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      Honor Redeemed


       


      Fasten your seat belts, kiddies, you're in for a wild ride in Honor Redeemed. Loree Lough has that innate ability as an author to suck her readers into the story from line one. You don't read a Loree Lough novel, you experience it. Keep it coming, girl.

      —KEN FARMER, co-author of Black Eagle Force: Eye of the Storm and Black Eagle Force: Sacred Mountain


       


      Loree Lough weaves wonderful tales that inspire hope in her readers' hearts. It's hard to find an author who can match Loree's descriptive detail and rich characterization. Honor Redeemed will snag readers from page one and carry them through to its satisfying conclusion. Don't miss this well-told story of love and redemption!

      —SHARLENE MACLAREN, award-winning author of Livvie's Song, book 1 of the River of Hope series


       


      From its "you are there" beginning at the site of a plane crash, Loree Lough will hook you and keep you turning the pages to the very end. Honor Redeemed is an honest, heartrending story about two people who must face and overcome personal challenges if they have any hope of a relationship. Lough's great gift as a storyteller is not only in creating characters you care deeply about, but in testing their limits. Honor Redeemed is a powerful story of the human condition that resonates long after the last page is turned.

      —DEBBI MACK, author of New York Times ebook bestseller Identity Crisis and Kindle bestseller Least Wanted


       


      Author Loree Lough is a pro at bringing stories and characters to life. She delivers readers right smack-dab into the middle of the action and gives them no choice but to care about the outcome. If you enjoy suspense, romance, and just plain good writing—not to mention a story that honors the courage of America's first responders—you'll love Honor Redeemed.

      —KATHI MACIAS, award-winning author of Deliver Me from Evil, book 1 of the Freedom series


       


      Loree Lough is unsurpassed when it comes to crafting warm, honest characters whose voices remain in memory long after the tale has been told. Her deft use of dialog and intense, personal plotting draws you right inside the story and makes you feel as though every character is a friend, every emotional twist part of a personal journey. Her stories just get better and better, each more unput-downable than the one before. The name Loree Lough on the cover means beauty and grace on the page. Honor Redeemed is a powerful, exciting story . . . another in an ever-lengthening list of must-reads by this talented author.

      —L. G. VERNON, author of Wilderness Road


       


      When you pick up a novel from Loree Lough, it's like picking up a map, because she takes you on journeys that transport you to other times and places, and with each trip, you're sure to find yourself in each story. Honor Redeemed is one of those stories. It's so perfectly written that when you close that last page, you'll find yourself craving more from this talented author.

      —ROBIN PRATER, reviewer for Robin's Nest


       


      Loree Lough writes characters who are so real, they become your friends as you immerse yourself in her powerful, uplifting stories. Charming humor, snappy realistic dialog, and vivid settings that make you feel you're living in the pages will send readers on a wonderful journey. Honor Redeemed will make you laugh, cry, and turn that final page with a satisfied sigh, because Loree has woven a rich tapestry of love and redemption that will warm your heart.

      —DIANa DUNCAN, author of Taken by the Highlander
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      Author's Note


       


      It doesn't take much, does it, to remind us of the nightmare that unfolded on 9/11. Blink once, and picture the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, disappearing into blistering clouds of smoke. Blink again, and envision hundreds of first responders, digging through smoldering rubble in New York, DC, and Shanksville with one shared goal: find the missing.


       


      And find them, they did. In the process, some responders lost limbs, eyesight, or hearing, and still others lost their lives. One of the best definitions of "hero" I've ever read can be found in the Bible. "Greater love hath no man than this," Jesus said, "that a man lay down his life for his friends" (John 15:13 KJV). Remarkably, these courageous souls routinely lay down their lives . . . for total strangers!


       


      Police officers, firefighters, EMTs, search and rescue personnel, and U.S. soldiers all begin every operation to serve and protect. I pray the First Responders series will honor the valiant men and women—and their fearless canine partners— who willingly face unknown dangers each time they report for duty.


       


      When an emergency vehicle, or a guy or gal in uniform crosses your path, it isn't always possible to step up and say thanks for what they do, but it is possible to salute them— if only in our minds—and echo the First Responders Prayer (written by Reverend Robert A. Crutchfield):


       


      Father in Heaven,


      Please make me strong when others are weak, brave when others are afraid, and vigilant when others are distracted by chaos. Provide comfort and companionship to my family when I must be away. Serve beside me and protect me, as I seek to protect others.


      Amen

    

  


  
    
       


       


      The Lord is my rock, and my fortress, and my deliverer;
 my God, my strength, in whom I will trust.
 —Psalm 18:2
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      02:00


      November 1


      Patapsco State Park, near Baltimore, Maryland


       


      Honor Mackenzie shivered, and not just because the temperature had dipped to near-freezing. The far-off wail of a coyote harmonized with the moaning wind, and the creak of leafless trees only intensified the ghostly atmosphere.


      Crisscrossing beams of high-powered flashlights sliced through the sleety black haze and shimmered from the river's surface. The Patapsco River seemed alive tonight, pulsing and undulating like a monstrous turbid snake. From deep in the woods, Honor felt the cagey stares of a thousand unblinking eyes and shivered again as she panned a wide arc, walking backward every few steps; the crash had probably sent every critter scurrying . . . but that's what she'd told herself those scary hours with Uncle Mike, and the night a feral dog bulleted from the underbrush, teeth bared and snarling and—


      "Is it just me," Elton huffed, jogging up beside her, "or do I smell gas?"


      She jumped, then jumped again to make the first one look like an attempt to maneuver around a tree root. "Maybe it's that swill you claim takes off the chill." Elton was a good guy but got way too much pleasure from scaring her out of her shoes.


      A puckish grin warned her to brace herself, but before he could deliver a biting comeback, a frantic baritone blasted through the fog: "Over here!"


      "Sending up a flare," hollered another.


      Most of the Boeing 747 that plummeted from the mid- November sky during rush hour had landed square in the middle of I-95. The cops shut down all lanes in both directions to enable the two available medevac copters to airlift passengers of the airliner—and those in the vehicles it had crushed—to Baltimore's shock trauma. And because eyewitnesses reported seeing fiery bits of the plane falling due north of the explosion, Honor's search and rescue squad was sent into Patapsco State Park. Her unit included a couple of young guys just returning from Texas, where they'd earned wilderness certifications. Like thoroughbreds at the gate, both chomped at the bit to prove they could keep up with more experienced personnel. With any luck, they hadn't yet heard the rumors about her past and wouldn't pummel her with the usual acerbic questions when the mission ended.


      The scent of jet fuel grew stronger with every step, and she thanked God for the sleet. Yes, it added to their physical discomforts, but it would douse any embers hiding in the wreckage. Helped her focus on the task, instead of potential taunts, too. Elton stopped walking so fast that his boots sent up a spray of damp leaves. His voice was barely a whisper when he grated, "Oh, my God!"


      Honor followed his line of vision. "Oh, my God" was right.


      There, in the clearing a few yards to their left, was the tail section of the airliner. Like a beached whale, it teetered belly up on the bank, one mangled wing pointing skyward, the top half of the airline's logo submerged in riverbed muck. Twin witch-finger pillars of smoke spiraled upward, as if reaching for the treetops in a last-ditch attempt to pull itself free of the sludge.


      A nanosecond later, they were on the move again, hopping over rivulets carved into the earth by rushing rainwater, ducking under low-lying pine boughs as they picked their way closer. Two pink palms slapped against a window, and between them, the bloodied and terrified face of a boy no more than ten. The sight startled Elton so badly that he lost his footing in the slimy mud. Arms windmilling, he staggered backward a step or two before regaining his balance. "Donaldson!" he bellowed.


      "Kent? That you?"


      "No," Elton snarled, "it's your old maid auntie." He muttered something under his breath, then added, "Fire up the radio. Let 'em know we need more boots on the ground. And equipment, on the double. We've got survivors!"


      Well, at least one survivor, Honor thought, closing in on the craft. She hopped onto the rain-slicked wing and inched nearer the window, then lay her palm against the glass and matched the kid's handprint, finger for finger. "You're okay," she said, trying to look like she believed it. Not an easy feat, now that she'd aimed her flashlight's beam over his shoulder. Only God knew what he'd seen, or which of his family members lay motionless at his feet. She'd seen that frantic expression before, and it reminded her of the day when the Susquehanna overflowed its banks and slammed through a Boy Scout camp. After hours of searching for one still-missing kid, something made her look up, and she found him, clinging to a tree. Though the water had receded, he'd been too frantic to climb down. She'd probably said "Don't be scared" a dozen times before he found his voice. "Why do grown-ups always say dumb things like that?" he'd demanded.


      And she'd never uttered the words again.


      "You're okay," she repeated now. "Help is on the way."


      "Mackenzie, get down from there."


      The poor kid's pleading, teary eyes locked with hers, seeking reassurance and hope, and she couldn't look away. Wouldn't walk away, either.


      In the window's reflection, she saw Elton behind her, pointing toward the biggest column of smoke. "I'm dead serious, Mack. Get down from there," he repeated, this time through clenched teeth.


      A second later, the heat of yellow and orange flames flared on her right. The boy saw it, too, as evidenced by a pitiful wail that, because of the thick, double-paned window, no one outside the airplane could hear. "Help is coming," she said again.


      And please God, she prayed, let it get here fast.
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      Matt parked as far from the crash site as possible, not only to avoid getting mired in the mud but also to ensure he could sneak up on the scene. The tactic helped him get lead stories before, and with any luck, it would work this time, too.


      He'd been on high alert since the call came in from Liam Wills, the editor who, according to his wife, showered and slept with his police scanner. "Phillips," he'd barked into the phone, "drop what you're doing and drag your sorry butt over to I-95." Liam's voice had that edgy "this is a headline story" quality to it, so Matt wasted no time dialing Mrs. Ruford. House phone pressed to one ear, cell phone attached to the other, he'd arranged for Harriet to stay with the twins while assuring Liam that he was on his way.


      He'd spent nearly two hours on the interstate, observing, listening, grabbing a quote here and a radio transmission there, then headed over to the Patapsco. Now, wearing a thick brown Carhartt jacket and yellow reflective vest—the closest match to fire department gear he could find in the Cabela's catalog—he wished he'd kissed his sleeping sons' foreheads before leaving home. More than likely, he'd make it back before they woke up, but even if he didn't, it wouldn't surprise them to find their favorite sitter, cooking an old-fashioned country breakfast when they came downstairs. He'd packed their lunches and book bags after supper, same as always, and it wasn't like they'd know he hadn't said that final, quiet goodbye, but he'd know, and it ate at him. If he'd planned better . . .


      Friends and family claimed he had a rabid case of OCD and followed the accusation with "you should see a shrink about that." Matt took it with good-natured ease because his Marine training taught him that a man can never be too prepared or too organized. He chucked his well-supplied rucksack behind a tree and scanned every face at the crash site. For his purposes, Matt needed a rookie, and they were easy to spot, thanks to overconfident "been here, done this a lot" expressions. He'd spent enough time, volunteering on SAR missions, to know that a true pro, having really done this a lot, looked a whole lot more tense and a little bit suspicious, especially of reporters. And who could blame them, considering how often they got the facts wrong?


      He spotted a newbie on the fringes of the tree line, arms crossed and wearing his best "I'm calm and in control" frown. Matt sidled up and mimicked the younger man's stance. "Man. What a mess, huh?"


      "Yeah, and weird." He shook his head. "I read Chicken Little to my kid, just this afternoon."


      Matt picked up on the newbie's "things are falling out of the sky" parallel. "What in blue blazes happened?"


      "I'm guessing mechanical failure, but—"


      "Okay, Phillips," a gravelly voice interrupted, "assume the position." Sergeant Sam Norley stomped up, his size-fourteen police-issue shoes splattering muddy rainwater on both men's pants cuffs.


      Matt grinned. "What's the charge this time?"


      "How's 'impersonating a professional' sit with you?"


      "You need some new material," he said, accepting the cop's hearty handshake. "So how goes it, Sam?"


      "It goes." He gave the rookie a quick once-over. "I see you've met Matt Phillips, big-shot reporter."


      "Don't know about the big-shot part," said the newbie, "but I knew he worked for the Sun. Saw him talking to Finley couple weeks back, when that truck got hung up on the Key Bridge." He said to Matt, "Austin says you two go way back, to before 9/11."


      If this wasn't a "gotcha" moment, Matt didn't know what was. Caught, trying to pass himself off as a firefighter, then reminded of his days as a down-on-his-luck beat reporter in New York. The image of the smoking mountain of rubble that had been the World Trade Center flashed in his mind's eye, and he quickly blinked it away. Better to focus on the good times that happened before that awful day because God knew there weren't many afterward, for him or Austin. "Don't know who was dumber back then, him or me."


      "From what I know," Sam said, smirking, "that'd be you."


      Chuckling, the newbie laughed and stuck out his hand. "Name's Gibson," he said as Matt shook it. "Abe Gibson."


      Instinct made all three men duck and press their hats to their heads as a helicopter hovered overhead, spotlighting the still-smoldering jetliner. "So what's the count?" Matt shouted over the roar of rotors.


      "How long have you been here?" Sam asked.


      " 'Bout ten minutes."


      "Then you must've seen the ambos . . ."


      Matt shook his head. "No, I came the back way, to save time."


      Sam harrumphed. "Not enough time, then." He told Matt that so far, no one knew what had brought the plane down, but, by his estimate, a couple dozen people, pulled from vehicles that skidded into the crash site, were on their way to area hospitals. "Half dozen more were medevac'd to shock trauma, and that's just here at the river. Before the sun's up, I expect that number will triple on 95."


      Triple, at least, Matt thought, remembering what he'd seen over there. He was wondering if his contact at the University of Maryland's R Adams Cowley Center was on duty when Abe said, "You really okay talking about all this in front of a reporter?"


      Sam responded to a signal from a cop across the way. "Be there in two," he bellowed, holding up two fingers before facing Abe. "Matt, here, is good people. Most trustworthy reporter I know."


      "Trustworthy and reporter don't even belong in the same sentence."


      All three men turned toward the sultry female voice. Matt recognized her as Honor Mackenzie, who'd been featured on TV and in the papers for her work with search and rescue dogs. Twice, he'd seen her in person, too. The first time had been about a year after losing Faith, when he'd covered the collapse of a parking garage, and then about six months ago, after a construction trench gave way and buried two guys laying cable for Verizon. Both times, Liam had sent him to cover the cause of the cave-ins, not the rescues. And both times, Matt had to suppress guilt inspired by the feelings Honor had stirred. What kind of guy had thoughts like that so soon after losing his wife? Not a loving husband, for sure.


      Yet here he stood, thinking them again.


      Judging by the looks on Sam and Abe's faces, they felt the same way. Not that Matt could blame them. Honor was sure easy on the eyes. "Where's Rowdy?" he asked, mostly to change the subject.


      "Back in the SUV," she said, but her attitude added, "Not that it's any of your business."


      "Well," Abe said, backpedaling toward the river, "let's hope you won't need the dog."


      Honor never took her wary eyes off Matt. "You've got some nerve, cowboy," she all but growled, "impersonating a first responder."


      He'd run into plenty of people who aligned with the "reporters are scum" mind-set, but she had them all beat. By a long shot.


      She took a step closer. "I read all about how you won an award for that piece about that slimeball who conned a bunch of old folks out of their life savings. I guess you got that story masquerading as a banker, huh?"


      Matt was half tempted to defend himself by admitting he'd never written a word that couldn't be substantiated, even when his gut told him the unsubstantiated stuff was 100 percent true. But why waste his breath?


      She crossed her arms. "So, does it work?"


      He bristled a bit under her scrutinizing glare and hoped his stiff-backed posture would hide it. "Does what work?"


      "You know, skulking around like a sewer rat in search of really good gore for your front page."


      Maybe she'd been dumped by some slimy reporter. Or a slimy reporter had written something damaging about her. Later, he'd find out what had turned her into an unbridled reporter-hater. For now, he said, "I'm not fussy. Run-of-themill gore will do."


      She rolled her eyes. The biggest, greenest, longest-lashed eyes he'd ever seen.


      "Get this big goof out of here," she told Sam, "before he gets hurt. Or gets somebody else hurt." Halfway between where they stood and the river, she stopped. "Hey, Sam," she yelled, "I think you oughta arrest him. For impersonating a firefighter. Think writing about that'll earn him a Pulitzer?"


      "Mmm-mmm-mmm," Sam said, shaking his head as she jogged back into the woods, "if I wasn't married, and old enough to be her father, and thirty pounds overweight . . ."


      He laughed, cleared his throat, and didn't stop talking about the crash until Matt had scrawled pages of notes. "Can I buy you a cup of coffee and a donut, to show my appreciation?" He nodded toward the parade of TV news trucks and reporters, trying to penetrate the line of cops that kept them far from their story. "Ain't every day the paper beats 'em to something this big."


      "Just keep my name out of it. Anybody wants to know what we were talking about, I'm gonna tell 'em you were pumping me for information about Mack," he said, heading back toward the jetliner, "and I said you're not good enough for her, no matter what anybody says."


      No matter what anybody said? "Good way to pique a reporter's interest!" But he didn't have time to follow Sam for details. Not if he hoped to file his story in time for the morning edition and get home before the boys woke up.


      Once he'd thanked Harriet and sent her home with a fistful of fives—and a mug so full of milk and sugar it seemed dishonest to call it coffee—he'd put the twins on the bus and head back to Calvert Street. Traffic downtown was bound to be easier to maneuver by then, and if he was lucky, Liam would have another juicy assignment waiting in the queue.


      Staying busy was about the only thing that would keep his mind off the feelings Honor Mackenzie had awakened inside him . . . and the pounding guilt that went with them.
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      Honor hated quoting tired old clichés, but seriously, the nerve of some people!


      Bad enough Phillips tried to pass himself off as a firefighter. If the guy was Sam's idea of trustworthy, she hated to think what the cop's version of dishonest looked like. No doubt, the reporter was shooting for another Pulitzer-winning story, but not even furthering his career excused the conscienceless way he'd tried to pry facts from rescue personnel, even those in the thick of administering aid.


      Correction. Phillips hadn't tried. He'd succeeded, and the proof was splattered across the front page of this morning's Baltimore Sun. The memory of him scurrying back and forth, pad and pen in hand as he questioned the dazed flight crew was bad enough. But then he'd started in on ambulatory victims. The full-color photo of the copilot, head wrapped in white gauze and nose hidden by a metal splint, infuriated her. "Some people will do anything for a minute in the spotlight," she griped, tossing the paper onto the kitchen table. She wouldn't be the least bit surprised to find out he had a few other traits in common with her Uncle Mike.


      Rowdy rested his head on her knee and whimpered, as if to say, "Easy, Mack. What's done is done."


      "How'd Phillips get those pictures?" she wondered aloud, absently patting Rowdy's head. "I never saw him with a camera."


      Rerun stepped up for a little attention and echoed his brother's whine. Honor ruffled his fur, too, then shoved back from the table. "Person can't nurse a grudge, even for a minute," she said, grinning, "with the two of you around."


      The pair danced in spirited circles beside her chair, and then Rowdy tugged his leash from the hook beside the back door. "Sorry, handsome," she said, putting it back, "no time for a walk this morning." Stooping, she hugged them both. "I promise. Tonight. Before supper. You. Me. Around the block." She drew an invisible circle in the air. "Twice. K?"


      They yipped happily as she grabbed her bag—more a combination first-aid kit and briefcase than purse—and headed into the garage. She grabbed the newspaper on the way, thinking to read the rest of it during her lunch hour. "That's a joke," she muttered, firing up her boxy SUV. She could count on one hand the number of times she'd taken a real lunch break in the past year and have fingers left over. According to her coworkers, Howard County General had been a beehive of activity, even before the merger with Johns Hopkins. If management had planned smarter, the crew insisted, they would have hired another clerk or two. But if they had, Honor couldn't count on overtime hours to help bypass destructive, self-pitying thoughts . . . and redirect gossip about her past.


      The downward spiral began when her fiancé joined half a dozen firefighter pals in New York to help carry survivors— and those who didn't make it—from the rubble. If she'd known he'd become a victim of 9/11, too, Honor wouldn't have been so supportive of his decision to volunteer all those years ago. Wouldn't have joined the department after his funeral in personal tribute to his sacrifice. Wouldn't have made the biggest blunder of her young life. To be fair, she'd had help with that last one. But even now it was still hard to believe that one unscrupulous TV correspondent had the power to destroy her career and her reputation with one broadcast and nearly take her lieutenant down at the same time.


      Nearly two years had passed since Brady Shaw's reputationdestroying story hit the airwaves. She'd dealt with the whole Uncle Mike fiasco; shouldn't she have a better handle on the bitter, depressing emotions aroused by the article by now?


      "Evidently not," Honor grumbled as she drove past the hospital entrance. Annoyed at her lack of concentration, she went into a U-turn but didn't cut the wheel sharply enough. The scrape of her hubcap, grinding against the curb made her wince and hit the brake. Which made the guy behind her lean on his horn.


      "Yeah, well," she said when he sped by, mouthing God knew what and shaking his fist, "same to you, buddy."


      Tempting as it was to sit in the parking lot, pounding the steering wheel and cussing her bad luck, Honor didn't dare. SAR missions had made her late for work three times this month, most recently, just three days ago. How long before her so-called pals in the billing department called her boss to task for allowing her to get away with repeated tardiness? The appearance of favoritism had been at the root of her other troubles, and Honor had no desire to help that history repeat itself.


      Head down, she tucked her keys and gloves into her bag and looked up in time to see the blue-uniformed EMT at the elevator . . . but not soon enough to keep from colliding with him.


      "Holy mackerel, girl," Austin said, steadying her, "where's the fire?"


      "Sorry. I'm this close to being late." She groaned. "Again."


      He returned her smile. "You're not hurt, are you?"


      "Only my pride."


      He thumbed the elevator's Up button. "That was some mess last night, eh?"


      "I'll say. What time did you get out of there?"


      "Not till about half hour ago. What about you?"


      "Same here. Didn't even have time to shower. Just fed and watered the dogs and let 'em out for a potty break." And caused some poor guy to lose his cool. "So what's the latest?"


      A furrow formed between his eyebrows. "Two went from critical to stable, one died."


      "Awful," she said. Hopefully, neither of the little blond kid's parents. He'd have plenty to cope with, just being a survivor, without losing his mom or dad. Or worse, both. "Has anybody come up with a total yet?"


      "Not that I know of. Just the info from that last report— twenty-seven dead."


      And let's pray the number doesn't rise in the next few days.


      So far, the only really positive news to filter down from higher-ups was the report stating that every passenger—those on the plane and the ones in the vehicles it had crushed— had been accounted for. That left nothing to do but wait—and pray—that every patient hospitalized by the crash would improve enough to move from the critical to the stable list and that those deemed "stable" could go home.


      "Will you be at T-Bonz tonight?"


      One way or another, she usually got wind of get-togethers at the steak house, where first responders observed birthdays and holidays or gathered to blow off steam. But she hadn't heard about this one. "What're you guys celebrating tonight?"


      "My engagement."


      Honor smiled, and for the first time today, her heart was in it. "No kidding? Austin, that's great news!" She gave him a congratulatory hug. "So who's the lucky lady . . . the one I saw you with a couple weeks ago?"


      Austin nodded. "Yeah. Her name's Mercy." One shoulder lifted in a half-hearted shrug. "We go way back. Had some issues, but . . . long story." The shoulder rose again as the elevator doors opened. "That's history now, thank God." He stepped into the car. "You'd love her, Mack. And she'd love you, too. See you at seven? The wings are on me."


      Honor was about to say thanks but no thanks when the doors hissed shut. And then she remembered the advice Elton gave her a couple of weeks ago: "How are people supposed to know you're innocent of what that sorry excuse for a reporter accused you of if you don't socialize a little, let the guys get to know the real you?"


      She reminded him that "the real her" didn't care much for socializing. "If I didn't have to work full time to keep the wolf from the door, I'd be content, living a hermit's life." Then she wondered aloud if she had the backbone to take it on the chin when they put her to the test with hard questions and judgmental comments.


      "You're already taking it on the chin," he'd pointed out, "so what have you got to lose?"


      True enough, she decided, seated at her desk with two minutes to spare before starting time. A sign that her life was about to take a turn for the better?


      Only one way to find out.
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      Elbows leaning on a bar-height table, Austin waved Matt over. "Hey, dude, you remember the love of my life," he said, sliding an arm around the dark-haired beauty beside him.


      Matt kissed her cheek. "It's good to see you again. You look gorgeous, as always." Shaking Austin's hand, he added, "Congratulations, bud. Never thought I'd live to see the day."


      Elton hollered from the next table. "Neither did any of the rest of us."


      "Took you long enough," came another voice from across the room.


      Someone else put in his two cents. "Let's not go countin' chickens till after the I do's."


      Masculine laughter bounced from every wall as WJZ's evening anchor Vic Carter passed the baton to Bob Turk, who launched into the weather report.


      "How come you ain't doin' TV news?" Elton wanted to know.


      "Yeah, Phillips," Sam agreed. "How come?"


      Julia delivered beer and sodas as her boss slid two plates of wings—one spicy, one regular—onto the table. "Good question," the owner said, " 'cause you're sure purty enough."


      The wisecrack invited another round of good-natured laughter. "Better watch it, Derek," someone said. "There's a rumor going around that your wife's the jealous type."


      "Like the fire chief's wife, y'mean?"


      Matt didn't recognize those last two voices, but he could identify the new mood that had spread through the restaurant: subdued. He sat back, listening as the guys volleyed hearsay about the affair back and forth. And they say women are gossipy, he thought as each tacked on a personal observation.


      In the years since her engagement had ended, they said, Honor had failed at two additional relationships. He was still bristling from the brusque inquisition she'd given him at the crash site and wondered if what he'd just overheard—about her relationship with her loo—explained her attitude and solitary status. Maybe the swirl of controversy stirred up by the TV news story, and the half a dozen equally damaging articles that followed, had been too much for the guys to handle.


      Her heart-stopping green eyes sparked in his memory. Unconsciously, Matt shook his head, unable to believe she could have used her good looks to climb the fire department ranks. Hours spent face to face, interviewing rapists and robbers, hookers and killers had honed his people-reading skills to a keen edge. It seemed to him that despite all the effort she'd put into matching their tough, untouchable expressions, Honor had a long way to go if she hoped to hide flashes of—he couldn't put his finger on what, exactly—vulnerability? Loneliness? If she was guilty of anything, his gut told him, it was bad acting. Besides, if memory served, hadn't it been a stationhouse lieutenant, and not the fire chief, who'd shared the controversial spotlight with her? If the guys could distort something that important, they'd no doubt messed up other pertinent details, too. Matt made up his mind, then and there, to reserve judgment until he'd had a chance to roust out the facts.


      As if cued by a Hollywood director, the door opened. Bright sunlight spilled into the restaurant's semi-darkened interior, silhouetting a shapely figure and haloing gleaming auburn curls.


      Honor.


      She moved with the grace of a gazelle . . . until the place fell silent. It was clear by the look on her face that Honor knew why everyone had so abruptly stopped talking. Matt racked his brain for something—anything—that might put her at ease.


      Elton beat him to it. "Well now," he said, winking as he drew her into a fatherly embrace. "It's about time you got here."


      Austin joined the hug. "I was beginning to think you'd be a no-show."


      "How could I miss something as important as your engagement party?" she asked as Mercy walked up. "Congratulations," she said, squeezing the bride-to-be's hand.


      "It was a long time coming," Mercy said, smiling up at her future husband, "but well worth the wait."


      Matt remembered that it had been touch and go for Austin when Mercy turned him down flat. Remembered, too, how those closest to him worried that he might just lose his yearslong battle with the bottle. Thankfully, he proved them all wrong. Six months into Mercy's highfalutin job with the Chicago Board of Ed, Austin hopped a plane to O'Hare and gave her two choices: come back to Baltimore with him, or help him find an apartment in the Windy City. If that wasn't an example of absence making the heart grow fonder, he thought, I don't know what is.


      It made him miss Faith, or, more accurately, made him miss the comfort that came with knowing someone loved him, warts and all. In the years since her death, he hadn't given a serious thought to finding it again.


      Until now.


      "Good to see you again," he said to Honor.


      One corner of her mouth lifted in a wry smile. For a minute there, it looked like she'd say "Good to see you, too." Matt hoped his acting skills were better than hers because the last thing he wanted was for her to know how it disappointed him to hear "Yeah, right" instead.


      "I see you've met the Defender," Austin said, giving Matt a good-natured shove.


      Her eyebrows disappeared under thick bangs. "The Defender?" she echoed.


      "You mean you don't know?" Austin feigned shock. "This guy is like every superhero, all rolled into one." He started counting on his fingers. "Saved an old lady from a purse snatcher and put an end to playground bullying even before he was ten." He followed up another playful shove to Matt's shoulder with "And how old were you when you got Mrs. Abernathy's cat out of that tree? Eleven? Twelve?"


      Matt felt the beginnings of a blush coloring his face. "Knock it off, Finley. Nobody wants to hear any of that nonsense, least of all, me."


      Austin looked to Honor for permission to continue. Her indifferent expression was a letdown, which surprised Matt, considering how much he hated it when anyone spoke of his past good deeds. Maybe the tough-girl routine wasn't an act, after all. "Hey, isn't that Ribaldi over there?" He pointed to the far end of the bar, where a cluster of firefighters were lambasting the Ravens' coaching staff. Without waiting for confirmation, Matt left Austin and Mercy with Honor and joined the group. He barely heard their genial greetings, almost didn't notice the affable backslapping and hand shaking, because his brain had focused on getting the cold shoulder from Honor . . . and why he gave a hoot what she thought of him.


      Ribaldi pulled him aside. "Saw you over there with Jezebel," he said with a nod toward Honor. "A word to the wise: take what you can and move on, and keep your back to the wall."


      Matt glanced over, too, just in time to see that she'd caught the two of them, gawking. She frowned a bit and shook her head, then faced the other direction. Gorgeous, even when she's ticked off, he thought. "She looks pretty harmless to me."


      "Yeah, well, looks can be deceiving." He looked left and right, then leaned closer and said into his palm, "You're a hotshot reporter now. I'm sure you've got connections."


      In other words, use those connections to find out more about Honor. Every investigative cell in him was twitching to do just that. But from the looks of things, the guys were about to toast the happy couple.


      "Phillips," Austin hollered, "get over here and say a few words."


      "Why should I?" he hollered back.


      "Because as best man, it's your job, that's why."


      He and Austin had been as close as brothers since long before 9/11, but lately, work had taken them in different directions. Matt chuckled to hide his surprise. "Guess that means I'm stuck throwing you a bachelor party, eh?"


      Austin laughed, too. "If it's all the same to you, I'd rather have—"


      A cacophony of cell phones and fire and police department radios squawked and crackled with the droning hum of voices that dispatched cops, firefighters, and paramedics to a multicar pileup on the Beltway. Within seconds, the final slurps from coffee mugs and soda glasses was drowned out by the scrape of chairs across the floor. Regular patrons of T-Bonz understood the hasty departure and did their best to clear a path to the door.


      Seconds later, only non-emergency personnel remained in the subdued silence, among them, Honor and Matt. It made him regret letting his certifications lapse. But being the only parent his boys had, he couldn't take the chance he might not return from a rescue. He'd been standing at the next table when the calls came in. Their eyes met, and he saw in hers the same spark of desire to lend a hand that rumbled in his own heart. Raising his frosty mug, he said, "That's about the best example of organized chaos I've ever seen."


      She grinned, but not enough to hide a trace of sadness. Then she turned to the bride-to-be. "Some engagement party, huh?"


      "Goes with the territory," Mercy said, shrugging into her coat. And grabbing her purse, she gave Honor a sideways hug. "See you soon, I'm sure."


      "Count on it."


      She walked up to Matt and, hands resting on his shoulders, gave a slight shake. "Don't be such a stranger, you hear? He misses you."


      "Feeling's mutual." As she hugged him, Matt admitted to himself how lucky Austin was. That trip to Chicago could have destroyed him . . . if Mercy had held her ground on the issues that had separated them.


      "We haven't seen the twins in ages. I'm gonna call you this week to set something up."


      "Sounds good. They ask about Austin all the time."


      Mercy laughed. "What am I, chopped liver?"


      "Hardly," he said as she shoved through the door. Before it swung shut, it dawned on him that luck had nothing to do with getting Mercy and Austin back together. Faith set things in motion. Trust held them fast. Matt didn't know if he could summon either to that degree, unless it involved his boys' well-being.


      "You have twins?"


      Matt took that as an invitation to step up to her table. "Yeah. Boys. They're ten." He watched her process the information and wondered which question she'd ask first—if he and his wife shared custody since the divorce, or if he was an everyother-weekend dad.


      She pulled a twenty from her pocket and pressed it to the table. "That oughta cover some of the tab. Catch y'later."


      Then she shouldered that oversized tote that passed for a purse and walked away without a backward glance. Matt lifted his mug again and toasted the space she'd vacated. "Yeah. Later. Have a good one. Nice seeing you again. Drive safely."


      The elderly couple at the booth across the aisle exchanged a knowing glance. "I don't see a ring on your left hand," the woman said. And nodding toward the door, she added, "Hers, either."


      Her husband shook his head and shrugged helplessly.


      Even if he had the time, Matt wouldn't have told them why he couldn't go after her. How could he explain something that he didn't understand himself?

    

  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
LOREE LOUGH

HONOR
REDEEMED






OEBPS/Images/003_0100.jpg
HonNoR
ReoeemeED
‘Book 2 of the Tirst

Respenders Series

Loree Lough

Abingdon Press, fiction
a novel appr oach to faith

Nashville, Ten





