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    To the bruised, the broken, and the guilty.
May you always find the courage to step out of the comfortable shadows and into the blinding light of the truth.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "There are two ways to be fooled. One is to believe what isn't true; the other is to refuse to believe what is true."
— Søren Kierkegaard
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Chapter 1: The Impact
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​Julian Mercer does not hear the collision. He feels it.

​It arrives not as a sound, but as a violent, tectonic rupture that tears the fabric of a perfectly ordinary Tuesday afternoon into a million jagged shreds. One second, he is coasting down the rain-slicked highway, the soft, soothing cadence of a classical cello whispering from the radio. The next, the world becomes a chaotic centrifuge of tearing steel and blinding kinetic energy.

​A heavy transport truck, a leviathan of chrome and roaring momentum, hydroplanes across the median. It strikes Julian’s sedan with the malice of a predator taking down its prey.

​The windshield erupts. It does not simply break; it explodes into a galaxy of glittering, suspended diamonds, floating in the breathless air like frozen snow. Time, which has always been Julian’s faithful and predictable servant, suddenly snaps its leash. It stretches, dilates, and begins to crawl at an agonizing, surreal pace.

​Gravity abandons him. For one impossible, weightless heartbeat, Julian is airborne inside the crushing cage of his car. The airbag detonates against his chest—a localized explosion that forces the air from his lungs in a ragged, involuntary gasp.

​Then, the terrible descent.

​The sedan rolls. Once. Twice. The horizon becomes a dizzying strobe light of grey sky, black asphalt, and violent bursts of sparks. The chassis groans like a dying beast, its metal bones snapping and twisting under the impossible pressure. Everything inside the cabin becomes a lethal projectile—his phone, his leather-bound Bible, his coffee cup—all orbiting him in this terrifying, violently spinning vortex.

​Crash.

​The car violently arrests against the thick, immovable trunk of an ancient oak tree. The sudden halt is worse than the initial strike. It sends a shockwave of pure, unadulterated agony tearing through Julian’s nervous system.

​And then, absolute silence.

​The deafening roar of the crash vanishes, replaced by a high-pitched, ringing tinnitus that echoes through his skull. The cello on the radio is gone. The engine is dead. The only sound left is the hiss of steam bleeding from the crumpled radiator and the patter of rain drumming against the twisted roof.

​Julian blinks. Warm, thick liquid traces a slow path down his temple, blinding his left eye. He tries to draw a breath, but his chest is caught in a vice of crushed metal and deployed canvas. The air tastes sharp, metallic. It tastes of copper and ozone.

​Move, his brain screams. Move your hands.

​He sends the command, but the connection is severed. His body, pinned beneath the collapsed steering column, is a stranger to him now. A cold, creeping numbness begins at his fingertips, a creeping winter inching its way up his arms. It is a terrifying, anaesthetic cold.

​He is dying. The realization does not arrive with panic, but with a chilling, clinical certainty. The hourglass has been flipped.

​Deep within his chest, his heart stammers, fighting a losing battle against the catastrophic internal damage. It thumps a slow, desperate rhythm.

​Tick.

He has nine minutes.

Tick.

Nine minutes until the brain is entirely starved of oxygen.

Tick.

​As the physical world begins to dim, the darkness at the edge of his vision pulls back like a theatre curtain. The real terror is not the crushing metal or the fading pulse. The real terror is the inescapable, blinding light of the courtroom he is being dragged into. The physical pain dulls, but a new, infinitely heavier weight settles over him—the crushing, suffocating weight of everything he never said.

​The clock starts now.
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Chapter 2: The Soft Pulpit
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​The freezing rain bleeding through the shattered roof does not stay water for long.

​In the collapsing corridors of Julian’s mind, the icy droplets shift, morphing into the warm, golden dust motes dancing through the stained-glass windows of Grace Fellowship. The jagged scent of ruptured gasoline is violently overwritten by the smell of expensive cologne, polished mahogany, and old paper.

​He is no longer trapped in the mangled corpse of his sedan. He is standing behind the pulpit.

​It is exactly six months earlier. The sanctuary is packed, a sea of a thousand expectant faces looking up at him, hungry for their weekly dose of spiritual anaesthesia. Julian grips the edges of the acrylic podium. It feels solid, dependable—a fortress protecting him from the messy, uncomfortable realities of the souls sitting just feet away.

​He leans into the microphone. His voice is velvet, practiced, and devastatingly smooth.

​"Judge not," he whispers, letting the two words echo up into the vaulted ceiling.

​He stops there. He amputates the scripture, slicing it clean off before the context can bleed into the room. He does not speak of the log and the speck. He does not speak of righteous judgment. He serves them the poison they came for, dressed in the sweet syrup of modern grace.

​"In a world so full of division," Julian croons, pacing the stage with the effortless grace of a seasoned performer, "the most radical thing we can do is simply... accept. Love is silence when others shout. Love is a closed mouth and an open heart. Who are we to point out the flaws in our neighbour’s journey?"

​The congregation murmurs in warm, comfortable agreement. The tension in the room dissolves. Julian is a master at this—he is the great pacifier, the shepherd who has trained his sheep to ignore the wolves.

​But then, his eyes lock onto the third row.

​Elias.

​Elias is not smiling. He sits rigidly at the end of the pew, his knuckles white as they grip the hymnal. The dark circles under Elias’s eyes look like bruised plums, a physical manifestation of a man drowning in his own secret ruins. Julian knows the truth. He knows about the hotel rooms. He knows about the stolen funds. He knows Elias is currently standing on the precipice of a cliff, teetering over a drop that will shatter his family, his career, and his life.

​Elias looks up. His bloodshot eyes meet Julian’s, desperate and frantic. It is the silent, pleading look of a hostage begging the negotiator to kick down the door. Tell me to stop, Elias’s eyes scream. Give me a boundary. Call it sin. Wake me up.

​Julian feels the heavy, undeniable conviction of the Spirit pressing against his ribs, heavier than the steering column currently crushing his chest in the present. Warn him, the silent voice commands. Be the watchman. Blow the trumpet.

​Julian opens his mouth. The truth is right there, burning on the back of his tongue. He could pivot. He could preach the cost of sin. He could throw Elias the lifeline of hard, saving truth.

​But Julian glances past Elias. He sees the wealthy elders in the front row. He sees the comfortable, happy crowd that pays his salary, that buys his books, that praises his "gentle spirit." He weighs the catastrophic social cost of a confrontation against the quiet, invisible cost of a soul.

​Julian smiles. It is a brilliant, blinding, cowardly smile.

​"We are all just doing our best," Julian tells the crowd, his eyes sliding away from Elias’s desperate gaze. "And God honours our journey, exactly where we are."

​From the pulpit, Julian watches it happen. He watches Elias’s shoulders physically slump. The tension leaves the man’s jaw, replaced by a hollow, tragic relief. The conviction dies. In that fraction of a second, the mutual suicide pact is signed. Julian will not judge Elias, and Elias will happily march toward hell unbothered.

​Crack.

​The memory shatters like a mirror struck by a hammer.

​Julian is violently slammed back into the crushing reality of the wrecked sedan. The golden light of the sanctuary vanishes, swallowed by the terrifying, flashing strobe of a distant lightning strike. The velvet hum of the congregation is replaced by the wet, gurgling sound of his own punctured lungs fighting for air.

​His left arm is entirely dead now, a useless appendage pinned somewhere in the dark. The cold is rising, creeping





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE FINAL
‘HMSSION

| /V//VE M//VIITES 70 ETEH/V/T Y

\859 > 5

\\%i :
“ mm\ WE REFUSE
TOSPEAK, ~

REV NICHOLAS





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





