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​Chapter One: The Quiet Faith
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When I am afraid, I put my trust in You. — Psalm 56:3

The alarm clock on Leah’s bedside table didn't scream; it hummed. It was a soft, polite vibration that nudged her awake at 6:30 AM, precisely as it did every Sunday morning. There was no chaos in Leah’s bedroom, no discarded clothes on the floor, and no lingering shadows of a restless night. Everything was in its place, just as Leah herself was in her place.

She sat up, the linen sheets crisp against her skin, and reached for the Bible resting on her nightstand. It was a beautiful edition—tooled leather, rose gold edges, and a silk ribbon marking the passage she had read the morning before. To any observer, this was the picture of a devoted woman of God. And Leah was devoted. She believed in the sovereignty of the Creator. She believed in the divinity of the Son. She believed in the historical reality of the resurrection. Her faith was an architectural marvel, built with the precision of a master stonemason.

But as she opened the Word, her chest tightened with a familiar, dull ache. It was the physical manifestation of a boundary she had drawn years ago. She would read, she would study, and she would obey—but she would not feel.

“Good morning, Lord,” she whispered, her voice thin in the silence of the room. “Thank You for this day. Thank You for Your many blessings. Please guide my steps and keep me in Your will. Amen.”

It was a safe prayer. It was a script—a diplomatic communiqué sent from a small, fortified country to a powerful King. There was no mention of the hollowness in her gut. There was no mention of the fact that she had woken up with a sense of dread about the coming service. She told God what she believed a "good" Christian woman should say, operating under the silent, desperate hope that if she followed the protocol, she would be spared further breakage. She believed He was there; she just didn’t believe He was on her side anymore.



The drive to Grace Community Chapel took exactly twelve minutes. Leah spent them in silence. She had stopped listening to worship music in the car months ago. The lyrics were too invasive, always demanding things like surrender and reckless love. Those words felt like jagged glass in her throat. Instead, she watched the suburban landscape roll by, focusing on the rhythmic click of her turn signal.

She pulled into the parking lot at 8:50 AM for the 9:00 AM service. She had mastered the art of the "Middle Arrival." If she arrived too early, she would be forced into long conversations with the greeters. If she arrived too late, she would have to sit in the front where people might notice her face during the sermon.

Leah stepped out of her car, smoothing the skirt of her navy-blue dress. She took a deep breath, adjusted her "church face"—a gentle, neutral expression that signaled kindness without inviting intimacy—and walked toward the heavy oak doors.

"Good morning, Leah! Wonderful to see you," a deacon named Greg said, holding the door open. He was a kind man, the sort who remembered everyone’s name and followed up on prayer requests.

"Good morning, Greg. It’s a beautiful day, isn't it?" Leah replied. Her voice was pleasant, practiced.

"It truly is. How have you been? We missed you at the fellowship dinner last Thursday."

Leah’s internal alarm went off. Probing question. Initiate exit.

"Oh, it’s just been a busy season at the office," she lied smoothly, her smile never reaching her eyes. "You know how it is. But I’m so glad to be here today. Have a wonderful service!"

Before Greg could ask what, exactly, was making her so busy in mid-October, Leah was already moving past him into the sanctuary. She headed straight for the third row from the back, on the far-left aisle. It was her tactical position. It allowed her to see the entire room but kept her near a quick exit.

She sat down and opened her bulletin, studying the order of service as if it were a legal contract. She ignored the buzzing energy of the families around her. She saw Mrs. Higgins, a widow who had known Leah since she was a child, making her way down the aisle. Leah immediately ducked her head, pretending to be deeply immersed in the sermon notes.

Please don’t stop. Please don't stop, she pleaded silently.

Mrs. Higgins walked past. Leah exhaled, but her heart was hammering against her ribs. This was her life: a series of narrow escapes from being known.



The worship began with a triumphant hymn. Leah stood and opened her hymnal, her voice joining the chorus in a perfect, clear alto. She sang every word correctly. She knew the theology behind the verses. But as the congregation lifted their hands, Leah kept hers firmly gripped on the back of the pew in front of her.

The physical act of raising her hands felt like an exposure she couldn't afford. It looked too much like a white flag. It looked like telling God, I am open to whatever You have for me. And Leah knew better than that. In her experience, "whatever God had for her" could involve a shattering that left no pieces large enough to glue back together.

The pastor, a man named David who preached with more sincerity than Leah could sometimes handle, stood up to begin the message.

"Today," David began, leaning over the pulpit, "we are talking about the safety of the Father’s arms. We are talking about what it means to truly rest in the shadow of the Almighty."

Leah felt a familiar wall of stone rise up behind her eyes. She pulled out her pen and began to take meticulous notes.

Point 1: God is our Refuge (Psalm 91). Point 2: Trust is the bridge between our fear and His peace.

She wrote the words, but she didn't let them sink into her heart. To Leah, "refuge" sounded like a trap. A refuge was a place where you let your guard down, and if you let your guard down, you wouldn't see the blow coming until it was too late.

She looked around the room. She saw a young couple holding hands, the woman leaning her head on her husband’s shoulder as they listened. She saw an elderly man with tears streaming down his face. A flash of something that felt dangerously like envy flickered in her chest, but she extinguished it instantly.

They don't know, she thought bitterly. They haven't learned yet that the floor can drop out at any second, even when you're standing on 'holy ground.'

She shifted in her seat, her skin feeling too tight for her body. She believed God was the Creator of the universe. She believed He was holy. But she also believed He was a bystander. He was the one who watched from the balcony while the tragedy unfolded on the stage, nodding His head and calling it "sovereignty."

She couldn't hate Him—that felt too dangerous, too blasphemous. So instead, she managed Him. She treated Him like a high-voltage wire: she respected the power, she acknowledged the necessity of the light it provided, but she made sure never to touch it with her bare hands.



The moment the final "Amen" was uttered, Leah was moving.

She didn't wait for the postlude. She didn't wait to see if anyone wanted to go for coffee. She tucked her Bible into her purse, slung the strap over her shoulder, and navigated the aisle with the grace of a ghost.

"Leah! Wait up!"

The voice came from Sarah, a woman Leah had grown up with in the youth group. Sarah was bright, energetic, and persistently observant. She was the kind of friend Leah used to share everything with, back when Leah still had things to share.

Leah paused, her hand already on the door handle. She forced a smile. "Hi, Sarah. I’m so sorry, I’m in a bit of a rush."

Sarah caught up to her, slightly out of breath. "You’re always in a rush lately. I feel like I haven't talked to you in months. How are you really doing? How is your heart?"

The question was like a heat-seeking missile. How is your heart? Leah felt a momentary panic. She could feel the "real" Leah—the one who wanted to scream, the one who wanted to sit on the floor and sob until she couldn't breathe—clawing at the back of her throat. But she pushed it down. She shoved it into the dark cellar of her soul and locked the door.

"I'm doing well, Sarah. Truly. God is good," Leah said. It was the ultimate Christian conversation-stopper. You couldn't argue with "God is good."

Sarah’s eyes softened, turning into a look of pity that Leah loathed. "I know it’s been a hard few years since... well, since everything happened. I just want you to know we’re praying for you. We miss the old Leah. The one who used to lead the worship team with so much fire."

Leah’s smile sharpened into something brittle. "That was a long time ago. People change. I’ve just grown into a more... quiet season of faith. I’ll see you soon, okay?"

She didn't wait for an answer. She stepped out into the bright Sunday sun, the heat of the pavement radiating through her shoes. She walked quickly to her car, her keys jingling in her hand like a countdown.

Once inside, she locked the doors. Click.

Safe.

She sat in the driver’s seat, staring at the steering wheel. Her hands were shaking. The encounter with Sarah had pierced through the armor just enough to let the cold air in. The old Leah. She remembered her, too. That Leah used to pray with her eyes closed and her heart wide open. That Leah used to believe that if she gave everything to God, He would protect her heart from the wolves.

That Leah was dead. She had been killed by the very thing she thought would save her.



Leah spent the rest of the afternoon in her apartment, maintaining the sanctuary of her isolation. She ate a sensible lunch of salad and grilled chicken. She folded her laundry, matching the seams of her towels with obsessive care. She watered her plants—succulents, mostly, because they required very little and didn't die easily if she forgot them.

As evening approached, the "Sunday Blues" began to settle over the rooms. It was the time of day when the silence became heavy, pressing against her ears.

She sat by the window, watching the sun dip below the horizon, painting the sky in bruises of purple and gold. She picked up a journal she hadn't written in for months. She opened to a blank page, the pen hovering over the paper.

She wanted to write: I am lonely. I am terrified that if I let anyone in, they will see that I am hollow. I am angry that You let him hurt me. I am angry that You stayed silent when I begged for a sign.

Instead, she wrote: October 14th. Attended service today. Pastor David spoke on Psalm 91. A good reminder of God’s protection. Lord, help me to be a light in the world this week. Provide for those in need. Amen.

She closed the journal and set it on the coffee table.

She was performing for an audience of One, but she was convinced the Audience wasn't fooled. She knew God saw through the neat handwriting and the curated prayers. She knew He saw the fortress she had built around her soul.

The thought made her feel even less safe. If He could see the walls, then He knew exactly where the weak points were. He knew how to break her again.

She stood up and began her nightly routine. She checked the locks on the front door twice. She checked the stove. She checked the windows. It was a ritual of control, a way to convince herself that she was the master of her own security.

As she climbed into bed, she turned off the lamp and lay in the dark.

"I still believe in You," she whispered into the shadows. It was an apology and a warning all at once. "I haven't walked away. I'm still here. I’m still doing the work."

She waited, her breath held, as if expecting a voice to answer. But there was only the sound of the wind rattling the windowpane and the distant hum of the city.

Leah closed her eyes and drifted into a shallow, guarded sleep. She had faith—sturdy, orthodox, unwavering faith. But as she slept, her heart remained clenched like a fist, protecting a core that hadn't felt the warmth of trust in a very long time. She was a daughter of the King who lived like an orphan in a storm, convinced that the only roof she could rely on was the one she had built with her own two hands.

In her dreams, she was standing in the middle of a vast, glass ocean. The water was beautiful, but she knew that at any moment, the glass would shatter, and she would sink. And in the dream, as the first crack appeared beneath her feet, she didn't look up for a hand to save her. She simply braced herself for the cold.
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​Chapter Two: The Betrayal That Changed Everything
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The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit. — Psalm 34:18

The rain in Leah’s memory was never a gentle mist; it was always a torrential downpour, the kind that blurred the lines between the sky and the earth until everything felt gray and submerged. Whenever she allowed her mind to slip back five years, she was greeted by the scent of damp wool and the sterile, metallic tang of the church basement.

Before the silence took root, Leah’s life had been a symphony of noise and color. She was twenty-four, vibrant, and possessed a faith that was as loud as it was sincere. She didn't just attend Grace Community; she lived there. She was the one who stayed late to stack chairs, the one who spent her lunch breaks reading C.S. Lewis in the sanctuary, and the one whose voice rose highest during the worship sets. She believed, with a naive and beautiful certainty, that she was tucked safely under the shadow of the Almighty’s wing. She believed that because she had given her life to God, He would protect the things she cherished.

And the thing she cherished most was Marc.

Marc was not just a fiancé; he was a spiritual partner. Or so she had told herself every night for three years. He was a rising star in the regional ministry circles—a man with a gentle smile, a deep knowledge of the Greek Lexicon, and a way
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