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Prison 5, New York City

A few years in the future
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Today, he would die. 

Tony Dorence shoved from the concrete floor and stumbled the three steps to the metal door. The door he’d never walk out again. 

Yeah, he’d die today, but he’d also see his Savior. He’d praise the One Who’d given him freedom no man could take away, freedom no government prison could deny. 

Give me strength to make it through today, to honor You. 

His legs shook, and he planted both hands on the door.

Ten months in this place. Ten months of pain, hunger, fear, doubts, and memories of what he’d left behind.

Protect Merri. Comfort her. His chest tightened. She’d never know he’d died. She’d keep hoping he’d come back, keep watching for him, keep praying for him like the great sister she was.

“You’re not afraid?” The strained voice echoed behind him. Scott, his cellmate. The man who’d been brought in five months ago for an assassination attempt on a government official. 

Tony turned and staggered to his corner of the cell.

Enough light filtered around the edges of the door to reveal Scott’s shadowy form.

Tony pulled his legs to his chest, and pain cut through his ribs. He should’ve gotten used to it, should’ve learned to move with more care. Not that it mattered now.

“Well?”

He blinked in the dim light. “I guess it doesn’t seem real. That or I’m too tired to be afraid.”

Scott’s shaky inhale rasped through the cell. “Wish I could say the same.”

“I’ll be afraid when they come in here, man. I’ve never died before.” He forced a pathetic excuse for a laugh. “Don’t know what it’s like.” But if the government had anything to do with it, it couldn’t be good.

Fabric scratched concrete as Scott shifted. “I’m scared. Real scared.”

He’d been there a thousand times. The cold waves rising and rising, threatening to pull him under. The current way too strong for him to fight. But those waves, that current, was no match for his Savior. 

“He’s with you.” Five months ago, Scott would’ve cussed him out, would’ve punched him in the face for talking about God. But God had changed him, had taken the six-foot-three, tattooed attempted assassin and given him new life.

Jesus, help me. Help him.​

He inched across the gritty concrete and rested his hand on Scott’s shaking, bony shoulder. “We’ve gotta pray.” The only thing they could do.

Panicked shouts echoed somewhere beyond the door, and chills ran up his spine. “Jesus, help us.” His dry throat clogged. “Give us strength for each minute, each second. You’re going to get us through this. Give us peace, Lord.”

Another scream ricocheted off the door. “Help the others in this place. Let them believe on You. Let them be saved.” To die without knowing God’s forgiveness ... “Help us. We’re weak, so weak. But You’re mighty. You’re infinitely powerful. Thank You for eternal life. Thank You for loving us. In Your Name. Amen.”

“Help me, Jesus. Please help me.” Scott’s voice came low. 

Tony squeezed his shoulder and leaned against the wall. A knife stabbed his ribs, and he hissed out a breath. 

“They’ll be here soon.”

“Yeah.” All that yelling hadn’t been far away. His pulse spiked. No, he couldn’t panic.

A tremor ran through Scott’s shoulder. “How about some of those verses you’ve got memorized? Have any that’d fit something like this?”

If his brain weren’t full of fog and holes. He closed his eyes. He needed his Bible. He’d needed it for months. Help me. 

Verses. Those precious Words that’d been his lifeline in this place. “This one’s from Romans. I should know the reference. Mom would get on me about forgetting it ...”

Mom, Dad, and Merri. 

His throat constricted. He wouldn’t see them again on earth.

“I don’t have a Bible with me, so I won’t need the reference.” 

He cleared his throat. “Yeah, you’re right.” What had he been about to say? Romans? Oh, yeah—”

A scream rattled the door and slammed him in the chest. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the cell’s perpetual cold. “R-Romans. ‘For I am persuaded, that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, Nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.’”

“They’re getting closer. They’re getting real close.” Scott’s voice broke.

He tightened his grip on the man’s shoulder. “They’ll never get close enough to take us from Him. Nothing can get that close.” 

Not life. Not death.

The lock on the door clicked.

Acid pushed into his throat. Help me. Lord, please help me. 

The door swung open, and light flooded the cell. Blinding light.

He squeezed his eyes shut. Not that he needed them open. The guards would be aiming guns at him and Scott.

“Down on the ground. Hands behind your head.”

Time had run out.

He pushed forward. Concrete dug into his forehead and pressed against his ribs. Fighting would do no good. Not that he had any strength left.

Shoes rasped against concrete. 

Hands gripped his wrists. Jerked them behind his back. Slapped cuffs on him.

Those same hands slammed him onto his back. 

“I’ll take care of the other one first. This one doesn’t look like he’ll be any trouble. Still, watch him.” 

A foot pressed in the center of his chest and drilled pain through his ribs. 

“I’ve got him.”

He forced his eyes open, and tears streamed free. A guard loomed over him, gaze fixed on the wall. Another stood over Scott. 

A man with a short, white beard stood in the doorway, wearing the white coat of a doctor. He filled a syringe from a little bottle.

A doctor. A man who was supposed to heal. Yet this guy murdered, destroyed lives created in the image of God.

Nausea churned in his stomach. Lord, help Scott. Please. Help him.

The doctor strode into the cell and stopped beside Scott.

“Keep talking, Tony. You never ran out of verses that ... that quick.”

His throat clogged. What did he say? He didn’t have much time. “‘​The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.’” Help him. I know You’re with him. I know You’ll never leave him. 

The doctor knelt beside Scott. 

Helpless. That’s what he was. Helpless to do anything for his friend, for his brother in Christ. But Scott had a far greater Help.

“‘He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters.’”

“Shut up.” The guard pressed his foot harder against Tony’s chest. 

Black framed his vision. Air. He needed air.

“Let him recite his religious nonsense. I can’t take any more thrashing around.” The doctor held the syringe up and pressed the air from it. “Hold still. This’ll be over in a matter of seconds.”

Shaking tore through him. “‘He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake.’” He had no more than a whisper. 

The doctor plunged the needle into Scott’s neck.

No ... How could he not be able to do something? “‘​Yea, though I walk through ... the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art ... with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.’” Lord, help him. Help him. 

Seconds inched by, and Scott went limp.

Heat claimed his eyes, and tears streamed down his temples. They’d killed him. They thought they’d won. But they hadn’t. They hadn’t.

The doctor pressed two fingers to Scott’s neck, then rose. He drew a packaged syringe and needle from his pocket and prepared it. “Can’t stand a dull needle.” He filled the syringe from the little bottle and cursed. “Not much solution left.”

What would a smaller amount of the stuff do to him? Let him linger for minutes, hours?

The guard with his foot on Tony’s chest glanced toward the doctor and frowned. “Is it enough?”

“I’ve killed a man his size with a fourth of this amount. But we’ll have to do the others the day after tomorrow when the new shipment comes in.” He aimed the syringe at the ceiling and forced out air and a little of the drug. The drop plummeted toward the concrete floor.

This was it. Lord, help me. Please, please help me. 

His heart thrashed against the guard’s foot.

The doctor knelt beside him, face expressionless. “I don’t think your poem helped your friend. He’s dead.”

No. He blinked against the tears. “He’s ... alive.”

The doctor planted two fingers on Tony’s chin and tilted his head to the side.

Death. Yet he’d soon see Jesus 

The cold concrete dug into his shoulder blades, and pain stabbed through his ribs. 

He wasn’t worthy. Wasn’t worthy of eternal life. He’d done too much wrong. Failed God too many times. Sinned when he should’ve glorified God. 

The needle pricked his neck, followed by a rush of heat. 

Jesus. Help me. 

Jesus. The One Who’d died in his place. The One Who’s blood had washed away his sins.

The only One Who was worthy.

Heaviness spread through him. 

The room ... the doctor ... the guards ... blurred, then grayed. 

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me ...”

Jesus. His Savior. The One Who’d never leave him, never let him go.

And black took the place of gray.
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Rowan, New York
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Monday. Another day in an endless sea of days.

Merri Dorence stacked the breakfast dishes in the sink and grabbed the dry sponge.

Matilda’s house slippers rasped against the linoleum floor. “I told you I’d do that for you, honey. Wes and I didn’t move in here so you could wait on us.”

No, they’d moved in with her eight months ago to keep her from losing the house because she was on the government’s do-not-hire list.

She dropped the sponge into the sink and turned, a smile pasted to her lips. “It’s okay. I’ve got it.”

The lines on Matilda’s worn face deepened. “It’s best to keep busy, isn’t it?”

That’s what people always said. Too bad the kind of busy she had didn’t keep the thoughts at bay. “I guess.” She forced the smile a little wider. “Wes is reading his Bible on the porch. It’s a really nice day. Almost kind of warm.” 

Matilda laughed, the light sound filling the kitchen. “I see what you’re doing. Trying to keep me from staring over your shoulder.”

Merri let herself laugh along with her. “I’m afraid you’re going to push me aside and wash them yourself.” 

Matilda patted her arm. “Excuses. Excuses. But I don’t need an excuse to go sit in the nice weather with my Wes.”

The floor creaked as she walked away.

Merri turned to the sink. The Smythes had been married for close to sixty years, and they still loved each other, still enjoyed being in each other’s company.

They had something she’d never have. 

Ah, jealousy wasn’t a good thing. Better she’d found out who Drew really was before she’d married him.

She turned on the faucet with more force than necessary, wet the sponge, and squirted a good amount of soap on it. 

The front door squealed open, and low voices filtered from the living room.

Matilda’s and ... Brent’s? What was he doing here on a Monday?

Matilda’s footsteps again scuffed behind her. “Brent’s here. He’s wanting to talk to you.”

She dropped the sponge into the sink, rinsed her hands, toweled them dry, then eased around. “Why?”

Matilda shrugged her fragile shoulders. “All he said was that he wanted to talk to you.” 

Why to her? Why not to Wes or Matilda?

Scrambled eggs and toast twisted in her stomach.

Matilda offered her a smile probably meant to be comforting. “I left him sitting on the couch. I’ll keep Wes company outside while you all talk.”

“You don’t need to do that.” No, she needed Matilda with her to keep the conversation going. 

Matilda smoothed a hand down her light blue cardigan. “He asked to speak to you alone.”

That didn’t do anything good for her breakfast. “Did he say something about Tony? Does—does he have news?”

Matilda took her arm and guided her toward the living room. “He didn’t say. Just go in there and talk to him. I’ll be outside. And I’ll be praying.”

She needed those prayers. How she needed them. 

She slipped into the living room. Matilda shuffled out the front door and closed it behind her.

Brent sat on the couch, hands clenching his knees, dark brown hair disheveled. He pushed to his feet, tried for a smile, and failed. “Merri.”

“Hi.” Of all the lame ways to greet him. She edged farther into the living room. “You wanted ... wanted to see me?” 

He nodded and shoved his hands in the pockets of his ratty jeans. “There’s no easy way to say this.”

She was going to throw up. That or grab Wes’s concordance from the coffee table and hurl it across the room. “Then just say it.” Nothing about the last ten months had been easy. And nothing about the next ten months would be either. Or the ones after that. 

He pressed his lips together. “I’ve got a friend who used to be in the military. You know, he’s still got connections. Well, he called me last night and told me the government has ordered that everybody in the government prisons is to ... is to be ... executed.”

No. Not Tony. No. Lord, please don’t let that happen. Please no. 

He rounded the coffee table and gripped her arm. “You might want to sit down.”

“Is he ...? When ...?” Shaking swept over her.

He led her to the couch and tugged her down beside him. “C’mon. Breathe. You’ve got to breathe.” He settled his hand on her back and rubbed spastic circles.

She hauled in a breath. “Please answer me.”

He kept rubbing. “I don’t know what prisons they’ve done. All I know is my friend said they started late last week. That they’ll announce the whole thing when they’re done.”

He could be dead. He could’ve been dead for days.

She bent over, hands braced against her knees, eyes on fire. “Why? Why are—are they doing this?”

He pulled his hand from her back. “I don’t know. My friend didn’t know either. He was thinking maybe because the economy’s so bad. It takes a ton of money to keep all those prisoners. Or ... or maybe it’s some kind of message. You know most of the people in there are basically political prisoners. Maybe it’s a message to people who’d try to stand against the government. But I don’t know. Maybe they’re emptying out the prisons so they can refill them.”

“He could be dead. He could be dead right now.” Tears escaped and dropped onto her jeans.

He gripped her shoulder. “If he is, he’s in heaven. But either way, God’s with him.”

She swiped the back of her hand across her eyes and shoved to her feet. She couldn’t fall apart in front of Brent. “I’ve—I’ve got ... got things to do.” She couldn’t thank him for coming, couldn’t do anything but hurry from the room. 

But even then, she couldn’t escape Brent’s words and the truth behind them.

**
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Darkness. Deep, deep darkness.

His pulse pounded in his ears, at the base of his throat. Agony clawed through his head.

A cold breeze brushed his face, carrying with it the scents of damp earth and decomposing leaves. Just like the woods back home. 

But no, this was prison. He’d never get home. 

The throbbing in his head synced with his racing heart. 

The breeze came again, this time a little harder. 

He dragged his eyes open. Gray light. Like that of dawn or dusk. Pain stabbed into his skull, and nausea twisted his gut.

He squinted. Dark, swaying shapes loomed over him. Trees moving in the breeze? What?

Bile surged into his throat, and saliva filled his mouth. 

He rolled onto his side, jammed onto one elbow, and threw up. Again and again.

Pain curled around his ribs, crushed his head. Acid burned his tongue and throat. Shaking grabbed him, wouldn’t let go.

The gray faded to black. The ground fell away. Fell into nothing but darkness.

Then the breeze again. Faint warmth on his face. 

When was the last time he’d been warm?

The agony returned to his head, and he forced his eyes open. 

Light. Blinding light. 

He slammed his eyes shut. Yet it hadn’t been fluorescent light. No, it’d been warmer, brighter. Almost like sunlight.

Please. Lord, please.

His eyes. He had to open them. But if he did, he’d open them to delusion. He’d be staring up at that shadowy concrete ceiling. He’d be lying on that cold floor. He’d be waiting for the guards to drag him from the cell for another beating. 

Please. No.

Stinging attacked his neck, and he pressed his hand to it.

His neck. A prick of pain. Heaviness. Gray. Black. Nothing.

His pulse spiked.

The guard’s foot bearing down on his chest. The doctor in the white coat with his syringe. The rasp of his own whisper filling the cell. Those ancient Words echoing around him.

He should be dead. Yet he wasn’t. 

His stomach pitched, and saliva spilled into his mouth. 

He pushed onto one arm and retched.

A vise tightened around his skull, and he slumped against the ground. Against cold dampness that gave a little beneath his weight. He wasn’t in his cell, but where was he?

The cell. The door swinging open and letting in a rush of light. The doctor beside Scott, injecting poison into his neck. 

Scott.

Dead. 

Cold swept over him, and a moan rasped over his raw throat. Bit by bit, he rolled onto his side, dragged his knees to his chest. 

Dead as he should be. 

But he wasn’t. 

Then where was he?

He opened his eyes a sliver. 

Tree trunks, some thick, some thin. Bushes just beginning to bud out. The damp, crushed leaves of last year on the ground.

He picked up one of those leaves, turned it over. Burning claimed his eyes. Somehow, he was free.

Free when so many others were dead. Scott. Those nameless, faceless people who’d screamed.

Tremors ran through him, but he pushed onto one elbow. Pain hammered his temples, and he dragged in breath after quick breath. 

He could get up. He could find his way home. 

Home. Merri. 

Thank You. 

He needed to stand up, needed to walk, to run. Before agents found him and dragged him back to that prison. 

He dug his fingers into the damp ground. Would they find him? They had to think he was dead, or they wouldn’t have left him here alone. Here where he could get up and walk away.

If he could walk. If he could even manage to stand.

No. He had to. 

He pushed upright. 

The tree trunks merged into a swirling, brown mass, and his stomach jolted. If only he could lie down, close his eyes, let the weakness carry him away.

No. He planted both hands on the ground, and his head pulsed in time with his heart. 

What kind of drug had that guy given him?

The syringe ... The prick in his neck ...

Trembling hit. Hard.

No, he wouldn’t go there.

He had to stand up. Had to walk away from this place. Had to get home. 

In and out, he breathed. With each breath, the swirling faded. When the tree trunks stilled, he pushed to his knees and braced his hand against one of those trunks.

Steadiness. 

He shoved to his feet and slumped against the tree. Shaking commanded his knees.

Cold wind sliced through the thin gray cotton of his prison uniform, and black splotches swirled through the trees. 

Where was he? Why had they left him here? Where were the others?

The others. Had some of them survived too? 

He shoved away from the tree and staggered forward. Burning claimed his calves and thighs, his lungs. Cold dirt and sticks pressed against his bare feet. 

After four steps, he came to a stumbling halt at the edge of a clearing. A clearing dominated by a hole and a huge pile of dirt. Piles of gray-clad bodies lay at the edge of the hole.

His knees gave out. Black conquered his vision. 

“No ... No ...”

He shoved to his feet in the darkness, turned, and stumbled away. Brush snagged his pants. Rocks and logs grabbed his feet.

Each step wasn’t enough, could never be enough. He could never get far enough away from this place.
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Thinking would kill him. He had to act, had to keep planting one throbbing foot in front of the other, had to keep pushing air in and out of his lungs. Just as he’d done yesterday, through the cold of last night, and for hours this morning.

But for each ten steps, he had to stop and rest for twice as long. Had to wait for the black to fade, had to wait for his heart rate and breathing to slow. 

Traffic hummed on the two-lane road to his left. The country road that led to Rowan. A hundred miles, the sign had read when he’d crossed the strip of asphalt maybe an hour ago. A hundred miles that might as well be a thousand.

He collapsed to his knees beside a murky stream and trailed his fingers through the cold water. Yeah, foam gathered around a cluster of rocks on the opposite side, but that couldn’t be any worse than the poison that loser had injected into him. 

Concrete walls. Echoing screams.

He plunged his hand into the water and scooped a handful to his lips. Some cross between chemical, metal, and mud slid down his throat. Yet it was water. He drank another couple of handfuls, just as he’d done whenever he’d come across a creek.

Either that or the drug was responsible for the twisting in his stomach. 

He pushed to his feet. A hundred miles. He had to make it. Help me. 

He stepped into the creek, and ice closed around his feet. Dizziness swept over him, and his knees gave way. Water soaked his legs. The current tugged at his arms. 

His chest burned. Air. He needed air. 

He shoved upward and stumbled to the bank. A breeze knifed through his wet clothes.

After surviving ten months in prison, after living through an injection that should’ve killed him, he’d die from exposure. Help me. 

An engine roared on the road. 

He jerked his shirt with Prison 5 stamped on the front, back, and inside over his head and threw it in the creek. At least his pants didn’t have the same stamp, and they were torn and dirty enough to be unrecognizable. And if they weren’t ... that was a risk he had to take.

He had no choice. He wouldn’t make it another mile, much less a hundred. 

Cold wind stung his bare skin. He folded his arms over his stomach and staggered through the treeline. Step after step carried him to the shoulder of the road. His knees buckled and dragged him to the asphalt, and gravel tore through his pants. 

No. He had to get up. Had to wave down a passing car. Help me. 

He splayed his hands on the asphalt and struggled to his feet.

A car approached.

He stuck out his thumb, legs shaking.

The car whizzed by. 

As did the next dozen cars. Why would anyone pick up a guy who looked like a homeless drug addict?

Another four cars sped toward him, followed by a semi. The four cars passed, but the semi slowed and came to a stop, flashers on.

The passenger door swung open. “Get in.”

But his legs wavered, and black fell over him.

A muffled curse filtered from inside the cab. A door clicked open. Footsteps thudded against asphalt, and a horn blared.

“You’re making me hold up traffic.” The gruff voice rang close. Warm, rough hands gripped his arms. “Don’t make me wish I hadn’t stopped.”

The hands lifted him. Vinyl, vibrating in time with the engine, pressed against his back, and a door slammed.

A few seconds later, another door thudded shut. The truck rumbled forward and picked up speed. Something clicked, and warm air brushed his face, his chest, his arms. Thank You. 

The black faded to gray, the gray to a blur. He blinked the blur away.

“Where’re you headed? I ain’t going off course.”

He tilted his pounding head toward the driver. Stringy gray hair hung to the man’s shoulders, and a matching beard reached the top of his beer belly. “Rowan.” The word rasped from him.

“I can do that.” The driver glanced at him. “Don’t know what I’m thinking picking up some meth addict. Stupid kid. Looks like you’ve got a few other problems besides drugs.

Yeah, the bruises on his upper body would lead anyone to believe that. 

His throat closed, and shaking gripped him. 

A sweatshirt landed on his lap. “Put that on. You’re shivering bad.”

He pulled it on, and warmth wrapped around him. “Th-thanks. And thanks for picking me up.” His eyes burned, and he covered them with his hand.

A hand gripped his shoulder. “You going home?”

**
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Approaching night lengthened the shadows in the backyard. Merri closed the blind covering the window over the kitchen sink and leaned against the counter. 

Another night for Brent’s words to run through her mind, to morph into nightmares should she drift off to sleep. 

She gripped the edge of the counter. I need help, Jesus. I really, really need help. Help to make it through another second, another minute. 

She released the counter and sank into a chair at the table.

She should open the Bible sitting in the middle of the table and pick up where she’d left off in 1 Samuel. Then she should pray more than a plea for help. 

Yet reading tonight would be useless. 

What kind of horrible Christian was she? Would she ever be strong like Wes and Matilda? Like Amanda? Like Tony?

Tony. She clenched her teeth and breathed hard through her nose. She couldn’t lose it again. 

The hall creaked, and Wes cleared his throat.

She stood and shoved the chair to the table. 

Wes walked into the kitchen and rested his hand on the counter. “Matilda and I were about to pray. Will you join us?”

She’d really lose it then. “No, I ...” She smoothed her hands down her jeans. “I don’t think I could ...” Nothing she said came out right. She gripped the back of the chair. “I halfway feel like crying sometimes when people pray out loud anyway. I don’t want to think what kind of mess I’d turn into tonight.”

His face creased, and he wrapped his arms around her just like Gramps used to do. 

Gramps. She couldn’t go there tonight. 

She gave him a gentle squeeze and stepped back.

He slipped his hands in the pockets of his dress pants. “We’ll be praying for you. If you change your mind about joining us ...”

She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Maybe tomorrow.” 

“All right. We’ll be upstairs if you need us.”

She forced a nod, and he walked from the room. 

Maybe she should try to read. Or start a new sewing project. No, she’d mess up, and she’d be crying over a wrong seam. She had to have a little dignity. 

The steps creaked as Wes and Matilda made their way upstairs, and the grandfather clock chimed. A knock tapped on the door.

She whirled. What? No one ever came to the back door. The only people who came over were Rick and Brent, and they always used the front. 

She jerked her .380 from the holster at the small of her back, cocked the gun, and aimed it at the door. 

The knocking came again. 

Would whoever was out there try to break in and kill them?

She tightened her hands around the .380. Lord, help me. Whatever happens, help me. 

The knocking rattled the door a little harder this time.

Enough of this. “Who are you?”

“Tony.” The reply came quick, the voice faint but so familiar. 

Could it really be him? Was her mind playing some horrible trick on her? Had Brent been wrong?

Please, Lord. Please, please let it be him.

She thumbed on the .380’s safety, set the gun on the counter, and grabbed the key. With an unsteady hand, she unlocked the door, pulled it open.

He stood beyond the screen door, light hitting his face. His face ... His nose cocked to the right, and bruises darkened his skin. Scars etched around his sunken eyes, across his forehead, over his gaunt cheeks and nose, into the few days’ growth of beard on his jaw. 

But he was here. He was alive.

“Tony!” She pushed open the screen door. “Thank You, Lord! Thank You!” She threw her arms around him. His ribs pressed against her arms, and she loosened her hold. He was thin, so thin. But he was alive.

He shook against her, wrapped his arms around her. Body odor and diesel fumes washed over her.

Thank You. Thank You. He wasn’t dead. He’d survived. Somehow, he’d survived.

A sob wrenched from her, followed by a laugh. But that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he was alive.

His arms loosened around her, and he sagged against her. “Let me ... let me sit down.”

Keeping one arm around him, she pulled out a kitchen chair. “Here.”

He sank into the chair, shoulders slumped, and braced his hands on the knees of his torn, dirty pants.

She crouched before him, tears blurring him. How had he gotten free? What had they done to him? How badly was he hurt? What did she need to do to help him?

The stairs creaked.

She rested her hand on top of his. The questions could wait. All that mattered was that he was here, that God had delivered him. 

“Merri, what’s going on down here? Who’re you talking to?” Wes’s voice trailed into the kitchen.

Matilda gasped. “Tony!” She shuffled to him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “Tony, my boy, you’re home.” She stepped back but kept her hand on his shoulder.

Wes strode in, a broad grin on his face. “Praise the Lord!”

Tony lifted his head, eyes reddened, tears trailing down his face. Hard, quick breaths jerked his shoulders.

She stood enough to wrap her arms around him and held on. “I’ll help you upstairs.” He shook so hard against her. “We’ll get you cleaned up. And you can eat and drink something. Okay?” She loosened her grip on him a little bit. “You’re alive. You’re alive.” Thank You. 

**
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“Here. Sit there, and I’ll run your water.” 

He sagged onto the toilet lid, and Merri bent over the bathtub. Water drummed the porcelain tub, and he gasped in quick breaths that knifed pain through his ribs. 

Wes and Matilda hovered in the doorway, too many questions in their eyes. Questions he’d have to answer soon.

That grave ... All those bodies ... 

No. He was home. That’s what mattered. God had brought him home. 

Matilda crept forward, rested one hand on his shoulder, and stroked his head with the other. “You’ll be all right. You’ll be all right.”

Man, he must look bad. Merri’s eyes had about bugged out of her head when she’d opened the door. 

He leaned his head against Matilda and closed his eyes. Her flowery perfume engulfed him as it always did, and he stifled a cough. 

“Tilly, we’d better give him a little privacy. He looks done in.” Wes’s voice came rough.

Matilda eased away from him, and he slumped against the toilet tank. 

Merri shut off the water and again crouched before him. Tears ran down her face. “Tell me the truth. Are you hurt bad?”

“I’m—I’m okay.” He swiped the back of his hand over his face, and his head pounded in response. Chills ran through him. Would he ever be warm again? 

Her eyebrows lowered. “I’m still going to call Rick after you get cleaned up. I’d feel a lot better if he
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