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      Experience the passionate whirlwind of emotions and the tender exploration of faith as the Preacher's Kids confront their past, embrace their present, and unlock the door to their hearts. Each story is a captivating journey filled with heat, passion, and a revelation of love that will leave you spellbound.  For those of us who are still finding our way through the uncharted streets of adulthood.
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      Pastor Atarah Cox stood behind the lectern in the pulpit of the church she dearly loved, allowing her gaze to travel over the assembled members of the congregation. Her message this Sunday was designed to convict, but also remind the membership of their first duty as believers—being helpers.

      So, she’d preached from the Gospel According to Matthew. Specifically, on the topic surrounding why Jesus entered the temple, turned over tables, evicting the money changers, and all others who were doing business inside.

      When her eyes landed on Cyrus Lauder, she noticed the firm set of his jaw beneath his neatly trimmed beard. Even if she hadn’t, the rigidity in his shoulders as he sat ramrod straight in the pew was hard to miss. Unlike some of the parishioners who were visibly squirming, he was stock-still.

      No. He wasn’t uncomfortable. He was angry. His cognac-colored eyes appeared darker as they flashed with his discontent.  Good. It was no more than he deserved for what he’d pulled with the board, luring the majority of votes to his side in favor of selling the property she wanted to renovate to further their community outreach. Smugness was unbecoming, but Atarah felt it welling inside her as she regarded the results of her convicting sermon. It was one which would’ve made her daddy proud.

      That is, if he was still speaking to her after her refusal to give up on being the pastor of her own church to settle for being a first lady and head of the Deaconess Board. Shaking away the unpleasant thought, Atarah wrapped up as normal, before going to her position at the door to shake hands as people exited the church.

      She was feeling pretty good about herself when she entered her office to remove her robe and gather her things to leave. There weren’t any other activities planned for the day. So, she was looking forward to stopping by her cousin’s house for Sunday dinner. Iva had sent her a message saying she was cooking Atarah’s favorite. Pork chops smothered in gravy, cabbage, sweet corn with cornbread sounded so amazing her stomach rumbled in anticipation.

      As she turned from placing her robe into the closet, her breath caught in her throat. Cyrus stood framed in her doorway. His nostrils flared with his deep inhale as he stepped over the threshold, closing the door behind him.

      Lifting one eyebrow, Atarah closed the closet door and stood in front of it with her arms folded. Waiting.

      “Just what was that all about?”

      Cyrus’s normally deep voice sounded like someone had scraped sandpaper over his vocal cords.

      “Good afternoon to you too, Mr. Lauder.”

      Unfolding her arms, Atarah crossed the room to her desk. Her reference to him as Mr. instead of Brother was purposeful.

      “I’m not sure I understand what you’re talking about.”

      “You know d⁠—”

      Cutting off the likely curse, Cyrus squared his shoulders and lowered his voice.

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about. It was no coincidence you decided to teach that particular lesson today after what happened with the Lloyd property this past week. You did it just to goad me.”

      Sniffing, Atarah reached into the left-hand bottom drawer of the desk to remove her purse. Even after no longer working in the corporate world, she wasn’t able to break the habit of storing it there.

      “I know it’s hard for you to believe, but I don’t structure my sermons around you. I wouldn’t deign to try to diminish your importance. But everything isn’t about you, Cyrus Lauder.”

      It was good the Lord didn’t see $t to strike people down for lying on church grounds, because she would’ve had a lightning bolt to the ass for that one.

      “It’s funny you should call it a lesson rather than a sermon though. Is it because you actually learned something today?  Could it be you now understand the concept of ministry?”

      Looking down at her purse, she dug inside to locate her keys. She had no intention of entertaining him a moment longer.  President of the church board or not, he didn’t get to just show up in her office trying to chastise her about what she preached. Warmth hit her back before she was whipped around by Cyrus’s hold on her upper arm.

      “Excuse you! I know you didn’t just put your hands on me!”

      Atarah really wished the heat flooding her body could be totally attributed to anger, but it would be as big a lie as when she told Cyrus her sermon wasn’t aimed at him. His light brown eyes were shooting daggers; however, she held his gaze with fire in her own.

      Removing his hand from her arm as if direct contact with her skin burned him, Cyrus leaned closer to her. He was no longer physically holding on to her, but his big body kept her trapped between him and the sturdy wooden desk.

      “Don’t do that.”

      When he finally spoke, he didn’t bother to address his handsy behavior. Atarah’s frown was pointed as she returned his glare.

      “Don’t do what? And is it necessary for you to be this close to me?  You’d never treat a male pastor this way.”

      “I wouldn’t have to explain to a male pastor why we shouldn’t throw money at a derelict building. He would understand how fiscally irresponsible it is to use the church funds that way.”

      Atarah’s jaw dropped. The nerve of this Neanderthal. This pompous misogynist. Putting a hand up, she pressed against his chest, trying to create space between them.

      “You know what? You are completely out of line, not to mention rude. I’m not having this discussion with you. I said what needed to be said at the meeting. If you can’t handle a mirror being held up to your actions, maybe pray about it or seek therapy. Either way, this conversation is over.”

      Ignoring her bid for space, Cyrus maintained his posture. Initially, Atarah was just irritated. After all, they bumped heads regularly. But, he was taking things too far this time.  Pressing both hands to his chest, she used more strength to shove him back.

      He didn’t move. Not an inch. However, what did happen was her hands were trapped beneath his, right before his lips came crashing down on hers. What the hell? Her shock was swiftly eclipsed by the heat blazing beneath her skin.

      He tasted better than she’d imagined. Even though she regretted it afterwards, she’d had more than one fantasy about Cyrus Lauder and the possible talents he had with the tongue currently tangling with hers.

      “Oh! Pastor! Brother Lauder! I didn’t—I mean—Oh my!”

      Celia’s jumbled words trailed off as Cyrus snatched away from Atarah. Atarah’s fingers were still aloft when he backed away. The separation was so swift, she nearly toppled over, because she hadn’t realized she’d begun to lean on him during their kiss. In the split second it took her to fully comprehend what happened, Celia had already turned away. The slamming door was like a bucket of ice water being poured over Atarah’s head. What had she done?
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      Cyrus stood looking at his reflection in the mirror at the estate he’d secured for the day’s activities. His bespoke tuxedo was cut to perfection. The insinuation that he wouldn’t be able to get what he wanted in such a short time frame was laughable. As his grandfather had taught him in more ways than one, money talks.

      So, he was dressed to marry his bride in the suit he’d chosen from the local designer who’d been making big waves, providing menswear for the athletes, actors and society elite. The man had even shown up to make any last-minute alterations that may have been necessary.

      “Do you plan to stand there staring at yourself for the rest of the day, or are we going outside?”

      Cyrus looked over his shoulder at his brother, Caleb. Wearing an almost identical suit, his brother stood next to the full-length mirror with his shoulder propped against one wall.

      “Stand up straight, Caleb. You’ll ruin the lines of the suit. And, no. I don’t plan to simply stare at myself. We’ll go out there when it’s time.”

      “Are you hiding from your future wife?”

      Identical cognac-colored eyes met his when Cyrus shot his brother a glare. He neither confirmed nor denied his brother’s taunting words. As his younger sibling was the only member of his family present, he didn’t punch him in the face for implying he would want to hide from his bride. Instead, Cyrus simply stared at him until Caleb did as he’d directed and stood up straight. Tugging on his cuffs, then the bottom of his suit jacket, Caleb’s lips tilted up on one side.

      “Happy now? All straightened out. No damage.”

      As he walked away, Cyrus heard him mumbling about the suit not being a rental, and he could do what he wanted with his own property. Cyrus wouldn’t allow himself to be goaded though. Doing that is what got him into this situation to begin with.

      Four Months Earlier

      The second Cyrus heard Celia’s voice, he knew whatever happened next wouldn’t be good. As much as he didn’t want to, he pulled away from Atarah. Despite popular opinion, he did respect her position as pastor, but in his head and heart he didn’t call her by the title, because it put more distance between them.

      Distance that had to be there for them to continue to function in their roles at Harmony Haven. He couldn’t stop himself from gathering her in his arms again when she nearly toppled over after he abruptly released her.

      Celia was already on her way out of the door, so she didn’t see it. But, it wouldn’t matter. The damage had been done. He, more than anyone, knew how quickly the information would go from the secretary’s lips to the ears of the church leadership. Damnit.

      The stricken expression covering Atarah’s face was confirmation of her awareness of the clusterfuck they now found themselves in.

      The two of them together in a non-platonic capacity, was a conflict of interest. For people in their position, the only way for a relationship to happen was for one of them to step down from their role.

      There was no way on this side of heaven Atarah would walk away from being a pastor. Not after essentially being disowned by her parents for yielding to her calling. For diﬀerent reasons, he couldn’t vacate his position as the president of the church board. It was his business savvy, which allowed them to aﬀord the hefty salaries of not just the pastor, but the other paid positions within Harmony Haven.

      They could possibly manage without him, however standing on the sidelines wasn’t exactly his strong suit. So, what were they to do? By the time Celia was done, the congregation would likely believe he’d followed through on the desire he hadn’t acted on and had Atarah’s dress nearly ripped from her body.

      “You realize she’s going to tell everyone she crosses paths with what she just saw. We both know Celia plays fast and loose with the details.”

      Atarah’s head dropped for a second before she looked back up at him.

      “I know. We’ve had more than one conversation about it. I was on the verge of re-assigning her, but I probably won’t be able to do that now. H⁠—”

      Catching herself, she cut the word oﬀ before she cursed. When she started again, she inserted a replacement word for the one it was obvious she wanted to use.

      “Heck... I’ll be lucky to have a job this time next week.”

      Rubbing her arms, Cyrus shook his head.

      “Uh-uh. Don’t do that. They’d run me oﬀ before they asked you to step down. More than half of the congregation would leave if you left.”

      The assurances fell from his lips easily, because they were true. The membership hung on Atarah’s every word. Her acceptance of each person, no matter what, had endeared her to the diverse congregation of their non-denominational church. No matter how often they were at odds about the correct way to manage the church when it came to properties and expenditures, he couldn’t withhold what he knew to be true.

      Her dark chocolate eyes regarded him with wonder for a moment. They darted away once she realized their current position, with her being encircled by his arms. This time, when she pressed against his chest in a bid to gain more space, he actually moved. Placing slightly more than an arm’s length between them, he stared at her.

      He didn’t like the way her shoulders slumped nor the dejection in her expression. They’d both grown up in the church with pastors for fathers—although diﬀerent denominations. And, while Harmony Haven had broken away from many of the traditional Christian church norms, some things they held fast to.

      Their very single pastor being caught in a lover’s embrace with a member of the church board would blaze through the congregation like a wildfire. The only way to stop it was to get in front of it.

      “I don’t want you to worry about this. I’ll handle it. Go on about your day as you planned. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      Unlike the numerous times when he’d decisively stated his stance or opinions to her, Atarah didn’t argue or push back in the slightest. Almost in a daze, she picked up her purse, grabbed her overcoat from the hook next to the door and walked out of the oﬃce. She didn’t even bother to make him leave so she could lock the door behind her.

      Present

      As he turned away from his reflection, Cyrus wondered how Atarah was feeling. He didn’t hope for the giddy anticipation he’d heard most brides felt. At best, he prayed he didn’t walk outside just to learn she’d run away. It wasn’t like she’d been enthusiastic about his suggestion they get married with the board’s approval. Her exact words were that he was out of his rabid ass mind.

      And of course, she said it while wearing one of her favorite tee shirts. The eggshell blue, wide neck shirt had the phrase, I love Jesus, but I cuss a little, scrawled across the front. Cyrus still felt like the words, a little, should be replaced by a lot. Because that’s how it seemed to him.

      Although he wasn’t one to talk. He wasn’t a stranger to using colorful language, as his mother called it. When the thought of his mother flitted across his mind, Cyrus reflexively rubbed the area above his heart. As if he knew the turn of his brother’s thoughts, Caleb laid a hand on his shoulder.

      “Hey, we both know why she’s not here. Try not to let it get to you. You’re about to marry an amazing, beautiful woman who has more genuine kindness in her than the entirety of the place we came from.”

      Despite his tendency to be a smartass, Caleb knew exactly what to say. Until he went and kept talking.

      “I still don’t know how you convinced her to marry you. I

      could’ve sworn she hated you.”

      “Don’t worry about the how. Just focus on the results.”

      Shaking off the brief feelings of melancholy, Cyrus pinned his brother with a hard stare.

      “Do you have the rings?”

      Patting his pocket, Caleb assured him, “right here, safe and sound.”

      Of course, Cyrus wasn’t satis"ed until Caleb pulled them out to show him. All this despite him knowing he’d placed the diamonds encircled with a platinum band in Caleb’s hand less than two hours ago. But nothing, absolutely nothing, could stop this wedding from moving forward.
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      “Cuz, you know I’m with you no matter what. But, I know something’s up. It’s your wedding day, yet you’re sitting over there staring out of the window like you want to be anywhere besides here.”

      “I’m !ne, Iva. Really.”

      Atarah was aware she didn’t sound the least bit convincing, but her cousin didn’t call her out on it. Iva rubbed between Atarah’s shoulder blades the way her mama used to when she wasn’t feeling well as a little girl. The action didn’t soothe Atarah as it had when she had a tummy ache at five. Instead, it reminded her of her parents’ absence from what should be a joyous occasion in her life. Her marriage had been a long-held hope of her mother’s. Atarah had been practically groomed from birth to be a wife, mother and first lady.

      She was supposed to marry the minister of an upstanding Baptist church, then produce more little devout Christians to follow in their family footsteps of being good little soldiers in the army of salvation. Only, Atarah did the unacceptable. She sought to preach instead of standing behind the man proclaiming the word. The very idea was an abomination to her father. And what was intolerable to him was intolerable to his wife.

      So, when they didn’t show up for Atarah’s graduation from seminary, she knew where she stood in their lives. Not having either of them here, when she was about to join her life with another’s, hurt. Even if the marriage was a farce—a tool being used to keep her in the seat she’d earned, with the people she’d cultivated a relationship with.

      It's possible she could’ve rolled the dice—given the congregation the opportunity to rally behind her. However, despite her popularity amongst the membership, she wasn’t positive things would’ve gone her way. The rumor mill had her practically naked, making adult films in her office in a matter of hours after Celia burst in on the kiss she shared with Cyrus.

      The lip lock was hot beyond anything she’d ever experienced, but her clothing hadn’t burned o$ her body—even if it felt like it should have. She’d left the church in a daze and drove home in a fog. The delicious meal her cousin cooked was forgotten until Iva called her to find out why she hadn’t arrived yet.

      The Cox family was large while being small at the same time. They had a plethora of extended family. However, in the area, there were only a handful of them. Those who had faithfully attended her father’s church treated Atarah like a leper. Iva, who hadn’t drunk the same sweet elixir, was the family member who stood firm with her when the rest turned away.

      Tearing her gaze from the beautifully decorated garden below, Atarah looked up at Iva, who remained standing next to her.  Pulling a smile up from her depths, she winked at her slightly older cousin.

      “I promise, Iv. I’m fine. Seriously. It’s just one of those things. I needed a minute to realize that once again the world hadn’t ended because my parents chose not to support me.”

      Despite her reservations, she and Cyrus had sent them an invitation. Instead of an RSVP, they’d received it back with Return to Sender stamped on the outside of the envelope. If she wasn’t sure of their position, that action made it abundantly clear.

      “It’s their loss, Rah-rah. They are going to regret this. I’d say sooner rather than later.”

      Iva’s use of the childhood nickname brought a real smile to Atarah’s face. Over the years, she moved from Rah-rah to just Rah. But, on occasion, Iva reverted to the original. It warmed Atarah’s heart. She desperately needed it. She was battling with going through with the farce she’d let Cyrus talk her into.

      Initially, he’d approached her with the option of going to the board and coming clean about their relationship. He brushed off her questioning, what relationship, to get to the second part of his plan where they’d then stage an amicable break up in a couple of weeks. The plan was a non-starter from the moment he voiced it. Having a secret relationship be ‘discovered’ by the church secretary, then ‘going public’ only to ‘breakup’ a short while later would’ve been far more damaging than simply telling the truth.

      She shot his next plan down almost as quickly. Who was going to believe they’d been madly in love for more than a year? That their arguments, although real, hadn’t stopped them from having a relationship in secret and wanting to get married. Noone. At least it’s what Atarah thought until she was standing next to Cyrus in the conference room with her hand clasped in his.

      They fell for it. Every. Single. One of them. And she never said a word. She just let him talk. Let him offer solutions to remove the appearance of conflict of interest so they could both maintain their positions. He wouldn’t be allowed to attend any meetings or have a direct vote when there were discussions regarding her compensation or future at the church. A few other fail safes were implemented to make certain he also didn’t use his influence to benefit Atarah’s position in any way.

      That last condition she found laughable. They were rarely on the same side of an issue when it came to how to or if they should spend church funds. So, him using his influence to sway anyone to her side was unlikely to occur.  A knock on the door pulled Atarah back into the moment, drawing hers and Iva’s attention.

      “Come in.”

      Atarah didn’t ask who it was. It could only be one of two people—the wedding planner or her new church secretary, Norma. When the door opened, the wedding planner, Rita, poked her head into the room.

      “We’re all set. It’s time to move you to the staging room.”

      Pasting a smile on her face once more, Atarah stood to follow the woman from the room. She wanted to chuckle at there being a staging area for such a small wedding. Iva, who was her only bridesmaid, was also serving as her maid of honor. There were also the flower girl and ring bearer. The only other member of the wedding party, aside from Cyrus and his brother Caleb, was the minister.

      Cassius Hall was her mentor from seminary. He was more than happy to make the trip to Logan City to officiate. Although it ruffled a few feathers, she stood firm on the decision. Other than selecting her wedding dress, it was one of the few things she’d offered more than a minimum input on. She didn’t have to.

      Cyrus hired an excellent wedding planner who came with a wealth of ideas. All Atarah had to do was point and say yes or no to the options presented to her. She’d known he was wealthy, however the way he threw money at their impending nuptials said she’d miscalculated by at least a digit.  It wasn’t loud. There was simply a hum of activity in the massive house they were using for the event. The size of the wedding party was small, but the number of attendees wasn’t.

      They expected the majority of the congregation to attend.  Once Rita had them ensconced in the designated staging room, she left them alone.  Iva stood at one of the windows, peeking outside through a sliver she created between the curtain and the edge of the window frame.

      “Girl, how many people did y’all invite? Is this why you didn’t

      have it at your church?”

      Fixing the skirt of her dress so as not to wrinkle it, Atarah glanced up at her cousin.

      “We invited the congregation. It would’ve been rude not to. Cyrus also invited some of his friends and business associates.”

      “What about you? Your friends?”

      Iva’s lip twitched, then she stared at Atarah with one raised eyebrow.  Recognizing the expression, Atarah pursed her lips instead of sticking out her tongue like a four-year-old.

      “I invited people too. You aren’t my only friend.”

      Closing the curtain, Iva walked over to the settee where Atarah was seated, lowering herself on the other end.

      “I never said I was your only friend. I was just the only one ready to stand up for you on the spur of the moment.”

      Smoothing her hand along the hip flare of the canary yellow bridesmaid dress, she continued, “it didn’t hurt to have Cyrus volunteer to foot the bill for my dress, shoes and accessories.”

      With a short shake of her head, Atarah cast a censuring glance at her favorite cousin and best friend.

      “You are so wrong for that.”

      “Whatever.”

      Iva flipped her hand in Atarah’s general direction before patting the hair at her temples.  Hair which was styled to perfection courtesy of the session Cyrus purchased for both of them at Murphy’s Salon and Spa.

      Neither of them was allowed to even tip the hair stylists when they were done. He’d taken care of all of it.  They were only in the room a little over five minutes before Rita was back at the door, ushering them out. Atarah’s heartbeat accelerated with each step she took toward the opening.

      This was really happening. She’d come too far to turn back, but the light tremble of her digits made the bouquet Rita placed into her hands visibly shake. This was it. She was really about to marry Cyrus Lauder. Dear Lord... Atarah sent up the silent prayer amidst her guilt at knowing she was about to walk out into that beautiful garden and commit to a lie.
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