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He’d taken well to life in the burbs, the Monday through Friday work schedule with weekends to himself. For the most part. On occasion, he had to check in at the bookstore, but his job there was menial, sorting and stacking, working the cash register. 

He liked having transportation but missed walking. In the city, he’d gotten far more exercise. Worried about gaining weight, he’d joined a gym. He’d made a few friends there, believers and non-believers, careful to shine the light of faith on the latter and not get into any inappropriate relationships, as the Scripture cautioned.

He attended chapter meetings regularly, studied the Word, and heard the voice of God clearer than he had in a couple years.

Removing the key from the lock, Josiah Crews double-checked the door and, finding it secure, headed across the parking lot to his car. He’d bought an energy-efficient model, despite a hankering for a sportier number that appealed to his flesh. He would’ve looked good in it and enjoyed driving with the top down. For what purpose? Better to drive something that’d save money than to think of himself bigger than he ought.

He knew differently, anyway. He’d fallen just about as low as he could until six months ago when his father-in-law had done an unspeakable act. Thinking of it, his thoughts turned, once again, to Veronica Murray, his former next-door neighbor. His heart beat a little bit harder, and he raised one hand, flattening it on his chest.

He’d hated leaving her behind but found it necessary for her safety and his spiritual growth. She’d become firm in his thinking since then. He missed her smiles. Missed her teenage daughter, Aleesa, too, which he couldn’t fully explain past a fatherly need to guide her through the trials of youth.

Pounding footsteps stopped him in place, and he turned toward the sound in time to see a man in a black hoodie, his face hidden by evening shadows. Not speaking, the man pulled an object from his pocket and plunged it forward.

The slice of the knife, pain radiating from the new wound, sent him reeling backward. The man pulled it out and dug in again, doubling his agony. The earth tilted, his legs buckled, and Josiah crumpled to the ground. His head knocked against the solid surface, his lungs tightening.

Passing headlights sent the perpetrator scampering, asphalt gravel spitting from his heels, and the darkness of the area closed in. Death suspended overhead, as it had more and more recently. Not death like this, certain and sure, but the fingers of death, the outcroppings which stained this shadowland. Depression. Disease. Disaster. Products of death given only a blink of time to work, to steal and take from those who could live free of it. A temporary existence holding sway with an eternal one.

He dug for strength to reach his cell phone, tucked tight in his front pocket. Blood-smeared fingerprints on the screen, he dialed 9-1-1. He heard the operator but couldn’t respond.

“We’re sending help,” she said.

His gaze on the sky, he noticed the stars. Had he ever done that before, stopped and looked up? Noticed the magnificence of God’s grand design. Marveled at the power that could create something out of nothing, sky and land, mountains and valleys, oceans, and all manner of creatures. Yet still reach down and breathe His spirit into man, know the hairs on his head, the thoughts he hadn’t spoken. Forgive the ones he had.

Coldness seeped into him, a chill he wished to shake but couldn’t. It hardened his limbs, tensed his muscles, compressed his chest. Air was harder to capture, and life slowly slipping through his grasp.

“Mary? Is that you?” Josiah asked. 

He strained to see her, tried to reach for her, but couldn’t lift his hand, and the vision of her floated higher.

“Meant to say ... I’m sorry.” His voice cracked, words being hard to form. “Mary?”

When had it turned so dark? He strained to see, but she was gone, taking the sky with her. 

Around him hissed a thousand voices, “Save yourself. Save yourself. Save yourself.”

But it didn’t work that way. Salvation came only through God’s grace, through one planned act, given undeserved thousands of years ago. Man, without Christ, was fragile. Work one hundred years for salvation, and you’d never get closer to heaven than by simple repentance and confession of faith.
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