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And the angel of the Lord appeared unto him in a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush: and he looked, and, behold, the bush burned with fire, and the bush was not consumed (Ex 3:2)

There’s more to sex than mere skin on skin. Sex is as much spiritual mystery as physical fact. As written in Scripture, “The two become one.” Since we want to become spiritually one with the Master, we must not pursue the kind of sex that avoids commitment and intimacy, leaving us more lonely than ever—the kind of sex that can never “become one.” There is a sense in which sexual sins are different from all others. In sexual sin we violate the sacredness of our own bodies, these bodies that were made for God-given and God-modeled love, for “becoming one” with another. Or didn’t you realize that your body is a sacred place, the place of the Holy Spirit? Don’t you see that you can’t live however you please, squandering what God paid such a high price for? The physical part of you is not some piece of property belonging to the spiritual part of you. God owns the whole works. So let people see God in and through your body. (1 Co 6:16-20 MSG)
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September, Central Texas

Thunder rumbled, the resonant sound mixing in with the rain and the whimper of her dog in the passenger seat. She shot out one hand to cup the Labrador puppy’s head and, fingering the downy fur on the side of his neck, gave what comfort she could. “It’s okay, little buddy.” At least, she hoped so.

She transferred her hand to the dashboard, switching on an old cassette deck radio, and fiddled with the knob until an announcer’s warbling voice emerged through the speakers.

“... torrential downpour, not fit for man or beast. Stay home, folks.”

“Yeah, thanks.” That advice would’ve been great an hour ago, as it was now, she could barely see to drive the next few feet.

A flash of lightning lit up the road long enough to give her a glimpse of what lay ahead. The ditches overflowed across the verge onto the pavement, creating a pond of questionable depth. Darkness reclaimed the atmosphere, and she brought the truck to a halt.

A fifties tune played softly in the background.

“We either drive through it and risk getting stuck,” she said to the dog, “or we wait here, however long, for this mess to stop.” Which might take hours, and she didn’t think she had the patience for that. “Onward it is then.”

Tapping the accelerator, the truck rolled forward, the ground immediately proving unstable. The tires spun in water way too deep, and the truck skated to the right, the tail end sliding diagonal. She pumped the brakes, but the vehicle tipped off the pavement into foot-deep muck, coming to a sudden, jarring halt. She mashed the gas, only to dig them in deeper, and released an oath, her hand slapping the steering wheel.

The puppy whined again, and she reached for him, holding him suspended in front of her. He lapped at her nose. 

“We’re stuck, Fauntleroy. I can only hope ...” The rest of her words stuck in her throat. Hope this all didn’t catch up with her.

She’d tried to stay positive the last few years, but it seemed like her life had decayed at every turn. The only thing that’d stayed sort of the same was her boyfriend, Luke. Then again, he’d become ... possessive.

“I guess I should turn the engine off, or we’ll be dead and out of gas in a few,” she said to the dog. Leaning over him, she turned the keys and the little bit of light the dash provided went out.

It was really dark then, the sky blackened by the rain and a moonless night. Soon, lack of vision, the ever-warming cab, and boredom sent her off to sleep. She awakened to the crack and pop of an electrical storm. The rain had softened to a drizzle, but jagged bolts of lightning stabbed east and west. 

Fascinated, she stroked the puppy’s back and counted the time between them. One in particular snapped lower than most, its tapered point striking an oak tree midway out in the field on the right. The tree gave a tremendous crack and split in two from top to bottom, its great limbs falling to earth atop a figure that, for a brief instant, resembled a man.

A man? That couldn’t be.

She sat up straighter and turned the keys, firing the wipers across the windshield. A milder stroke of lightning showed nothing but waterlogged grass, however, and the remains of the tree.

“I must’ve imagined it ...”

No sooner had the words left her mouth than a fist pounded the driver’s side door. She spun her gaze to the barrel of a shotgun.

“Sh ...” In an instant, she ducked, and the gun went off, shattering the glass. She dumped the puppy in the floorboard and reached across the cab. Flipping the glove compartment open, she snagged the butt of a very old pistol.

A man clawed at her neck, dragging her backward. Desperate, she swung at his hands, cracking the pistol on his knuckles. Then twisting right, she fired point-blank. He bucked backwards at the impact and fell to the earth, his shotgun landing awkwardly atop him.

Her heart pounding, she eyed him for the longest time, finally inhaling deep and flipping open the door. The hinges squeaked as she emerged, the persistent rain quickly gluing her long brown locks to her face. She shuffled through the ankle-deep water to a position over him, the pistol wavering in her grip.

He made no movement, but stared sightless overhead. 

She bent over for a better look. Middle-aged, not quite six foot, with a blurry green tattoo probably done in prison. Was this a random hold up then? Maybe his truck had gotten stuck, too, so he’d decided to take hers.

“That didn’t work out so well. Did it?” she asked.

“You okay?”

The presence of a second man whirled her to the left. The pistol raised, she aimed it at a figure climbing over the barbed wire fence lining the field. Her fingers slipped, the gun bobbling in her grasp, and she reversed, hastily raising it higher. “Don’t come any closer.”

He halted, his hands held in midair on either side. 

Lightning flashed once, twice, three times, the third time seeming to target his head. It licked his scalp, shooting sparks from his fingertips, and spread resplendent along his arms, over his shoulders, and up his neck. He glowed as if his skin was dusted with gold, and his eyes lit, shining an unusual color, turquoise like the Caribbean Sea.

Her heart skipped, and she reversed. “Not going to die tonight,” she said. “Not like this and not in Humboldt, Texas.”

His gaze changed, flicking to the figure on the ground. Lowering his arms, apparently not worried about her or the gun, he angled himself across the road, kneeling at the dead man’s side. He turned the man’s head left to right, then traced the tattoo with his fingers, before feeling in the man’s pockets for any ID. 

The glow from his skin provided enough light for him to see, and extracting a wallet, he flipped it open and removed out several items, tossing the wallet itself on the man’s chest. “Stand back,” he said.

She obeyed, the pistol still extended in front of her.

Touching his fingers to the dead man’s clothes, flames flickered on the surface, soon taking hold and consuming everything. Orange and white, not doused by the rain, they spread across the dead man’s body, forming a globular fireball that lit the surrounding landscape.

She lowered the pistol and raised one hand over her face, backing further until her heels jabbed her truck’s front tire. The man stood then, giving the fire he’d created only the barest glance, and without any sign of fear, approached. He reached down and took her gun, checking the chamber for bullets, emptied it and poked it in his waistband. He leaned his weight on one hip as if in debate. The light on his skin lowered to a glimmer.

“Who are you?” she asked, hesitant.

She would wake up any minute and find this night a dream. She hadn’t gotten stuck on the side of the road in the midst of a downpour. She hadn’t been attacked by an unknown assailant, and she wasn’t staring at a second man, thinking if he didn’t kiss her, she’d lose her mind.

As if reading her thoughts, he reached for her. Cradling the back of her head in one palm, he tilted her mouth upward and claimed it, no reluctance, no temerity, and no apology for doing so, and no gentleness either. He demanded it from her, and though her lips bruised, she begged him for more. His tongue scored her senses, consuming her mind, until she heated like the incandescence on his skin.

He ceased, at last, yet, though his touch was light, he held her firmly in his grip. “You can’t stay here,” he said. “I’ll take you somewhere.”

She didn’t question it, but moved to the driver’s door of her truck and reached in for the puppy. Tucking the small animal to her chest, she pocketed her keys and followed behind her rescuer to a four-wheel drive parked a quarter mile ahead.

He held the door while she climbed in, then rounded the back and took a place behind the wheel, his gaze curious. “Kaos Dawkins,” he said.

Kaos? Fitting. She didn’t remark on it.

“Delilah Pesche.”

He nodded once, cranked, and pulled onto the road. The truck tipped left to right over the edge of the pavement, tossing the puppy toward the edge of her lap. She adjusted her hold.

They’d gone a couple miles when it hit her. Sitting up, she glanced behind and made a groan. “Wait. We’ve got to go back.”

Kaos flicked her a worried glance.

“Nothing bad. Just me being a typical female ...” she continued. “I forgot my purse.”
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She was the one. He knew it. Standing there in the road, he’d felt a call for her from deep inside. His brothers, Crowne and Anchor, had explained the feeling the year before, or tried to. He hadn’t understood at the time. He did now. Everything in him had surged toward her. 

The fact she’d responded to the overture and not asked any questions about it sealed things in his mind. After all, what girl would make out with a complete stranger on the side of the road in the midst of a thunderstorm, especially one that glowed? 

He returned to her truck, so she could get her purse, satisfied to see the dead man’s body turned to ash. She paused briefly to stare at the blackened spot in the road, then hopped back in.

“So, I have questions,” she began. “The biggest one is why you kissed me like that.”

Surprised, he crooked a smile. Not why lightning hadn’t killed him, nor how he’d burned up her attacker’s remains, but an answer that should have been obvious to anyone.

“You kissed me back,” he said.

She puckered her lips. “True, and that was unlike me. I’m not really the hop-in-the-sack type.”

He raised an eyebrow. A kiss hardly meant he’d asked her to “hop in the sack”. He’d actually only slept with a girl once. Entertained thousands with his abilities, but kept his pants zipped afterward. Not that he didn’t want to have a steady relationship, but he enjoyed the smile on a woman’s face, the spark in her eyes, far more.

“You wanted to. I wanted to, so we did,” he said.

She didn’t respond to that, nor did she ask any other questions until he pulled into the driveway. The dog in her lap, she unbuckled, exited, and eyed the place. He met her on the passenger side and, one hand placed in the center of her back, tried to steer her forward. 

But she dug her heels into the soggy soil. “Wait. Where are we?” She nodded toward the house.

“Where me and my roommates live.” He tapped her on the shoulder in another attempt to move her forward, but she stood fast.

“So we go in and ...?”

“Dry off? I’m not kidnapping you. But until the weather improves, I can’t get your truck unstuck, and we can hardly spend the next twenty-four hours standing out here.” Plus, someone had tried to kill her. They seriously needed to consider that. It was apparently not on her mind, however.

He gestured toward the rain-slick sky. “It’s all above-board. I’m not going to force you to ‘hop in the sack.’” He quoted her words back to her, and her expression mixed. “We have a telephone. You can call someone,” he added.

“You’ll let me call?”

Kaos sighed. “Yes. And I’ll find you something dry to wear. Wouldn’t you rather be warm and fed?”

She shifted at last, but her foot on the bottom step, screeched to another halt and looked back at him. “About that whole flame thing ...”

The fact it’d taken her this long to bring it up amused him, but he attempted not to look like it.

“It’s safe inside,” he said. “I promise.”

This must’ve been what she needed to hear because she finally propelled herself upward.

The house was the typical run-down Victorian you’d see on any home improvement show. Except the improvements he and the guys had made were for more of a security measure. Video cameras with heat sensors, digital locks on the doors and windows, and wifi strong enough to connect them to aliens on the moon, if needed. They knew who approached the house with a facial recognition scan, and within seconds, could tell everything about them.

He unlocked the door using a digital keypad and urged her inside. On the right, a stairway hugged the wall to the upper landing and a suite of bedrooms. Straight ahead and to the left were two doorways. The left-hand one was a formal sitting area in its former life, but now more like office space. Pointing her ahead, they crossed through a dining room, empty of any furniture save a long table and mismatched chairs. Through the archway on the other side, they entered the kitchen. Here, he and his roommates had added a gas stove, two microwaves ... they were bachelor males, after all ... and an enormous industrial refrigerator.

Four guys were seated around a small round table, a mishmash of electronic devices in their hands displaying some sort of map. One particular guy stood, offering his chair, and Delilah, hesitant, eventually took it, settling the puppy in her lap. The small animal squirmed, seeking the floor, and she released it.

“Guys, this is Delilah. I found her stuck on the side of the road.”

Another of his friends cleared his throat. “You found an attractive female on the side of the road in the worst thunderstorm we’ve had in Texas history?” He shook his head and corrected himself. “Of course, you did.”

The puppy returned, and one of his friends claimed it. Delilah’s gaze shifted back to his. He attempted to make introductions. “The big guy on the left with the curly hair and the fabulous smile is Stan.”

Stan grinned and adopted a model-esque pose, head tilted, one hand dug into his disheveled hair.

“To his right is his cousin, Tariq.”

Delilah’s brow drew upward. “You’re cousins?”

“You don’t see it?” Stan asked. He and Tariq mashed their cheeks together, Tariq’s swarthy skin a stark contrast to Stan’s fair complexion.

“Okay ... yeah ... something about the eyes ...”

Laughter rippled around the table.

“The next mook, the one with your dog,” Kaos continued, “is Walter. If you need to reach anything way over your head, he’s your guy.”

“How tall are you?” Delilah asked.

“Six foot five. I shrank an inch in my teens.”

This, again, produced laughter, Delilah’s included.

Kaos waved one hand toward his next introduction. “Last, but not least, we have Mark. Don’t let the innocent smile fool you though, he’s dangerous, and he knows his way around the kitchen.”

Mark gave her a salute, then angled in his seat toward Kaos. “So what’s the story?”

Kaos didn’t reply right off, leaning over Mark’s shoulder and claiming his tablet. He minimized the map on screen and typed a phrase into a search engine. Selecting one photo of the many that appeared, he set the tablet back in front of his friends. “Guy with that tattoo tried to kill her.”

All four bent toward the photo, then glanced up at Delilah in tandem.

“She shot back,” Kaos added. “The guy’s dead ... and gone. But you’ll recognize the tatt.”

“Wait ...” Delilah met his gaze. “You mean, he wasn’t just stuck like me?”

Kaos shook his head. “No, if he was involved, then you were a target.”

“You know him.”

This sounded more like a statement than a question.

“Not personally, but I know the tatt.” And suspected he was the reason she’d been attacked. He couldn’t tell her that yet. Explaining who he was and what he was capable of doing was always tricky. Saying she fulfilled his life would go over like a lead balloon.
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