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“I can’t let you get over me…because I’m never going to get over you.”




After eighteen months as a POW presumed dead, SAS soldier Lee Davis is finally going home. Back to his family, friends and…fiancée? Except the night before his last deployment Juliet Browne rejected his proposal. Which makes the sight of her playing the grieving almost-wife beyond infuriating. Feigning amnesia, Lee puts Jules’s commitment to the test.




Yet tormenting her conscience isn’t as easy as he thought it would be. She’s still the woman whose memory got him through the worst of his captivity and her actions now prove she cares—a lot. And despite her betrayal, he needs her more than ever.




Because Lee is beginning to realize that for him, Jules is home.
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Chapter One




Sleep was always elusive, the first night in a strange bed.

Juliet Browne plumped the pillow, trying to put more volume into it. It was too soft, the mattress too firm and ambient light emanated through a picture window to her right when she was used to cocooning darkness.

She could close the curtain….

Except what she did like about this room was the gnarled pohutukawa branches, spindly as ballerina legs and tufted with leaves dancing in the wind outside the window. Moonlight filtered through them, dappling the stark walls and Spartan-white duvet cover with monochromatic graffiti. There was something anarchic about the bony branches that channeled her growing emotion.

Don’t be sad.

Rolling on her back, she stared up at the ceiling, shaped like an inverted triangle. This house was pale, stylized and angular, reflecting its architect owner. She liked Mark, liked his steadiness, his creativity, his easy conviction that, gee, life was pretty good, wasn’t it?

Tears prickled behind her eyelids and she blinked them away, sidling closer to the edge of the bed, as far away as possible from the man sleeping on the other side. It was normal to feel bewildered, even bereft, under the circumstances. Sex represented the last goodbye in an eighteen month journey of moving on—it was bound to raise Lee’s ghost.

Go to sleep, she sternly ordered herself and his ghost. But if their short, intense relationship had taught her anything, it was that Lee Davis had never been one to lie down quietly. Tucking the sheet around her, Jules thought about the trust agreement she’d been amending that day. The intricacies of subclauses would soothe her faster than watching branches dance.

A sound startled her awake. Opening blurry eyes, she saw her evening clutch bag vibrating on the nightstand. The realization of where she was returned slowly. Glancing over her bare shoulder at Mark, curled away from her, sound asleep, she turned back in time to see her quivering bag topple onto the floor, spilling its contents.

Mark muttered but didn’t wake. Just as well—she’d told him she’d switched off her cell. He’d wanted an intimate dinner with no outside interruptions. Instead, she’d set it on vibrate, unwilling to entirely disconnect from the world.

The low hum stopped as the call went to message. Rolling to the edge of the mattress, Jules shoved her things into her handbag. A lipstick, comb, a couple of business cards—Juliet Browne, Solicitor, West Harbor Law—a credit card and keys hooked to a miniature tennis ball. Just out of reach, her cell pinged a message, its screen casting a green glow across the white carpet.

She frowned, catching sight of the time. Who would be trying to contact her at six o’clock on a Sunday morning? Pushing aside the covers, she crept out of bed, grabbing her cell en route to the bathroom, where she slid the partition door shut before flicking on the light switch. Ignoring the naked brunette illuminated in the mirror, she checked her messages. Texts from Dan, Ross and Nate…. Surely Lee’s surviving army buddies weren’t already after a progress report? And two missed calls from Nate. She scanned the text messages first.

From Ross at midnight: Have you talked to Nate yet?

From Dan at 1:00 a.m.: Phone me soon as you’ve talked to Nate.

Anxiously she listened to Nate’s voice messages, the first sent at eleven-thirty the night before. “I need to talk to you urgently. Good news, incredible news but—” he gulped “—call me, okay?”

His second was the call a few minutes ago. “Where are you if you’re not at home?”

Then she read a text from him: CALL ME!

In growing alarm, she punched in his number. He picked up after the first ring. “Jules,” he said. “Thank God. Claire and I are bouncing off walls here.”

“What’s happened?”

“It’s good news—the best—but you need someone with you.”

“Someone is with me. I’m at Mark’s.”

There was a moment’s silence. “Oh shit, you’ve slept with him.”

“What did you think we’d do when you guys set us up, play tiddlywinks? What’s going on?”

“Hang on.” A few seconds later, Claire, her best friend and Nate’s fiancée came on.

“This needs to be done in person,” Claire said by way of greeting. “Go home and we’ll meet you there.” She and Nate lived forty minutes east of Whangarei, the small city that acted as a gateway to northern New Zealand.

Jules clutched the cell. “If you’re up this early on a Sunday it must be bad.” Claire was notoriously grumpy in the mornings.

“I swear it’s brilliant news…astonishing—” Her voice broke.

Nate came back on the line. “Look, we can’t do this over the phone,” he said impatiently. “Just get home.”

“Is Claire cry—” The bathroom door opened and Mark came in, rubbing his face. His hair was ruffled. And he was naked. Resisting the urge to cover her own nudity, Jules cut the conversation short. “Fine. The spare key is under a fake rock to the left of the potted geraniums.”

“You can’t be serious,” Nate said, incredulous. She broke the connection before the former celebrity bodyguard could lecture her about security.

“What’s going on?” Mark asked.

“That was Nate and Claire.” In the mirror, two people stood naked in a confined space under a bank of spotlights. Jules edged past him and into the bedroom. “Good news, apparently, but they want to tell me in person.”

“Why would they withhold good news? That doesn’t make sense.”

“It doesn’t, does it?” Anxiously, she started dressing, putting a run in her nylons in her haste. She wiggled into her cocktail dress, a fitted sheath in flamingo-pink, and stepped into the matching stilettos. “Zip me up?”

He did, and then dropped her shawl, a fine paisley silk, across her shoulders. “Want me to come with you?”

“No.” He raised an eyebrow and she patted his arm by way of apology. “Thanks, but I’m sure it’s fine.” A romance was one thing, letting him into her relationship with Lee’s friends something else. Even if the guys had set them up. Mark’s brother Richard served with Ross in the SAS and Mark had designed the renovations for Claire and Nate’s home.

Her new lover pulled on jeans and walked her to the front door, which he unlocked. “Phone me when you know.”

“I will.” She waited for him to open it.

“You forgot something.”

Jules tamped down her impatience as he disappeared in the direction of the kitchen. A few minutes later he returned with the enormous bunch of pink peonies he’d given her the night before, still in their cellophane. He’d wrapped the ends in damp newspaper. And as much as Jules wanted to race home and find out what the hell was going on, she took a minute to kiss this thoughtful man.

“I had a great time,” she said, then added more truthfully, “I’m glad it was you.” Last night had been about more than a physical connection—she’d needed the tenderness. And if the sex hadn’t been earth-shattering, it would get better as she practiced letting go.

He grinned, suddenly boyish as he turned the burnished doorknob. “I’m glad it was me, too. Call me.”

“I will.” When he closed the door, she ran.

Thirty minutes later, Jules spun into the quiet cul-de-sac where she lived, the loud rumble of her recent purchase—a 1959 Cadillac de Ville—vying with the dawn chorus of the sparrows nesting in the old oak in her front yard.

Nate’s glossy black four-wheel drive was already parked in her driveway and she screeched to a halt behind it. Opening her clutch bag, she pulled out her diamond ring and slid it on, then grabbed her house keys and the flowers. In last night’s clothes, with tousled hair, slutty stilettos and kiss-swollen lips, she felt like Cinderella minus the midnight intervention. Which was crazy—her friends wouldn’t judge her.

No, she was doing that herself.

The door opened before she could insert the key in the lock and she found herself dragged, into a convulsive hug by her best friend.

Jules froze. “Oh God, I knew it was bad news.”

“No, it’s great.” Claire loosed her hold. “I’m sorry, I’ve crushed your flowers.” Tugging them from Jules’s hands, she nervously smoothed out the cellophane. “Go sit down.”

But Jules was looking beyond her to Nate, who was standing by the tiny tiled hearth, his fists jammed in the pockets of his jeans. Her stomach dropped. His dark eyes were red-rimmed. Her attention shot to Claire. Her friend’s long blond hair was tied in a ponytail, revealing her pale face, and she’d clearly been crying too. And her piercing blue gaze reminded Jules of a nurse assessing a patient. “You’re scaring me,” she croaked.

“If you’d just sit—”

“Tell me now.”

“It’s Lee.” Nate sucked in a breath, his face split in a wide, shaky grin. “Jules, he’s alive.”

The words made so little sense she couldn’t process them. Lee was dead, his body detonated by insurgents after an ambush in Afghanistan nineteen months and three days ago. They’d held a memorial service and his SAS comrades had played the Last Post. She shivered, recalling the echo of that mournful bugle. “I misheard you,” she said politely. “What did you say?”

“Lee has been discovered alive.” Claire gave a half laugh, half sob and reached out a hand, but Jules fended her off.

“No.” It was fatal to let in a whisper of doubt…or hope…after so many months of fighting to accept the grim reality. But the word alive had already found a resonance inside her and was sucking all the oxygen out of her lungs. In front of her, Claire kaleidoscoped to a tiny smiling dot.

Jules returned to consciousness to hear Nate say, “We should have made her sit down.”

Something pressed against her left cheek. “Ow!” She fumbled at what felt like a wet plastic bag of marbles and opened her eyes. She was lying on the floral couch, her legs raised on cushions.

“It’s okay.” Nate replaced a package of frozen peas on her left cheekbone. “Only a bruise.”

“What happened?” she said in bewilderment.

Tenderly, Claire pushed strands of hair away from her face. “You fainted and hit your head falling. It was the shock.”

Lee’s alive. Shoving away the peas, Jules pushed upright, and then swayed under a wave of dizziness.

“Easy.” Nate steadied her by grasping her shoulders. “Give yourself time to grasp that Lee’s a—”

She wrenched free. “Stop saying that. It’s cruel!” Her teeth began to chatter and she hugged herself, blaming the frozen peas for the shivers.

Sitting on the couch, Nate tugged her into his arms. “I swear to God,” he rasped, holding her resistant body tight against his chest. “Lee’s alive. He’s safe.”

The sob burst out of Jules, as graceless as a retch. Then another and another. Alive. She was barely aware of Nate rocking her, of Claire wrapping her arms around both of them, laughing and crying. A rush of elation percolated through her bloodstream and she started laughing, too.

“Tell me…how…why?”

Nate launched into an explanation of some setup and a body switch. Clinging to Claire’s fingers, Jules nodded but all she could hear was the beating of her heart. Alive. Alive. Alive!

“…and when the Americans raided a remote mountain outpost, they discovered the dugout where they’d been holding him.”

Some dark thread in his tone caught her attention. “They?”

“He’s been a prisoner of the Taliban.”

Nate read her fallen expression and added soothingly, “He’s in a military hospital in Bagram. His condition can’t be too critical or he’d have been evacuated to better facilities in Germany.”

“We have to go to him.”

Nate exchanged a glance with Claire, who put her arm around Jules. “The SAS has arranged for the guys to fly out tonight.”

For a moment she stared at her friend blankly. “Oh, my God.” Jules massaged her temples. “He doesn’t know about his dad.”

Nate gestured to the rock on Jules’s finger. The diamond was big and brash, a powerhouse that seemed to seize all ambient light. “Or that he’s engaged.”

Knowing Lee had intended to propose, his buddies had given her the engagement ring. They’d found it when they’d packed up his personal effects.

Reality hit her like an oncoming locomotive. Instinctively Jules covered the ring with her other hand.

“Now he can propose in person,” Claire said cheerfully, as though a six-week whirlwind romance easily withstood a year-and-a-half’s separation. A separation where one of the parties had been presumed dead…and the other was having sex with someone else.

And that was the least of her problems.


  


Chapter Two




Lee woke at first light, habituated by many months of the rhythmic chanting of dawn prayers that his captors began their day with. And found himself in a private room in a military hospital at Bagram.

His prayers had been answered.

He stretched his fever-weakened muscles, relishing the clean, scratchy cotton against his torso and any damn mattress, even this serviceable hospital one, cushioning his body. Frankly, he needed the sensory reminder that he wasn’t lying on a dirt floor, scratching fleabites while his belly squirmed with dysentery.

The comfortable bed allowed him to close his eyes, confident he wouldn’t be kicked into consciousness, and helped him bypass those terrible waking seconds when he thought, I have to survive another day. And later, when he’d given up all hope of rescue—What am I surviving for?

Opening his eyes, he scanned the simple prefab hospital room, luxuriating in the peacefulness. Closed them and reveled in the lack of pain.

The Americans who’d found him had been kind, treating him with brisk efficiency. A Special Forces soldier—a Kiwi—found alive. Except none were missing. That information had been enough for Lee to begin to doubt his sanity. Again.

Too hyped to sleep he switched on the light—a light!—and poured himself a glass of water from the jug beside the bed. Because he could drink his fill, he had another. Grateful for the small things. A glass. Being hydrated. Hair clean, if uncut. Lips moistened with lip balm, wounds cared for, fever broken. Particularly thankful that his thigh ached from the drugs they’d pumped into it to treat his viral leishmaniasis.

The condition he’d lived with, untreated, for weeks. Along with his name and his unit, it was the only thing he kept repeating between delirium dreams.

Still taking inventory, he ran his fingers across his chin, enjoying the smoothness. Last night a nurse had shaved off his beard in preparation for the big meet with the brass this morning, the first he was capable of since his rescue a few days ago. He traced the ridge of scar tissue on his cheek. Maybe designer stubble would be a better idea.

He paused to examine his hand, ignoring the tube taped to the back that connected to an IV feeding him salts, glucose, amino acids and vitamins. His knuckles were swollen. Above the fresh white bandages on his wrist, the skin was weathered and scarred, ingrained dirt in the calluses. His ragged nails were at various stages of regrowth. Not so pretty.

He wiggled his feet, lifted them off the bed, enjoying the light-as-air sensation after months of wearing leg irons. Under the bandages the raw flesh prickled and burned with the effort so he lowered them again.

All that water had made him need to pee. Grabbing the IV stand, he used it as a support and hobbled painfully into the bathroom. He marveled at the clear stream produced by his hydrated kidneys.

At the sink, Lee turned the tap on and off a few times before lathering up his hands. On impulse he cupped them under his nose and inhaled the sudsy fragrance deeply, though God knows there was nothing special about military-grade soap.

Before returning to bed he dropped to the floor and began laboring through five sit-ups and five push-ups. That was all he could manage in his current state. But it was second nature to force himself through this ritual, to try to retain what muscle he could in the forlorn hope he’d find an opportunity to escape.

It hadn’t come.

And yet here he was. Free.

Emotion choked him. Halfway through a pushup, his arms gave way and he collapsed on the floor. Automatically, Lee wiped his face dry with the hospital gown. The innocent do not cry, his captors said, because they do not fear death or God’s judgment.

After long months of ironclad self-control, weeping was his greatest luxury.

Exhausted, he dragged himself back to bed and slept.

The next time Lee opened his eyes, two uniformed men sat beside him. The insignia on the elder’s beret and the badges on his camos indicated senior rank. He struggled to sit up but the man restrained him. “Rest easy, son.”

The man’s accent, his calm commonsense, felt warm as a breeze from home. “I’m Colonel Lucas Bradford, Senior National Officer and Commander of the New Zealand Defense Forces—and this is Dr. Joseph McKenzie.”

Lee inspected the second man. Civilian clothes. A clipboard and an intelligent “trust me” empathy. A shrink.

Lee smiled, not an easy task with his cracked lips, no matter how much lip balm he used. “Why is it so hard to believe I’m Lee Davis?” The two men seemed taken aback by his astuteness. “I’ve been getting looks,” he explained. “People pausing at the door to stare at me.” Even in and out of fever, he’d noticed.

“It’s true we doubted your identity,” Colonel Bradford answered. “Perhaps it will help if I tell you why.” He removed a file from the leather briefcase beside his chair and opened it. “Lee Davis died nineteen months ago in a convoy ambush. His uniformed body was found two days later, strapped with explosives. It was detonated with a trip wire as the recovery crew approached, killing four.” He paused, letting Lee fill in the gaps. The cleanup would have been horrendous, a charred mess of bone chips, fragments of flesh and almost nothing remaining of the booby-trapped corpse. “A fingertip collected for DNA testing confirmed one of the four dead as Lee Davis.” Instinctively he glanced at Lee’s left hand lying across his chest. Five fingers.

Lee pulled his right hand from under the sheet and held up his middle finger. The tip was missing to the top knuckle. “And I thought they just did this for fun.” Realizing he was giving the SNO the bird, he grinned. “No disrespect, sir.”

“None taken.”

“I’m guessing local allies were part of the cleanup and collection team.”

The colonel’s gaze narrowed. “An insider would explain the accuracy of the ambush.”

“Take a DNA sample from me.”

“We already have. The results came in a couple of days ago.” The older man grinned. “Welcome home, son.”

A lump rose in Lee’s throat. Maybe being hydrated wasn’t such a great thing. “It’s good to be back, sir.” Or it would be when this sense of surrealism wore off. “My captors told me there had been an ambush.”

“You don’t remember?” Dr. McKenzie spoke for the first time, his high voice sounding more like a cartoon character’s than a psychiatrist’s.

“First thing I recall was coming to trussed up in the tray of a Toyota pickup.” Bought with opium money, the vehicle was a Taliban favorite.

He paused, reliving the triumph of his captors as they jabbed him with gun butts and laughed while he bounced around the cargo bed, unable to brace himself as the pickup bucked across the dunes. Bewildered as to how he’d got there. The sun had been high, the metal burned where it touched his bare skin. Blood obscuring his vision.

“You were thrown clear when the improvised explosive device detonated under the Humvee,” said the SNO. “You must have nine lives to have survived that and a lengthy captivity.”

“I was down to my last, sir,” he answered, and it wasn’t a joke.

“What puzzles us is why they kept you alive.”

“In a previous deployment I’d saved a baby with septicemia.” As the team’s advanced medic, Lee had often treated people in the remote villages in the course of patrols. Part of the campaign to win hearts and minds—and vital intel.

“Her grandfather, the headman, initially refused treatment, despite the pleas of the baby’s mother. Steve Langford, our unit commander, lost his temper and told him he was a selfish old bastard… Lee swallowed, remembering his troop mates. Dead. All dead. “The elder finally agreed to treatment if I came alone and unarmed.”

He shrugged before continuing. “The headman—Ajmal—showed up at camp to watch my execution.” He’d been on his knees, wrists tied behind him, a grip on his hair forcing his head back and a blade pressed against his larynx when their startled gazes met.

Lee smiled grimly. “Ajmal’s surprise matched mine.” He cleared his throat because in his imagination, he could still feel the blade. “His son was the local Taliban commander and, as it later turned out, the baby’s uncle. I demanded nanawatai. Asylum.” Amazing how fast the brain can think seconds from death.

The colonel nodded; the doctor looked confused. “Pre-deployment our men study Pashtunwali,” the SNO informed the psych. “Nanawatai is one of its tenets.”

“I know about Pashtunwali,” the other man replied defensively. “It’s a two-thousand-year-old code of honor used by the Pashtun tribes and carries the force of law. I haven’t heard of nanawatai.”

“So you won a reprieve,” the SNO said, returning his attention to Lee. “And they were left wondering what to do with you.”

Lee rubbed the stiff, starched cotton of the sheet. “Had I known what lay in store I might have opted to have my throat cut,” he joked weakly.

“Time to rest,” Dr. McKenzie said, taking control. “A debrief can wait. Our immediate priority is restoring your health and reuniting you with family.”

The colonel nodded in agreement. “As soon as your identity was verified we updated your file and contacted your next of kin.” He glanced at the psychiatrist and Lee’s gut clenched, because he knew what was coming.

“I’m sorry to break bad news,” Dr. McKenzie began in his cartoonish voice.

“My father died.” Lee waited for the other man’s nod to impale him. “When?”

“Six months ago. A heart attack.” The psych anticipated his next question. “Very quick and an autopsy confirmed nothing could have been done. Our deepest condolences.”

“It’s not a surprise,” Lee finally managed to say. “Dad was eighty-four and had bypass surgery a year before I deployed. I’d half expected…” His voice failed him. He stared at the sheet caught between his fingers; he was like a child clutching a comforter. “You’ve contacted my siblings?” Thirteen and fifteen years old when Lee was born, their relationship was warm but unessential. Dad had been the rock in his life since their mother’s death when Lee was eleven.

“Your brother and sister have been informed, as well as the men in your team,” said the SNO, and Lee’s head snapped up. “Dan Jansen and Nathan Wyatt have resigned from the SAS, but Ross Coltrane is still serving. In fact, your troop mates are flying here as we speak.”

“You’ll be in hospital at least another five days before shipping home,” the doctor explained.

Lee struggled to find his voice. “They said all my unit died in the ambush.”

“Steve Langford was the only SAS fatality. Dan Jansen wasn’t on patrol that day.”

“For a year and a half I’ve mourned my brothers. Now you’re saying three are alive?” A laugh escaped him and it was the strangest sensation, like striking water after a drought. “And they’re coming here?”

“They all but hijacked a Hercules,” the SNO said dryly. “They’ll arrive tomorrow. Nathan Wyatt also informed your fiancée.”

And just like that Lee’s euphoria abated. “I don’t have one.”

The SNO frowned and reread his notes. “Juliet Browne…okay…this explains why she’s not with them.” He glanced up, gave a little cough. “Apparently you mentioned that you intended proposing to her. When they found an engagement ring as they cleared out your locker they…ah…gave it to her.”

The air wheezed out of his pillows as Lee sank into them. Ten grand it had cost him because only the best would do for Jules. “And she accepted it?”

* * *

“I need to talk to him as soon as possible,” Jules told the military representative sitting in her office. “Explain about the ring…about a lot of things.” Hyped on twenty-six hours of nervous adrenaline and three morning espressos, tired of waiting for the ax to fall, she stood up from her desk and paced the carpet. “Why can’t I phone him instead of waiting for his call?”

Her relationship with Lee followed a pattern, Jules had decided at around three in the morning when she was using her treadmill like a hamster on a wheel. He dropped into her world and blew normal to smithereens, inciting giddy elation quickly supplanted by panic.

Corporal “call me Kyra” Wallace had arrived to offer information and discuss Lee’s post-release management strategy. Though she’d dressed in mufti to excite less curiosity, the woman’s straight back, clipped speech and laser gaze gave away her profession. For now, only family and close friends knew Lee had been found alive.

“I understand your anxiety,” said Kyra, “but Sergeant Davis asked to be the first to initiate contact. He’s had so little control over his environment it’s very important to allow him to set the pace. And given the unusual circumstances of your engagement, he said—”

“Wait.” Jules gripped the edge of her desk. “He already knows the guys gave me his ring?” She’d hoped to be the one to tell him. “Oh God, no wonder he doesn’t want to talk to me!”

“Not at all,” Kyra soothed. “I understand his first concern was that it might constitute a problem for you.”

Jules opened her mouth, closed it. Then tried again. “What?”

“He told Dr. McKenzie and the SNO that he intended to propose and has no issue with his buddies’ action. But he also understands that you accepted the engagement ring as a token of remembrance, not as a pledge.”

That didn’t make sense. Unless… Needing to sit down, Jules skirted her desk and sank into the leather chair ergonomically designed to support and cradle her. “Earlier you said he doesn’t remember the ambush,” she said. “Post-traumatic…something…amnesia.”

“Retrograde,” Kyra supplied. “From the head wound sustained during the attack.”

“Exactly how far into the past does his memory loss go?”

“We’re still determining that. He recalls patrols but they could date back to previous deployments in the same area.”

“Could his amnesia extend prior to his deployment?”

“I know of a couple of cases where memories were lost for about a year, but that’s unusual. However, Sergeant Davis’s head wound wasn’t properly treated and he was beaten into unconsciousness at least twice during captivity.”

Jules flinched.

“This is difficult to hear,” Kyra apologized, “but for both your sakes it’s better to be fully briefed. Understanding what he’s been through will help you deal with any changes you see in his physical condition or personality.”

“Yes, of course,” Jules said briskly. “Tell me everything, I can handle it.” She dug her fingernails into the curved leather armrest. Lee.

“He’s lost a lot of weight, through a struggle with untreated leishmaniasis.”

“And that is?”

“A parasitic disease, common to the area. The symptoms are similar to malaria—fever, weight loss and anemia. There’s also swelling of the spleen. Sometimes the spleen has to be removed but that’s been discounted in Corporal Davis’s case. After a course of drugs he should make a full recovery.”

Should. And suddenly Jules was terrified again. “What else?” she said.

“He’s scarred from wearing restraints.”

“Restraints,” Jules repeated firmly. One of her fingernails pierced the leather through to the rubber foam.

“He wore ankle shackles constantly and was often chained to a wall. He was found in a windowless room within a mud-brick compound and slept on a mat with one blanket. Though it appears he did get some exercise in an outside yard up until three months ago.”

And what happened three months ago? Jules wanted to ask, because Kyra’s direct gaze had slid away. But grief had taught her to focus on challenges as they arose.

“And his mental state?” she asked instead.

“There will be scars,” Kyra answered, “though psychological disorder isn’t inevitable. As a Special Forces soldier Sergeant Davis already has stronger physical and psychological resilience than most former hostages. Which is how he survived.”

“Bloody-mindedness, you mean.” Jules managed a smile. Who’d have thought she’d end up celebrating that particular trait?

Her cell rang, the ordinary sound incongruent with the conversation. About to pick it up, Jules paused. It could be Lee. If he had amnesia and didn’t remember… Her heart beat hard against her ribs. And if he did remember, he’d hate her. Conscious of Kyra’s scrutiny, she braced herself and took it out of her suit jacket. “Jules Browne.”

“You didn’t call me,” Mark said.

Mark. She’d completely forgotten about him. “No, I…” She couldn’t deal with this right now. “But I will,” she promised. “Soon as I can.” She hung up on him.

Kyra was digging in a bag. “Here’s some reading material on hostages post release.” She handed over a sheath of handouts. “In a nutshell what he needs most initially is uninterrupted time with loved ones. The army’s role is as an information resource and to help with practicalities—having Sergeant Davis’s death certificate revoked, for example. We’ll also act as a gatekeeper with the media.”

Dear God, she hadn’t considered publicity. “How much attention is Lee’s story likely to get?”

“Returned from the dead after nineteen months’ captivity by the Taliban…. Interest will be huge.”

Maybe I deserve this, Jules thought numbly. Woman accepts ring she wasn’t entitled to. It was a pebble in the pond and the ripples kept getting bigger and bigger. She must have looked stricken, because the other woman smiled reassuringly. “It’s okay,” she said. “We’ll give you coping strategies.”

That would be a fast car and a full tank of gas. “Thank you.”

“You’ve been grieving his loss for nineteen months, and moving on with your life. There will have been changes in his absence, of circumstances, possibly of heart.”

There was a question in Kyra’s voice.

Jules chose her next words carefully. “We have outstanding issues that make a long-term future unlikely.”

“I can organize counseling—”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Jules didn’t naturally confide in people. Besides, this music could only be faced alone.

“It’s natural to focus on the problems associated with reintegration, but many former hostages describe positive benefits…closer relationships, more emotional involvement, stronger personal values, increased assertiveness.”

This time, her smile was forced. “Lee never had a problem with assertiveness.”

Kyra grinned. “Less then.”

The desk phone rang. Would Lee call her office? She needed to work out time zones. Conscious of Kyra’s scrutiny, she picked up and managed a brisk “Jules Browne.”

“Your ten-thirty has arrived.”

“Thanks, Margie.” The breath she’d been holding left her lungs in a rush. “Put them in the boardroom. I’ll be there in five.”

Hanging up, Jules wiped her damp palms on her pencil skirt. “I’m sorry, but I have clients waiting.”

“I understand. Better to take a holiday when he’s home.”

Except Lee wouldn’t want her in his life.

Jules walked the other woman to the door. “One more question. Will his complete memory ever return?”

“It depends on the severity of the injury, which is unknown. But given the time that’s passed since the original trauma, it’s unlikely.”

And didn’t that just leave Jules with one hell of a dilemma.


  


Chapter Three




“So I guess I should fly over, too, if your friends are?”

Lee appreciated the offer, but the nervousness in his older brother’s voice made it easy to turn the suggestion down. Rob’s idea of adventure travel was eating pawpaw at a tropical resort; flying to a war zone would give the guy hives.

“Meet me on the tarmac in Auckland next week with the rest of the family,” Lee told him. Pushing aside his empty meal tray, he lay down in bed with the borrowed cell. “Tell me about Dad.”

“He’d be over the moon right now,” Rob burst out, then added soberly, “Six months, mate. You only missed him by six months.”

“Yeah, well, shit happens.” State the obvious, why don’t you? “Hopefully somewhere Dad knows I made it. Who knows, maybe he even put in a good word for me.”

“Yeah.” Rob cleared his throat. “I had his funeral taped if you ever want to see it.”

“What?”

“And your memorial service.”

“Rob, that’s just weird.”

“I did it for Uncle Vaughan.” Dad’s ninety-year-old brother in the U.K. was past the age of long flights. “He requested it.”

“Uncle Vaughan was always weird, too,” Lee said.

“You’d be surprised how many people who pooh-poohed the idea have since asked for a copy,” Rob said defensively. Clearly he’d got flack for this.

“I guess genealogy requires the chronicling of the bad as well as the good,” Lee replied. Genealogy was Rob’s hobby.

“I knew you’d understand.”

He steeled himself. “I hear Dad had a heart attack?”

“Died in his sleep. Jules found him when she went to wake him.”

“Wait.” He pushed himself higher on the pillows. “Jules was with Dad when he died?”

“They were on holiday in Tasmania…doing a road trip. Against my advice, incidentally, but I don’t hold her responsible—at least not anymore. To tell the truth, Lee, I was a bit rabid initially. It was the shock, wanting someone to blame. But Jules was terrific to Dad after you died…ha…it’s going to take a while to stop saying that. Of course, Connie—” their sister “—got her nose out of joint when Jules supported Dad’s move into a retirement home, but only because Con felt guilty not having Dad live with her. Though why she’d think he’d want to when she has a houseful of teenagers is beyond me.”

Lee”s brain was starting to spin. “Back up. Jules talked Dad into moving to a retirement home?”

“She helped him with all the research. He was really depressed when you died…there I go again…and Jules suggested he cash in, downsize and have some fun.”

“Did she,” he said flatly. Dad had always hated the idea of an old folks home and, like Rob, wasn’t much interested in travel. Jules had met his father once…how had she inveigled her way into his life? And after having dumped Lee, why the hell would she want to?

“You’ve talked to her, right?” Rob asked.

“I’m working up to it.”

His brother picked up the hard inflection. “You’re okay with your buddies giving her the ring, aren’t you?” Rob laughed nervously. “Dad was on board with it. Hell, we all were. She’s become part of the family.”

“I have no problem with Jules being given the ring, Rob.” It’s her accepting it that bothers me. But that was for her to explain.

“Well, that’s a relief. Anyway, that’s why she and Dad were in Tasmania. They’d done Hawaii the year before. Connie and I were getting twitchy about Dad spending all his savings, so you could have knocked us down with a feather when his estate amounted to two hundred thou.” He cleared his throat. “Which brings me to something I need to talk to you about.”

“What’s that?”

“With you being dead, Dad’s estate was split between me and Connie. Obviously we’ll reimburse your share…but…it’ll take a couple of months to sort. I spent mine on an office upgrade, and Connie and Phil bought a bigger house.”

“I’m not in any hurry for Dad’s money, Rob.” A thought struck Lee. If he’d been confirmed dead through a DNA sample, there would have been no delay in selling and distributing his estate. All his toys gone. The paddleboard, the kite surfer and surfboards, his designer clothes. His Harley-Davidson.

Oh. Shit. “I left half of everything to Jules.”

Updating his will pre-tour came automatically, and with the ring in his pocket he’d wanted to provide for the woman he loved if he didn’t survive Afghanistan. He hadn’t anticipated a rejection. Blindsided, brokenhearted and just plain furious, he’d headed straight from her house to the military airbase for his last deployment. Changing his will hadn’t even crossed Lee’s mind.

“That’s when we knew she was a good sort,” said Rob. “When she insisted on giving her share to Dad.” Lee’s father had been his other beneficiary.

The magnitude of Lee’s relief was frightening. He didn’t want to hate her. He’d loved this woman, had intended to marry her. “So you and Connie also inherited my estate after his death?” He tried to imagine Rob or one of his sister’s sullen teenagers in his Italian leather jackets and winced.

“Well, actually, Lee,” Rob said apologetically, “Dad spent the money you left him to pay for the trips with Jules. They did Tasmania, Hawaii and a week in Queenstown. And he treated us to some family trips, as well. But when he died there was one hundred and seven thousand, six dollars and eighty-two cents of your estate.” Rob was an accountant. “And Dad bequeathed it to—”

“Jules,” Lee finished. “And let me guess,” he added bitterly, “this time she took it.”

“In his will Dad said that he believed you’d have wanted her to have it. He absolutely forbade her to give it to us.” There was no resentment in Rob’s tone. “Of course, now she’ll have to return it,” he added, “but I doubt she could have spent much in the past six months.”

Lee resisted the urge to remind his brother that he and Connie hadn’t been slow spending their father’s estate.

“Besides,” Rob said, “if you two are getting married she’s just had a head start on ‘what’s yours is hers’ anyway.” The confirmed bachelor laughed heartily.

Lee didn’t join in. “One question, brother,” he said. “Does my sweetie still have the same phone numbers?”

* * *

“Jules speaking.”

Her husky voice shivered down Lee’s spine like a caress in the dark. An onslaught of mixed emotions prevented him from replying and he stared blankly at the view from his window—the shipping containers used as living quarters, American attack helicopters and transport planes.

“Hello,” she said, then swallowed audibly. “Lee?” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Is that you?”

He clutched the borrowed cell phone. Who would have thought his name on her lips could still resonate. “Yeah, it’s me…. How are you, Jules?” His instinctive default to small talk amused him. So that’s what would survive with the cockroaches after Armageddon.

“I’m so glad you’re alive…so glad,” she stammered, and he didn’t doubt her sincerity. Getting himself killed a few weeks after she’d rejected him couldn’t have been easy for her. She would have felt guilty, even regretful. Not because of her answer—Lee didn’t kid himself on that—but because of her delivery. Maybe she’d even thought she loved him when he was never coming back. That would constitute a perfect relationship for Jules. Love without commitment.

“I hear we’re engaged,” he said abruptly, because he needed this over with. “You’ll have to fill me in on the missing details.” He’d had long, lonely hours to review his part in their last meeting and it hadn’t been pretty, either. An admission of wrongdoing from her along with an apology for deceiving everybody and he’d seriously consider letting her off the hook. Assuming she reimbursed all his money and hadn’t screwed over his dad.

Okay, maybe he wasn’t going to forgive her.

“Hang on, I’m in the bank.” Her voice faded as he heard her talking to someone else. “Will you…it’s my…a couple of minutes privacy…thank you. Lee, I’m here.” He heard her take a fortifying breath. “I understand you have amnesia and that some memories are hazy.”

Not that hazy, sweetheart. And the particular one she referred to was tattooed on his heart. But like the New Zealand Inland Revenue Department’s catchy slogan, it was his job to be fair. He hadn’t heard her side of the story yet, after all.

It struck him that playing along was the perfect way to test her integrity. “I’ve also got big gaps before the ambush,” he lied. “Which means I’m relying on people I trust to set me straight.” And if that wasn’t an opening for a confession he didn’t know what was.

A second passed, two. “What’s your last memory of us?” she said.

Disappointment made him cruel. “Making love,” he said grimly. “Lying in each other’s arms afterward. You telling me you were happy.” All true of their final night together. Before his morning proposal. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

“The same,” she said and his bitterness dissolved every flickering regret he had. She was going to try to brazen this out.

“But obviously,” she added, “I can’t hold you to any kind of commitment after what you’ve been through. I’ll return the ring.”

Yeah, you’d like this to be easy, wouldn’t you? “And what if I want there to be an ‘us,’ Jules?” he challenged. “What if I want to take up where we left off?”

Silence had echoes; Lee had discovered that in captivity.

“You think we might have a future?” she said. All credit to her acting skills, she almost sounded hopeful.

“I still have strong feelings for you,” he said through gritted teeth. Anger. Disillusionment. Disgust. “I’m being discharged from the hospital in four days, and fly in Sunday New Zealand time. Come meet me.”

“At the aerodrome?” She hesitated. “I’d rather our first meet be private.”

I bet you would. Except that wouldn’t suit his purpose nearly as well. “I can organize privacy,” he reassured her. I can, but I won’t. Lee layered some sensitivity into his tone, the sensitivity she’d once accused him of lacking. “Please…I need you there, Jules.”

Another hesitation. “Of course, I’ll be there.” After they finalized details for Sunday, she said, “And Lee, I’m so sorry about your dad. We spent a lot of time together and—”

“I understand he left you my estate.”

“You’ll get it all back, every cent.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“Only…not quite yet.”

This just got better and better. “Are you saying you spent all my money, honey?” he said mildly.

“Not spent…invested. But don’t worry, I’ll reimburse you within a few weeks. And in the meantime, I’ll spot you.”

It took all Lee’s self-control to keep his tone even. “Kind of like paying interest?”

“Yes.” Jules sounded relieved. “Let’s think of it as interest.”
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