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PRAISE FOR KAREN BALL’S NOVELS

Shattered Justice


“Karen Ball speaks to the heart. Readers will fall in love with her realistic characters and gripping story line in Shattered Justice. A surefire hit!”—KAREN KINGSBURY, bestselling author of One Tuesday Morning and Beyond Tuesday Morning




“Whenever Karen Ball dips her writer’s pen into the inkwell of real life, she grasps it with a velvet hand and crafts a story that gives readers eternal truths written on a scroll of enduring hope. These are the stories that soothe a wounded spirit and lift a weary soul.”—ROBIN JONES GUNN, bestselling author of Sisterchicks Down Under




“Shattered Justice is for anyone who has ever known grief or asked God, ‘Why me?’ Karen Ball paints a beautiful picture of redemption and regeneration, and shows that even our suffering sometimes has a greater purpose. Keep a box of tissues handy, because you’re going to need it!”—TERRI BLACKSTOCK, bestselling author of River’s Edge




A Test of Faith

“Anyone who has ever struggled in a mother-daughter relationship will identify with A Test of Faith. The story is as real as the evening newspaper. It was as if I was reading about my own mother, my own daughter, and perhaps more profoundly, reading about myself.”—DEBBIE MACOMBER, New York Times bestselling author




“As a mother of daughters, I was quickly drawn into the world of Anne and Faith. I laughed and I cried throughout A Test of Faith. And at the end, I thanked God for my own mother and daughters. Thank you, Karen Ball, for this beautiful and memorable story.”—ROBIN LEE HATCHER, bestselling author of Beyond the Shadows




The Breaking Point

“The Breaking Point is compelling and strikingly honest. This story touches the heart and gives hope for struggling marriages. Karen Ball writes with clarity, depth, and power. It’s a pleasure to recommend this engaging and memorable book.”—RANDY ALCORN, bestselling author of Safely Home




“The Breaking Point is must-reading for any couple seeking God’s ideal in this wonderful covenant we know as marriage.”—ANGELA ELWELL HUNT, bestsellng author of The Debt




“Gut-wrenching in its honesty and passion, The Breaking Point packs a powerful message of obedience and God’s healing.”—BRANDILYN COLLINS, bestselling author of Brink of Death




“A heartfelt novel about the craggy recesses of marriage—where God does some of His best work. Karen Ball’s writing is emotionally gripping and full of insight.”—JAMES SCOTT BELL, bestselling author of Breach of Promise
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For my brothers, Kevin and Kirk.
It was easy to write about a strong and loving sibling relationship because of you two. You’re two of my best friends.
You guys have always been there, teasing me, encouraging me, driving me nuts and making my life richer—and lots more fun.
Thank you for all you are. Thank you for all you’ve given me. Thank you for the ways you’ve helped me grow in my faith.
Thanks, most of all, for loving me the way you do and for being the best brothers ever. I love you guys.
Even when you drive me nuts. <wink!>
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I always try to make my books as accurate as possible, especially when I’m depicting something like law enforcement. However, I confess I have taken some definite liberties in this particular book. I needed Dan Justice to live and work in a rural Oregon mountain community. There was just one problem: That’s not the way things work with the Jackson County Sheriff’s department. Not now, anyway. Years ago, I’m told, we had deputies devoted to the more remote areas of our region. Sadly, as has happened in many states, budget cuts have cost us far too many positions in law enforcement, and our devoted sheriff and deputies are spread woefully thin. Even so, they do a great job of keeping Jackson County and the Rogue Valley a wonderful and safe place to live.

Fortunately for my story, a fictitious benefactor came along and donated funds for a test program that would bring a sheriff’s deputy to live and work in my little made-up town. And while that and some other elements aren’t true to life, I’ve done my best to be as factual as possible, whenever possible.

To that end, my sincere gratitude goes to Jackson County Deputy Michael Hermant for his patience in answering my questions regarding the ways things work in the sheriff’s department. I so appreciate your kindness as you shared your time and expertise with me. Your input was invaluable. Thank you!



Trust Him when dark doubts assail thee,
Trust Him when thy strength is small,
Trust Him when to simply trust Him
Seems the hardest thing of all.
Trust Him, He is ever faithful,
Trust Him, for His will is best,
Trust Him, for the heart of Jesus
Is the only place of rest.
ANONYMOUS
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“Listen, O heavens, and I will speak;
hear, O earth, the words of my mouth.
Let my teaching fall like rain
and my words descend like dew,
like showers on new grass,
like abundant rain on tender plants.
I will proclaim the name of the LORD.
Oh, praise the greatness of our God!
He is the Rock, his works are perfect,
and all his ways are just.
A faithful God who does no wrong,
upright and just is he.”
DEUTERONOMY 32:1–4 (NIV)




Prologue
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“We are not at peace with others because we
are not at peace with ourselves, and we are not at
peace with ourselves because we are not at peace with God.”
THOMAS MERTON

“What I always feared has happened to me.
What I dreaded has come to be. I have no peace, no quietness.
I have no rest; instead, only trouble comes.”
JOB 3:25–26






DAN JUSTICE DIDN’T KNOW WHAT WOKE HIM, WHAT pulled him from the heavy weight of drugged sleep. A sound. One that didn’t belong in the empty silence of his house.

He closed his eyes. House. Not a home. Just an empty shell where he lived with his memories.

The sound came again. He forced his eyelids up, his vision to focus, and turned his head toward the window. A tree branch scraped against the glass, driven by pelting raindrops and a fierce wind.

A storm.

Yeah, well, why not? The weather might as well fit with the rest of his life. Dark. Raging.

Hopeless.

Bitterness burned at the back of his throat as Dan pushed his heavy limbs to a sitting position.

This was why he didn’t like taking those crummy pills. Sure, they made him sleep—were the only way he slept anymore—but it took too long to shake them off.

Even longer to shake off the dreams they set loose.

Yeah. No sleep beat a night of tortured dreams. He rubbed a hand over his face. Coffee. He needed coffee.

He made his way to the kitchen, his head heavy, feeling every one of his nearly forty years. And then some. He pulled the cupboard open, reaching for the coffee …

Instead, his fingers closed around something hard. Cold. He removed it from the cupboard, holding it, studying it. It fit in his hand with deadly precision; its size belying its power. So compact … barely larger than his hand. The perfect size, which was why he’d chosen this one to put in the cupboard … when? How long ago did he do that? Decide his family needed a measure of protection in the home?

He hoped—no, prayed—they’d never need it. But he’d seen too much in his work as a sheriff’s deputy. And then the threats started. So he brought it home. Put it in the cupboard. Just in case …

He made sure they knew how to use it. Showed them where the ammo was stored, in a small can that once held cocoa.

“Do it like this.” Now, as he’d done then to demonstrate the moves, he flipped the top of the container open with a thumb, scooped the loaded magazine free, and slid it into place—all with a minimum of motion and sound.

He had them practice until they could perform the action with ease. Was so proud of the way they’d taken his instructions to heart, the seriousness of their study. They were ready. He made sure of that.

What a pathetic waste of time.

His fingers fisted over the gun. All his precautions, all his painstaking preparation and planning … none of it mattered. He hadn’t been able to protect them. To keep them safe. All his life, he’d worked to keep people safe. To see justice done—

Justice. What a laugh. There was no justice. No right. No wrong. No innocent. No guilty.

That’s just the pain talking. You don’t believe that.

Believe. The laugh that sliced through the silence was hoarse, wrenched from deep in his gut. What did belief matter? Did it stop evil? Save those who deserved it? Make the guilty pay?

Hardly.

Justice was a myth. A nice little fairy tale to make children feel safe so they could sleep—

Sorrow cut as deep as any shard of glass, piercing him. No. Justice didn’t exist. He’d been a fool to think it did. There was only …

His gaze lowered to the cold steel in his hand.

This. There was only this.

He shifted the gun in his hand, letting it settle into place. Nestle in his palm, supported by the finger that lay along the barrel. Single action. Semiautomatic. A masterpiece of precision. Reaching with his other hand, he gripped the barrel, slid it back, and heard the round chamber—the sound equal parts comfort and caution, allure and alarm.

One flick, one small motion, and the gun would be ready.

Ready for what? What are you doing?

He drew a deep breath. What was he doing?

A single movement, a tiny click told him the deed was done.

The safety was off.

What was he doing?

The one thing he promised he’d never do.

The one thing left that he could do.

Stop the pain.

Forever.


ONE

[image: ]


“A name is the blueprint of the thing we call character.
You ask, What’s in a name?
I answer, Just about everything you do.”
MORRIS MANDEL

“ ‘What is your name?
For when all this comes true, we want to honor you.’ ”
JUDGES 13:17



GO OFF.

Dan Justice stared down at his pager. Hard. Concentrating. Go off, darn you. Go off …

“Justice, will you relax? You’re drivin’ me nuts!”

Dan looked at his irritated partner. “Aw, I’m sorry, man. It’s just, well, you know.”

Steve waved off Dan’s words, then his big paw went back to rest on the cruiser’s steering wheel. “Yeah, I know. But it’s not like this is your first.”

Dan couldn’t restrain his crooked grin. “Not like it’s my tenth, either.”

Steve’s brows arched under his hat. Though few sheriff’s deputies wore the hats anymore, Steve seemed surgically attached to his. From the minute he reached the station, he didn’t take it off. Dan couldn’t imagine it. He loved almost everything about his job as a Jackson County sheriff’s deputy, except the hat. “You making fun of me, partner?”

Dan put his hands in front of him, chuckling. “Wouldn’t dream of it. Any man crazy … er, brave enough to have ten kids has my respect and admiration.”

The punch to Dan’s arm was as good-natured as it was solid. “Riiight. Whatever you say, bucko. But if I’ve learned anything, it’s that you can’t sit there watchin’ your watch—”

“I wasn’t watching my watch.”

“—or your beeper, thinkin’ the kid’s comin’ any minute.” Steve steered the state patrol cruiser to the highway off-ramp. “Babies show up when they’re good ’n’ ready. And nothin’ we do will rush ’em.”

Dan leaned back against the seat. “Yeah, I guess you’re ri—stop!”

Steve slammed on the brakes. The cruiser fishtailed, then came to a screeching halt. “What?” He looked around, eyes wide, hand already reaching for the release on his seat belt. “What did you see?”

Dan took in Steve’s tensed state. He was ready for action. Dan swallowed. Oh boy. Steve was not going to be happy with him.

He frowned at Dan. “What’s goin’ on?”

Dan offered a sheepish grin by way of apology and pointed to the side of the road. “A flower shop.”

Steve’s gaze narrowed, and he peered through Dan’s window. “A flower shop? Did you see someone inside with a gun?”

Might as well bite the bullet and admit it. “No. Just … flowers.”

Understanding was slow in coming, but Dan knew the millisecond it hit his partner. If the hard glitter in Steve’s eyes hadn’t signaled it, the edge to his voice certainly would have.

“Flowers. Let me see if I’ve got this straight.” He read the sign above the door. “That’s a flower shop—something, I understand, they have in abundance here in good ol’ Medford, Oregon. So you yell at me to stop. For flowers.”

With a sigh that came from somewhere in the basement, Steve pulled the cruiser to the curb. “You got five minutes.”

Dan was out of the car in a heartbeat. He was inside the shop and at the counter in two. “Hello?”

No answer. Dan surveyed the interior of the store. Wasn’t anyone working? He could almost hear precious minutes ticking away. “Hey, anyone here?”

Dan wasn’t sure what he heard first—the scream or the sound of glass shattering. But the next sound was one he recognized all too well.

A gunshot.

His senses slammed into full alert, and he drew his gun as he keyed the mic at his shoulder. “Gunshots fired! Get in here, Steve!”

Vaulting the counter, Dan headed for a large set of double swinging doors, which probably led to some kind of storeroom. From the sound of things, that’s where the action was. Fortunately, there were windows in the doors, so he should be able to get the lay of the land before he went in.

As he drew near the doors, he heard a loud voice. Male. Angry.

No. Furious. Like a bull moose out of control.

Pounding footsteps had Dan spinning, but he relaxed when he saw Steve coming, weapon drawn.

“I called for backup. Whaddya got?”

“One gunshot.” Dan indicated the doors. “Sounds like a fight going on.”

They moved to look through the windows. What Dan saw made his heart plunge. A raging man, gun in one hand, large glass vase in the other, screaming at a woman cowering against the wall. Even from the doors Dan could see her face was bruised, bleeding.

“Domestic.”

Dan nodded. Domestic disturbance. Lord, help us. Why couldn’t it have been a simple armed robbery? Crooks you could reason with, most of the time. But domestics? No way. People in these situations were flat nuts.

And dangerous.

Steve held a hand in the air then counted down with his fingers. Three … two … one … go!

They burst through the double doors. “Police! Freeze!”

The guy was so far gone, he didn’t even hear them. He just kept screaming at the terrified woman. He threw the vase at her, and she pulled herself into a ball as it hit the concrete floor next to her, glass shards going everywhere.

The man was on her, grabbing her by the hair, jerking her to her feet. “I told you what I’d do to you if you ever saw him again, you stupid—”

“Police!” Steve’s bellow practically shook the walls. “Freeze!”

The guy heard that. He’d have to be dead not to. He spun to face them, the weeping woman in one meaty paw, the gun in the other. “This ain’t none of your business.”

Steve and Dan inched closer, keeping their guns trained on the man. “You made it our business, pal, when you shot that gun off.”

He shook the woman. “This is my store.”

“Drop the gun.” Dan kept his voice low and even.

“I got a permit for this gun—”

“Drop it! Now!”

He wavered. The gun started to lower.

The woman’s trembling hands clawed at her hair, trying to pry her captor’s fingers loose.

Stop! Dan tried to catch her eye. But it was too late.

“Jimmy—” her broken words came out on a sob—“do what they say, baby—”

Her voice was like gas on a sputtering flame. Jimmy spun, slamming the gun into her face. “Shut up!”

“Drop the gun, Jimmy. Now!”

Steve managed to keep his voice steady, but Dan knew his partner felt the same thing he did: Time was running out.

As though he sensed it too, Jimmy jerked the battered woman in front of him, clamping an arm around her neck as he pinned her against him—and pressed the barrel of the gun to her temple.

Shock sent Dan reeling as he realized the woman was pregnant. Oh, Lord … please … “Come on, Jimmy. Don’t do this.”

Jimmy pressed his cheek against the top of the woman’s head, all but spitting his fury at her. “See what you did, Shelia? See what your whoring around got you?”

Desperation glistened in the woman’s eyes as she looked at Dan. Her hands moved over her slightly swollen abdomen, as though to protect the child within her from what was happening. Terror held her mute, except for a pitiful whimper.

God, please! Stop this guy! You can stop him …

“Drop. The gun.” There was steel in Steve’s tone. If anyone could take this guy out, even hunkering behind his hostage, it was Steve. All he’d need was one opening.

And as much as Dan didn’t want to see anyone die, he’d do everything he could to give Steve that opening.

Father God, give me the words. Help me save this woman. His fingers tensed on his gun. This baby.

He forced a friendly note into his voice. “Come on, Jimmy. It’s not worth it.”

At the change in Dan’s tone, the man’s brow crinkled.

Dan dipped his head toward Sheila. “She’s not worth it. No woman is worth dying over, man.” Should he mention the baby? Appeal to him for the baby’s life?

“She betrayed me!”

Dan licked his dry lips. No. Keep his attention away from the baby. Too much risk. If he thought the child wasn’t his … “I hear you. But she’s a woman. You know how weak they are.” He took one step forward. “They’re not like us, you know? Not strong.”

“She’ll see how strong I am now.”

Dan had to struggle to keep the anger out of his tone. “That’s right.”

“Strong enough to make her pay.”

“Sure. Make her pay. Let her see what she lost.” He forced a chuckle, amazed when it sounded authentic. “She had a real man with you, and she blew it. She doesn’t deserve you.”

“You better believe she doesn’t deserve me.” His tone hardened. “Or my baby.”

Dan’s heart sank. No escaping it now. “That’s right. Your baby. Forget Sheila. She’s nothing. But that baby, man. You gotta get it. Raise it right.”

Jimmy’s lip trembled. “No way they’ll let me near it now.”

Dan’s mind scrambled to interpret. “Who? The courts?”

“They hear what I did, they’ll put me away.”

Bingo. “Nah, they’ll understand. They’re men, too. They know what it’s like. They’ll see you’re a good man, and you’ll be a good dad.”

Sirens sounded just outside. Backup was here. “Hear those sirens, Jimmy?”

The man listened.

“There’s an ambulance outside. They can check Sheila out. Make sure the baby’s okay. Just let her go, Jimmy. Let’s walk out of here together, and I’ll tell ’em you were a stand-up guy when it counted.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Dan saw Steve moving, angling for a shot. Dan shifted so that Jimmy had to turn his head away from Steve.

“I tried.” Jimmy moved the gun away from Sheila’s temple, rubbing at his eyes with the back of his hand. “I tried to be a man. Tried to make her love me.”

“Sure you did. You did everything you could.”

“I thought she loved me.” Jimmy ground his teeth, shaking Sheila. “You said you loved me!”

Dan jumped in. “So she lied. What woman doesn’t li—?”

“You said you loved me!”

The anguished wail in Jimmy’s voice sent a chill ripping through Dan. “Steve! Now!”

But even as Dan cried out, he knew.

It was too late.

The next few seconds seemed to take an eternity to pass. In simultaneous motions, Jimmy pressed the gun against Sheila’s temple, his finger convulsing on the trigger, and Steve took his shot. The two explosions mixed, as violent an assault on Dan’s senses as what he saw in front of him.

Sheila’s head jerking. Red everywhere. Her body going limp. Falling.

Jimmy’s cry as the bullet struck him. His hands grasping for Sheila as he fell. Her name the word that ushered life from his body.

And then … silence.

Cold, barren silence.

Dan lowered his gun and went to feel for a pulse at Sheila’s neck. But it was no use. She was gone.

The double doors burst open as police and paramedics came in. Dan moved out of the way, watching as they went to work. A touch on his shoulder drew his attention, and he saw a somber-faced Steve standing beside him.

“You did your best, Dan.”

He looked to the woman on the cold, concrete floor. Too bad his best wasn’t good enough.

The paramedics shook their heads.

“The baby?”

One of the paramedics looked up at Dan’s hoarse inquiry. His eyes said it all. “The mother wasn’t far enough along. Baby didn’t have a chance.”

Dan swallowed hard.

“Let it go, partner.”

Dan met Steve’s gaze.

“We can’t save them all, Dan.”

He was right. But that truth didn’t do much to stop the aching knowledge, deep inside, that Dan should have been able to save this one.

They were the most beautiful eyes Dan had ever seen.

Deep, endless blue. Wide open and taking everything in.

Sarah had told him they probably wouldn’t stay blue. And as beautiful as they were, Dan hoped his wife was right. Hoped this little one’s eyes would take on the rich brown of her mother’s eyes.

The baby gurgled, and Dan’s heart ached. For a moment, the image of Sheila lying lifeless on the floor—of another infant, one who never had the chance to live—haunted him.

He’d barely gotten back to the cruiser when his pager went off. Steve drove him to the hospital in record time, red lights flashing, siren blaring. Just before Dan hopped out of the car, Steve offered this bit of wisdom: “You can’t let the loss get to you, partner. Go be with your wife and your new baby. Focus on life. Let death take care of itself.”

Focus on life.

He was trying. He traced a finger down the baby’s soft temple. “So what’s it like, kiddo? Being born? There you were, all safe and warm in Mom’s tummy, then bam! You’re shoved out into reality.”

Reality. Cold. Dismal. A world where women love the wrong men. Where children die before they have the chance to live. Where no amount of prayer can change some people’s hearts.

No wonder babies screamed when they were born.

Stop it. Stop thinking about it.

Sarah was still deep asleep. Well, she deserved it. She’d worked hard. And her work had produced a miracle. That’s what he needed to think about now. The tiny miracle in his arms.

Dan cupped his daughter’s head, leaning close and drawing a deep breath, savoring the sweet fragrance of new life.

His daughter. A tiny gift from God.

Lord, please, help me keep her safe. Help me keep them all safe. Sarah. Our little boy, Aaron. They’re in Your hands, I know. But sometimes, Father … sometimes I get so afraid.

Dan closed his eyes, unable to stop the images of Sheila. Jimmy. The paramedics shaking their heads. “Baby didn’t have a chance.”

He cradled his infant close, felt tears slip down his cheeks. “Oh, Father, why the baby?”

Deep within him, a battle raged as despair grabbed hope by the neck and wrestled it to the ground. Pinned it. Fear rammed into peace and joy, shaking them from what Dan had always believed was rock-solid footing.

Jesus, Jesus …

The name was a prayer from the depths of his spirit.

Please, take these images away. Help me keep my eyes on You, Lord, not on the world. Help me …

The tiniest sound caught at him, and he opened his eyes, looking down. His new daughter gurgled again, bubbles of baby laughter on her pink lips. Her wobbly head moved, and she looked right at him—Dan was sure of it—and smiled.

Trapped under that blue gaze, Dan felt the battle within ease. Hope rose from the ground, brushed itself off, and raised its arms to the heavens.

Tears choked Dan again, but this time they held the sweet taste of gratitude. No, he couldn’t help Sheila or her little one. But he could do everything in his power to ensure this tiny creature in his arms had a chance.

More than that. He’d ensure she had a life full of love and faith and truth.

Who is this child, Father? What shall we call her? Dan sighed, watching the baby blink as his breath caressed her face. What’s your name, little girl?

He listened to the silence, drank in the peace that had settled over them. Leaning back in the rocker, he hummed.

At the sound of his voice, the baby’s tiny hand came up, those perfect fingers reaching toward him.

Dan smiled. “You like that song? I do, too. You know, my momma used to sing it to me.” He started singing it softly, letting the lyrics wash over them with their promise.


“Be not dismayed whate’er betide,
God will take care of you …”



He lifted the soft baby blanket from the arm of the chair and tucked it around his daughter.


“Beneath His wings of love abide,
God will take care of you.”



Dan smoothed the soft hair. The nurses couldn’t get over so much hair on a newborn.


“God will take care of you,
Through every day, o’er all the way;
He will take care of you,
God will take care of you.”



His words slowed. It was as though a choir of amens resounded in the heavens, washing down over the two of them. Awe shivered up Dan’s spine as a certainty dawned in his heart.

God would take care of this child.

Of course, God watched out for all of them. For him and Sarah; for Aaron, their toddler son. But Dan had a powerful sense that she was special.

That God had given this little girl a special touch of … of …

He studied that little puckered face.

Wisdom. There was an almost ageless wisdom in those wide eyes. He cupped his daughter’s face and pressed a kiss to her forehead.

“Now there’s a picture I’ll always remember.”

Dan turned his head and smiled. “Hi, Mommy.”

“So—” Sarah yawned—“any closer to a name for the little angel?”

“Funny you should ask. I do have an idea. Sort of.”

Sarah pushed herself up to a sitting position. “Did you bring the names with you?”

“You think I’d dare come without them?” He pulled a fat envelope from his coat pocket and upended it on the bed. A pile of napkins tumbled out.

Sarah looked down at them. “You’re sure your mom did it this way, huh?”

“And her mother before her. And her mother before her. ‘Dedicate a baby to God—’ ”

“ ‘—through a name chosen by focused prayer—’ ” Sarah finished the familiar family credo for him—“ ‘that He may make Himself known in every aspect of that child’s life.’ ” She held her hands up. “Okay, okay. Far be it from me to break with tradition. So, where were we?”

Dan peered over the baby’s head at the napkins from Sarah’s baby shower. Prior to the shower, his mother had asked all those attending to come with a baby name, complete with the meaning of the name. They wrote them down on the baby shower napkins, then gave them to Sarah before she left.

“You do remember how this almost ended for you, don’t you?”

Dan looked at his wife. “I assume you’re talking about when my parents named me?”

“Well, they did name you Justice.” The teasing glimmer in her eyes made him grin. “Justice Justice, now there’s a name!”

He shook his head. “That’s not what happened, and you know it, minx.”

He’d heard the story over and over. How his mother and father had sorted through the name napkins from their baby shower. How his mother said to his father, “Wasn’t there a name that had something to do with justice?”

Dan’s father loved this part. “I stared at her like she was just this side of nuts and said, ‘You think God is calling you to name our son Justice Justice?’ ”

“And I said,” his mother always added, “ ‘Of course not. But what was the name?’ ”

They looked through the napkins, then pulled one free. The name Avidan meant “God is just.”

“I looked down at the sleeping baby in my arms,” Dan’s mother said, “and knew. It was perfect. Avidan.”

His father’s agreement never wavered. “A strong name for a strong man. We knew that’s what our son would be. Strong of body, heart, and spirit. And we were right.”

His parents were something else. Dan prayed he was as good a parent to his little ones. He plucked one of the napkins. “Here, this is it.”

Sarah took the napkin and read it out loud. “Shannon. Wise one.”

“Exactly.” Dan cuddled the baby.

There was such tenderness in the curve of Sarah’s mouth. She laid a hand on his arm. “I like it. A lot.”

Dan passed the baby to Sarah. Then he sat on the side of the bed and slid his arm around his wife and daughter. “Welcome to the world, Shannon.” He hugged Sarah close. “You’re going to love it here.”

And as he gazed down into that face, Dan made a vow. He’d do his best to ensure that was true. To protect and shelter his wife, his children. To make their lives as happy and blessed as possible.

Your best? Better hope it’s more effective than it was today.

Dan pushed the dark thought aside.

It would be. He’d make sure of it. Whatever it took, he’d make it happen.

Or his name wasn’t Avidan Timothy Justice.


TWO
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“We often think of great faith as something that happens
spontaneously … used for a miracle or healing.
However, the greatest faith of all, and the most effective,
is to live day by day trusting Him.”
RICK JOYNER

“I will light in your heart the lamp of understanding, which shall not be put out.”
4 EZRA 14:25, APOCRYHA



TEN YEARS LATER

“I STILL DON’T SEE WHY WE CAN’T GO WITH YOU.”

Dan looked up from where he was double-checking his day pack to his daughter. Or what he could see of her from behind the family room couch, where she was sprawled. One hand and one foot lay along the back of the couch, and Dan could just see the top of Shannon’s head.

Sarah often said their little girl didn’t have any bones in her body, and from the way she was lying there now, kind of like one of the throws draped over the back of the couch, Dan figured his wife was right.

Shannon popped her gum, her hand waving. “Well, okay, I understand why you don’t want Aaron to go, but me? Why can’t I come?”

“Shannon …”

She peered at him over the back of the couch. “I mean, it’s not like you and Mom don’t go out together all the time just the two of you. Man. You’d think you guys were still dating or somethin’.”

“Parents dating? Heaven forbid.” He didn’t even try to keep the chuckle from his tone.

She pushed up to her knees and hung over the back of the couch, hands folded in entreaty. “C’mon, Daddy. Let me go with you.”

“Shannon.”

“You said I’m old enough to start learning how to shoot.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “And you will.”

She grinned.

“Just not tomorrow.”

Her grin dissolved and a pout took its place. “You’re so mean.”

Dan arched a brow at that but kept his tone pleasant. “Yeah, that’s me. Mean ol’ Dad. I mean, wow. I hardly ever spend time with you and Aaron. Just one night a week for family movies, and then there’s that dumb reading thing we do with the Chronicles of Narnia a couple times a week. Oh, and band concerts and parades and gymnastics …” He closed the day pack. “Yessiree. Mean as they come. That’s me.”

A tinge of red lit Shannon’s cheeks, and she developed a sudden fascination with her fingernails. Dan kept the twitch from reaching his lips. His offspring’s little ploy to avoid eye contact wasn’t fooling him one little bit.

“I like hiking, too, you know.”

The woeful note to her tone made the twitch harder to hide. “Yes, I do know that.”

She lifted those amazing eyes of hers—rich brown in color, like the finest Belgian chocolate, carbon copies of her mother’s eyes—and pinned him with a soulful expression that would have done any puppy proud. “Please, Daddy?”

Oh, man. If she was this good at almost nine, she’d be deadly when she hit her teens. And high school? The boys wouldn’t stand a chance. Steeling himself, he let his expression warn her she was pushing it.

She ignored the tacit reprimand and brought in the big guns. Her lower lip slipped out just a fraction; her long lashes batted. “Pleeeaaaase?”

“Well, since you put it that way—” Dan batted his lashes, and excitement sparked in Shannon’s eyes—“No.”

The spark fizzled, and her lip shot into a serious pout. “That’s not fair!”

“What’s not?”

They turned. Sarah and Aaron stood there, smiling over a large bowl of popcorn. Dan took an appreciative sniff, then went to scoop a handful of still-warm popcorn from the bowl. “Your daughter thinks it’s unfair that we get to go out together. Without her.”

“Ah.” Sarah set the bowl on the coffee table and ruffled Shannon’s hair. “Sorry, kiddo. Tonight is family time. And tomorrow is Dad’s and my time.”

“You remember what happens in a week, don’t you?” Dan leaned on the back of the couch.

Shannon’s head bobbed. “It’s August first. My birthday.”

“Right, and we’re all going out together next weekend to celebrate.”

“That’s right.” Sarah hugged Shannon. “And I’ve got a special surprise for you.”

“Really?” Shannon was all smiles. She adored surprises. And Dan knew she’d love this one, big-time.

During the early years of their marriage, Dan and Sarah discovered C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia. They fell in love with the stories of children who traveled to a magical world and met Aslan, the mighty lion. It became a nightly ritual for them to cuddle up on the couch and read the books together.

Then when the children were born, they read them at bedtime as soon as first Aaron and then Shannon were old enough to follow the story. Amazing how easy it was to get the kids into bed at night when doing so held the promise of time with Aslan and his world.

Now the kids were as enamored of the series and its characters as Dan and Sarah. But Shannon had a special love for Aslan. Dan wasn’t surprised. The great lion was the perfect picture of Christ. And Shannon was head over heels in love with Jesus. Had been since she was old enough to say her own prayers. So when Sarah discovered a beautiful golden lion’s head pendant in a jewelry store a few months ago, it was a no-brainer. Shannon had to have it.

Sarah had the back of the pendant engraved with a special message from mother to daughter: Shannon, See life with God’s eyes. Love, Mom.

Oh yeah. Sarah was going to score big with this one.

Twelve-year-old Aaron dropped onto the couch next to his sister. “Shove over. Man, what a couch hog.”

“Moooommm!” The wail was accompanied by a swat at Aaron’s arm.

What was it about siblings that made them go for the jugular at the least provocation? Dan and Sarah heard over and over from people what wonderful kids these two were, so polite and pleasant at school and church and their friends’ houses …

Everywhere but home. Here they seemed bent on doing each other in.

Of course, Dan’s two sisters always reminded him it had been the same with the three of them. But his kids should be better behaved.

“All right, you two.” Dan sat between them on the couch. “To your corners.”

He ignored their groans and protests, looking up at Sarah instead and patting the couch next to him. “Hey, beautiful, wanna sit by me so we can smooch?”

Sarah rewarded him with a kiss as she sat down.

“Oh, gross!” Shannon curled as far into her corner of the couch as she could.

“Ignore ’em.” This from Aaron as he reached for the TV remote. “They’re only doing it ’cuz they know it grosses us out.”

“I’ll have you know—” Dan plucked the remote from his son’s hand—“I’d kiss your mother whether it was gross or not.”

“Gee …” Sarah licked butter from the popcorn off her fingers. “Thanks, hon.”

He chuckled as he flicked on the TV. “Get ready, kids. We’ve got a real treat in store for tonight’s movie night. Something we haven’t seen for a long time.”

“Cool.” Shannon scooted to the edge of her seat as the screen blossomed to life.

Aaron shoved one of the small pillows on the couch behind his back. “So we don’t have to watch another—”

Both kids fell silent. Stared. Then: “Dad!”

Amazing. His children could wail in harmony. “Yes?” He didn’t bother to look at them. He didn’t need to.

“John Wayne? Again? We watched a John Wayne movie last week!”

For once Shannon didn’t argue with her brother. “Yeah, and two weeks before that.” The pout was once again in residence. “I thought family movie night meant we’d get to watch a movie we liked.”

Dan settled back against the couch cushions, the bowl of popcorn on his lap, Sarah snuggled in the crook of one arm. “We like John Wayne movies.”

Aaron pointed at him. “You like John Wayne movies.”

Dan looked down at Sarah. “Do you like John Wayne movies?”

“Love ’em.”

“Oh, brother!” Aaron threw his hands in the air.

Dan chomped his popcorn. “Now, let’s be fair, kids. Last week was Hatari! That’s a safari movie.”

“And two weeks before that was The Green Berets. That’s a war movie.” Sarah snagged a piece of popcorn. “But tonight—” she angled a grin at Dan, and they gave each other a high five, saying in unison: “It’s a western!”

Dan flipped the remote into the air, pretending it was a six gun. “Cahill, U.S. Marshal. Yee haw!”

Shannon pushed back against the couch cushions. “You two are so weird.”

Aaron snorted as he leaned forward and grabbed some popcorn from the bowl. “Weird doesn’t even begin to cover it.”

“Goofy.”

Aaron gave his sister a thumbs-up. “Bizarro.”

“Freaky.”

And on it went, the two tossing words back and forth. But Dan just linked his fingers with Sarah’s, not saying a word. Because for all of their complaints, he noticed as the Duke sauntered onto the scene, neither of the kids got up and left. Instead, they settled on either side of him and Sarah and prepared to suffer through the movie.

Of course, it only took a few scenes for them to be as engrossed in the story as Dan and Sarah. And when John Wayne finally saved his two sons and brought evil ol’ George Kennedy to justice, Aaron and Shannon were stomping and cheering as loud as either of their parents. Louder.

“Man!” Shannon stretched, grinning at Dan as he flicked the TV off. “I’m glad that creep got dead.”

“Oh, honey—”

Sarah’s quiet reprimand was cut off by Aaron’s snort. “Bloodthirsty little critter, aren’t you?”

Shannon planted her hands on her hips. “Well? Aren’t you?”

“Sure.” Aaron stood. “But I’m a guy. Guys are supposed to be bloodthirsty. Right, Dad?”

By now, Dan struggled to keep a burst of laughter trapped inside. He could tell from the chagrin on his wife’s features that laughter was not the proper response. He cleared his throat. “Well, I don’t think bloodthirsty is quite the right word, Aaron.”

His son’s brows arched. “Okay. Then how about out for justice. I mean, isn’t that what your whole job is about? Justice? Making the bad guys pay?”

“Justice is more than just making people pay, honey.” Sarah was looking at Aaron, but she nudged Dan as she spoke.

He knew she wanted him to follow her lead. Problem was, he wasn’t sure he agreed with her. “Right …” Dan leaned forward. “Bad guys—” he inclined his head—“criminals, people who hurt others, need to be stopped.”

“But shouldn’t they suffer some kind of … you know, consequence for hurting people?”

Shannon joined in. “Yeah, like we get punished if we do something wrong.”

“But real justice, God’s justice, is about grace as much as punishment.”

The kids looked at their mother, and Dan could see their minds working on that one. Well, he couldn’t blame them. He was having a little trouble absorbing it, too.

“What do you mean?”

Dan wanted to echo Shannon’s question. Instead, he kept his features as clear of confusion as possible and waited for Sarah’s answer.

“Okay. You know everyone sins, right?”

Dan almost nodded along with the kids as they agreed. “Right.”

“And you know, according to God’s law, we all deserve the same punishment for those sins.”

Dan was all over this one. “Death. We all deserve death.”

Sarah looked at him, a half smile on her face. “Right.”

“But that’s why Jesus came.”

Aaron flicked a glance at his sister. “Yeah, He came to die for all our sins. And when God brought Jesus back to life, we were set free.”

“Exactly.” Sarah patted Aaron’s knee. “So Jesus’ blood washed away all our sins, past, present, and future.”

Shannon frowned. “So we can do as much bad as we want now? And it’s all okay?”

Dan could have told Sarah that question was coming. It only made sense. If grace covered everything, then why worry about being good? “Not quite, half-pint. God showed us grace by sending Jesus, but that’s for the eternity side of things. Jesus’ death on the cross and His resurrection bring us eternal life. But it doesn’t take away the consequences, here and now, of our wrong actions.”

Shannon pursed her lips. “But if we’re forgiven …”

“We’re forgiven by God, honey.” Sarah leaned her elbows on her knees. “That’s the grace part of God’s justice. Someone had to pay the ultimate price for our sins.”

“Death.” Dan grinned at Aaron. Like father, like son. They had that one down pat. “Right. But Jesus paying that price didn’t get rid of consequences. So if you do something wrong—”

“Like force your kids to watch a gazillion John Wayne movies?”

Dan flicked a finger at Shannon’s pert nose. “Funny kid. If you do something wrong, there are consequences. No escaping it. That’s where the punishment side of justice comes in. So justice is about grace and punishment.”

Shannon chewed on that for a moment. “So, it’s like, okay, so Aaron hurts me—”

“Sure, make me the bad guy.”

Shannon ignored her brother. “So grace means I forgive him for being stupid and mean and—”

Dan put his hand out to stop Aaron’s protest. “I think we get the point, Shannon.”

She snickered. “Okay, fine. But it takes a while sometimes to trust people who hurt you, even after you forgive ’em. So that’s the consequence he has to deal with, that I might not trust him for a while?”

Sarah hugged her. “That’s right. The one who hurts you receives grace when you forgive him. And he faces the punishment of losing your friendship for a while.”

“Okay.” Aaron stood again, yawning. “I think I get it.” He grinned and wagged his eyebrows. “But I still like it when the real bad guy—” he made a face at his sister—“gets his.”

Yup. Dan grinned to himself as laughter filled the room. A definite case of like father, like son.
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