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      As a Christian counselor, I strive for integrity in helping guide others in God’s will for their lives.

       

      Until a young man walks into my office for premarital counseling—the stranger who ensnared my soul eight months earlier with his bewitching green eyes.

       

      Levi Townson.

      

      The one whose addictive, luscious mouth I can’t cleanse from my memory.

       

      My hunger for another taste of him should assure me of my need for a savior, not shepherd me down the rabbit hole toward depravity.

       

      Levi’s yearnings mirror mine, the kind that dominates my will. Incinerates and leaves me powerless against my sinful nature.

       

      But if we fall from grace, neither of us will escape unscathed.
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      “We no longer have to be slaves to sin!”

      Hundreds of the people packed around me in the mega church, shouting out amens at Pastor Welker’s words from where he stood on stage.

      “We are new creations!” he continued, jumping onto his toes with excitement, his voice booming from speakers in surround sound.

      More affirmatives rose along with hands and fists, repeated by the church leaders seated behind where he paced back and forth delivering God’s words for the day. Like a pep rally, the crowd rolled with their spiritual leader’s preaching. Emotionalism at its best, drawing everyone to their feet.

      I stood like an easily led lamb, but I didn’t get caught up in the high as I’d done all those months ago at the rock concert I never should’ve attended.

      Memories hit me like flashing stage lights, taking me back to that night.

      Sensual bass.

      Writhing bodies.

      The stranger with bewitching green eyes.

      His ass in my hands…our groins grinding together, the yearning I’d seen on his face mirroring my own⁠—

      Don’t go there.

      Teeth clenched, I reminded myself of where I was—in a damn church—and what I stood for: God, His word, and living a holy life.

      The Spirit moved through the congregation, but my hands rested on the back of the seat in front of me while I fought off my desire to accept the bisexual label I’d felt on a deep level for as long as I could remember.

      I’d chosen to be a man of God, and that life didn’t include sexual perversion.

      If only I experienced what the rest of Pastor Welker’s flock did.

      Not so different from the mega church I’d attended as a kid once my heathen parents found God, Simply Grace Church’s attendance reached upwards of a thousand. And thousands more supported the nonprofit community by monetarily providing for dozens of missionaries and paying for Christian schooling and Bible-based counseling. I’d been hired for the latter to labor alongside others wishing to help souls struggling to find God’s will for their lives.

      My good friend Aaron stood beside me, also quiet and still as our pastor stirred up his flock. He, too, appeared unmoved, blue eyes hazed over while staring ahead, but the burden of being the sole care provider for an invalid parent sometimes overwhelmed him to a brain fog mode where nothing broke through.

      Not even an amped up sermon about accepting and living in the “new man” in Christ and choosing His way in one’s daily walk of life could lift Aaron’s shoulders to straighten him to his full six-foot height.

      The praise and worship team hurried on stage at the pastor’s bidding at the end of the seemingly rousing sermon. Voices rose along with various instruments, deafening to the point I cringed rather than rejoiced in the salvation freely given that everyone sang about.

      I believed in God and got on my knees before His throne countless times a day, but I never felt the Spirit move like the church’s attendees did.

      My dedication, my determination to live the way I did stemmed from heartache and the stubbornness Mom claimed I had always carried like a badge of honor.

      Said stubbornness had helped me escape the type of trial almost two years earlier a counselor would hope against and pray to avoid during his career. I’d dug my heels in, determined to advise the couple I’d counseled when I should’ve handed over the reins at the first red flag.

      But in my desire to help the troubled couple, I’d pushed.

      And the wife’s true colors had shone through when she’d snuck into my office unannounced and shed her trench coat, revealing nothing but flesh and curves beneath.

      Declining her suggestion of a hard fuck over my desk had come easy since nothing about the woman had tempted me. But she didn’t understand the meaning of the word no and continued in her pursuit.

      I’d filed for a restraining order the following week and ended up pressing charges when she wouldn’t relent in her stalking.

      Denise Foster had landed in the psych ward, and her husband filed for divorce.

      A fucked-up mess God had allowed—for His glory. I accepted that truth shortly after the entire affair quieted.

      I had accomplished what my old pastor should’ve done when I’d been a teenager. Stood firm in his faith.

      Pastor Hardy had fallen in love with a woman he’d counseled, and his transgressions broke up two marriages. His son Braden, my then best friend, suffered the worst, and the fallout also included a split in the Boston church we’d grown up in.

      While hurt and disappointment in the one man I’d placed on a pedestal would’ve sent most teenagers into a spiral of sin like it did his son, the incident had settled my future in my heart.

      I would prove that a man, regardless of his sinful nature, could say no in the face of temptation. I would be the role model that youngsters needed to look to for spiritual leadership. I would stand strong and choose right so that people like Braden wouldn’t pay the price of other’s sins.

      That stubbornness led me to Bible college and additional classes to get my master’s in Christian counseling.

      And less than one year into a practice my parents had financially supported, I faced what my old pastor had—and proved what I’d set out to do. But my sense of pride churned my guts as much as the fact a marriage had still been ruined.

      At least no children had been emotionally damaged.

      Braden had spiraled into drugs and alcohol, but God had intervened five years earlier. We’d spoken right before his first semester in seminary began, and I couldn’t have been happier to hear he’d turned his life around. Braden had finally found peace and happiness after the trauma his asshole of a father had caused.

      Like me, he’d chosen to dedicate his life to God, and we’d made a pact that day, setting our paths in stone.

      However, the second time I’d been faced with a life-changing decision, I’d been powerless to the dominating force of him while hundreds of people danced around us. My stranger who’d ensnared me with one glance. The one who continued to haunt my dreams and left me aching.

      Addictive…luscious on my tongue, his fine ass beneath my hands…

      Aaron nudged me with an elbow, pulling me from my musings that stirred my blood in a way no message from the pulpit ever had.

      Shame had me lowering my head along with the church’s dimming lights, and Pastor Welker prayed God’s blessing over his quieted congregation until we met again.

      Another praise song began as the crowd began to disperse around us, their murmurs a buzz of background noise in my ears.

      “See you at the gym tomorrow?” Aaron glanced over his shoulder at me as we waited our turn to file into the aisle, his eyes downturned at the corners as always.

      “Definitely.” We’d been meeting at five-thirty, five days a week since I’d moved to the Philadelphia area eight months earlier.

      “Push day,” Aaron reminded me, and I grimaced. My damn quads still ached from our Friday workout.

      “Getting old sucks,” I muttered my complaint, even though I hadn’t yet hit thirty.

      “As if I need the reminder.” He rubbed a hand down over his face and closely clipped beard, blinking slowly.

      “How’s your dad doing?” I asked, knowing right where his mind had gone—same as it always did whenever we discussed age.

      “It’s Sunday,” Aaron said with a shrug.

      The one day his dad enjoyed still being alive since he could livestream the church service.

      “I’m picking up KFC for lunch, so that’ll keep his good mood around longer,” Aaron continued, his focus flitting over a group of young women—single and glancing his way. He ignored them as though his libido had shit the bed years ago.

      But I didn’t look a second time either.

      I followed him up the main aisle behind the women, our progress slow while we waited for those in front of us to exit into the church’s massive foyer.

      Sunlight shone through the glass wall along the building’s front, blinding me before we even stepped foot into the lobby. The second a blast of fresh spring air from the propped open doors hit my face, I breathed deep. A good, long run would loosen my stiff muscles I hadn’t spent enough time stretching and rolling after abusing them at the gym.

      A lesson learned the hard way, and not for the first time.

      We escaped the crowd, and Aaron clasped my hand with his calloused, firm grip. “Have a good one.”

      I bid him the same and watched him go, his broad shoulders hunched, head down. He carried burdens I couldn’t begin to imagine, but one, at least, I figured we had in common.

      Attraction to men.

      We’d never discussed it, and I sure as fuck hadn’t uncovered my sins from that night in Nashville, but I’d never once seen Aaron show interest in the female form. And there were a fuck ton of women at the gym who liked to prance around with more skin showing than covered.

      Like me, he hid his sexual proclivities well. Our lusts of the flesh were best left to rot in the grave with the “old man”, our inherent sinful natures Pastor Welker had preached about that morning.

      I am a new creation in Christ, I told myself, lifting my face toward the sun, soaking in the warmth of her life-giving energy and the reminder of my truth. And nothing and no one will ever make me believe otherwise.

      Stubbornness was good for something, even when my heart and body yearned for more. Riches and crowns await me in glory, I reminded myself, a mansion for my faithfulness to God’s calling.

      A burst of light laughter drew my focus off my affirmations and the promises of God’s word. Mr. Astbury, another member on the church’s counseling staff, headed my way, his wife on his arm—and a beautiful, younger version of her a step behind them.

      Obviously their daughter, she leaned in to the brunette beside her as they trailed the older couple, the two younger women caught up in whatever they whispered about. Hair like a sheaf of wheat shone with golden tints in the sunshine beaming over her head. Tucked waist and perfect sized breasts…just enough cleavage my mouth watered to mark the smooth skin purple from sucking and biting.

      My dick took interest in a woman for the first time in ages—the first person at all since him.

      Mr. Astbury called to me, pulling me into the present.

      Smiling, I tore my focus off the young woman on his heels. “How are you, sir? Mrs. Astbury,” I greeted, shaking both of their hands.

      A few pleasantries along with praise for the uplifting message were exchanged between us.

      I could feel their daughter’s eyes on me the whole time and preened just the slightest bit, making sure to keep good posture and show off the pecs I’d been working at alongside Aaron.

      Her steady focus tingled the side of my face, and I finally gave her mine, holding out my hand when I realized my co-worker had forgotten introductions. “Zeke Sipe,” I told her.

      Eyes like dark chocolate and just as delicious looking flitted down over me, quickly returning to my face. “Lily Astbury.” Husky and low, her voice hit like a shot of adrenaline to my groin.

      She slid her palm along mine—and the coolness of metal on her ring finger brought a silent curse to my brain. Turning our clasped hands the slightest bit revealed what I’d assumed.

      A small diamond ring sparkled back at me, mocking my dick and the excitement of finding a woman who turned me on.

      It figured. After that night in Nashville, a godly woman had finally caught my eye and she was off limits.

      My smile stayed fixed in place as I quickly released her hand and took a step back.

      “You haven’t met?” her father asked, giving me a reason to remove my attention from the young woman I would have pursued wholeheartedly if she’d been available.

      “We haven’t,” I replied.

      “Lily just graduated from college,” her mother said, and I remembered her dad telling me about their youngest daughter.

      She’d gotten engaged to her childhood sweetheart over Christmas break when I’d been up in Boston visiting my parents.

      With the size of our church and the amount of people I’d met since moving to Philly, I wasn’t surprised I’d forgotten all about her.

      “Well, welcome home and congratulations,” I told Lily.

      She looked me over again, her eyes twinkling with the kind of interest from a taken woman that made my skin crawl—and dick twitch, even though her petite curves weren’t meant for my hands.

      The little vixen was too damn young, too damn wild with unsown oats to have a tiny rock on her ring finger. I wondered if her fiancé knew that truth or if her beauty just dazzled him into not caring she liked to flirt with other men.

      “She and Levi will be coming into the office for marriage counseling,” Mr. Astbury said, “and since I’m her father, I thought it best if you sat down with them.”

      Fucking hell.

      Red flags, an ignored libido, and the type of suggestive eyes any red-blooded man would respond to?

      Pure trouble.

      “Perhaps Pastor Jameson would be better suited for marriage counseling?” I suggested the older gentleman in the third and final office of our hallway who I’d only come across a dozen or so times in my months of working at Simply Grace.

      “His biopsy came back, and it’s not good news. They’re only giving him six months.”

      My lips thinned, and I shook my head.

      “Such a shame,” Mrs. Astbury murmured, both her husband and I nodding in agreement.

      The two younger girls whispered quietly, not giving a rat’s ass about the counselor who had been with our church decades longer than Pastor Welker.

      “I already had Mrs. Vale check your availability,” Mr. Astbury said about our shared secretary, his smile returning. “I had her pencil Lily and Levi in for Thursday at four.”

      Annoyance prickled at the liberty he’d taken without speaking to me first.

      But if I hadn’t laid eyes on his daughter prior to his suggesting I meet with the young couple, would I have refused to counsel them?

      No. I wouldn’t have.

      That truth had me nodding as I submitted to the fact God had allowed the events to transpire that put me in a possibly compromising situation.

      He’d given me yet another chance to prove myself, but I knew greater temptation lay in wait. Because Lily Astbury called out to my sinful nature, and unlike with Denise the psycho stalker, my desire ran on the fuck, yes side of wanting to bury my dick in her wet warmth.

      “Levi will be home this afternoon,” Lily said, drawing my attention back on her blushing cheeks and smiling, glossed lips.

      I remembered her father saying she’d been in Florida while her fiancé had studied at a Christian college in Tennessee.

      “You must be anxious for September,” I said, watching her eyes closely.

      Her smile widened as she winked. “Terribly.”

      I’d meant for her nuptials, but her saucy smirk suggested she meant her wedding night.

      Minutes later, I climbed into my car, my head in a constant state of prayer.

      Father above, I’m going to need your help with this one.

      I hoped her fiancé was better equipped to deal with her, because the temptation to touch, to taste, was very real. Even strong enough to weaken my stubbornness to live a godly life, blameless in the sight of God.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Levi

          

        

      

    

    
      Made it here safe & sound, I texted my mom the second I parked into my new apartment complex’s lot. Not that she cared. They hadn’t supported my love of all things numbers and geeking over becoming an accountant because they thought I should’ve gone into ministry.

      No card, no appearance at the ceremony Friday night. Not even a phone call to congratulate me on graduating with high honors.

      Mom: Okay

      I waited, wondering if she’d say anything more—like invite me over for dinner. We hadn’t seen each other since I’d returned to Philadelphia for spring break, and we’d spoken on the phone once since then—when Dad had been looking for the screwdriver I’d used and forgot to put back where it belonged.

      I’d never been a priority. Their first and only love was Simply Grace Church and Pastor Welker, and when I decided on a different future than they wanted for me, I got called my least favorite word.

      Disappointment.

      So much for that grace and mercy Pastor Welker preached from the pulpit.

      The apartment I would live in alone until my wedding night lay a half hour away from the church I expected Lil and I would continue to visit on a regular basis after marrying. That left us a solid twenty from both of our parents—fine by me.

      I looked forward to being my own man.

      To breathe.

      To make choices not influenced by the church, the pastor, the Christian college I’d attended, or parents who insisted on seeking out God’s will in every aspect of daily living.

      The freedom to marry the one person who had always accepted me regardless of my awkward social abilities and insecurities.

      Lil had been the person to defend me back in sixth grade when I got called a fag for ogling a boy in our class. She’d told me to ignore the liars who she said were just jealous of how smart I was. Still, I’d never told her my secret. I found boys attractive and always had, but I guarded my truth since liking boys was a sin.

      She’d become my girlfriend not long after sticking up for me, and we had been together ever since. Middle school sweethearts—the good girl and the secretly closeted-for-life gay boy.

      But I loved her dearly, enough that things…well, worked as God intended between a man and woman.

      Or maybe it was the thrill of doing wrong that got me hard enough to make love to her on the two times we’d transgressed. Not that I’d truly enjoyed it.

      My heart sped as I sat in my old Honda in front of our first-floor apartment door at the thought of having another chance. A quick glance around didn’t reveal her car, and a knock on the locked door left me standing under the overcast afternoon sky, my scuffed-up duffle bag in hand.

      Alone.

      I pulled my cell from my back pocket and put through a call.

      She didn’t answer.

      Lil had only let me down once before, with something less trivial than not meeting me after being away from each other for a few months, but she knew such actions triggered my insecurities.

      “What the hell, Lil?” I muttered, touching the screen to call again, praying nothing had happened to her. What would I do without her? She’d become my other half, as familiar as the air I needed to survive⁠—

      “Hey, boo!” she answered, breathless and laughing. “I’m so sorry! Mom, Sabrina, and I are still at the mall’s bridal store. Time got away from us.”

      My heart went heavy in my chest.

      Same as a few other times, I wondered if Lil looked forward to the wedding and freedom more than she did actually marrying her best friend.

      I smiled because I ought to even though she couldn’t see me. “That’s okay. I can just go hang at my parents’ house until you’re done.”

      The thought made me want to puke.

      “I left a key under the fake rock there on the right.” Lil’s voice muffled like she continued trying on gowns while speaking to me—almost as though I wasn’t worthy of her time.

      My eyes stung.

      I glanced over to find a clearly fake rock on the stoop. A little obvious, but when had Lil ever been anything but? “Found it,” I told her, bending to retrieve the plastic key holder.

      “Make yourself at home. I’ll be there in a few.”

      I forced another smile, pushing against the emotional letdown sagging my shoulders. “Okay. I can’t wait to see you.”

      “Love you, boo.” Her reminder didn’t lighten the heaviness in my heart.

      “Love you too, Lil.”

      A slow sigh released from my lungs as I shoved my cell back in my pocket and let myself into my new home.

      The living room greeted me with the secondhand furniture she and Sabrina had shopped for: one decent couch, a coffee table, and two end tables. We didn’t have a TV, but my parents had an extra in the basement I expected I could pilfer.

      I set my bag on the entryway’s tile that appeared new, dragging lemon-scented cleaning products into my lungs. A hint of vanilla lay beneath, and my lips curved upward on their own, reminding me of all the good, of the blessings in my life I didn’t deserve.

      Nothing smelled better than my Lil slathered in her favorite vanilla bean lotion.

      Well, one thing had months earlier when I’d made the biggest mistake of my life…but I couldn’t think about that night.

      Doing so left my groin and chest aching in a way far beyond disappointment, drawing depression over me like a smothering shroud.

      Lil and I hadn’t been engaged at the time, but I still felt as though I’d cheated on her. One kiss with a man at the concert I’d snuck out from my strict dorm room to attend had ingrained the truth of my nature in the deepest parts of me.

      The parts I’d wanted to lay at the man’s feet, beg him to fill…

      Just stop.

      Swallowing hard, I focused on the present, my future with Lil whose acceptance and affection would have to be enough.

      Teeth clenched, I thanked God for gifting me something else to give my attention to rather than the memories of where I’d felt alive for the first time in my life. With quick strides, I checked out the rest of our apartment. A single bedroom crowded with the queen-sized bed Lil’s parents had bought for us as an early wedding present, a tiny kitchen, and an even smaller bathroom made up the whole of our new space. Two dressers were stuffed in at the foot of the bed, both of which I expected Lil would claim once we married in early September.

      But in the meantime, the place was all mine for the next three months, two weeks, and six days.

      It took less than a half-hour to unpack all my belongings from my car. Meager, mostly cast-off items and second-hand store clothing filled the boxes and bins.

      My parents never had much money, but they made sure to tithe no matter if it left us with dented cans of soup and Saltines for dinner.

      God first, church second had been ingrained in my head for as long as I could remember.

      And their only son? A gift from God, they’d called me, but not enough of a blessing to be a priority like I was to Lil who reminded me all the time how much I meant to her.

      I glanced at my watch.

      Well, most of the time.

      My lips thinned over her taking so long to come see me.

      I put all of my clothes into one dresser while waiting for her to show up. Reassembled my rickety computer desk in a corner of the living room to create an office of sorts. We didn’t yet have internet, so I used my cell to check out local listings.

      Landing a job was my number one priority. Without it, I couldn’t support my soon-to-be wife.

      An hour later, I realized my stomach growled, but the kitchen cabinets were bare except for six plates, matching glasses, and flatware. A box of old pots and pans sat in the corner, and I rifled through the items, hoping like hell Lil had plans to get more stuff for cooking.

      I’d bought Lil a pack of the Andes mints she adored, and they called to me from the table where I’d left them.

      Instead of digging into her gift, I decided to use the last five bucks I had on me to grab a couple of cheeseburgers and large fry at the McDonalds around the corner. I headed back to our apartment, warm bag in hand, and the door stood open when I returned.

      My smile appeared as I heard Lil calling out my name. Only an hour and twenty-three minutes late. I ran the last couple of steps anyway and stopped in the entryway as she exited the bedroom, our gazes catching.

      “Hey,” I breathed out, my heart rate picking up pace at her beautiful smile and dark, twinkling eyes.

      She squealed and launched herself at me, slamming into me hard enough I stumbled back against the door. Her soft lips landed on mine, tasting like chocolate mint, and I waited for more than a sense of comfort to hit me with the same force her tiny body had.

      Nothing swept through me like that night in Nashville.

      No jolt to my dick, no insane craving for more…or to settle between her slender thighs.

      Still, I kissed her hungry mouth, being so bold as to drop my bagged dinner and grab her backside. At five-ten and a half, holding her slight body was no hardship. With the first flick of her tongue along mine, my dick woke up a bit, enough to take interest, and I groaned.

      “Missed you,” she whispered against my lips. “So damn much.”

      “Same.”

      “Thanks for the Andes.”

      “Of course.”

      She pulled back, her pupils widened and her breath thready as she slid her hands over the sides of my shortly clipped hair to lace her fingers behind my head. “Guess what?” Her eyes shone with more than just happiness over seeing me.

      “What?”

      “I found my dress!” She squealed again, jiggling in my arms, and I tightened my grip to keep her from falling.

      Her excitement affected me like it always did, and I found myself grinning. Things were going well, the wedding plans smooth from what I’d heard. No bumps in the road, no struggles to hinder our moving forward.

      Lil’s eyes grew hooded while peering at my lips. “Mom’s not here.”

      My girl was obvious, as always.

      “Sabrina?” I asked, my semi swelling enough I felt sure I would be able to perform.

      “Nope.” Lil popped the P, and I set her onto her feet.

      She grabbed my hand and tugged me toward the bedroom.

      We didn’t speak another word, but we rarely needed to. After being boyfriend and girlfriend for most of our lives, communicating without a sound came naturally. Like an old married couple gone gray together.

      The last time we’d had sex was over spring break in the back seat of my car and had been a complete failure for me. And the one before that had been our first on the night of our engagement which had ended good for both of us on her parents’ living room floor, long after they’d gone to bed.

      Originally we had talked about waiting for our wedding night, remaining pure in the eyes of God, but my girl was persuasive. Voracious too, I’d learned. Sex was all she’d talked about since spring break when we went our separate ways to finish up college. Every phone call centered on sex once we got caught up, and one night, she’d even gone so far as to tell me her shameful fantasy.

      Lil’s cousin from California had been in a threesome—and her boy-crazed head had latched on with a strong hold, giving her a fantasy she often thought about. And talked about.

      I’d been horrified by her admission, my insecurities rising up like a killer whale after a poor, hopeless seal.

      But I had a secret one of my own.

      Swallowing my hurt hadn’t come easy, but I’d managed to assure her I loved her regardless while fearing I would never be enough.

      To make matters worse, when we FaceTimed Lil wanted to talk dirty and see each other get off. If she knew what it took for me to ejaculate over my abs while she watched on her cell, she would be horrified. Call me names—a cheater, a liar.

      Damnit. Focus on pleasing the love of your life, you jerk.

      I pulled back our comforter before laying her down on the bed, unable to hold her gaze due to the twisting of my stomach.

      Completely naked, skin covered with goosebumps, Lil held out her hand to me. I shoved off my jeans and stretched out on top of her, careful to keep my weight from her. My chubbed dick rested between her thighs, and the wet heat of her core gliding along the back of my length while kissing her eventually made me hard enough to get the job done.

      She’d gone on the pill a few months earlier, so I didn’t waste any time since who the heck knew how long my dick would stay erect. Our mouths came together again, and I swallowed her whimper as I sank into her body.

      Tight. So tight—wet enough her body took my length without resistance like our first night together.

      Better every time…

      But not quite enough. Something lacked between us—or rather, lay between us.

      My old sinful nature, my shame, that I couldn’t ignore no matter how hard I tried to tell myself I wasn’t trapped in our engagement, that God had gifted me so much more than I deserved.

      I struggled to stay hard with every withdraw and thrust. The fight to focus on how we fit together thankfully took my mind off him, even though lingering on the memory of his hands on my body would’ve made me capable of satisfying her completely, in a way we both would’ve enjoyed.

      She slid a hand between us, and I lifted up in a plank to watch Lil get herself off. Perhaps once I learned more of her body, her needs, our sex life would become fulfilling in the way I hoped and prayed for.

      Like it would be with him.

      My erection flagged as the unwanted thought warred with the whispers of guilt in the back of my head.

      “Don’t stop,” Lil whispered, and I clenched my jaw, eyes closed and brow furrowed in determination to give her what she wanted. “Yes…Levi…please…”

      I humped against her with my semi like a damn dog, thinking it would help my situation.

      At least it did hers. Lil’s insides clamped around my flagging erection, pulsing with every breathless whine filling our bedroom as she came around me.

      Hopeless in chasing my own orgasm, I slowed and eventually stopped once she quieted and went lax beneath me.

      “You didn’t come again.”

      I hated the pity in her eyes and quickly climbed off her, my flaccid dick wetly smacking against my thigh.

      “I’m sorry,” I muttered, shifting to perch on the edge of the bed, my head in my hands.

      She trailed her fingertips down my spine while sitting beside me. “It’s okay. I’m sure once we’re married and you don’t feel bad about the whole premarital sex thing, we’ll be fine.”

      Fine. Not great, certainly not passionate or consuming, like I’d dreamed about.

      “You’re probably right.” I entwined my fingers through hers, forcing a smile.

      Lil tilted her head onto my shoulder. “Dad set us up with the new counselor at church. Maybe we can talk to him about it.”

      We’d agreed to the premarital counseling her parents cared enough about to encourage—mine couldn’t be bothered with our wedding plans—but the thought of sitting beneath Pastor Jameson’s watery, drooping eyes hadn’t sounded appealing at the time.

      “New counselor?” I asked, excited for that at least.

      “The one hired right before we got engaged. Zeke Sipe. I met him after church this morning. He’s young for a marriage counselor, but Dad said he’s certified and more than capable from what other couples in the church have said. You’re going to like him.”

      “Okay.” I agreed same as I usually did with whatever Lil suggested.

      She squeezed me tight, her breath hot against my ear. “You’re a good man, Levi.”

      The same thing she’d said the last time I couldn’t perform that night in the back of my car. I’d blamed the location, the lack of comfort.

      If only she knew the truth.

      I kept my lips clamped shut, knowing I would never find another woman who would love me like she did, who’d accept me wholly. Revealing the sin I had committed would definitely rip us apart.

      “He’s easy on the eyes,” she murmured.

      “Who?” I asked, clasping my hand over hers trailing across my chest.

      “The young counselor.”

      I chuckled, shaking my head. “You think every guy under thirty is hot.”

      “No, seriously. Zeke is…I don’t have the words for what he is, but you’ll see. We’re meeting him Thursday at four.”

      I pulled back a bit and kissed her forehead. “Should I feel threatened by this Zeke?” I asked with a joking tone, same as I always did whenever my girl talked about other guys—something she’d done since day one, something that hadn’t ever bothered me one bit.

      Because I could thoroughly understand the draw to men.

      She gave me a quick kiss. “Of course not, boo. You know I love you most.”

      “Mmm hmm,” I offered with an exaggerated tone while smiling.

      “Was that McDonalds you had? And did you get me anything?”

      “I only had five bucks.”

      Lil let out a sigh and snuggled against me again. “I’ll have some extra money this month after getting our internet set up, and you know my mom. She would feed you every night if you showed up on our doorstep like a lost puppy. But if it’s that bad, I’m sure Dad would help you out since your parents can’t.”

      I shifted on the mattress, grimacing. While I hated her family supporting me until I found a job, I didn’t have much of a choice.

      “Thank you,” I choked out, hating how easily my emotions got the best of me. Lily Astbury certainly wasn’t getting a strong, confident man for a husband.

      Letting her down had become my greatest fear, and the secret shame of having done so without her knowing twisted my insides.

      “Want to share my cheeseburgers and fries?” I asked, pushing from the bed in an attempt to soothe the sudden restlessness inside me.

      “Sure.”

      “In three months, we’ll be married,” Lil said once we sat clothed at our small table, her contentment and happiness not having its usual effect on me. “I’ll be working at the church’s school, and you’ll be buried in a mountain of numbers and paperwork I’ll have to drag you away from.” She squeezed my hand tight with her promise.

      I wished I had her positive outlook, but doubt sent a shiver snaking down my spine.
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      At the gym on Thursday morning, I asked Aaron what he knew about Lily Astbury and her fiancé. He said they’d been together since middle school—and that Lily had flirted with him relentlessly the summer before she and Levi got engaged.

      Yet another red flag to churn my guts and haunt me long after stopping by Clyde’s Cafe for my black eye coffee. The double espresso jolted me exactly as I needed but also amped up my unease.

      I’m just going to trust You since I don’t know what the fuck to do.

      Mom would have laughed at the prayers riddled with curses continuing to fall from my lips as I sat in traffic, but I blamed her and Dad for their sailor mouths they’d never disposed of when becoming new creatures in Christ.

      Cursing hadn’t been a sin in our home, and I continued on with that bit of truth instilled in me from childhood. It felt good to drop an F-bomb whenever the mood struck.

      Somewhat calmed by the time I reached the church, I greeted our secretary Mrs. Vale and escaped into my office.

      I set my half-full coffee on the edge of my desk and accidentally bumped it with my bag, sloshing it across the carpet.

      “Fuck,” I muttered under my breath, knowing I didn’t have time to drive back for another.

      The day didn’t get any better from there.

      I met with a fifty-something widow whose only child no longer spoke to her, but had I been the son she constantly badmouthed no matter how much I reminded her of God’s grace and mercy, I would have split from the controlling bitch too.

      Why couldn’t so-called Christians choose to love as God commanded? Showing acceptance and grace would lead people to Christ long before judgement and Bible thumping like I’d come to recognize about Pastor Welker’s flock.

      Then came the private school’s bully who’d been entrusted to my spiritual leadership and wanted nothing to do with me. At least I didn’t face the same temptations with him that my best friend Malachi had with Isaac, his pastor’s son.

      He’d given in to his lusts of the flesh—but had found a love any hot-blooded human would envy. Their connection came through in the words of their co-written songs, in the way they crooned at one another on stage, how they touched, kissed, in front of thousands of screaming fans.

      A long lunch break offered the chance to hit the church’s cafeteria/cafe for a chicken Caesar wrap and shit cup of coffee, and I hid away in a corner where I pretended to be busy with a few files so I wouldn’t have to force small talk I didn’t feel up for.

      Thoughts of Malachi and Isaac left me feeling like a ship lost at sea. Jealous. Lingering too long always took me back to that night…

      “Enough,” I muttered what I did whenever my emotions got caught up in wanting what my sinful nature craved.

      The taste of a man on my tongue—my stranger.

      Goddamnitalltofuckinghell. I left the café, jaw clenched in determination to move forward down the path I’d laid for myself. Counseling God’s children.

      Lily Astbury.

      My insides jittered with every passing hour once I returned to my office, and by the time four rolled around, a heavy boulder sat lodged in my gut that had nothing to do with the lunch I’d forced down.

      The clock above my desk ran slow compared to my heart rate, and I eyed it, every click of turning minutes loud in my ears.

      At least the church had soundproofed the rooms to give privacy to those needing to unload to listening counselors.

      A soft knock sounded, sending a swoosh of adrenaline through my arteries, and I stood, smoothing down my tie.

      Every inch of my skin stretched tight as I strolled across my small office, in no rush to greet Lily and her fiancé Levi.

      Grasping the door knob, I paused.

      God help me. Give me the strength to deal with this little vixen.

      I pulled the door inward, and the scent of vanilla swept over me, turning on my drool factory along with the rest of my body.

      Dark, flashing eyes, a sexy smirk⁠—

      “Hi,” she purred, popping her jean-clad hip out and toying with the ends of her long, dirty-blonde locks falling over her shoulder.

      I cleared my throat and stepped back, motioning her in even though I wished I could yank her into my arms and devour her mouth instead. “Good afternoon, Lily.”

      She moved into my office on a cloud of sweet-scented temptation, holding my gaze. “Zeke, this is Levi, my fiancé,” she said, her husky voice making my semi twitch. “Levi, Zeke.”

      I’d forgotten all about the damn man coming along with her.

      Forcing a pleasant smile, I tore my focus off her for the man approaching in my periphery to fill the doorway.

      Pale green eyes stared at me as though caught in a goddamn spotlight, snagging my breath like a kick to the groin.

      Him.

      My stranger from Nashville.

      A rush of blood pounded in my head, drowning out the curses ringing between my ears. I fought to exhale, to make it sound steady lest my staggered insides’ reaction rose across my face for Lily to see.

      Levi stood unmoved in front of me at almost eye level, frozen, his face void of expression.

      Stunned as fuck just like me.

      Every inch of me buzzed like a live wire ready to explode—the exact same energy that had zapped between us as real as the sooty lashes around his gorgeous eyes. My fingers stretched at my sides, tingling to reach out to grab hold of his wide shoulders and yank him against me, but I didn’t move.

      Should I admit to knowing him or pretend we’d never met?

      Was Lily aware he’d kissed a stranger eight months earlier? Had Levi—the man who’d flooded my entire body with a deep yearning to sin—admitted to his fiancée his lust for the same sex?

      Even if he had, she couldn’t have known I’d been the one since he and I hadn’t exchanged a single word let alone names on that night.

      Levi blinked first, dropping his focus to the floor in such an act of submission I wanted to tip his clean-shaven chin up, and…I didn’t know. Kiss him? Fucking devour his luscious mouth, his beautiful fiancée be damned?

      Fuck.

      With no answers to my dilemma brightening above my head like a cartoon light bulb, I did the only thing I could in the situation.

      “Come on in,” I rasped out and forced myself to take my focus off his clean-shaven jaw to shut the door. My hands shook, and every breath I drew remained shallow as fuck.

      The sound of feet shuffling on carpet met my ears, and I quickly closed my eyes, shooting off a silent prayer along with a half-dozen more curses before turning to face the affianced couple I was to counsel before they married.

      The only man I had ever kissed but couldn’t bear to look at.

      The young woman my body wanted to feast on as I once more took in her crossed legs where
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