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Dedication
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To my faithful Tempered fans new and old. Thank you for following this series from beginning to end. I pray you are blessed 100-fold for your continued love and support. I appreciate you more than words can say. 

If you enjoy Tempered Truth, please write a positive review and post it at online retailers (Amazon, B&N, Kobo, iBooks, etc.) and websites where readers gather and/or your social media platforms (FaceBook, Good Reads, BookBub, Twitter, etc). 

Sign up to receive my Newsletter and get a FREE short story.
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Prologue
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September 18, 2001

Scott Hensley sat in the den of his Louisiana home, his heart heavy, overwhelmed with the same sense of shock and grief that rocked the nation. Upstairs, his wife, Katrina, nursed his infant daughter while his sons did homework in their rooms. All normal activities in a world that was far from normal.

One week ago, on a beautiful fall morning much like this one, terrorists waged an attack on America the likes of which he’d never expected to see in his lifetime. Scott sat in frozen horror as the events replayed on the television. He hated seeing the terror and panic over and over yet, found it hard to tear himself away. Since that day, his wife had been in tears, his sons subdued and afraid, their innocence stripped away by an unknown evil. Only his three-month-old daughter remained unaffected.

His adopted daughter Lexie, due to make him a grandfather by year’s end, called daily just to hear their voices and to reassure herself–and his friends of a lifetime, the family she had married into–of their wellbeing.

Scott’s mind wandered back to another act of terrorism nearly twenty years ago that had changed his life. He’d been on a three-month mission in South America. During his second month there, his family flew down to visit him—his mother and father always so proud, and Melissa, his wife. The memories surfaced as though it happened yesterday...

The airplane rising boldly against a brilliant summer sky...the sound of an explosion...the sight of that ball of fire and black smoke billowing out of the plane as it spiraled toward the earth to crash into a crumbled heap of burning metal and flesh.

The same sense of loss and helpless anger filled him now as it had then. The fact their deaths were still considered a senseless and unsolved act of terrorism only added to the grief he’d carried in his heart for so long. That grief surfaced now, with his country and its freedom under attack.

Getting up, he poured a liberal amount of whiskey into a glass, downed it in one gulp and poured another, then strode across the room to turn the television off. 

He knocked back the second shot of alcohol then slung the crystal on a surge of impotent fury. A sound, much like that of a wounded or enraged animal, escaped his throat, and he buried his head in shaking hands. How he made it back across the room to collapse on the couch would always remain a mystery.

Conceived in wartime, Scott had never been called upon to defend his country during the conflicts to follow because he had no siblings. However, he’d seen enough carnage in his years as a physician to equal a lifetime of combat.

His mind circled through the years of his life until it rested once more on the matter in his heart that had never been completely settled.

Who was he?

The question had arisen at different points in his life, though Scott had never felt the need to have it answered. He knew who he was: Dr. Richard Scott Hensley, born of Rosa Sanchez Hensley and Jonathan Scott Hensley, Bandera, Texas, 1944 with roots as deep as the rich Texas soil.

But now, with the country in turmoil, the existence of his children, and his daughter about to give birth to his first grandchild, the answer seemed imperative.

Would he have the courage and strength to withstand whatever the answer turned out to be?

He rose and picked up the miraculously unbroken tumbler. After rinsing it in the kitchen, he returned to the den and poured liquor until it danced at the rim of the crystal jigger. Scott took a sip so it wouldn’t spill onto the carpet as he walked to his desk. With shaking hands, he retrieved an envelope that had lain unopened for nearly a quarter of a century. Though faded and yellow, the letter still elicited the same deep-seated fear and panic he’d experienced the day he received it.

Sweat pooled in his palms. His hands trembled. Scott took another taste and walked quickly to the couch before his knees gave way. He tossed the envelope onto the coffee table, set the drink next to it, and raked his hands over his face. The five o’clock shadow scraped his skin. Scott welcomed the contrast, the feeling of something other than excruciating fear.

God, why? What difference will opening this thing make now?

The answer came as it usually did, in a well-known, much-loved scripture...

You shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free.

Still, Scott hesitated. Somehow, somewhere deep down inside, he knew once he opened the envelope a part of him would never be the same.

He picked up the drink with one hand and the letter with the other then leaned back into the buttery leather cushions of the couch. Slap! Slap! Slap! He beat the envelope against his thigh, drank. His mother’s handwriting beckoned. He closed his eyes and saw her face. Smelled her perfume. Felt her touch. Heard her voice...

“I love you, Scott, and I’m so very proud of you.”

Before he could change his mind, Scott put down his whiskey, slid his finger beneath the flap to break the seal then ran it along the edge until it lay open in the palm of his hand. Again, he hesitated while his breath came in sharp, almost painful bursts. His heart thundered in his chest.

Taking a deep breath, he withdrew the pages from their nest, resisting the urge to crumple it up like trash and throw it away. He raised the beaker again and swallowed the remaining contents. 

Liquid courage.

Sending a silent plea to God to get him through this, he set the glass down and unfolded the letter. A wave of grief washed over him at the sight of his mother’s handwriting, so bold and beautiful. Scott blinked back the tears with determination and read...

My darling son, your father has encouraged me for years to write this letter. The words contained within these pages may bring you anger and pain, perhaps bitterness or shame. Read them anyway and read them often, keeping in mind how very much you are loved and that your life, your very existence–no matter how painful–is worth far more than words can express. It is my prayer that you will end up with a deeper realization and understanding of the healing power of love and the saving grace of our Lord Jesus Christ...
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Chapter One
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Scott wiped the tears from his cheeks. He was right, had been right all along, in thinking he would not be the same after reading what was inside that envelope. And he wasn’t. He was better, richer, wiser. He possessed a deeper understanding of who he was, why he was here, and what love—true, sacrificial love, was all about.

As usual, his mind turned to Craig Harris, his friend of a lifetime. He remembered how difficult Craig’s childhood had been, how strong he’d become, how close they were, and how blessed he was to have him in his life. Through the love and wisdom God had given his parents, he’d had it all... a best friend and a brother, and his life was far richer than it would have been had they not been obedient to Him.

* * *
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Three months later, in Craig’s home, Scott sat at the kitchen table enjoying the peace and quiet as the house settled down around them. Craig’s daughter Amber and her husband Stanley had taken their children home, excitedly anticipating the visit of one jolly old elf.

Upstairs, Scott’s wife Trina, nursed his daughter in hopes of getting her settled down for the evening. At barely six months old, Rikki Jayne was fascinated by the sights, sounds, and excitement of Christmas. His sons, Richard, and Robert slept in the den. Scott’s adopted daughter Lexie, who was married to Craig’s son Ace, had long-since retired for the evening, their infant daughter tucked snugly in her bassinet. 

“What a day.” Craig sighed, stretched his legs, and wished aloud he were in front of a roaring fire.

Scott nodded. “It’s been a full one.” How should he broach the subject uppermost in his mind? “You know, Lexie has asked several times how we could go so long without knowing if we were blood relations. I told her that we’ve never felt the need to know and that we were closer than many blood brothers ever were. But, I guess, considering her childhood, she would want to know, especially since becoming a mother herself.”

Craig eyed him, a curious lift to his brow. “Are you feeling the need to know?”

Scott thought about his mother’s letter. They’d always been brothers at heart. Blood or the lack thereof had never made a difference, wouldn’t change things now. He shrugged. “Not really. I’ve always been happy and satisfied having you as my friend. I truly don’t believe anything would ever change that.”

“But?” Craig queried, clearly noting the hesitancy in his voice.

Scott sighed; tears filled his eyes. “But the events of September eleventh stirred up old questions. I can’t believe it’s been over three months. The pain is still so raw.”

“Neither can I,” Craig said, his voice solemn, then smiled. “But you’re right. Nothing will alter the bond we share. Not this late in the game anyway. We’re too old and set in our ways to change the way we feel about each other now.” He grinned, then sobered. “You’ve been more than a friend to me these fifty-plus years and I’ll always be grateful you are a part of my life.”

Not realizing until that moment how much those words truly meant, Scott took a deep breath and smiled. “In that case, how about a drink?” He got up to retrieve a decanter of brandy and two tumblers, then poured.

Craig accepted the drink with a sigh of appreciation and raised it in salute. “To little Tamera Joy. May she grow into the name and grace her parents’ lives with joyful misery.” He chuckled. “Just as her grandmother graced ours and would expect of her namesake.”

Scott laughed and took a sip then raised the jigger again. “I was thinking more along the lines of to you, my brother, and to our beautiful granddaughter.”

The truth burst to light in Craig’s eyes, his smile glowed with warmth. He clinked his glass against Scott’s once more. “All right then, for the blessing of family.”

They drank and settled back into their chairs. 

“You want to talk about what you discovered?” 

Scott shrugged. “The whys and wherefores don’t really matter unless you want to know.”

Craig closed his eyes, took a deep breath then shook his head. “Someday, maybe, but not today.”

Scott acknowledged the remark with a slight inclination of his head. “That
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