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The call to prayer woke Jen at 3:47 AM. The muezzin's voice came through loudspeakers on the mosque two blocks away and she lay in the dark listening to Arabic she still didn't understand after a year of hearing it five times a day. Beside her, Tariq shifted but didn't wake. He never woke up for fajr anymore, hadn't in months, but he still expected her to perform it with him later. To get up when he did, move her lips in the right shapes, say words that meant nothing to her and were addressed to a God she didn't believe in.

She waited until the call ended before sliding out of bed. The apartment was small and every sound carried. The floorboards creaked under her feet. She froze, listened, heard Tariq's breathing stay even, and moved to the bathroom.

She closed the door. Locked it. Turned on the light. The mirror showed a woman she barely recognized. Thirty-nine but looking older. Hair in a scarf even in her own home because Tariq's mother lived one floor down, had a key, and came up without warning. Dark circles from not sleeping. She sat on the edge of the bathtub, pressed her hands together, and tried to pray. The words wouldn't come.

Before Tunisia, before Tariq, before the lie, prayer had cost her nothing. She'd prayed through thirteen years with a husband who mocked her faith and left her anyway. She'd prayed when CAS took Rhianna and Nicholas, when her parents got custody, when she finally got them back as teenagers and understood too late what she'd missed. She'd prayed when Rhianna converted to Islam at eighteen. When Nicholas went to Alberta and stopped answering. When the church she'd grown up in started feeling like somewhere she wasn't known.

She'd prayed right up until the day she said the Shahada. Tariq's hand on her shoulder, his mother watching, his sisters smiling like she'd finally done something right. The Arabic came out of her mouth and she felt nothing except a door closing somewhere inside her.

That was a year ago. She hadn't prayed since. Not to Jesus. Not out loud.

She tried now. Opened her mouth. Formed the shape of His name. Jesus. No sound came. The fear arrived before it could. The certainty that Tariq would hear, that his mother would hear through the floor, that someone would know and the whole year of pretending would come apart. So she sat there with her hands pressed together and her mouth open and thought about Peter.

Peter denied Jesus three times while He was being tortured and killed. Denied Him to strangers threatening him with prison. And Jesus restored him. Asked him do you love Me three times, gave him three chances to answer, and Peter led the church and died a martyr and everyone called him a saint. Peter had been scared. Jen had been desperate. Not the same thing.

She lowered her hands. Looked at herself in the mirror and whispered so quietly it was almost nothing: "I'm sorry."

Whether God heard her she didn't know. She said it anyway. Then flushed the toilet so Tariq would think that's why she'd been in here, washed her hands, and went back to bed.

When she woke at eight the sun was already up and the apartment was hot. Tariq was at the kitchen table with his phone. He didn't look up. "You need to go to the market, My mother is coming for lunch. Vegetables. And bread from the bakery, not the cheap kind."

She went to the bedroom and put on the long dress and hijab his mother had bought her. She'd worn a hijab once before, briefly, during her first marriage, months of trying to make something work that wasn't going to. She'd taken it off when that husband left because it had never meant anything. This time it was supposed to mean something. She'd said the words and signed the papers and moved to his country to prove it. She hadn't meant any of it. She'd meant: I'm alone and I don't want to be alone anymore and you said you'd take care of me if I said the right words so here they are please don't leave.

She picked up her purse and the cloth shopping bag.

"Jen."

"Don't take too long."

The market was ten minutes away through streets that still looked the same to her after a year. She kept her eyes down and moved quickly and tried not to think about Moncton. Moncton had been lonely too. Gas station on Mountain Road, basement apartment, the long stretch of years after losing the kids and not knowing how to get them back. Rhianna was in the city and wouldn't see her. Nicholas was in Alberta and wouldn't call. Her parents were getting older and Jen had known she was running out of time to prove she was stable enough to be trusted.

Then Tariq. Online. He messaged her first, told her she was beautiful, listened when she talked about the kids and the CAS years and how much she'd missed. He was patient and said the right things and when he said I want to marry you but I can only marry a Muslim she thought: what's one more thing to give up. She said yes before she'd thought it through. Told herself God would understand. That it was just words. Flew to Tunisia thinking it was temporary, thinking they'd move to Canada eventually.

She'd been wrong about all of it.

The market was loud, vendors shouting prices, women haggling, the smell of spices and something rotting in the heat. Jen moved through it counting dinars carefully because Tariq gave her barely enough and got angry if she asked for more.

By the time she got back Um Tariq was already there, sitting with Tariq, the two of them going quiet when Jen walked in. Jen turned back to the groceries and focused on getting through the next two hours. She made lunch, served it, and sat at the table while Tariq and his mother talked around her. The food tasted like nothing. Most things did now.

***
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THE NIGHT FELL, TARIQ rolling over in sleep. Jen knew that was her time to have a moment alone, to try to pray again. She opened her mouth and whispered His name. "Jesus." The sound barely came. She looked at herself in the mirror and watched her reflection blink when she hadn’t. 

She went still. The woman in the mirror had her face, her scarf, her eyes, but was moving on her own. Her mouth formed words Jen wasn't saying.

"You denied Him." Jen took a step back. "You said the words. You bowed to another god. You think He wants you back?"

"Stop."

"You're not Peter. Peter was scared. You were desperate. Peter denied Him to save his life. You denied Him to get a husband."

"Stop."

"You don't deserve restoration. You deserve exactly what you have."

The bathroom walls held but the space inside them changed. The mirror expanded. The floor went solid and transparent at once. The light flattened. Jen was no longer in her bathroom. She was standing in a city made of glass. Buildings rose on every side, every surface reflecting her back at herself until she couldn't look anywhere without seeing her own face. Hundreds of them, all carrying the same expression. The sky above was the color it gets just before dark when there's no color left in it.

A man in a suit stood in the middle of the street watching her. He looked like he'd been waiting. "Hello, Jen," he said. "I've been expecting you."
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The man didn't move toward her. He didn't need to. Every surface in the city reflected him back and the effect was of someone standing very close even at a distance.

"Where am I?"

"Aletheia." He said it like it should have been obvious. "Greek. It means truth — not the polite kind, not the version you tell people when you want them to feel better. The uncovering. The thing beneath the thing." He looked at the buildings around them, at all that glass throwing her back at herself from every angle. "Nothing stays hidden here. That's the function of the place."

"I want to go back."

"To Tunisia. To Tariq." He tilted his head. "Why would you want to go back to a cage?"

She didn't answer.

"We're not here to talk about that anyway. Not yet." He pulled a small leather notebook from his jacket pocket. "We're here to establish the facts. Build a case. And the first fact we need to establish is when you committed apostasy."

Jen's chest tightened. "I didn't—"

"You said the Shahada. Out loud. In front of witnesses. You meant it or you didn't, it doesn't matter. You said it. That's apostasy." He opened the notebook. "When?"

"A year ago."

"More specific. What month."

"March. Early March."

"2025. You were in Moncton. Working at a gas station on Mountain Road." He wasn't asking. He was confirming. "Your children were gone. Rhianna had converted to Islam two years before. Nicholas had moved to Alberta and stopped calling. You'd left your church." He glanced at his notes. "Gospel Lighthouse. Same one your sister Maddie still attends. Why did you leave?" Jen said nothing. "I'll tell you why." He turned a page. "Father's Day service. Rhianna was sixteen. Marcus had been dead two years. She was crying during the sermon and your pastor stepped off the pulpit and went directly to your sister's children, whose father had left six months before. He laid hands on them and prayed. Rhianna was four rows back. Nobody moved." Jen looked at the glass beneath her feet. "And then the accident. You and Maddie and Rhianna, a Wednesday night, a truck ran a red light. The following Sunday your pastor stood at the pulpit and told the congregation Maddie had been in an accident. You and Rhianna were sitting right there in the pews." He paused. "You never went back."

"That's not why I—"

"It's part of why. You felt unseen. You felt your grief was ranked below your sister's. You weren't wrong about that. But you took it and you let it become bitterness and then distance and then you stopped going altogether and when you stopped going you lost the people who would have told you that what you were about to do was insane." He looked up. "Is that accurate?" She didn't answer. "Then Tariq. Online. He messaged you first." He turned another page. "Told you that you were beautiful. Listened when you talked about the kids, about CAS, about how you'd lost them and gotten them back too late. He was patient. Said the right things. Three months in he told you he loved you, that he wanted to marry you, but that he could only marry a Muslim woman." He looked at her. "And what did you say?"

"I said okay."

"Just like that."

"I thought about it."

"For how long."

Jen looked away. "Five minutes. Maybe."

"Why."

"Because I didn't want to be alone anymore."

"That's honest. Good." He made a note. "So you agreed. Tariq said he'd take care of everything. Buy your plane ticket. You'd meet his family, have a proper Islamic wedding, start a new life. He said his mother just wanted to meet you first. He said you'd move to Canada eventually."
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