally he turns to look at my father. “Are you sure that’s a good idea, Officer Rose?”

      My father sighs. “You can stand outside the vehicle if you feel you must watch to make sure we don’t make a run for it. If we do, you have my permission to kill me, but I can promise it won’t come to that. I know the law and I know our justice system. I also know my daughter will be found innocent of any crimes. I just want to spend a few moments alone with her before we take her inside. It might be awhile before I see her again. Surely you can understand that.”

      I wonder why it might be awhile. Just the idea of being locked away from my family terrifies me, but I try to remember Noah’s words, try to remain strong. The officer doesn’t look pleased, but he steps from the vehicle nonetheless.

      “Two minutes,” he mutters, shutting the door behind him with gusto.

      My father turns to me for the first time since we’d gotten into the vehicle. And for the first time since we were discovered in the bushes, I see him. My Dad. I have to swallow past a lump in my throat, so thankful the Ministry hasn’t completely eradicated him. His eyes are dark with worry.

      “I don’t have much time, sweetheart, but listen to me carefully. They will try to intimidate you, they’ll try to get you to confess to things you couldn’t possibly have done. Don’t listen to them, and don’t say anything. Don’t confess to anything. I’ll be working from the inside to get you free, just hold on for as long as possible. Since you’re my daughter, they will only threaten you with torture, they won’t actually go through with it. But you must be strong.”

      “What about Noah?” I ask, my throat sore from screaming earlier, making my words more of a hoarse whisper.

      “I can’t make any promises, but I’ll do my best,” my father responds. “But listen to me. Do not admit to anything, you hear me? No matter what. Once they have it on record, there’s no getting out of it. There will be nothing I can do for you if you confess to anything. Do you understand me?”

      I nod.

      “Trust me Jaelynn, they’ll do whatever they can think of to get a confession out of you. But remember, they can’t touch you. You’re my daughter. It’s the main reason I’ve worked so hard to get where I’m at,” he says grimly.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, confused.

      “When you become a senior officer, like I am, the Ministry makes an oath to protect your family. You can be arrested, thrown in prison the rest of your life for crimes, but never can they hurt or kill you. If they do, the officers responsible for the harm to a family member will be put to death. And so will their entire family. So they will threaten and try to bluff you with torture and pain, but it’s all an act. They will not touch you, so do not confess to anything.”

      While what he’s saying gives me a small measure of comfort, it doesn’t answer my question about what he’d meant by working so hard to get where he’s at. Was this why he gave up his life and his happiness to the Ministry? To protect his family? To protect me? I don’t have time to ask any more questions though, as Officer Grayburn opens the door again.

      “That wasn’t a full two minutes,” my father states coldly.

      “I’m sorry, but the hovercraft is here, and Leora is requesting our presence immediately. Maybe you don’t mind upsetting her, but I don’t want to be on the wrong side of her temper,” Grayburn grumbles.

      My father only sighs again. “Okay,” he says, looking back at me knowingly before arranging his features into a blank mask. “Let’s go.”

      Officer Grayburn opens the back door and motions for me to step out. I scoot forward awkwardly, putting my feet down to the brown, lifeless ground below. I focus my eyes there instead of the guard standing in front of me as I try to bottle my emotions.

      My forehead wrinkles in puzzlement as I see the dirt beneath my feet grow darker, as if it’s wet. Then a few lone, green pieces of grass sprout from the rocky soil, and I suck in a breath. I look up, hoping to avoid drawing attention to what’s happening beneath my feet. The guard isn’t looking down, thankfully. I glance over to my father, and realize he, however, is. I can see nervousness flair in his eyes before the mask drops, his face once again impassive.

      “Let’s get moving,” my father grunts, quickly motioning us both toward the building. “We can’t keep the Head Mistress waiting.”

      As I walk, I can see little bits of green sprouting up everywhere. It’s not too noticeable, not like when I was singing with Noah, but it’s there. And it’s growing. I’m somehow bringing life back to the land, and it’s a wondrous thing. But if ever there was a worse time, worse place for it to happen, it’s here inside the Ministry compound.

      I bite my lip. Certainly not when I’m bound and headed for what could be interrogation and torture. I walk faster, hoping that by walking fast it might somehow keep my feet off the ground a little more, and thus less grass might grow. I no longer watch the ground, afraid of calling attention to the phenomenon, an I notice my father is looking straight ahead as if he too is thinking the same thing.

      As we walk up the large, stone steps, I breathe a sigh of relief. No more natural ground. I can’t bring concrete to life. But I fear what the path behind me might look like. Is it obvious? I can’t look back to check, or I’d risk drawing the guard’s attention to it. I just keep hoping it will go away, or at least not be obvious.

      The guard lays his hand against the door, which opens with a heavy groan. I manage to take just a second to glance behind me, and when I do, the patches of green earth that appeared turn brown again, perhaps simply from me wishing for it. I sigh again, heavier this time in stark gratitude to whatever seems to be watching over me these days, and this time the guard notices. He glances back to where I’d been looking, obviously perplexed, but doesn’t say a word.

      I focus my attention on the entrance to the Ministry, a building I’ve never had any desire whatsoever to step foot in. The very thought is something that has always filled me with a sense of dread, but once inside, I can’t help but be fascinated by the architecture. While the rest of the world lives in homes that in many cases are quite literally falling down around them, the Ministry building stands strong and tall, a towering monolith and powerful presence in the world we live in.

      The entrance, much like the outside of the building, is cold and dank. It’s somehow colder inside the building than outside of it, and I shiver from the cool breeze that seems to come from everywhere and nowhere at the same time.

      I wonder where Noah is.

      The thought is fleeting, and I’m startled when I get a response. I’m here, comes his reply. I’m in the interrogation room already.

      Officer Grayburn and my father usher me through the entryway, passing another group of men who give them a nod as they stride by. A few mutter to my father as they pass, some apologizing for having to bring his daughter in. My father doesn’t even acknowledge them, keeping his eyes fixed firmly ahead of us. We walk into a long, dark hallway with doors on either side running down the length of it.

      “I can take it from here, Officer Rose,” the guard says.

      “I’d like to accompany her as far as I can,” my father replies. “If you don’t mind.”

      “No hair off my back,” the other man mumbles. “I just didn’t think you’d want to see this.”

      See what? It wasn’t like they could hurt me. Right? My father said so.

      No, they can’t hurt you, Jaelynn. Noah’s voice reassures me. Always remember that.

      But what about you? I ask the voice in my head.

      For that, he offers no response. My heart aches because I already know the answer. Noah isn’t my father’s family. He has no family. He is fair game. They can do anything they want to him to try to make him confess to something, and chances are, they’ve already started.

      Don’t worry about me, Noah says. I’ve been through worse.

      We walk to the end of the long hallway, and come to a stop at a door flanked by guards on either side. One of the guards steps forward, saluting my father and Officer Grayburn.

      “It’s with my utmost regret, that I take Jaelynn Rose into custody for interrogation, sir,” he says.

      Officer Grayburn releases me, passing me off to the other guard who clamps down on my arm as though afraid I’m going to run.

      “Jaelynn Rose, you’ve been charged with crimes against the Ministry, crimes that could lead to banishment, a death sentence, or life behind bars if convicted. These crimes include engaging in practices which are strictly prohibited for the safety of our country, including, but not limited to, singing and/or producing music and mingling with known and wanted criminal. How do you plead?”

      My head is spinning. I have no idea what to say to this. I’ve never been tried for anything before. Fear surges through me again, and I nearly weep when Noah’s voice cuts through the chaos in my head.

      Tell them you’re not guilty, he practically shouts.

      Wincing, I whisper hoarsely, “Not guilty.”

      My father looks pleased with my response but the guards look visibly irritated. Especially Officer Grayburn, who scowls.

      The guard who read the crimes I’m being charged with nods, while another marks something down in a book. “It’s been recorded,” the other guard says. “Now, we must take the suspect back for questioning.”

      My father doesn’t move. “Officer Rose, you’re not allowed beyond this point. If there’s anything you’d like to say to your daughter, now would be the time to say it.”

      He nods. “Stay strong, Jaelynn. You are an oak. Don’t let them wither you away.”

      My father then turns on his heel and walks away without another word. I find his choice of words odd... don’t let them wither me away? What does he mean?

      The song, Jaelynn. Remember the song.

      After Noah reminds me, I remember the song from my dreams.
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        Every spring the sweet young flowers open bright and gay, till the chilly autumn hours wither them away.

      

      

      

      Does that mean my father knows the song too? And if so, how? A million questions pop into my mind as I watch him walk down to the end of the hallway and out of sight. What does it all mean?

      I wish Noah would provide an answer, but either he has no answer or he is otherwise occupied, because I don’t hear his voice again.
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