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        "... in Christianity God is not a static thing—not even a person—but a dynamic, pulsating activity, a life, almost a kind of drama. Almost, if you will not think me irreverent, a kind of dance...”

        – C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity

      

      

      

      Nye Sanders pressed her lips into a grim line and glanced in the rearview mirror. The white snow that bordered the freeway gleamed back at her. There had been a time when the beauty of the Pennsylvania winter would have filled her with wonder. But this morning, her mood was as frigid as the outdoor temperature, and she put on sunglasses to block the snow-covered scene.

      Annoyed with time lost on the icy residential streets, she pressed the accelerator harder. At least the six-lane freeway had been more thoroughly salted after last night’s freezing rain. Nye glared at the clock. She refused to be late to negotiations for—

      Nye gasped as her tires hit black ice on a curve and started to skid. She slammed on the brakes. The car slid from side to side. Spun out.

      She lost control.

      Time slowed as the car swung into a 180-degree turn. Gravitational force pulled her toward the door, then away. Her fingers squeezed the wheel, nails bit into her hand.

      White. Everything was white.

      The force that spun the car sucked the breath out of her lungs. She was a toy. Something awful was playing with her.

      Is this what he had felt? She wished she could see him.

      She tried.

      “Dante!” She called his name as the car slammed into the guardrail. She closed her eyes against the impact. A painful crunch.

      Force yanked her body again as the car ricocheted into another spin.

      It stopped.

      Nye slowly opened her eyes and half expected to see shattered glass scattered across her lap. She stared at the intact windshield. The car rested alongside the road, facing the direction she had been traveling.

      Air filled her lungs in a sudden, deep breath, as if her body finally determined it would survive. She loosened her death- grip on the wheel, letting the sound of her breathing soothe her tattered nerves. Her hand shook as she removed her sunglasses and began a mental inventory of her condition. A bruise would likely develop from the seatbelt, and her neck was sore, but she didn’t feel the degree of pain that would signal a serious injury.

      Now for the real damage. Nye grabbed her white scarf from the passenger seat and wrapped it around her neck. She opened the door and stood against the icy wind that slapped her face. Her knees wobbled, almost collapsing under her. She braced her hand against the car as a lightheaded sensation washed over her and clouded her vision. She leaned against the door and closed her eyes.

      “Are you okay?”

      Nye started and whirled to meet the source of the deep voice.

      A tall stranger watched her across the roof of her car. “Sorry. I was behind you when you spun out. Are you hurt?”

      “Uh...” Nye’s mind seemed to work in slow motion as she processed what he said. “No, I’m fine.”

      He smiled. “Good.” He glanced down, then back at her. “I see your car wasn’t so fortunate.”

      She stared at him, unable to concentrate on anything other than his smile, which was nothing short of gorgeous. It went well with his broad shoulders and unusual height. If he were standing closer, even Nye at five feet nine would have to tilt her head to see his face. She suddenly realized she was taking inventory and wanted to shake her head in disgust. Maybe she should add a head injury to the list.

      His comment finally registered, and she walked around the front of the car, relieved her legs were steady. “Is it bad?”

      “Could be worse.”

      Nye frowned as she looked at the side that had hit the guard rail. A large dent caved in the back door and garish scratches slashed the black paint. Terrific.

      “Thank the Lord you didn’t get hurt anyway.”

      Nye turned to counter the religious statement, but the words died in her throat when her gaze collided with his eyes—as deep and rich as a melted pool of chocolate.

      “Are you stuck?”

      “What?” Nye tried to match the question to her train of thought.

      “Your car. Is it in the ditch at all?”

      “Oh.” A flush of heat filled her cheeks. “I don’t think so.” She seized the excuse to hide her embarrassment and looked at the car.

      He was already heading for the other side of the vehicle, assessing the car’s position. “Looks like you’re mostly on the shoulder. Back tire’s in the snow a bit, but you should get out okay.”

      Nye sighed. At least she wouldn’t have to spend hours trying to extract the car from a snow drift.

      He came back and stopped close to her. “I thought for sure you’d end up in the ditch or worse when you spun out like that.” He watched a car drive slowly past, its occupants staring at the roadside scene. “That’s a nasty curve in this weather.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      He turned his dark gaze on her. “It’s a miracle you weren’t hurt. Do you want me to call the police or the hospital or anyone?” He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a cell phone. “You should see a doctor, just to make sure—”

      “No, please. That’s really not necessary.” A twinge of annoyance ran through her at his assertiveness. But it was impossible to stay irritated when he flashed that grin.

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to tell you what to do.”

      Taken aback by how quickly he interpreted her reaction, Nye paused. Maybe she was being unfair. The man was only trying to help. She mustered half a smile. “It’s nice of you to be concerned, but I’m fine. And if I need help, I have my own cell.” She reached into her pocket for the phone and winced at the pain that flared in her palm when she grasped the cold plastic.

      “Are you okay? Did you hurt your hand?”

      Nye slowly removed it from her pocket. “I don’t know, I—”

      Before she knew what he was doing, her hand was cradled in the warmth of his. “You are hurt.” He examined the wounds that were beginning to smart as the effects of the adrenaline faded.

      Her fingernails had punctured the skin of her palms, and a small amount of blood seeped out the gashes.

      “That’s pretty bad. You should have a doctor take a look.” Nye was far more concerned with the way her breathing sped up at his touch than she was worried about some minor cuts. She pulled away. “I’m fine.” She glanced at his serious face. There was no call for her to be rude. “Thank you for your concern.”

      He nodded, his brow furrowed.

      The only reason she needed to see a doctor was to figure out why she was having such a strong reaction to a perfect stranger. She hadn’t even looked twice at any man since Dante. With the thought, a familiar coldness returned, and it wasn’t from the wintry gusts. An icy ache gripped Nye’s heart. She wouldn’t have to worry about being distracted by the man in front of her anymore.
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      Cullen Chandler did his best to distance himself from the stranded woman. She’d placed distance between them—both mentally and physically. Her reserved but friendly demeanor suddenly chilled. For a moment, some emotion he couldn’t read flickered in her eyes. Then a cool detached expression slid into place. Confused, but also curious, he tried to think of a way to prolong their conversation. If he read her correctly, she was working on the opposite problem.

      Loose strands of blonde hair whipped against her smooth cheek. She pushed them back, her gaze taking in the few cars that slowly passed. “I suppose we should get out of here before another car skids.” She turned those enormous blue eyes on him, and he completely forgot what she said. He was in big trouble.

      Her eyes widened a fraction, and she cleared her throat. The sound snapped him out of his trance. Feeling as though he had just been hypnotized, he scrambled for something to keep her there.

      “We should probably call the police and have them document the accident.” Not bad. If he didn’t get hold of himself, he’d be asking for her phone number next. He couldn’t believe he was having such a schoolboy reaction to a woman he’d just met.

      She glanced at the dent. “I don’t think it’s going to be expensive enough to warrant that. Besides,” she pulled back the sleeve of her coat to look at her watch, “I have a meeting to get to.” She started to walk around her car then paused to look back. “Thanks for stopping.”

      “No problem. That is quite a dent. You might need insurance coverage. Are you sure you don’t want to call the police? I’d be happy to wait with you ’til they get here.” He cringed inwardly, hoping he didn’t sound as desperate as he felt.

      From the driver’s side of the car, she nodded. “I really have to go, but thanks. Hope you didn’t freeze on my account.”

      He laughed and waved. “No, not at all.”

      She got into her car, and he turned to walk to his. Freeze? He had forgotten it was even cold outside. One look from those stunning blue eyes had warmed him thoroughly. Something more than beauty was responsible for burning the image of her eyes into his mind. They were filled with a haunted, mournful expression that dominated her beautiful features and made him hurt for her, a stranger.

      He got into his SUV and sat behind the wheel. His phone vibrated in his pocket. He could finally feel the numbness of his cold fingers as he reached for the sleek electronic and looked at the screen: another message from the office—already the fifth that morning.

      Cullen glanced up. The woman’s car gradually disappeared into the distance. A sinking feeling pressed against his chest. He should have been impulsive enough to ask for her number. She was gone, and he didn’t even know her name.
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        “The first, Heaven, hath a song, but no man hears;

        The spheres have music, but they have no tongue,

        Their harmony is rather danced than sung.”

        – John Donne

      

      

      

      “They’re waiting for you inside, Ms. Sanders.”

      Nye tried to ignore the note of reprimand in the secretary’s tone as she passed the stern woman’s desk and approached the huge wooden doors of a conference room at Sheffield, Inc. She straightened the hemline of her black suit and wished she had time for a stop in the restroom to check her appearance. Not only was she late for negotiations of possibly the most lucrative sale in the history of the Keese, Brinkerhoff, and Akkerman private equity firm, but she was sure her windblown hair made her look like a straggly rag doll.

      She wouldn’t have time to tend to the cuts on her hands either. On the drive there, she had done what she could with the stinging hand sanitizer she kept in her purse, but the prospect of nonchalantly hiding her injuries for hours was far from encouraging.

      Nye took a deep breath and leaned into the heavy door. As the largest corporation to establish a branch in the city of Harper, the Sheffield Building was designed to impress and intimidate. The conference room was no less than Nye had expected, with a massive table that served as a dark centerpiece.

      What she hadn’t anticipated was arriving late and unkempt, her associates and the Sheffield representatives already seated to watch her entrance. Swallowing mortification, she fell back on the professionalism that had enabled her to so quickly climb the executive ladder.

      She walked to the open chair near the head of the table with a smile as she surreptitiously assessed the Sheffield representatives that lined one side of the table, opposite her co-workers from KBA. The Sheffield employees were the assortment of individuals typically seen in this business—three middle-aged men, two of whom watched her with a mixture of curiosity and disapproval. The third tried to avoid looking in her direction at all.

      Nye’s gaze fell on the empty seat beside them, then moved to the short, older man seated at the head of the table. Since he was clearly the leader of this group, Nye addressed him. “Good morning.” He responded with a skeptical gaze over the rim of his glasses.

      “I’m Nye Sanders, manager of KBA. I must apologize for the delay.” She was careful not to allow any suggestion of timidity in the apology as she sat to the right of the grim ambassador. “I’m afraid I was actually involved in a bit of an accident.” She directed a professional smile at the other Sheffield representatives. “These winter roads really are fun, aren’t they?”

      A small smile from one of the men was the only reward for her effort.

      Nye removed a folder from her briefcase and set it on the table, careful to keep her scarred palms hidden. She opened the file and glanced at her associates seated to her right.

      Ted Farley, KBA’s lawyer, leaned back in his chair and smoothed his tie—a bit too relaxed, as usual. If only Nye could redistribute some of his laidback attitude to the rest of the team. Renee Larson fidgeted with the cuffs of her sleeves in the manner that Nye had learned to recognize as the associate manager’s nervous habit. Next to Renee, assistant manager Randy Mesick shakily ruffled through a folder until papers spilled out. He glanced at Nye with embarrassment as he retrieved the fallen pages.

      Nye smiled, hoping to infuse him with the confidence she felt in her associates. While employed at KBA for the past two years, Nye had seen this team in action enough to know there was nothing to worry about. With the possible exception of Ted, Nye’s colleagues were competent, hard workers. Unfortunately, they were a bit intimidated by the New York City reputation of Sheffield, Inc. After eight years in the famed city and encounters with the top celebrities in her profession, Nye was glad the mystique that impressive locations and names offered to others no longer had any effect on her.

      She glanced at the empty chair across from her. “I see I’m not the only one running behind this morning?”

      The stony man at the head of the table gave a curt nod. “Mr. Chandler. He should be here shortly.”

      Nye nodded, covering her disappointment that the absent member was another male. More men than women were still the norm in this business, but she usually expected larger corporations to be more progressive. Negotiations with such male-dominated businesses could sometimes become difficult when two women, one of whom was the firm’s manager, represented KBA.

      “Thank you.” A deep voice, thanking the secretary, carried into the cavernous room as the door opened. The handsome stranger from the freeway entered, his presence sweeping in like a fresh breeze.

      Nye’s breath caught in her throat.

      He smiled at her associates, one at a time as he walked toward Nye’s end of the table.

      He headed for the empty seat across from her. Nye tried to swallow.

      His gaze met hers. He froze and looked as stunned as Nye felt. To her dismay, he recovered more quickly than she did and flashed that devastating grin as he pulled out the chair. “Hello, again.” His dark eyes twinkled. “I guess you made better time than I did.”

      She gave a polite nod and looked away, hoping to cool the warmth that spread through her veins and would probably reach her face. His smile should be outlawed.

      “Ahem.” The dour man at the head of the table pointedly cleared his throat.

      Nye turned to see him arch a brow in her direction. Mentally thrashing herself, she tried to focus. She hoped it wasn’t too late to stop the downward spiral of this meeting, but she had the unnerving sense that she could only cling to the rail of this out-of-control rollercoaster.

      The stern man raised a hand to adjust his glasses. “Although some of us appear to be acquainted,” he cast a pointed gaze at Nye and the stranger, “allow me to proceed with the customary introductions.” He stared at the late arrival’s still-present smile. “That is, if you are all quite ready.”

      The stranger turned his gaze from Nye to the small man beside him. “Oh, of course. I’m sorry I was late.”

      The little man nodded and ignored Nye to direct his gaze far down the table at Ted, probably the most competent-appearing employee in his chauvinist estimation. “I am Claude Van Vechten, president of the Sheffield, Inc., Harper branch. To my left is seated Mr. Cullen Chandler, our legal representation in these proceedings, followed by ...”

      Nye’s resolve to concentrate collapsed with the news. The handsome stranger was their lawyer? Negotiations for a sale like this could take months, especially if the Sheffield staff proved as difficult as its members appeared. That meant months of meetings, months of sitting across from that smile. If Cullen Chandler’s entrance into the room was enough to make her senses reel and send her mind into a state of blind distraction, she wouldn’t be able to last a week.

      She was being ridiculous. After all the work she had invested to get where she was in this business, she refused to lose it all because of overactive hormones. She was better than that, stronger than that.

      She steeled herself for a glance at Cullen, only to find his gaze fixed on her. She darted a look toward the much less dangerous face of Claude Van Vechten and forced herself to concentrate on the little man’s droning voice. Now all she had to do was salvage these negotiations from their disastrous start and squelch her reaction to Cullen. Both tasks seemed impossible as long as she sat across from the man who inexplicably threatened to overturn her precariously-balanced life.
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      Cullen couldn’t help but notice the natural grace of Nye’s walk as he followed the KBA representatives out of the boardroom. He wasn’t sure if it was Nye or the change of air after being in a closed room for three hours that enlivened his senses.

      Admittedly, observation of Nye had been Cullen’s primary occupation during most of the meeting. He hadn’t even surreptitiously kept up with messages from his office as he usually did, despite his phone’s frequent vibrations. Nye was enough of a distraction on her own.

      If he wasn’t so pleased to see her again, Cullen might have felt guiltier that his performance as legal counsel hadn’t been up to his usual standards. But after his depressing drive, which he had spent kicking himself for not getting the mysterious beauty’s name, his glee when he saw her at Sheffield couldn’t have been greater. He had thought he’d never meet her again, and then there she was. He had grinned like a Cheshire cat with a tuna fish sandwich through the rest of the session, no doubt looking like an idiot.

      His smile faded now, as Nye finished talking to her associates and started down the hallway. Partway through the meeting, he had the idea that he could ask her to lunch. As long as it wasn’t technically a date, such an invitation would fit within the legal ethics code he had to follow amid business negotiations. Unfortunately, he hadn’t been able to come up with a plausible excuse for inviting her on anything but a date.

      He started to follow her at a distance as she headed for the elevators but halted. Maybe he shouldn’t ask her. Though he had been overjoyed to see her at Sheffield, she hadn’t seemed quite as thrilled. Her tense demeanor reminded him of a wild animal ready to bolt at the slightest provocation. Yet, he caught her watching him twice. She had quickly glanced away, as if embarrassed, but something in her eyes at those moments made him believe the interest and attraction he felt wasn’t one-sided.

      He started forward but at a much slower pace.

      Nye pressed the button for the elevator.

      The last thing he wanted to do was scare her away, but he felt a crazy need to talk to her, to find out everything about her.

      The elevator doors opened. She stepped inside.

      He rushed forward. “Hold the—”

      The ring of his cell phone stopped him. He grimaced and reached into his pocket as the elevator doors closed. No chance the electronic saboteur would work on an elevator for once.

      “Hey, buddy.” Grant Walker’s voice, usually a welcome sound, echoed numbly in Cullen’s ear.

      “Grant. How are you?”

      “It’s Friday! Hey, I know you’re probably busy, so I’ll make this quick.”

      “Shoot.” Cullen put Grant on speaker and navigated to check his email on the phone.

      “Sherry and I want to invite you to dinner tonight. I know it’s short notice, but if you don’t have any plans...”

      Tension crept into Cullen’s shoulders as he scanned the long list of messages from the firm.

      “That’s really nice of you, Grant. I wish I could, but I’m really swamped here.”

      “Work?”

      “What else?”

      “It’s Friday night, Cullen.”

      Cullen tried to hide his irritation as he nodded to Claude Van Vechten and the other Sheffield representatives who passed on the way to the elevators. Cullen would’ve thought his law school pal and fellow attorney would understand the pressures of the legal profession. “Yes, I know. I’m working with a partner on a deal that’s closing this weekend.”

      “Isn’t that like the sixth weekend in a row you’ve worked?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not keeping track.” He opened another message on the phone and scanned the contents. “You know how it is.”

      “Not really.”

      Cullen sighed. “Not now, Grant.” He was not in the mood to rehash Grant’s reasons for why Cullen should get out of corporate law and use his skills for something more worthwhile—like the public defense Grant enjoyed so much.

      “Okay.” Grant’s tone signaled his intention to return to the topic at a later time. “How about dinner tomorrow night?”

      “Can’t. No, not work,” Cullen added, before Grant could protest. “I’m hoping to visit Granddad.”

      “Oh, that’s great. It’s been a while since you were out there, hasn’t it?”

      Cullen winced as Grant’s question hit the bull’s-eye of his conscience. “Yeah.”

      “Well, at least you’re doing something other than work.” Grant paused. “Not that there’s anything wrong with working hard. I just wonder if—”

      “Sorry, Grant, but I really have to run.” The additional projects assigned to Cullen in the messages were not putting him in the frame of mind for a lecture—even one from a concerned friend.

      “Are you checking your messages while we’re talking?”

      Cullen paused for a moment, wishing he could say no. “Yes.”

      “That’s pathetic, man. You can’t even stop working for two minutes.”

      “Can you save the lecture for another time? I’m on the clock right now.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I got it. You’re still going to make it to church on Sunday, right?”

      “Of course.” He couldn’t hide the note of hurt in his response. Did Grant really think Cullen wouldn’t make time for church?

      “Pick you up at eight?”

      “Right. See you then.” Cullen dropped the phone into his pocket as he walked to the elevators and punched the button. Come on. Could the elevators move any slower? The interruption from Grant had killed time Cullen couldn’t spare.

      At this point, each new assignment he received felt like a block of cement added to a pack that would eventually crush him under its weight. Maybe he didn’t have the temperament for this job, or maybe he just didn’t enjoy the realization that he would have to skip lunch again. It was a good thing he hadn’t asked Nye out after all.

      The thought of the tall beauty was a welcome distraction, enough to soften some of the tautness that had infused his neck and shoulders. A smile wandered onto his face just as two elevators opened at the same time. Grinning at his own immaturity, he chose the elevator that she had taken.

      His pleasant thoughts were interrupted by the vibration of his phone. Sure, it would work on an elevator this time. Cullen scrolled through the extensive list of messages and located the newest one that likely contained another task to finish before sundown. He looked at his watch: one fifteen and his work had only begun.
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      Nye heaved a sigh as she entered her office. What a day.

      After hours locked in battle with three obdurate men and her equally obstinate emotions, Nye felt more drained than she ever had from a day in private equity. Her ability to remain emotionally detached from her job and clients usually left her with a bottomless supply of energy to perform her duties in an objective, clear manner.

      Today, she experienced the exhaustion that people who passionately threw themselves into this business must go through every day.

      The clock on the wall signaled it was only one thirty. Great. She had hoped it would be much closer to the end of the business day. Her small reserve of energy waned as she reached for the chair and swiveled it toward her.

      “I wouldn’t bother sitting down yet.” Brianna Larson walked through the doorway, lips pursed in the focused expression that always seemed so out of place on her delicate features.

      Nye normally appreciated Brianna’s concentration, since it made her an excellent and reliant secretary, despite her youth. At the moment, however, Nye wished the promising young woman wasn’t quite so ready to announce the next tasks to be done.

      “Is your phone dead or something?”

      “I don’t think so. Why?” Nye reached for her purse and pulled out the oversized smartphone she secretly despised. The screen was dark. She pressed the power button.

      “I sent you a couple messages. Thought you’d want to head out to Russell Flanagan’s property right from Sheffield.”

      “He won’t deal over the phone?” The low battery icon flashed on the phone. “Drat.” She set the electronic device on the desk. “Dead battery.”

      Unfazed, Brianna nodded. “Said he wants to see the person who’s trying to buy his land.”

      “That wouldn’t really be me, but okay.” Resolving herself to the task, Nye picked up her purse and phone. “Directions?” She headed for the door.

      “Here.” Brianna handed Nye papers with the Flanagan file as she passed. “Estimated drive time twenty-five minutes.” She followed Nye into the hallway. “There were several messages from—”

      “Holdup, Nye.”

      Nye turned.

      Dan Akkerman, the youngest principal at KBA, strode toward her. “Hot date?”

      “What?”

      He tapped his watch. “You’re skipping out early.” His eyes held a teasing glint.

      “Sorry to disappoint, but I’m going to see Russell Flanagan.”

      He raised his eyebrows.

      “We’re hoping to buy his property. Just outside Harper…”

      “Oh.” Dan nodded, his expression dismissive. “I’m glad I caught you anyway. How’d it go with Sheffield?”

      Nye covered her surprise at the question. Even though Dan was overseeing the sale of KBA’s portfolio company to Sheffield, Nye thought he would maintain his usual disinterest in details of the firm’s operations. She tried to respond with greater optimism about the sale than she felt. “It might be more difficult than we had hoped, but I’m sure we’ll work it out.”

      He smiled. “Of course. You always come through. Think it’ll take long to close?”

      “It could. The representatives are a bit more inflexible than I expected.”

      A frown, something rarely seen on Dan’s face, appeared. “Uh-huh.” He paused and looked away. When he glanced back, his trademark grin was in place. “You’ll beat ’em, Nye. Have fun playing hooky.” He started to back up in the direction he came. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t.”

      She shook her head and turned to Brianna.

      The competent secretary held out Nye’s coat with a sympathetic look.

      “Thanks. I’ll plug in my phone in the car and call you on the way.” Nye headed for the exit, her fatigue dragging like another heavy garment as she opened the door and faced the cold.
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        “Let Israel rejoice in their Maker;

        Let the children of Zion be joyful in their King.

        Let them praise His name with the dance...”

        – Psalm 149:2

      

      

      

      Nye pushed her freezing fingers into the warmth of her coat pocket as she raised her other hand to knock once more. Her knuckles hit the door with the force of her impatience. Russell Flanagan was apparently not home, despite Brianna warning him of this visit.

      Nye turned and scanned the snow-covered land that sprawled in front of the house. A wooden fence lined both sides of the long, unplowed driveway. Tire tracks from her car marked the only disturbance to the picturesque scene—a winter vision of the kind she used to adore. As she squinted against the sunlight that reflected off the white powder, the emptiness of the fenced pastures looked desolate and lonely, not beautiful. The silence that surrounded her was like the sound of death and loss, not peace. She walked toward the steps that led off the porch.

      “Leaving already?” A man approached from the side of the house, using crutches to walk without his right leg, which came to an abrupt end at the knee. He made his way up a shoveled path, glancing at Nye as he went.

      Nye stared as he adeptly used the crutches to surmount the short set of steps.

      He moved with such confidence that she thought better of offering to help. He reached the top and crossed the porch.

      As he neared, Nye
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