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      As a newly appointed youth pastor, I blindly walk by faith, stumbling without the promised light down God’s chosen path.

       

      Until a young man resurrects the sinful nature I’ve rejected in my strive for purity.

       

      Isaac Van Dusen, my pastor’s son.

       

      He’s troubled. Rebellious. Off limits to my lonely heart, yet gives me breath when I feel I’m drowning and in need of a savior.

       

      Isaac’s hunger for sin rivals mine, the kind that consumes.

       

      Burns like fire and brimstone.

       

      I’m determined to stay in a constant state of prayer, begging for delivery from temptation—all while dreaming of being on my knees for entirely different reasons.

       

      I want to submit to the unholy craving between us and worship the young man entrusted to my spiritual care.

       

      But acting on the lusts of the flesh ensures our fall from grace, and I can’t allow him to be the second one to pay the price for my sins.

       

      Even if it means living a lie for eternity.
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      I sat outside Elkins Bible Church, my hands still gripping my old truck’s steering wheel. The rust bucket had gotten me and all my meager belongings from the outskirts of Frederick, Maryland to the deep woods of northern Pennsylvania without breaking down, surprisingly.

      Dad’s ’48 Chevy truck had outlived him by six months, and while it was a piece of junk, I couldn’t bear to part with the one thing we’d had together outside of church when I was younger. His garage, his baby, grease and laughter.

      Inhaling deeply, I forced my hands to move—wiping my damp palms on my dress pants and turning off the key to cut the rumbling engine.

      I had promised myself a new beginning, one in the small community of Elkins as the new youth pastor for a tiny group of fifteen teens. Quiet, where no angst or strife would riddle my hollowed-out heart.

      Lord, help me.

      That prayer lingering in my head, I opened the truck’s squeaky door to the spring’s cool breeze. Sunlight glinted off the side mirror, blinding me for a brief moment as the pebbled parking lot crunched beneath my dress shoes. When my vision cleared, a forty-something man stood on the church’s small porch, smiling my way.

      We hadn’t met in person, but I recognized him from my virtual interview a few weeks earlier.

      “Malachi?” he called, his light steps bringing him down the concrete stairs toward me.

      “Yes.” Forcing a smile, I buttoned my suit coat and closed the distance between us to shake his hand. “Pastor Van Dusen?”

      “Pastor Bram. Please.” He clasped his other hand atop mine and squeezed, his hazel eyes full of warmth. Unnatural peace and light shone in their depths like I begged God for on a daily basis. “And I am a blessed man, indeed. Welcome to your new home.”

      My new home.

      The words should have replaced the emptiness inside me with the joy I had hoped and prayed for, but nothing had been able to fill me with such feelings after the love I’d lost back in high school.

      Swallowing hard, I nodded. “Thank you, sir. It’s great to be here.”

      Pastor Bram released my hand and gripped my shoulder like he might to steer a child even though we stood eye to eye at six feet, give or take a half-inch. “Come on in, and I’ll show you around.”

      The church’s entryway smelled like every other one I had entered: lemon furniture polish and the sterility of holiness.

      Purity.

      Other things I strove for every day in my thoughts and heart and had done a damn good job focusing on since rededicating my life to God a few years earlier.

      The soles of my shoes squeaked on the immaculate tiled floor as I followed along behind my new pastor. Double glass doors opened into the sanctuary on our right. A blue carpet aisle pointed the way to the simplistic stage with two stairs leading up to an oak pulpit⁠—

      “The offices aren’t much.” Pastor Bram pulled my focus to where we headed. “But they do afford some privacy.” He guided me back through a short hallway into a small reception area, a little gray-haired lady standing from behind a tidy desk as we entered. “Mrs. Howard, this is Malachi Foley, our new youth pastor.”

      Still having to force my smile in return to hers, I stepped forward and shook her hand. “Ma’am.”

      “Welcome, Pastor Foley.”

      The title, although earned and paid for by my parents, hadn’t ever sounded right in my ears. Perhaps after a few years in the ministry I would accept having accomplished my parents’ dream—God’s will—for my life. “Malachi, please.”

      Mrs. Howard nodded. “I’ve set up everything I could think of on your desk,” she said, motioning toward the door on my right, “but just let me know if you need anything else.”

      “I will, thank you.” I dipped my head and followed Pastor Bram into his office on the left.

      It was a larger space than I’d expected, but built-in shelves lined two walls, full of books I had studied in college, making it appear narrow. My own textbooks sat boxed in the apartment I’d rented not far outside the community I’d become a part of overnight.

      My office, I found out moments later, was smaller than the pastor’s, and it didn’t feel like home either. I hoped to change that.

      In time.

      We made our way back to the auditorium, the carpet hushing our footfalls, the pastor’s voice muted by the wood paneling along both walls as he filled me in on the history and daily workings of the church. It appeared almost identical to the one I’d grown up in. Oak pews lay on either side of the main aisle, their backs lined with racks to hold hymnals, hardback copies of the King James Bible, and tiny shelf-like holders for plastic communion cups.

      The pulpit stood intimidating at the front, the dais it sat atop making it seem as though it loomed over the congregation from a place of authority. The same as the one I had accepted as a child because my parents said to. One I submitted myself to upon admitting my sins and choosing His path.

      Leaving the quiet place of worship behind, we descended the stairs opposite the office wing, and the basement space opened up into a large area with tables and chairs stacked against the far wall beside a small kitchen. A few doors stood along either side—classrooms for the younger children.

      I imagined the noise of potluck dinners, the scent of burnt coffee and various pasta dishes bringing back memories from my childhood, and my lips curved upward for real. Mom, as an elder’s wife, would have been scurrying around in the kitchen, cheeks pink, her curly blonde hair frizzed around her ears like mine would be if I didn’t keep it short.

      She and Dad had led me in the path of righteousness, attempting to raise me in the best way they knew how.

      I’d been the one to fail.

      Thankfully, both had gone to the grave without finding out the depths of my depravity.

      My smile faded, and I reminded myself of God’s grace and mercy, His forgiveness of sin in order to silence the demons wanting to drag me back to a place of squalor that would damn my soul to hell.

      Putting thoughts of my past behind me, I followed Pastor Bram outside and around back to the second building on the church’s five-acre plot.

      Elkins Bible School occupied the single-story, more modern building where I would also be teaching the high schoolers their Bible classes for the rest of the spring quarter.

      My predecessor had passed suddenly, and Pastor Bram had been filling in as their teacher until our paths crossed by word of mouth.

      I had needed a job, an escape from my hometown after caring for my ailing father and finishing my internship the summer before. Although only a year out of Bible college, I landed the job courtesy of my best friend in college, Zeke. Pastor Bram’s nephew.

      A perfect fit, I told myself. Four hours from a house I’d just sold, from a gravesite at the opposite end of my parents’ corner of the cemetery, one that drew me but I refused to visit.

      Brian.

      My childhood friend, my first secret lover, and the one who had paid the price for our sins.

      Jaw clenching in attempts to put my past back beneath the blood of the Lamb, I traversed the small Christian school’s halls, wondering how the heck they managed to stay running with only fifteen kids in high school and barely double that in the younger grades.

      Kindergarten through grade twelve were all in one building—which sat quiet around us since the students congregated for lunch in a cafeteria Pastor Bram didn’t bother showing me.

      The job hadn’t come with great pay, but when did serving God in an honest and holy way ever line a man’s pockets with cash?

      With my parents’ blessing and financial help, I’d sought a life of fortune in Nashville the day after I graduated high school, hoping my worship leading skills would get recognized and my voice would land me a record deal like Brian and I had planned to do together before God took him from me.

      Rebellion, sin, had turned out to be a bigger temptation than wanting to honor God with my vocal gift, and I’d slept with every man I could in attempts to forget my first love.

      It had taken the deepest reaches of depression to make me realize I wouldn’t ever find contentment and peace outside of God’s will for my life. I’d enrolled in Bible college at the encouragement of both my parents, but Mom didn’t live to see me graduate like I’d promised her I would.

      Dad had stuck around a little longer, but just barely.

      They’d had me later in life, and as an only child, I’d been lavished with unconditional love. Acceptance and grace. Mercy when God hadn’t shown it to Brian.

      A flicker of gut-wrenching anger lit deep inside my soul, one I fought whenever thoughts of my past rose to the choking point.

      I tried to swallow it down with coffee in Pastor Bram’s office, courtesy of Mrs. Howard, praying for the Holy Spirit to fill me, to take the hovering despair away.

      “We would love to have you join us for dinner this evening, unless you have other plans,” Pastor Bram offered.

      That was the last thing I felt like doing after a long day of driving and unpacking, but I didn’t believe turning my new pastor down would be the right choice. “I appreciate the invitation—thank you.”

      “I hope you don’t mind that my nephew told me about your battle with depression.” No pity, no condemnation for my inability to trust God at times, showed on Pastor Bram’s face.

      “Zeke helped see me through my darkness,” I had no issue admitting. My college roommate for all four years knew everything in my past—and he’d never once judged me.

      “My son…” Pastor Bram’s voice faded off as he peered out his office window to the budding trees beyond. “He’s struggling, and I believe God led you here to steer him in the right path.”

      I met Pastor Bram’s gaze as his head swung toward me, my stomach tightening again at the sudden expectation placed on my shoulders. “In the same way I did?”

      “No. Rebelliousness.” The pastor shifted on his chair and glanced at a five-by-seven photo on his desk facing him. “Isaac is at that age where he doesn’t talk much with his mom or me. But he writes a lot of dark poetry, words that don’t make sense. It’s an outlet.” The pastor shrugged, but the frown on his face revealed his true thoughts. He hated that his son would rather take pencil to paper than explain his feelings to his father.

      Considering my own emotions had been brushed off when I was younger by my parents and our pastor in order to “trust God,” I wasn’t surprised the young man didn’t share anything of substance with his father.

      “He had a strong dislike of our last youth pastor,” Pastor Bram continued when I couldn’t think of a comment that would sound God-like, “and I’m praying your younger age will help forge a connection between the two of you. I’m hoping you’ll take him under your wing. Be a positive influence. Show him what it means to trust God as the Bible commands.”

      “Of course.” I didn’t hesitate to agree. Touching teens’ lives had become my mission. I prayed that one day seeking God’s will for my life would fill the hollowness in my chest that Brian’s death had left behind.

      Zeke, my college buddy, had been the only one to know about my past. Oftentimes, Mom had studied the way Brian and I interacted, and I wondered if she knew about the lies I told to cover our sins. She never confronted us, never judged. It was my understanding that my parents had gone to the grave believing I’d gone on to live a holy life while in Nashville, that I’d been saving myself for a godly young woman, a wife to complete me.

      But no such woman existed unless she had a dick between her thighs.

      Why would God allow such desires⁠—

      I cut off the thought as always. Homosexuality was a sin, a result of the fall of mankind. God wasn’t to blame for my daily temptation. While I would never consider my sexuality a blessing as a chance to reveal God’s strength in me for abstaining, I placed my hope in His ability to guide me toward purity.

      Daily prayer and submerging myself in the Word had kept me on His path throughout my college years.

      It was time to trust Him for my first ministry too.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Pastor Bram’s wife Annabelle barely reached my chest in height. I’d learned over our coffee that the tiny Korean woman had been rescued from poverty by the pastor when he’d been on a missions trip overseas twenty-some years earlier.

      Dark eyes and dimples. Pretty for a woman and sweet as anything, she welcomed me into their home that night, her demure dress typical of a middle-aged pastor’s wife, exactly like I’d expected.

      I wore jeans and a light blue hoodie rather than the suit I’d sweated through earlier in the day while settling into my office. Not exactly pastor threads, but outside of the office and church, I didn’t feel the need to play the part clothing-wise. A piece of me clung to my college ways, the comfort of jeans, worn sneakers, and T-shirts.

      Ties sucked ass⁠—

      “Isaac!” Pastor Bram hollered up the stairs, his booming voice bringing my thoughts back from a path leading to darkness.

      Footsteps sounded from the second floor, heavier as they approached the landing above us.

      “Gird your loins,” Pastor Bram quietly stated, his own face frowning with trouble. “I warned him to behave, but he’s been his usual moody self since getting home from school. Perhaps it’s best if I leave you to it.”

      I nodded, trusting his judgement.

      Pastor Bram clasped my shoulder and moved toward the kitchen behind me, and I put on a casual, unintimidating smile.

      Seventeen-year-old Isaac, the troubled senior in high school.

      The pastor’s son who wore old black Vans and jeans with enough holes to act as an air conditioner.

      He’d inherited his mother’s dark hair, I noted as he descended the stairs farther. His smooth jawline and pouty lips in profile made my groin tighten.

      Lord, help me…

      My lungs stalled out, smile fading as Isaac reached the first floor and turned to greet me.

      Our gazes met and held—and I froze, unable to tear my focus off the depths of his hazel eyes similar to his dad’s. Except these were pained and filled with wisdom for one so young.

      He had the same pale, smooth skin of his Korean mother.

      Stunningly beautiful.

      A temptation to my baser instincts, the lure of sin I fought on a daily basis.

      “So you’re my dad’s answer to prayer.” He stuck out his hand, continuing to hold my stare. The huskiness in his voice, his sarcastic tone attempted to bring life to my neglected dick.

      “I’m just a man like any other,” I managed to choke out while clasping his hand. Fire raced across my palm and up my arm—ten times more attraction than any I’d felt for anyone in my twenty-six years.

      Isaac took a quick glance down over my body before returning my steady gaze.  “Just a man, my ass.” His quiet murmur barely reached my ears, but his eyes stated a hell of a lot more—and heated me clear through to the marrow.

      I yanked my hand away from his as though he’d scorched my flesh, bone-deep.

      God, what trouble have you brought me into?

      His unlit path hadn’t guided me to a new beginning, a home of hope like I’d asked Him for.

      He had led me straight into temptation.

      I prayed He would deliver me from evil.
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      The new youth pastor was hot as fuck. Blond hair and blue eyes, my weakness when it came to men.

      Figured.

      And for some reason, I couldn’t keep my mouth shut at a crucial time in my life. Usually, I clamped my lips tight, only sharing my real thoughts with paper and pen.

      But Malachi Foley? Just the sight of his wide shoulders and the peek of a tattoo beneath his long-sleeve T-shirt while gripping my hand lit sinful lust inside me.

      He ripped his hand away from mine, finally tearing his stare off my face.

      Guess he’d heard my little grumble about him being way more than just a man in my gay opinion.

      Elkin’s Bible Church’s new youth pastor…I wondered if Dad had any clue he liked guys as much as I did. I held in a snort. Dad would’ve never let Malachi set foot into our house if he even got a hint of such sin.

      “No wife?” I asked, leaning to my left in order to glance around him into the kitchen/dining room where Mom and Dad readied dinner.

      Malachi cleared his throat, smoothing down his shirt in my periphery. “No.”

      His answer would have swelled my dick if I hadn’t jerked off while watching some porn on my cell phone a half-hour earlier.

      His blue eyes coasted over my face before his lips flatlined.

      Mine followed suit in mutual dislike even if the scent of dryer sheets and subtle aftershave coming off him caused the saliva glands in my mouth to erupt.

      Why couldn’t I be attracted to some kid in the public school, someone as gay as me?

      I was stuck inside my closet though, the door locked up tight. Dad and Mom didn’t know, and they wouldn’t until the minute I turned eighteen and got the hell out of our hick town where rednecks talked about beating faggots to death.

      Mother would be devastated when the day of my escape came. She’d prayed for a child for years, same as Sarah in the Bible.

      Thus the name attached to me at birth.

      But the second I earned my freedom from their legalistic ways, their beliefs in a fairytale book, I would be gone.

      Three months to go…

      At least I would have some delicious eye candy to fuel my fantasies until I was unleashed to make my own choices in who I wanted to date and finally fuck.

      Mom called us to dinner, and I lingered enough for Malachi to turn first, leaving me to trail behind him and check out the new youth pastor’s ass.

      The man knew how to wear a pair of jeans. Low on his hips but snug enough to tempt a man if he hadn’t worn a shirt.

      That ass…

      So much for not getting a hard-on.

      My heels would look good wrapped around his backside. My dick would look even better buried inside it.

      Fuck.

      I adjusted myself and quickly slid into my chair across the table from Malachi. Head bowed, I waited for Dad to finish praying a blessing over the food, the hands that prepared it, and the typical bullshit that sounded like drivel in my ears and had since I’d learned my ABCs.

      He thanked God for the newest addition to his flock, and on that we could agree—even if I disliked the gorgeous man whose blond eyelashes brushed near his cheekbones without twitching while Dad prayed.

      Pious young man. Serious and pure, I didn’t doubt.

      The idea to fuck with him and dirty his soul rose inside me, and I considered it until Dad ended his prayer seconds later. I dug into the chicken Mom had baked, my decision to tarnish Malachi unmade.

      “So you’re a senior this year.” Malachi didn’t ask a question so I didn’t bother answering. If he wanted information Dad hadn’t already given him, he’d have to insert a question mark like a true Pennsylvanian did by raising their voice at the end of a sentence.

      But also, I didn’t willingly offer shit about myself to anyone.

      Another forkful of chicken landed inside my mouth, and I chewed, checking out the blond stubble on Malachi’s jawline and his slightly crooked nose. His full lower lip I wouldn’t mind tasting.

      “What are your plans after graduation?” he asked.

      I could lie to please Mom, but I’d had a shit day thanks to a math test I bombed, and I felt like stirring up trouble. “I’m going to head to Nashville and make a name for myself in the music industry.”

      Malachi’s eyes shuttered—blinked—as Dad, God’s man, whispered, “Isaac,” with his unhappy tone.

      My new youth pastor stared at me, and I ignored Dad’s quiet reprimand. Malachi could try to read whatever the hell he wanted to on my face, but I knew how to hide my true thoughts and feelings. I’d been doing it for ten years since I realized I wasn’t normal, that I liked boys and not girls.

      Dad might preach homosexuality being a sin from his pulpit, but it was no choice for me. There was no separating that part of me any more than the hazel-green color from my eyes.

      I wondered if Malachi felt the same—or if he simply attempted to squash his sinful nature when it came to masculinity and dicks.

      He cleared his throat, but his voice still rasped when he asked, “You sing?”

      “He’s amazing with a guitar and has a lovely voice,” Mom answered the question for me, a smile in her tone that filled me with warmth.

      “One he should be using to praise his God,” Dad added his usual condemnation when pointing out my wrong choices. Especially ones pertaining to my refusal to stand on stage Sunday mornings with the worship team.

      Get up before a group of people and sing praises to a God I didn’t believe in? I might hide my true identity, but I was no fake like some of the others caught up in the emotional high of the Holy Spirit.

      Malachi glanced between my parents, without a doubt picking up on how one supported me and the other didn’t. Supposed unconditional parental love, another thing preached from the pulpit by my dad who ignored it at home.

      I expected to see judgement or maybe even pity in Malachi’s eyes when his attention returned to me, but understanding resided in their blue depths. The type that made me feel like he empathized with me, that our hearts somehow reached out on their own and tangibly connected.

      Fuck—definitely not what I need and sure as hell not with the man across from me.

      I looked away first, my knee bouncing beneath the table as I stuffed another bite of chicken into my mouth.

      “So, Bram tells me you met while he was in Korea on a missions trip.” Another non-question from those lips I’d probably dream about later that night, but thankfully not directed at me.

      He must have noticed my discomfort and turned the conversation elsewhere…perhaps Malachi wasn’t so bad after all.

      While the adults talked about Dad’s first trip to Korea, his and Mom’s history, and the rest of the school year ahead of our newest Bible teacher and youth pastor, I worked on a new song in my head. Obscure words only I would know the meaning of, an expression of the unnamed emotions I kept bottled up inside.

      Depression, most would call it, stemmed from having to feign my truth. Having to suppress the want and longing for what my body and soul craved, what science had brought to life inside me.

      I thought God was real, but I didn’t believe it. Not like my dogmatic Dad. How could I when He would allow such a cruel thing as men desiring other men? If there was no God like I’d been taught my whole life, then the lusts of my flesh wouldn’t be wrong.

      But until I gained my freedom to be who I wanted to be—to be who I was—I had to continue living a lie.

      And the longer I listened to Malachi and Dad discussing God’s will and His path of righteousness that would lead to riches in glory, the more I realized I needed to avoid the young man across the table from me. He knew how to talk the talk of the Christian community, even if I was sure his sexual orientation aligned with mine.

      Even if the deepest parts of me wanted to wrap around his soul and take solace in someone who understood what I faced on a daily basis, he was off limits to my heart.
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      Troubled, his father had called him.

      Trouble for me.

      Evasive and too intelligent for his own good, Isaac had caught the attention of my sinful nature, and my curiosity craved to be sated. I’d attempted conversation with him a few times while eating dinner, but his misdirection and one-worded answers only left me hungry for more.

      Pastor Bram called me His answer to prayer.

      God had led me to Elkins Bible Church.

      And I wouldn’t fail either of them no matter the pastor’s son’s beauty.

      Titled as rebellious, Isaac and his eyes held no glint of mischief whenever our gazes met. No hint of a smirk over our obvious attraction I would deny until I stood before the pearly gates. And no trace of disrespect in his tone, either.

      More of a…passive type resistance of authority when I’d expected lashing out from how his father spoke of him.

      I had no clue how to handle such an attitude. Unflappable, my mom would have called him. Sensible, my dad would have added. Both would have loved him as they had Brian even though the two seemed polar opposites.

      Isaac was smart.

      Too smart.

      Too…everything.

      Strong and independent compared to Brian’s tender submission. A leader, not a follower, one who would tempt me into sin and end up paying for it himself⁠—

      Lord…

      I forced my focus on Isaac to keep from reliving my past.

      The pastor’s son twisted me up inside, and not just because of his striking looks and hazel eyes that appeared greener like the forest color of his long-sleeved T-shirt. How did his brain work? What thoughts prompted his jumping knee beneath the table that mine itched to mimic? Where had he learned the self-control to hold his tongue?

      Had his dad beaten him into mock submission?

      I listened as the pastor shared about the flock he led, noting the pride lacing his voice. His wife, Annabelle, worshiped him with her steady focus and smile—no evidence of coerced love on her part. She’d fallen hook, line, and sinker for the man God had blessed her life with, but Isaac clearly held no such sentiment.

      Their son with his shifty glances longed for freedom, same as I had at his age.

      And I expected he would head for even deeper trouble in a matter of months once he graduated and stepped into the world unknown.

      My stomach churned over the possibility of him facing what I had—the heartache, the misdirection—and the choices I’d made once ruined.

      Sometimes children needed to set their own paths and learn their own lessons the hard way in order to find truth, and while I didn’t wish my past on anyone, I knew Isaac leaving town would be the best thing.

      For both of us.

      All I could do was pray for his soul and trust God to protect the young man from the evil I’d encountered.

      Pastor Bram sent Isaac to ready the fire pit after dinner since the spring night was perfect for sitting outdoors, but I stayed put while Annabelle cleared the table rather than trailing after the young man out to their back yard like my flesh longed to do.

      “What are your initial thoughts?” Bram asked, leaning forward, arms crossed atop the white table linen.

      My eyes followed the path Isaac had taken through the kitchen toward the back door.

      He’s hurting and lonely.

      He’s anxious for his freedom.

      He’ll be my downfall if I don’t “gird my loins.”

      “I think he’s a normal teenage boy who’s going to have to find the truth of God for himself,” I chose to state instead of voicing my true feelings.

      With a heavy exhale, Pastor Bram sat back, lips thinning. “You’ve gotten a taste of his reluctance to communicate. I’m praying that your instruction will inspire him. That he’ll be honest with you about what’s in his heart.”

      I could guess at what was in the young man’s heart, and it would take a hell of a lot more than being his youth pastor to get him to open up. That would require friendship.

      I’d rather avoid him at all costs to save myself from temptation.

      Lead me not…

      What choice did I have but to trust Him, even if darkness continued to shroud the path He’d planted my feet upon?

      “Maybe he’ll be willing to talk to me in private,” I suggested rather than taking off for my new apartment like self-preservation urged me to do.

      Pastor Bram motioned toward the back door. “Feel free, Malachi. I’ll be praying God gives you the words to say.”

      Best if he prays for God to keep my and his son’s souls from burning, I thought while standing, my stomach fluttering as I smoothed my shirt down over my abs.

      “We don’t stay up much past nine,” Pastor Bram said, also rising from his chair, “so if Isaac doesn’t flee to his room until after then, feel free to linger as long as God leads. We’ll remain inside, allowing the two of you some time alone.”

      Nodding, I left him to help his wife clean up the dinner dishes.

      Lead me not into temptation…

      Damn prayer was going to be on repeat until Isaac graduated, I didn’t doubt.

      He sat across the darkening yard, his back to the house. The fire in front of him outlined his hunched form, bulked by a sweatshirt he’d pulled on before heading outside into the cool, spring night. He didn’t turn as I approached through the grass, my sneakers announcing an arrival he couldn’t pretend to not hear.

      “Hey.” I settled into the lawn chair beside him, keeping my attention on the ring of stones and entwining yellow and red flames rising into the sky rather than the face I wanted to hold.

      Caress.

      Kiss.

      “Hey,” he grunted a reply, poking at the fire with a stick.

      I rubbed my hands down my jean-covered thighs, more ill at ease and nervous than when I’d taken my senior finals at college the year before.

      Isaac’s manipulating of the kindling sent a burst of sparks upward.

      “Think we can start over?”

      He grunted but didn’t verbalize a reply.

      Letting out a heavy exhale, I decided to just dive right in. “So what makes you think I’m your dad’s answer to his prayers?”

      He leaned back, a stick resting between his spread thighs, peeks of pale skin through ripped jeans drawing my attention.

      I tore my gaze off his legs before my imagination wandered.

      “Because I’m a depressed, hurting soul who needs God.” Isaac’s reply sounded like a canned, repeated phrase rather than his own thoughts.

      “Why don’t you tell me about yourself in your own words?”

      He wouldn’t look at me but poked at the fire again. “What do you want to know?”

      “What you do for fun in this podunk town. Your hobbies. Passions.”

      “There isn’t anything fun about this town. Hobbies are nonexistent. And there’s no point in having passions.”

      I turned toward him fully, needing to read his face since his tone suggested a wall ten feet thick sat like stone between us. “So, what would you recommend a newcomer do on lonely nights?” I hadn’t meant the question to be suggestive, but Isaac tilted his head my way, lifting his eyes to meet mine.

      Lust lit between us as quickly as a gasoline-soaked newspaper, tightening my groin and snagging the breath from my lungs.

      Isaac’s focus dropped to my mouth, and he pinched at his lower lip with well-manicured fingernails as though attempting to draw my attention to its natural pout. The brat did it on purpose—and it worked. “You tell me, Pastor Foley.”

      “Malachi,” I rasped what I wanted him to call me—what I wanted to hear him groan while burying my cock deep inside his body, marking him with my scent, my cum⁠—

      I cleared my throat and shifted on the rickety chair before tearing my gaze off of sin personified.

      “My dad wouldn’t allow such blatant disrespect as to call you by your first name,” Isaac stated quietly, his tone bland, but I couldn’t look at him to read if his face revealed more.

      “My dad wouldn’t have either.” I swallowed hard, expecting I needed to find common ground between us in order to connect outside of my attraction for him. “Like you, I was an only child. Prayed for. A gift.”

      His soft snort reached my ears—I’d never considered my life a gift either, no matter how many times my parents had assured me of their truth. It seemed another tether sprang to existence between us.

      Scuffing the ground beneath my sneaker, I wondered how much would be too much to share. Isaac seemed the sort who would end up learning by living rather than hearing of someone else’s mistakes, exactly as I’d told his dad.

      But uncovering my sins might invite unwanted advances.

      Unwanted.

      Don’t lie to yourself…

      “So you sing?” I went for the next thing I’d learned about him over dinner that had made me want to relate with him.

      “Here and there,” he said with a shrug.

      “The second I was old enough, my father pushed me to join the praise and worship team at our church.”

      I could feel Isaac’s gaze as I stared into the flames.

      “It was an outlet for me but not enough. I wanted more. The fame, the money.” I bit the words off, clenching my jaw against heading down memory lane. It came anyway, churning my bowels and knifing renewed grief through my chest.

      “What happened?” His voice hinted at actual interest, but I’d bonded with him enough for one night.

      Still, I couldn’t find the strength to leave.

      “Long story,” I said, thinking on how I’d pushed Brian into sharing my dream and had lost him for eternity. “It’s one I’d rather not relive.”

      Isaac accepted my desire to not share, intensifying the connection I felt simmering between us.

      “You remind me of someone I used to know,” I admitted before giving it proper thought. Similar through the emotional response they evoked inside me at least, not by personality and definitely not looks. Brian had been a blond with eyes the color of grass in summertime, not dark like Isaac.

      “Old boyfriend?”

      My head whipped Isaac’s way. His hint of a smirk highlighted by firelight was like a kick to my gut.

      “Friend,” I rasped, hating how easily Isaac got beneath my skin and made me want things I’d left behind.

      “If you say so, Malachi.”

      My name on his lips… Disrespectful, according to his father, but ignored. I couldn’t begin to imagine what other rules and truths the young man might set aside in order to get what his eyes suggested he wanted.

      Isaac Van Dusen would be more trouble than I’d imagined.

      I feared for my soul.
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      And Malachi thought he was there to save me from damnation.

      I almost snorted again.

      The hot piece of ass sitting in Dad’s lawn chair had to stop lying to himself. What better way for me to help him see that than fucking with him? Even in the darkening sky, I could tell Malachi’s pupils swelled at hearing me call him by name. Add in the emphasis, the hint of a groan I’d inflected in my voice, and the poor man just about came undone.

      Breath audibly caught, he stared at my mouth where I’d pinched it to see how he’d react—exactly as I’d wanted. Considering my imagination, I wondered how far his own mind went.

      Greedy kisses, grasping hands—his on me, mine on him…

      Fuck, how I wanted to experience it rather than just sneaking porn while shut up in my room.

      Naked hunger filled his eyes, and I silently thanked all things unholy he hadn’t appeared so damn readable inside in front of my parents at the dinner table.

      “Tell me more about your friend.”

      A muscle ticked in Malachi’s jaw before he turned to gaze at the fire, the minutes dragging as he seemed to consider opening up to me in the way I knew he—and Dad—hoped I’d do with him.

      Something he’d never accomplish in a million years.

      “He died when we were seniors in high school,” he finally said, and I
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