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The rain over North Dallas did not merely fall; it hammered against the glass of the double front doors of The Remnant Holiness Church with a steady, rhythmic fury. Outside, the sky was the color of wet slate, casting a dim gloom over the parking lot where water pooled along the concrete curb.

Inside the foyer, the air smelled of damp wool, sweet coffee from the welcome center, and the lingering hint of floor wax.

Lillianna George stood before the tall mahogany-framed mirror mounted near the entrance, trying desperately to salvage her appearance. Her damp curls, usually styled in neat, defined coils, had begun to frizz at the edges from the damp air. She dabbed at a stray smudge of mascara under her left eye, smoothing the lapels of her cream-colored blazer. Coming straight from a grueling week of preliminary hearings at the Dallas County Courthouse, her mind was still buzzing with the rapid-fire dictation of attorneys and judges. Sunday morning was supposed to be her sanctuary—a moment to quiet the noise and fix her heart on God.

She reached into her bag for her lip balm when the heavy outer door swung open, ushering in a gust of cool, wet wind along with the sound of heavy dress shoes on tile.

Lillianna glanced up through the reflection of the glass.

Standing near the threshold, shaking off his umbrella with a casual, practiced ease, was a man who looked as though he had stepped right off a canvas. Tall—easily six-foot-four—with broad shoulders filling out a tailored charcoal suit, dark honey-brown skin, and a neatly trimmed beard. He looked calm, unbothered by the rain, carrying himself with an easy confidence.

Then he turned, his deep brown eyes sweeping over the foyer until they landed on her.

He froze. The cool composure slipped for a fraction of a second, replaced by pure, stunned recognition.

"Lillianna?" his voice resonated—deep, rich, and unmistakably familiar. "Is that you?"

Lillianna’s breath caught in her chest. The years seemed to collapse instantly. "Oh my goodness... Declan?" She turned around, her hand dropping from her collar. "Declan Britton? What in the world are you doing in Texas? And at my church?"

A slow, warm smile spread across Declan’s face, revealing neat white teeth and shallow dimples that brought back a flood of memories from her teenage years.

"I could ask you the same thing," Declan said, taking two long strides toward her, holding out his hands in polite greeting. "I’ve been coming to Remnant for almost a year now. I had no idea you were down here in Dallas."

"I moved from Atlanta about two years ago for work," Lillianna explained, her heart doing a nervous little flutter that caught her completely off guard. "I... I knew you went to college with Tyson, but I thought you were still up east."

"Things changed," Declan said, his tone dropping into a quieter register, a shadow brief enough to miss passing over his features before his smile returned. "I relocated down here a while back. Man... look at you. You’ve grown up."

Lillianna felt the heat rush to her cheeks. During her high school years, back when Declan was Tyson’s larger-than-life college friend who spent weekends at their family home eating her mother’s cooking, she had harbored the biggest, most hopeless crush on him. He had always been kind to her, but back then, she was just "Tyson’s little sister."

"I suppose I have," she said, offering a soft smile to mask her sudden flutter. "It’s really good to see a familiar face, Declan."

"Likewise, Lil. Truly," Declan said, looking down at her with genuine warmth. "Come on, sanctuary doors are closing. Pastor Shawn’s about to start."

They walked side-by-side down the carpeted aisle, the faint scent of Declan’s cologne—something woody, laced with cedar and spices—filling the space between them. They slipped into one of the wooden pews near the middle row just as the worship team stepped up to the microphones.

Pastor Shawn Tucker took the pulpit after the opening praise songs, opening his Bible to the Psalms. He spoke on God’s sovereignty through transitions, preaching about how God orders the steps of the righteous even when the path feels uncertain or lonely.

Sitting next to Declan, Lillianna tried to focus entirely on the sermon, taking neat notes in her leather-bound journal. Yet every so often, she caught Declan out of the corner of her eye. His head was bowed during prayer, his eyes closed in deep, quiet reverence. There was a stoicism in his posture, a quiet weight he seemed to carry behind his posture.

When the service concluded with the final benediction, the congregation rose to greet one another.

"It was so great running into you, Declan," Lillianna said quickly over the hum of the crowd, packing her notebook into her purse. A wave of unexpected shyness suddenly overtook her.

"Wait, Lillianna, are you—"

"I actually have to run—lots to prepare for tomorrow morning!" she said, giving him a quick, polite nod before slipping into the crowd heading toward the glass doors.

Declan stood by the pew, watching her dark curls bounce as she quickly wove through the gathering believers and out into the gray afternoon rain.

The following Sunday, the rain had cleared, leaving the Texas morning bright and warm.

Lillianna walked through the double doors of Remnant Holiness Church, smoothing down her navy blue dress. As she exited the main sanctuary following the closing prayer, she didn't get more than five steps into the foyer before a tall figure stepped smoothly into her path.

Declan was leaning lightly against one of the structural pillars, dressed in a crisp olive-green suit, hands resting casually in his pockets. He had clearly been waiting.

"You took off fast last week," Declan said, a playful spark in his eye as he looked down at her. "I looked around after the choir dismissed, and you were already gone."

Lillianna laughed, feeling a blush warm her face. "I'm sorry! I had a long week ahead of me with court cases. I tend to move fast on Sundays."

"Well, you're not escaping so easily today," Declan said smoothly. "Have you had lunch yet? I’d love to catch up properly over a meal. My treat."

Lillianna hesitated for half a second, her mind briefly inventorying her weekend tasks, before looking up into his patient, expectant eyes. "I would love that, Declan. Let's get lunch."

They settled into a cozy corner booth at a nearby family-owned bistro. The restaurant was filled with the soft clatter of silverware and quiet chatter. After ordering, Declan leaned his elbows on the table, folding his large hands together.

"So, tell me everything," he said gently. "What brings you to Dallas, and what are you doing these days?"

"Well," Lillianna began, adjusting her thin-rimmed glasses, "I’m a court reporter. I work for the county district court."

Declan raised his eyebrows in genuine impression. "A court reporter? That sounds intense. You’re the one typing every single word said in the courtroom?"

"Every single word," she nodded with a gentle smile. "On a stenotype machine. It requires absolute focus. When we get assigned to big trials, the days are long. Sometimes judges want to push straight through to finish testimonies, so I can be stuck in the courtroom until seven or eight at night. It’s demanding work, but I take a lot of pride in keeping an accurate record."

"I can respect that level of diligence," Declan said, his gaze warm and admiring. "That takes real discipline."

"What about you?" Lillianna asked, leaning forward. "What brought you down here from Georgia?"

Declan’s posture stiffened slightly, and his eyes dropped to his water glass for a brief second before he raised them back to hers. "I moved down here about a year and a half ago. Thought I was following a path toward marriage, honestly. I came down here for a relationship... but not long after I arrived, things completely fell apart. The romance fizzled out real quick."

Lillianna’s heart softened with immediate empathy. "Oh, Declan... I'm so sorry."

"It’s alright," Declan said, though his voice carried a quiet, honest weight. "It left a pretty bitter taste in my mouth about dating and romance for a long time. I was angry for a while. Hurt. I’ve been spending a lot of time talking to God about it, trying to let Him cleanse my heart of that cynicism. I don't want to carry bitterness into where God is leading me next."

He took a slow breath, shaking off the somber mood with a subtle shift in posture. "Anyway... I’m an artist now full-time. Painting."

"An artist?" Lillianna’s eyes lit up. "Declan, that’s amazing! I remember you were always sketching back in college, but you're doing it full-time now?"

"Yes ma'am," he smiled softly. "I have studio space in the Arts District. Actually, I’m preparing a collection right now to showcase at a gallery Downtown in a couple of months. It’s taken a lot of work and late nights."

"Look at us," Lillianna said with a gentle chuckle. "Two busy people trying to build our lives in a new city."

"Yeah," Declan said softly, looking directly into her eyes with an intensity that made her pulse quicken. "Busy lives. But I’m really glad I ran into you, Lil. Can I get your number? I’d love to keep in touch."

"Of course," she said, sliding her phone across the table.

They exchanged numbers before leaving the restaurant, both stepping out into the Texas sunshine with a fresh sense of anticipation, unaware of the quiet trials the coming weeks would bring to their blossoming connection.

The next three weeks became a blur of exhausting demands for both of them.

Lillianna was assigned to a high-profile civil suit that stretched her working hours to their absolute limit. Every morning by 7:30 AM, she was seated in the courtroom, her fingers flying across the keys of her stenotype machine. By the time the judge called a recess at dusk, her shoulders were tense, her mind drained from processing hours of dense legal arguments.

Declan, on the other hand, was consumed by his upcoming gallery showcase. He spent sixteen-hour days in his loft studio, surrounded by canvas, turpentine, and oil paints, trying to meet strict deadlines set by the gallery curator.

Because of their packed schedules, communication was limited almost entirely to text messages.

“Good morning, hope you have a blessed day in court,” Declan would text early in the morning.

“Thank you! Hope the painting is going well today,” Lillianna would reply brief hours later during a quick fifteen-minute recess.

As the days turned into weeks, Declan’s frustration quietly began to build. Having come out of a relationship where distance and emotional drift had broken his heart, the short texts and lack of phone calls began to trigger his insecurities. He felt the cold distance growing again, convincing himself that Lillianna was simply using her busy job as an excuse to avoid talking to him directly.

He sat in his studio late one evening, staring at an unfinished canvas. The silence of the room felt heavy. Both he and Lillianna were relatively young in their faith, striving to walk honorably, but his past wounds were clouding his patience. He wanted connection, warmth, and consistency—and right now, he felt like he was reaching out into a void.

On a Friday afternoon, three months after their initial meeting at the church, Declan pulled out his phone. His heart was tired, guarded, and impatient.

He typed out a short message and hit send:

“Hey Lillianna. Since you’re so busy, I won’t bother you any longer. Wish you the best.”

At 1:15 PM, Lillianna finally stepped out of the courtroom for a brief thirty-minute lunch break. She sat down at her desk in her small office, unwrapping a sandwich, and picked up her phone.

When she read Declan’s message, her heart sank into her stomach.

She stared at the words on the screen, a mix of hurt and disbelief washing over her. She took a deep breath, setting the phone face down on the desk. She hadn't been avoiding him—she had been working non-stop, fighting off sheer exhaustion every single night.

She closed her eyes and bowed her head right there at her desk. "Lord," she whispered quietly, "You know my heart. I wasn't playing games. If he doesn't have the patience to understand my work, then maybe... maybe this isn't what You have for me."

She chose not to send a defensive text back. If he believed she was pushing him away, forcing an explanation over a text message would resolve nothing.

Two full months passed in complete silence.

Lillianna focused entirely on her walk with God and her work. She spent her evenings reading Scripture, attending mid-week women's prayer groups, and letting the Lord refine her character. Declan spent his days finishing his gallery pieces, praying through his lingering bitterness, and asking God to heal the impatience and mistrust that kept rising in his spirit.

Then came a bright Sunday morning in late autumn.

Lillianna walked into the foyer of Remnant Holiness Church after the morning service. She was wearing a deep emerald dress, her curly hair styled beautifully over her shoulders. As she walked toward the exit, she caught sight of a familiar tall frame standing near the glass doors.

Declan.

Her heart gave a familiar thump, but this time she didn't run away or rush past. God had given her peace over the past two months.

Declan turned and saw her. He paused, his expression unreadable, though a subtle look of regret flickered in his eyes.

Lillianna walked directly up to him. "Good morning, Declan."

"Good morning, Lillianna," he replied, his voice quiet, almost cautious.

"Do you have a few minutes?" she asked softly. "Can we speak after church?"

Declan looked at her for a moment, then nodded slowly. "Yeah. Yeah, we can talk."

"I'll meet you outside by my car," she said.

After the post-service announcements ended, Lillianna walked out to the parking lot and leaned against the driver's side door of her green Ford Escape. The cool autumn air blew gently through the trees surrounding the church property.

A moment later, she saw Declan walking toward her. He was wearing a fitted navy suit that emphasized his broad shoulders and commanding presence.

He stopped a couple of feet in front of her, looking down at her gently. Standing there looking up at him, Lillianna couldn't help but acknowledge how striking he was. He was at least six-foot-four, easily two hundred pounds of solid muscle, with deep brown skin and a smooth, perfectly maintained beard. And as he stepped closer, the warm scent of his cologne filled the space between them.

Stop it, stop it, she reprimanded herself mentally, catching her thoughts. Lord, please forgive me, keep my mind stayed on You.

"Thank you for waiting," Declan said softly.

Lillianna took a quiet breath and looked up into his eyes. "Declan, I wanted to talk to you about the text message you sent two months ago."

Declan lowered his head slightly, rubbing the back of his neck in visible discomfort.

"I need you to understand what my life actually looks like," Lillianna continued gently, her voice steady and clear. "I am a court reporter. When I am assigned to a heavy trial, I am in that courtroom from early morning until sometimes seven or eight at night. Judges push hard to wrap up testimonies. By the time I get home, my mind is completely exhausted from processing thousands of words a day. I was not ignoring you. I was not playing games with you."

She paused, looking at him with complete honesty. "I am sorry that you felt like I didn’t have time for you. But you were busy, too, Declan. We were both carrying a heavy load."

Declan looked down at her, his expression softening completely. The guard he had held up for months seemed to crumble right in front of her.

"Lillianna..." Declan started, his voice heavy with self-reflection. "I owe you an apology. A genuine one."

He took a step closer, looking into her eyes. "To be completely honest with you... back when I was in college hanging out at your family's house, I had a massive crush on you."

Lillianna’s eyes widened in total surprise. "You did?"

"I really did," Declan smiled faintly, a light laugh escaping his lips. "But your brother Tyson was such a hater! He saw how I was looking at you one day and pulled me aside. He told me straight up, 'Hey man, that's my little sister. She's too young, leave her alone.' So I respectfully decided to back off and never said a single word."

Lillianna blinked, her mind racing. Oh, Tyson did, did he? she thought to herself, making a mental note to address her older brother later.

"So when I saw you here at church months ago," Declan continued, his voice growing sincere and soft, "all those old feelings came right back. But because of what I went through with my ex—moving all the way to Texas only for things to fail—I let my impatience and my past hurt get the best of me. When you didn't have time to talk on the phone, I assumed the worst. I let my security slip into frustration instead of extending grace. I was wrong, Lil. Truly."

The honesty in his voice resonated deeply within her. They stood together beside her green Ford Escape, the tension completely dissolving into the cool afternoon breeze.

Minutes turned into an hour, and an hour turned into two. They stood in the parking lot talking about everything—their walks with God, their struggles with patience, their families, and their dreams for the future.

Finally, Declan checked his watch and let out a soft laugh. "Look at me keeping you standing out here in the cold. Let me shut up so you can get home and rest."

He looked down at her with a gentle, hopeful smile. "Can we start over, Lillianna? Can we make plans to meet up again—properly this time?"

Lillianna looked up at him, feeling a deep sense of peace settle over her heart. "Yes, Declan. I would really like that."
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The morning light filtering through the stained-glass windows of The Remnant Holiness Church bathed the sanctuary in soft hues of amber, rose, and indigo. The air smelled of aged oak pews, freshly brewed coffee from the fellowship hall, and the clean, lingering scent of wax polish.

Lillianna sat beside Declan near the middle row, her Bible resting open in her lap to the book of Psalms. Beside her, Declan sat tall, his six-foot-four frame effortlessly filling his tailored navy suit. Every so often, his hand would gently reach over to cover hers where it rested on the wooden pew, his palm warm, broad, and reassuring.

At the altar, Pastor Shawn Tucker adjusted the microphone on the pulpit, his voice echoing clearly over the congregation.

"Church," Pastor Shawn began, leaning his forearms against the wooden podium with deep conviction, "we live in a generation that wants the full harvest without ever planting a seed. We want God to build our futures, but we refuse to let Him lay the foundation. But I came to remind somebody today that if you build a foundation in a hurry, you build a foundation that will collapse under the weight of the storm!"

The congregation murmured in agreement, a few hands lifting in silent praise throughout the sanctuary.

"When God builds something," Pastor Shawn continued, "He digs deep. He cleans out the bitter roots. He removes the pride, the impatience, and the fleshly desires that try to rush His timing. Haggai chapter two verse nine tells us, ‘The glory of this latter house shall be greater than of the former, saith the Lord of hosts: and in this place will I give peace.’ You cannot rush the peace of God! You have to yield to His blueprint."

Lillianna felt a sweet, quiet stillness wash over her spirit. She turned her head slightly to look at Declan. His eyes were closed, his head bowed in quiet reverence as he took in the word. His jawline was strong, his dark brown skin smooth, and she noticed the quiet humility in how he carried himself in the house of the Lord.

When the service concluded with a final prayer and blessing, the congregation began to mingle. Declan stood up first, stepping into the aisle and offering his hand to Lillianna to help her up.

"Pastor Shawn was speaking straight to my heart today," Declan admitted softly as they walked out toward the foyer, his fingers gently intertwined with hers. "I spent so many years trying to rush my own blueprint. Moving to Texas for the wrong reasons, trying to force love on my own terms. It took God stripping all of that away for me to understand what waiting on Him actually means."

"It’s a hard lesson, but a necessary one," Lillianna said softly, looking up at him as they stepped out into the bright North Texas sunshine. "God has to prepare our hearts before He can ever entrust us with what He has planned."

"Amen," Declan said, stopping beside his clean black sedan. He opened the passenger door for her with practiced chivalry, holding it until she was comfortably seated before rounding the hood to get into the driver's side.

As he turned the key in the ignition, he looked over at her with a gentle, hopeful expression. "Are you free for dinner tonight, Lil? I know a quiet Italian restaurant down in Plano. I’d love to take you out—properly this time."

Lillianna smiled, a warm flutter blooming in her chest. "I would love that, Declan."

On Monday morning, the peaceful atmosphere of Sunday was replaced by the high-pressure environment of the Dallas County Courthouse.

Lillianna arrived at Courtroom 304 by 7:15 AM. The air inside was cold and heavy with the scent of old carpet and floor cleaner. She set her bag on her desk at the front of the room, unzipping her leather case to set up her stenotype machine.

She adjusted her thin-rimmed glasses, rested her fingers on the unlabelled keys, and ran a quick diagnostic test on her digital monitor.

Her job required absolute precision. As a court reporter, she didn't just listen; she processed human speech into phonetic codes at speeds exceeding two hundred words per minute. Every testimony, cross-examination, and judicial ruling rested on her ability to maintain a flawless record.

The heavy oak doors at the back of the courtroom swung open, and the gallery quickly filled with attorneys, press, and observers.

"All rise for the Honorable Judge Trevor Smalley," the bailiff bellowed.

Judge Smalley, a stern man with graying temples and sharp gray eyes, swept into the room in his black robes and tapped his wooden gavel twice. "Good morning. We are in session for state versus Montgomery. Counsel, prepare your first witness. Ms. George, are you ready?"

"Ready, Your Honor," Lillianna replied, her voice steady and clear.

For the next four hours, the courtroom became an intense battlefield of legal jargon. The prosecuting attorney questioned a forensic expert, his speech rapid and jagged, while the defense attorney shouted sharp objections every few minutes.

Lillianna’s fingers flew across the machine keys with fluid, mechanical grace.

Steno key by key, stroke by stroke.

“Objection, Your Honor, relevance.”“Overruled. Proceed, counsel.”“Doctor, state for the court your exact findings on the night of October fourteenth.”

Her neck began to throb with a dull ache, and her shoulders grew tense under her cream blazer. Yet, beneath the pressure of the courtroom, Lillianna held onto a quiet, internal peace. She silently recited Psalm 46 in her head as her hands worked: “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.”

When Judge Smalley finally called a mid-day recess at noon, Lillianna let out a slow breath, flexed her fingers, and walked back to her small private office.

She sat at her wooden desk, pulling her water bottle and lunch container out of her bag. Right beside her notepad, her phone lit up with a text message.

It was from Declan:

“Good afternoon, Lil. Just stepping away from the easel for a moment. Praying for your mind, your hands, and your peace in that courtroom today. The work you do is important, and I know it takes a toll. Take a deep breath and remember God is holding you. Can't wait for our dinner tonight.”

Lillianna rested her chin in her hand, staring at the message as a sweet, radiant smile spread across her face.

She closed her eyes right there at her desk, bowing her head.

"Lord," she whispered softly, "thank You for sending a godly man who covers me in prayer while I work. Shield my mind through the rest of this afternoon, and bless the work of his hands in his studio today. In Jesus' name, Amen."

She picked up her phone and typed back:

“Thank you so much, Declan! Your prayers mean more to me than you know. The courtroom is intense today, but the Lord is giving me strength. I can’t wait for tonight either. See you at seven!”

Meanwhile, in the West End Arts District, Declan stood in the center of his high-ceilinged loft studio.

The space was filled with natural light pouring in from large industrial windows overlooking the city skyline. The room smelled strongly of turpentine, linseed oil, and raw canvas. Gospel worship music played softly from a speaker in the corner, blending with the occasional sound of city traffic down below.

Declan wore a pair of worn denim jeans splattered with dry paint and an old black t-shirt. He held a wooden palette knife in one hand and a wooden palette covered in rich oils—burnt umber, cobalt blue, and warm ochre—in the other.

In front of him stood a massive six-foot canvas. It was the central piece for his upcoming gallery showcase downtown, an event that could firmly establish his reputation as a fine artist in Dallas.

He applied a textured stroke of deep blue across the top section of the canvas, then stepped back three paces, narrowing his eyes.

The pressure was mounting. The gallery owner, a demanding curator named Mr. Sterling, was expecting twenty completed, cohesive pieces within the next two months.

Declan set his palette down on his rolling cart and wiped his paint-stained hands on a rag. He walked over to his worn leather armchair, where his Bible lay open to the book of Proverbs.

He dropped to his knees on the rug, folding his large hands together.

"Father God," Declan prayed aloud, his deep voice filling the quiet loft. "I bring this work to Your feet. You gave me this creative gift, Lord, and I ask that You guide every stroke of my knife and brush. Don't let me paint for the approval of man or out of fear of failure. Let my work reflect Your glory, Your order, and Your beauty."

He paused, resting his forehead against his folded hands as his thoughts turned to Lillianna.

"And Lord, bless Lillianna today," he continued, his tone softening with pure affection. "Keep her mind sharp and protected while she handles those heavy cases. Give her comfort and energy. Help me to be a man after Your own heart—a man who honors her, respects her, and leads her with patience. In Jesus' precious name, Amen."

Rising from his knees, Declan felt the weight on his shoulders lift. He picked up his brush with a renewed sense of focus and returned to the canvas, working steadily as the afternoon sun began its slow descent over Texas.
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By Friday evening, the rain that had dampened North Dallas earlier in the week had cleared, leaving behind a cool, crisp autumn night. The city lights glittered like scattered diamonds against the dark Texas sky as Declan guided his sedan down the tree-lined streets of Plano.

At precisely seven o'clock, he pulled up to the curb outside Lillianna’s apartment complex. He shifted into park, turned off the ignition, and smoothed down the front of his fitted black turtleneck and grey wool coat. He took a quiet breath, offering up a quick silent prayer of gratitude before stepping out into the evening air.

Walking up the carpeted stairs to her second-floor door, Declan knocked three times—firm and steady.

Inside, Lillianna adjusted her thin-rimmed glasses in the hall mirror and checked her reflection one last time. She was wearing a simple yet elegant knit sweater dress in deep plum that draped gracefully past her knees, paired with warm tan leather ankle boots. Her hair was styled in a soft halo of natural, hydrated curls that frame her caramel skin beautifully.

She turned the lock and opened the door.

Declan stood on the threshold, tall, broad-shouldered, and striking. When his dark eyes fell upon her, his calm expression transformed into a look of pure, undivided admiration.

"Good evening, Lillianna," Declan said, his deep voice carrying a quiet warmth that resonated in the narrow hallway.

"Good evening, Declan," Lillianna smiled, her heart fluttering lightly at the sheer sincerity in his gaze. "You're right on time."

"I try my best never to keep a precious woman waiting," he replied smoothly, holding out his arm.

Lillianna gently slipped her arm through his, feeling the firm strength of his shoulder beneath his coat. They walked down to his car together, where Declan immediately stepped ahead to open her passenger door. He stood by patiently until she was comfortably seated, taking care to ensure the hem of her dress was safely inside before closing the door with a solid, gentle click.

They drove through the quiet evening streets to a small, charming Italian bistro tucked away in a historic corner of old Plano. The interior was cozy and intimate, filled with the rich aroma of roasted garlic, fresh basil, and baking dough. Warm amber light from low-hanging pendants cast a soft glow over white linen tablecloths.

The hostess led them to a booth near the back of the dining room, nestled beside a dark stained-glass window. Declan waited for Lillianna to slide in first, then took his seat opposite her, his tall frame taking up the space comfortably.

After ordering—chicken marsala with linguine for her, and braised beef short ribs over polenta for him—Declan rested his forearms on the table, folding his large hands together.

"How are your wrists feeling after that long week in court?" Declan asked softly, his eyes searching hers with genuine concern. "I know you were handling a pretty intense trial."

Lillianna smiled gently, taking a sip from her glass of sparkling water. "They're a little sore, to be honest. I spent four hours today typing at over two hundred words a minute without a break. But your text message on Monday really gave me peace, Declan. Knowing you were praying for my focus while I worked... it truly sustained me."

Declan looked down for a second, a humble, soft smile playing on his lips before he looked back up. "I meant every word, Lil. You carry a heavy responsibility in that courtroom. It’s my honor to cover you in prayer."

He leaned in slightly, his tone dropping into a serious, reflective register. "I have to tell you... standing in that foyer a few weeks ago, and then sitting with you outside after church... I felt God dealing with my heart in a big way."

"In what way?" Lillianna asked, her eyes fixed on his.

"When I first moved down to Texas a year and a half ago, I was carrying so much baggage," Declan shared, his voice completely devoid of pretense. "I had moved down here for a woman I thought I was going to marry. When that relationship fell apart right after I arrived, I was hurt, angry, and bitter. I felt like God had allowed me to uproot my whole life just to watch me fail."

Lillianna listened intently, her heart swelling with compassion as he opened up his past to her.

"Because of that bitterness," Declan continued, "when you and I ran into each other and your schedule got so busy with court, my old wounds started talking to me. I thought, ‘Here we go again, another woman holding me at arm’s length.’ I let impatience and insecurity dictate my text to you. I acted out of my flesh instead of walking in the Spirit."

"Declan, I understand," Lillianna said gently, reaching across the table to lay her hand softly near his. "I was carrying my own walls, too. I was so consumed by establishing my career here in Dallas that I didn't make room to explain my schedule to you properly. We both had to let God trim away those old defenses."

"Amen," Declan breathed softly, turning his hand over so his broad palm met hers, his fingers lacing through hers over the tablecloth. "And that's why I want to be completely clear with you moving forward, Lil. I love the Lord. My faith isn't just a Sunday routine; it's my whole life. Which means as much as I find you absolutely breathtaking, I want us to date in a way that honors God completely."

Lillianna felt a sweet, profound stillness wash over her room. "What does that look like for you, Declan?"

"It means total purity," Declan said firmly, looking directly into her eyes with unwavering conviction. "No shortcuts, no gray areas, no fornication. I want to guard your virtue, guard your heart, and guard my own. I want us to pray together, grow together, and build something that can stand when the trials come."

A deep sense of security settled into Lillianna’s chest. In a culture that often pushed for immediate physical compromise, hearing a handsome, strong man stand boldly on God's principles was like a refreshing spring in the desert.

"Declan," Lillianna said, her voice filled with steady grace, "that is the exact prayer I have carried in my heart for years. God first in everything. I agree with you completely."

When their hot meals were placed on the table, Declan didn't hesitate. He reached across the table, taking both of Lillianna’s hands in his large, warm grip. He closed his eyes, bowing his dark head.

"Father God," Declan prayed, his deep voice rich with reverence, "we give You thanks for this food, and for the life and strength You give us daily. Lord, thank You for bringing Lillianna into my life. Thank You for refining our hearts and bringing us back together in Your perfect timing. Bless this food to our bodies, and bless our conversation tonight. Keep our minds stayed on You, and let everything we do bring glory to Your holy name. In the mighty name of Jesus, Amen."

"Amen," Lillianna whispered.

They spent the next hour enjoying their dinner, the conversation flowing as effortlessly as water. They laughed over old stories about her brother Tyson—Declan describing how Tyson used to eat three full plates of her mother’s cooking after college basketball practice—and discussed Pastor Shawn’s upcoming sermon series on spiritual discipline.

After dinner, Declan drove her back to her apartment. The air was colder now, the night sky clear and dark.

He walked her up the flight of stairs, standing with her outside her door under the warm amber glow of the hallway lamp. He turned to face her, taking her small hands into both of his broad ones. He lifted her right hand gently, pressing a sweet, lingering kiss to the back of her knuckles.

"I had a wonderful evening with you, Lillianna," Declan said softly, looking down into her eyes.

"I did too, Declan," she replied, her smile bright and genuine. "Thank you for dinner, and for being so honest with me."

"Always," he smiled. "Get some rest tonight. I’ll text you when I get back to the studio."

Lillianna stepped inside her apartment, locking the door behind her. She stood in her quiet entryway for a moment, her back resting against the wood, a beautiful, peaceful smile lighting up her face as she lifted her heart in praise to God for the holy foundation being laid in her life.
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Chapter 4
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The middle of November brought a crisp, invigorating chill to North Texas. On Saturday mornings, the spacious grounds of The Remnant Holiness Church buzzed with community life. Long folding tables were lined up under open-air canopies in the side parking lot for the church’s bi-weekly bake sale and neighborhood outreach.

The air was filled with the irresistible scent of warm cinnamon rolls, fresh peach cobbler, sweet potato pies, and dark roast coffee brewed in giant metal urns. Near the green lawn, volunteers had set up beanbag toss games and face-painting stations for local kids, whose laughter echoed off the brick walls of the fellowship hall.

Lillianna stood behind one of the dessert tables wearing a cream knitted cardigan over a denim skirt, her hair pulled back into a soft, textured ponytail. She carefully wrapped a slice of homemade pecan pie in wax paper, handing it to an elderly neighbor with a bright, welcoming smile.

"Here you go, Mrs. Jenkins! All proceeds today go directly toward the Thanksgiving food pantry baskets," Lillianna explained warmly.

"Bless your sweet heart, Lillianna," Mrs. Jenkins replied, patting her hand. "The church is doing such a wonderful thing for the community."

A few yards away near the wooden picnic benches, Declan was helping lift heavy wooden crates of apples and canned goods off the bed of a church pickup truck. Dressed in a fitted olive-green henley shirt with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows and dark jeans, his tall, muscular frame moved effortlessly under the morning sun.

Every time he carried a box past Lillianna’s table, his dark brown eyes would find hers. A low, slow smile would spread across his smooth face, making Lillianna’s cheeks flush a warm, soft rose.

During a lull in the morning crowd, Declan set down an empty crate and walked over to her table. He picked up two paper cups of hot spiced cider from the warming station, handing one to Lillianna.

"You look right at home out here, Lil," Declan said softly, leaning his elbow lightly against the corner of the table. His voice was deep, smooth, and full of quiet affection.

Lillianna took a slow sip of the steaming cider, the warm spices coating her tongue. "I love Saturdays at Remnant. My parents always raised Tyson and me to serve wherever we planted our feet. Seeing the kids laugh and making sure families have hot food... it keeps my heart grounded after spending all week in courtrooms dealing with heavy conflicts."

Declan looked down at her, his expression softening with profound respect. "That’s one of the things I admire most about you, Lillianna. You carry so much grace, whether you're taking record for a county judge or serving pie to neighbors on a Saturday morning."

Lillianna looked up through her glasses, meeting his warm gaze. "And what about you, Mr. Britton? Carrying heavy wooden crates all morning like it's nothing?"

Declan let out a deep, rich laugh that vibrated in his chest. "Hey
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