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      He loved her in silence…because loving her out loud was never an option.

      Former Navy SEAL Sawyer Maddox has spent most of his life protecting others from the shadows. Calm under pressure. Loyal to the core. And painfully aware that the woman he’s always cared about is completely off-limits.

      Anastasia Knox is the little sister of one of his best friends…and the one woman Sawyer has never been able to forget. She’s built a quiet life in their small coastal town, doing her best to be content with a relationship that looks right on paper. But when anonymous messages turn into late-night threats, that fragile sense of safety shatters.

      Sawyer doesn’t hesitate. He moves in. Steps closer. Putting himself between Anastasia and the danger—no matter the cost. Even if it means crossing lines he swore he never would.

      Because the longer he’s near her, the harder it is to ignore the truth.

      She doesn’t belong with the man she’s with.

      She belongs with him.

      A gripping romantic suspense about faith, sacrifice, and a soldier who will risk everything for the woman he was never meant to love.
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      Church hurt is a very real thing.

      It’s one of those topics that makes people squirm in their seats, though, so I’ve found that it doesn’t seem to be up for discussion often. It’s as though people believe admitting there was an issue means they’re opening the entire Christian faith to trial.

      They also seem to believe that ignoring it will make the problem disappear.

      But let’s face it…how many churches today do you think Paul would recognize? Can you imagine the letters he would write if he were doing so in today’s day and age?

      Ignoring the problem doesn’t make it go away. It just shuts down any chance we have of addressing it and helping those who have been hurt. Of showing that the love of Jesus never wavers. Not even for an instant. Because being a Christian means so much more than being a part of a church and sitting in a pew on Sunday morning.

      Whether it was a member of the congregation who behaved poorly, or a youth leader or pastor you once held in high regard, only to discover they were not who they seemed to be on the surface, we’ve likely all dealt with it to some degree.

      If you were to walk along the street and stop people to ask, I’d be willing to bet that nine out of ten would have a story for you. And for a lot of people, that experience was enough to push them out of the church altogether.

      Enough for them to place a wedge between them and God.

      We see it all the time in the news.

      Whenever a Christian artist or pastor falls into sin, the media LOVES to throw Christianity under the proverbial bus. Then, back over it a time or two. Then, of course, there’s everyone in the comments who appears to be frothing at the mouth to tear Christianity apart in the face of it.

      It’s twisted.

      But that’s what the enemy does, right?

      Twists things to pull people away from the Lord?

      What better way to drive people away from God than to make it seem as though His people are the worst of the worst?

      If the enemy can put those doubts in the minds of people, then those people will never get to understand the true peace found in a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. They will never be able to know that having faith means so much more than going to church on Sunday.

      It means loving the Lord through the pain.

      It means fighting to keep the faith when the entire world is burning around you.

      It means pushing back against our own sinful nature and fighting that temptation when it hits.

      And so much more.

      The hard truth is—people let us down. They do it all the time and will continue to do so every single day of this life. Because as people, we are sinful. We fell into it all the way back when Adam and Eve ate that apple.

      The only reason we are washed clean is because of Jesus.

      Does that mean we will never sin? No.

      Does that mean we will never make mistakes? No.

      But it does mean, in moments when terrible things happen, or we’re faced with these horrible truths about people we once trusted, we can remember that GOD NEVER LETS US DOWN.

      We can remain firm in our faith because He is always there. And He is holy.

      For those who have never been shown His love and grace, church hurt can fester. It can morph into anger. Confusion. A complete disconnect from our loving God. From the Father who sent His only Son to die for us because He so desired a relationship with us.

      I know how it feels when someone we trust, especially someone who claims to follow Christ, hurts us. It can feel like a blow you won’t get up from. And if that’s the case? Then stay on your knees and PRAY.

      Take it to Him.

      Because that is the most powerful thing you can do.

      “Then Jesus said, ‘Come to Me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.’” (Matthew 11:28)

      The Lord never leaves us. He is always there to pick us back up, to offer us rest and peace in times of trial or great pain.

      In those moments, we just have to remember that He is with us.

      That God never left us.

      That He is not responsible for what is happening or what happened. That He can take our pain and turn it into something beautiful.

      A testimony that points others right back to Him. When we praise Him through the storm, we are showing that our faith shines brighter than anything this world can throw at us.

      Something we need to always remember, though, is that when we come across someone who is adamantly against the church, we have to show His love. We can’t be yet another person who speaks down to them. The last thing we want to do is be an example of worldly anger—no matter how easy it would be to fall into that temptation. God does not need us to defend Him. He sees all, and vengeance belongs to Him.

      “For the Word of God is alive and powerful. It is sharper than the sharpest two-edged sword, cutting between soul and spirit, between joint and marrow. It exposes our innermost thoughts and desires. Nothing in all creation is hidden from God. Everything is naked and exposed before His eyes, and He is the one to whom we are accountable.” (Hebrews 4:12-13)

      So even when it’s hard, we have to remember to speak with all the love we are called to show. That way, we can be someone who shows them that GOD IS GOOD. ALL THE TIME. No matter the circumstance. You never know how that love may move someone.

      I hope that you truly enjoy Sawyer and Anastasia’s journey in SEAL of Courage, and if you are one of the nine out of ten, that you have found peace in what you’ve gone through.

      If not, and you need someone to talk to or someone to pray with, my inbox is always open.

      
        
        -Jessica

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To those who have fought their way back to God.

      And to those who wage war on their knees.

      WE WILL NOT FEAR.

      Psalm 46.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue: Anastasia

          

        

      

    

    
      Sawyer’s shop is pristinely organized, every single tool in its place. Which makes it easy to navigate in the dark. I follow a path through the main bay toward his office. There’s a single light on inside, offering a faint glow that gets brighter the closer I get.

      Heart racing, I pause just outside the cracked door.

      This is silly. Sawyer Maddox is one of my best friends. So why do I feel so nervous?

      Pull yourself together, Anastasia. It’s just Sawyer.

      I knock on the door, then push it open. Sawyer is seated behind his desk, baseball cap on backward, a black t-shirt stretched over his muscled chest. How does he look so good even when there’s grease smeared on his cheek?

      “Anastasia,” he says, eyes widening in surprise.

      “So you remember my name; that’s good.” I walk in and take a seat in the worn leather chair on the other side of his desk.

      The corners of his lips twitch. “Of course I remember you.” His expression turns serious. “Is everything okay?”

      He’s so much colder now. Distant. Even though, technically, he’s being perfectly kind, this isn’t the Sawyer I know. The one who would do anything to see me smile. Who’d hang out at the coffee shop whenever he had a spare moment so I’d have someone to talk to when there was a lull.

      I never really realized what I had until he stopped showing up. And now, I’d do anything to find out what I did to chase him away.

      “Everything’s fine. I just dropped Thomas off at Weston’s and thought I’d check in and make sure you’re okay.”

      “I’m fine.” He glances back down at the papers he was looking at when I came in, resuming his work like I’m not there. My chest aches, a pain blooming at his clear dismissal. What did I do?

      “Are we okay?” I ask hesitantly. I’ve never been afraid of confrontation, but this time? I think I’m afraid of his answer.

      “We’re fine, Anastasia. I’m just busy. You’ve got Jack and the shop; you know how it goes.”

      His words say one thing, but his expression tells an entirely different story.

      “Yeah, I guess so. You’re okay, though?” Ever since he was released from the hospital, Sawyer’s been in his own world. He’s even missed dinner at my mom’s a couple of times over the past few weeks, which is completely unusual.

      “Of course.” He flashes me a smile, but it’s not his. Sawyer’s smile always made his caramel eyes light up. But this one is plastered on his face like he’s being forced to keep it there. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      My heart falls. “Not sure. Just figured I’d ask.”

      He goes back to his papers once more, so I stand. “Well, I guess I’ll get going then.”

      “Okay. It was good to see you. Thanks for stopping in.” He offers me another smile, so I push out of the room, my heart sinking with each step between us.

      Thanks for stopping in.

      There was a time I thought Sawyer might be the one. As cheesy as that sounds. But then, as time passed and he never acted on what I thought was between us, I moved on. I had to, right? I couldn’t wait around forever.

      We’d definitely had a spark.

      A connection.

      But then I started dating Jack, and we’d maintained our friendship. Which only solidified that’s all it would ever be. After all, if he truly felt for me what I thought I felt for him, he’d have said something, right?

      Then he’d gone missing.

      Those hours when I thought I’d lost Sawyer were the worst in my life. I’d been devastated by the loss. Desperate to get him back. And then I did. Except—this isn’t him. Not the man I lost.

      Not the funny, kind, adoring Sawyer Maddox who stole my heart in the first five minutes of meeting.

      Anger pushes past the hurt, and I whirl on him. “No.”

      “No?” He looks up at me.

      “No. You don’t get to do this. You don’t get to be cold. I didn’t do anything to deserve it.” I cross my arms.

      Sawyer stands slowly, then crosses his, too. The tattoo on his right arm flexes with his muscles, drawing my attention for a brief moment before it shoots back to his face. “I didn’t realize I was being cold.”

      “You’re not being you.” I throw my hands up in the air. “You know exactly what you’re doing.”

      “I’m not trying to be cold, Anastasia, I’m just trying to be respectful.”

      “Of what?”

      “Your relationship with Jack. He’s a good guy. I was wrong, so I took a step back.” His tone is ridiculously level—lacking all emotion. This is the guy who got emotional when Inigo Montoya confronted his father’s killer in The Princess Bride. Yet, as he stands here now, he might as well be stone.

      I glare at him as the truth settles over me. “Is that what this is about? We were friends long before I met Jack. I didn’t realize that having him in my life meant I’d lose you.” The very thought makes my stomach churn. Emotion burns in my throat, an unyielding lump that will strangle me if I let it.

      Why does this hurt so bad?

      Sawyer comes around his desk, his expression softening just slightly. “You didn’t lose me. I’m right here.”

      “No. You’re standing here, but you’re not really here.” Tears burn in the corners of my eyes. “I miss my friend.”

      “I haven’t gone anywhere.”

      “You almost—” I trail off, swallowing down past the lump in my throat. “You almost died.”

      “It’s not the first time,” he replies, tone flat.

      I shake my head, the hurt deepening with every moment I spend standing here in front of him.

      “Look, Anastasia, Jack is your boyfriend. If I were him and some guy was hanging around you the way I was, I wouldn’t be happy about it. The last thing I want to do is cause you problems.”

      But you’re not some guy. “Sawyer⁠—”

      “Now it’s my time to say no,” he interrupts, frustration taking over and erasing the emotionless façade. At least it’s something. Anger is better than the cold. “You don’t get to stand there and pretend that you never saw the way I looked at you. Everyone in town saw it. Now, I’m moving on, and you don’t get to come in here demanding answers to anything. You chose him!”

      His words slam into me one after the other, like waves battering a rocky shore. “You don’t get to stand there and pretend that you never saw the way I looked at you.”

      But I didn’t see. Not really…did I? Sure, I felt something for him, but he never gave me any indication. Nothing that said he might feel the same. “You never asked!”

      Sawyer swallows hard. “And that’s the fantastic choice that I get to live with. But I’m moving on, Anastasia, and I suggest you do the same.”

      My cell phone rings, and Jack’s name lights up on the screen.

      “Look at that; you’re already halfway there. I’ll see you around, Anastasia.”

      His dismissal might as well have been a slap in the face. “Don’t bother. I have nothing else to say to you, Sawyer Maddox.” With tears in my eyes, I point at him. “Jack has never cared that we were friends because it meant the world to me. It clearly never meant the same to you.”

      He clenches his jaw, then takes a step closer. “Anastasia.”

      Shaking my head, I don’t give him the chance to respond as I rush out the front door of the mechanic’s shop and out onto the dark street. Why didn’t I just park in the back parking lot and walk home?

      With trembling fingers, I try to get the keys out of my pocket, but they fall to the ground. “Come on.”

      When I’ve finally picked them up, I straighten, my vision so blurry I can hardly see anything. And then—bright headlights. Too close.

      A memory slams into me, one that, despite happening eighteen years ago, is still far too fresh in my mind.

      A dark street.

      Screeching tires.

      Twisted metal.

      Blood. So much blood.

      I scream.

      Strong hands rip me back against a hard body. We go to the ground as the car continues speeding off into the night. My heart is pounding so hard I’m sure it’ll shatter my ribcage. As the seconds tick by, I can still see the blood.

      On my hands.

      On her face.

      The hard body beneath me is unfamiliar, but the scent of motor oil and pine rips me back to the present. “Are you okay?” Sawyer rolls me over and pulls me to my feet, then runs his hands over my arms.

      Body trembling, I can’t catch my breath. What just happened?

      “Anastasia, are you okay?” He cups my face and forces me to look at him. His caramel-colored eyes are wide, his unruly hair a mess without his ball cap.

      Was it knocked off when he took me to the ground?

      “I—think so.”

      “We need to get you inside. Come on.”

      And then the events of the last few minutes hit me all over again. “No.” I shove him off, anger and hurt pushing through all logic that I probably should let him make sure I’m okay. But I can’t do that. I can’t face him again in close quarters. Not yet. Not until I’ve fully pushed past this crush that threatens to destroy me. “I’m fine. Thanks.”

      Sawyer takes a step away from me. “You almost got hit. Why didn’t you move?”

      Because I was taken back eighteen years ago. “I was too close to the road.” I look at where I’d parked. It’s no wonder I was almost hit. In my nervous anticipation at seeing Sawyer, I’d practically parked on the street.

      “Please come inside, let me look at you in the light. Make sure you’re okay. Then I can walk you over to your shop.”

      “I’m fine,” I snap. “I’ll just call Jack and have him fly in to take care of me.” The moment the words are out of my mouth, I want to rip them back.

      Sawyer’s expression goes cold once more. Colder even. It’s surreal, really, to watch his worry fade away, replaced by an icy façade that is so not the Sawyer I know.

      But I put it there.

      I put that pain on his face with my harsh words.

      “I’m sorry, Sawyer. I’m just rattled. Thanks for saving me. I really am okay.” But I’m anything but. I’m shaken—my entire body trembling as the understanding that I could have died settles over me.

      “Yeah. Well, I’ll call Zane and let him know what happened anyway. You may want to get checked.” Without another word, Sawyer turns away, lifts his baseball cap from the ground, and heads into the shop, his powerful shoulders slumped…defeated.

      And it’s all my fault.
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          Six Months Later

        

      

    

    
      “All right, Drew. This one’s ready to go.” The smell of motor oil fades just a bit when I slide out from underneath Mr. Rodney’s ’67 Chevy. I straighten and roll my shoulders, the awkward position I’ve been in the last fifteen minutes causing an ache in my neck that I’m sure I’ll feel later.

      “Thanks, boss,” he replies. Drew Wilson’s been with me since I bought the place from old man Karver after he retired. Drew hadn’t been a licensed mechanic back then, but he’s come a long way since and is the only member of my staff I’d actually leave in charge of things when I’m gone.

      Since the orders have dried up, though, and we’re no longer unofficially assigned to a government agency that doesn’t technically exist, I don’t have many places to be.

      “The red minivan in bay three needs new brake pads, and the truck in bay one needs an oil change,” I tell him, mentally going through the list as I take a swig of water. Reaching up, I take my backward baseball cap off and stick it into my back pocket, then pull out a handkerchief and wipe the sweat from my brow.

      We haven’t quite reached fall colors yet, and the humid heat certainly hasn’t let up even a bit.

      “I’ll get it taken care of. Mikey should be back from lunch soon.”

      “Lunch?” Brow furrowed, I check my watch, surprised to see that it’s already thirty minutes past two. How did I miss lunch?

      Drew smirks. “You should go grab something to eat, boss. I’ve got it covered. Jenny packed my lunch today.” His wife, pregnant with their third child, has been in full-blown baking mode for the past few weeks.

      Honestly, if she brings in any more cookies, I might end up in trouble. We all have our weaknesses, right? Superman has kryptonite, and I have peanut butter cookies. You put one in my vicinity, and it doesn’t matter if I’m stuffed; I’ll devour it like a starving man.

      “Yeah. I think I will. You good for a bit?”

      “Right as rain,” he replies, then starts lowering Mr. Rodney’s truck from the lift. Since my shop is right smack dab in the center of town, I don’t bother with my motorcycle or my truck as I step out into the sunlight. Though I do fight the urge to glance over at the back entrance to the coffee shop I share a parking lot with.

      Just to see if I can get a glimpse of her.

      Get your head on straight, Sawyer.

      Food. I need food. That will help me clear my head. So, I put one foot in front of the other and make my way toward the diner.

      The heat beats down on me, but truthfully, I don’t mind it. I’ve spent a lot of years in the cold; being warm has been a nice change. Salty sea air fills my lungs, combined with a soft, floral scent drifting down the street, thanks to all the sweet olive bushes planted along the roadside.

      “Hey there, Sawyer!” I turn to the left as Thomas Holt—my best friend’s son—calls out to me.

      “Hey, kid. What are you up to?”

      “Just headed to the community center.”

      “Shouldn’t you be in class?” I ask, studying him. You wouldn’t know by looking at him, but it wasn’t six months ago that the fourteen-year-old was facing losing his mom. Of course, I was right there in the hot water with her, shot and waiting for a death that I genuinely thought might come.

      Back then, Garrison was just the kid’s neighbor. Now, he’s married to Thomas’ mom, Katelyn, and the three of them are expecting a fourth member of the family soon.

      He’s a happy kid who always has a bright smile for everyone. But these days, his smile is just a bit brighter.

      “Short day,” he explains as he falls into step beside me.

      “Nice. Loved those when I was a kid. I’m headed to grab some food. You interested?”

      “Wish I could. Garrison is waiting for me. We’re gonna play some hoops at the center, then hit the batting cages. See ya!” he calls out as he takes off down the street.

      “See ya, Thomas!”

      Garrison is a counselor who also runs the local community center. It’s become a safe haven for teens of all kinds. Troubled ones, bored ones—they all get along when they’re there. I can’t help but wonder what it would’ve been like if I’d had that when I was a kid. Maybe I wouldn’t have spent so much time in the back of a police car.

      The door to the diner opens at the same time as I reach forward to open it. The edge of it nearly slams into my face, but I catch it with my hand right as a petite blonde calls out, “Thanks, Maddie! I’ll see you in a bit!”

      She turns toward me, and a pair of large, gorgeous hazel eyes widens.

      As always, when I see Anastasia Knox, the air leaves my lungs, and my body reacts before my brain even has the chance to recognize her standing there, looking beyond beautiful in the afternoon sunlight.

      It shines down on her, revealing golden strands in her hair and bright flecks of copper in her eyes. But just as quickly as it hits me, she’s backing away.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to hit you.” Quickly averting her gaze from me, she moves around and steps down onto the sidewalk, avoiding even the slightest contact with me like I’m a deadly disease and she can’t afford getting sick.

      “It’s okay.” Even though I know she’s bad for me, I let the door close so I can turn toward her. She looks so much the same but might as well be a stranger. She’s cut her hair, shortening it so the silky blonde strands brush the tops of her shoulders. There’s a dark color dusted over her eyes, somehow making her hazel eyes shine even brighter.

      And those lips that have haunted my every waking moment since I first met her nearly seven years ago are painted a soft pink.

      “Your hair looks good,” I say quickly, realizing that I’m staring at her like an idiot while my treacherous heart slams against my ribs. Does she hear it? Does she know that, after all this time, all this distance I put between us, it still beats for her?

      “Thanks.” She reaches up and touches it with one hand while the other holds onto a folder. “Um, hope you’re well.”

      Hope you’re well.

      Seven years of friendship summed up in three words. All because I was too much of a coward to tell her how I felt before she met FBI Agent Jack Weathers. Now, she’s nearly eight months into a relationship with him, and I’m only waiting for a diamond ring to appear on her finger, driving the final nail into my coffin.

      Losing her forever will kill me.

      But as long as she’s happy, it’s a death I’ll walk toward in silence.

      “Yeah. You, too,” I reply, the words vile on my tongue.

      Anastasia forces a smile, then turns and heads down the street toward her coffee shop. I watch her walk away, the sundress straps leaving most of the olive-toned skin of her shoulders bare.

      Walking away from her six months ago was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.

      That includes getting shot, stabbed, and walking headfirst into danger whenever the government ordered it so. Truth is, I’d go through everything all over again if it meant I’d have a chance to tell her the truth.

      To tell my best friend that I am absolutely head over heels in love with her and have been since the moment we met.

      But I can’t go back. And now she’s with him.

      With a deep breath, I force my attention away from her and head into the diner. The smell of food makes my stomach growl as I pull the door open and step inside. The place isn’t busy, which makes sense, given the late lunch hour. It’ll be bustling in a few hours as the dinner crowd comes running, though.

      “Hey, Sawyer!”

      “Hey, Maddie. Good day?” As usual, her greying hair is pulled back in a tight bun, and her diner uniform is crisp as the moment she put it on. Not much rattles her, that’s for sure.

      “God woke me up this morning, so I’d say so.” She flashes a smile as she stops in front of the barstool I take at the counter. “Your usual?”

      “You know me so well. Tell me, when are you going to run away from Ed and marry me already?”

      Maddie throws her head back and laughs, and her husband Ed rolls his eyes as he steps out of the kitchen.

      “You’d better check yourself, kid. There’s a lot of fight left in this old man.”

      Grinning, I put up my fists. “Let’s go then.”

      “You boys.” Maddie, fresh color on her cheeks, turns away and heads into the kitchen while Ed leans back against the counter.

      “How’s the work on that old Pontiac of yours going?” I ask him. Over the past few weeks, I’ve been popping over to his house to help him get his dad’s old 1967 Pontiac GTO running. Just a fun project to keep my mind off the woman I have no business thinking of. But with work picking up, it’s been a few days since I was able to check in.

      “Eh, it’s getting there. The original carburetor is not cooperating.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “When it actually turns over, the entire car shakes like it’s scared to go outside. I may need to get a new one.”

      I can see the hit reflected on his aging face. Ed wanted to keep as much of the original intact as possible to honor his dad’s memory. The two of them worked on it nearly all of Ed’s life. “Bring the carburetor by the shop later, and I’ll see what I can do. Might just need to be taken apart and cleaned. My treat,” I add, knowing that his budget is one of the reasons he didn’t just have me do the restore in the first place.

      “I can’t ask you to do that,” Ed says.

      “You’re not asking. I’m offering. Besides, you’ll be doing me a favor. Taking things apart is my favorite pastime.” I grin at him. “Seriously, Ed, I don’t mind.”

      “Thank you so much,” he says, smile beaming. “Lunch is on us.”

      “No, you don’t need to do that.”

      “Nonsense. You’re helping me with this car. The least I can do is cook you a meal.”

      “Which you should be doing,” Maddie says with a pointed look.

      Ed flashes her a smile that has color returning to her cheeks again. “Yes, ma’am.” With a wink my way, he slips back into the kitchen.

      A familiar ache blooms in my chest, so I run the heel of my palm against it. A love like Maddie’s and Ed’s is what I’ve always wanted. That kind of endless love. Where you get old and grey together, surviving through life and clinging to what you have on the hard days.

      Yet, here I sit, completely and utterly alone.

      All because the one woman I want is totally off-limits.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Anastasia

          

        

      

    

    
      “Back!” I announce as I breeze into my coffee shop. Katelyn Holt raises her head from the coffee she’s making and smiles at me. Her blonde hair is a few shades darker than mine and is currently braided back away from her face.

      She’s three months pregnant with her second child—her first with her husband, Garrison—and is absolutely glowing.

      “Gonna tell me what you were doing?”

      “Not a chance.” I stick my tongue out at her, then shove the baby shower planning details beneath the counter where they’ll remain out of view. I know it’s a little early to start planning, but after everything she went through when she was pregnant with her son, Thomas, I want to give her all the things she missed out on.

      The baby showers, the mommy-pamper days, anything and everything.

      After putting on my apron, I wash my hands then step up to the register to check any pending orders. “What are you working on?” I question once I’ve run down the list.

      “A vanilla latte with cinnamon.” She tops it with whip, then puts a lid on it and sets the paper cup on top of the pickup counter. “Here you go, honey,” she says to the young woman waiting for it.

      “Thanks so much, Mrs. Holt.”

      “You’re welcome, Polly. Enjoy.”

      As Polly leaves, I turn toward Katelyn. “Mrs. Holt. Does it ever get old hearing that?”

      Her smile widens. “Not in the least.” Katelyn became one of my closest friends shortly after she saved the life of a man I consider a brother. Garrison had been attacked in his apartment and left for dead…until Katelyn rescued him. Not long after, the two of them became inseparable before marrying four months ago in a small ceremony.

      And now I’m planning her baby shower.

      How wonderful it is when pieces of God’s plan become clear. Neither one of them had been looking for what they found, yet now they’re going to be together forever.

      Forever.

      My gaze drifts around the shop, then out the window of the back door that leads to a small parking lot. There aren’t a lot of cars outside. Just a few patrons who couldn’t find curbside parking, as well as mine and Katelyn’s cars.

      At least on my half.

      Unfortunately, I share the other half of the lot with his shop.

      Sawyer Maddox.

      Ridiculously handsome.

      Completely charming.

      My former best friend.

      That is, until he decided he wanted nothing to do with me once I was no longer single. As it so often does, my gaze travels to the table he used to occupy whenever he’d get a break at the shop. Which, with Drew to help with the workload, was fairly often.

      I can still see him, sitting there and smiling at me whenever I’d glance his way. He always had a crossword puzzle with him, which was hilarious to me, given his love for computers. He’d spend all afternoon sitting there, just hanging out.

      Ugh, I miss him. And I hate that I do.

      “You okay?” Katelyn questions, her gaze narrowing on my face.

      I hop up to sit on the back countertop where I keep the coffee syrups. “I ran into Sawyer today.”

      She is one of only two people I’m willing to talk to about it. My brother’s wife, Tessa, is the other one. And still, I keep a good portion of the pain to myself because, what am I supposed to say?

      That I have feelings for another man despite being in a serious relationship with a perfectly kind one? Jack is great. He’s sweet, attentive, and he didn’t wait six years to tell me that I should have seen the way he looked at me.

      Ugh. Men. What was I supposed to do? Read Sawyer’s mind?

      “He still being weird?” she asks, leaning back across from me and crossing her arms.

      “I think it’s just the new normal. I mean, it’s been six months, Katelyn. If things were going to get better, they would have.”

      “Has he brought up that night at all?”

      “Oh, you mean the one where I confronted him and a car nearly ran me over? No.” I shake my head. It took me days to shake the memory off after that. I’d had three nights of solid nightmares before I finally managed to work myself into exhaustion so that I passed out and slept dreamlessly.

      “I mean the one where he saved your life,” she counters.

      He’d followed me outside and pulled me away from a speeding car when my tear-filled eyes had impeded my ability to actually see where the edge of the road was. I can still feel the hardness of his chest as I lay on top of him, trying to catch my breath.

      I can still feel the way he’d run his hands over my arms, trying to ground me back in the moment. My heart flutters. Pull it together, Anastasia. A lot has happened since then.

      “Of course not. Because he’s Sawyer and doesn’t believe in confronting anything. He makes jokes, sarcastic comments, and googly eyes at every woman with a pulse.”

      “Googly eyes?” She snorts.

      “You know what I mean. Anyway, it’s fine. I’m over it.” My thoughts drift back to before, when he was still showing up, and I’d made fun of him for using that exact term to describe the way Garrison looked at Katelyn.

      Ugh, how it hurts.

      “Are you, though?” she presses.

      “No,” I admit. “It’s just—I miss my friend, Katelyn. Sawyer was always there, and now⁠—”

      “He’s not,” she finishes.

      “He’s not,” I repeat, then let out a breath. “Ugh, I’m annoying myself with this. I have Jack now, and things are good with him.” But I don’t even convince myself. It’s not that they’re not. It’s just…there’s something missing, and I can’t quite put my finger on it.

      Probably my fault. I’m hung up on a man who has always been just out of reach.

      “Is he still coming into town this weekend?”

      “He should be here by dinnertime. We’re going to dinner at Mom’s.” I hesitate a moment, then add, “He’s staying the weekend in my guest room.” When Katelyn eyes me with a half-smile, I shake my head. “The hotels are all booked, and I wanted to see him. No funny business. You and Garrison shared an apartment.”

      She touches her slightly swollen stomach. “And now look where we are. Married and expecting.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, not anywhere close to that with Jack.”

      “It’s been almost a year, right?”

      “Not all of us move at the speed of light.”

      Katelyn lets out a laugh and shakes her head. “Fair enough.”

      “Anyway, it’ll all be fine. Like I said, Jack is great. He’s respectful of my boundaries, kind, and handsome. What more could I want?”

      A spark.

      That’s the one thing missing with Jack. Being around him is nice, but there are no butterflies. No anticipation of what’s next. And shouldn’t there be? Shouldn’t there be some kind of spark? Katelyn talks about the one she still feels with Garrison, and anyone who spends more than ten seconds with Zane and Tessa practically gets zapped by theirs.

      The way simply seeing him smile at her gives her the best kind of butterflies.

      So where are mine?

      With Sawyer. His name rings in my mind, but I shove it aside. No. Not with Sawyer.

      “Anastasia, you deserve the best,” Katelyn tells me. “And I want you to find it.”

      “Maybe I already have.”

      The bell over the door dings, so I hop down from the counter as Katelyn takes her place behind the register. As I wait for the order to come through, I start checking syrup bottles, desperate to distract myself from thoughts of sparks, marriage, and babies. It’s a future I desperately desire.

      But do I want it with Jack?

      And if not, then why am I still with him?
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      “Hey, gorgeous.” Jack leans in and presses his lips to mine.

      “Hey. How was the trip?”

      Jack lives in Savannah, Georgia, working at the FBI field office there. He specializes in homicide, and we met because he was investigating my sister-in-law for the murders of the owners of an environmental agency she briefly worked at.

      Of course, she was innocent, and Jack fought to prove it. Over the weeks he spent here, we hit it off. And we’ve been together ever since, making time to see each other whenever possible. More often than not, he comes here, but a few times, I’ve flown out to him.

      “It’s better now.” He sets his bags down and lifts me, pressing his lips to mine again as he spins me in a slow circle. His smile is wide, his grey gaze bright. He’s genuinely happy to be here. To be with me.

      So what is wrong with me?

      “I’m glad.” I start to lift his bag, but he grabs it before I can.

      “Nope. I’ve got this. You point the way, and I’ll follow.”

      I smile at him, hoping that he can’t see the void slowly growing in my chest, thanks to the Sawyer-shaped hole that won’t stop expanding.

      Jack is wonderful. So what is wrong with me?

      “Right this way, roomie.” I lead him through the small apartment that Zane and the guys helped me build when we converted the old house into my coffee shop. It’s not much: two bedrooms, an office, a small kitchen, and a living room big enough for my couch and a TV.

      But it’s home, and I love it.

      I push open the door directly across from mine and reach in to turn on the light. “I changed the sheets and put some towels on the dresser.”

      “Thanks, it looks great.” He leans down and presses a lingering kiss to my lips. I pull away quickly and smile up at him.

      “You’re welcome. I’m going to go finish getting ready so we can head to my mom’s. You’re still okay with dinner? If you’re tired from the trip, I can postpone.”

      “Nope. I am absolutely okay with dinner,” he replies. “I’m looking forward to it. But what else do you need to get ready? You look gorgeous already.”

      I laugh. “I look like I just worked a twelve-hour shift at a coffee shop.”

      He leans in and takes a deep breath. “Is that the smell?”

      Feeling a bit lighter than I did even a few seconds ago, I gently smack him on the chest. “You’d better watch it, Agent Weathers, or I’ll leave you to sleep on the curb.”

      “Worth it.” He kisses my cheek, then goes inside the room to set his bags down while I cross the hall and close the door to my bedroom behind me. Even though I trust him, I still flip the lock so I can change. This is the first time I’ve had a man I’m seeing in my guest room. Most of the time, it’s just been my brother, Zane, or one of the guys.

      Everyone except Sawyer. He’s never stayed here, and now I can’t help but wonder if it’s because he’d been trying to keep whatever distance he could.

      Axel, the stray cat Sawyer found living in the engine cavity of an old car he towed, looks up from where he’s sleeping on the sherpa blanket at the edge of my bed. “Hey, buddy. We have company.” I gently run my fingers over his orange fur, and he starts purring, rolling onto his back and showing his belly.

      This guy is probably the only cat in the world who loves having his belly rubbed. As they do more times than not, my thoughts drift back to Sawyer. He may never have stayed here, but he did come over all the time for dinner and old movies.

      We’d stay up late, eating popcorn and laughing.

      Those were the days.

      And now my heart aches whenever I think of him.

      Bowing my head, I close my eyes and try to push the thoughts of him out of my mind.

      Lord, please help me let him go. You have blessed me with so much, including this wonderful man who cares for me. Please calm my anxious heart, and help me to be content. In Jesus’ name I pray. Amen.

      Moving quickly, I change into a white sundress, then pull a lavender cardigan over the top. After slipping into a pair of brown, strappy sandals, I run a brush through my hair and reapply my mascara. Then, I grab my purse and head back into the hallway.

      Jack is not in the spare room, but when I step into the living room, I see that he’s changed into dark jeans and a blue button-down shirt. He’s looking out of my balcony doors, toward Sawyer’s shop.

      My heart hammers. Is he out there? Is that why Jack is looking?

      “Ready?” I ask.

      He turns toward me, and his grey eyes shine brightly. “You look fantastic.”

      “You already said that.”

      “It deserved to be said a second time.”

      He starts for me again, so I quickly grab my keys and head for the door, hoping to get a distraction in before he reaches for me again. Ugh, come on. He’s my boyfriend and a man I trust completely.

      Just to prove to myself that I can be in control of my own mood, I reach out and thread my fingers through his as we head down the stairs and through my empty coffee shop.

      “How is business?” Jack asks as I lock up behind us.

      “Really good. With the hotels and the B&B completely booked for the Shrimp and Grits Festival, I’ve been even busier than normal.”

      “Shrimp and Grits?”

      I laugh and climb into my car. “It’s a lot more fun than it sounds.”

      “Well, good. Because it sounds fun.”

      See, he’s so sweet. “You’ll see what all the fuss is about tomorrow.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      As I pull out of my parking spot and head down Main Street toward my mom’s house, I go over all the reasons Jack is perfect for me.

      He’s kind.

      Reliable.

      Even-tempered.

      And, best of all, he doesn’t hide something from me, then get angry when I can’t read his mind.

      On paper, he’s absolutely perfect, and I know that as soon as I move past these pesky
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