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CHAPTER ONE
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The Blood of the Covenant

“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” — Psalm 22:1

The rain in Calverton was never just rain. It arrived from the lake as a heavy, cold gray mist, settling over the rooftops of Lakeview and turning the concrete of the suburbs into slick, dark slate. It was a late October Thursday, the kind of night where the dampness seemed to creep through the caulking of the window frames and stay on the skin like a draft.

In the study of the brick colonial on Mercer Avenue, the radiator hummed its familiar, low-register song. It was the house of a successful man—settled, comfortable, insulated by twenty years of quiet labor and three thousand members of Grace Community Church who looked to the pulpit every Sunday morning for reassurance that the world was ordered by a benevolent hand.

Pastor Josiah Bennett sat at his oak partner's desk, the green glass banker’s lamp casting a warm, concentrated circle over his sermon notes for Sunday. The text was from Genesis 22—the testing of Abraham on Mount Moriah. He had written three pages in his careful, upright hand, working through the theological vocabulary of obedience and covenant, but the words felt unusually distant tonight.

From the floor below, the sounds of his home came up through the floorboards, small and reassuringly mundane. The muffled hum of the television in the living room. The clink of a coffee mug against the kitchen counter. His wife, Tamara, was down there, likely nursing a cup of chamomile tea and organizing the agenda for the Saturday youth drive. In the adjacent room, their ten-year-old daughter, Imani, was supposedly asleep, though Josiah had heard the floorboards creak ten minutes ago, suggesting she was still reading under her duvet with a flashlight.

Imani. Her name was Swahili for faith, a word Josiah had preached on hundreds of times from the pulpit of Grace Community. He had held her in the crook of his arm at three weeks old before a packed sanctuary, dedicating her to a God he believed in with the unshakeable, pristine confidence of a man who had never been required to test its limits.

He looked down at his notes. *Abraham raised the knife,* he had written. *Not because he doubted the promise, but because he understood that the covenant required everything.*

Josiah paused, his pen hovering above the legal pad. The house was quiet, yet a sudden, cold draft swept beneath the study door, causing the shadow of the lamp to stir slightly on the wall. He set the pen down.

Then he heard it.

It was not a loud sound, not the dramatic crash of a cinematic break-in, but a sharp, metallic *pop* from the rear of the house—the specific sound of the wooden frame of the kitchen door giving way under sudden, lateral pressure.

Josiah stood up. His heart did not immediately begin to race; his body registered the disruption first as an administrative error, a physical detail that did not belong in the quiet geometry of a Lakeview Thursday night. He stepped out of the study and into the carpeted hallway.

"Tamara?" he called out. His voice was level, modulated to the middle register of domestic inquiry.

No answer came from below. The television was still running—a commercial for a local car dealership hummed through the vents—but the house had gone otherwise completely, terrifyingly still.

Josiah reached the top of the stairs. As his foot touched the first step, a figure emerged from the kitchen doorway into the dim light of the lower foyer.

The man was tall, dressed in a dark, oversized utility jacket, his face obscured by a gray knit balaclava that reduced his features to two dark hollows around the eyes. He did not look like a random burglar searching for a silver drawer; he moved with a heavy, practiced efficiency that suggested the house’s layout had been studied before the door was breached.

"Tamara!" Josiah shouted, his voice cracking now, the administrative calm instantly vaporized by the visceral recognition of danger.

A second figure stepped out behind the first. This one was shorter, carrying a short, heavy iron pry bar in his gloved right hand.

From the kitchen, a sharp, choked gasp was cut short.

Josiah did not think. He did not pray. He descended the stairs three at a time, his large frame moving by the reflex of a father whose perimeter has been breached. He reached the bottom landing just as the first man moved toward the living room.

"Get out of my house!" Josiah roared, lunging forward, his hands reaching for the taller man’s jacket.

The taller man did not flinch. He pivoted with an athletic ease that suggested formal training, his left arm coming up to block Josiah’s reach while his right hand drove a heavy, blunt object directly into Josiah’s temple.

The blow was massive. The world did not go black; it shattered into a brilliant, silent white static. Josiah hit the hardwood floor of the foyer, his shoulder catching the base of the grandfather clock his father had given him, sending the brass pendulum clattering against the glass.

He lay flat on his back, his head swimming, the taste of copper flooding his mouth. He could see the ceiling of the foyer—the elegant plaster crown molding he had painted himself two summers ago—but it seemed miles away, viewed through the wrong end of a telescope.

Through the white noise in his ears, the sounds returned, sharp and close.

"Where is it?" a voice asked. It was a flat, Midwestern voice, entirely devoid of panic or anger. "The ledger. Where’s the file he took from the office?"

"I don't know what you're talking about," Tamara’s voice said. She was on the floor near the kitchen entry. She was weeping, but there was a stubbornness in her weeping, the refusal of a woman who had spent her life defending her family. "We don't have any files here. Please. Our daughter is upstairs."

"Search the desk," the first voice said.

Footsteps moved past Josiah’s head—heavy, boot-shod steps that vibrated through the floorboards. Thomas tried to push himself up, but his arms were water, his coordination uncoupled by the concussion. He managed to roll onto his side, his eyes focusing on the kitchen doorway.

Tamara was on her knees, her hands bound behind her back with a yellow plastic zip-tie. The shorter man stood over her, the iron bar resting against his thigh. He looked down at her with the disinterested attention of a surveyor checking a boundary line.

"There's nothing in the desk," the taller man called out from the study downstairs. "He must have kept it on a remote drive. Or it’s still at the sanctuary."

"We don't have time," the shorter one said.

"Check upstairs."

"No!" Josiah managed to choke out. The word was thick with blood. He dragged his body three inches across the hardwood, his fingernails clawing at the rug. "Please. She has nothing to do with this. Imani!"

From the top of the stairs, a small, white-clad figure appeared. Imani stood on the landing, her ten-year-old face pale in the shadow of the hallway, her small hands clutching her teddy bear to her chest. She looked down at her father on the floor, her eyes wide with a terror that had no language.

"Imani, go back!" Josiah screamed.

The taller man moved toward the stairs.

What happened next lasted less than sixty seconds, but in Josiah’s memory, it would play out with the agonizing, frame-by-frame precision of a film strip caught in a projector.

The shorter man turned back to Tamara. The iron bar rose.

"Don't look, baby!" Tamara cried out, her eyes fixed on Imani. "Imani, close your—"

The sound was a wet, heavy crack—the sound of a dry branch snapping under a boot, but heavier, wetter. Tamara collapsed onto her side, her head striking the baseboard. She did not move again.

"Mama!" Imani screamed.

The taller man reached the top landing. He did not hesitate. His hand went into his pocket and emerged with a small, gray semi-automatic pistol.

Josiah watched from the floor. He tried to scream, but the air had left his lungs, his throat closed by a grief so sudden and massive it felt physical, like a solid object blocking his windpipe.

Two shots. They were not loud—the weapon was fitted with a silencer that made them sound like two sharp coughs in the quiet house.

Imani’s small body jerked backward against the drywall, leaving a thin, dark streak on the white paint. She slid down the wall, her teddy bear tumbling down the stairs, landing three steps from Josiah’s outstretched hand.

The taller man descended the stairs. He did not look at Imani’s body. He stopped at the bottom, looking down at Josiah with those dark, empty balaclava eyes.

"Tell the Bishop the audit is finished," the man said.

Then they were gone.

The rear door clicked shut. The rain hummed on the kitchen window. The television in the living room continued to play, a cheerful voice offering a discount on leather sofas.

Josiah lay in the quiet. He dragged his body toward the stairs, his left arm useless, his legs trailing behind him like dead weight. He reached the third step and took Imani’s teddy bear. It was warm. He pressed it to his face, his tears mixing with the blood pooling on the hardwood.

He looked up the stairs, where his daughter lay in the shadows. He looked toward the kitchen, where his wife’s body was still.

He opened his mouth to pray. He had spent thirty-eight years assembling the vocabulary of faith, but tonight, the words were gone. There was no God in the room. There was no light. There was only the sound of the rain on the windowpane, the hum of the radiator, and the heavy, suffocating silence of an empty heaven.

"Why?" he whispered into the dark.

The ceiling was plaster. The rain was water. The silence stayed.

—-
[image: ]


Josiah woke three days later in the Calverton General Hospital.

The room was white, sterile, and smelled of antiseptic and floor wax. Detective Darnell Jenkins sat in the vinyl chair by the window, his coat damp, his face worn by thirty-six hours of sleeplessness and coffee from a machine that was always too cold.

Josiah did not ask how they were. He knew. The silence in his own body was his answer.

"They're gone, Josiah," Darnell said quietly. "I'm sorry."

Josiah looked at the ceiling tiles. He did not weep. The tears had finished in the house on Mercer Avenue, leaving his chest dry and hollow, like a well that had run out of water.

"Who did it?" Josiah asked. His voice was different now—not the rich, resonant baritone that had filled the Grace Community sanctuary, but a thin, dry rasp.

"We're working on it," Darnell said. "It looks like a burglary that went bad. Some kids from the Southside looking for cash."

Josiah turned his head slowly to look at the detective. Darnell’s eyes were steady, but there was a tightness at the corners of his mouth, the subtle hesitation of a man who knew he was delivering a lie.

"Burglars don't ask about audits, Darnell," Josiah said.

Darnell went quiet. He stood up, walked to the window, and looked out at the gray rain falling over Calverton.

"You need to rest, Pastor," Darnell said. "We'll talk when you're stronger."

"Don't call me Pastor," Josiah said.

Darnell paused at the door, his hand on the brass handle. He looked back at the bed—at the scarred, bandaged man who had once been the city's moral anchor.

"What do I call you then?"

"Nothing," Josiah said. "There's nobody here."
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CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


The Silence of the Pulpit

“The sheep are scattered because there is no shepherd...” — Ezekiel 34:5

The Sunday morning sun over Calverton did not break through the clouds; it merely turned the overcast sky into a flat, blinding sheet of zinc.

In the small, sterile bathroom of his Mercer Avenue home—a house that now felt less like a sanctuary and more like a crime scene marked with yellow police tape at the back door—Josiah Bennett stood before the mirror. The physical reality of his survival was written across his face in a map of purple and yellow contusions. A neat row of black nylon sutures tracked along his left temple, partially hidden beneath a square of white surgical gauze. His shoulder was stiff, his ribs ached with every breath, but the physical pain was a distant, secondary concern. It was a sensory distraction from the absolute, frozen quiet that had taken residency in his chest.

He reached for his clerical collar. It sat on the marble counter next to his shaving kit—a small, curved strip of white plastic that had once carried the weight of his calling, his identity, and his authority in this city. He picked it up. The plastic was cool, light, and completely meaningless.

He did not slide it into the band of his black shirt. Instead, he dropped it back onto the counter, where it settled with a soft, hollow click. He put on a plain black suit jacket over his open-collared shirt and stepped out into the hallway.

The house was empty in the most complete sense of the word. The air was cold, the heat turned low, the silence so heavy it seemed to have its own physical mass. He did not look toward Imani’s room or the kitchen. He simply walked down the stairs, his boots loud on the hardwood, opened the front door, and stepped out into the damp October morning.

—-
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Grace Community Church sat on a five-acre campus on the Northside, a massive cathedral of brick, steel, and tinted glass that looked more like a corporate headquarters than a house of worship. By nine-forty-five, the parking lot was already a sea of vehicles. Police officers in yellow vests directed the flow of traffic with the practiced efficiency of people managing a stadium event.

Josiah parked his sedan in his designated space near the administrative wing. He sat in the car for three minutes, his hands resting on the steering wheel, watching the congregants stream toward the main atrium.

They were dressed in their Sunday best—the women in pressed suits and vibrant hats, the men in dark coats and polished shoes—but their movements were slow, subdued. Many of them carried tissues; others walked with their arms wrapped around each other's shoulders. The news of the tragedy had broken on Friday morning, and the city had been vibrating with shock ever since. Grace Community’s beloved first family had been slaughtered, and the sanctuary was today a collective chamber of grief.

They were coming to mourn. But more than that, Josiah knew, they were coming to watch him. They were coming to see how a man of God survived the fire. They wanted to witness the tears, the breaking, and then the triumphant, dramatic reassertion of faith that would reassure them that their own small lives were safe in the hands of the Almighty.

They wanted a sermon.

Josiah opened the car door and stepped out.

—-
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The vestry was quiet, the air smelling of furniture polish and the expensive cologne of the church trustees.

Bishop Cornelius Albright stood by the leaded-glass window, his hands clasped behind his back, looking out over the courtyard. Albright was sixty-two, a man of imposing physical presence with a neat silver mustache and a voice that had been described as a velvet hammer. He was Josiah’s mentor, the man who had laid hands on him at his ordination fifteen years ago and who had guided Grace Community’s rise to its current prominence.

"Josiah," Albright said, turning as the door closed. He stepped forward, his face a mask of profound, pastoral concern, his arms extending to offer a heavy, administrative embrace.

Josiah did not step into it. He remained near the door, his posture stiff, his hands at his sides.

Albright’s arms lowered, his expression shifting from comfort to a careful, strategic assessment. He looked at the bandages on Josiah’s temple, the dark bruising around his eyes.

"You shouldn't be here, son," Albright said, his voice dropping to its rich, private register. "The board was prepared to handle the service. Reverend Grier is ready to preach. The congregation understands. They want you to rest. They want you to grieve."

"I'm speaking today, Cornelius," Josiah said. His voice was flat, thin, entirely devoid of the musicality that usually characterized his address.

Albright paused, his eyes narrowing slightly. "Josiah... I understand the need to be among your people. But you are in no condition—"

"I am speaking," Josiah repeated.

Albright sat on the edge of the large mahogany conference table. He picked up a leather-bound Bible, his fingers tracing the gold-leaf edges of the pages.

"If you must speak," Albright said, his voice carrying the subtle, firm weight of an elder who was used to setting the boundaries of a room, "keep it brief. A word of gratitude for their prayers. A testimony to Tamara and Imani's peace in the kingdom. We must remind them of the hope of the resurrection, Josiah. Especially now. Especially when the city is watching."

Josiah looked at him. He saw the smooth skin, the expensive gold watch at Albright's wrist, the careful calculation in his eyes. He thought of the taller intruder’s flat, Midwestern voice: *Tell the Bishop the audit is finished.*

"The resurrection," Josiah said.

"Yes," Albright said, stepping closer, his hand coming to rest on Josiah’s shoulder with a heavy, paternal pressure. "The cross is empty, Josiah. We must preach the empty cross."

Josiah slowly reached up, took Albright’s hand by the wrist, and removed it from his shoulder. He did not squeeze, but there was a cold, unyielding strength in his grip that caused Albright’s eyes to widen in brief, physical surprise.

"The cross isn't empty, Cornelius," Josiah said. "It's just wet."

He turned and walked through the vestry door toward the sanctuary entrance.

—-
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The sanctuary was built to hold three thousand five hundred people, and today, every seat was taken. The aisles were packed with folding chairs; the choir loft was full of singers dressed in deep purple robes, their faces solemn.

The air was warm, thick with the scent of damp wool and the faint, sweet trace of perfume. When Josiah stepped onto the altar from the side vestry door, a physical ripple passed through the room—a collective intake of breath, followed by a low, rushing wave of whispers that quickly settled into an absolute, suffocating silence.

Three thousand five hundred faces looked up at him.

The music director was at the grand piano, his fingers hovering over the keys, waiting for Josiah's signal. Josiah did not look at him. He walked slowly past the high-back leather chairs where the ministers sat, past the silver communion table covered in white linen, and stepped up to the massive, oak-and-glass pulpit in the center of the stage.

He did not adjust the microphone. He did not open the leather folder containing his sermon notes on Genesis 22.

He looked out over the congregation. He saw Sister Odessa Washington in the third row, her dark face wet with tears, her gloved hands holding a handkerchief to her mouth. He saw Demetrius Grier sitting with the other deacons on the left, his suit immaculate, his face composed, his eyes fixed on Josiah with a cold, unblinking intensity.

Josiah stood in the quiet for ten seconds. The silence in the room became so profound that the hum of the air-conditioning vents in the high ceiling seemed to grow louder, filling the space like static.

When he spoke, he did not use his normal resonant baritone. He did not pitch his voice to the back balcony. He spoke directly into the microphone, his voice thin, dry, and flat.

"On Thursday night," Josiah said, "two men broke into my home on Mercer Avenue."

A sharp, collective gasp rose from the front rows. Several women buried their faces in their hands.

"They did not come to take my television," Josiah continued, his eyes scanning the deacons' bench. "They did not come for Tamara’s jewelry. They came because I had been preparing an audit. They came because I had been looking at the church’s financial ledgers, at the land-grab on the Northside, at the money moving from corporate developers into diocesan accounts."

In the front row, Bishop Albright stood up. His face was pale, his hands raised in a gentle, pacifying gesture.

"Josiah," Albright called out, his voice rich and commanding even without a microphone. "Son, please. You are confused. The trauma of the attack—"

"I am not confused, Cornelius," Josiah said into the microphone. He did not look at Albright; his eyes remained on the congregation. "I sat on the hardwood floor of my foyer. My head was split open. I was forced to watch a man raise an iron bar and crush my wife's skull."

A woman in the middle section screamed—a raw, visceral sound that cut through the sanctuary like a knife.

"I was forced to watch," Josiah said, his voice dropping to a near-whisper that was carried clearly through the three-hundred-thousand-dollar sound system, "as a second man shot my ten-year-old daughter twice in her chest. Her name was Imani. She died in her pajamas, holding a teddy bear."

The sanctuary erupted. The sound was not a uniform cry, but a chaotic, terrifying wave of weeping, shouting, and the scraping of chairs as people stood or collapsed.

Josiah waited until the noise subsided slightly, his face completely motionless, his eyes unblinking.

"I have spent fifteen years standing in this pulpit," he said. "I have preached to you about a covenant. I have told you that if you walk uprightly, if you keep the faith, if you give your tithes and your lives to the Lord, you are protected under the shadow of His wings."

He looked down at the massive, gold-embossed Bible resting on the pulpit.

"It is a lie," Josiah said.

The silence returned instantly, absolute and terrifying.

"There is no shadow," Josiah said. "There are no wings. On Thursday night, in that room, there was nothing but the sound of the rain, the smell of copper, and an empty, silent sky. If there is a God, He was either too weak to stop those men, or He was in the room watching them with the same disinterest as the rest of us."

He reached down and picked up the Bible. He held it for a moment, the weight of the leather familiar in his hands, then laid it flat on the oak altar behind the pulpit—not closed, but open, exposed to the dusty light of the stained-glass windows.

"I am done speaking for a silent God," Josiah said. "I am done keeping a covenant that doesn't exist."

He stepped back from the pulpit.

He did not look at Bishop Albright, who stood frozen at the side of the stage. He did not look at the deacons or the trustees. He walked down the carpeted stairs of the altar, stepped into the center aisle of the sanctuary, and began to walk toward the exit.

The crowd parted before him like water. They stood in the pews, their faces pale, their eyes wide with a combination of horror, pity, and a profound, existential terror. No one reached out to touch his sleeve. No one said his name.

Josiah walked down the long, carpeted aisle, his boots steady on the floor. He pushed open the heavy double doors at the rear, walked through the empty, cavernous atrium, and stepped out into the Calverton rain.

He did not look back. Behind him, inside the three-million-dollar brick-and-glass cathedral, the silence of three thousand five hundred people stayed behind, heavier than the rain, and completely unbroken.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Cold Apartment

“He has stripped me of my glory and taken the crown from my head.” — Job 19:9

The packing was not a long process. A man who has decided to dismantle his life does not require many boxes.

Josiah stood in the center of the master bedroom on Mercer Avenue, a single cardboard box open on the mattress of the king-sized bed. He did not look at the mahogany dresser, the custom-tailored suits hanging in the walk-in closet, or the framed certificates of appreciation from the city council that sat on the vanity. He had left his keys, his credit cards, and the deed to the house on the kitchen counter, tucked beneath a brief, handwritten note to the church board's administrative office.

He took only what was plain, what was durable, and what carried no memory of the man he had been. Three pairs of dark utility pants. A few black t-shirts. Two wool sweaters. He did not take his ministerial robes, his silver-bound communion chalice, or any of the heavy theological volumes that lined his study walls.

At the bottom of the box, wrapped in a faded flannel shirt, he placed a single wooden frame. Inside was the school photograph of Imani—her ten-year-old face smiling back at him in front of the standard blue backdrop, her basketball jersey collar visible beneath her school shirt. Beside it, he placed her warm, worn teddy bear, its plush fur slightly matted at the ears where she had held it when she slept.

Lastly, he picked up his personal Bible—the one with the cracked black leather spine and pages worn thin from decades of study. He did not take it for its promises; he took it because it had become the container for his history, the margin notes written in his own hand tracking the slow, steady erosion of his certainties over twenty years of service.

He taped the box shut. He walked down the stairs, his boots loud on the bare floorboards of the foyer where the bloodstains had been scrubbed away but still seemed to shadow the wood, opened the front door, and did not lock it behind him.

—-
[image: ]


The Northside of Calverton did not have Lakeview’s manicured lawns, pristine, brick-paved driveways, or the soft, reassuring hum of suburban leaf blowers. It was a neighborhood of raw survival, defined by three-story tenement buildings with rusted fire escapes, coin laundries with flickering neon signs that buzzed late into the night, and the persistent, low-level rumble of the commercial freight trucks moving toward the shipping yards near the river. This was the part of the city where the pavement was cracked and never patched, where the streets were bordered by chain-link fences holding back overgrown patches of chicory and wild thistle, and where the air carried the heavy, permanent scent of diesel exhaust, coal dust, and wet asphalt. It was a place that did not pretend to be anything other than what it was: a hard, concrete landscape designed to extract labor and offer very little in return.

Josiah’s new home was a single-room flat on the third floor of an aging brick building on Clement Street, directly above an auto repair shop that specialized in transmission rebuilds.

The air in the stairwell was thick, smelling of old grease, damp plaster, and the metallic tang of radiator steam. The wooden stairs groaned beneath his weight as he carried his single box and suitcase up the three flights, the yellow bulb on the landing casting long, distorted shadows against the peeling floral wallpaper.

He unlocked the door to Room 3B.

The apartment was twelve feet wide and fourteen feet deep, a narrow rectangle of space that felt less like a home and more like a cell. The room was painted a dull, institutional off-white that had yellowed at the corners from decades of cheap tobacco smoke and steam from the single radiator. A single metal cot with a thin, striped mattress sat against the far wall beneath a high, narrow window that looked out over the gravel-strewn roof of the garage below.

In the corner stood a small, stained porcelain sink with a rusted brass faucet that dripped with a steady, rhythmic measure, the water hitting the iron-stained drain with the sharp, hollow sound of a ticking clock. A two-burner gas stove sat adjacent, its white enamel scarred by grease fires of previous tenants, while a small, outdated refrigerator hummed with a low, vibrating rattle that shook the loose linoleum tiles whenever the compressor cycled on.

In the center of the room stood a square wooden table, scarred by cigarette burns and water rings, and a single folding metal chair. That was all. There was no dresser, no bookshelf, no closet—only a row of brass hooks screwed into the plaster behind the door.

A single bare lightbulb hung from a twisted cord in the center of the ceiling. Josiah walked to the table, set his box down, and pulled the brass chain.

The light arrived—harsh, yellow, and unillusioned. It showed the dust motes dancing in the cold air, the water stain on the plaster ceiling that wore the vague, mocking shape of a crown, and the absolute, unadorned emptiness of his new life.

He did not unpack his clothes. He sat on the folding metal chair, his hands flat on the scarred wood of the table, and listened to Calverton.

Through the floorboards, he heard the muffled, physical thud of a pneumatic wrench from the garage below, followed by the high-pitched whine of an engine being revved. Outside the window, the autumn wind was rising, driving a cold, sharp rain against the glass with the sound of gravel thrown against a wall.

—-
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The first night in the cold apartment was the longest of his life.

He lay on the metal cot, his coat thrown over him as a blanket, his head resting on the folded flannel shirt that housed Imani’s photograph. The radiator in the corner clanked and hissed, a violent, metallic struggle that produced a great deal of noise and almost no heat. The cold seemed to seep directly through the brick walls, settling into his joints and the sutures at his temple with a dull, persistent ache.

He did not sleep.

When he closed his eyes, the dark was not empty; it was full of Mercer Avenue. He heard the metallic *pop* of the kitchen door. He felt the heavy, physical impact of the blow to his temple. He heard Tamara’s sharp, terrified voice: *We don't have any files here. Please.*

And then the silence. The two quiet, muffled shots. The sound of his daughter’s body sliding against the drywall.

Josiah sat up on the cot. His breathing was fast, his chest tight, his hands shaking in the cold room. He stood, his boots loud on the linoleum, walked to the table, and pulled the light chain.

He opened the cardboard box. He took out the flannel shirt, unwrapped it, and set the wooden frame flat on the table.

He looked at Imani’s face.

The photograph had been taken in September, just six weeks before her death. She had been so proud of that Calverton Stars basketball jersey—she had slept in it for three nights after she received it, refusing to let her mother wash it because she wanted the "team smell" to stay on the fabric. In the photograph, her dark eyes were bright, full of a fierce, intelligent joy that had not yet learned to expect anything other than goodness from the world.

"Imani," he said.

The word was a dry, thin rasp in the quiet room. It did not sound like his own voice; it sounded like the voice of a stranger, a ghost speaking from a dry well.

He waited for an answer. He waited for some residue of her presence to fill the cold corners of the flat—some warmth, some memory of her laughter, some spiritual assurance that she existed somewhere beyond the frame, safe and unbroken.

Nothing arrived.

The window rattled in the wind. The refrigerator clicked and began its vibrating hum. The tap in the sink dripped—*clink, clink, clink*—against the stained porcelain.

Josiah reached into the box and took out his Bible. He opened it to the book of Job, his fingers finding the nineteenth chapter where he had written a small pencil note in the margin seven years ago during a series of sermons on suffering.

He had written: *The glory we lose is never ours to keep. It is lent by the Lord, and returned to Him in His timing.*

He read the margin note twice in the yellow glare of the bulb. The handwriting was neat, precise, the script of a man who believed his own explanations, who found comfort in the symmetrical logic of his own theology.

Josiah reached into his pocket, took out his small pocketknife, and opened the blade. With a slow, deliberate



[image: ]
















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SATTER)

v & e 2
5 ~ WHEN FAITH DIES; : 3
JUSTICE BECOMES =

THE ONLY ALTAR 3

LEFT STANDING.

TERRANCE.-JL OTIS

\\@ IN STA'INED





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





