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			Chapter One

			Jexi stood in front of the full-length mirror evaluating her dress. It was Valentine’s Day and the church’s school was holding a dance. Hunter and Jexi had agreed to be chaperones for the evening along with Ben and Shaya. It was Shaya’s first year as the principal, so this event was important. The dance was organized as a fundraiser for the school and would hopefully attract a large crowd.

			Jexi wore a bright red maxi dress with short sleeves and a V-neck. It was simple, but that was Jexi’s style. While she never had been the frilly girl type, she loved how the dress flared when she spun in a circle. Her cross necklace draped her neck, and she wore gold teardrop earrings that Shaya’s family had given her for Christmas. Even her makeup was understated, just giving a hint of color to her eyes, cheeks, and lips. Satisfied with her appearance, she gave one last swish of the dress skirt. Hunter would be there soon, so she spritzed some perfume and gathered her purse.

			As if on cue, there was a knock at the door. She waltzed to answer, feeling blissful as she anticipated seeing him. He still gave her butterflies, even after all these months. If she was honest with herself, she never remembered feeling this way with Brennan. It made her sad to think she almost married someone without knowing this feeling. She and Hunter had grown even closer since their return from Honduras, and she smiled as she opened the door. 

			Hunter gasped softly. “You look stunning!” he said, almost in a whisper. Jexi giggled internally, thinking that she might have taken his breath away. She spun in a circle to show off.

			“This ole’ thing?” she asked playfully, as she tugged up one corner of her skirt. “It’s nothing.”

			

			Hunter shook his head. “No, it’s a lot more than nothing. You are absolutely beautiful.” He leaned in to kiss her cheek.

			“Thanks,” Jexi said, blushing just a little. “You look pretty stunning yourself!”

			He held out a bouquet of flowers and a box of chocolate-covered strawberries. “I almost forgot. These are for you,” he said.

			“Aww, they are beautiful,” Jexi said as she smelled the heavenly aroma of the flowers. “My favorite, lilies! You remembered!”

			Jexi rushed to put the flowers in water and the strawberries in the fridge. “I’m all ready,” she said to Hunter.

			Hunter held out his arm, and they went to the car. He held the door open for her and made sure she was in before shutting the door. He did that for her every time they got in the car. Jexi never could remember Brennan doing that for her. She felt so blessed. They talked nonstop on their way to the school and arrived sooner than Jexi would have liked. She wished they could have some more time alone.

			Shaya saw Jexi and Hunter walk in and rush over to them. “I’m so glad you guys are here! I have something to show you.” She grabbed Jexi’s hand and tugged her along. “You look beautiful, by the way,” Shaya said over her shoulder.

			Jexi looked at Shaya and whistled. “So do you!” she said, almost stumbling. “Slow down, would ya?”

			They entered the gym and Jexi saw instantly where Shaya was taking her. Jexi screamed across the room, “MOM, DAD!” and ran toward her parents. She hugged them both and then stood back. “What are you doing here?” she asked.

			“We just decided to drop in for a visit on our way back to Kansas City,” her dad answered. “Your mom remembered you telling her about this dance, and we figured it would be a perfect time to come see you.”

			Jexi smiled. “I’m so glad you did! I’ve missed you so much!” She hugged them again. At once, she stood straight. “You have to meet Hunter!”

			

			“We’d love to, dear!” said her mother. “Oh honey, you look so beautiful!”

			“Thanks, Mom,” Jexi said. She looked up and saw Hunter and Ben walking into the gym. She waved them over. When they approached, she introduced everyone. “Mom, Dad, this is Hunter, and this is Ben. Guys, these are my parents, Louise and Gary.”

			Everyone shook hands and muttered pleasantries such as “How do you do?” and “Nice to meet you.”

			Louise looked at Hunter and asked, “Have you been taking care of our girl?”

			Jexi blushed, “Moooom,” she whined.

			Hunter laughed. “It’s alright, Jexi.” He winked at her. “I understand why she’s asking.” He turned to Louise. “I do the best I can, Ma’am. I really do care for her quite a bit.”

			Jexi noticed Shaya flutter by. She watched her friend in her element and smiled at herself. Shaya had found her passion in her job at the school. She greeted students and their families as they entered in a way that was natural for her. One would never guess she was an introvert, the way she shone in this moment.

			Jexi liked the dress Shaya was wearing. It was a brilliant blue that brought out the color in her eyes. It fit her perfectly but modestly and draped to the floor. There were small rhinestones placed at the collar of the square neck and around the hem. Shaya seemed to be glowing tonight.

			The entire town must have been in attendance because the gym was packed to capacity. The night continued to run smoothly. Jexi danced with her parents and Hunter and laughed so much her side hurt. “Let’s take a walk,” Hunter whispered to her. “I need some air.”

			They held hands as they returned from outside. Walking back into the gym, they noticed a table stacked with Valentine’s Day trinkets and toys. Jexi giggled as she looked at the items available. “Oh look,” she said. “This necklace is to die for!” She held up a gold plastic chain, adorned with a giant pretend gemstone. She put the necklace back onto the table. “Oh dear! They even have gorgeous diamond rings.”

			Hunter picked up one of the oversized plastic rings. He laughed as he placed the ring on her finger. “Please take this ring as a token of my affection. I’d love for you to marry me, my dear,” he said as they chuckled together.

			Jexi tossed her head back with laughter. “How could I decline such an elegant gem? Of course, my darling, my answer is yes.” She linked her arm to his and pretended to do the wedding march humming the song aloud. “Look at us,” she said in a goofy manner, “We are married.”

			Hunter stopped abruptly and spun her to face him. He had stopped laughing and looked very serious. “Jexi,” he said.

			Jexi stood still. “What’s wrong?” she asked. She wondered if she had offended him with her teasing.

			“What if I’m not joking?” Hunter asked.

			“Wha . . . what?” Jexi asked, stunned.

			“What if I’m not joking?” Hunter repeated. “What if I really want to marry you?”

			“You mean for real?” Jexi asked. “Like for real, for real?”

			“Yes,” Hunter said. “Let’s face it, you already know that I love you.”

			Jexi caught her breath. She could see in his eyes that he was serious. She thought back to the first time he’d told her he loved her. She knew how he felt. She loved him too, and she’d allowed herself to admit it to him. She stood in stunned silence for a full thirty seconds, although it seemed like an eternity. She could see fear starting to show on his face. “So, did you just propose to me?”

			Hunter smiled. “I think I did. What do you say? I love you and want to be with you forever. Marry me, Jexi.”

			Jexi smiled back. “What else can I say? It has to be yes, Hunter. It has to be yes!” She held out her hand that supported the gaudy fake ring. “And the ring is perfect!” she added with a laugh.

			

			Hunter’s face became serious. “I am going to replace that with a real ring,” he said.

			“But can I keep this one, too?” Jexi asked.

			Hunter couldn’t help but laugh. “Whatever you want,” he replied. “That will be a reminder of this fantastic night.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Hunter and Jexi went to find their friends and Jexi’s parents. They gathered them together to announce their engagement. Jexi held out her hand with the goofy ring on it. There was laughter, and then her father said, “Nice ring, Hunter! Did you find it in a Cracker Jack box?”

			Shaya rolled her eyes. “Good one, you two,” she said. “You had me going there for a moment.”

			Hunter chuckled. “Well, I admit that this wasn’t planned and this won’t be her real ring, but we really did get engaged tonight.”

			Shaya’s jaw fell open. “Seriously?!” she shrieked.

			Jexi’s eyes teared up. “Seriously!” she squealed back.

			Instantly, the realization set in and there were shouts of congratulations and well wishes from everyone. Jexi looked at Shaya and saw her sniffling and wiping away tears.

			“What’s wrong?” Jexi asked. “I thought you would be happy for me.”

			Shaya blew her nose on a tissue and looked at her best friend. “I am,” she said. “These are happy tears.”

			Jexi looked skeptical. “Um, you sure about that?”

			Shaya nodded. “Can we go somewhere private to talk?” she asked.

			“You’re scaring me, Shay,” Jexi said. “Are you sure you are okay?”

			Shaya pulled Jexi to a corner of the gym. “I’m so very okay,” she said. “I hadn’t planned to tell you yet, but I have news of my own tonight. I was waiting for the right moment to share with you. Now seems as good a time as any.” She paused and wiped away more tears. “Ben and I are going to have a baby!”

			

			It was Jexi’s turn to jump and shriek. “Woohoo!” she yelled. She enveloped her friend in a hug. “Best night, ever,” she whispered in Shaya’s ear.

			Shaya smiled. “I am so excited,” she said. “But do me a favor and don’t say anything to anyone yet. I’m only about eight weeks along. We kind of want to hold off until the end of the first trimester.”

			“I won’t,” Jexi promised. “But can I at least tell Hunter?”

			Shaya nodded. “But no one else, okay?”

			“I promise. God has given us so much to celebrate,” Jexi said. “I am amazed at His goodness, every time!”

			The girls made their way back to the dance and spent the rest of the evening laughing, enjoying their families, and dreaming of their futures.

			The Sunday after the dance, the group gathered for their monthly video chat with some of their dear friends from Aldea Gracia, Honduras. Over time, they had formed a deep bond with the villagers, especially Juan Carlos Sr., his wife Angelica, and their seven children. Since returning from their mission trip, where they had helped rescue Juan Carlos from his captor and supported the village in preserving their land, these virtual reunions had become a source of joy and encouragement. They cherished every update and glimpse into the lives of the people they had come to love.

			Aunt Jessie pressed the phone number into the tablet and waited. Juan Carlos answered on the second ring. “Hola, Jessie!” he exclaimed. “Mi amiga! Como estas? How are you?”

			“We are well, Juan Carlos!” Jessie answered. “How are things in Aldea Gracia? How are Angelica and baby Carmen?”

			“Little Carmen is growing so fast,” Juan Carlos said in his broken English. He looked over his shoulder, “Mamacita, bring Carmen to show our friends.” He looked back at the screen, beaming proudly. “She needed a diaper change.”

			

			A chorus of delighted “ooohs” and “aaahs” filled the room as the baby’s face appeared on the screen. At just three months old, little Carmen was irresistibly chubby and utterly adorable.

			Jexi glanced at Shaya and noticed she was wiping away tears. She subtly reached over and squeezed her friend’s hand.

			“How is everyone else in the village?” Aunt Jessie asked. “Are JC and Maya doing well?” She recalled the pictures of the Christmas Eve wedding that had been sent to the States.

			“Oh, yes,” Juan Carlos replied. “They are very happy to be married. They share a lot of love. We think Carlita will marry soon. Antonio has asked us for permission but has not asked her yet. Carlita has been taking classes to become a nurse. She wishes to practice medicine in our little village.”

			Jexi shoved her ringed hand in front of everyone. “Hunter and I are getting married too!”

			Juan Carlos laughed. “Oh, what a ring you have. So . . . pretty.”

			Hunter sheepishly informed him that it was just a fill-in until he could get the ring he actually wanted for Jexi. “She keeps showing that monstrosity to everyone.”

			Juan Carlos nodded in understanding, still laughing.

			Aunt Jessie spoke again. “We miss you all,” she told Juan Carlos. “We are trying to plan another trip to see you soon. We just don’t know when we can come down yet. Especially now that we have a wedding to plan.”

			“We understand,” Juan Carlos replied. “You are always welcome in our little village, whenever you can come. How is your new job, Jessie? How do you like being settled?”

			“It took some getting used to,” Jessie admitted. “But I do love being the counselor at the Christian school. I enjoy working with the students.”

			“I am glad,” Juan Carlos said. “Angelica would like to greet you all.”

			Angelica appeared on the screen. “Hello, everyone,” she said. 

			

			Everyone waved. “How are you feeling, Angelica?” asked Jessie.

			“Much better, thank you,” Angelica answered. “It is nice to be able to get up and move around. Carmen is such a good baby. And since Delfini has taken over the teacher responsibilities at the school, I am feeling much relief.”

			“Speaking of Delfini,” Shaya interjected. “How are she and Andre adjusting to village life?” Andre and Delfini had moved their family to the village after the rescue of Juan Carlos. Shaya was concerned that it would be difficult for the village to accept them since Andre had held Juan Carlos captive. She prayed everyone would be as forgiving as Juan Carlos had been.

			Angelica smiled. “They are doing so well,” she said. “Andre still apologizes for keeping Juan Carlos held captive, but we tell him every time that he is forgiven. We love them so much. Andre went to Choluteca and took classes to become an ordained minister! We are very proud of him. His wife and children have also accepted Jesus, and we have wonderful church services every week. Andre is a very skilled minister.”

			Juan Carlos came back onto the screen. “Senor Hunter, gracias for the beautiful guitars you have sent to the boys. They practice every day. I have to make them stop playing to do their chores!” He laughed.

			Jexi looked at Hunter, and he blushed. “I didn’t know you sent them guitars!” she said, squeezing his hand.

			“It’s not a big deal,” Hunter said. “I just knew those rickety ones we built wouldn’t last very long, so I wanted them to have something real to play.”

			Jexi’s heart swelled. She didn’t think she could have loved him more than she did when he proposed, but she was wrong. She marveled at the fact she was going to marry such a wonderful person and spend the rest of her life falling more and more in love.

			Jessie asked Juan Carlos about the trial concerning Mr. McGreggor, the owner of the land surrounding Aldea Gracia. “Any news?” she inquired. “Do you know when you go to court?”

			

			Juan Carlos shook his head. “No, not yet,” he said. “The government wants to press charges against Mr. McGreggor, but cannot, until the case is settled in the United States. I pray for him every day.”

			McGreggor had tried illegal means to kick the villagers out of their home but failed. Jessie was proud to be part of the group who put a stop to his hijinks.

			Jessie nodded, “You have the heart of Jesus, Juan Carlos.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Shaya and Ben woke up early and eagerly prepared for their second doctor visit and first ultrasound since discovering they were pregnant. They couldn’t wait to hear the baby’s heartbeat and see the black-and-white image of their baby. They had planned to meet with Shaya’s family for dinner tonight to announce their news. It had been a hard secret to keep, but they felt it was best.

			They sat in the waiting room, listening for Shaya’s name to be called. When it was, they followed the nurse back to an exam room. Shaya undressed, slipped on the hospital gown, and took her place on the exam table.

			The nurse returned and began setting up the ultrasound machine. “This might feel a little cold,” she warned Shaya with a gentle smile, before squeezing a bit of clear gel onto her abdomen. With practiced hands, she guided the wand across Shaya’s stomach, carefully searching for the baby’s heartbeat.

			The nurse was silent for what seemed like forever. She moved the wand all over Shaya’s belly, pressing and listening. Shaya was listening as well but wasn’t sure what she was supposed to be hearing. The nurse looked at Shaya and Ben while she replaced the wand on the machine. “I’ll be right back,” she said quietly.

			Ben and Shaya exchanged glances. “What do you suppose that’s about?” Shaya asked.

			“I don’t know,” Ben replied.

			“You don’t think something is wrong, do you?” Shaya posed with worry in her voice.

			“Stay calm,” Ben said, trying to comfort her. “I’m sure everything is fine.”

			

			After a moment, the nurse returned with the doctor in tow. The doctor said hello to the couple and immediately applied more gel to Shaya’s tummy and started the ultrasound again.

			His mouth grimaced into a frown as he began to speak. “I’m sorry, but we are having difficulty locating your baby’s heartbeat,” he announced. “He pressed the wand into one spot and pointed to the screen. “This white spot is your baby.” Shaya’s eyes filled with tears as she looked at Ben. “We are going to do an exam.”

			Ben’s face was grim. “What does this mean, doctor? What’s wrong with the baby? What is happening?”

			“It could mean nothing,” the doctor replied, “Or it could mean that Shaya is miscarrying.”

			Shaya let out a small yelp. “Mis . . . mis . . . miscarrying?” she stammered. “I haven’t had any pain or anything! It’s a mistake, right?”

			“We hope so,” the doctor answered. “The exam will let us know for sure.”

			While they had been talking, the nurse had already gotten out all the supplies needed for the exam and was ready for the doctor to begin. There was silence in the room as he conducted the procedure. When he finished, he removed his gloves, washed his hands, and stood next to Shaya, across from Ben. “I’m sorry, your body is in the process of a miscarriage. You haven’t had symptoms yet, but you will soon.”

			Shaya began to cry. Ben wrapped his arms around her, and he was shedding tears as well. He looked at the doctor. “Isn’t there anything we can do?” he asked desperately.

			“Unfortunately, there is not,” answered the doctor. “Shaya, go ahead and get dressed. I have more information to share, but I want you to be more comfortable. The position you are in is far from comfortable. I will be back in a few minutes.”

			Shaya’s mind was numb, wrapped in a haze of disbelief. Tears streamed down her face, but the doctor’s words felt distant, muffled by the fog surrounding her thoughts. Her baby was gone. How can this be? God, where are You? she cried silently. You’ve never failed me before . . . what is happening?

			Moving on autopilot, she dressed slowly, her hands trembling. Then she and Ben sank into the available chairs, sitting in heavy silence as they waited for the doctor to return, grieving, broken, and still trying to grasp the weight of what they’d just heard.

			Ben spoke first. “We should pray,” he said softly.

			Shaya spun to look at him. “Pray for what?” she snapped. “Our baby is gone, Ben. What exactly do you suggest we pray for?”

			Ben was taken aback at her attitude, although he knew this had to be difficult for her. “God never leaves us, Shay. He is with us even now. We need to turn to Him.”

			“Easy for you to say,” Shaya said through her tears.

			“There is nothing easy about this. Don’t you think I am devastated too? But” Ben said. “We go to Him no matter what, remember?”

			Their conversation was gently interrupted by a soft knock at the door. The doctor stepped in quietly and pulled a stool close to where Shaya and Ben sat.

			“First of all,” he said, his voice low and compassionate, “I am so very sorry.” He looked at each of them with genuine concern before continuing.

			“Shaya, during your exam, I discovered that you have a condition called a septate uterus. It’s a structural issue that not only makes it difficult to conceive, but even more challenging to carry a pregnancy to full term. There simply isn’t enough space in the uterus to support a growing baby.”

			He paused, giving them a moment to absorb the news. “Most pregnancies with this condition, unfortunately, end in miscarriage,” he said gently. “I truly wish I had better news.”

			“Can it be fixed?” Ben asked.

			The doctor hesitated. “Yes, it can be surgically corrected, but unfortunately, that type of surgery cannot be considered until a mother has suffered several miscarriages. It isn’t something insurance covers because it is a fertility issue.”

			Shaya sobbed into Ben’s shoulder. This just kept getting worse. She feared that her dreams of becoming a mother would never be fulfilled.

			The doctor continued with instructions on how to handle the next several days and what to expect from her body. Ben listened carefully, but Shaya didn’t hear anything over the screams in her head. She complied when Ben pulled her to her feet and told her it was time to go home. She walked to the car and slid into the passenger seat without saying a word. All she could do was cry. They said nothing to each other for the entire ride.

			At the house, she allowed Ben to lead her inside and settle her onto the couch. He fetched a blanket and gently covered her. He kissed her gently on the forehead and told her to rest. She closed her eyes and cried herself to sleep.

			Ben stepped outside and called Attie. “Can we get a rain check on dinner? Shaya isn’t feeling well.”

			“What’s wrong?” Attie asked. “How can I help? Does she need some soup?”

			Ben loved Attie’s caring ways, but he just wasn’t up to seeing anyone, and he knew Shaya wouldn’t be either. “Thanks, Attie,” he said, “but she’ll be okay. Just a little under the weather. Maybe you can bring some soup by tomorrow. And perhaps you can say an extra prayer for her.”

			He heard Attie sigh loudly. He knew she was itching to ask more questions, but he was relieved when all she said was, “Okay, I will be by tomorrow evening. Bye, Ben. I love you both.”

			“We love you too,” Ben said. “Goodbye.” He ended the call and walked back into the house.

			Shaya was soundly asleep. He walked by and gently placed his hand on her shoulder. “Lord, heal her body and her heart. We love You and trust You. We both need You right now, but she needs You more.” He continued to the office to sit with his Bible for a while. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do, but he knew turning to God would help.

			He sat at his desk and stared at his Bible. He didn’t even know where to begin, so he just bowed his head and cried. He had never known pain like this before, but he knew he wouldn’t survive without his Savior.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			Shaya woke several hours later. Her neck was slightly sore from lying awkwardly on the couch and she stretched, wincing as she shifted. The house was unnaturally quiet. Too quiet. She looked around the dim room but did not see Ben. For a moment, panic fluttered in her chest before she reminded herself to breathe.

			She picked up her cell phone and saw numerous missed calls and text messages; all from Jexi. Guilt pricked at her heart. Jexi had always been persistent, but tonight the messages felt heavier . . . concern layered over concern. She opened the text messaging app and read them one by one, her chest tightening with each line.

			By the time she reached the last message, tears blurred her vision. Jexi loved her fiercely. Right now, that love felt like too much to carry.

			Shaya glanced at the time stamp on her phone and typed out a quick message back to Jexi, her fingers trembling slightly. She just was not in the mood to talk right now. Not to explain. Not to relive it. “No, not mad at you. Trust that I will tell you what is going on tomorrow. I’m not up to talking tonight.”

			She stared at the screen for a moment after sending it, then turned the phone face down. Tomorrow felt impossibly far away.

			She rose slowly and went to look for Ben, padding softly down the hallway. A sliver of light spilled from beneath the office door. She pushed it open and found him there, slumped forward in his chair. He had fallen asleep with his head resting on his Bible at his desk. One hand still clutched the page as if he’d fallen asleep midprayer.

			Her heart cracked open.

			

			She watched him sleep for a solid minute, taking in the familiar curve of his shoulders, the lines of exhaustion etched deeper than she’d ever seen. He looked older somehow. Worn. Like grief had physically pressed down on him.

			She stepped closer and gently placed her hand on his shoulder, trying not to startle him.

			Ben stirred, lifting his head slowly. His eyes were red and swollen, and when he saw her, his composure broke completely. He swiveled his chair around and pulled her down into his lap, holding her like he was afraid she might disappear. They both cried together for a long while with no words, and no restraint. Just shared sorrow spilling freely.

			When Shaya finally lifted her head from his shoulder, her voice barely rose above a whisper. “I’m so sorry I lost our baby.”

			Ben’s arms tightened around her instantly. “Shay, this wasn’t your fault,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “Please don’t ever think that you did anything wrong.”

			He reached for his Bible with one hand, keeping the other firmly around her waist, grounding them both. “I found a really reassuring verse,” he said quietly. “Can I share it with you?”

			Shaya nodded, though her heart recoiled slightly. She wasn’t angry at God, not exactly, but she felt bruised by Him. Raw. Exposed. She had never imagined she would be in a place where faith felt fragile instead of firm.

			Ben began to read, his voice gentle but steady. “The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit. Psalm thirty-four, verse eighteen.”

			Shaya shook her head, a tear slipping free. “I don’t feel Him. It says He’s near, but I don’t feel Him.”

			Ben brushed a lock of hair back from her face. “I’m struggling to feel Him too,” he admitted. “But I have to believe He’s here, despite what I feel. I know in my heart that God will help us through this pain, even if it doesn’t look the way we want.”

			

			“Ben,” Shaya whispered. “What if we can’t have any more children because my body is defective?”

			The word hung heavy between them.

			Ben didn’t hesitate. “Your body is not defective,” he said firmly. “And we will cross that bridge if we ever come to it. We don’t know what God’s plan is, but we do know He has one.”

			He paused, searching her face, then continued softly, “Our role is to pray and to trust. Whatever God’s plan holds for us, He will never abandon us. His love for us is unshakable.”

			“I know that,” Shaya said. “It’s just hard to have the
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