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For Charlie Kirk

Whose light we mourn and whose courage we remember.

May your memory be a beacon to the lost, and your sacrifice a reminder that even in darkness, there exists a ROCK of refuge for the Ages.

Introduction: Storms on the Sea of Life 

Two hymns have echoed across the centuries, sung in churches, whispered in hospital wards, and cried out in tears at gravesides. Amazing Grace and Rock of Ages were written in eighteenth-century England. Both poured out of men who wrestled with sin, with faith, and with death itself. Yet the two men who gave them to the world could not have been more different.

John Newton weathered storms upon the sea and through his soul. As a sailor and slave trader, he wandered far, driven by pride and blindness, until guilt broke him and God’s grace rescued him. His journey carried him into darkness, and God's mercy pulled him back into the light.. He spoke gently, with a pastor’s voice, and his theology leaned toward hope for every soul that called out to Christ. Newton, once a blasphemer, became a shepherd of the lost; his hymn a cry of gratitude: "I once was lost, but now am found."

Augustus Montague Toplady lived storms of a different kind. His battle was not with the ocean but with ideas — sharp, unyielding, ferocious battles of doctrine. Frail in body, yet fierce in conviction, he declared God’s sovereignty with a pen like a sword. Where Newton sought harmony, Toplady sought truth at any cost. He sparred with John Wesley in pamphlets and sermons, defending Calvin’s doctrines with fire that burned even as disease consumed his lungs. His hymn was not gratitude but refuge, a plea to cling to the unmovable Rock when flesh and heart fail: Rock of Ages, cleft for me, let me hide myself in Thee.

Newton and Toplady never stood as friends. They preached the same Christ but from opposite ends of a battlefield. And yet, the songs that poured from their lives now sit side by side in hymnals, sung by the same voices, uniting believers in worship long after their bones turned to dust.

This is not the story of Newton. That tale of storms at sea and a prodigal’s return has already been told. This is the story of Augustus Toplady — a man whose life burned like a candle in the wind, extinguished too soon, yet bright enough to light the world. His days were short, his conflicts fierce, his health fragile. But his hymn still shelters millions in their own storms.

We begin not with the boy, but with the man, gasping for breath against the fury of a storm on the Mendip Hills. The rain lashes his face, the thunder cracks above him, and death waits only a misstep away. In that storm, A HYMN IS BORN.
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Chapter 1:  The Storm and the Rock
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Thunder hammers the ridge, and the ridge answers back. Rain slashes sideways across the Mendip path and needles Augustus Toplady’s eyes until he blinks grit and blood into the wash. 

He plants one boot on slick limestone, then the next, testing each step as the wind tries to wrench him into the black gulf yawning to his right. His lungs claw for air. Another cough rips through him. Heat blooms sharp in his chest; a taste of iron reaches his tongue.

“Not here,” he tells the wind. “Not yet.”

Lightning rips the sky open and floods the valley with stark white. For a heartbeat, the world stands still—ragged ledges, spiny hawthorn, a seam of dark stone rising like a spine from the hill. Then the light dies, and the rain returns with a roar that drowns every other sound. His cloak snaps like a sail on a ship. He drops to a knee, fingers scraping for purchase. Rock tears skin; warm blood slicks his palm and vanishes into cold water.

“Move, Augustus!” he orders himself. “Move!”

The path narrowed. His boot skated on algae-slick stone; he slammed a hand to the wall and steadied himself with a grunt. The next gust hits harder. Pebbles rattle over the edge, ticking down into the void. He imagines his body tumbling after them, coat flaring, arms pinwheeling, the storm swallowing him without a word. He shoves the picture away and speaks into the rain, loud and rough. “Lord Jesus, hold me fast. I grip this rock, but You grip me.”

The wind answers with a savage howl. Augustus staggers three paces and presses his back to the cliff. Water runs down the stone's scars, like veins. The hill broods over him, ancient and indifferent. He lifts his chin and squints through the sheeted gray for any mark of shelter—an overhang, a notch, a seam... anything. Lightning flashes again, and the ridge blazes white; in that flash, he sees a break in the wall ten yards ahead, a shadowed fissure no wider than a door half-ajar.

“There,” he breathes. His lips go numb as the cold gnaws through him. He tightens his belt, jerks his hood down to keep it from whipping his eyes, and lunges. The storm hits him broadside and tries to turn him. He bends himself into it, shoulders low, the way a man leans into a fight. Water pounds his ears. He coughs again. Pain drives needles through his ribs. He clamps an elbow against his side and keeps moving.

A voice rides the wind, harsh and intimate, not quite memory, not quite imagination. Give over, Toplady. Rest. Let the hill take you; your battles are long behind you. He bears his teeth and snarls at the gust. “Liar! Liar! My Captain still commands me.”

Another step. Another. He counted them like beads, jaw set, eyes narrowed. “Five more, Augustus. Four. Three.” 

A split of thunder knocked the numbers out of his mouth; stone dust shivered from the wall and stung his face. The ground dipped treacherously. His ankle turned, pain sparked hot, and he dropped hard to one hand to keep from pitching forward. The hand landed on broken flint; it bit his palm. He grips anyway, breath grating, heart hammering, time like a mallet on a church bell.

“Up,” he growls. “Up.” He forced himself upright. The fissure loomed closer, its darkness thick as a promise. He shuffled two steps more and laid his bleeding hand against the edge of the gap. Cold stone answered: solid, unmoved. Relief struck him so fiercely that it almost buckled his knees.

He wedged his shoulder into the cleft and dragged himself sideways, scraping cloth and skin. The rock narrowed like a throat and then opened just enough to swallow him to the chest. Wind tore past the opening and roared by, a river of air that can’t reach him fully now. The difference feels like a miracle. He sags against the inner wall and exhales a ragged laugh.

“Thank You,” he said, forehead to stone. “You build ramparts. You carve refuge.”

Water still found him. It threaded from the lip above and pattered down his neck beneath his collar. He shuddered and shrank deeper into the gap until the wall pressed his sternum. The space smells of wet chalk and old moss, of earth that has kept its silence for ages. His fingers probe the inner surface for a shelf. They find a ledge no wider than three fingers. He hooks his left hand into it and lets the weight of his body hang for a breath while his right hand gropes for anything better.

Another cough racks him; this one leaves red spatter on the pale stone. He wipes it with the back of his hand and speaks softly, his voice steady because he forces it to be constant. “This body fails me. You do not.”

The storm answers with a crack that shakes grit loose. Something larger than grit follows—pebble, then fist-sized stone. He flinched as the chunk clipped his shoulder and bounced into the dark behind him. The cleft narrows further there; he can’t retreat without turning sideways and twisting. He tested the move and pain flared where rock flayed his hand. Blood slicked the hold. He blew on his palm, shook it, and clamped down again.

A second voice edged in, not a wind-thing now, but memory with teeth: Wesley’s tone from a pamphlet he read in a cramped parlor by candlelight, a tone that smiled while it cut. Your doctrine hardens hearts, Mr. Toplady. It breaks the back of hope. He answers out loud, breathing a hiss. “Truth sets hope on its feet. Error flatters and lets it crawl.” The stone heard him and kept counsel.

A face swims up—his mother’s, stern and tender in one look, hands folded, prayers unending. “Keep, Augustus,” the face said, as if it still lived in the rooms of his skull. “Hold to the Rock.” His throat tightened, and for a moment, another kind of rain stung his eyes. He blinked it away and hitched his shoulder harder into the cleft.

He gauged the entrance. A tumble of weed hung above, beaten flat by the weather. If he can climb another half a body length, the rock might shield more of the opening. He tests a jag with his boot toe, then commits to it. He pulled. The jag held. He scrapes upward, his ribs grinding against the wall, his coat catching and tearing. 

The ledge under his left fingers shifts. Stone gives a whisper of sand as the edge crumbles. He slides an inch, boots scrabbling, breath exploding in a bark. He snaps his chin up, finds another purchase with the right hand, and heaves again with a groan that comes from somewhere old in him.

“Christ, sustain me.”

A harsher gust speared the opening and slapped his face. He clamped his jaw and narrowed his body, angling to make himself small. The wind passed, howling its frustration down the hill. He dragged one knee onto a slanted nub and finally settled into a perch as precarious as a sinner’s first prayer. The position stole less air. He drew a breath that didn’t tear quite so hard, then another.

“Listen,” he tells himself. He obeys. Under the thunder’s violence and the hiss of rain on stone, he hears a steadier sound, low and constant—the dull, patient grind of water somewhere inside the hill. The cleft breathes with him like a great lung. He presses his palm flat to the rock and closes his eyes for a pulse. Words rise unbidden, not lines yet, not poetry, only the bones of a plea. Cleft for me. Hide me.

His eyes open. He whispers them to the stone, as if the stone might carry them back into the Maker’s chambers. “Cleft for me. Hide me in Thee.”

The hill decides to test him again. Lightning strikes close—so close the flash sears his vision white and the crack punches his eardrums. The air smells of metal and raw ozone. A split second later, the ledge above the opening coughs loose a slab the size of a loaf. It knifes past his shoulder and shatters on the path with a report like musket fire. Splinters of stone leap and bite his cheek. Warmth slides under his ear. He sets his jaw, breathes once to steady the tremor in his hands, and speaks in the clipped cadence that steadied him as a boy. “I do not fall. I do not fall.”

Another cough tries to fold him; he refuses it and coughs on his terms, a short, brutal sound that clears his throat and leaves a ghost of pain. He peels his belt from his waist with his free hand, threads it around a horn of rock at his hip, and cinches it across his middle to hold him tight to the wall. The buckle bites bone. Good. The bite reminds him that he still occupies this narrow space between the cliff and the chasm, life and not-life.

Rain runs colder now. The first numbness gives way to a deeper cold that makes it challenging to stop fingers. He flexes them one by one, makes each answer, then rubs his hands briskly on the coarse wool of his coat. “Wake up,” he tells his body. “You and I finish this together.” The wind gusts again, eager to argue; the belt holds.

A laugh barks out of him, quick and fierce. “You chose a poor night to quarrel, hill.” He tilts his head until his mouth hovers an inch from the stone and prays into it as if into the ear of a friend. “You open wounds and You open mercy. Cleft for me. Cleft for me.”

Far below, something groans—tree trunk, maybe, or boulder—then breaks with a crash that rolls away into the distance. The sound carries his thoughts down to the valley where a small light, some farmer’s lantern, moves like a star shaken loose. A human life glows there: a wife banked over a hearth, a child drowsing, a dog thumping its tail against a wooden floor. The picture aches with warmth and safety. He takes it in and lets the ache sharpen him rather than soften him.

“Fight, Augustus,” he says. “Not only for your breath. Fight for the song trapped behind your teeth.”

The storm answers with no mercy, only more rain, and the deep, continuous moan of a living weather system shouldering its way through the world. He lowers his head and tests the idea he keeps shoving away—climb out, make a run for the lower trail, trust his feet and the next flash of lightning. The idea smells like pride and foolishness. He shakes it off. “Wait. Survive. Let God carve the next step.”

Time stretches. He keeps a count to anchor himself, marking each breath to fifty, then starting again. At twenty-six of the third count, the wall beneath his right palm trembles. Not imagination. Not fatigue. A tremor runs through the stone like a growl building in a beast’s chest. He looks up in a swift jerk and spots a dark fracture line zigzagging across the lip above the opening. Water has been working there longer than his entire life. It chooses this moment to finish its secret labor.

“Move.” The word shoots through him like a spark. He rips the belt free, yanks his weight to the left, and stabs for a higher hold. The fracture gives a soft laugh, and the lip peels away. The rock comes down in a slanted slab that will not miss him by inches; it will strike him and carry him out into the rain.

“Into Thy hands,” he gasps, and drives his fingers into a crack he hasn’t tested, a mean little seam barely big enough for the last joints of three fingers. They wedge. He hurls his whole weight into that grip and sweeps his legs hard across the interior wall, hips twisting, boots scraping for a hold that doesn’t exist yet. The slab scythes past his ribcage close enough to lift his coat and slam the breath out of him with a cold slap. It explodes on the path and leaves a brief pocket of silence in its wake.

He hung there, every muscle clamped, three fingers burning, ribs screaming, rain pattering on the stone around him like applause for a fool. His feet slip again. He can’t hold this angle long. The seam cuts into his flesh. Blood slicks the crack; the grip starts to slide.

He bears his teeth at the dark and shouts—not a sermon line, not a careful doctrine, only the raw core that built the man. “Rock of Ages, cleft for me—hold!”

His fingers slide a hair’s width. The seam bites deeper. Something in his shoulder gives a hot, bright snap.

The stone sliced his palm as he clung, but he refused to let go. Blood slicked his grip, and rain worked against him, yet his voice rose into the howl of the storm. “You will not have me. Not tonight.” The words were ripped from his throat, half prayer, half defiance. The storm roared back, and for a moment, he felt absurd, a frail man shouting at wind and thunder. Yet something in the cry gave him strength. His jaw clenched, his shoulders shook, but his will fastened harder to the rock.

A violent cough bent him double, the taste of iron flooding his mouth. He spat, scarlet drops mingling with the rain at his feet. Death stalked in that taste, in the wet rattle of his chest, but he shoved the thought aside. Not here. Not yet. Not on a hillside like a stray dog left for vultures. He bared his teeth to the night, his eyes stinging with rain and unshed tears. “You will take me when He commands it, and not a breath sooner.”

Lightning tore through the black sky again, etching the fissure in stark silver. In that instant, he saw a handhold, two feet higher, jagged and sharp but solid. He blinked against the afterimage, fear gnawing. Could he reach it? His body trembled from fatigue, his shoulder screamed from the earlier wrench, and still the void beckoned behind him with merciless patience. A memory, unbidden, came to him—the sound of his mother’s voice when he was a boy, frail and feverish, wrapped in quilts that smelled of woodsmoke. She had sat beside his bed, smoothing his damp hair back, whispering Scripture. “The eternal God is thy refuge, and underneath are the everlasting arms.”

“Arms,” he whispered now, voice cracking. “Yes, everlasting.” The memory steadied him. His mother had prayed for him before he could speak, guided him before he could walk. Would she pray for him still if she knew her son clung between life and death on a storm-ravaged hill? He drew a breath that tore his lungs raw, then forced his body upward. His bleeding fingers slid, caught again, and with a grunt that became a cry, he reached the jagged stone above. His hand locked tight. Pain exploded in his shoulder, but he hung on.

The fissure widened, swallowing his body deeper into its dark throat. The wind screamed at the opening, furious at losing him. Water still slashed his face, but less now, as though the cleft itself sheltered him. He pressed his back to the cold stone, chest heaving, head sagging forward. The storm battered, but he was alive. For a moment, he allowed himself to sag, every limb quivering. “Safe... safe in Thee,” he muttered, voice trembling.

Then the mocking voice of memory came again, as sharp as if Wesley himself stood outside the fissure, cloaked in lightning. Your doctrine hardens hearts, Mr. Toplady. It strangles hope. Grace for all, sir, not just for the chosen few. Augustus slammed his fist into the rock, the pain grounding him, steadying his fury. “Better a hard truth than a sweet lie!” he roared into the storm. The thunder answered with a crack like a cannon. He laughed through his panting, though the sound bordered on madness. “Even the heavens know it!”

His laughter dissolved into another coughing fit. He doubled over, his hand pressed to his ribs as blood flecked his lips. For a heartbeat, fear coiled tight within him—not fear of the storm, but of the slow wasting that already hollowed his chest. He could fight a tempest, but could he fight the unseen hand crushing his lungs day by day? He leaned his forehead to the stone, whispering through clenched teeth, “If You mean to end me, end me quick. Do not let me waste away.”

The cleft gave no answer but the drip of water, steady, patient, indifferent. Yet in that rhythm, he heard a strange echo—like the toll of a distant church bell. It pulled his mind back to a sermon he once preached, his voice still strong, the pews filled, faces lifted in rapt attention. He had spoken of refuge, of a Rock higher than man, of shelter for the weary. Did I believe it then as I do now? The thought burned. His own words mocked him, tested him. He pressed a hand flat to the wall, fingers trembling, whispering, “Yes, yes, I believed, and I believe still. Rock of Ages, cleft for me. Hide me. Hide me now.”

He shifted his body deeper into the fissure, scraping his skin and clothing against the unforgiving stone. His belt caught and tore, his coat ripped, but he forced himself further until the wind’s claws barely touched him. At last, he collapsed onto a narrow ledge, chest pressed to the wall, legs trembling. He dared a breath, then another, each ragged but less frantic. The fissure held him. The storm raged, but he had a fortress.

And still, the night would not leave him alone. A child’s laughter drifted through his memory—thin, high, echoing. He stiffened, blinking against the rain. A village boy, once, at a sermon, tugging his mother’s hand and whispering, “Why does he shout so, Mamma? Why is he so angry?” The boy’s innocent words had stung him then, and they stung now. Was he angry? Was he nothing but thunder, never rain? His throat ached with the question. He clenched his hands into fists and whispered, “Better to shout truth than to whisper lies.” Yet doubt gnawed. Had he loved enough? Had he lived only to fight?

The thunder rolled on, unconcerned with his turmoil. His hands shook from exhaustion, his body shuddered with cold, but his mind remained ablaze with determination. He turned his face into the stone, whispered again the words that had pressed themselves into his soul like brands: Cleft for me. Hide me. They were no longer pleas but declarations -—no longer questioned but vowed. Rain streaked down his torn cheek, mingling with tears he no longer tried to hide. He was not beaten, not yet. The Rock held.

A shuddering gust punched into the fissure, rattling the loose stones at his feet. He braced himself against the wall, every muscle tight. The cleft held, but the storm would not relent. It clawed at him like a beast denied its prey, determined to tear him free again. He pressed harder into the wall, cheek against the slick stone, whispering like a man trying to steady a frightened child. “Steady, Augustus. Steady. The Rock will not betray you.”

The words struck him strangely. The Rock will not betray you. And yet hadn’t every earthly rock betrayed him before? His father had died before Augustus knew his face, a soldier’s bones left to rest far from home. His health had betrayed him, fevers wracking him as a boy until his body seemed an enemy rather than a friend. Even his church brethren had turned cold eyes on him, whispers dogging his sermons, pamphlets mocking his name. Only his mother had remained steadfast, her voice strong even when he was weak. She had told him again and again, “Men may fail you, but God will not.” He pressed the words into his heart as the storm pressed its fury into the hill.

A jagged memory came, as sudden and violent as the lightning overhead.

*****
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Augustus was sixteen again, standing in a barn in Ireland. Rain drummed against the roof while a ragged preacher lifted his voice above the storm. Augustus, a restless boy with too many questions, had listened with something like defiance in his eyes. But the man’s words had pierced him, straight and unerring. Christ died for sinners... even for you, boy. He had trembled then, his young heart cracking open, conviction rushing in like floodwater. That night, he had stumbled from the barn with his soul aflame, whispering, “Mine. My Savior. Mine.”

A thunderclap brought him back to the present, nearly shaking him loose from his perch. He gasped, clutching tighter at the jagged stone. “Still mine,” he panted. “Still my Savior, even here.” The storm roared, but he shouted into it, his voice raw and defiant. “You cannot drown what He has claimed!”

Another cough seized him, doubling him over. He slammed his fist against the wall, furious at the weakness, at the betrayal of his body. Pain split his ribs, but he forced air into his lungs and croaked into the darkness, “I am more than this shell. You may rot, body, but my soul clings to the Rock.” His breath came ragged, but a fire burned behind his words.

For a moment, the storm faltered. Not gone, not eased, but shifted. The rain fell in sheets, yes, but less savage, as if the heavens themselves had paused to listen. The silence pressed on his ears, thick and heavy. His pulse pounded in that hush, a frantic drumbeat. The world seemed to wait.

Then the wind returned, harder than before, and with it came another voice—his enemy’s, sharpened by years of pamphlet wars. John Wesley’s tones, calm, controlled, dripping with certainty: “Mr. Toplady, your doctrine is a gospel for the few, not for all. You put limits on mercy, chains on grace. Do you not hear the chains clinking even in your own words?”

Augustus slammed his palm against the stone and shouted back, though no one but God could hear. “Better chains of truth than wings of lies! I preach what the Word declares, not what men would soften!”

His own words echoed inside the fissure, rolling back at him like the voices of an unseen congregation. He pressed his bleeding hand to the wall, breathing hard, imagining the echo as heavenly assent. “Yes. Amen. Rock of Ages, stand with me.”

The next gust tore through, bringing with it a spray of cold rain and something heavier—a dislodged stone tumbling from above. It crashed against the ledge near his boots and shattered, shards slicing his calf. He cried out, pain flaring sharply. Blood mingled with rain, trickling hot down his leg. He pressed back, groaning, then laughed a hoarse, broken laugh. “Strike me, storm. Bleed me if you must. You cannot unmake the song that beats in me.”

His voice cracked again into silence. A deep weariness swept through him, so sudden he nearly surrendered to it. His head sagged forward, his body trembling, the cleft pressing cold against his fevered skin. He closed his eyes. For a moment, he drifted, and the storm’s roar faded into something else—organ pipes swelling, a congregation rising to its feet, the chorus of a hymn lifting heavenward. He saw himself at the pulpit, young, strong, his voice clear, his words sharp. Faces turned upward, some alight with conviction, some clouded with doubt. He had thundered against error then, but the hymn that followed was softer, a plea rising from the people themselves: “Rock of Ages, cleft for me...”

The vision blurred, but the sound of the hymn lingered. He forced his eyes open, blinking against the rain. Was it memory, or prophecy, or something in between? His heart swelled, even as his body shook. He pressed his torn hand to his chest and whispered fiercely, “Yes. They will sing it. Long after I am gone, they will sing it.”

The storm answered with another flash, another crack, as if sealing the vow. He clung tighter, bloodied and broken, but unyielding. His lips trembled, shaping the words again, not as prayer this time but as promise: “Cleft for me. Cleft for me.”

The cleft shuddered as the gale slammed into it again, the sound like a war drum pounded by unseen giants. Augustus braced himself tighter between the walls, his boots wedged on uneven ledges, his bleeding hands gripping jagged stone. His shoulder ached like fire, his chest rattled with every breath, but he would not surrender. Lightning flared outside, blinding white, and for an instant, he saw the hillside alive with torrents of water, racing like silver serpents down into the abyss. The light died and darkness rushed back, thick, suffocating, absolute.

His pulse thudded in his ears, louder than the storm. He pressed his forehead against the rock, whispering into the stone as if into a confessor’s ear. “If this is the end, let me meet it here, holding fast. Let me not die in fear.” The words shook, torn between courage and desperation. He half-expected the fissure to echo them back in mocking tones, but instead the rock seemed to absorb his whisper and hold it, as though the hill itself carried his prayer upward.

Then came another memory, sharp and unwelcome. Toplady was in a crowded London chapel years ago, the air hot with bodies, candles guttering against drafts. He had thundered against sin, his words sharp as blades. Yet afterward, a young man approached him, eyes wide and wounded. “You make it sound as though grace is not for me. Am I not included, sir?” The question had pierced Augustus like an arrow. He had answered sternly, unwilling to soften his convictions, but the boy’s face had haunted him long after. Now, clinging to a storm-torn cliff, the memory returned with cruel force.

He gritted his teeth, snarling at the phantom. “Grace is not mine to widen or narrow! It is His, not mine. Do you hear? His!” He slammed his fist against the wall, the blow jarring up his arm, but the storm drowned his shout. Or had it? The thunder rolled immediately after, as if the heavens themselves answered back, and for one fleeting heartbeat, Augustus felt less alone.

The next gust nearly ripped him from his perch. Pebbles showered from above, stinging his face, and one sharp fragment tore a line across his cheek. He hissed through his teeth, tasting fresh blood in the rain. The storm’s fury was merciless, and his strength was nearly gone. His arms shook with fatigue, his body chilled to the bone. His head sagged forward, and for a terrible instant, he considered letting go. The thought was not a scream but a whisper: Fall. End it. No more pain. No more battles.

His breath hitched. He closed his eyes, saw the void yawning beneath him, peaceful in its finality. But then another memory broke through—the barn in Ireland, the preacher’s voice fierce over the patter of rain. “Christ died for sinners, boy—even you!” He had clung to that sentence like a drowning man to driftwood, and it had never left him. Even now, it thundered louder than the storm. His eyes snapped open, blazing. “Not yet. I am His, and He is mine. I will not fall!”

He forced his body higher, scraping ribs and knees against the stone until he wedged himself beneath a narrow shelf. The ledge was no wider than his shoulders, but it cut the wind’s fury. He slumped against it, gasping, the rock bruising him with every heartbeat. He whispered hoarsely, “Cleft for me... cleft for me.” The words were not crafted lines, not yet a hymn, but the groan of his soul.

The darkness deepened, and his mind wandered again. He saw his mother’s face, older now, lined with care. She sat by candlelight, her Bible open, lips moving in prayer. He could almost hear her voice: “Keep him, Lord. Keep my boy.” The memory broke him. Tears mingled with rain, streaking his cheeks as he pressed his face to the wall. “Your prayers still guard me, Mother,” he whispered. “Even here. Even now.”

Another cough wracked him, bending him double. His body convulsed, spattering blood against the stone. Panic seized him—was this the final blow, his lungs giving out at last? He clutched the rock, desperate. “Not yet,” he rasped. “Lord, not yet.” His voice cracked, but his words carried the weight of command, as though defying heaven itself to take him prematurely.

The storm responded with another furious blast, but he shouted back, his voice ragged but unyielding. “I am Yours! Do You hear me? Yours! If You would strike me down, strike me in Your presence, not here in the dark!” His words tore out of him, wild and desperate, but they steadied his soul. He felt his heart hammering, alive, unbroken.

And then came another vision. This time, the chapel was full again, not empty. Voices rose, a hundred, a thousand, singing as one. Augustus could almost feel the hymn's vibration beneath his feet, the swell of harmony filling the rafters. His lips moved with theirs, though the words were not yet complete, not yet written. He tasted them, shaped them, even as the storm howled outside.

Rock of Ages, cleft for me... 

Let me hide myself in Thee.

The vision dissolved, but its echo lingered. He pressed his palm against the cold stone, whispering fiercely, “Yes. That will be my song. That will outlive me.” His voice trembled, but a strange calm settled over him. He was still in the storm, still bleeding, still trembling—but now he knew. The hymn was already alive within him, waiting to be born.

The fissure trembled again, a warning rumble shivering through the rock into his bones. He shifted his weight higher, teeth clenched, and locked his forearms against the walls as if they were the jaws of a trap closing on him. Rain needled his face. The wind forced a cold hand down the back of his collar and tried to pry him loose. He jerked his chin toward the opening and spoke as a captain to a mutinous crew. “Stand firm. We hold.” The hill gave no answer but its old, indifferent breathing, stone inhaling rain, stone exhaling mist. He listened to that slow respiration and matched it, one breath at a time, until the rasp in his chest settled from panic into fight.

A piece of ledge above him wept water in a thin thread. He watched it trace the groove in the rock, collect red where it crossed the smear of his blood, and fall as a pink bead to the path below. Water and blood. The sight pierced him with a meaning too significant for words, and he closed his eyes to steady it. “You pour out,” he whispered, voice rough but reverent. “You wash. You save.” Thunder cracked, close enough to shake grit from the ceiling onto his lashes. 

He blinked the grit away, and another image snapped into place: a bedchamber steeped in lamplight, a parishioner gasping at the end of her days. He had knelt beside her and taken her hand, skin fragile as onion film. “Am I too late?” she had whispered, eyes wet with terror. “I have no strength to climb to Him.” He had felt his throat tighten and had answered without ornament, “Then hide in Him. He climbs for you.” The memory struck with the force of a vow. He looked at the red-tinged drip again and let the vow root both hands deeper into the cleft.

A blast of wind tore into the fissure and slammed him sideways. His belt caught on a nub of stone and held with a painful jolt. He hissed, shoved his shoulder harder into the wall, and laughed once—ragged, incredulous—at the sheer animal will that still lived in him. “You made me stubborn,” he told the storm. “Use it now.” Another memory lunged at him, this one hot with shame: a pamphlet he had penned too swiftly, a line sharpened beyond charity. He saw Wesley’s name in his own ink, fixed to a sentence that wounded rather than healed. He had believed the sentence true; he still thought it. But love had gone missing in that line. “Forgive that stroke,” he said into the stone, breath visible in the cold. “Let my last words carry more mercy than my fiercest ones.” The wind swallowed the confession and hurled it down the slope.

Lightning forked and nailed itself to the ridge, a spear of white that turned the world into a skeleton of angles. In that blink, he saw a new arrangement of holds—a narrow upward seam, then a slanted shelf no wider than his palm, then a pocket like a small bowl. The afterimage hung on his eyes as the dark roared back. “There,” he said. He shot his right hand to the seam, jammed two fingers deep, and drove his boots into the wall. His shoulder screamed. He ignored the scream. He levered himself, found the shelf with his left hand, and dragged his mass upward through friction and fury. The shelf bit into the heel of his palm. He rode the bite. When his chest cleared the lip, he curled like a climber who remembers childhood trees and tucked himself into the pocket. The pocket held. The wind clawed and missed.

He sagged against the inner wall, forehead to stone. “Thank You,” he said, not as relief alone but as allegiance. The storm thundered in reply, refusing to grant him the dignity of quiet. He let the noise roll past and listened underneath it—listened for the old bell he had heard a few breaths earlier, the bell no chapel could claim. It tolled again, deep as the earth’s heart, and he answered to its rhythm: “Rock—of—Ages.” The name fit his mouth as if forged for it. He tried the following words and found them waiting for him. “Cleft—for—me.” Each word landed like a hammer driving a spike into timber. The gale tried to tear the syllables away; the cleft kept them.

Another cough seized him. This one dug deeper. He bent double, spine a rigid bow, and spat bright blood. For a long moment, his vision tunneled, and the world strobed between black and lightning-white. He pressed his palm to the stone to anchor himself to something more faithful than breath. “If I die,” he told the rock, jaw set, “I die as a man hidden, not as a man cast off.” Inside the statement, he found a narrow ledge of calm and stood on it. “Hide me,” he said, softer. “Hide me because I cannot stand in any strength of mine.”

A whistle threaded the wind—a thin, human note. Augustus froze, head cocked. The whistle came again, then a shout, raw and blown to tatters. He couldn’t pull words from it, only the pattern of a voice that refused the storm’s terms. Down the slope, a lantern bobbed through the sleet, went out, flared again. The light moved in stubborn zigzags, as if a man fought the same wind Augustus fought and cursed it by a different name. For a heartbeat, hope sparked. He cupped his torn hand to his mouth and bellowed, “Here!” The gale seized his shout and hurled it sideways. The lantern steadied, shifted, swam behind a shoulder of rock, and vanished.

“Then You and I finish this without witnesses,” he said. He did not let despair feed. He turned his face back to the stone and prayed in the plain speech his mother loved. “You held me when fever burned me. You held me when pride swelled. Hold me now when rock and wind and blood speak louder than sense.” He waited, not for an answer he could hear, but for the next breath he could take. It came, rough and usable. He took it. He took another.

The cleft muttered. A crack above the mouth widened in patient millimeters, water doing what it had always done—seeking, prying, softening, triumphing. The shift made a sound he knew from church roofs in winter, timber complaining before it lets go. He slid one hand higher and braced his knees harder, reading the hill’s intention. “You mean to test me again,” he said. “All right.” He measured the opening with a fighter’s eye and designed a move he did not like but would make: a diagonal lunge to a cruel little tooth of stone above his left shoulder, then a fold of his body into a half-crouch that would take weight off the failing lip. He breathed once, twice, and went.

The lunge caught. The tooth gouged Toplady’s fingers and held. The lip surrendered behind him with a wet sigh and sheared away. The slab scythed down where his ribs had been a heartbeat earlier and exploded on the path with a brutal cheer. The shock wave shivered through the cleft, rattling his teeth. He clung. He laughed, a wild, breathless bark. “Not tonight,” he told the abyss. “Not yet.”

Something inside him—some thin wire stretched tight across years—snapped in that laughter and freed another sound. Words rose, not trimmed for print, not quickened for a pulpit, but raw and right. “Nothing in my hand I bring,” he blurted, and the phrase surprised him with its accuracy. His hands bled. They carried no merits, no proofs. “Simply to Thy cross I cling.” The sentence landed in him with the softness of truth found rather than forged. He did not shape the next line; the storm shaped it for him. 

Rain sluiced over his face; blood warmed his cheek and lip. “Let the water and the blood,” he breathed, and the hill nodded in its slow, inexorable way as both flowed.

A roar rolled in from the north, deeper than thunder, the sound of a squall dragging its heavy skirts across the hills. The gale freshened. He bowed his head and spoke into the crook of his arm like a man dictating a last will to the one friend who stayed. “Be of sin the double cure,” he said, and in saying it, he confessed more than doctrine; he confessed need—pardon for guilt, power for chains. “Save from wrath... and make me pure.” The wind ripped the words and flung them down the slope, but they had already done their work. He felt the line set like a keel under him, steadying the craft.

The next strike hit the ridge directly above the cleft. Light split the sky, and sound arrived inside the light, with no time in between. A savage pressure slapped his face; white flooded every corner of the world. Then—silence. Not a gentling of the storm. A total, ringing absence, the stunned hush that follows a blow too big for ears. He could not hear the rain. He could not hear his own breath. He opened his mouth and found no sound in it. He thought, clearly and without fear, So this is the veil. He set his cheek against the rock and smiled, small and absent of triumph. “Into Thy hands,” he mouthed, and because he still felt the stone against his lips, he knew he lived.

Sound came back as a far tide. The rain returned first, a soft hiss that grew into a roar. Then the wind, rebuilding itself from strings to an orchestra. He rode that swell without moving. Somewhere far below, the lantern flared again and winked out for the last time. He did not chase it with his eyes. He looked only at the wet rock inches from his face and saw in its gray planes a map of everything that mattered. Refuge. Judgment. Mercy. His fingers drifted over a vein of darker stone and rested there as on a pulse. “You were always here,” he said. “I spent years shouting about You as if You were far.”

Memory came like a door opened to a familiar room. A small parlor. A table scarred by teacups and arguments. A printing press clacking in the next house like a machine that feeds on sleep. His own voice, younger, too sharp. “No compromise,” that voice said. He listened to it as a father listens to a son who resembles him too closely. “No compromise,” he agreed now, “but more compassion.” He pictured Newton’s face—not the enemy the pamphlets demanded, but the man the sea and grace had shaped; a gentler instrument tuned to the same Lord. Rival, yes. Brother, too. “We will sing in the same chorus,” Augustus said, and the thought did not sour his mouth as it once might have. It sweetened it.

The gale flagged. Not much. Enough. The rain eased from a knife to a cord. He let his cramped knees soften by degrees. He did not trust the change; storms dirty their endings with tricks. He kept his belt taut and his shoulders wedged and took inventory like a commander after battle: left hand sliced, right shoulder wrenched, temple bruised, calf cut, lungs aflame. Alive. He breathed a long, deliberate breath and found room for gratitude in it. “I will write it,” he said. “I will write it as if the storm still slams this hill. I will write it for the fevered, the frightened, the proud, the dying, the boy who thinks himself beyond reach. I will write it for the woman who cannot climb and the man who will not kneel.”

The cleft released a final handful of grit as if in assent. Augustus smiled again, raw and small, the kind of smile men wear when the night loses its teeth. Fatigue arrived then with a swiftness that humbled him. His limbs shook not from cold now but from the simple end of stored strength. He let his head settle against the rock and let his eyes close. He did not plan sleep; he planned obedience to the next breath. Sleep came anyway, thin and watchful.

In that light doze the barn returned—not the storm, not the hill—the barn. Straw crackled underfoot, damp with the breath of animals and rain. The lay preacher’s voice cut clean, a sentence like a blade warmed at the fire: “He hides you when you cannot hide yourself.” Sixteen-year-old Augustus lifted his face and believed for the first time. The boy looked toward the cracked door where weather and world pressed in, and he smiled without understanding why.

The man in the cleft stirred. Rain stroked the rock like fingers now. Wind fretted rather than raved. Dawn had not come, but the night had grown old. He opened his eyes and saw the seam he would take when gray entered the sky. He did not move toward it. He spoke a final line into the stone that had held him. “Make me smaller and Yourself larger,” he said. “Let men forget the fighter and remember the refuge.”

He shut his eyes again, not in defeat, but in rest earned honestly on the anvil of weather. The hill breathed its old slow breath, and he matched it, wound to unwound, storm to stillness, blood to water, flesh to faith. The hymn settled in him like a bird finding the branch it was made for.

It was now thirty-eight years earlier. 

The first storm began.
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Chapter 2:  The Fatherless Boy 
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The church bell tolled heavily across Farnham, each swing of the clapper carrying its iron grief through the village lanes. The sound rolled over cottages and cobblestones, through chimneys still smoking from the morning fire, across hedgerows where sparrows startled at the noise. It was a bell for soldiers, a bell for widows, a bell for children too young to understand what the toll meant and yet old enough to feel its weight.

Inside a small cottage at the village edge, six-year-old Augustus Montague Toplady sat on a low stool, legs dangling, hands clenched so tight his knuckles whitened. The bell shook the air in his chest, and he hated it. He hated its finality, its dreadful patience. Each peal said what no one in the room would say.

His mother stood at the hearth, one hand braced against the mantel, the other clutched at her skirts. Her face was a study in iron — pale, unsmiling, lips pressed thin. Her eyes fixed not on her boy but on the fire, as though its crackling flames demanded her whole attention. She did not weep. Weeping, to her, meant weakness, and weakness she refused.

“Where is he?” Augustus’s small voice cracked the silence. He swallowed hard and tried again, louder this time, though the bell nearly swallowed his words. “Where is Father?”

The question hung between them. Augustus’s mother stiffened. For a long moment, she did not move, only stared into the blaze. At last, she turned, stooping so her stern eyes met his. Her hands, calloused from years of work, cupped his cheeks. She smelled faintly of lye soap and smoke.

“Your father has gone to his Captain,” she said, each word deliberate. “He fought bravely. He fights no more.”

The boy’s heart stumbled. Gone to his Captain. Fights no more. They were words that sounded noble, yet he understood their shadow. He blinked hard, desperate to force sense from them. “Will he come back?” His whisper wavered with fear.

Her eyes softened for an instant, then steeled. “No, Augustus. He will not come back.” She drew a breath and straightened her back. “But God is Father to the fatherless. You must never forget that. He will not abandon you.”

The boy frowned, a knot forming in his chest. Father to the fatherless. The phrase sounded like a cruel jest. He wanted his father — flesh, bone, voice, laughter — not another unseen figure. He hugged his knees to his chest, staring at the fire with wide, wounded eyes.

That night, long after the bell’s echo had faded, Augustus lay awake in his narrow bed, listening. Rain ticked on the shutters, the wind pressed against the walls, and in the next room, he heard the steady rhythm of his mother’s pacing. Boards creaked under her feet, then paused, then creaked again. She prayed aloud in whispers, words half muffled by the wall. He caught fragments — “mercy... keep him... Thy will” — and though he did not understand them all, he felt their urgency.

He rolled onto his back, staring at the beams overhead. Shadows stretched across them, twisting shapes in the flicker of the hearth’s dying glow. He whispered into the darkness, his voice shaking, “If You are my Father, then speak.” His small hands clutched the blanket tight. No answer came. The only reply was the groan of timber, the sigh of the house shifting against the wind.

Anger pricked his eyes with tears he refused to let fall. Crying felt like surrender, and he had already lost enough. He turned on his side and pressed his face into the blanket, biting it to muffle the sound of his own trembling breath. His vow formed there, fierce and silent: he would not break, he would not bend. He would grow hard enough to stand where others fell. If heaven remained silent, then he would shout loud enough to make it listen.

Years later, the memory of that vow would return to him in every storm, every pulpit, every pamphlet war. The boy who clenched his jaw against grief became the man who clenched his jaw against error. The child who demanded heaven speak became the preacher who would not stop talking, even when the world begged him to fall silent. The bell of Farnham tolled for his father, but in its echo another sound was forged — a voice that would one day ring louder than the storm itself.

Morning light crept into the cottage through narrow panes streaked with yesterday’s rain. It was a gray light, hesitant and cold, casting no warmth on the small wooden table where Augustus sat, a piece of bread in his hand. He turned the crust over and over but did not eat. His stomach growled, yet something heavier than hunger pressed on him. His eyes strayed to the door again and again, as if willing it to open and reveal boots stomping, a voice booming, arms lifting him high. But the latch did not stir.

His mother set a small pot of porridge on the table and sat opposite him. She studied him in silence for a long moment. Her hair was pulled severely back, her face drawn but unbroken. She did not mention the funeral or his father again. Instead, she reached across the table and tapped his hand. “Eat, Augustus.”

He tore a piece of bread and forced himself to chew. It tasted like ashes.

His mother watched him a moment longer, then folded her hands. “We must begin each day with prayer. Kneel.”

He blinked, startled. “Now?”

“Now,” she said firmly.

Reluctantly, he slid from his stool and knelt beside her chair. She bowed her head, voice low but commanding as she prayed aloud: “O Lord, Thou art a refuge for the oppressed, a strength in time of trouble. Be a Father to my son. Shape him in Thy truth. Guard him from the snare of sin, and make his heart steadfast in Thee.”

Her voice trembled only once, on the word Father. Augustus felt her hand rest briefly on his head. He bit his lip, staring at the worn floorboards, the grain twisting under his small fingers. He did not understand all her words, but the weight of them pressed into him. He wanted to believe them, yet the ache in his chest rebelled. When she whispered “Amen,” he lifted his head and asked in a whisper of his own, “Why did God take him?”

His mother’s eyes narrowed. “God gives. God takes. We do not question His hand.”

“But I do,” Augustus said. The words escaped before he could stop them. His voice rose, cracking with defiance. “I want him back. I want Father back!”

The room went still. His mother’s eyes sharpened, though grief softened them at the edges. “You will not raise your fist at heaven, boy. Your father served his king. Now he serves the King of kings. Do not dishonor him by rebellion.”

Augustus glared at the floor, jaw clenched, refusing to speak again. Silence stretched, filled only by the crackle of the fire. At last, his mother said, quieter but with iron in her tone, “The Lord will test you, Augustus. Life will test you. You must learn to stand.”

He pushed away from the table and stalked to the window, pressing his forehead against the cool glass. Outside, the lane stretched empty, a dog nosing at a cart, a farmer trudging by with a sack slung over his shoulder. Life moved on, indifferent. He whispered so softly his mother could not hear, “Then I’ll stand. I’ll stand so hard the Lord Himself will hear me.”

Later that day, she put a small book in his hand. Its leather cover was cracked, its pages worn thin by years of use. “This was your father’s,” she said. “Carry it.”

He opened it, eyes skimming the faded lines of Scripture. The words blurred, heavy, mysterious. But when he touched the page, he felt something stir—a link, perhaps, to the man whose voice he would never hear again. He clutched the book to his chest, a silent vow hardening in him. If his earthly father was gone, then he would cling to these words until they carved themselves into his bones.

That night, when the bell tolled once more for another fallen soldier, Augustus did not cry. He sat by the window, the book in his lap, and whispered into the darkness, “I’ll be stronger than them all. Strong enough that no one can take me away.” The vow burned into him, a seed that would grow wild and fierce, shaping the preacher, the writer, the fighter he would one day become.

The seasons shifted, and with them the boy grew leaner, taller, but not softer. The absence of his father remained like a hollow place in the house, a silence that even laughter echoed. At ten years old, Augustus had learned to chop kindling, haul water, and shoulder burdens heavier than boys should bear. His hands blistered, his back ached, but his eyes carried the same steel his mother’s did.

One autumn evening, he trudged home from the fields, arms aching from gathering wood. The cottage glowed faintly with lamplight. As he pushed open the door, the smell of stew greeted him — thin broth, carrots, and turnip. His stomach growled, but before he could reach for a bowl, his mother’s voice stopped him.

“Wash first. Then the catechism.”

He sighed, the weight of weariness pressing down on him. “Must we? I worked all day.”

Her gaze pinned him. “Especially when you have worked all day.” She handed him the small leather book again, the one that had belonged to his father. Its cover was now more worn, softened by his hands. He opened it, reciting in a monotone, but she stopped him with a shake of her head.

“Not like that. Speak the words as if you believe them. Say them as if God Himself listens.”

He clenched his jaw, the words catching in his throat. He wanted to believe, yet often he felt only silence pressing back. He lifted his voice, louder now, sharper. “Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy Him forever.” His tone was more defiance than devotion, but his mother nodded all the same.

“That is how a man speaks,” she said. “Even if he must wrestle with the truth, he does not whisper it.”

That night, Augustus lay in bed staring at the rafters again, the words echoing in his head. Glorify God. Enjoy Him forever. Enjoy? He frowned at the word. Where was the joy in loss? Where was the joy in silence? He turned over, fists gripping the blanket. If joy would not come, he would carve strength from the silence instead. He whispered into the dark, “I’ll speak until you answer. I’ll shout until you cannot ignore me.”

Days passed into weeks, and the boy began to test his voice. He read aloud from the book of Psalms, not in the quiet lilt of a child but in the cadence of a man declaring battle. His voice rang in the small cottage, startling the sparrows on the sill, making his mother lift her head with something like pride in her eyes. Neighbors began to notice, too. Once, an old man paused at the window, listening to the boy recite, and muttered, “That one speaks like a preacher already.” Augustus overheard, and a flicker of fire lit in his chest. Preacher. The word tasted strong on his tongue.

Yet even as admiration grew, loneliness haunted him. In the schoolyard, he saw other boys climb onto their fathers’ shoulders, laughing, boasting of soldiers’ tales or tradesmen’s secrets. He stood apart, the leather book his only inheritance. Anger simmered, jealousy gnawed, but he buried it beneath vows. If he had no father on earth, he would make himself strong enough to be remembered like one. He would become a voice so fierce that no boy would ever doubt his presence.

One night, unable to sleep, he crept to the door and stepped into the cool air. The sky stretched vast above him, littered with stars. He lifted the leather book in his hands and held it high as though offering it to the heavens. “If You are Father to the fatherless,” he whispered, “then see me. Shape me. Make me something more than just silence.” His voice trembled, but it rang out clear against the night. The stars gave no answer, but the vow settled into him all the same.

Years later, when storms ripped across the Mendip Hills, when ink and pamphlets became weapons sharper than swords, when his lungs bled with each cough, he would remember that night. A boy beneath the stars, leather book lifted high, daring heaven to notice.

The autumn sun slanted low, painting the village lane in copper light. Augustus strode beside his mother, his small legs moving twice for every one of hers. The market buzzed with chatter — farmers hawking apples, women bartering for cloth, children darting between stalls. Augustus kept his eyes on the ground, clutching the worn leather book against his chest.

At the far end of the square, two older boys laughed as they swung wooden swords at each other. Their father, a broad-shouldered blacksmith, stood nearby, calling out corrections with pride thick in his voice. Augustus slowed, watching, his throat tightening. The clang of play-swords echoed like a challenge he would never answer.

His mother noticed his lagging steps and touched his shoulder. “Keep moving, Augustus.”

He hesitated, still staring at the boys. “Why do they get to play with their father? Why not me?” His voice cracked, anger trembling underneath.

Her hand stiffened on his shoulder. “The Lord has chosen another path for you.”

“That’s no answer,” he snapped, lifting his face to hers. His eyes burned. “I want him. I want my father.”

Her jaw set, and for a moment she looked away, gathering herself. When she spoke, her voice was low, firm. “Your father is gone, but his God remains. You will serve Him, not your anger.”

The boys’ laughter rang out again, louder, as if to mock the moment. Augustus clenched his fists, nails biting into his palms. “Then I’ll serve Him by shouting so loud He has to hear me.”

His mother’s eyes flickered with both fear and admiration. “Be careful, child. Shouting at heaven can turn to cursing if your heart is not guarded.”

“I don’t care,” Augustus muttered, shoulders stiff. “I’ll shout until He answers.”

That night, back at the cottage, the tension lingered. Augustus sat by the fire, the leather book open on his knees. His lips moved as he read, but his tone was sharp, defiant. His mother looked up from her sewing.

“Augustus,” she warned gently. “The Scriptures are not a weapon to throw at God.”

His eyes snapped up, blazing. “Then why do they sound like swords?” He jabbed a finger at the page. “They cut. They strike. They pierce. You tell me not to question, but the words themselves question every man!”

She set the needle aside, her hands tightly folded. “The Word cuts sin, not the Lord. Learn that, or it will cut you too.”

He closed the book with a snap, the sound loud in the small room. “Then I’ll learn to wield it sharper than anyone.” His voice shook, but his eyes were steady.

The silence between them deepened. The fire crackled, logs shifting with a hiss. Augustus’s mother rose, crossing the room, and laid her hand on his head. For a moment, her touch softened the hardness building in him. “May He make you bold,” she whispered, “but also merciful.”

Augustus stared into the flames, jaw clenched. “Bold first,” he murmured.

The flames leaped as if in answer, shadows dancing across his face, carving the outline of the man he would become.

The winter storm thickened outside the cottage, hurling sleet against the shutters like handfuls of gravel. Inside, the fire sputtered low, its glow casting long shadows that quivered across the walls. Augustus crouched near the flames with the leather book balanced on his knees. His lips moved as he mouthed the words, his voice raw with intensity.

“The Lord reigneth, let the earth rejoice; let the multitude of isles be glad thereof.” He spoke the psalm as though the cottage itself were a chapel, his voice rising and falling with the rhythm of a sermon. The words left his small frame too large, too forceful, as if a man’s spirit pressed against the boy’s ribs.

His mother paused in the doorway, a shawl tight around her shoulders, watching him. The candlelight flickered in her eyes, softening their stern edge. “You read like a soldier preparing for battle.”

Augustus snapped his gaze up from the page, his voice taut. “A soldier fights with weapons. This is mine.” He tapped the open book with his finger, the gesture sharp enough to rattle the cover against his knee.

Her steps carried her closer, her expression torn between pride and caution. “Then wield it with reverence, not rage.”

He sprang to his feet, book still in hand, anger flashing in his eyes. “What good is reverence if He doesn’t answer?” His voice cracked on the last word, the fury in it sharper for its break.

The room went silent but for the spitting of the fire. The boy’s mother stiffened, grief flickering across her face. She gripped the chair back to steady herself. “Augustus,” she said slowly, as if tasting each syllable before it left her lips, “you will not raise your fist at heaven. Your father is gone, but the Almighty is not deaf. Do you hear what I’m saying?”
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