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“Sometimes what you’re searching for,

is right where you left it.”
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Prologue

 


 


“You brought me here under false
pretenses?”

Dressed in a smart business suit and
clutching a stylish leather briefcase, Larke Scott stood in a plush
corner office with its splendid view of the Huntsville, Alabama,
city skyline. After pacing for an hour and a half in the outer
office—alternately glancing at her wristwatch and thumbing through
business related brochures and magazines, the door finally opened
and she was escorted to the inner sanctum.

Now she wondered why she had even bothered to
keep the appointment since he had kept her waiting and now seemed
to imply there might not even be a job. What’s going
on? Confused and frustrated, she mentally kicked herself.

Delano Raines, known for many years as the
Colonel, seemed surprised by her question. He wore a neat
tailored suit with an old-fashioned hankie in the breast pocket.
Leaning on the silver tipped cane, he took a few steps toward a
door leading to what appeared to be a garden room.

“Not at all, Miss Scott,” he replied in a
slow, genteel Southern drawl reminiscent of antebellum days. “I
assure you that the job I’m about to offer you is well worth the
wait. But, before we discuss particulars, let’s take a few minutes,
shall we—enjoy some tea and confections, and have a long overdue
conversation. I haven’t seen you since the New Year’s party.”

Strange, unsettling emotions swirled in Larke
as she reluctantly preceded him into the multi-windowed garden room
adjacent to the well-appointed office. There were plants at every
level in the glass enclosure, and a stone water feature in the
corner added the tranquil sound of moving water.

A waiter in a neatly dressed uniform and
black bowtie was on hand to pull out her chair while the Colonel
sat across from her. Moments later, the door opened and a waiter
pushed a cart to the table. Without a word, he placed before them a
tea service, trays of tiny sandwiches, cakes, and pastries.

“Thank you, Thomas,” the Colonel said, and
the waiter bowed slightly before departing.

“When your office called, I was told this
meeting was about a job,” she pressed as he poured tea into china
cups. “I really should get back to work.”

“All in good time, my dear. Cream, sugar?” he
asked and she shook her head. “Excellent. You’ll have the pleasure
of experiencing the brew au natural. It’s from the
Himalayas—my own blend. Full bodied without bitterness.”

Larke took a small sampling of the tiny
sandwiches. The Colonel then offered her a plate of thumb-sized
treats. “Try the chocolate ones in the center.”

Obligingly, Larke took the half-dollar-sized
chocolate cake dusted with powdered sugar. The Colonel took two and
set the plate aside. She bit off the corner of a dainty sandwich
and watched as he added two lumps of sugar and a generous splash of
cream to his cup, stirring leisurely, as if time would wait for
him.

“What have you been doing since I last saw
you?” he asked congenially.

She swallowed the delicious bite of sandwich.
“Working, mostly.”

The Colonel joined her in eating the tidbits.
“And making wedding plans, I understand.”

“Yes, that, too,” Larke answered
self-consciously, stirring her tea before taking a sip. She and
Kody had talked for many hours since the night he proposed, but it
almost seemed an invasion of privacy to be discussing the plans
with his grandfather.

“And how do you find the tea, Miss Scott?
Full bodied but not too strong?”

“It’s perfect—delicious.”

The Colonel smiled. “I spent nearly
twenty-five years trying to find the perfect blend. It wasn’t easy,
mind you. I took numerous trips to the Himalayas looking for just
the right estate to create my blend.”

“Does it always taste the same, year after
year?”

The Colonel looked surprised. “Only someone
who enjoys tea would think to ask. The differences are subtle, but
only one who drinks it regularly would notice.”

They finished their small repast and the
waiter returned to carry away the china, silver, and trays of
confections, leaving the tea for them to enjoy.

“More tea?” he asked graciously, but she
declined. He poured himself another cup, stirring in the cream and
sugar. He took a sip and sighed, sitting back in his chair. “My
grandson made the informal announcement that he had proposed.”

Larke felt her stomach knot up. Everyone in
both families had been hoping Kody would pop the question but,
until now, she didn’t know how the Colonel would respond. He always
seemed larger than life, a step above—or apart from everyone else.
“He asked two weeks ago,” she said. “He told me it’s traditional
for your family to host an engagement party.”

“It is. He gave you an impressive engagement
ring, I see.”

Larke glanced at the ring on her finger, her
face softening. She loved that Kody had not just given her the
ring, but had selected it himself and made a surprise of it,
planning the event down to the tiniest detail—champagne,
candlelight, a romantic dinner followed by a walk in the moonlight.
She never suspected his intent and was stunned when he produced the
box and opened the lid. Now, she felt embarrassed that he had spent
so much money.

Her hand disappeared below the level of the
table. “I wasn’t expecting anything so grand.”

The Colonel nodded. “He’s my grandson,
generous to a fault. Have you set a date?”

“Not yet, but we’re discussing a spring
wedding,” she replied, wondering why he asked her to come to his
office just to ask questions about the wedding. Those answers he
could have gotten directly from Kody.

The Colonel nodded thoughtfully. “A year from
now.”

“Ten months, actually,” Larke said, her voice
trailing to silence, and she took a sip of tea.

“So soon.”

“Soon?”

He smiled slightly. “Considering the many
years you expect to be married, ten months is . . . soon.”
Hesitating, he breathed in deeply the complex aroma of the tea and
sipped it. “In light of the fact that your marriage will come
sooner rather than later, I would like the opportunity to share
something with you.”

Larke glanced at her watch, eager to be gone.
She and Kody had plans for the weekend. “I don’t see what this has
to do with—”

“Patience, my dear, and I’ll explain. You
see, we’re in the midst of a war.”

“I watch the news.”

“I’m sure you do.” The Colonel smiled with
satisfaction as he sat back. “Let me start at the beginning. You
must also be aware that wars are fought on many different levels—in
the media, in boardrooms, one branch of government against another,
country against country—even in the streets, person against person.
There’s also a hidden war, a war that pits those who want to win no
matter the cost against those who try to stop them.”

“The war on terror, you mean?”

The Colonel seemed pleased she understood.
“Precisely. Spy and counter-spy—the gritty stuff of which modern
movies are made. Rarely seen or talked about are the battles taking
place in darkened alleys and abandoned buildings by extremists who
would buy our technology only to use it against us.”

“What does this have to do with my engagement
to Kody?” Larke asked impatiently as she fingered her watch. She
was growing more uncomfortable with each passing minute

“Why, everything, of course.” The Colonel
made a motion, and Larke watched as a man dressed neatly in a suit
entered the room and placed a file folder on the table. “Thank you,
Mr. Cunningham.” The man inclined his head without a sound and
retreated. “My grandson is about to embark on a career that will
have a lasting impact on our state and the country.”

Larke frowned slightly. Kody had never once
mentioned a career outside of law enforcement. “I’m not sure I
understand.”

“Kody is a fine police officer, of course,
but he has the potential to be much more than that.” He pulled the
file folder closer.

“Police captain?”

The Colonel smiled. “Where is your
imagination, Miss Scott? You must think higher. With the right
support, he could become mayor or even governor one day. And I will
step out on a limb by saying it isn’t outside the realm of
possibility that he could eventually win a seat in Congress.”

The hair on the back of Larke’s neck stood on
end. “Why not president?”

“Why not, indeed? But first, my son will have
to prove himself.”

“Mr. Raines, Kody has the mind and
determination to be anything he wants to be. I would never do
anything to stop him.”

The Colonel nodded, his index finger tapping
the folder. “I appreciate your confidence in him. You’re quite
right, of course, and in due time, he’ll fulfill his destiny. That
brings me to the reason I summoned you here—well, perhaps summon is
too strong a word. Invited is better, don’t you think? I do indeed
have a job to offer you, Miss Scott, and I believe it’s just what
you’ve been looking for.”

“And that would be?”

“I’m in need of a project coordinator.”

“Here in Huntsville?”

“For the entire company,” he said broadly

Larke nearly choked on her tea. “That would
be an enormous responsibility.”

“You have singular talent, Miss Scott, and
I’d like to harness it. You would receive a generous benefits
package, and would also have a company car and a generous expense
account. Of course, the starting yearly salary would be in the
six-figure range, not including the sizeable sign-on bonus or the
yearly bonuses.”

Larke was stunned. “I don’t know what to
say.”

“A yes would be preferable.”

“What are the duties of a project
coordinator? I might not have the necessary qualifications.”

“You have been thoroughly investigated, Miss
Scott. You graduated from the University of Alabama with a 4.0 GPA
and you are under-utilized at your current position. You’re bright,
competent, energetic, and more than capable of solving the complex
problems facing a global corporation. What more need I know?”

Larke looked around. “I could get used to
working here every day.”

“You misunderstand, Miss Scott. The job isn’t
in Huntsville. It’s in California.”

Shock washed over Larke. “California?” she
whispered, her eyes narrowing. “But I need to be here to plan the
wedding.” Where are you going with all of this?

“We were distressed to learn your father had
perished in a firefight that saved the lives of the men in his
unit. Your family suffered a tremendous loss.”

“Thank you.”

He opened the file folder, and when he looked
up at her, his congenial expression had grown compassionate. “Your
father’s selfless act saved not only the men in his unit, but the
lives of countless others who were moving in to occupy the area at
the same time. He was hailed by the military and press as a hero,
was he not?”

Caught off guard, Larke nodded, remembering
all too well the horrible day when the notifying officer and
chaplain appeared at their front door. Her mother had always known
her husband could be killed in the line of duty, but that knowledge
did little to prepare her for the moment she opened the door and
listened to the words no military wife wants to hear. “The
president called my mother.”

“He was buried with full military honors at
Arlington.”

“Yes.”

He glanced at the paper in the file. “He
received a purple heart while in Iraq and I see he’s been nominated
for the Medal of Honor.”

The Colonel’s aging face became serious as he
slid the file folder between them. “I hope you will forgive me for
what I’m about to say. It seems I have the unhappy task of telling
you your father’s death didn’t happen quite the way it was
explained to your family—to the country.”

Larke’s stomach lurched. “Excuse me?”

He sighed, shaking his head slightly as if he
were speaking to a child. “This will be a shock, my dear, but
frankly, there’s no other way around it. Your father was a traitor
to his country.”

The color drained from her face. “That’s a
lie!” she burst, rising from the chair.

“I offer these photos as proof,” he said
gently, pushing the file toward her.

Larke slid it back. “Photos can be
faked.”

“These are real, I assure you. I’ve had them
independently verified. No one tampered with them.” With a hint of
self-serving compassion, the Colonel lifted the first photograph
and gazed at it while making a clicking noise with his tongue.
“Your father wasn’t killed saving his men from certain death. He
died putting American weapons into the hands of our enemies.”

Larke swallowed hard, her heart in her throat
as she sank to the chair. “No . . .” With sorrowful eyes, the
Colonel began the slideshow of photographs so horrific, so gruesome
in every detail her stomach heaved, and she put a trembling hand to
her face, closing her eyes. Now she knew the real reason he had
asked her to come to his office.

“It’s very important that you look at them,”
the Colonel insisted with quiet firmness. “They tell quite a
story.”

Larke forced herself to look at them, trying
to separate her mind from what she was seeing. That the photographs
were of some hideous crime scene was obvious, cutting a broad swath
across the room so bullet riddled and bloodied, the only words that
came to mind were—total carnage.

As she stared mutely at the glossy images,
the Colonel blithely narrated the scene as if it were a television
documentary. “As you can see, there were five men in the room.”

“Where were they taken?” she whispered,
trembling and sick.

“The location doesn’t really matter.”

“Why show them to me?” she asked softly, her
throat tight.

“So you can appreciate the gravity of the
problem you now face. Your father was killed in an arms deal gone
terribly wrong, Miss Scott. It will be difficult, but you must
accept it.” His finger tapped down, settling on two figures in the
front, dressed casually, their white shirts soaked with blood.
“These two might be classified as terrorists—men looking to buy
weapons for use against not only their perceived enemies but also
against innocent civilians.”

Another photo whispered into place atop the
one before, revealing a man dressed in a suit—shot in the head.
“This one was an arms dealer—one of the best, I was told. Numerous
countries spent vast sums of money over the last decade trying to
catch him.”

Larke felt her stomach lurch. “They killed
each other.”

“Not exactly,” the Colonel said with an air
of mystery. “They had help.” He quickly placed three photos before
her. “Two of the five men were Americans—they were offering the
weapons—automatic pistols and rifles, grenades; a host of US-made
weaponry anyone bent on acts of terrorism would be eager to buy for
the right price.”

Larke stared at the first photo, seeing the
two prone men wearing the same type of clothing as the so-called
terrorists—casual and inconspicuous. The next photo showed one man
from the front as he lay in a pool of blood, a pistol in his
extended right hand. The third photo caught her breath, a shiver of
dread washing over her as she saw a slack jaw and open, blue eyes
forever frozen in the fixed stare of death.

Dad.

With a cry, Larke covered her face with her
hands, quivering in shock and grief. On its heels came anger and
she shot up from the chair, gulping air. “My father died saving his
men!” she choked out, pointing at the vile photographs. “I don’t
know where you got these, but they’re not real!”

“They’re very real,” the Colonel reiterated
quietly, pushing the third photo closer to her, emphasizing each
word as he spoke. “Listen to me carefully, Miss Scott. Your father
was a traitor. The weapon beside him was one of the items that went
missing from a weapons depot almost two years ago. The arms dealer
was brokering one of the largest weapons heists in the last twenty
years.”

“You’re wrong!” Larke shouted, unable to stop
the flow of tears or the shaking of her body. “My father was a
hero!”

The Colonel tapped his cane loudly on the
floor. “Sit down, Miss Scott, or I will call security!”

Stifling her tears, Larke glared at him with
eyes of fury. She sat on the chair but rejected the box of tissues
he pushed toward her.

There was a lengthy pause before he resumed
speaking. “The military knew someone on the inside was selling arms
to the enemy, they just didn’t know who it was or how they were
getting their hands on the ordnance. It took six months and an
anonymous tip before the Pentagon put the pieces together. The
shipment manifest had been tampered with, and that required
extensive knowledge—the type of knowledge your father had. Later,
the men involved in the deal were tracked to the meeting location.
These photos are the result of the investigation.”

“I don’t believe you!” Larke murmured
vehemently through her tears.

The Colonel gathered up the photos. “The one
thing the military doesn’t know yet—and I stress yet—is the
true identity of the traitor. They believe—as you do—your father
died a hero protecting his men. They erroneously believe the other
American killed that day was the traitor, when in fact, it was your
father.”

Trembling where she sat, Larke saw his
pompous ego peering at her. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

Mr. Raines’s expression softened, becoming
almost tender. “Not at all, Miss Scott. I was just as shocked as
you were when I first learned what your father had done.”

“There isn’t anything you can say that would
ever make me believe you!”

With a sharp exhale, the Colonel opened the
file folder and placed the photos inside, closing the cover. “It
really doesn’t matter what you believe, Miss Scott. The photos
speak for themselves.”

“No one will believe you.”

“Oh, but they will. You see, Miss Scott, our
society has been conditioned to distrust just about everyone
connected to the government. If this file were to be—say . . .
accidentally released to the press, the public and the
military would quickly learn the undeniable truth.”

Larke bristled. “Accidentally. Fine—I’ll
bite. What do want from me?”

“In two words—your absence. You will break
your engagement to my grandson—without telling him why—and you may
have the job in California.”

“I won’t lie to Kody!” She couldn’t do that
to him, not if she wanted to keep her self-respect.

“Then you leave me no choice. Mr. Cunningham
will release the file to the press—today. Your hero father will be
disgraced. He would lose his burial at Arlington, and would
certainly lose any hope of being awarded the Medal of Honor. Think
long and hard, Miss Scott. What would this do to your mother and
her widow’s benefits, or your brother’s career? Didn’t he just
receive a promotion?”

Larke heard the barely veiled threat and
thought of her poor mother still grieving over the loss of her
husband. Once the media declared something true, even if it was a
lie, it became true by virtue of them having said it. Repeatedly.
It would kill her mother to learn the powers-that-be suspected the
man she loved had betrayed his country. And what would it do to her
brother’s career?

A shiver swept down her spine. Kody.
Her heart rose in her throat. What would this do him? She
could imagine the look on his face when the word leaked out, not a
look of love but one of disgust. I can’t do something so vicious
to you.

She looked down at her engagement ring and
her mouth went dry. With sudden clarity, she realized why the
Colonel had asked her to come to his office. The meeting, the tea,
the job offer, the gentle telling of a story culminating with the
photographs had been carefully planned to elicit the strongest
emotions possible.

He wanted her out of Kody’s life and would
settle for nothing less. If she refused to comply, the contents of
the file would be released for public consumption. Could she allow
the Colonel to hurt her mother, her brother, and the man she loved
by destroying her father’s reputation? Kody, she whispered
inwardly as her heart broke. Forgive me . . .

“I require an answer, Miss Scott,” he
demanded. “The choice is yours. Do I give the file to my assistant,
or do I forget it exists?”

Sighing heavily, she looked at the Colonel
with pained eyes. “I’ll do as you ask.”

 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


Five years later, March 14

 


Like a vapor, he slipped through her fingers,
and Larke called his name, unable to touch him through the mist . .
.

“Kody!”

She came awake with a start, disoriented for
a moment until she realized she was sitting on the miserably hard
chair in the hospital, and for all these days, nothing had changed.
Rubbing her shoulder and the back of her neck, she rose slowly from
the chair, her back protesting. Stretching, she realized she needed
fresh air, something to drink—needed to forget the dreams dogging
her every step.

Leaning over the bed railing, she touched her
sleeping daughter’s hand. On oxygen with tubes running everywhere,
four-year-old Maddie was fighting for her life. They had come to
the hospital with hope—finally, a kidney donor had been found.
Their elation had been profound. Once at the hospital, her doctor
quickly discovered her sniffles and slight cough was more than a
minor cold. Maddie had pneumonia.

That was one week ago. Maddie was too sick to
receive the transplant, and the new kidney went elsewhere. Now she
lay in the bed, her face pale—barely aware when anyone was in the
room. Worst of all, the doctors couldn’t—or wouldn’t—tell her if
Maddie would survive. In quiet tones, they told her she was very
sick and her kidney disease was simply another strike against her.
At the same time, they told her to remain hopeful.

“You have to get well,” she whispered,
kissing her daughter’s forehead through the surgical mask she wore.
“I don’t know what I would do if I lost you.”

Larke washed her hands, and as she opened the
door, she tore off the mask. Dragging in air, she pulled the door
shut behind her and leaned weakly against the wall. Closing her
burning eyes, she sighed long and slow, bending forward to stretch
the tight muscles in her back. Her entire body ached, and she was
tired, so tired.

With her heart in her throat, she thought
about her little daughter lying pale and still in the isolation
room. Sparse furnishings, no curtains, no flowers allowed. Visitors
limited to immediate family—and only then with a mask, hands
thoroughly washed. Nothing could be allowed in that might transfer
deadly germs to Maddie.

“Larke, won't you go home and get some
rest?”

At her mother's soft voice, a gentle arm
around her shoulders, Larke stoically shook her head. Mentally and
physically drained, she rubbed her forehead. “Later.”

“Then lie down in the waiting room.”

Larke shook her head. “I won’t leave
her.”

Eileen Scott frowned, her voice gently
reproving. “Dear, you can't go on like this.”

Larke couldn't remember the last time she
slept through the night or had a decent meal. The days and nights
in the sterile confines of one of Chicago’s finest hospitals had
become one long blur of endless waiting. “I can't leave her.”

“It won't help Maddie if you get sick, too,”
Eileen said, taking a motherly tone.

Larke thought about Maddie lying oblivious to
the array of equipment around the bed monitoring every vital
function of her body while providing everything she required. It
was more than Larke could bear. Tears stung her eyes, her composure
slipping. “She's so small,” she whispered. “This shouldn’t be
happening.”

Eileen hugged her daughter as she combed her
fingers through her daughter’s long blond hair caught at the nape
of her neck by a simple tortoiseshell barrette. “Maddie's a
fighter, dear—like you,” she assured her, “and she's going to make
it. You have to believe it. We all do.”

Larke laid her head on her mother's
comforting shoulder, agony tearing through her. “I’m trying, but I
don’t know how much more her little body can take.” Frustrated
tears spilled, and she brushed them away, refusing to give in to
them.

There was a long, understanding pause, and
Eileen squeezed Larke's hand. “She’s strong, like her mother.
Another transplant kidney will become available.” Something in her
mother's voice sent a shiver through Larke, and she lifted her
head. There was a strange, pensive expression on the sweetly aging
face.

“One did become available.”

“It’s no one’s fault that Maddie developed
pneumonia. There will be another opportunity.” Her mother
hesitated and then she sighed. “There’s no easy way to say this, I
suppose, and I should have found a better time—when emotions
weren’t running high.”

Larke bristled. “If this is about telling
Kody, you can—”

“I kept my silence when you told me you were
pregnant,” her mother interrupted, “and again when Maddie was
diagnosed with kidney disease, but this . . . this is different.
She—” Unable to say the word, Eileen bit her lip.

Chin quivering, Larke uttered the words her
mother couldn’t, “Could die.” Sweet, precious Maddie could die from
the combination of kidney disease and pneumonia ravaging her little
body.

“You can't put it off any longer,” her mother
rushed on. “You must tell him.” Her features softened. “He
has a right to know.”

Larke nodded slowly. That thought had crossed
her mind many times in the last few days. She should have told him
before now—especially now, when each breath could be Maddie’s last.
Kody needed to know his daughter, and she needed to know him.

Her mother drew her away from the door,
leading her down the corridor toward the family waiting area.
“Don't you think he would want to know he has a daughter?”

It was a question her mother had never asked,
yet it always hung there in the silence, the right versus wrong of
keeping her child a secret. Even the possibility of retribution
from Kody’s well-connected family seemed insignificant by
comparison. With Maddie so ill, somehow those threats no longer
mattered. “I don’t know.”

“Surely he’d want to meet her—perhaps help in
some way.”

“He might also wonder what a secret child
would do to his political career.”

Eileen smiled thoughtfully. “These are
different times, my dear. People expect politicians to have
skeletons in their closets. It’s fodder for all those mudslinging
ads on TV.”

“I’ll give it some thought,” she said and
walked down the corridor toward the waiting room.

After all the days Larke spent there, the
waiting room had become uncomfortable and depressing with its
nondescript furniture. She had read all of the outdated magazines
and wearied of the softly droning television. Sagging to the sofa,
Larke scrubbed her face with her hands and accepted a cup of
lukewarm tea her brother pushed against her fingers.

Grayson Scott leaned toward his sister, his
warm hazel eyes discerning and filled with concern. “How's my
girl?” he asked quietly.

Larke took a sip of tea and grimaced at the
strong, bitter flavor. “The same . . . no change.” She was grateful
her brother was home, knowing this wasn’t a pleasant way to spend
his leave. He was as handsome as ever in his army uniform, their
father’s eyes peering at her. What encouragement could she offer
these pillars of strength who were as worried as she was?

Gray’s eyes were soft, probing. “No . . .
you. How are you?”

Falling apart. Tired of going it alone. So
weary of the loneliness, of having no one to take my hand, to hold
me in the night, to reassure me everything will be all right.
She stared down into the cup of tea gone cold. “I'm fine,” she told
him and took a long drink, bracing for the unpleasant bitterness.
“This tastes awful.”

“It’s better than the coffee, trust me. You
look beat,” he murmured, drawing her tense, overly exhausted body
into the circle of his arms.

Larke closed her eyes as her cheek came to
rest against his shoulder. “This isn’t much of a vacation for
you.”

“I wouldn’t be anywhere else, Sprout.”

Sprout. For an instant, she was a
child again; hearing the pet name their father had called her when
they were growing up. “I wish Dad were here,” she whispered, her
fingers toying with the collection of colorful ribbons on his left
jacket front. “He’d know what to do.”

Jackson Scott had always had an uncanny knack
for knowing just the right thing to say or do in a crunch. Perhaps
that was why he had been a good army officer. He did his job and
when he came home, he left his uniform at the door. “Dad would be
so proud of you—Major Scott,” she said, referring to his
most recent promotion. “You wear your oak leaf well.”

Gray smiled. “I promise not to let it go to
my head.”

“Well, this colorful salad you’ve got growing
on your chest could be dangerous—sharp corners and all. Don’t try
cuddling up to some girl while you’re wearing it.”

Gray covered the ribbons with his hand,
patting them lightly. “Yes, well . . . I’m fairly certain my left
side will eventually become heavier than my right and I’ll develop
a noticeable limp.”

“When are you going to find some nice girl
and get married?”

“What’s the rush? I’m not much older than
you.”

“Four years. You’ll always be older.” Larke
hugged her brother. “Oh, I’ve missed you. Any chance they’ll bring
you stateside?”

“One can always hope.”

“I’ve been trying to get her to go home,”
Eileen informed her son as she joined them. “She’s exhausted.”

“Why don't you? Eat something. Relax. Take a
nap. We'll stay here with Maddie.”

Stubbornly, Larke sat up, shaking her head.
“Not until she wakes up.” She drank deep of the muddy brown liquid
passing for tea and blew out a long breath. “I've decided to tell
Kody.”

She saw a look pass between her mom and
brother. “I know . . . it's long overdue.” Agitated, she rose,
pacing several steps. “After everything that happened, I never
thought it would come to this,” her voice caught, “but now . .
.”

Swallowing hard, she turned back. “I'll talk
to her doctor first, to let him know what I'm planning. I don’t
think I should tell Kody he has a daughter over the phone. He might
hang up on me.”

Alarmed, her mother touched her forearm. “Are
you thinking of going down there?”

Gray echoed his mother’s thoughts. “With the
flood conditions right now, it probably wouldn’t be safe.”

“True,” Larke agreed. “Eddie Hastings called
yesterday to let me know that Burton Castle Publishing is
interested in photos of the flood—if I'd be willing to go. Seems
they were impressed with the photos I took after last year’s
hurricane.”

“He knows the best when he sees it,” Gray
offered with a measure of pride.

“That’s what agents are for.”

He frowned. “But you’re exhausted. Are you up
to tackling a job right now?”

Larke inhaled sharply, sitting on the sofa.
She stared down at the plain beige tile floor, hating to make the
admission. “No, but I could use the money for the hospital
bill—maybe for the transplant surgery if they can find another
donor. That's pretty strong motivation, wouldn't you say?”

Gray covered her hand with his large, strong
hand, eyes tender. “I know we keep asking, but—won’t you let us
help?”

Larke shook her head as she had so many times
before. “Thanks, but you and Mom are doing enough just being here.
I’ll call Eddie and tell him I’ll take the job, but in addition to
my regular fee, it’s going to cost Burton Castle that new camera
outfit I’ve been drooling over.”

Larke hugged him, grateful that since their
father’s death, he had been there for her every time. No matter
where he was in the world, he always made time for his family. And
he loved Maddie. “The hours are great, but sometimes being
self-employed . . . sucks.”

“Of course we'll stay,” her mother agreed,
“and if things get hectic, we'll ask Aubree to come. Your sister
adores Maddie.”

Mom could be the one to hold her hand and
say good-bye. Fresh tears welled in Larke's eyes, and she
looked at her mother. “What if something happens and—”

Eileen’s chin quivered. “Dear, something
could happen if you were in the cafeteria having lunch. Go . . .
bring Kody to his daughter. We'll say a lot of prayers and believe
Maddie will pull through,” she said, voice soft. “I’ll go sit with
her.” She rose from the chair and left the waiting room.

Larke watched her mother go out the door
before looking at her brother. “Gray, there are a couple of things
I need to tell you before I leave.”

He sat forward, resting his elbows on his
knees. “I’m listening.”

Larke dug into her pocket and pulled out a
wrinkled business card, passing it to her brother. “My attorney. If
anything happens to me, call him.”

“Do you do this for all your
assignments?”

“Not usually. When Maddie got sick last year,
I revised my will. If it’s all right with you, I named you as her
guardian.”

“Of course, Sis,” he agreed. “There isn’t
anything I wouldn’t do for her.”

The corner of Larke’s mouth lifted into a
tired smile. “I know, but it doesn’t hurt to be careful. Mr.
Kaufman has my power of attorney, the key to my safety deposit box,
and everything else you might need.”

“Why all this extra precaution?”

“As you said, floods are dangerous.”

“The flood isn't the only dangerous thing
down there,” Gray warned gruffly. “I've heard Kody's running for
the state senate. It’s just one election to governor or a seat in
Congress. The old man isn’t likely to let you interfere.”

“I’d like to think he’s not as bad as Kody’s
grandfather,” Larke said, remembering. “My soul nearly sang for joy
when I saw his obituary in the newspaper.”

Gray’s eyebrow lifted. “This isn’t the first
time I’ve heard that tone in your voice when you’ve mentioned the
Colonel. What’s that all about?”

Biting her lip, Larke looked around the
waiting room, grateful they were alone. “That’s the other thing I
need to tell you—something I probably should have told you a long
time ago.”

His brows furrowed slightly. “I don’t think I
like the sound of that.”

Larke winced, clenching her hands together.
“Oh, you’ll like it even less once you know.”

“Now I really don’t like it and you haven’t
said anything yet.”

“I’m flying into the hornet’s nest, and I
don’t know what will happen. If anything—anything—happens to
me, you need to know why.”

Gray frowned. “I’m listening.”

Larke hesitated, unsure how to begin. “It
wasn’t my idea to leave Kody.”

“It wasn’t?”

“No. Do you remember when I had that job
interview with Delano Raines—the one I told you I turned down?”

Gray nodded. “You were very upset by it, as I
recall.”

“Dad had only been gone a year, and Mom was
still grieving. I couldn’t let Mr. Raines do anything to would hurt
her more.”

“What exactly did he do?”

It wasn’t easy sharing the story of her
meeting with the Colonel or of the photographs he had forced into
her hands. “I didn’t want to believe Dad had done anything wrong,
but the pictures were so graphic—I’ve never been able to get them
out of my mind. To see him lying there—the blood, his blank stare,
his . . .” Her voice softened as tears filled her eyes, and Gray
took her hand.

“It’s all right, Sis.”

Taking a deep breath, she went on. “He
reminded me of Mom’s love for Dad and your devotion to your
country. I didn’t want to see either of you destroyed.”

“And he used that to force you to break your
engagement.”

“He said Kody had a great political career
ahead of him, but if we married, someone would eventually learn the
truth, and the voters would turn against him. I couldn’t let it
happen.”

“So you carried the secret alone. How
much?”

“What?”

“How much did he give you to leave town
quietly?”

“Two hundred thousand dollars.”

At first, Gray didn’t say anything—just
stared straight ahead for a long moment before looking at his
sister. “The Colonel certainly went to a lot of trouble to keep you
and Kody apart.”

She brushed a tear from her cheek. “Walking
away was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done,” she whispered.
“It was wrong to just leave, but I couldn’t lie to his face.”

“He came to see me after you left,” Gray
admitted.

Larke looked at him in stunned surprise. “He
did? You never told me.”

Gray shrugged slightly. “What was there to
say? I didn’t even know you were gone until he told me. All I could
do was listen.”

“What did he want?”

“To know where you were, for starters. I read
the letter you left for him, but I didn’t know where you went.”

Biting her lip, Larke looked at him,
shamefaced. She had run as far away as she could—hiding, changing
her name, and turning her much loved hobby into a career. And when
she discovered she was pregnant, desperation overwhelmed everything
else. The Colonel and his son, Birch Raines, could never learn she
had given birth to Kody’s child.

“The man loved you, Sis—deeply, and until you
told me what happened just now, I couldn’t understand why you
walked away. The Colonel blackmailed you. He’s the reason you never
told Kody about Maddie.”

Tears stung her eyes. “I couldn’t take the
chance.”

“But he died—what, two years ago? Surely you
could have told Kody the truth then.”

“Maybe,” she conceded slowly. “I could be
wrong, but it’s always been in the back of my mind that Birch
Raines might have been part of the plan to eject me from Kody’s
life. He was just as eager as the Colonel was for him to have a
career in politics.”

Gray understood. “Then you have to go forward
as if he was part of the plan.”

Larke nodded, soaking up the advice. “With
Kody running for the state senate, Mr. Raines won’t be happy to see
me, even if he wasn’t involved.”

“Did you find any of the evidence in the file
credible?”

Larke sighed with a shrug. “I’m not an
expert. To this day, I don’t want to believe anything he told me,
but with no way to prove it, I couldn’t take the risk he’d release
the file to the press. They would have crucified Dad,” her voice
lowered to a whisper. “The government might have taken Mom’s
benefits and derailed your career.”

“And so you took the job.”

Larke winced. “Not really. I only told
him I accepted the job.”

“But you didn’t,” Gray said.

“And have him looking over my shoulder,
watching my every move? I took the check, packed my bags, and flew
to New York. Two years later, I moved to Chicago. The check is one
of the things I keep in the safety deposit box.”

Gray nodded. “Is that why you use
Great-Grandma Scott’s maiden name professionally?”

“It would have been too easy to track Larke
Scott, but no one would think of looking for Scottie Gentry. There
isn’t any reason for Mom to know about this, is there?” she asked
hopefully.

Her brother was honest. “It affects her as
much as either of us—probably more.”

“I never wanted her to know unless I could
prove Dad’s innocence. Do you think he . . . is it possible to find
out if Dad was guilty—or if I was fed an elaborate lie?”

“You know you’re asking me to use my rank to
gain access to classified documents.”

Larke sighed. “I don’t want you to do
anything to jeopardize your career.”

Gray squeezed her hand. “I’ll see what I can
do. I’m just sorry you felt you couldn’t tell me about this
sooner.”

Larke covered his hand with hers, remembering
that day vividly. “If you had been there—heard what I heard and saw
those awful pictures—you might have kept silent, too.”

“Well, it ends here,” Gray told her
brusquely. “Whatever happens, I won’t let Birch Raines or anyone
else hold that file over your head.”
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“And I’m saying we should see this through
together,” Ashlyn said stubbornly, her blue-green gaze fixed on the
man standing before her. “Think about it a moment. Wouldn’t the
press eat it up—you and I out there, working side by side?”

Standing with her at the doors of City Hall,
Kody reached up to scoop her sleek, dark hair behind her ear. “I
don’t need the press hounding me more than they already are. I have
a job to do, and it will be much easier if you’re not here.”

A soft smile touched her lips, and she leaned
toward him seductively. “Am I that much of a distraction?” she
asked coyly.

Kody smiled. “What do you think?” Even in the
midst of a regional crisis, Ashlyn was impeccably dressed from the
top of her perfectly styled hair to her thousand-dollar designer
shoes—every bit a politician’s wife. “Any woman could take a page
from your book about what to wear during a natural disaster.”

Ashlyn Pope—beautiful and well educated with
flawless manners—had a pedigree trekking back to some of America’s
first families with a hop across the pond to Charlemagne’s family.
The daughter of a successful Birmingham neurosurgeon, she knew
everyone who was anyone and had used her influence to tap the
wallets of the well-heeled elites who were falling all over
themselves to fund his political campaign.

They met in a skybox at Talladega during
NASCAR race week for an annual two-day event started by Delano
Raines some twenty years earlier to celebrate his sixtieth
birthday. He loved car races and used them as opportunities to show
off to family and friends—not to receive gifts, but to dispense
them generously. It became a tradition that continued every year
thereafter until his death. Now, his father hosted the yearly
party.

Jilted by his fiancée the year before, Kody
hadn’t been looking for romance and nearly refused to attend the
gathering. Ashlyn Pope attended the party with her parents and
somehow managed to draw him from his shell with her quiet
exuberance. Over the next year, they spoke occasionally by phone
and email and bumped into each other at several social functions. A
year after the race at Talladega, he realized he needed to get on
with his life and they began dating.

She smoothed her hands over his chest. “Are
you teasing me?”

Kody kissed the tip of her nose. “No. You’re
just more at home at a fundraiser than out there shoveling sand
into a bag.”

Ashlyn stroked her index finger along his
cheek, batting her eyes. “I’d do it for you.”

“I know, but I’m not giving you a choice,” he
told her gently. “I called and left a message for your father. He’s
expecting you.”

Sullen, she pouted. “I’m surprised you didn’t
suggest I get on a plane and join my mother.”

“That’s not
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