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Chapter One


          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      God help me, I was lying to myself the minute I crossed the Meadowgrove city limit. If I thought I was here to help people instead of escaping the gossip and threats I’d experienced at my last posting, I was kidding myself.

      The town looked like something off a damn postcard. Sweet little shops with hand-painted signs, hanging flower baskets drooping from every lamppost, a courthouse with an actual clock tower in the middle of the square. All of it bathed in golden light like Jesus had curated it himself for maximum southern charm.

      I hated it immediately.

      My car wheezed like an old man climbing stairs as I coasted to a stop near a drugstore that still had a sign boasting “Soda Fountain Inside!”—as if that were a selling point in the year of our Lord whatever. The AC in my car had given up somewhere outside Nashville, and now every inch of my shirt was clinging to me.

      I wiped my face with the hem of the same T-shirt I’d slept in the night before and pulled out my phone to double-check where I was supposed to meet the deacon who’d hired me. Brother Thomas. Right. Meadowgrove Pharmacy, 3 PM.

      I was two minutes late, but that felt fitting. I hadn’t been on time to a church function since before I stopped believing the Holy Spirit wasn’t just something we made up to keep the tambourine section busy.

      The town was quiet. Too quiet. Like I’d stepped into a life-size snow globe with all the pieces frozen in place. Something about it made my skin itch. I’d grown up in places like this. God-fearing, gossip-loving, morality-policing little towns where you either fit in or you disappeared. And I’d done both.

      I spotted a man in a dark suit standing stiffly in the drugstore’s doorway. Deacon uniform. Tie too tight, smile too wide. That had to be Brother Thomas. He waved when he saw me, and I braced myself.

      “Ethan Carter?” he asked as I stepped out into the heat. His handshake was firm, but weirdly dry, like he’d been waiting in a freezer instead of the July sun. “You made it. Praise God.”

      “Praise Him,” I echoed automatically, though it came out like someone who’d stubbed a toe.

      “You find the place all right?”

      “GPS doesn’t believe it exists, but yeah. I got here.”

      Brother Thomas smiled, and it was the kind of smile that said “We’re glad you’re here,” but also maybe “We hope you don’t ask too many questions.” A smile I’d seen too many times in church basements and prayer circles and Sunday potlucks where people were a little too excited to mention how “we don’t get many new folks ‘round here.”

      He stepped aside to let me in, and the bell above the pharmacy door jingled.

      “Meadowgrove’s a good place,” he said as we walked inside. “Small, but strong in faith. We’ve been praying for someone to lead us.”

      That word—lead—made my stomach twist. I was supposed to be here as a guest preacher. Just a few weeks. Maybe a few months. Not a messiah.

      I smiled anyway. That’s what I was good at. Smiling, nodding, pretending the spiritual scaffolding hadn’t already collapsed inside me. A few sermons, a few hallelujahs, and I’d be gone.

      Except nothing’s ever that simple. Not when you’re trying to outrun a scandal. Not when you’re trying to forget what, or who, you left behind.

      Brother Thomas hadn’t so much as glanced toward the lunch counter. Which surprised me. Usually, when churches invited a new preacher, especially one they weren’t paying much, there was a little more hospitality. A coffee, maybe a stale cookie from the prayer group leftovers. At the very least, a question like “You eaten yet, son?” But Thomas was all business.

      “We need to move quickly,” he said, already heading toward the door. “Long day, and I’ve still got the prayer circle at six.”

      I blinked. “Oh. Uh. Sure.”

      I watched him stride out onto the sidewalk, already digging in his pocket for keys, leaving me in a rush of awkward silence and air that smelled like bleach and peanut brittle.

      “Well, he’s a ray of sunshine,” said a voice behind me, scratchy with cigarettes and sass.

      I turned and found the woman behind the lunch counter giving me a look that split the difference between amused and unimpressed. She looked to be in her seventies, hair like a helmet of pink-tinged curls, lipstick that matched the cherries in the countertop sundae display. She wore a soda jerk apron over a floral blouse and was tapping her fake nails against the counter like a jazz drummer on a slow night.

      “Can I get a cheeseburger and a Coke to go?” I asked, offering a polite smile.

      “Sure, hon.” She moved like she’d done this a million times, but she kept glancing at the front window. “Thomas isn’t stayin’ long enough to eat, huh?”

      I shrugged. “Guess not.”

      She snorted. “Church folks are always in a hurry. Too busy saving souls to chew their food.”

      I didn’t respond to that. Just smiled tightly and looked anywhere but at her. The truth was, she reminded me of a dozen women I’d known growing up. Tough, chatty, and able to smell bullshit from a hundred paces. If I told her I was the new preacher, she’d probably have my life story dissected and catalogued before she handed me a ketchup packet.

      A few minutes later, she slid the bag across the counter. “Here ya go. Burger’s hot, Coke’s cold. Just like me.”

      I let out a weak laugh and reached for my wallet.

      She leaned closer as I paid. “Careful with that one,” she said under her breath, eyes flicking toward the window. “The real crazy ones always wear crosses.”

      I gave a small, polite chuckle, hoping it passed for ignorance. Didn’t feel like kicking off my first day with a confession to a stranger.

      “Thanks,” I said, and booked it out the door like it might slam shut behind me and trap me in a Hallmark movie.

      Brother Thomas was pacing next to a car that looked like it had rolled straight off the set of Jesus and the Fast & the Furious. It was a dented white Impala with chrome bumpers and a flurry of bumper stickers slapped on the back like protest signs at a revival. Honk if you love Jesus. God said it, I believe it, that settles it. My boss is a Jewish carpenter.

      He glanced up when he saw me, sighed like I’d kept him waiting an hour instead of five minutes, and gestured impatiently. “Follow me.”

      Then he got in the car, cranked the engine with a sound like the Second Coming trying to start up, and peeled off down the street.

      I stared after him, then looked at my car, which was more rust than paint, sighed, and climbed in.

      “Here we go,” I muttered, switching the ignition and hearing the engine wheeze like it was already tired of this assignment.

      I followed the Impala down the sun-drenched street, past the flower baskets and the bakery and the frozen-in-time charm that made my stomach twist. I’d hoped for a soft landing. What I’d gotten was a town straight out of a storybook, and I’d never been much for fairy tales.

      Not anymore.
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        * * *

      

      I followed Brother Thomas as he made a sharp right off the smooth pavement onto a bumpy dirt road, the tires of his ancient Dodge kicking up a little dust cloud behind him. The road was patchy—sand, gravel, and stubborn weeds cracking through the surface—like someone had forgotten to care for it in years.

      After a minute, the small brick church came into view. It wasn’t just a sanctuary. It had a few other attached rooms, probably for meetings or Sunday school, all pressed close, like they were holding on for dear life. The brick was weathered, streaked with age, but the faded wooden sign swinging gently in the breeze made it clear: First Light Fellowship of Meadowgrove.

      Something flickered in my chest. A tiny spark of hope, maybe. Hopefully, this place wouldn’t be like every other run-down church I’d landed in, stuck in some drafty shack. Maybe the parsonage would be decent.

      Then I spotted it.

      About a hundred yards past the church sat a single-wide trailer, crusted with peeling paint and dust like it had been parked and forgotten decades ago. The windows were grimy, the steps to the porch rusty and sagging, and the “yard” was mostly sand, gravel, and dead grass. My stomach sank like a stone.

      I should be focusing on the Word, not the sad trailer I was about to live in.

      Brother Thomas’s car rolled up and stopped in front of the trailer. I parked beside him. He stepped out and handed me a jangling set of keys. One set for the church, and one for the trailer. The metal felt cold and heavier than it should.

      “I can’t wait to hear you preach on Sunday,” he said, like he was trying to will me into believing it.

      Then, just like that, he climbed back in his Impala, fired it up with a growl, and peeled away down the dirt road, leaving me standing alone by that trailer, the weight of what I’d agreed to pressing down hard.

      The quiet stretched out around me, broken only by the gravel underfoot and the low hum of distant cicadas.

      I popped the trunk and grabbed my luggage. Two scuffed suitcases and a busted garment bag that had seen too many bad Sundays. Being a preacher didn’t exactly come with a 401k or airline miles. It paid just enough so my clothes looked presentable from the pulpit and I could afford to buy the occasional book.

      I shut the trunk and stood there for a second, staring at the trailer like it might spontaneously combust and save me the trouble.

      Then I sighed and trudged up the steps that creaked like arthritic bones, unlocked the flimsy front door, and stepped inside.

      Lord have mercy.

      It smelled like mildew, and something fried, maybe onions, maybe despair. The carpet squished faintly under my shoes, and the blinds were half-bent, yellowed with time and God knew what else. The little kitchen table beside the stove was covered in dust and sticky rings, like someone had left behind generations of forgotten drinks. A lonely ceiling fan turned slowly overhead, clicking on every revolution like it was counting down to my inevitable breakdown.

      I wanted to sit, eat my burger, pretend like this wasn’t my life.

      But I couldn’t. Not here. Not with the grease and grime clinging to the laminate countertops and the faint, unsettling hum of something living under the sink.

      I set my food on the counter and wandered the place in search of cleaning supplies. I searched under the sink, in the narrow hallway closet, even in the little bathroom with its salmon-pink tiles and cracked mirror.

      Nothing. Not even a half-used bottle of bleach or a sponge hardened into stone.

      I rubbed my face with both hands and sighed again. “Okay,” I muttered, “the Lord helps those who help themselves.”

      Maybe the church had supplies. They probably used them to wipe down pews and clean up after potlucks and toddler meltdowns. It was worth a shot.

      I stepped out into the blazing sun, letting the screen door slam behind me, and started walking toward First Light Fellowship. The cicadas were in full swing now, buzzing like a warning siren in the trees. I was halfway across the patchy yard when something stopped me.

      Music.

      Soft, delicate. Classical. Something piano-heavy and wistful. Chopin, maybe? It floated through the air like it didn’t belong here. Too beautiful for this dusty, broken place.

      Then came laughter. Rich, full-bodied, male. A warm, effortless sound that curled around me and pulled me closer without permission.

      I glanced up.

      There was a man on the church roof, crouched down near the edge. Shirtless. Tan skin gleaming in the sun, shoulders broad and sculpted like a Greek statue left out in the Southern heat too long. He was wearing worn jeans that rode low on his hips, and a red bandana was tied around one wrist. His hair, black and wild, curled at the ends, damp with sweat. There was a tool belt slung around his waist, and he moved with serene confidence, like he’d been doing this kind of work forever.

      Oh no.

      I stopped dead in my tracks, pulse stuttering like a bad transmission.

      No, no, no. Don’t do this, Ethan. Don’t start this again.

      But it was already happening. The heat in my chest, the clench low in my gut, the inexplicable sense that I’d just seen something dangerous and holy at the same time.

      “God,” I whispered, “please. Not now.”

      And I meant it. But prayer’s a funny thing. It doesn’t always work on your schedule.

      Because right then, the man looked down and caught me staring.

      His eyes were hidden behind sunglasses, but I knew he saw me. Knew it by the grin that spread across his face, slow and playful, like he’d just caught a cat sneaking into a fish market.

      “Hey there!” he called, voice deep and twangy. “I’m Jake. Fixing the roof. Are you the new Preacher Man?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Jake

        

      

    

    
      The new preacher looked like he just stepped out of a damn Calvin Klein ad, and he had eyes like he’d seen too much.

      I was halfway through hammering a stubborn shingle back into place when I saw him. Tall, buttoned-up, hair too nice for this humidity. He stood out here like a piano in a pigpen. One hand rested on his hip, the other shading his eyes as he stared up at me, squinting into the sun like he wasn’t sure if I was part of the scenery or a hallucination.

      “Be down in a minute!” I shouted, setting the hammer down with a clunk.

      He gave a brief nod, stiff as a fencepost.

      I climbed down the ladder, slow and easy, making a point not to trip and bust my ass in front of the preacher. When I hit the grass, I dusted my hands on my jeans and took a few steps forward, trying not to make it weird. Which meant it was already weird.

      The guy looked good. Like real good. Slim-fit slacks, pressed shirt rolled at the sleeves, skin just golden enough to suggest he got sun without trying. His jaw was firm and tense, like he was holding something back. Grief, maybe. Or temptation. Not that I was projecting or anything.

      I stuck my hand out. “Jake.”

      He took it after a second’s hesitation. His grip was warm, and his voice careful. “Ethan.”

      “Welcome to Meadowgrove,” I said, trying not to sound sarcastic. “We got one gas station, no stoplights, and half a church.”

      Ethan gave me this polite preacher-smile like he was used to dealing with bullshit politely. “Thanks.”

      We stood there for a beat too long, hands dropped, neither of us moving.

      “So,” I said, rocking back on my heels. “You want the fifty-cent tour? I know this place better than the folks who worship here.”

      He blinked. “You attend First Light Fellowship?”

      I laughed. “God, no.” Then I cleared my throat. “Sorry. That came out real... Old Testament.”

      His eyebrows ticked up, just enough to make me think he’d heard worse but still felt obligated to comment. “I take it you’re not a believer?”

      I shrugged and looked toward the roof like it might offer divine cover. “Let’s just say me and the Big Guy have an agreement. I don’t bother Him, and he doesn’t smite me.”

      Ethan didn’t laugh, exactly, but the corner of his mouth twitched. 

      I opened the heavy side door and motioned for him to go in. “After you, Preacher Man.”

      He hesitated like he was bracing himself, then stepped inside.

      The sanctuary smelled like old wood, wax, and hymnals left out too long in the sun. The air was stale but quiet in that churchy way, like the building was holding its breath.

      “It’s... charming,” Ethan said, glancing up at the cracked stained glass that let in strips of colored light.

      “Charming if you’re into mold and mice.”

      He ran a hand along one of the pews, looking thoughtful. “You said you don’t come here, but you know the place?”

      I nodded. “Been fixing it since I was seventeen. Roof, plumbing, pew legs, busted doors. You name it, I’ve patched it.”

      He looked at me then—really looked—and I saw the curiosity behind the calm. The preacher had eyes that didn’t just see, but searched. Like he was trying to figure out if I was a threat or just a smartass in a tool belt.

      “You’re the caretaker?”

      “Unofficially. They hire me under the table. Guess it’s easier than paying a real company.”

      “And they don’t... mind your beliefs?” he asked, careful-like.

      I smiled. “They don’t ask. And I don’t tell ‘em I hit up The Park in Roanoke twice a month, order whiskey sours, and tip the drag queens after a great show.”

      That finally got a genuine reaction. Preacher man coughed into his hand and glanced away.

      “Sorry,” I added, not sorry at all. “Too much?”

      “It’s... enlightening,” Ethan said after a second. “Though maybe not exactly what I’d share in Sunday announcements.”

      “Fair.”

      I started walking toward the little raised pulpit at the front of the room. The microphone was taped together, and the altar cloth had a burn mark from a Christmas candle incident nobody liked to talk about. I glanced back to see him following, head tilted slightly, like he was trying to see the place with grace despite the rot.

      “You preachin’ your first sermon this Sunday?” I asked, more curious than I meant to sound.

      “Yes.”

      “Well,” I said, leaning against the railing, “good luck. You’ll need it.”

      He looked at me, unsure if I meant that as encouragement or warning.

      And honestly, so was I.

      I gave Ethan the rest of the tour, even though it was more “abandoned building vibes” than a house of the Lord. Preacher Man stayed polite the whole time, like he was on a real estate tour of a haunted Airbnb. I liked that about him. How he didn’t flinch at the grime or the faded wallpaper curling at the edges.

      “This here’s the adult Sunday schoolroom,” I said, pushing open a door to a windowless little box with a warped whiteboard and mismatched folding chairs. “Used mostly by Sister Janice and her Bible study group, which I think is code for passive-aggressively judging the neighbors.”

      Ethan chuckled, the tiniest crack in the polished surface. “How many attend?”

      “Depends on the gossip that week.”

      He said nothing, but I saw the ghost of a smile twitch at the corner of his mouth again.

      I motioned across the hall. “Kids’ room’s over here. Don’t worry, I checked last month for rats. Only found one. Dead.”

      That finally got a laugh. Soft, a little breathy. I liked the sound of it way more than I should have.

      I led him through a short hallway, toward the back of the church.

      “This is the fellowship hall,” I said, pushing open double doors. The room smelled like every church potluck I attended as a kid. Lukewarm baked beans, macaroni casseroles, and generational trauma.

      A long row of folding tables lined the center of the room. Plastic chairs leaned against the walls like they were tired of standing. The linoleum under our boots cracked and popped with every step. The kitchenette sat in the far corner, all yellowing cabinets and a sink that hadn’t seen a proper scrub since Bush was president.

      Ethan made a beeline for it.

      He crouched and opened the cabinet beneath the sink, squinting into the shadows. A second later, he pulled out a half-used bottle of bleach, Lysol, a dusty roll of paper towels, and what might have been a sponge in the early 2000s.

      “Is there a bag or a box I can put these in?” he asked, standing with his arms full of the sad supplies.

      That’s when it hit me.

      He’d seen the trailer.

      Poor bastard.

      “Lemme guess,” I said, leaning against the counter. “You walked into that deathtrap they call a parsonage and realized the congregation here loves a wonderful sermon, but not enough to keep the preacher in a decent home.”

      His jaw twitched, just barely. He didn’t need to answer me.

      I sighed and opened the top cabinet. Found an old paper grocery bag crammed behind a box of communion wafers. I shook it out and started dropping his finds inside.

      “You don’t have to do that,” he mumbled, reaching for the sponge at the same time I did.

      Our hands touched.

      Nothing dramatic. Just skin on skin. But something about it made me freeze. My fingers curled slightly, like they wanted more. Like they remembered something I hadn’t had in a long damn time.

      Warmth. Contact. The silent buzz of interest.

      I looked up. Ethan’s eyes were already on me, wide and unreadable.

      I cleared my throat, tried to play it cool. “Not a problem. Consider it my good deed for the decade.”

      I dropped the last bottle of Lysol in the bag and stepped back like distance would help. Spoiler alert: it didn’t.

      “This way,” I said, walking toward the last door on the tour. “Let me show you your... luxurious office space.”

      He followed, bag in hand.

      I opened the narrow door and motioned him inside. The room was barely big enough to fit the desk. It was one of those heavy, ancient things with brass handles and scratch marks from someone’s long-dead cat, probably. A single bulb hung from the ceiling. Old water damage and decades of bad sermons stained the walls.

      “It’s... cozy,” Ethan said.

      “Yeah. Cozy like a coffin.”

      We both stepped inside and instantly realized our mistake. Two adult men did not fit in this space without brushing shoulders. I caught a whiff of his sweat—just faint, but clean and earthy and... fuck, it was attractive. I rarely went for the buttoned-up type, but there was something about how tightly wound he was. Made me want to see what would happen if he unraveled.

      “This desk’s sturdy, though,” I said, knocking my knuckles on the surface. “You could probably survive a tornado under here.”

      He arched a brow at me. “Good to know.”

      I grinned. “C’mon, Preacher Man. Let me walk you back to your trailer. I’ve repaired enough of that place to know where the floorboards creak.”

      He hesitated, then nodded. “Alright. Thanks.”

      We stepped back into the hallway, and as I reached for the church’s front door, he added, “Perhaps... you want to put a shirt on first?”

      I stopped mid-step.

      Well, well, well.

      Straight men don’t say that. Not with that tone. And definitely not with that look.

      I turned to face him, fighting back the smirk. “Noticed that, did you?”

      He said nothing, but his ears were pink, and he glanced away like he was mad at himself.

      Interesting.

      Very interesting.

      When we got outside, I grabbed my t-shirt from the pile of tools and supplies where I’d tossed it earlier and slipped it on.

      We walked in silence, the summer sun hanging low and mean behind us as we made our way down the dusty gravel path to the trailer out back. The silence didn’t feel awkward, though. Just... watchful. Like, the air between us had turned thick enough to chew on.

      I glanced sideways more than once, just to steal a look. He walked with purpose, head high, shoulders straight, but I could tell his mind was somewhere else—processing everything, probably. The church. The town. Me.

      When we reached the trailer, Ethan slowed. His hand hovered for a second over the rusted handle, then gripped it. The metal screeched in protest as he yanked the door open.

      He flinched. Not a lot. Just enough for me to catch it.

      He stepped inside first, and I followed behind him like I’d done it a hundred times. Hell, I probably had. I’d fixed the busted plumbing twice. Rewired the electricity once. Replaced two floorboards and the back screen door. The smell hit me right away, like it always did.

      Neglect. Mildew. Forgotten sins. The place reeked of bad history and budget cuts.

      Ethan didn’t comment, just walked toward the tiny kitchenette with that paper bag of cleaning supplies cradled in one arm like a sad housewarming gift. He didn’t complain, didn’t curse, didn’t even sigh. But the stiffness in his shoulders told me everything I needed to know.

      He was too proud to say it. Too damn kind to admit he deserved better.

      I pulled my business card from my back pocket. It was creased and smudged from riding around in my jeans for weeks, and held it out.

      “If you ever need anything...” I paused, cleared my throat. “Anything at all, just give me a ring. You know. Repairs. Or, whatever.”

      He looked at the card, then up at me.

      The smallest smile ghosted over his face before he took it. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      He looked down again, reading the name—Jake Bishop, General Contracting & Repairs—then said, softer this time, “Call me Ethan. Not Preacher Man.”

      That made me grin. “Alright, Ethan.” I put just enough drawl in it to make it stick.

      He glanced down, clearly trying to hide a smile.

      I nodded toward the door. “Guess I’ll let you settle in.”

      I turned and stepped outside, down the dented metal steps. The screen door banged shut behind me like it always did.

      And I could feel it—his eyes following me the entire way as I strolled back up the gravel path toward the church. Watching me like he was still trying to figure out what the hell had just happened.

      Truth was, I wasn’t so sure myself.

      But as I reached the ladder and looked back at that shabby little trailer with the holy man inside, I couldn’t shake one question from my head.

      Had Ethan felt that spark too, or was I just fooling myself?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      It had been three weeks since I rolled into Meadowgrove with all my worldly possessions crammed into the trunk of my car and a stomach full of cautious optimism. Three weeks of awkward hellos, bland casseroles, and smiles that didn’t quite reach the eyes.

      People were polite, but polite in the way a small town could be when they didn’t quite trust you yet. Or maybe didn’t want to. Like a dog sniffing at a new collar, unsure if it wanted to bite it or allow it to be placed around its neck.

      No one really saw me. No one except Jake.

      Jake who kept showing up under the pretense of checking on a loose floorboard or a leaky faucet. Jake with his dusty tool belt, sun-browned skin, and maddeningly kind smile. He never stayed long. Just long enough to fix something, make a comment that left me flustered, and vanish again. I told myself he was just being neighborly. But neighborly wasn’t supposed to feel like temptation.

      Today, I’d found him in the last place I expected.

      The back pew of First Light Fellowship of Meadowgrove.

      I spotted him the moment I stepped into the sanctuary. There he was, lounging in the farthest pew like he was daring someone to ask why he was there. One arm slung over the back of the bench, legs stretched out, sunglasses pushed up on his head like he’d forgotten to take them off before stepping inside. His eyes met mine. 

      And I forgot what I’d planned to say.

      Brother Fred was at the pulpit by then, reading in his usual slow, gravelly drawl.

      “The Lord is a jealous God, and vengeance shall be His...”

      Fire. Brimstone. Blood.

      Same thing every week.

      Brother Fred had a face like a crumpled road map and the voice of a man who’d chain-smoked through two apocalypses. His bible lesson wasn’t even his own today—just a reading. A greatest-hits compilation of judgment, wrath, and endless damnation, delivered with all the flair of a doomsday prophet on speed.

      The congregation nodded along like sheep at slaughter.

      I sat there in the front row, fingers clenched together, jaw tight. This wasn’t what I believed. Not anymore. Maybe not ever.

      My Christ wasn’t a sword-wielding punisher. My Christ was the one who sat with lepers, broke bread with traitors, and forgave murderers.

      Fred’s prayer was long. Too long. I think he was trying to beat a personal record. People shifted in their seats, muttering amen every few lines to stay awake. I stared at the pulpit, but I could feel Jake’s eyes on me like a heat source behind my shoulder.

      Finally, Fred stepped down, and I climbed up to the pulpit.

      The wood beneath my shoes creaked, and I set my folded notes on the lectern. I looked out over the congregation: families in ironed shirts, a row of elderly women in pastel, a scattering of teenagers trying to look inconspicuous, and Jake, still slouched in the back like a beautiful contradiction.

      I cleared my throat.

      “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

      A few heads tilted. They weren’t expecting this.

      “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.”

      I paused, letting the silence settle over the room like a hush of wind.

      “Blessed are the meek...”

      I let the words wash over me. These weren’t just scripture, they were my mantra. A map. My anchor when everything else had cracked and broken.

      The Beatitudes had saved me. Not from damnation, but from myself. From the version of Christianity I was taught. One built on fear, guilt, and control.

      This was my Gospel. Mercy and grace. The trampled would be lifted up. The broken would be healed, and the quiet would be heard.

      I glanced up from my notes, and my gaze flicked to the back pew. Jake remained motionless, his intense eyes fixed on me.

      I took a breath and let the weight of the room settle around me. The ceiling fans whirred above us in slow, sleepy circles. A bead of sweat trailed down my spine beneath the collar of my shirt. Not from the heat, but from nerves. From saying what needed to be said in a place that didn’t want to hear it.

      “The Beatitudes,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt, “aren’t just some soft-hearted poetry tacked onto the front of the Sermon on the Mount. They’re the cornerstone. They’re the very heart of Christ’s message. And it wasn’t about fear, or control, or casting people out.”

      I looked around. A few people shifted in their seats. One woman gave a polite smile, but her eyes were suspicious. A man in the second pew adjusted his tie like it was suddenly too tight.

      “It’s about compassion,” I went on. “Real gut-level compassion for your fellow man. For the stranger. For the broken, and for the people we’re told don’t belong.”

      Whispers tickled at the back of the room. Soft but unmistakable. I wasn’t naïve. I’d heard them before.

      “That preacher’s got a bleeding heart.” “He’s one of those Christians.” “All love, no backbone.”

      I glanced up again and found Jake.

      Still in the back pew. Still watching me. His elbow now rested on the bench, his knuckles pressed against his mouth like he was hiding a grin, or maybe just biting his tongue. Either way, he looked more alive than anyone else in the room.

      “Love your neighbor as yourself,” I said. “That commandment doesn’t come with exceptions. It doesn’t say, ‘unless they’re different from you.’ Or, ‘unless they make you uncomfortable.’”

      A few murmurs now. And one audible throat was cleared somewhere to my left.

      I pushed on.

      “And ask yourself, always, what would Jesus do? Would Jesus hate someone or throw stones? Would he cross the street to avoid someone struggling, or someone lost? No. Jesus would sit beside them. Eat with them. He touched lepers when no one else would. Jesus protected adulterers when the crowd had already picked up their rocks.”

      My fingers curled around the edge of the pulpit.

      “Even in Deuteronomy, we’re told to welcome the foreigner into our land. To treat them with the same compassion we’d want for ourselves. Because we, too, were once strangers. Because grace doesn’t stop at city limits.”

      Another throat cleared, this time from Brother Fred. I didn’t look at him.

      Jake tilted his head slightly. I could almost feel the smirk tugging at his lips. Not mocking. More like... impressed? Curious? Proud? It rattled me.

      I looked back at the congregation.

      Some faces were blank. Others, uneasy. One or two looked downright annoyed. But I saw a glimmer in a few sets of eyes. Young eyes, mostly. Maybe they weren’t used to hearing this kind of Gospel.

      I stepped back from the pulpit, heart pounding harder than it should’ve been.

      “Let us pray,” I said, folding my hands. “Our Father, who art in heaven…”

      Voices joined mine. Some were confident, some were flat, and some were barely above a whisper.

      “…Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven…”

      As the words echoed off the wood-paneled walls and weathered hymnals, I thought of every time I’d felt unwelcome in a church. Every sideways glance. Every sermon about sin that danced around people like me. And yet here I stood, behind a pulpit I wasn’t supposed to touch, speaking of love and mercy, with Jake Mercer watching from the back row like he knew every secret I’d ever held in my heart.

      “Deliver us from evil. Amen.”

      A beat of silence.

      Then I looked out again.

      “It is now time,” I announced, “for the Eucharist.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sanctuary emptied faster than I thought possible. One minute I was standing at the altar, stacking the Communion cups back on the tray, and the next… gone. Everyone. Just—poof. Vanished, like they’d been waiting for an excuse to escape.

      Well, except Jake.

      He was still planted in the same back pew, long legs stretched out in front of him, arms slung over the back like he owned the place. Watching me.

      I didn’t know what to make of that.

      Technically, it was potluck Sunday. Fellowship hall, lukewarm casseroles, and conversations I had no energy to fake my way through. I’d been dreading it since I saw the flyer tacked to the office corkboard, with its Comic Sans heading and clip-art of a chicken leg.

      I knew I should’ve been grateful people were bringing food. Grateful they even had a potluck, considering how poor I was. But right now, it just felt like walking into a room where I already didn’t belong.

      And judging by how fast they’d scattered, I had a sneaking suspicion they felt the same. My chest tightened, and I tried to shake it off.

      Maybe I was doing something wrong. Maybe I’d come on too strong with the sermon. Or not strong enough? Should I have picked something safer? Talked about gratitude or obedience or whatever that weird thing was about oxen in Leviticus?

      I rubbed the back of my neck, then looked toward the rear pew.

      Jake still hadn’t moved.

      I gave him a small wave. “Hey.”

      He stood slowly, stretched a bit. That flannel shirt he wore pulled tight across his chest and biceps, and I had to remind myself to breathe like a normal person.

      “Do I smell like limburger cheese or something?” I muttered.

      Jake’s brow rose, and I froze. Crap. Did I say that out loud?

      A slow smile spread across his face, and he shoved his hands into the front pockets of his jeans.

      “Unless you’re damning someone or something,” he said, “these folks want nothing to do with it.”

      I blinked at him. “Wait… you’re serious?”

      Jake started walking up the aisle toward me. “Dead serious.”

      We exited the sanctuary together, his boots clunking gently against the old floorboards as the doors creaked open. Outside, the light was too bright, the air a little too thick. I heard the faint sounds of chairs scraping and silverware clinking from the fellowship hall.

      I didn’t move to go there. Neither did he.

      “Your sermon?” Jake said, glancing sideways at me. “It was the best I’ve ever heard here. Not that I go all that often.”

      I stopped walking. “Are you serious?”

      His gaze flicked toward mine, and I instantly regretted asking. “Sorry,” I added. “That came out… wrong.”

      Jake shrugged. “You’re not wrong to ask. Most people assume I’m just here to patch up drywall and change lightbulbs.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek, then, before I could stop myself: “So… why were you here? Since you’re not a believer?”

      He didn’t answer right away.

      Instead, he looked down at his feet, one boot scuffing a dry patch of grass. He let out a breath, slow and careful, like the words needed a permission slip before they could exit his mouth.

      “I came to see you,” he said. “See if you were like the rest of the Bible thumpers around here, and I’m happy I did.”

      Oh.

      I swallowed hard. The wind stirred the edge of my shirt. Somewhere in the distance, a bird chirped like it was trying to lighten the mood.

      And yet all I could see was Jake.

      His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, and for reasons I couldn’t begin to explain, my eyes locked onto it like it held the answer to a prayer I hadn’t dared say aloud.

      Why the hell couldn’t I stop staring? I blinked hard, forcing myself to look away.

      “Thanks,” I murmured. 

      Jake just smiled. Not smug. Not knowing. Just… kind.

      I hadn’t realized how rare that was.

      We lingered just outside the sanctuary doors, the sound of laughter and clinking dishes drifting over from the fellowship hall like it belonged to someone else’s life. Jake leaned against the railing of the front steps, one boot hooked over the other, his arms crossed. I stood a few feet away, shifting awkwardly like a teenager waiting to be noticed.

      He turned slightly toward me, head tilted. “You really believe all that? What you said up there?”

      I blinked. “Yeah. I do.”

      He nodded slowly, eyes narrowing—not suspicious, but like he was… impressed? Or maybe just trying to figure me out. “Even the ‘love thy neighbor’ bit?”

      “Especially that part,” I said. “Though I think half the people in that sanctuary thought I was trying to start an orgy.”

      Jake laughed. Actually laughed. Low, warm, and easy, and I felt it settle on my chest like a weighted blanket. “Well, that explains the coughing fits.”

      “I swear,” I said, lowering my voice, “one guy in the front row sounded like he was choking on his own judgment.”

      Jake grinned, then gave me a long look, the kind that felt like a spotlight and a secret handshake all in one. “You’re not like the rest of them.”

      “Is that good or bad?”

      He shrugged, but the corners of his mouth tugged upward. “Good. Definitely good.”

      For a moment, neither of us said anything. The breeze picked up, stirring the hem of my shirt again, and Jake’s eyes dropped just slightly before he caught himself.

      Or maybe I imagined that.

      I did that sometimes. Made mountains out of passing glances. Built little castles of possibility from kind words and crooked smiles. Still… the way he looked at me. There was something in his eyes.

      Jake glanced toward the hall. “You gonna go in?”

      I sighed. “I probably should. If I don’t, they’ll think I’m snubbing them.”

      Jake snorted. “Snubbing them would be the proper thing to do.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Jake…”

      He cut himself off with a nervous laugh, raking a hand through his hair. “Sorry. That was… rude.” Jake looked at me again, this time less guarded. Like he was weighing something. His lips parted slightly, and before I could say another word, he stepped closer and placed a hand on my shoulder. His thumb grazed the fabric of my shirt, and I swear to God, every nerve ending in my body stood at attention.

      Then he asked in a low voice, “You ever been on a motorcycle before?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

          Jake

        

      

    

    
      There ain’t a better feeling in the world than a warm engine between your thighs, the smell of summer dust in the wind, and the promise of a beautiful man waiting for you on the other end. I grinned from the moment I woke up that morning, and now, roaring down the county road with the late afternoon sun at my back, I felt ecstatic.

      And damn if I didn’t have a good reason.

      The preacher man—Ethan—had finally said yes.

      He agreed to go on a ride with me.

      Just the thought of it, his arms wrapped tight around my body, his chest pressed up against my back, the hum of the bike beneath us, had my cock stirring in my jeans like it had a mind of its own. I adjusted myself with one hand, let out a breathy laugh, and muttered, “Down, boy.”

      What was it about him? That soft, haunted look in his eyes? The way he held the Bible like it was both armor and confession? Or maybe it was the way he blushed whenever I teased him, like no one had ever dared to flirt with the preacher before.

      Since the day he arrived in Meadowgrove, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him. And I’m not just talking about the sinful shit, though Lord knows I’d had a few unholy thoughts. I mean actual stuff, like what he looks like when he wakes up in the morning, or how his voice would sound if he ever just… let go.

      It was just after five on Sunday afternoon. By now, the flock would’ve scattered, the pews empty, hymns echoing into memory. The little white church came into view at the top of the hill, and my pulse kicked up.

      I groaned softly, feeling another twitch in my jeans. “Damn it,” I muttered. “Gotta slow down. Don’t wanna scare the preacher off.”

      I eased up on the throttle and rolled past the church, gravel crunching under my tires as I pulled in front of the sad little trailer that squatted behind it like an afterthought.

      Tragic didn’t even begin to cover that trailer. It was more a collection of rust and regret than a home. Ethan deserved better. Hell, he was better. But I knew better than to offer pity to a man like him. He didn’t want charity. He wanted something real.

      I was just swinging my leg over the bike when the door creaked open.

      Ethan stepped out, his face dark with something stormy. Not anger, exactly. Something worse.

      Regret.

      Shit.

      He crossed his arms, leaned against the doorframe like he was bracing for impact. My gut clenched. I could already feel it coming—the backpedaling, the polite excuses, maybe even a line about “temptation” or “impropriety.”

      Nope. Not today.

      I wasn’t letting him chicken out.

      Not when I could feel the tension vibrating between us like a live wire. Not when my bones were humming with the truth of him, the pull of him, the deep, unspoken yes he hadn’t dared to say out loud yet.

      “Hey,” I said, keeping my voice easy. “You look like a man about to cancel a date. That’d be a damn shame.”

      “It’s not a date,” he said, a little too fast.

      “Sure it is.” I gave him my best shit-eating grin. “It’s just one with helmets and horsepower.”

      “I’m not sure it’s a good idea,” he said, glancing down the road like maybe he’d spot divine intervention in the trees. “I’ve never been on a motorcycle before. And I’ve got… responsibilities.”

      I stepped toward him, slow and steady. “Ethan,” I said, real quiet now, “you’ve been carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders since the moment you got here. Just for today… let me carry you instead.”

      He blinked. Swallowed.

      Gotcha.

      I popped open the little carrier box strapped to the back of the bike and pulled out my spare helmet. “Here,” I said, offering it out like a peace offering. Or maybe a promise. “It’s clean. Barely used. You’ll be safe with me.”

      His hand trembled as he took it.

      I saw it. I felt it.

      But he didn’t pull away.

      He ran his fingers over the helmet, like it was some kind of holy relic, then looked at me. Really looked at me. And for a second, the storm on his face broke.

      “Okay,” he whispered.

      I held the bike steady as he stepped closer, awkward and uncertain. When he tried to swing his leg over, he hesitated, looking about as stiff as a man being asked to dance naked at Sunday service.

      I turned in my seat to face him. “Hey,” I breathed. “You’ve got nothing to worry about. I’ll be careful. You’re safe.”

      His breath hitched, but then, finally, he nodded.

      Ethan got on.

      Wrapped his arms around my waist.

      And Jesus H. Christ.

      The moment I felt his body press into mine, the way his grip tightened like he didn’t want to let go, I knew.

      I was falling.

      Not just into sin. Not just into want.

      I was falling for the preacher man.

      And Lord help me… I hoped he’d fall with me.

      The engine purred beneath us like a satisfied beast, its low growl vibrating through the frame and up into my bones. I kept it slow, easing away from the church with the patience of a saint—which, for the record, I wasn’t. Not even close. But Ethan was pressed up against me, his thighs tight to mine, his chest warm at my back, and that made it easy to take it slow.

      Okay—not easy.

      Truth was, I wanted to open the throttle and tear down the road like a bat outta hell. I wanted to show off, make him hold on tighter, make him feel something wild and alive after all that holy restraint. But I didn’t. Not yet.

      We hit the county road just as the sun dipped low in the sky, golden light slanting through the trees like something out of a damn perfume ad. The asphalt shimmered ahead, empty except for us, the air soft and heavy with honeysuckle and warm grass.

      Ethan’s arms were wrapped around my waist, tentatively at first, like he was afraid to hold on too tight. But with every curve I leaned into, every gentle turn I made, he melted in a little more. By the time we hit the open stretch past the Miller farm, his chest was flush to my back and I could feel the steady beat of his heart against my spine.

      And Jesus. I’d never felt so… grounded.

      Every inch of him against me just felt right. Like I was made to carry him like this. Like his body had always known where it belonged, and now it had finally found its way home.

      I wanted more.

      I wanted his mouth on my neck, his hands under my shirt, his voice in my ear whispering anything—everything.

      Instead, I got his soft exhale against my collar and the ghost of a shiver as the wind picked up.

      And the longer we rode, the harder I got.

      Not just the good kind of hard, the playful stiffy you get when someone hot brushes up against you—no. This was deep. A slow, building pressure that curled in my gut and pulsed through every nerve ending like I was plugged straight into the damn sun.

      I adjusted my hips a little, just to ease the pressure in my jeans, but that only made things worse. Because that’s when I felt it—him.

      Ethan stiffened behind me, and at first I thought maybe I’d gone too fast or hit a bump too hard. I eased off the gas, heart hammering, ready to pull over and check on him.

      But then I felt it.

      His cock.

      Pressed against my lower back.

      Hot. Hard.

      Real.

      I nearly drove us into a ditch.

      My whole body went rigid, and for a second, all I could hear was the wind and the roar of blood in my ears.

      The preacher man was turned on.

      And I felt it, clear as day.

      I bit back a groan and forced myself to keep the bike steady, even as my dick throbbed like it was trying to punch through denim.

      I wanted to pull over so fucking bad.

      I wanted to drag him off the bike, shove him up against a tree, and kiss him until he couldn’t remember his own name, let alone a single Bible verse. I wanted to hear him beg. Not for forgiveness, but for more.

      But I couldn’t.

      Not yet.

      Because Ethan needed more than that.

      He needed the truth. He needed to want this. Not just with his body, but with his whole damn soul.

      He needed to fall for me the way I was already falling for him.

      So I swallowed hard, grit my teeth, and forced myself to keep the speed steady.

      “You good back there?” I called over my shoulder, loud enough to carry.

      There was a pause, then the faintest, breathy, “Yeah.”

      He sounded wrecked.

      Good.

      Me too.

      I shifted again on the seat, trying to ease the pressure without giving myself away. It didn’t help. My cock was rock-hard and straining, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

      I told myself to calm down.

      Don’t lose him before you even get the chance.

      I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and tried to focus.

      The county road unspooled ahead of us, golden light streaking through the trees like heaven itself was trying to show off. The warm wind whipped across my face, but all I could feel was Ethan—pressed tight to my back, silent, stiff, and still hard.

      Jesus Christ.

      I should’ve just kept riding. Looped back around to town. Played it safe. But my body wasn’t listening to reason anymore. It wanted him.

      And my house was just down the road.

      It started as a flicker. An idea. A whisper.

      Take him there.

      Show him what it feels like to be wanted.

      Let him feel safe, then make him beg to be ruined.

      I bit the inside of my cheek and tried to talk myself down. Ethan wasn’t some hookup. He wasn’t just another pretty face. He was complicated and repressed and—God help me—he was turning me on more than anyone ever had.

      Would it be so bad?

      To just see what happened if I got him inside my house?

      I hit the turn without fully deciding. The dirt road crunched under the tires as I drove us onto the path that led to my ranch house. My heart was hammering, sweat prickling at my temples.

      “Where are we going?” Ethan called over the rumble of the engine. His voice was cautious. Curious. Maybe even a little hopeful.

      I didn’t answer.

      Because if I opened my mouth, I’d say something filthy.

      Instead, I prayed to any God still listening that my hard-on would calm down before we got there. Nope. My dick was stubborn and insistent, practically a damn homing beacon for preacher flesh. And now, as we rolled to a stop under the shade of the old pecan tree beside the house, I realized I had a new problem.

      How the hell was I supposed to get off the bike without Ethan seeing just how painfully turned on I was?

      I shifted in my seat. That only made it worse. My cock was rock solid, straining against denim like it had a personal vendetta. I sat there for a second, trying to breathe, trying to will it down.

      No luck.

      Ethan moved behind me, shifting like he was about to climb off. “Where… are we?”

      I sighed and swung one leg off the bike, staying turned away from him like a coward. “My place,” I mumbled. “Thought maybe we could stop for a bit. Cool off. Get a beer.”

      Casual. Cool. Like I wasn’t half a second from losing my goddamn mind.

      I kept my back to him, hands on my hips, staring at the dusty driveway like it held the secrets of the universe. Please, I begged silently, don’t look down.

      But then I thought—fuck it.

      He made me hard. Let him see it.

      So I turned around.

      Slow. Intentional.

      And there he was, mid-dismount, one leg over the bike, arms still braced on the seat. He froze the second he saw me.

      Ethan’s eyes dropped.

      Locked on my crotch.

      And damn if that didn’t make me harder.

      I didn’t flinch. Didn’t hide. I just stood there, hips tilted slightly forward, cock outlined so clearly you could probably read the stitching on my briefs.

      I let him stare. Let him feel that tension coil in the air like lightning.

      Then I grinned, one eyebrow cocked, and asked, “So tell me, preacher… you ever bless something this big?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Five


          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      The engine had barely cut off before I realized I was sweating. Not from the ride. Not from the sun beating down on the cracked road. No, this heat was my shame, thick and sour in my throat, pulsing between my legs like a curse. I sat there on the back of Jake’s motorcycle, frozen, my hands clenched into fists at my sides where they’d been gripping his waist the whole ride.

      God forgive me, I hadn’t meant to touch him like that.

      But I had.

      I’d pressed myself against him like I was starving. Felt every ridge of his body under that damn leather jacket. Those broad shoulders, the thick muscles of his back, the way his hips shifted when we turned corners. Every move stoked the ache I’d fought so hard to bury.

      And it wasn’t just lust this time. That’s what scared me the most.

      Jake was temptation with a heartbeat, temptation with a laugh that made me feel seventeen again, and not in a holy way. He looked like sin and smelled like sweat and soap and something smoky—motor oil and danger. And I, like the weak man I was, wanted to pull him close and give in to my sinful desires.

      Just like I had before.

      I remembered it too clearly. The hushed meetings with Deacon Harris in the church office after Bible study, the tremble in his voice when he prayed over me with his hands shaking, and how we both knew damn well it wasn’t the Holy Spirit moving us.

      And when the other deacons cornered me in the sanctuary, their faces tight and pale as wax, the judgment hit like a stone to the chest. They prayed over me. Like I was possessed. And maybe I was. I remember kneeling, sweaty and humiliated, while they called on the Lord to cleanse me of my abnormal desires.

      I cried, begged, and swore I’d renounce it all. My weakness. My wickedness. My sins.

      They sent me here to Meadowgrove, not as redemption, but exile. The parsonage was a tin can of misery with a leaky roof and a floor that creaked like it was sighing under the weight of my failure. It was punishment disguised as pity.

      And now here I was. Standing in Jake’s dusty driveway, trembling in the wake of the same storm.

      But worse.

      Because with Jake…it wasn’t just physical. There was something about him. His confidence, the way he looked at me like he saw something, not just a preacher in faded jeans and a button-up that stuck to my back with sweat. He made me feel real.

      And when he got off that bike and turned around, his mouth quirking into that devil-may-care smile of his, I nearly lost it.

      “Ever blessed something this big before?” he said, cocky as hell, nodding toward the very obvious bulge in his jeans.

      I actually choked.

      Words failed me. Scripture fled.

      I tried to laugh it off. I tried to look anywhere else. But I saw it. Lord help me, I felt it.

      A wild pulse shot through me. My thoughts blurred into heat and guilt and sheer want. I wanted to bless everything about him. I wanted to drop to my knees, but not in prayer.

      And that terrified me.

      I took a shaky step toward him. My tongue felt thick, my heart battering against my ribs like a caged thing.

      “I… I can’t do this again,” I mumbled.

      Jake’s eyes caught mine. And something flickered there.

      Amusement. Understanding. Interest.

      “Again?” he asked, cocking his head like I’d just handed him a secret he intended to unwrap slowly.

      He turned toward his house, boots crunching on gravel. The way his jeans hugged his thighs made me want to cry and curse and praise God in the same breath.

      He unlocked the front door and glanced back at me with that infuriating grin.

      “Let’s grab that cold beer now, Ethan,” he said. “Looks like you really need it.”

      I stood there like a man caught between heaven and hell.

      Because I needed it. The beer and the cold. The distance.

      But mostly, what I really needed was to not follow him through that door.

      Because if I did, I wasn’t sure I’d come back out the same.

      I followed him.

      The front door groaned open, swallowing us into the cool shadows of his house. Jake’s place was clean in a rugged, no-frills way. Open layout, wooden floors, a big sagging leather couch, motorcycle magazines fanned out on the coffee table. It smelled like cedar and something a little spicy, probably whatever cologne clung to his neck and made me weak in the knees.

      He moved to the kitchen, grabbing two beers from the fridge. Then he popped the tops with one smooth flick of a wrist against the counter.

      I hovered awkwardly in the doorway, like a vampire waiting for permission to enter, except I was already inside, already falling, already damned.

      He handed me a bottle. Our fingers touched. I jolted like he’d burned me.

      “You good?” he asked, voice rough like gravel and warm like whiskey.

      “Fine,” I lied. Took a long swig, too fast. The cold bite of the beer went straight to my head.

      Jake leaned against the counter, watching me. Not like he was assessing. More like he was studying. Like he was looking past the preacher’s collar I wasn’t currently wearing, the nerves, the stammering politeness I wore like armor.

      “So…” I said, fumbling for something—anything—safe. “This, uh, place is nice. You did the renovations yourself?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You really gonna talk drywall right now?”

      I coughed. “I just meant… ”

      “You said, ‘I can’t do this again.’”

      He said it softly, but it hit hard.

      My grip tightened around the bottle. I stared at the label, wishing it would blur into scripture and absolve me.

      “It’s nothing,” I muttered. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      Jake didn’t move. Just sipped his beer and waited.

      The silence stretched between us, full of unsaid things. My skin prickled. Every nerve felt exposed.

      “Ethan,” he said, “I’ve seen how you look at me. On my bike, back at the diner. Hell, even in church. You watch me like you’re hungry and ashamed of it.”

      I swallowed hard. “I’m not… ”

      “Don’t lie.”

      His voice wasn’t cruel, nor was it mocking. It was just… certain. Like he already knew the truth and was waiting for me to admit I did, too.

      I put the beer down. My hands were shaking. I turned away, pretending to admire the backsplash, but my voice betrayed me.

      “There was someone,” I said, my throat tight. “Before.”

      Jake said nothing. The air between us stilled.

      “My last church,” I continued, barely above a whisper. “He was a deacon. Married. Kids. We were…close.”

      I felt Jake’s presence behind me, even before he stepped closer.

      “It got found out,” I said, each word dragging pain behind it. “The other deacons, they prayed over me. Told me I was corrupted. Sick. They said if I truly repented, maybe God would show mercy. So I did. I said what they wanted to hear. I begged, and I told myself I’d never do it again.”

      Jake’s voice was quiet. “But you want to.”

      I turned, fast and flustered. “I haven’t. Not yet. I won’t.”

      He stood a breath away from me. Tall, solid, eyes dark with something that wasn’t pity.

      “Then why are you shaking?”

      He brushed his fingers down my arm, just a graze, but it lit me up like a struck match.

      “You think this is sin,” he said. “But what if it’s just real? What if wanting me doesn’t make you broken?”

      I exhaled, shaky. “You don’t understand. I’ve already ruined one life. If I do this again—if I fall—I don’t think I’ll get back up.”

      Jake stepped closer, close enough that I could feel the heat of him, smell the mix of beer and sweat and leather.

      “You’re not falling, Ethan,” he murmured. “You’re finally choosing.”

      He cupped my jaw with one hand, rough palm against my stubbled cheek, thumb brushing over my lips like he was blessing me with blasphemy.

      My knees nearly buckled.

      “Tell me you don’t want this,” Jake said. “Say it, and I’ll back off. But don’t lie. Not to me. Not to yourself.”

      I should’ve pushed him away. I meant to.

      But my heart was thundering, my body betraying me.

      I looked at his mouth. His full, infuriating, gorgeous mouth. I looked into his eyes and saw something there I’d never felt before. Desire, yes, but also something deeper. Gentler. Something that felt dangerously like hope.

      “I do,” I whispered, brokenly. “God help me, I do want you.”

      Jake’s smile was slow, sinful, and entirely too pleased.

      “Then shut up and let me kiss you.”

      He didn’t wait.

      His mouth crashed into mine, hungry, demanding, everything I’d feared and craved. I gasped, and he swallowed the sound, his tongue sliding past my lips, claiming me like he’d been waiting for this since the second we met.

      I gripped his shirt like a drowning man, like I could hold back the tide with my fingertips. But it was too late. The moment our mouths met, something snapped inside me.

      All the guilt and the denial. All the self-hatred I’d carried like a second skin—gone. Burned away by Jake’s kiss and the fierce way he held me.

      I kissed him back. Harder. Deeper.

      There was no prayer in this. Only fire.

      And for the first time in years… I didn’t feel damned. I felt alive.

      His lips devoured mine again, hot and urgent, and I swear something in me short-circuited. This wasn’t a kiss. It was a spiritual awakening. My heart pounded, my breath came in shallow gasps, and my cock, already thick and aching, pressed hard against the front of my jeans, demanding attention.

      Jake moved like a man possessed, like he’d waited his whole life to get his mouth on mine. And maybe I’d been waiting, too. All those lonely nights spent praying for mercy when what I really needed was this. Someone who didn’t ask me to hide, or lie, or shrink myself into something I wasn’t.

      When his lips left mine and traveled down the curve of my jaw, I made a sound—half gasp, half whimper—that I would’ve rebuked from the pulpit.

      “Fuck,” I hissed, as he kissed the side of my throat, warm breath fanning over my skin. “Jake…”

      He didn’t stop. His tongue flicked out, tasting my skin, dragging along the tender line of my neck like he was branding me with his heat.

      “You smell like guilt and desperation,” he murmured into my skin. “It’s driving me fucking insane.”

      My knees buckled. Not metaphorically. They literally gave out for a second, and I had to grab his shoulders to keep from slumping to the damn floor.

      “You okay, Preacher Man?” he said, pulling back just enough to smirk at me.

      “No,” I breathed. “God help me, no.”

      His grin turned feral. He reached down, took my hand, my trembling, calloused, traitorous hand, and laced his fingers through mine.

      “Then come with me,” he said. “I want to show you how good sin can feel.”

      He led me through the house, step by slow, electrified step, like we were crossing into sacred ground. Except nothing about this felt sacred. It felt primal. Dangerous. Soaked in heat.

      “You ever been fucked properly, Ethan?” Jake asked as we moved down the hallway, his voice low and dirty. “Not that clumsy sneaking-around shit you did with that married deacon. I mean slow. Deep. Honest-to-God moaning-into-the-pillow kind of fucking.”

      My breath caught.

      “I bet no one’s ever had you on your knees and made you beg.” He glanced back at me, eyes gleaming with lust. “But I will. I’m gonna get you so worked up, you’ll be praying for my cock like it’s the Holy Spirit.”

      Oh. My. God.

      My cock pulsed, leaking, aching, absolutely helpless. I should’ve turned back. I should’ve said no. But all I could do was follow him, like a lamb, to the slaughter.

      He pushed open the bedroom door.

      Dark sheets. Big bed. Dim light spilling through the slats of the blinds.

      Jake turned to face me, framed in that soft golden light like temptation itself. His shirt clung to his chest, and his fingers were already at the hem, lifting it slowly—teasingly—up, revealing taut abs and a trail of hair that disappeared into the waistband of his jeans.

      “Take off your shirt, Ethan,” he said, voice rough. “I want to see you. All of you.”

      I stepped forward. My fingers reached for the buttons on my collar—out of habit, maybe—but then stopped.

      My heart slammed against my ribs.

      This was real. This was happening.

      And I… I couldn’t.

      I took a shaky breath.

      “Jake—wait.”

      He froze, mid-motion. His eyes snapped to mine.

      “I… I can’t,” I said, voice raw. “I’m not that man anymore, and I promised myself I wouldn’t sin again.”

      The air thickened between us. I was trembling, caught between salvation and desire, heaven and the sin standing half-naked in front of me.

      Jake stepped closer again, but slower this time. No seduction. No swagger. Just… intense.

      “Tell me,” he said, “what are you really afraid of?”
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