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      … sometimes God sends a person, not to rescue you, but to sit with you in the dark until you’re ready to dance in the light again.
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Cassandra Pageant’s eyes flew open at the soft sound. Someone was in her house.

Barrington. 

Her mind screamed the name, even as a tiny, rational voice whispered, He’s in prison. But her heart pounded a staccato rhythm against her ribs, drowning out the whisper. 

Fumbling in the dark, she reached beneath her pillow for the cold metal of the flashlight and the butcher’s knife.

He was here. She was sure of it.

Swinging her legs out of bed, she tiptoed across the cold tiles.

Could he be hiding in the bedroom? Or outside the door? Her bungalow wasn’t large, but a determined man, especially one like Barrington, could always find darkness to blend into, a corner to wait. Even now, she wrestled with many questions. 

How had he gotten into Peyton’s house that night? Had he orchestrated those chilling “break-ins,” then used them to coerce her to move in with him? 

She crept to the window, flipped the heavy curtains aside, and peered out. The coarse fabric scraped her arm.

The shadow of the abandoned house next door loomed against the night sky. What if he was in there? She should never have rented this place. Now her ex was hiding out nearby, and she’d never escape him.

Her breath squeezed out in a whimper. Breathe, Cass.

There were other houses on the street. She angled her head toward the one across from hers.

Her neighbor’s lights were on. A steady beam from the porch cut through the predawn dark, illuminating the road. The yellow glow slowed her racing heart, if only a little.

She padded to the bed and grabbed her phone from the nightstand, fingers clamping tight around the plastic. Should she call the police or check it out herself?

When she’d first returned to Cinnamon Hill, she had called the police several times.

Each time, she’d been certain someone was in her house. Each time, they’d found nothing.

The officers’ initial stern professionalism dissolved into something Cassandra dreaded more than their suspicion—a quiet, knowing pity. 

Their questions became perfunctory, almost condescending, their movements slower. Every sympathetic glance dealt another blow, its weight suffocating her. 

So she stopped calling, hoping to save what little remained of her reputation.

But it was too late. Her neighbors whispered.

A knot formed in her chest at the reminder, and another creak.

Is this a panic attack?

Lord, please. 

God hasn’t given me a spirit of fear, but of power, love, and a sound mind.

Knife raised, she inched into the tiny living room, her breath shallow as she swept the beam of the flashlight across every surface. Nothing.

So what was that noise? The roof? She flicked the light toward the ceiling.

No, that’s dumb. It’s concrete. It doesn’t make sounds. Did it?

Still, she held her breath and stared upward, waiting. Listening.

Nothing.

“Why are you in the dark, Sandra?” She whirled at the mocking cadence of Barrington’s voice, so loud she was certain he stood behind her.

But he was right. Her legs shook as she stumbled to the panel and flicked the switch. 

Darkness fled as light spilled into the room, but the fear remained. She’d heard something, right?

On silent feet, she made her way through the house, checking locks and windows. Two windows in the bedroom. Two in the living room. One in the kitchen. One in the bathroom.

All secure.

Everything was locked down. No intruders in sight.

She pressed trembling hands to her stomach. You imagined it. There’s nothing out there or inside.

Barrington’s in prison. He can’t reach you.

That should have been her first thought. But after three years of panic attacks, logic never got a seat at the table anymore.

Her imagination could conjure the most vivid and ridiculous scenarios.

Alright. She crawled into bed and pulled the thin sheet up to her chest.

She had work in the morning and needed sleep.

But the fear lingered.

Like it had earlier, when she’d stepped off the bus, sure someone was watching.

Red numbers blinked at her from the nightstand: 2:38 a.m.

“Is someone out there this time?” Her voice brought no comfort.

No, it’s your imagination.

Her constricted chest made it hard to breathe. To concentrate. To think.

Should she call Sebastian? He’d told her to if she was ever afraid.

Her fingers clenched the phone until she feared it might crack.

No.

She inhaled, taking slow breaths as she counted backward from ten, loosening her grip with each number.

I won’t call Sebastian.

He’d tease her.

But discomfort pricked. He had never made her feel silly. Hours ago, he’d walked through her entire house, searching for her imaginary intruder.

She glanced at the clock. 3:10 a.m.

Okay, Cass. You’re not falling back to sleep.

She reached for her Bible and flipped to Psalm 56.

“Whenever I’m afraid, I will trust in You.”

The words got stuck in her throat.

“God, I’m trying. But… I don’t believe You’re trustworthy.”

A bitter taste filled her mouth as she whispered the words, and the Bible grew heavy in her hands. Where had He been when Jason got sick and died? 

The memory of her brother’s frail hand in hers, fading to cold, ripped at the seams of her doubt.

Where was God when Barrington shattered her life? When she needed Him most? Each question was a stab to her heart, reopening wounds that should have scarred over.

He was busy looking after everyone but her. She’d been an ardent believer, attending church every week, singing hymns until her voice was raw, certain of God’s presence. Now, her questions were met with deafening silence.

Where was the God who’d spoken with Job during his testing? The God who’d met Saul on the road?

She could use a face-to-face encounter, some writing on the wall… anything.

But it was hard to shake a lifetime of faith. Hard to let go of His promises—no matter how much she wanted to.

She didn’t know when sleep came. When the alarm finally went off, she stopped it with a groan.

She never got enough sleep.

Eyes bleary, she groaned and dragged herself out of bed.

If only she could call in sick today.

But working for Mom and Dad meant a full-on inquisition if she dared skip, no chance for rest. They’d show up, hovering like buzzards, their questions laced with a particular blend of parental concern and unspoken judgment that always made her want to rebel.

‘Are you okay? Do you need a break? Would you like to move back home?’ 

Her answer to all three was a firm no.

She moved on autopilot, feet dragging against the cold tile, praying for the fog to lift.

After scarfing down a slice of toast and scrambled eggs, she showered and dressed. Life as a receptionist at her parents’ clinic meant no fuss over clothes: dark slacks and whatever colorful scrub top was clean.

Should she find another job?

The thought worsened her headache.

Later.

Keys jingled as she unbolted the three locks and opened the front door, almost tripping over a mound of fur on the porch.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

She glared down.

Who would toss trash on her porch?

A soft mewl rose from the tiny ball of matted orange fur. A kitten cracked open one bleary eye and stared up at her.

Great. Somebody’s stowaway pet.

Compassion prickled anyway. The tiny thing stretched and twined around her feet.

“Don’t do that.” She scowled at the animal. 

But something in its wide eyes pulled at her. Maybe because they reflected her loneliness.

“I don’t like cats.”

The creature ignored her.

“Of course you’re orange,” she muttered. “You look like trouble.”

The kitten either didn’t understand or didn’t care. It let out another pitiful cry.

“If you’re searching for a new home, this is the wrong place, Buster.”

Another pitiful mewl.

Cassie sighed, long and low, the kind that came from too many sleepless nights.

The kitten pawed at her shoelace, batting it like a toy.

“I’m going to be late.”

She stomped into the house, returning with a ratty bathroom towel, and knelt beside the kitten.

“If you scratch me,” she wagged a warning finger, “that’s it. We’re done.”

She scooped it up, careful not to let it touch her shirt, and muttered, “If you’ve got fleas, you and I will have problems.”

She had to pass Sebastian’s clinic before reaching her parents’. She’d drop the kitten off there—problem solved.

“You hear that, cat? I’m giving you to someone who knows what they’re doing. I’m not your new owner.”

While she waited outside Sebastian’s clinic, she dialed her mother and explained the delay.

The clinic door opened as she ended the call. She thrust the towel-wrapped kitten toward Sebastian’s lab tech.

“I found this on my veranda this morning. Can you help it?” 

She couldn’t take care of anything else. Not now. But her fingers clenched around the towel.
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Sebastian Hart knelt beside his tiny desk. “Lord, I pray for every animal that’s brought in today. Give me the knowledge and understanding to provide the right treatment.”

An image of Cassie’s trembling frame flashed into his mind. 

“Father, I don’t know what’s going on with Cass, but You do. I put her into Your hands, Lord, and ask You to protect her.

“If someone is stalking her, please reveal the threat so that she can feel safe in her home.”

It bothered him that Cassie was hesitant to share what was happening to her, but he’d heard the whispers—the rumors that she wasn’t all there after her experience three years ago. He hated the murmuring but understood why their neighbors were wary of her.

The woman who left for Orange Valley had been fierce, vibrant, unstoppable.

The one who returned rarely made eye contact and seemed determined to make herself as small as possible. 

It tore him up inside.

If he could get his hands on that Barrington Ashberry…

His fists clenched and unclenched as heat surged through him.

“Forgive me, Father. You said vengeance is Yours, so I’m giving You Barrington. You saw what he did. I trust You’ll deal with him… because I can’t.”

Although he supposed God had already answered that prayer. The man was serving fifteen years in prison for what he had done to Cassie and her friends.

He continued to pray for his practice, employees, neighbors, and friends, asking God to put His hand of protection over them. 

“Amen.”

He stayed on his knees for a moment longer, letting the peace settle in his spirit.

A tap on the door broke the quiet, and he lifted his head.

“Yes?”

The clinic was open, but it was rare for them to get walk-ins this early, and his first appointment wasn’t for an hour.

Mark Bingham, his lab tech and close friend, stuck his head through the door.

“Are you about done, boss?”

Mark’s citrusy aftershave overrode the usual mix of disinfectant and animal fur.

“Yeah. What’s up?” He rose and dusted his slacks.

“Uh, you have a patient.”

Sebastian frowned. “A regular?”

“No.” A teasing grin flitted across Mark’s face. “A new one.”

He cocked his head, trying to decide why his friend was so amused by this client.

“Alright, put them in exam room one, and I’ll be there in a minute.”

He arrived within a minute, as he’d promised. Opening the door, a rush of cool air hit his face, but it wasn’t the AC that made him gasp.

“Cassie?”

She paced the exam room, a ratty towel in her hand.

“What are you doing here?” He stepped further inside and shut the door behind him.

“Here.” She shoved the towel at him. “Found this on my porch. I’m doing the responsible thing, and now it’s your problem.”

He could’ve taken the bundle and let it go at that, but he wasn’t about to pass up a chance to talk to her.

“Eh, that’s not how it works. There’s paperwork and all kinds of stuff for you to fill out.”

Her chin jutted out. “I know nothing about this stupid animal.”

He unwrapped it to reveal a tiny kitten, one eye matted shut, its faint heartbeat fluttering beneath his fingers. “You always hated cats.”

“That’s because they’re evil,” she mumbled. “Have you seen the way they stare at you? And that thing where they rub against your legs? It’s like they’re marking you as their slave.”

He suppressed a smile and set the kitten on the table for a quick exam.

“I’d say your companion is about two weeks old. There’s no sign of a tag or a chip, so I think this is a stray. Once I check him over, he’s all yours.”

“What?” She backed up, hands raised. “No, didn’t you hear me? I hate cats. I don’t want this stupid thing in my house.”

“Are you sure?” He stroked the kitten’s silky fur until it purred with pleasure. “They can be excellent company.”

Her jaw tensed. “I don’t need company. I can barely take care of myself.”

His heart twinged with compassion for her, but instinct told him that this pet belonged with Cass.

“I’ll get it cleaned up and bring him to you after work.”

Cassie growled and stormed out without another word.

* * *

Knowing Cassie as well as he did, he sat on the veranda step, waiting for her to come home. The kitten curled in his lap, its soft fur brushing his skin as it purred contentedly. 

She spotted him and glared, boots thudding up the stairs. He couldn’t tell if her annoyance was with him or the kitten. Probably both.

“What are you doing here, Sebastian?”

“I brought Boaz home for you, and everything he needs.”

She scowled at the cat and scoffed. “You named it Boaz? Isn’t that name too lofty for such a mangy animal?”

“I don’t think so.” He gave the kitten a gentle scratch. “Boaz is a nice, powerful name—a kinsman redeemer. And who couldn’t use one of those?”

Cass needed saving, but she’d built walls around herself like a fortress. For three years, she’d locked herself off from the community, never taking part or connecting with anyone. Cutting herself off even from her parents. And him.

As far as the beautiful Cassandra was concerned, he may as well be dead. Or invisible.

She flung the door open. “You might as well come in.”

Sebastian retreated behind the teasing demeanor he usually adopted in her presence.

“Hear that, Boaz?” He gave the kitten’s ears a rub before putting it in the cage. “The princess has summoned us inside the manor.”

“Lock it.” She motioned to the door.

He nudged it shut.

“No, lock it.” She mimed the turning of a key.

He arched a brow but engaged the deadbolt as she had requested.

“Isn’t that overkill considering I’ll be leaving soon?”

“Better to be safe.”

He was instantly on alert, closing the small distance between them.

“Did something happen after I left last night?”

“Yes.” Her eyes darted away with a groan. “No.” She ran a hand over her hair. “I don’t know.”

He set the kitten’s cage on the floor, where soft purring underscored the tension in the room. Then he took her shaky hands in his.

“Tell me.”

“Why don’t you ignore the crazy girl like everyone else?”

“You’re not crazy, Cass.”

“Are you sure?” Her voice cracked. “Because sometimes I don’t even feel real. Like I’m slipping… and no one notices.”

He noticed.

“Come.” He drew her toward the kitchen and sat her at the table. Sebastian washed his hands before rifling through her cupboards. “Are you still obsessed with that nasty chocolate mint tea?”

The ghost of her smile flitted across her face. “It’s in the cupboard on your right.”

He set the kettle on and grabbed a mug. “Alright, no more stalling. What happened?”

“I heard a creak.” She began in a halting voice.

“Creak?” His brows knitted together.

“I know,” she blurted. “It makes no sense, right? It’s a concrete roof and tile floors. What would be creaking? But that’s what I heard. When I got up and checked, there was no one here. Nothing. But I heard it.” Her voice dipped to a whisper.

“I believe you.”

Cassie had always been unfailingly honest.

“You do?”

The kettle whistled, shattering the moment. Getting up, he made quick work of making a cup of tea for her.

“Did you call the police?”

She snorted, the sound brittle and jarring.

“Please.” She folded her fingers around the steaming mug. “How do you think those rumors about me being crazy started?”

Sebastian’s stomach twisted. Did they really believe that? Worse—had they made her believe it too? Had their whispers created the woman who sat across from him, withdrawn and guarded?

“When I first came home, I called them all the time, and they never found an intruder. They finally ruled that I was out of my mind.” Cass gave a shaky laugh. “They were right.”

She meant it. Something tightened in his chest. 

She lowered her head, closing her eyes to inhale the steam.

“Cassie, look at me.” She lifted her head and stared at him, wariness in her eyes. “You’re not crazy. You had a traumatic experience. It’s normal to be fearful.”

“Aren’t you going to tell me how irrational I’m being or how weak my faith must be because I’m afraid?”

“No.” He raised both hands. “Did you notice how many times the phrase ‘do not be afraid’ or some variation appears in the Bible? 

“I know what it feels like to be afraid, Cass. To feel like God is silent. But what I’ve learned is that being afraid doesn’t mean your faith is weak. It means you’re human. And that’s exactly why God keeps telling us not to be afraid—because He knows we will be.”

Sebastian paused, letting the words hang in the air.

“It’s not shameful to feel afraid,” he added softly. “It’s human.”

Her lips quivered. “Thank you.”

He’d be present in Cassie’s life, even if she shut him out or pushed him away, like she had for the last six years. He’d made a promise to her brother to look after her, and he’d already failed her once.

But she needed him now. And nothing would stop him from keeping that promise—no matter the cost.
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Cassie leaned against the door after letting Sebastian out. For one brief interlude, she’d felt almost normal, as if she weren’t broken. As if Barrington hadn’t scarred and driven her crazy. But when he left, the reassuring warmth leaked away.

What was she supposed to do?

The kitten mewed at her, batting at its cage, and she stomped over to it with a growl.

“You couldn’t have done this before the expert left? How do I care for you?”

Her phone vibrated in her pocket, and she dug it out, swiping to read the message from Sebastian.

Remove the kitten from the carrier.

What was he? A mind reader? Or had he guessed that if it were up to her, she’d have kept the kitten in its cage all night?

The latch opened with a snick, and the kitten nosed her hand, its head soft and insistent.

“I’m not falling for your tricks.”

Her phone buzzed again.

Sebastian: Feed it. There’s food in the bag. I’ve also included a small bowl, so please fill it with water and place it on the ground.

She narrowed her eyes at the phone. It was starting already. The kitten was taking over her life. Her phone buzzed again. 

Sebastian: There’s a litter box that, once you uncover it, will be ready. It’s at the bottom of the larger bag.

Sebastian: Of course, if you need help…

Cassie tapped out a rapid response.

No.

It was like Sebastian and the cat, Boaz, had formed a conspiracy to test her patience.

Her conscience nagged at her.

Are you truly annoyed, Cass? Or did you finally feel as if somebody was listening to you for the first time in years?

She clamped her teeth together. Sebastian didn’t count.

He was Jason’s best friend, paying penance. Nothing more. But a memory flickered—she and Sebastian over pizza, celebrating a successful collaboration. There’d been an almost-kiss, a moment she believed they’d have become more than friends.

Pushing up from the ground, she yanked open the crinkling bags, fingers fumbling as she followed his instructions. This would have been so much easier if he’d written them out.

Her phone rang, and she answered it with a snarl.

“What?”

“Do you always answer like that?”

“No. I reserve this tone for annoying men who think they’re my brothers.”

“I don’t want to be your brother, Cass.”

Sebastian’s mumbled words stirred a frisson of awareness to life.

She slapped the tin bowl onto the counter.

“What do you want? Do you have another set of directions for Prince Boaz?”

“I do.”

“Why not do it yourself?”

He chuckled. “I thought you’d never ask. Open the door.”

“Ugh.” She marched over to it and flung it open. “You are the most infuriating man I’ve ever met.”

“Good to know I’ve made an impression, Cass.”

Her gaze dropped to the shopping bag dangling from his fingers.

“What’s in the bag?”

“Dinner.” He handed it to her. “Get the cat.”

She slammed the door and followed him inside, grabbing the kitten as he headed for her kitchen. “I never agreed to eat with you.”

He ignored her, opening a can of cat food for Boaz and putting it into the bowl.

The scent of canned food turned her stomach, but Boaz purred as if it were a gourmet meal.

“I didn’t ask you.”

“Bossy older men who think they’re related to me.”

“Bratty younger woman whom I don’t want to be related to,” Sebastian retorted.

She glared at the kitten that curled in her palm like it belonged there.

“I hope this cat doesn’t think it’s sleeping in my bed.”

“Why, Cassie,” he smirked, “are you worried? Remember, you’re the boss. You get to tell it what to do.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re not funny.”

Grabbing the food bowl, she returned to the living room and placed it on the ground.

Boaz dove in like he hadn’t eaten in days, his tiny whiskers twitching with every bite. She made a second trip for the water bowl.

“Must be fun being a cat.”

No worries, and people catering to your every need. 

After washing her hands in the bathroom, she let out a sigh and returned to the kitchen.

“How’s Boaz enjoying his meal?”

“I’m not a cat whisperer, Bastian.” The nickname slipped out, and she almost bit her tongue. “If you’re so concerned, check on him yourself.”

“Don’t worry. Boaz will convert you in no time.”

He washed his hands and began taking ingredients from the bag. Despite herself, she shifted closer to him. She wouldn’t have admitted it, but she was glad he was here.

It delayed the inevitable hours she’d have to spend in the house alone.

“What’s for dinner?”

“Pasta. Can you put on a pot?”

She filled a big pot with water and set it on the stove. Then, drew out a saucepan and put it on the flame.

He removed a container of already seasoned beef. Savory spices hit her nose—garlic, thyme, and pepper. Her stomach clenched. 

Was it from hunger, or the sudden intimacy of him cooking in her kitchen?

“You planned this, didn’t you?”

“I did.”

“Why?”

“You spend too much time alone, Cassie. It’s unhealthy.”

She scoffed. “I spend plenty of time with other people. I’m at the clinic all day.”

“Yeah, hiding behind a desk with your professional facade intact. What about after work?”

She busied herself getting seasonings—onion, tomatoes, and sweet pepper—from the fridge so she wouldn’t have to answer.

“You never attend the community events, and leave church as soon as the service is over. Cass, you never engage with anyone. You don’t socialize or mingle.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’d avoid them, too, if everyone looked at you like you might snap.”

“Cass.” He stopped, taking both her hands in his.

“You fuel their suspicions when you pull away. Put yourself in their shoes. This is where you grew up. And we remember you as a fun-loving girl who always had a smile and a kind word for everyone. 

“Now you barely make eye contact and speak only when necessary. People are worried.”

“When you put it like that, I sound like a grouch.”

“You are.” His smile softened the jab.

“Yeah, well, it’s hard to put yourself out there when people have proven how rotten they can be.”

Her conscience nagged at her. It had been one man.

She’d met plenty of nice people during her time in Orange Valley, and her Cinnamon Hill neighbors were kind. Mostly.

But every time she ventured out of her shell, a new rumor started or someone revived an old one. It made her not want to let anyone in.

“What do you want from me, Sebastian?”

She tugged her hand away.

“More than you’re ready to give,” he mumbled.

“Excuse me?”

The pot hissed behind her as the water began boiling.

“Nothing. Can you put the pasta in? The water’s ready.”

Sebastian moved around her kitchen, confident and unhurried, like he belonged there. Cassie hesitated, caught between irritation and an unexpected sense of rightness.

But that was foolish. Why would Sebastian make her feel at peace?

She added the pasta to the boiling water, the steam curling around her fingers, and then leaned against the counter.

As he browned the meat, the rich aroma of garlic and herbs filled the room. Was she really okay with this? Or too tired to resist?

“What do you want me to do?”

He spared her a glance.

“Do you have the stuff for a salad?”

She sucked her teeth. “Are you suggesting that I’m not taking care of myself?”

“I don’t know, Cass.” His eyes remained on her. “Are you? How much weight have you lost in the last three years?”

She pushed away from the counter and stood in front of the fridge, letting the cool air wash over her heated skin. Returning with ingredients for a coleslaw, she placed them on the counter.

“I eat.”

“I’m sure you do.”

But he hadn’t been incorrect. Most of her clothes swam on her.

She compensated by wearing jeans and T-shirts. Lucky for her, her parents provided uniforms, and those fit fine. Since she wore scrubs most days, nobody else had commented on her weight loss.

“Aunt Trina is having a Bible study tomorrow. She’d love it if you joined her.”

Once upon a time, Cassie had enjoyed spending time with the older woman. Sebastian’s aunt was a fountain of wisdom and a godly woman. She used to count Trina as a mentor.

“Cass.”

She looked up to meet Sebastian’s concerned gaze. She’d fallen into her thoughts and hadn’t answered him.

“The Bible study? Should I tell her you’ll be there?”

“Are you Katrina’s PR manager?” Her words came out with more than a little snark.

Sebastian half-smiled. “I could think of worse jobs.”

“No, I won’t be attending.”

He hemmed. “Does that mean you’ll be at the church picnic on Sunday evening?”

She glared at him. “Now you’re the church’s event coordinator?”

“Come on, Cass.” He placed the lid on the saucepan and adjusted the flame before turning to her. “I’m trying. The least you can do is meet me halfway.”

She didn’t want to meet him anywhere, but her heart skipped a beat.

“Why won’t you accept that I’m fine?”

“Because you’re not. It’s the lie you’ve been telling yourself, but I know you, Cassie. This closed-off, surly individual? That’s not you.

“I don’t know what happened in Orange Valley, but are you gonna let that scoundrel win?”

His voice stabbed at her.

“If you become a different person because of what he did to you, he wins.”

A car backfired in the distance, and she jumped.

“Relax,” Sebastian murmured, running a soothing hand along her arm.

Was he right? Was she letting her ex win?

Before meeting Barrington Ashberry III, Cassie worked as a kindergarten teacher, doing what she loved—shaping young minds. She’d lived in a cozy apartment and had weekly girl nights with her two best friends. 

Cassie had believed that, with God’s help, there was nothing she couldn’t accomplish. She’d been on a mission to prove she could do what she loved and have a good life.

But since the night he shot her, she’d retreated behind walls, both physical and emotional.

“Maybe he wins, but I don’t have the energy to keep fighting.”

“That’s not the girl I used to know.”

Her gaze hardened. “Leave it alone, Sebastian. I’m too tired to fight with you.”

Silence filled the kitchen. The sizzle of cooking meat and the bubbling pasta created an air of domesticity. But it was an illusion. One she wouldn’t fall for.

Sooner than it would have been if she’d cooked herself, he was snapping off the burners.

“Dinner’s ready. Where are your plates?”

She moved past him to hand them to him.

He plated two servings. “This won’t be the scrumptious fare you and your mother are used to, but as a bachelor, I take pride in what I can prepare.”

They sat at the tiny kitchen table. The savory aroma of spiced beef and tomato sauce wafted to her, stirring her taste buds to life.

“Thanks.”

She used to love cooking. These days, she did the bare minimum to survive, often living on leftovers from meals with her parents or eating cereal.

“Shall we pray?” Sebastian held out his hand.

She squinted at it before placing hers in his.

A zing of awareness ran through her when their palms connected.

“See, there’s that thing I’ve never been able to get over. It’s one reason I can’t give up on you.”

Her stomach fluttered, and she jerked her fingers from his, but before she could escape his grasp, he rested his warm palm on hers.

“Easy. I’m not doing anything tonight except stating my intentions.”

A shiver worked its way down her spine. The Sebastian of his early twenties had been hard to resist. How could she stand her ground if he worked at it now? 

She tugged her hand away. “You don’t want me, Sebastian. There are plenty of single women in Cinnamon Hill without half the baggage I carry.”

“True. But if Christ didn’t give up on us, I won’t give up on you.”

A lump rose in Cassie’s throat. She blinked hard and looked away.

“You don’t mean that.”

“I do, Cass. But we’ll talk about that another time.”

Sebastian took a slow breath. “Let’s pray.”

He closed his eyes.

“Dear Lord, thank You for this wonderful meal and conversation. I put Cassandra in Your hands, Lord. Please heal her of the wounds of the past and help her see that she is worthy of love.”

Sebastian’s words flowed low and steady. Cassie stared at the pale scar across her knuckle. She used to talk to God like that, like He was right there at the table.

“Wherever Barrington is, I pray You will…” Sebastian’s fingers tightened on hers before relaxing. “Reveal Yourself to him so that he, too, can come into the knowledge of God. Amen.”

Her eyes flew open. “What kind of prayer was that?”

“What?”

“Why would you pray for Barrington to find God?”

Her fists curled as she spoke Barrington’s name.

His jaw worked. “Isn’t that what life is about? Each of us gaining a saving knowledge of our Creator?”

“Yes, but not Barrington.” She spat out his name. “He broke into my friend’s house and could have killed us. He shot me.”

Heat flared up her neck. She didn’t want grace for Barry. He deserved to bear the weight of every wound he’d inflicted. 

“I know, and I’m sorry.”

“He…” She bit her tongue at the confession that wanted to flow out.

Sebastian narrowed his gaze at her.

“Cass, what else did he do before you ended up in that dangerous situation with him?”

“Nothing.” She jutted out her chin. “Why don’t you call the prison and ask your new bestie, since you’re the one praying for him and everything?”

He laughed, but there was no amusement on his face.

“Believe me, Cass, the last thing I want to do is pray for him. But the other day, God reminded me that vengeance belongs to Him. I have to trust that the God of the universe knows what’s best in every situation.

“And that includes offering mercy to a man who doesn’t deserve it. Because, ultimately, which of us deserves God’s grace?”
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Had he pushed her too far? He hadn’t meant to start a conversation about Cassie’s faith or to pray for Barrington, but it had seemed like the right thing.

“Cass,” he reached for her fingers. “I hope you don’t think I’m being a sanctimonious jerk.”

Her lips twitched. “Aren’t you?”

“No, I…” He sighed. “I miss the old Cassie, that’s all.”

“I miss her too.”

Her admission was almost inaudible. The ache in his chest deepened. How could he bring back the woman she used to be?

“What would Jason do?”

The ghost of her smile glittered across her face. “You mean now?”

“Yes.”

She glanced around the room.

“He’d challenge us to a race. Who could finish eating our pasta first without choking?”

“Alright then.” He stretched his hands like an athlete limbering up for a race. “Let’s go then.”

Her eyes widened. “Are you crazy?”

“Nope.”

“You said this is what Jason would do? So, that’s what we’re doing.”

The kitten curled around his ankles and meowed.

“See? Boaz agrees.”

She snorted. “I’m not taking life advice from a cat.”

“Why not?” He arched a brow. “Have you ever seen how unbothered a cat is? They sleep all day, play when they feel like it, and think they’re the bosses of whatever environment you put them in.”

She raised a brow. “So you admit cats are evil.”

“Evil? Nah. Just more concerned with world domination than the average animal. Personally,” he leaned forward as if sharing a secret. “I believe that a long time ago, they were up against the lion for the title of king of the jungle and lost. They decided to rule the home instead.”

She half smiled. “You are crazy.”

“Maybe.” He leaned back. “But you’re about to lose this race. On your mark.”

He picked up his fork, holding it like a weapon of war, ready to battle for his honor.

“Get set.” 

Cassie rolled her eyes, not quite hiding her smile. “I can’t believe you’re doing this.”

“Go.” He plunged his fork into the meal, shoveling pasta and minced beef into his mouth.

This was not the ideal behavior of a man trying to impress a woman.

But it had ignited a spark in her almond-brown eyes, and he preferred it to the dead look she sported most days. It was enough to make him hold on to hope.

Cassie picked up her fork and began eating at a moderate pace.

He chewed and gulped down the bite.

“Oh, come on. You won’t leave me hanging, will you?”

“Yes.”

“No.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin, leaning forward. “Don’t let me do this alone. Please.”

He pouted. “Pretty please.”

She rolled her eyes. “Fine.”

“Go!” she yelled and began stuffing food into her mouth.

“You tricked me.”

Her eyes shone, and he chuckled. Sebastian wasted no more time deciphering her motivations and began scooping food into his mouth at a frantic pace.

They scraped the last morsels from their plates, stuffing them into their mouths at the same time.

Cass swallowed and drank a sip of water a second before he did.

“I win.” She smirked. “What’s my prize?”

He finished his bite. “What do you want?”

Her eyes went flat. “For you to leave me alone.”

His stomach sank. This moment was supposed to rekindle what they once had.

“No.” He shook his head. “That’s not an option. Pick something else.”

“Yeah.” Her shoulders slumped. “I didn’t think you’d make this easy for me.”

She pushed away from the table and brought their plates to the sink.

Lord, please. I don’t know how to reach her. Can You help? Tell me what to do because I’m out of ideas.

He followed her into the kitchen, where she stacked their plates on the counter.

“I’ll leave that on your account, Cass, for whenever you’re ready to claim it.”

* * *

Sebastian rubbed both hands over his face as he entered his house. The usual warm scent of vanilla and cinnamon barely registered, failing to soothe him as it normally did. The evening had gone nothing like he’d planned.

At first, it felt like progress—Cassie had finally loosened up.

But in the end, she’d shut him down.

God, what am I doing wrong?

He’d loved her for so many years, he thought he’d have gotten over it by now.

Either that, or they should’ve been married with at least one child.

How could he convince this wounded bird to take a chance on him when her healthier, happier version hadn’t?

“How was it?” Katrina Hart made her way toward him with a slight frown.

He sighed. 

“That bad, huh?”

“Worse.”

“Come. I was about to have a cup of tea.”

She headed the way she’d come, and he followed her into the sitting room.

His aunt had spent a decade living in Jazirat Aljana and developed a taste for exotic teas. Because of that, most of their conversations—whether they were having a light chat or a serious talk—were done with tea. When she moved in with him in after his parents passed, he’d adopted her habit.

She poured him a cup of tea, adding his usual two spoons of sugar, then handed it to him. The teaspoon clinked against the ceramic.

“Thanks.”

Closing his eyes, he inhaled the sweet raspberry fragrance as the vapors calmed his nerves.

“Tell me what happened.”

He gave her a summary of how the evening had played out.

“Hmm.” She wrapped her hands around the cup and brought it to her mouth, taking a sip.

“That’s it?”

Trina was a woman with strong opinions. This nonchalant response was unlike her.

“Aunt Trina, I need more than hmm. What does that mean?”

Her gaze rested gently on him. “Did you tell the poor girl how you feel about her?”

His mouth dropped open. “How did you know?”

He’d sanitized his personal feelings from his recount.

“It wasn’t hard to guess. You’ve been restless since Mark and Tiffany began dating. That increased when they married. It’s always been Cassie for you, and for a while, you couldn’t tell her how you felt out of respect for Jason. And when you finally did…” She trailed off.

He gulped his tea, scalding the roof of his mouth. His history with Cassie was complicated and sometimes painful.

“Aren’t you the one who encouraged me to be honest?”

“Yes, Seb, but that was six years ago, not now.”

He was always making the wrong moves with Cassie.

“How much of what happened to her in Orange Valley do you know?”

His lips flattened into a thin line. “Not much.” 

Cassie has been tight-lipped about the subject. “Only that her boyfriend accidentally shot her after breaking into the house where she was staying with her friends.”

The story had made the news.

“Yes.” He narrowed his eyes at his aunt. “What do you know about Cass that I don’t?”

Aunt Trina and Lucia Pageant were best friends.

“Not much, but there was physical and emotional abuse. It came out during the trial. Glen and Lucia aren’t sure how bad it was, but you can bet that it was worse than they learned in that courtroom.”

His fingers curled around the delicate handle of the cup, snapping it off.

“Sorry,” he grimaced. “I’ll replace it.”

“No.” She waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter.”

He set the cup on the table, fiddling with the fragment of porcelain.

“Cassie’s a lot like that cup, Sebastian. The wrong handling, even done in love, might snap her—breaking her apart in such a way that she may never be whole again.”

Her words churned in his gut, stealing his peace. Should he have followed her to Orange Valley after Jason died? Would they never have the epic love story he was certain lay in their future?

“So I’m supposed to let her go? Move on with my life? Is that what you’re saying?”

“Of course not.”

His aunt had always encouraged him to be bold in his love for others and in Christ.

“But what Cassie needs is not a man trying to win her heart.”

He clenched his jaw until it hurt.

Several deep breaths later, he found his voice again.

“Then what am I supposed to do in the meantime?”

“Be her friend.” Trina squeezed his hand.

“That’s all. Treat her the way Christ loved the church.” She grinned.

“If you want an idea of what that looks like, read the book of Hosea. You may find some tips on how to win her heart there.”

He recoiled at the thought of comparing Cassie to Gomer.

“Cassie isn’t a promiscuous woman. Why should I approach our relationship as if she is?”

“The book of Hosea is about more than a man’s love for his promiscuous wife, Sebastian. Surely I’ve taught you that.”

His aunt had led a weekly Bible study for years. Most of the material she tested out on him.

His shoulders curved. “You’re right.”

“What does the book of Hosea teach us?” she prompted, like she was talking to a preschooler.

“It’s an allegory of God’s love for His people and how He pursues us even when we run away from His presence again and again.”

“Exactly. The point isn’t Gomer’s sin, but Hosea’s unwavering love. Cassie, like Gomer, has been hurt and needs a gentle, loving hand to remind her she is worthy of love and that God never stopped loving her. If you can’t be that man, then leave her alone.”
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Glen Pageant stopped at the reception desk and tapped his fingers on the counter.

“Are you okay to lock up?”

Cassie’s eyes darted to the clock. Five minutes to go. She raised a brow. Her father never left early. 

“You’re leaving already?”

Her dad half-smiled. “It’s five minutes. Cass, the residents of Cinnamon Hill will forgive me. Whereas your mom will have my head if I don’t go to the bakery for dinner rolls… unless you’d like to buy them for me.”

He gave her a hopeful look.

“No.” She shook her head.

The bakery would be full by the time she got there. And the last thing Cassie was in the mood for was dealing with people.

“No,” she repeated with emphasis. “Too many wagging tongues.”

“You’ll have to deal with them sometime.”

“Maybe.” Cassie’s gaze darted across the office. She’d already dealt with more people today than she wanted.

At least, sick people usually focused too much on their pain to pry into her business.

That wouldn’t be the case at the bakery.

“Alright then, what should I bring home for you?”

She half-smiled at his standard request. “Surprise me.”

She shared her father’s love for sweets, which would have probably gotten out of hand if not for Lucia Pageant’s firm hand in curtailing them.

“Right.” He tapped the desk. “See you in a few minutes.”

“Okay then.”

She remained behind the reception desk until the hand hit five, though it was unlikely anyone would come to the clinic. They all knew her family had a standing midweek dinner, and had no qualms about coming to their house to fetch either of the doctors.

But she wouldn’t give the gossips any fodder by leaving her post early. She pottered around the space, sanitizing the space while checking that all the doors and windows were closed and everything was in its place. The soft hiss of the spray bottle and the squeak of her rubber soles grounded her in the routine.

These peaceful moments alone in the office were the best part of her day.

“Guess if I were still into gratitude, this would be something to be grateful for.” She snorted under her breath, the sound swallowed by the empty room. 

“Yeah, right.” Wishing for things to go back to the way they were was a waste of time. 

Grabbing her purse, she locked the door behind her and double-checked it.
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