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      On any hot and humid sunrise in August, Officer Jed Stern's favorite place to run was the parade route around downtown Larue, especially when he ended his six-mile trek at the Main Street dock. The only thing between the town and the Rainbow Bayou harbor were the storefronts along the brick walkway and the grassy park where early-bird locals and tourists gathered to buy beignets and café au lait from a kiosk at the center of the promenade. While proprietors prepared to open for business and a colorful tour boat coasted by in the calm waters, Jed paid a lanky teenager for a bottle of water and downed it in several swallows.

      He would like to say he scanned the park out of pure enjoyment, but as a cop he wasn't sure if he'd ever look at public activities again the way the average citizen would. His breath returned to normal, and he wiped his neck with the towel draped around his neck. He turned, and a scene nearby caused him to duck behind an enormous sycamore tree, his heart suddenly running faster than it had in weeks, even during his intense workouts.

      But it wasn’t the discovery of a most-wanted criminal or a crime in progress that made his heart pound. It was the woman on the other side of the expanse of well-manicured grass. She was tall and curvy, with long dark hair and, Jed knew, eyes so green you lost your train of thought when she turned them on an unsuspecting member of the opposite sex. He had personal experience with those eyes.

      Anyone meeting Dr. Samantha Larue for the first time invariably guessed her profession as a famous fashion model; others suggested she should have become one but Sam had never desired to be or do anything other than her chosen career as a Naval officer following a long family tradition.

      Sam tossed her head, attempting to flip her thick mane out of her face as she bent over to clasp her little girl’s tiny hands between her fingers, helping her lift herself up into a standing position. Jed smiled at the baby’s happy gurgle, and as if his feet had a mind of their own, he left the shelter of the tree and sauntered toward the pair.

      Nina saw him first. Her eyes lit up, and she lifted one foot as if to walk toward him, then wobbled back and forth. When she rolled back on her heels, Sam let her fall onto her padded butt, probably just to show her falling wasn’t failure. That was his Sam—wrong, not his Samantha any longer. He’d fixed that, hadn’t he? It had been several weeks since they’d spoken, just the two of them, but surely they could carry on normally, regardless.

      Instead of trying to stand again, Nina proved she was as determined as her mother when she got something in her head. Off she went, crawling on hands and knees for all she was worth in Jed’s direction. He laughed at the speed at which she outdistanced Sam, catching her off guard. Then he watched as Sam's gaze shifted from quizzical at Nina to frowning at him. So much for normal.

      “Jay…Jay!” Nina cried, raising her chubby little arms up in the air toward him. He laughed, remembering the scene at the police station earlier in the week when Sam's brother, Luc, had come by with Nina to take his fiancée, Delilah, Jed's partner, to lunch. When Nina saw Jed, she startled Luc by nearly launching herself from Luc's arms, throwing her hands out toward Jed with a gurgling smile and a mangled version of his name. “Jay, Jay.”

      “Hold on there, butterbean.” Her uncle was quick to get a solid hold on her, but she continued to reach for Jed, crying, “Zhet. Zhe…”

      Luc shook his head. “She’s like all the women in this family. She’s going to get her way.”

      Nina’s legs had been pumping as if she could pedal herself through the air to him. With a sigh, he admitted his pleasure that his mother’s namesake wanted his attention over her uncle Luc’s.

      “Hey, baby girl,” his voice had softened to one he reserved only for her. He didn’t see Nina often, but there was a definite connection between them, as if she remembered that it was his hands that caught her when she came into the world last Christmas Eve.

      Now, as he watched her race toward him, he shook his head. What was he supposed to do? He reached down as always, hooked her under the arms with his hands and launched her into the air, eliciting a squeal of delight from her and a gasp from Samantha. Catching her firmly, he brought her face down to his and let her smack him open-mouthed on the lips. Her legs kicked furiously, and Jed wondered if he set her down right then, if she would take off across the grassy lawn.

      “Hey, baby girl,” he crooned. “You’re about ready to run your first toddler race, aren’t ya?”

      Sam looked like she didn’t know what to say. She blew her hair away from her lips and just stood there, her hands fiddling with the zipper of her thin jacket. Jed held Nina in the crook of one elbow while he waited for her to say something.

      Finally, she said, “What are you doing in the park?”

      Just as he said, “You girls having a morning run?”

      She shook her head and smiled. “You’d think, wouldn’t you? She's not old enough, but she seems to think all it takes is determination and it will happen.”

      Sounds like her mother, Jed thought, and Sam eyed him as if she expected him to say that aloud. He shrugged. It was that silent communication that had been a part of their relationship from that first day he’d been introduced to her at the station. He’d been turned on despite her slight baby bump and the room full of other officers and family members, including his partner and her mother. And later, she admitted it had been the same for her. Too bad it hadn't lasted. He didn't want to ruin his good mood at this impromptu meeting by thinking about the reasons why they hadn’t lasted. But somehow the reasons intruded.

      Their breakup hadn't been Sam's fault, though, come to think of it, she hadn't put up much of a fight. As a young man, Jed had made a life decision, swearing off alcohol and kids, a decision he'd admit now had been made long before he'd known he would meet someone like Sam and this sweet little girl.

      "I guess I'd better get Nina on over to mother's and get to work."

      He couldn’t for the life of him figure out the solution, while Nina, with her sparkling eyes and bubbly kisses, squirmed in his embrace.

      "Okay." He kissed the baby and handed her back to her mother. They were careful not to accidentally make contact with each other. He attempted a smile but knew he didn’t pull it off and lifting his hand in a failed attempt to seem casual, he said, "See you around."
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      That afternoon

      "What?" Jed realized his partner had been droning on about something and he'd totally missed her question. Taking the wheel when they'd left their last call, she steered them back to the station for his least favorite part of the job—paperwork. He didn’t even know a cop who felt differently because the appeal of the job was in the interactions with the public and the challenge of solving problems. Cops should be like doctors. Yeah, he liked that idea. They could record their reports and someone else could transcribe them into the excessively detailed forms. He might suggest it at the next meeting, not that a process which had been the same for decades would change just because they hated it. The process had value, he supposed.

      "I asked if you'd seen Nina lately."

      Right, probably the reason he’d gone off on that mental rant. Delilah Burke, Jed's partner, was a sneaky woman. What she really meant was had he talked to Samantha. She'd been vocal in her opinion about Jed's decision to break up with her soon-to-be sister-in-law then dropped it even though he knew she would have loved to burn him over it as often as possible.

      Del was always pushing him to do stuff, like the modeling gig for Ridge and Buffy. She never quit on the subject making him stop at a local bookstore just last week. She'd pulled several romance covers from the shelves and made a show of asking his opinion on the covers. He avoided her attempts instead purchasing a muscle magazine.

      When they'd returned to their car, she said, "None of these guys have the appeal you'd have on a cover, Jed. Just think of the women who'd line up for your…uh…autograph." She'd laughed, thinking she was using a hook he'd swallow. He didn't. His interest in dating women who were only interested in a quick fling seemed to have petered out.

      He decided to nip this subject in the bud. "I ran into them at the park this morning by accident." He'd given himself away by saying that. Of course, it would have been accidental, so why mention it? "Look, would you mind taking care of the paperwork? I have an errand to run." He didn't, but he didn't want to continue this conversation either.

      "No problem, partner." She cocked a brow, "Hot date?"

      He just shook his head and ignored her. She was like a dog with a tasty bone lately, and it was beginning to get on his nerves.

      Forty-five minutes later, he was still driving around the neighborhoods, slowly cruising in his royal blue Mustang. Any of the residents seeing him would have thought he was doing an informal patrol, but he was at a loss as to his destination.

      Suddenly his phone buzzed at the same time the address for Sam's clinic came across his personal scanner. When he lifted his cell from the console, he saw Sam's number. He pressed the button to accept and heard her voice come across loud and clear. "Don't come any closer."

      She wasn't talking to Jed. A frisson of dread shot down his spine, and he opened his window and placed the magnetic light on his roof, then he did a one-eighty in the middle of the street and burned rubber for a block in the direction of Sam's clinic. She was in trouble.

      He listened as the conversation unfolded unable to text or put in a call to Del for backup yet. Slowing as he arrived in front of Sam's clinic he continued to listen to her end of the conversation but though her first words had been clear, all he'd heard since was mumbling and what sounded like dishes clattering. Was she cooking her assailant dinner? Hell. He ran a hand through his hair and texted.

      Del, get to Sam's clinic. Don't use code, but step it up.

      Step it up was code for "bring your ass ASAP!"

      Del texted back within seconds. On my way.

      Then he quietly pushed the door open to Samantha's front entry.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Entering the foyer he smelled herbs and felt her presence in everything around him. He was instantly assailed by thoughts of the first time they'd come together. It had been such a surprise to both of them and they'd gotten close quickly, too close for his comfort.

      He’d felt… Jed hated the word threatened but then, he had broken it off within weeks knowing deep down the reason he’d never let himself become involved to that extent. She was having a baby. She was going to want more than he was capable of giving her—a husband and for her child—a father. He wasn't father material or at least he didn't want to take the chance of mistreating his kids, like the only example he'd ever had in a father. An alcoholic abuser…with a penchant for violence. Well, there’d been Harry, but nevertheless, Jed had walked away, and Sam had accepted his explanation, though she'd expressed her own doubts.

      She hadn’t understood why he kept his life under such tight lock and key and he'd sealed the deal when he'd thrown that back in her face. “You’re one to talk. You haven’t even told your parents, or Luc, about why you came home from the service pregnant, no mention of what happened or who the baby’s father is. You have nightmares. You call out in your sleep and wake up most nights sweating and breathing as if you're being chased. But you won't talk to me. Do you talk to anyone?"

      She’d gone pale and told him he could leave whenever he got ready. That was the last time they’d talked about the baby or spoken except polite conversation during a random meeting until that infamous Christmas party six months later.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Leading with his service weapon, Jed walked stealthily down the front hallway toward the kitchen and dining area. Voices rose and there was more clattering of cookware. Jed knew how these things went down; though he also knew Sam was perfectly capable of taking care of herself. She’d retired from the Navy and set up her practice at the fringe of the historic district of Larue, but it sounded like she was doing hostage negotiations with her visitor. Unfortunately, that made her the hostage in that scenario.

      Time dragged though it couldn’t have been more than a minute or two since he’d arrived. He was at one end of a hallway that led to the kitchen. There was no place to hide and if he got closer and the guy discovered him it would put Samantha in more danger. Jed cast a glance over his shoulder to see if backup had arrived yet. He was sure Del would pass the word to approach with no sirens and wait until he contacted them before entering.

      He strained to hear their muffled conversation and wondered if he should back out and see if Del had made it yet. With his gun trained on the corner to the kitchen, he listened to the discourse going on at the end of the hall. If his stomach was correct about the scents of Italian herbs and tomato sauce emanating from the kitchen, she’d been heating her lunch. Then a pan flew through the kitchen opening, landing in the hallway, and Samantha’s voice carried to Jed’s position, loud and commanding, "I said, stand down, soldier.” He gripped his pistol with both hands and moved quickly to the edge of the archway, easing up to the corner.

      The sight of Sam ordering the hulking mass of humanity in front of her to desist made Jed's knees weak. She was holding a butcher knife, not a gun, but nothing the man would ignore. He hoped. This situation could turn deadly in a flash. He honed in on her body language, trying to figure out what she wasn't saying.

      Their voices had gotten softer, and he assumed Sam was trying to reason with the man. He wanted to move closer so he could make out their words, but he couldn't approach without being seen. The words he heard next sent a chill through him. "Is that your little girl?" There was a pause, and then he assumed Sam nodded because it was followed with, "Can I meet her?"

      Samantha's voice was abrupt yet cool and professional. “That's out of the question. My personal life is off limits. Now, do you want to make an appointment? Let me evaluate you? Once that's done, I can recommend treatment and a follow-up schedule. Are you ready to be accountable and take the steps necessary to get better?"

      Jed's foot scraped against the doorstop, and Sam's visitor heard it. He yelled, "You said we were alone. Who's there?"

      As he reached for Sam, she launched the heavy red skillet at him and shouted, "Get out."

      The man ducked and the pan sailed through the doorway. Jed took advantage of the momentary diversion and swung around the doorway into the kitchen. "Freeze.

      But the man lumbered toward Jed. "I said, Police. Freeze. On the ground. Now.”
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      The man's eyes met Jed's, and a term he'd heard lately went through his mind—suicide by officer. This guy wanted to die; Jed read it in his eyes. Which meant Sam was in even more danger. If he had to act, he might not get much warning. He'd have to trust his gut.

      Samantha shook her head toward Jed, just enough for him to catch the movement. Holding her hand palm up to stay any action by the man, she said, "I didn't get your name."

      The big man's eyes shifted back to her, a little of the rigidity going out of his shoulders. Glancing between them, yet still keeping a wary eye on Jed, he said, "Bernard."

      She nodded, "Bernard, I know you feel like shit right now and can't envision any options moving forward, but believe me, you're not the only one who's come back from war with this feeling. It's a symptom—but a treatable symptom. Now, I'm going to put the knife down and we'll talk, okay?" She gave Jed another slight shake of her head. What did that mean? If she thought he was backing off, she could forget it.

      Bernard's head started swinging back and forth, but she continued, "If you won't let me help you officially make an assessment of your situation, then you'll have to leave."

      At that, he stopped moving and stared at Sam in disbelief. Jed could see why. From his viewpoint, Sam just had a knife, and this guy was big. He also seemed oblivious to the fact that Jed was aiming a gun at him. Suddenly, Jed realized that if Sam didn't talk him down in the next few seconds, the man was going to die. Hopefully, there was some spark of self-preservation in the big lug's psyche.

      Then all the starch seemed to go out of him and he slumped, turning away. Sam said, "If you change your mind, call my office and make an appointment. I'll let my assistant know it's okay to put you on the schedule, but there will be no more of this behavior, Bernard."

      Bernard turned back and glared at Jed, but simply gave Sam a level look. Jed started to object, but Sam stopped him with a hand on his forearm, "Let him go."

      Jed thought, Not no, but… “Did he hurt you?”

      She shook her head.

      Jed was still holding his gun on the disheveled man. “Did he threaten you?” Now that he got a better look he saw that the man was not just disheveled but grimy and smelled to high heaven. The dark circles under his eyes matched the strain on his face. Jed recognized desperation when he saw it. The man might be close to a psychotic break. He didn't appear to be high but Jed was not inclined to simply let him walk out of this clinic.

      “No. Let it go, Officer Stern.” Oh, so they were going to play it that way, were they?

      The man apparently got the gist of the conversation and decided not to wait for a formal dismissal, brushing past Jed and stalking out through the front door. Jed watched him leave and then turned narrowed eyes on Sam. She looked tired, stressed, but not harmed. Relief made him extra careful as he lowered his weapon. He felt the surge of emotions—anger, confusion, and most of all a relief so immense he practically shook with it.

      She looked relieved as well, and for a second he felt like a hero. Then he heard the pounding of feet exiting through the front door, and Sam cursed, a very naval-officer-like curse.

      Jed said, "He's dangerous, Sam. And he'll be back. Let me grab him and take him in for questioning. At least I could run a make on him."

      Samantha shook her head. "No. He didn't hurt me, and he needs psychiatric help."

      He glared at her, but she continued calmly.

      "He said he heard I treated soldiers for PTSD.” She shrugged and lifted her hands, one still held the knife. “It's what I do, Jed." She said this calmly but the hands that placed the knife on the counter trembled slightly.

      He reached out and brushed a stray lock of hair out of her eyes. They traveled up to his, and for a heartbeat, time seemed to stop. Her eyes searched his and he felt sure she could see the concern reflected in their depths. She didn't need to be a psychotherapist to see the desire. Every time he got within shouting distance he had the same reaction. He told himself to relax his fist and breathe.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Jed stepped back and made a show of inhaling the spicy aroma of her spaghetti sauce. "Maybe he smelled the Italian herbs and garlic from the street," he said dryly to lighten the mood.

      There was an awkward moment when he wondered if she'd respond in kind. Then she said, "Grab a plate."

      He holstered his gun and grinned. "Taking pity on a starving man?"

      "Well, if you'd eat more like a real man you wouldn't be hungry all the time," she countered. It was a recurring theme.

      "I thought—" Jed clamped his mouth shut. He'd been about to say, 'You used to love my hard ridges and valleys.' Remembering the occasion of that comment actually caused his midsection to constrict. He glanced over at Sam. She decided not to ask what he meant. Instead, she scooped pasta onto a plate and topped it with a man-sized ladle of fragrant red sauce.

      She tore off a chunk of garlic bread and sat down across from him. "Not hungry?" he asked while winding a piece of pasta on his fork. She shrugged.

      "Sam, you don't have to pretend with me. That guy rattled you."

      "Samantha—" a voice called out and they both looked up. Luc and Del came through the door, guns drawn and stopped cold in the middle of the hallway.

      The urgent voice belonged to Sam's brother, Luc, who hurried into the kitchen.

      Sam rose and allowed Luc to give her a long fierce hug. He drew back and frowned studying her face. He knew as well as Jed that it took a lot to shake up his sister who was five years his senior and the closest to him. They'd often supported each other as the youngest of their six siblings.

      Jed watched the play between brother and sister. Maybe Luc could get her to see reason.

      “What happened?” Del asked, rushing past Jed to Sam’s side to embrace her.

      “Sis, you okay?” Luc asked.

      Jed noticed her fingers weren’t quite steady when her hand went up to tuck her sleek hairdo in place. Personally, he liked it down. Samantha was like all the other women in the Larue family: brilliant and—stunning. But it had been this woman who’d turned him on even when she'd been nine and a half months pregnant.

      Luc placed his hand on her cheek, and whispered something, and she nodded. Jed felt a kick in his gut. She'd only admitted her reaction to the situation once she was in Luc's arms.

      Suddenly Jed wanted to run his hands over her, calm her, and make her feel safe. He wanted… Jesus, Jed. Get a grip.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      "Want some spaghetti?" She asked Luc, pulling away and grabbing a plate from the cabinet.

      "Sam, stop it." Luc glanced at Jed who tucked into his pasta and twirled. "Jed answered a call here, and it wasn't a dinner call. What happened?"

      Sam handed him a plate but he shook his head. He ran his hand through his black hair, his green eyes suddenly flashing. "Stop stalling."

      "It wasn't anything I couldn't handle. A…prospective client got a little…" She glanced at Jed, who just kept chewing… "Upset." She shrugged. "He said he was given my name⁠—"

      "For what? What did he want?" Luc asked.

      "He asked about my treating those suffering with PTSD, showed signs of some kind of mental illness—depression."

      "Or maybe just crazy,” inserted Jed.

      She glared at him and he shrugged.

      "So all you have to go on is speculation? He didn't make an appointment or have a referral?"

      "No, he just barged in," she held up her hand, "which I told him before he left was unacceptable and that the only way I'd see him was if he made an appointment like anyone else."

      "What did he say?"

      Jed interrupted. "Nothing he could say with me holding a gun on him and Sam a butcher knife."

      Luc looked like he was about to chew nails. His eyes narrowed. "So why isn't this guy in custody?" His raised voice was a pretty good indication he was beyond his normal easy-going tolerance.

      Jed just glanced over at Sam. Let her convince Luc it'd been a good idea to let the man walk away scot-free. But then Luc turned the glare on Jed. "Why didn't you detain him?"

      Jed didn't have an answer but Sam intervened. "Luc, it wasn't Jed's fault. This is typical with some of my clients. They have violent and often suicidal urges, but it's not personal. It's not directed at me." As she said it, Sam remembered the eerie feeling she'd had when Bernard asked about Nina's picture. She couldn't mention it to Luc or Jed yet.
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      "So this man was a patient?" Luc asked.

      Sam resisted the urge to squirm. "Potentially. Look, Jed heard me. I made it clear I wouldn't allow this behavior again if I were to see him on a doctor-patient basis."

      "I don't like it." Luc's jaw was tight, his hands shoved into his black hair, leaving it in disarray.

      "Luc, we've been there. We know what it's like to go to war and come home changed." She swallowed and kept her voice steady. "Some have more trouble adjusting than others. This is what I do and I'm good at my job. I'm asking you to trust my judgement on this one.”

      Luc exhaled, rubbing his neck with his hand as he considered. Jed watched as these two, who were as close as any brother and sister he'd ever met, faced off. But it was because Luc cared so much that he was unwilling to give in, and Jed agreed with him. There was something about the afternoon's confrontation and Sam's version of it that didn't quite ring true.

      Before he thought about it he was saying, "If it makes you feel any better, Sam promised to call me as soon as she or her assistant hears from this guy so I can be on hand to monitor the situation."

      He held back a chuckle at Samantha's visible struggle not to refute his statement because she realized doing so would just make Luc dig in his heels. "You two must understand the nature of my job. These aren't your normal patients with an office or family related stress who just decide to take advantage of their free employee mental health coverage for a chat."

      "No," Luc said, "I understand even more so, sis. Which is why I'm concerned when I hear it took a police officer holding a gun on your patient and you feeling threatened enough to pull a kitchen knife on him." He walked back over to her, his green eyes boring into hers, then he hugged her as if to convince himself that she was okay. "I couldn't bear it if something happened to my favorite little sister."

      "That's going too far, little brother, just because I'm the youngest of your big sisters. And I'll remind you I've had more training than you, I'm nearly as tall as you and, most importantly, I outrank you."

      "She's got you there, bro," Jed barked out a laugh.

      Luc tried one last time to make his point. "Samantha. Del and Jed can attest that things happen to people with experience every day through no fault of their own. I don't want it to happen to you."

      Sam stiffened and pulled out of Luc's embrace, busying herself suddenly with stirring the spaghetti sauce. "Your concerns are appreciated and duly noted. Now, can we drop it? Do you want some spaghetti or not?"

      Luc only hesitated for a second, realizing the subject was truly closed. "Thanks, but I promised Del dinner." He looked at Jed, then leaned in and hugged Sam from behind. "Love you, sis."

      "You too, Luc," she said quietly as Jed walked down the hallway and out the front door.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Del watched Luc and Sam for a few seconds, then followed Jed outside.

      “What happened in there, Jed?” She sounded irritated.

      "It's over. She wouldn't allow me to do my job, so I’m outta here.”

      “All right, all right. Don’t get snippy,” she said, smiling.

      What did that smile mean? “What?” he asked plowing his hand through his hair as he frowned at Del.

      “I saw how you were looking at her, partner. It didn’t look like it’s over to me.”

      A few minutes later, Luc came striding out the front door toward Jed. “She's clammed up again. What really happened in there?”

      Jed held up his hands. “I don’t really know beyond what she's saying. She called me, and when I got here, she was yelling, “Stand down.” I couldn't hear the whole conversation, but it didn't sound like my idea of your typical doctor-patient exchange.” Especially when it turned personal, asking her about the picture on her desk of her and Nina. No, he hadn’t missed that, and he didn’t like it one bit. He’d be keeping a closer eye on the two until he found out exactly what had gone down. “Then she threw a pot at him, I assume to distract him, and drew a butcher knife."

      Luc swore and Jed said, "He came barreling out of there not even caring that I was holding a gun until I told him to stop. He was about six-four, two-eighty, and dark-complected. She insisted I let him go.”

      Jed waited for Luc to comment, but he looked off, eyes narrowing. “Damn,” he said before turning around and walking toward the street. Del looked from him to Jed, shrugging and raising her eyebrows.

      She mused aloud. "He's worried about her and since she won't talk to anyone . . ."

      He's not the Lone Ranger, Jed thought after Del and Luc left.

      He walked to the Mustang, cranked the heavy, thrumming engine. Let the Larues deal with it.

      With his hand on the gearshift, he sat there, unable to make himself put the car in drive. Finally giving up, he switched the engine off and walked back up the sidewalk into the clinic.

      When he entered the kitchen, Samantha looked up and she seemed to be gathering herself for another storm of lectures from him but his heart wasn't in it. He'd sensed she was hurting from something Luc had said so he reverted to their usual less serious banter to cheer her up.

      "Looks like you made enough spaghetti for an army. Any chance I could get some takey-outey? You could just put that—" he nodded at his unfinished plate, "in a go box."

      She shrugged. "Sure." She bent over to get a container from the large drawer and Jed nearly groaned at the site of her gorgeous hips in the tight red jeans swaying back and forth as she looked for a lid. Memories of having his hands on her naked flesh right here in the kitchen made him rise from the stool and place the counter between them so she didn't notice his reaction. They didn't need that mucking up the water right now.

      In that moment, Jed realized his priority had shifted, from wondering if he'd made the right decisions in the past and resisting his always explosive attraction to Samantha, to just making sure she was safe. And, he added, finding out what she was hiding, because she was definitely hiding something.

      Samantha had returned home three months before her Navy retirement was supposed to be final, though everything had apparently been in order with her discharge. No one knew what had happened, not even Commander Victoria Larue, Samantha's mother. And no one had asked, not that there hadn't been plenty of speculation making the rounds in local gossip, as well as within the family out of concern for Sam's emotional health.

      Jed was suddenly reminded of the signs when they were dating: a flinch when she passed a stranger in a hallway, her nightmares, even an occasional panic attack. But were they any different from what most soldiers went through after twenty years of serving in wartime? She always managed to change the subject when he asked.

      "Why did you lie to Luc?" She asked suddenly after placing the
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