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        To my grandma, Marion. I didn’t know you long enough, but the memory of your strength, intelligence, and love lives on.

        Thank you for loving me.

      

      

      

      
        
        Soli Deo Gloria

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        In love he predestined us for adoption to himself as sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved.

      

        

      
        – Ephesians 1:4b-6

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Christmas carol blaring from the TV choked as darkness swallowed the house.

      A booming woof sounded behind Marion, making her jump. She turned but could barely decipher the outline of the 180-pound St. Bernard who continued to bark by the sofa.

      “It’s okay, Herc. Just a power outage.” A warm nose nudged Marion’s hand, and her fingers found Lily’s scruffy head. The seventy-five-pound mixed breed dog kept her chin on Marion’s lap, clearly wanting to stay comfortable on the sofa.

      Hercules moved closer as he barked, the loud sound ringing Marion’s ears. “We better show Herc it’s okay, Lily.”

      The sweet girl lifted her head and hopped off the sofa, ready to follow Marion as she stood.

      “Herc, that’s enough.” She found her way through the dark, her eyes adjusting to let her locate the big dog and rest her hand on his broad back. “There’s nothing wrong. The lights just went out.”

      His next bark quieted as he fidgeted under her touch.

      “How about we go for a walk?” That should give him something else to think about beside the fear that caused him to bark at seemingly everything, real or imagined.

      And with the blizzard that was supposed to hit after this first snowstorm, she’d better not waste any time getting the generators up and running. The kennel would come first. The thought of not having power for the twelve dogs she currently sheltered at Forever Home made her shudder.

      She quickly bundled up, throwing a down-filled jacket over her Christmas-patterned fleece pajamas and shoving her cozy-socked feet into winter boots. She added a scarf in case she got lost out in the storm, heaven forbid.

      Slipping harnesses on Lily and Herc and gloves on her hands, she opened the front door.

      Her jaw dropped. The weather forecasters hadn’t been kidding when they’d said this storm would bring several feet of snow overnight. At least a foot of fluffy white powder greeted her in front of the door on the front porch, and the snowfall was predicted to last until late tomorrow, Christmas Eve.

      Herc barreled through the door ahead of Marion, pulling her eagerly. She laughed. “Okay, slow down, buddy. I know you love snow, but you have to stick with me right now.”

      Lily followed at Marion’s side as they trudged through the deep snow, letting Hercules stay out in front and gulp mouthfuls of flakes as they walked. The two stairs that led from the porch to the ground were completely buried. And it was a good thing she knew where the path was that led from her house to the kennel because there was no trace of it now.

      She slipped her wrist through the loop of Lily’s leash so she could pull out the flashlight from her pocket and switch it on. Although it was surprising how much she could see without the artificial help.

      She’d forgotten how reflective snow was, creating its own light. But the fluffy flakes falling in a thick curtain from the sky ensured visibility stayed low.

      Thank goodness she didn’t need to drive anywhere in this weather. Snowplows probably wouldn’t even start clearing the rural roads by her house until the storm was over.

      She never really needed to go anywhere anyway. Except where the rescue of a dog was concerned. Hopefully, any strays out here in the country or in the Twin Cities would be able to find shelter tonight. At least she and Lily had found two of their newest residents on the streets of Minneapolis last night before this storm hit.

      “Let’s hold it here, guys.” The unlit security light above the kennel’s front door offered no help as she pulled keys from her jacket pocket and tried to find the right one.

      A noise drew her head up.

      Was that a crunch? Like someone walking in the snow?

      She shined her flashlight past the building to her left, then back toward the house, illuminating only a shower of snowflakes as beautiful as the ones in the final scene of the movie she’d been watching when the power cut. Too bad the outage turned off the Christmas lights she’d decorated her house with, too. The multi-colored lights would add so much cheer and form a perfect Christmas picture with the snow. Then she’d be back to imagining romance instead of scary noises in the dark.

      Hercules had a better imagination for scary than she did, anyway. He’d have told her if there’d been any real noise.

      She turned to the door again and pulled off her clumsy thick glove to better catch the right key in her fingers. Cold air chilled her skin as she inserted the key in the lock and twisted the freezing knob. But the low-twenties temperature of tonight would be nothing compared with the arctic winds that were supposed to blow in tomorrow on Christmas Eve.

      Or today, technically. The clock had just passed midnight before the power went out. At least that was the time she’d figured it would be when she’d decided to watch another Christmas romance before going to bed.

      Well, merry Christmas Eve to her.

      “Herc, with me.”

      Lily hurried inside the kennel beside Marion, but the St. Bernard lingered for a few more gulps of snow.

      “You’d think I never give you any water to drink.” She grinned at the big boy’s square face as he munched his favorite frozen treat. “Come on, buddy.”

      He lumbered inside and promptly shook his whole body, scattering wet snow everywhere, including Marion’s cheeks just as she took off her scarf. She chuckled. “Thanks a lot, Herc.”

      A few barks and whines echoed in the large room of kennels that lined the far wall.

      “Hey, kids. Sorry to wake you all up.” Her gaze traveled with her flashlight beam over the dogs of various sizes, breeds, and mixes. She didn’t approach their half-carpeted kennels she’d outfitted with cozy dog beds since this was their normal sleeping time. They didn’t need to get excited about her presence and think she was going to play with them. Her quick scan saw nothing amiss, and their doggy doors shouldn’t be blocked by snow thanks to the roof over the outer runs.

      Keeping Lily and Herc on leash instead of letting them loose inside as she usually did, she went to the storage room. She put the dogs into a down stay while she pulled out the new generator.

      How crazy was that timing? Only this summer, Phoenix Gray had pushed Marion to do more fundraising and had shared her connections to put Marion in touch with people eager to support Forever Home’s effort to rescue and rehabilitate dogs for adoption. Phoenix’s fund drive and donors had provided for the roof over the outer runs and two generators—one for the kennel and one for the house.

      Marion suspected Phoenix may have donated one of the generators herself, but Marion wouldn’t dare ask. Couldn’t risk pushing away her only volunteer who had also turned into a fundraising wizard.

      Reminding Lily and Herc to stay with her, Marion managed to get the generator outside. The snow presented a bit of a problem, but the outdoor power box she had to plug the generator into was only a few feet from the front door.

      Didn’t take Marion long to go back inside, grab a shovel, and clear a path to pull the generator closer to the power box. The dogs cheerfully went along with her back-and-forth trek, Herc clearly overjoyed every time they returned to the snow. Lily stayed near Marion naturally, as usual, always ready to do or be whatever Marion needed.

      Starting the generator was a bigger challenge than Marion had expected, though Phoenix had warned her. Marion had thought she’d have no problem with it since she was usually good at mechanical things.

      She gritted her teeth as she tried for the third time to get the generator to start. She yanked the cord. It sputtered and quit. Again.

      She straightened and pulled her scarf away from her face as the exertion of trying to start the beast heated her body. What a way to spend the night before Christmas Eve. Hardly the Christmas festival complete with hot chocolate, dancing, and romance featured in the movie the power outage had rudely interrupted. The hero had just declared his love and was about to kiss the heroine.

      Marion knew the kiss was coming since it did at the same moment in all the other Christmas movies she’d watched every night this December. Including the other two she’d viewed tonight before the unfinished movie.

      She never should’ve stayed up so late to watch three in one evening. She knew better than that, given how early she had to wake to take care of fourteen dogs. But she was determined to enjoy this Christmas. Not succumb to depression like every other Christmas of her life.

      She tugged the generator’s cord again. Still wouldn’t catch.

      At the beginning of December, the movies had been fun, conjuring the warm fuzzies of Christmastime she hoped would help her enjoy the season the way other people did.

      But now every time the closing kiss filled the screen and the credits rolled, a sinking feeling sucked the fuzziness right out of her. And she was left with the usual. Loneliness.

      Maybe it was like the characters in these movies usually said to their single friends. Without someone who loved them, they weren’t really living.

      Marion swallowed. Stared into the shower of wet flakes. If she wasn’t really living, then why live at all?

      Something pushed her gloved hand.

      Lily. Marion knew it was her girl before she looked.

      White snowflakes fell on Lily’s head, sparkling on the patches of scraggly brindle fur and instantly melting on the other side of her face where bare gray skin with jagged dark lines evidenced her unhappy past.

      Marion placed her hands on the contrasting sides of Lily’s face and bent to kiss the rough fur on top of her head.

      Marion took in a deep breath as she straightened. She didn’t need to think like that anymore—to question if she should keep living. Lily needed her. The other dogs needed her. The ones here now, the ones she’d saved before, and the ones she would rescue in the future. She had a reason to keep going, even if no man would ever—

      A bark burst out of Hercules.

      Marion startled. “Honestly, Herc. Do you have to do that?” She leaned over the generator and gave it another try. It caught and kept going. A smile stretched her mouth. “We did it, guys!” She clapped her gloved hands together.

      Herc didn’t seem to share her excitement. The big furry beast launched a string of woofs.

      Her smile faded as her brow furrowed. He didn’t usually bark in a long sequence like that.

      He stood still as a statue, his tail tucked as he stared into falling snow and darkness beyond the corner of the building.

      Even Lily looked in the same direction, her body language signaling she was curious, though not afraid.

      Tension clenched Marion’s chest.

      How silly. As if anyone or anything dangerous would be out in such weather.

      But her instincts didn’t listen.

      Trying to let logic prevail, she forced calm into her voice. “It’s fine, Herc. Nothing’s there.” Though he clearly wasn’t going to be able to relax until she proved it to him.

      She took in a breath, gathering her slipping courage. She was the adult here. “Okay, let’s go check it out.”

      She started forward into the unshoveled snow with Lily
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