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GABE FOUGHT TO REMAIN CONSCIOUS . . . 

He lay with his left cheek in a puddle of oil. His arms and legs were bound. His mouth continued to bleed. He would never have the chance to tell the world who was stealing weapons.

Gabe heard a noise that made every hair on his head stand on end. Someone somewhere struck a match. If he couldn’t find a way to get out of there, he was going to burn like coal doused in lighter fluid.

He didn’t know what was worse—burning alive or realizing he’d never have the chance to tell Helen he loved her.
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Prologue

Gunfire rained down on the four-man SEAL squad, ricocheting off the concrete floor and metal walls of the warehouse in Pyongyang Harbor, North Korea. Bullets punctured holes in the barrels of crude oil stacked between massive metal containers, spewing slick liquid all over the floor.

Lieutenant Gabriel Renault, code name Jaguar, ducked behind a barrel as a bullet chipped the wooden pallet beside him. Who the hell? he wondered, his heart beating fast beneath his wet suit. Local tangos—terrorists—weren’t likely to shoot up their own warehouse just to ward off intruders. Nor could they have seen the SEALs in the dark, camouflaged as they were to blend into the shadows.

Yet there were at least four shooters, positioned at opposite ends of the warehouse on catwalks that crisscrossed overhead. To have spied the four-man SEAL squad, they would have had to have night-vision goggles similar to Gabe’s. And if that was the case, they were either lousy shooters or they had no intention of killing the SEALs, only scaring them, which didn’t make sense if they were terrorists.

The executive officer’s anxious whisper floated through Gabe’s earpiece, sounding as uncertain as it did on the other scant missions he took part in. “Fall back,” he told them.

Gabe grimaced in disgust. “We need to secure the rest of the cargo, sir,” he reminded his senior officer. Christ, there were only four shooters; it wasn’t like they were outnumbered. They’d faced more serious odds in the past and still fulfilled their objective.

“Negative. We’ll be good with what we have. Repeat. Fall back to the SDV. Westy and Bear, do you copy?”

“Copy, sir.” It was Chief Westy McCaffrey, who sounded as pissed off as Gabe was feeling.

“Roger, X-ray Oscar,” Bear confirmed on a growl, using the XO’s call sign.

“You two take the south exit,” Miller instructed them. “Jaguar and I will take the west.”

The message ended with a hiss of static that made Gabe flinch. Not again! He tapped his earpiece, concerned that his communication system, faltering for the last twenty minutes, had finally crapped out on him. “X-ray Oscar, do you copy?” he inquired, hearing nothing but static. “Shit!” He tapped the microphone three times, but no response.

At least his NVGs were working. He scanned the catwalks with the thermal sensitive goggles, spying an arm as it emerged from behind a steel girder and fired rounds in a random pattern, wreaking havoc on the barrels of oil, which emptied their contents in sluggish streams. Cautioning himself not to slip, Gabe backed out of his hiding place.

Leaving behind the fourth surface-to-air missile left a bad taste in his mouth. He finished a job, no matter what obstacles impeded the mission—and there was always something. Quitting now was an act of cowardice. Westy was a good enough sniper to take the tangos out, one by one. They hadn’t even tried a distraction, for God’s sake! Why carry smoke grenades if they weren’t going to put them to use?

He snaked out of his cover, flattening himself against the crate that housed the fourth missile. The fact that this surface-to-air missile, or SAM, was bound for the Middle East tomorrow meant that it might ultimately be used against the United States. Leaving it in this North Korean warehouse was not an option, in his mind.

With great reluctance, he slid his hand along the crate, feeling the rough splinters prick his palm. He rounded the corner and came face-to-face with his XO, and drew back in surprise. Miller was supposed to meet him by the out point.

Even with grease paint on his face, Miller looked nervous. The whites of his eyes shone in the darkness. “Let’s go,” he muttered, jerking his head toward the exit.

Gabe tried to tell him that his headset wasn’t working, but Miller had already turned away. Gritting his teeth, Gabe followed. Every muscle in his body quivered in frustration.

Suddenly Miller pivoted. The butt of his Heckler and Koch flashed before Gabe’s eyes and made stunning impact with Gabe’s right cheek. Pain lanced through him. He staggered back, losing his footing on the oil-slick floor, and went down hard, the air knocked out of him. He tasted blood in his mouth.

What the fuck?

Miller bent over him, grabbed him by the belt, and turned him forcibly onto his stomach. Gabe struggled to inflate his lungs. He struck out a foot, landing a blow to the XO’s knee. The man cursed and grabbed him harder.

The pain in Gabe’s head seemed to swell, making thought impossible. What the hell is happening? He couldn’t get beyond the question. Why was Miller turning on him? A tie-tie, a plastic cuff, snared his left wrist, then his right. Blood filled his mouth. He spat out a tooth and sucked a painful breath into his lungs. “What the hell are you doing, Miller?” he growled, thrashing as the man groped in the dark to latch his ankles together.

Miller didn’t answer him. Through the waves of pain beating at his skull, Gabe was aware that Miller had immobilized him. The gunfire that had compelled their retreat had ceased. That held some significance, but in his pain-filled haze, Gabe couldn’t fathom what it was.

Miller yanked his head back. Gabe could feel a tremor in the man’s hands as he fumbled with duct tape. A sticky strip imprisoned his mouth, making speech impossible. He gagged on the blood that had nowhere to go but down his throat.

Miller released him and turned away. Gabe watched with dawning horror as the man stepped into the open and gave an all-clear gesture to the men on the crosswalks. Over the pounding in his head, Gabe heard their approach.

But his eyes were glued to Miller’s back as he grappled with the realization that his own XO was the one stealing weapons worldwide. For months now, SEALs had gone to interdicts various armaments, only to find them missing. And it was Miller who was stealing them. Weak-willed, sallow-faced Miller!

He could hardly believe it. But there he was, telling the shadowy figures around him to take the SAM in its packaging out the side exit and be quick about it.

Gabe fought to remain conscious, to identify the other looters. But the darkness hovering at the corners of his eyes warned him that he was about to pass out. Miller turned, looking at him one more time before he, too, drifted away, presumably to rendezvous with Gabe’s unwitting teammates.

Gabe lay with his left cheek in a puddle of oil. The NVGs had been knocked askew and were lying across his right ear. His arms and legs were bound. His mouth continued to bleed. He would never have the chance to tell the world who was stealing weapons.

For whatever reason, Miller had left him here to die. Why? It took a moment for his battered brain to supply an answer. It had to be the memo he’d found on Miller’s desk pertaining to the requisition of an additional sub. He’d queried Miller about it, thinking the man was too inept to know that one sub provided sufficient cargo space for four missiles. He’d never suspected his XO was plotting to take a missile for himself.

With oil oozing between his eyelids and into his Kevlar diving suit, Gabe heard a noise that made every hair on his head stand on end. Someone somewhere struck a match. If he couldn’t find a way to get out of there, he was going to burn like coal doused in lighter fluid.

He didn’t know what was worse—burning alive or realizing he’d never have the chance to tell Helen he loved her.


Chapter One

Helen immersed herself in the bath so that only her eyes and nose cleared the layer of bubbles. Gazing down the length of the tub, she studied Gabe’s picture, standing amid a ring of dancing candles. Mixed emotions stormed her heart as she stared into his eyes.

Even from a distance of a few feet, the eyes in the eight-by-ten portrait mesmerized her, just as they had when she and Gabe first met. Light green with a gold starburst at the center, Gabe’s eyes had given him his code name, Jaguar. They were uncannily direct, making her blush whenever he’d stared at her, which had been quite often in the beginning. But by the time he’d disappeared last year, only two years into their marriage, he’d scarcely given her the time of day. He was too wrapped up in being a SEAL platoon leader and in saving the world.

Helen blew the encroaching suds away from her mouth, sending a bubble into the air. It drifted a moment and then disintegrated. Like my love for you, she thought, addressing the man in the picture.

He’d disappeared a year ago. The Navy wouldn’t reveal where he’d been or the circumstances surrounding his disappearance. For twelve long months, they’d referred to him as MIA, missing-in-action, never as deceased. But all that changed last week when a young officer appeared on her doorstep bearing a flag.

With twelve full months gone by, the Navy was ready to declare Gabe dead. The flag made it official. Strange that a brand-new banner with crisp red stripes and bold stars would send Helen into shock. Not that she’d expected Gabe ever to return, but the way the flag had been folded in military fashion drove home the reality of his death like nothing else. Seeing the flag so tightly bound made it possible to imagine that Gabe’s vitality had also been subdued.

Yet, on the heels of her shock came an inordinate sense of relief. She wouldn’t have to surrender the newfound independence she’d discovered in recent months. She wouldn’t have to give up the job that gave her so much satisfaction. She would raise her thirteen-year-old daughter alone, as she should have done in the first place.

It wasn’t easy to admit, but her marriage to Gabe had been a mistake, an unnecessary detour. She’d thought she needed him to redeem herself in her parents’ eyes. She’d wanted Mallory to have a father. But Gabe, with his drive to save the world, hadn’t had time for a wife, let alone a stepdaughter.

Within a year of their marriage, the man who should have been her knight in shining armor had practically forgotten her. Three years in, he was dead.

So now it was over.

The mighty, indomitable Jaguar was gone, taken out by some faceless enemy. The flag made it evident. It was time to put the past behind her and to let it go. She didn’t need Gabe Renault to make her whole. She’d done just fine this past year on her own. Better than fine. And yet . . . 

Even with her ears underwater, the words of the Natalie Cole CD playing in her bedroom reached her clearly. “Unforgettable, that’s what you are . . .” A pang of regret pierced Helen’s heart.

She missed him from time to time. Closing her eyes, she could still feel his hands on her, his hot, scandalous tongue. He’d known every pleasure point on her body and used his knowledge to his advantage, calling her back to him whenever her heart began to drift away.

“Unforgettable, in every way . . .”

He wasn’t here to call her back now. She was free to go, to live her own life. With a deep sigh, she released her regret and sank into the water. Emerging moments later, she reached for the shampoo.

The telephone rang in another part of the house. Helen waited for Mallory to pick it up. She’d taught a step class in the morning and body sculpting in the afternoon. Arriving home this evening, she’d desperately craved a long, hot soak in the tub.

“Mom, it’s for you.” The bathroom door slammed open as Mallory marched in without knocking. In the light of the candles, her face looked waxen. Maybe it was just her complexion against the dye job she’d just given herself.

Black? “Oh, Mal,” Helen cried, “what have you—”

“It’s urgent,” Mallory said, holding the phone out.

The size of Mallory’s green eyes made Helen hesitate. She took the phone and leaned out over the edge of the tub. “This is Helen,” she said quickly.

“Mrs. Renault, this is Commander Shafer over at Portsmouth Naval Medical Center, Traumatology.”

Helen lifted her gaze to her daughter’s shocked face. This had to be about Mallory. She’d acted out again, had to be.

“Ma’am, I’m calling to let you know that we’ve got your husband here. It’s a remarkable story, actually. He washed ashore in South Korea, just below the DMZ. He was in pretty bad shape considering . . .”

The commander kept talking, but Helen couldn’t hear him over the ringing in her ears. “I’m sorry, I think you’ve made a mistake,” she said, cutting him off. “My husband’s dead. He’s been missing for a year.”

“He’s not dead, ma’am. The man we have is Lieutenant Gabriel Renault. He’s been in North Korea all this time.”

It couldn’t be Gabe. Her mind flashed to the officer giving her the flag. It had been folded so tightly, so permanently. “Have you positively identified him? How can you be sure?”

“I understand that this is coming as a shock,” the commander soothed. “But you can rest assured we IDed him thoroughly before making this call. His commander has been in to see him. All that’s left is for a family member to do the same. He is alive, ma’am, and in pretty good condition, considering what he’s been through.”

Helen swallowed convulsively. Shock and amazement competed with powerful denial. The freedom she’d relished this last week was an illusion. Gabe was back. He’d been alive all this time!

“I’m sure you’ll want to get down here right away,” the commander prompted.

“Of course,” she said, though she wasn’t nearly as sure as he was.

Maybe they’d made a mistake. How could Gabe have survived a year in North Korea, of all places?

“There’s something you should know, ma’am, before you see him.”

She braced herself for awful news. He’d tell her now that Gabe had been tortured or mutilated.

“He’s lost a portion of his memory, apparently. He doesn’t have any recollection of a family of any kind. This sort of thing is normal, I want you to understand. It’s an indication of post-traumatic stress disorder, nothing that can’t be dealt with. We’ve got him on meds that keep him calm. Why don’t you come down to the hospital tonight, and I’ll go into more detail with you?”

Shocked into silence, Helen stared up at her pale-faced daughter. He doesn’t remember them?

“Ma’am?”

“Yes.” She forced herself to say. “I’ll be there in about an hour.”

“Great. We’re on the third floor. Just ask for Commander Shafer, and I’ll escort you in to see your husband. Maybe someone should come with you?” he suggested.

“I’ll bring my daughter.”

The commander hesitated, no doubt picturing a young child. “Okay, we’ll see you soon.”

The phone clicked in Helen’s ear. It fell out of her numb fingers and hit the bath mat with a thud. The flames of the candles seemed to bleed together. Maybe she’d drowned in the tub and was experiencing some kind of hallucination.

“Mom!” It was Mallory, bending over her with midnight hair instead of chestnut. “It’s Dad, isn’t it?” she demanded. Her pasty complexion wasn’t solely a result of the dye job. “He’s back, isn’t he?” Mal asked in a tight voice. Helen couldn’t tell if she was overjoyed or upset. It probably wasn’t that simple.

Poor Mallory. When Helen and Gabe were married, she’d been euphoric with the expectation of finally having a father. It had been a painful disillusion to discover that her new father had no time for an adolescent daughter.

“He doesn’t remember us.” Helen related what the doctor had just told her. “He’s suffering some kind of amnesia from being . . . um . . .” She couldn’t bring herself to say it.

“Tortured?” Mallory supplied.

“I think so. We need to get to the hospital.” Helen levered herself upward.

“Mom, your hair’s full of soap.”

Helen cranked on the faucet and stuck her head under cold water. She dressed in record time, brushed the tangles out of her hair, and jammed her feet into her tennis shoes while Mallory waited on her bed.

“You want me to drive?” Mal asked, looking suspiciously composed.

“Yeah, right.” Helen forced a laugh. For someone who wasn’t even related to Gabe, Mallory was a lot like him. She took blows without a blink, seemingly unaffected by the harsh realities of life. But then the stress manifested itself in some self-destructive behavior that sent Helen scrambling for a counselor.

“It’s not that hard to drive,” Mallory insisted, following her down the hall and out the front door.

Helen drove the silver Jaguar that had been Gabe’s exclusive property. It was nearly nine o’clock on a gorgeous August night. They chased the sun that was sinking fast behind the trees. Helen took Route 264 at eighty miles an hour, her fingers so tight on the steering wheel she had to pry them loose to turn up the radio.

Just pretend everything is normal, she told herself. She was aware of the fact that she wasn’t feeling grateful. It wasn’t every day that a missing serviceman reappeared. What kind of wife was she not to be thrilled?

She was wary, that was all. She didn’t know what to expect. Gabe had been held captive for a year, caught by the enemy in what must have been a weapons seizure gone bad. North Koreans were notoriously unfriendly to outsiders. No doubt they’d worked him over good for information that could be used against the U.S.A. God knew what kind of effect that would have on his personality.

She glanced at Mallory and wondered if her daughter felt as tumultuous as she. Mallory looked composed, staring out the window at the Norfolk and Portsmouth skylines. It was impossible to tell what she was thinking.

“It’s going to be all right, Mal,” she said, if only to keep them on line and communicating. The counselors had all stressed the importance of communication.

Mallory said nothing. Glancing down at her lap, Helen saw that Mallory’s fingers on both hands were crossed for luck. She tore her gaze away, wondering what Mallory was wishing for—that Gabe would be okay? That he’d remember them? Surely she wasn’t naive enough to wish for more than that.

How awfully he must have suffered, so badly that he’d repressed his memories! She quailed to think of his agony. More than that, she shuddered to think how he must be now, a terrorized, mental wreck.

She could see her newfound freedom flying out the window. Just an hour ago, she’d admitted to herself that her marriage to Gabe had died of neglect. How ironic that the moment she’d put his memory to rest, he returned to her, perhaps to wring that last drop of commitment out of her before he shook her off again.

She wouldn’t turn her back on him, not in his time of need. She’d do everything in her power to see Gabe healthy again. And when he was finally whole, she’d give him back to Uncle Sam, who owned him anyway. She’d tell him then that their marriage was over.

It wasn’t like the news was going to destroy him. Gabe didn’t need her any more than she now needed him. It’d hurt his pride more than it would his feelings.

Blowing out a long, steadying breath, Helen felt better for having made a decision. This reunion was just temporary.

The knock on the door startled Gabe out of a drug- induced lethargy. He’d been staring at the empty TV screen envisioning a baseball game he remembered watching four years ago, wondering how he could remember that and not remember the three years in between. “Yeah,” he called, pushing himself into a sitting position.

The knock had been charged with purpose. Gabe held his breath, thinking it just might be his wife and kid—the ones he couldn’t remember. Dr. Shafer had warned him they were on their way. He’d bathed and shaved for the occasion, but he still didn’t feel ready. How did a guy prepare for that kind of thing anyway?

A bouquet of flowers preceded his visitor through the door. Over a bright orange spray of lilies, he recognized the leader of SEAL Team Twelve, Commander Lovitt, and he started struggling out of bed to salute him.

“At ease, Lieutenant,” Lovitt called, making formality unnecessary. Marching in, he deposited the flowers on Gabe’s bedside bureau. “From the office,” he explained, dusting a few fallen petals off his dress whites, as meticulous as ever. Obviously, Lovitt was on his way to some function. “How’s the patient today?”

Lovitt had asked the same question yesterday, only Gabe had been too tranquilized to answer. “Better, sir,” he said. “I apologize for not responding yesterday . . . ”

Lovitt waved away his apology. “There’s no need to explain, Lieutenant. You’ll have bad days and good days. At least you remembered me.” Lovitt’s gray eyes sharpened, an implied question in his statement.

“Yes, sir. I remember being stationed here, working primarily with Echo Platoon, but that was three years ago.”

Lovitt’s long stare struck Gabe as grave. “Mind if I draw up a chair?” he asked.

Gabe’s heart sank. “No, sir. Please do.” Lovitt’s somber expression made him nervous. It made him think his commanding officer was going to cut him from the team without giving him a chance to get his memory back.

Lovitt hitched up his perfectly creased trouser legs and sat, military straight, in the visitor’s chair. “Tell me what you remember, son,” he exhorted.

Gabe swallowed hard. “Of the mission, sir?” He’d been through this just yesterday, with an analyst from the Defense Intelligence Agency, a man whose questions had worked him into such a state of anxiety he’d had to be tranquilized. Gabe didn’t want to be put through that particular wringer again.

“No, no,” Lovitt corrected. “I mean everything. Start with the beginning. Where were you born?”

The tension in Gabe’s shoulders eased. He had no problems with his long-term memories. His childhood—as much as he’d like to forget it—seemed like only yesterday. “I was born in New Bedford, Massachusetts, 1968.”

“Go on,” Lovitt prompted, giving him a patient nod.

“My grandmother raised me,” Gabe continued, wondering just how much detail the CO wanted. Did he need to know that his young mother had died in a car accident when he was just six, that he’d never known his dad?

“We, ah, we lived in a tenement house on Acushnet Street.” His grandmother had been an alcoholic who lived off her dead husband’s pension. As far as parenting was concerned, she was about as influential in Gabe’s life as Santa Claus. Gabe had bluffed his way through school and was heavily into street crime when his first real father-figure interceded—Sergeant O’Mally of the New Bedford Police.

Gabe was certain Commander Lovitt didn’t need to hear about Sergeant O’Mally, but it was chiefly due to him that Gabe had joined the Navy in the first place. If O’Mally hadn’t talked the judge into dropping car theft charges, Gabe would just be getting out of jail. Instead he’d been given an opportunity to redeem his sorry life by joining the U.S. Navy.

“I enlisted when I was eighteen.” Gabe decided to spare his CO the details. “I was an EW for about eight years,” he added, referring to his grade as an Electronics Warfare Specialist.

Lovitt nodded, his short, silver hair reflecting the halogen light overhead. Gabe guessed the man already knew his background—he was just testing the patient’s memory, the same thing everyone else had been doing since his medevac from the Korean Peninsula three days ago.

With a burst of impatience, Gabe summed up the rest of his life quickly. “I was recommended for BOOST,” he added, referring to the Broadened Opportunity for Officer Selection and Training, a way for enlisted men to become officers. “And after four years at the Naval Academy, I went straight to BUD/S training.” The Basic Underwater Demolition training in Coronado was etched so deeply in Gabe’s memory, no amount of post-traumatic stress could erase that. “I remember all my training, sir,” he felt compelled to add. “I can still serve my country with integrity.”

Lovitt gave him a grim, pitying look. “Three years is a long time to forget,” he commented solemnly.

It was, in fact, the longest span of time any man had forgotten due to PTSD, according to Gabe’s doctor.

Gabe’s blood pressure rose. He sat taller in his bed, hoping to look less like a starved skeleton and more like his former self. “It’ll come back to me, sir,” he swore.

“I’m not here to relieve you of your job, Renault,” the commander soothed. “You’re one of my men, and I’m concerned about you. According to Commander Shafer, there was damage to the frontal lobe that might also play a part in your amnesia. Now, I choose to believe that your memory loss is temporary. But you’ve got to keep in mind the possibility that it could also be permanent.”

Gabe stared at Lovitt’s stoic features and wondered what the man was really thinking. Lovitt was a good CO—capable and dedicated, but impossible to read. At least he didn’t seem to be implying what the DIA analyst had hinted at yesterday: that Gabe had buckled under his captive’s persuasions and blurted government secrets; that the amnesia was a convenient way to forget his disgrace.

Then again, did the CO have any idea what kind of scars were on Gabe’s torso? He curled the fingers of his left hand toward his palm, hiding the fingernails that were just growing back.

“Do you remember anything about the night you disappeared, Lieutenant?”

Gabe had known the question was coming. Of all the puzzles he presented, this one troubled his interrogators the most. Where the hell had he been for the past year? The Navy had just declared him dead.

Gabe let out a breath and cleared his mind, desperate for even a glimmer of that mission, something to restore his commander’s faith in him. For a second, an image formed—light blazing in the darkness—but then it receded, lost in the gaping hole of the past three years. He shook his head, ashamed to meet his commander’s eyes.

Lovitt leaned forward and squeezed his wrist. “I don’t want you worrying about your career, Lieutenant. I want you to concentrate on getting healthy, getting back on your feet. It’s a goddamn miracle you’re here with us today.”

“Thank you, sir,” Gabe muttered. He appreciated Lovitt’s show of support, but he heard plainly the underlying message: Lovitt didn’t expect Gabe to recover. He didn’t think Gabe would ever be a SEAL again. The realization made Gabe’s stomach hurt.

“I hear they’re releasing you tomorrow,” the CO said, standing up.

“Yes, sir.” His innards cramped at the reminder. He was going home, even though he didn’t know where home was. He last remembered living in the BOQ—Bachelor Officers Quarters. Now he had a wife and kid. No doubt he lived with them, though he had no idea where.

The only family he remembered were his brothers in Echo Platoon. “Are the guys around, sir? Westy, Bear, and . . . the new guy, Luther?”

Lovitt gave him a wry smile. “Luther’s now a lieutenant, junior grade,” he said patiently. “The men are working coastal patrol. I’ve radioed in the news of your reappearance, and Master Chief León is flying in as we speak. I imagine he’ll be by to see you before you’re released.”

Gabe nodded, relief flooding through him. “Thank you, sir.” Master Chief was exactly the man to have around at a time like this. Unlike the CO, he wouldn’t undermine Gabe’s confidence. He’d bully Gabe into remembering the past three years, suggest he get his ass back on the job, double time. Gabe looked desperately forward to his visit.

“Well.” Lovitt clicked the heels of his spotless white shoes together. “Take it easy, Renault. Your wife’ll take good care of you. She’s a lucky woman to have you back.”

Gabe couldn’t bring himself to answer to that one. He’d seen what his captors had done to him. He couldn’t imagine any woman wanting him, period.

“I’ll leave you to rest.” Lovitt turned toward the door.

“Good night, sir. Thank you for the flowers,” he called, though he couldn’t bring himself to even glance at them. Lilies. Christ, weren’t those for funerals?

As the door thudded shut, Gabe collapsed against the pillow and cursed at length. His commander had pretty much eliminated him already. If he didn’t recover his memory, and fast, he’d lose his job. He’d lose his identity. And then what?

With insidious depression, Gabe considered what he’d been before he’d been a SEAL—little more than a hoodlum, really. Becoming a SEAL had taught him self-respect, self-control. It had given him purpose and direction. It had given him the best years of his life. Before the SEALs, he was just a kid prowling around looking for trouble and picking fights to relieve the deep-down anger inside of him.

If he wasn’t a SEAL, then what was he, a husband and a father? How had that happened?

He was the last man in the world any woman should marry. Not that he didn’t like women. Hell no, he loved their bodies, loved the powerful way they made him feel. But he didn’t know the first thing about intimacy. He didn’t like it when soft, tender feelings stole over him. Feelings like that had a way of turning on a man, twisting his guts inside out, and he couldn’t afford that. It’d taken him ten years of his adult life just to get his head on straight. He couldn’t afford to let a woman mess him up again. So what was he doing married, with a kid already?

A knock sounded at the door.

Jesus, God. He was about to find out.


Chapter Two

Come in.” Gabe sat up, his heart beating erratically.	 &ensp;&ensp;The door swung inward. Gabe saw the khaki sleeve of the doctor’s arm as he held it ajar. Hospital sounds rushed in—the beeping of monitors, a doctor being paged, elevator doors opening. But several seconds elapsed before anyone entered.

Then a woman stepped inside. The adrenaline that jolted Gabe’s system made him clutch the rails on the side of his bed. His gaze locked with hers across the room. God in heaven, no wonder he was married. One look at her and he never wanted it to end.

Honey-colored eyes regarded him from a heart-shaped face. Her lashes and eyebrows were subtly darker than the gold hair tumbling down her back. Her chin had a tiny cleft in the center. She wore a stretchy white top that clung to her neat breasts and shorts that accentuated slim, muscular thighs.

“Gabe?” she whispered, as if she didn’t recognize him either.

He nodded his head, about to say the name they’d given him—Helen. Helen was the perfect name for her. But then another woman stepped into the room, and he thought—wait, maybe this is Helen.

Only she was just a girl, taller and stockier than the woman. Her hair was dyed black. Her eyes, which were a dark green version of the first woman’s, betrayed their relationship.

Hold up. The kid was in her early teens. If she was his, he’d remember her. He’d never been more confused in his life.

Jerking his gaze back to the first woman, he felt his panic subside. She was unquestionably the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. The trials he’d suffered this past week paled in the face of this unexpected reward. Maybe he was up to being a husband, after all.

Helen suffered the urge to turn tail and flee. Thankfully, Mallory was right behind her, blocking the only exit.

Gabe dominated the room. After any extended absence it took days to get used to him again. Not that he was a giant at six feet one inch, but his magnetism filled the room. His vitality took up an enormous amount of space, making the hospital bed look like a baby carriage.

She inched toward him. Gabe was staring at her as if he’d been hit by a stun gun. His expression was so open, so unguarded, that she hesitated. Was it even him, or was this some kind of mix-up?

She inspected him carefully. Wearing a hospital gown, he looked different anyway, but the breadth of his shoulders was familiar, as were the arms sticking out of the arm holes. Despite the lean muscle on him, he looked thinner than she’d ever seen him. The hollows under his cheekbones sharpened his already precise features.

It was definitely Gabe. The angles and planes of his face were the same, but the eyes cinched it. A peculiar shade of yellow-green, they gleamed with the same intelligence and intensity that had drawn her to him, three years ago. She steeled herself to resist him now.

“Hey,” she said, her voice strangely husky. “How are you?”

He gave her a familiar, crooked smile. “I’ve been told I should be dead, so I guess this is better.”

Yep, same quirky sense of humor. It was definitely Gabe. His rough-edged baritone made the hairs on her nape prickle.

He was staring at her with such open fascination that she felt a blush coming. At the same time her scalp tightened, for she realized the doctor hadn’t been exaggerating. “You really don’t remember me, do you?”

“No.” He stared and shook his head. Not remembering didn’t seem to bother him too much.

With that elevator-dropping feeling in her stomach, Helen reached for Mallory and dragged her closer. “This is Mallory,” she said. “You’ve been her dad since she was ten.”

His focus shifted from her to her daughter and uncertainty usurped his amazement. Helen had never seen uncertainty on his face before. “Hi,” he said, sticking out an awkward hand.

Mallory ignored the hand, leaned over the bed rail, and threw her arms around him. “Hi, Dad,” she choked.

Clearly nonplussed, Gabe looked to Helen for help, but she was too surprised herself to save him. Mallory had given up a long time ago on being affectionate with Gabe. Why bother? It had gotten her nowhere. But this burst of emotion seemed genuine. She was hugging her dad for all she was worth and she wasn’t in any hurry to let go, either. As much as he’d ignored her, she was thrilled to have him back.

Her daughter straightened, dashing a tear from her cheek. To Helen’s distress, Gabe’s look of panic had turned to one of expectation.

He wanted a hug from her, too. She braced herself, knowing her body would betray her. The attraction was still there. Perhaps it would always be there.

She stepped forward, looping her arms around him lightly. Gabe, on the other hand, pulled her close, his arms like giant manacles. Burying his nose in her damp hair, he breathed her scent—she heard his indrawn breath in her ear. His body blazed with heat as it always had. He smelled like Ivory soap, rubbing alcohol, and a clean, familiar scent that made her head spin.

Dismayed by how good it felt to be held again, Helen struggled free. “Welcome home,” she said, disentangling herself.

Comprehension flared in his eyes. All at once, he looked more like the old Gabe, cautious and secretive. “Yeah, well.” He ran his fingers through his nutmeg-colored hair—it was longer than he usually wore it. “It’d be a lot nicer if I could remember.”

“The doctor says it’s temporary.” Helen turned to the door, grateful that Commander Shafer was still there, eyeing the threesome with speculative, blue eyes. “How long before he gets his memory back?” she asked, inviting him to join them.

The commander strode to the foot of Gabe’s bed. “That’s not something I can say for certain,” he replied, frustrating her further. “There’s no set time, really. If it’s just PTSD he’s suffering from, his amnesia set in recently, most likely as soon as the danger was over. Why he’s forgotten up to two years prior to his captivity remains a puzzle. It may indicate some kind of permanent memory loss due to a blow he took to the side of his face. There is trace evidence of damage to the frontal lobe. But the sooner he returns to a normal environment, the more likely something will jog his memories. Once that happens, we’ll go from there. We’d like to release him tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” she repeated. No, no, she needed more time to plot her future, to determine the best time for extraction.

“There’ll be intensive therapy, of course,” Commander Shafer added. “Dr. Terrien in Psychology will take your husband’s treatment from here. He’s already consulted him once,” he added, nodding at Gabe. “Your husband will see him at his Oceana Clinic, which I understand is closer to your home. His first appointment is”—he glanced at the chart on the foot of Gabe’s bed—“Wednesday at fourteen hundred.”

Helen swung a look at Gabe, certain he would protest the need for therapy. In the past, he’d avoided psych evals like the plague.

Gabe regarded her earnestly. “Is that okay with you?” he asked.

She didn’t see what she had to do with it. “Sure,” she said, shrugging.

“You’ll have to drive him to Oceana,” Dr. Shafer explained. “In addition to the PTSD, he suffers from chronic fatigue syndrome—a result of sleep deprivation. Even with the meds he’ll take to stay awake during the day, he really shouldn’t drive. As for the memories, they’re likely to return in bits and pieces called flashbacks. These can be prompted by a trigger or return to him in his dreams. He’ll probably have trouble sleeping at night, so I’ve prescribed some sleeping pills, as well.”

Helen pictured Gabe prowling through the house at night and shivered.

“Dr. Terrien will have more advice to give you the day after tomorrow,” the doctor added.

She took a deep breath. “Okay,” she said, rubbing her forehead. “I’m sorry. What time is that appointment?”

“Fourteen hundred.”

Two o’clock. She’d have to leave work early to take Gabe to his appointment Wednesday.

Commander Shafer prepared to withdraw. “It was nice meeting you, Mrs. Renault, Mallory.” He shook hands with both of them. “I’ll leave you three to visit, and I’ll see you tomorrow when you come—say, oh nine hundred? We’ll need you to sign some papers then.”

“Okay,” she said again, though it was achingly apparent that her own life was definitely over, just as she’d known it would be.

The door snicked shut behind the doctor, and the three of them were left alone.

Gabe gave her a searching look.

Helen avoided it and looked around the room instead.

“Someone brought you flowers?” she asked, seeing a big bouquet of lilies on the bureau.

“Commander Lovitt,” Gabe said with a faint twist of his lips. “He was just here to see me.”

“That was nice of him.”

“Master Chief’s flying in tonight. I should see him soon.”

Good, Helen thought. The more support from his team the better. It took some of the weight off her. “They had you on IV,” she noted, seeing the empty sack beside his bed.

“Yeah, I’ve been on sugar water and antibiotics for a week. Today I graduated to toast.” He gave her his crooked smile again and looked down at his feet almost shyly.

Helen noticed with a start that one of his teeth was missing. It ruined the perfect symmetry of his smile and gave him a roguish look instead. “You’ve been in the hospital for a week?” she asked, just processing the information he’d given her. “How come no one called me till tonight?”

“I was overseas. I had a fever and I slept for days. They had to match me to my dental records, which were apparently misfiled or something. No one believed me when I told them who I was.”

“We thought you were dead,” she blurted. The words slipped out of her before she could stop them.

He gave her a wounded look—another expression she’d never seen on him before. Studying him more closely, she saw other changes, too. There were several fine scars around his mouth and on his brow ridge that hadn’t been there before. He’d been punched in the face, numerous times.

Dear Lord. “Is there . . . ” She swallowed hard. “Is anything wrong with you besides your memory?” she dared to ask.

He shrugged, looking suddenly uncomfortable. “I’m thinner than I’ve ever been. I’ve got a few scars.” He curled his left hand into a fist, hiding the stunted fingernails she’d already glimpsed.

Thinking of what he’d been through made her stomach queasy. But he prided himself on his independence, so she held her words of consolation in check.

Leaving them with nothing to talk about.

They both looked at Mallory, who was staring at Gabe with her heart in her eyes. Mallory who’d hugged her dad for the first time in years.

“So what grade are you in?” Gabe asked, surprising Helen with his interest.

“It’s summer vacation,” Mallory explained. “I’m going to go to high school in a month.” This was said in a very adult manner.

“Wow,” said Gabe. He looked at her intently. “So you’re what, fourteen?”

“Almost. I have a late birthday, September second.”

“Mine’s in July. I remember turning thirty-three but not thirty-six. Pretty weird, huh?”

Helen couldn’t remember the last time Gabe and Mallory had chatted so casually. A lump of regret clogged her throat.

“That’s exactly how long we’ve known you,” Mallory added. “Three years.”

Gabe glanced at Helen. “I figured that,” he said.

Helen experienced an undertow of attraction. If she had to do it all over again, she’d still have trouble resisting him. He was a modern-day Pied Piper. Even now, sitting there half-starved and stripped of his memory, he commanded their full attention.

“Listen,” she interrupted, “I have to go and make some phone calls. I need to arrange to take the day off tomorrow so I can pick you up in the morning.”

Gabe nodded, looking away. “Sure,” he said. “Sorry about the hassle.”

“No, it’s all right.” She felt a blush creep up her neck. “We’ll see you in the morning, then,” she added. “And . . . uh . . . try not to worry. You’ll get your memory back.” She hiked her purse strap higher onto her shoulder.

What now? Should she kiss him, embrace him, or just walk out?

She settled for a quick smile and a wave. “See you in the morning. C’mon, Mal.” She practically ran for the door.

Mallory followed with obvious reluctance. “It’ll be all right,” Helen heard her say.

Oh, no, it wouldn’t, Helen realized. There were way too many variables in this equation for things to turn out right.


Chapter Three

Gabe’s eyes sprang open. Save for a soft line of light under the door, he was surrounded by darkness. Where am I? His sluggish brain would not supply an answer. He knew only that he’d heard something. Danger was coming, as it always did in the darkest part of night.

There it was again: the sound that had wakened him. A faint creak, like the sound of leather being stretched.

God, no. Not another flaying. Not an endless round of searing strips laid across his back. He couldn’t go through that torture again, nor the hours following as he rode on waves of feverish agony.

Gabe grappled for a weapon, anything to fend off his captors, to dissuade them from taking him.

The creaking came again, louder this time. Gabe’s fingers closed over the handle of an object. It felt like a pitcher, a pitcher full of liquid. He had no idea where it came from, but as it was the only object within reach he hefted it.

As a dark shadow loomed over his prone body, Gabe tossed the contents of the pitcher directly at the enemy. With a startled exclamation, the shadow jumped back. Gabe hurled the empty pitcher for good measure and scrambled out of the strange contraption he was in, putting distance between him and his muttering attacker.

“Madre de Dios!” the man exclaimed, snapping on the bedside lamp. “Jaguar, it’s me,” he added. “What the hell are you trying to do? Drown me?”

At the sight of his master chief, Gabe sucked in a breath of disbelief. He reached for the wall for something solid to hold on to. A few darting glances corroborated where he was: not in some dark cell with faceless captors, but in the Portsmouth Naval Medical Center facing his beloved master chief, who’d apparently just risen from the leather armchair by Gabe’s bed. “Sebastian,” he whispered in dismay.

Sebastian León looked exactly the same. Tall and slim, he regarded Gabe through eyes slightly lighter than his coal-black hair. “You’re okay,” Sebastian said, falling back upon his usual imperturbability. He rounded the bed slowly, coming to stand within a foot of his lieutenant. “I didn’t mean to startle you,” he apologized, giving him a searching look.

Gabe took note of Sebastian’s rough appearance. In complete contrast to Lovitt, he looked like he’d spent the last six weeks aboard the coastal patrol craft. His hair was overlong and curly, his chin in need of shaving. He wore an odiferous battle-dress uniform, with the jacket cast aside. The green T-shirt, drenched from the water Gabe had just thrown at him, looked stretched and stained with sweat.

Gabe had never seen a more familiar sight in his life. He knew a startling urge to throw himself into Sebastian’s arms. He also wanted to die with shame for having demonstrated the pitiful state of his jittery nerves.

“You’re still half-asleep,” Sebastian said, offering an excuse. “Go in the bathroom and splash water on your face.”

As an officer, Gabe outranked his master chief, but he obeyed all the same, thankful for a moment to pull himself together.

Dousing his whole head in cold water, Gabe sought to shake off the dulling effects of his sleeping pills. He rubbed his face briskly with a towel, and with his composure tacked back into place, he carried the towel out to his master chief.

Sebastian dabbed his chest with it. Draping the towel over his neck, he put a hand on Gabe’s shoulders and turned him toward the bathroom light. His expression of tenderness put an immediate lump in Gabe’s throat.

“Am I looking at a ghost?” Sebastian asked him.

Gabe laughed. “Yeah, maybe. I feel like I’ve been resurrected.”

To his astonishment, Sebastian pulled him into a wet embrace. The tremor in his arms, the firmness in his grasp, made his heart swell. Sebastian’s eyes glittered with tears as he put him at arm’s length again. “I thought I would never see your ugly face again,” the man admitted. “How can you be alive? The warehouse exploded with you in it.”

Gabe tried to remember. He shook his head. “I don’t know. I can’t remember the mission at all. I don’t even know my wife,” he added, not bothering to conceal his dismay.

Sebastian tugged the towel loose and rubbed his shirt again. “It’ll come back to you,” he reassured him.

“Maybe.” Gabe stepped away, assailed by uncertainty. “There was some damage to the front of my brain,” he added, grappling with the frightful possibility. “I may never get my memory back.”

“Never?” Sebastian scoffed, tossing down the towel. “I didn’t think you knew that word, sir,” he challenged. “Remember Kirkuk, when I was held by the Iraqis for two weeks before you liberated me?”

Gabe searched his memory, pleased when a crisp memory of that mission returned to him. He savored it, right down to the feel of sand between his teeth. “Yeah,” he said. “I remember.”

“It took me a year to recall those two weeks.”

“You’re shitting me.”

“No.” Sebastian shook his head in that very Latin manner of his.

“But you were debriefed and put right back on active duty.”

“I lied,” the master chief admitted. “I remembered small pieces at a time, mostly in my dreams. One day I woke up and it was all there. The same thing will happen to you.”

“I can’t lie about three years,” Gabe said, dragging his hands through his hair. “Lovitt has all but dropped me from the team.”

“Wrong,” Sebastian retorted. “The CO wants you back as much as I do. He knows you, that’s all. He knows you respond best to a challenge.”

“I have to be a SEAL, Sebastian,” Gabe grated as a shudder shook his body. “I have to get my memories back.” He gripped the cold metal bar on his bed with the urge to shake it.

Master Chief nodded solemnly. “It’ll happen, Jaguar. Just give it time. You need your rest,” he added. “Get back to bed. I might as well use your shower,” he added, turning toward the bathroom.

“Why aren’t you at home?” Gabe asked him, tossing aside a wet pillow.

The master chief threw him an enigmatic look. “I have to sign papers before they release you,” he explained.

“Disability papers,” Gabe guessed.

“Permission for medical leave,” the man clarified. He went into the bathroom and shut the door.

Clambering back into his bed, Gabe muttered self- directed curses.

Alone in the adjoining room, Sebastian let the shock of Gabe’s appearance overtake him. Leaning heavily on the sink, he stared into the mirror, recalling the slight disfigurations on Jaguar’s face, lingering traces of his torture. But the most telling of all was his startled reaction to an unknown presence.

Gabe had been severely traumatized.

Peeling off his sodden T-shirt, Sebastian remembered the last time he’d seen the lieutenant alive. Standing on a launch pad, he’d been watching men from Echo Platoon board a UH-60 Black Hawk, en route to the carrier in the Pacific. As Jaguar ducked into the chopper, followed by Miller, the executive officer, Sebastian had suffered a strange foreboding. When word came that the lieutenant had perished on the mission, his premonition had seemed a psychic revelation.

But Jaguar was alive. Never in his wildest dreams had Sebastian considered he might have escaped what the men had described as an inferno. He’d mourned the lieutenant for months. Hell, he was still mourning him, only Jaguar had returned from the darkness—crippled but still kicking.

Strangely, the uneasy feeling Sebastian had experienced a year ago was back, stirring the hairs at the base of his neck. His friend’s reappearance was a miracle, gracias a Dios. But it was also a puzzle, a puzzle that raised some troublesome questions.

If Jaguar had survived the explosion, then what about the missile they had failed to interdict?

And there were other questions that demanded answers: like why Jaguar had stayed behind when the other SEALs left the building; who were the mysterious shooters who had driven the SEALs back? The only man who’d yet to testify was Jaguar himself, a man whose memory had retracted into darkness, driven there by unrelenting horror.

A surge of protectiveness shuddered through him. Sebastian twisted the knob on the shower to hot. If he’d listened to his premonitions a year ago, Jaguar might have been spared the nightmare of his captivity. His instincts warned him now to remain vigilant. The loose ends in this case left him more than a little perturbed.

“See if you can guess which house is ours,” Mallory challenged from the backseat of the Jaguar—the car Helen wasn’t supposed to drive. Gabe had paused with satisfaction to see his automobile again, which he clearly recognized, having purchased it five years ago in California. He didn’t act the least bit upset that Helen had made it hers.

It was nearly noon. It had taken two hours to sign the release papers at the hospital. It might have taken longer if Master Chief hadn’t been there to expedite matters, bullying and cajoling the hospital staff without once raising his voice. Helen had always liked Sebastian. His even temper complemented Gabe’s more mercurial temperament. They had always paired up well together.

This morning, though, Gabe had been surprisingly patient, considering they’d waited more than an hour for his prescriptions to be filled. Maybe he was too depressed or too high on drugs to care. The Navy had relegated him to disabled status, meaning he was completely at loose ends until his memory came back. That could take anywhere from a day to a year, according to Commander Shafer. He hadn’t wanted to give her such disheartening news yesterday.

Her freedom would have to wait, it seemed. And if it wasn’t enough to have Gabe around for God-knew-how-long, Helen had also agreed to escort him to and from his clinic appointments, as he was not allowed to drive.

By the time she’d signed her life away, filled Gabe’s prescriptions, and stuffed him into the passenger seat, her goodwill was running dry. They’d still had a half hour’s drive to get home, and with three years of Gabe’s memory missing, she didn’t know what to say to him. Mallory did most of the talking while Gabe looked out the window.

They were nearly home now, having turned onto Sandfiddler Drive, where the Atlantic Ocean rushed onto the nearby shore. It was a weekday, but the beach crawled with summer tourists who’d rented out the wooden castles at the edge of the sea for their week of freedom.

Their own home was in less peril of being swept away by hurricanes, positioned as it was, a hundred yards from shore where the road curved inland, nudging the back gate of Dam Neck Naval Base.

“This one?” Gabe asked, picking up Mallory’s game. He gestured at the fairy-tale structure, complete with turrets and towers.

Mallory laughed. “No, not that one.”

Helen tried not to look at him. Was he playing this game with Mallory because he had nothing better to do? He used to be preoccupied all the time, his thoughts a thousand miles away.

“Oh, I know,” he said, sounding confident this time. “It’s coming up now. It’s this one on the left.” He pointed out a high-tech structure that might have been a museum for modern art.

“No-ho,” Mallory hooted, enjoying herself.

Helen flicked a look in the mirror. She’d thought her daughter had been happier without Gabe around. Apparently she wasn’t. Her green eyes were dancing in a way they hadn’t danced for months.

With too much to think about, Helen guided the Jaguar around the bend and pulled into their driveway, beside the Jeep that didn’t run.

Theirs was a modest, wooden contemporary perched atop a dozen fat pilings. It was two stories high, with the laundry room, shower, and workshop on the ground level. Steps zigzagged up to the front door. A balcony hugged the entire right side, overlooking a yard in the front and the Atlantic Ocean at the rear. Wildflowers splashed color onto the beige sand, creating an effect like a Monet painting. Helen had invested a lot of energy into getting the valerian, chicory, and black-eyed Susans to grow. She glanced at Gabe to gauge his response.

He was staring at the house like he’d never seen it before. How strange not to recognize his home, she thought.

Mallory leaned over the seat and peered at his profile. “You don’t remember,” she guessed.

“No,” he admitted. “But I like it. Especially the flowers.”

Helen blinked. She wouldn’t have guessed Gabe would say something like that. He’d never slowed down long enough to notice things like flowers. She pushed open her door and jumped out.

Today she’d dressed in a denim skirt and a peach top. Warm sand crept into her sandals as she rounded the back of the car to fetch Gabe’s stuff from the trunk.

The hospital had sent him off with a bag of souvenirs, including a business card from someone at the Defense Intelligence Agency. She’d dropped his prescriptions into the bag, and he’d left the hospital with just a few meager possessions.

Closing the trunk, she hurried to help Gabe to his feet, but Mallory was already putting her shoulder under his arm. Helen paused at the picture they presented. She’d never seen Gabe lean on anyone, let alone a teenager.

Gabe could hear a dog barking frantically inside. It was a welcoming sound, almost as welcoming as the flowers waving in the wind. Helen hurried up the steps ahead of them, her sandals slapping against the soles of her feet. He found himself admiring her shapely legs and marveling that he was married.

“You got us a puppy before you left,” Mallory explained. “You were going to train her to behave, but you never had time, so she’s still a little wild.”

Helen cracked open the door and a nose appeared. The dog pushed its way forcibly through the aperture and broke free. Gabe saw it was a yellow Lab as it scrabbled down the stairs and launched itself at him.
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“FORGET ME NOT is great....will pull you in and never let you go.”
—Lisa Jackson, New York Times bestselling author of The Night Before
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