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CHAPTER 1
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Ridgeleigh. Suburbia. Southeast Queensland. Australia.

Some parents should be shot.

Mitchell Buchanan strode to the van, his footsteps striking hard against the concrete. He grabbed blankets before heading back to the three boys who’d just shuffled into Mates and Eats, an open-air drop-in center, at eight-thirty at night, in the middle of winter, wearing tank tops, shorts, and filthy, worn sneakers. “Here.” He tossed a blanket to the oldest of the group, who looked about fourteen. His eyes said fifty.

Mitch settled the boys into seats and draped the two younger ones in blankets, hoping it would stop the wind cutting into them. “Wait here.” Hurrying to the food truck, past a group of youths leaning against each other to block out the wind, he grabbed a tray and filled paper cups with hot chocolate. He sniffed the sweet aroma of warm donuts and snatched a few of them too. Not the best food for kids, but it would fill their bellies. With the tray piled high, he headed back across the quadrangle.

He towered over the kids as he doled out their dinner but was careful not to question them as though they were in trouble. Once a cop...

The boys scarfed down the donuts, curled their fingers around the cups, and blew on the hot drink.

“So, guys.” Mitch rested his butt on the back of a chair and relaxed his frown. “Where’s home?”

The two younger ones zeroed their gaze on the big brother who, by the terrified look in his eyes, didn’t have a believable lie to share.

Mitch strummed his fingers against his knee. Go easy. “Are you safe? Is there someone at home?” He kept his voice low, gentle.

After a moment, the oldest kid raised his eyes to meet Mitch’s and whispered. “Yeah. They’ve been drinking.”

“Okay. Remember, if you need something to eat or someone to talk to, the van’s here most nights.”

A quick nod.

Why couldn’t you just ask them who’s their favorite soccer team? They don’t come here to be interrogated like they are criminals.

His gut churned, and he longed to punch something to ease the uselessness roiling deep inside him.

Mitch stood and stalked toward Hamish, the volunteer coordinator for this hub, which welcomed anyone needing food, drink, and someone to talk to. No judgment attached.

Hamish slapped Mitch on the back. “Hey, man, why the frown? You’re doing fine.”

“Not from where I’m standing.”

“I’ve been observing. You spend time with the kids, they need that. We’ll work on your communication skills as you go.” Hamish gifted him with the toothy grin that made the young, dreaded guy a favorite with the kids.

“Thanks.” He turned away and stared at the old, revamped ambulance across the parking lot. He’d been here almost a week, and there hadn’t been a sighting. He knew his bloody plan would work. He sighed. He just needed to give it time. Jones would turn up to see his only living relative, his sister, the doctor. Sooner or later. Hopefully sooner.

Mitch rubbed his thigh. The cold ate its way through his jeans and into his skin. The wound had healed, but it still throbbed to the marrow. They’d assured him he’d have a one hundred percent recovery.  Eventually.

Mitch checked out the doctor as she squatted next to a toddler and mussed her hair. The dossier photos didn’t do justice to the flesh-and-blood, long-legged woman. The black-and-white didn’t show the flush on her cheeks or the sparkle in her eyes. Mitch figured he’d continue to tail her, and when her brother rocked up, he’d grab him.

He scrutinized the area and slanted another look at the lush doctor and speculated on her involvement. How did she subsidize the mobile clinic? By being a part of, and accepting funds from, her brother's deadly smuggling racket? The organization she headed would be expensive to maintain.

The hub emptied, one homeless person at a time. At ten o’clock, he stepped out of the shelter of the food truck, zipped his leather jacket, pulled his beanie down over his ears, and leaned into the icy wind howling down the street. As he collapsed chairs and loaded them into the trailer, he watched Doctor Jardine, and her nurse shut up shop.

She stripped off her high-vis jacket with doctor emblazoned across the back, revealing a black jumper that clung to her breasts. His sigh whistled out between his teeth. Statuesque described her to a tee. His gaze trailed down the length of her jeans-clad legs, stopping at the lace-up commando boots. She climbed into the van.

He began a last perimeter check for the night. Edging through a narrow space between the manicured shrubs, he slid down a grassy slope toward the car park. He gave the vehicles a cursory glance noticing nothing out of place. He continued past the cars and onto the bitumen road that led back up the hill to one of the hub’s two entrances, both of which were cordoned off by traffic cones. The only vehicles inside the hub were the ambulance and the food truck. According to Hamish, they were considering working with a charity that provided clothes washing and drying service – via another van. But it wasn’t a done deal. He finished the perimeter check and was heading back to the food van when a rustling in the bushes bordering the side entry into the hub triggered his senses that had been on high alert for too many years for him to ignore the sound. 

Someone crept along the hedge.

Jones? Too small. Mitch narrowed his eyes as the skinniest, most pregnant teen he’d ever seen emerged from the shadows and stumbled into the parking lot, bent almost double and dragging her feet.

The ambulance roared to life and started reversing. “Shit,” Mitch muttered. He couldn’t let the doctor leave when someone really needed her. He bolted across the allotment, thumped hard on the side of the vehicle, raced back, and dropped to his knees beside the girl.

The van jerked to a halt. A door slammed, then Doctor Jardine was beside him on the ground.

“Charli. Love. C’mon, talk to me.” Doctor Jardine pushed the young girl’s hair out of her eyes.

Her deep, throaty voice, almost a purr, upped her statuesque status to siren.

He shook his head and buried his inappropriate notions. “Can I help?”

Doctor Jardine’s navy-blue gaze focused on him for a second before dropping to his volunteer lanyard, then she refocused her attention on the child doubled up and crying.

“Let me check her.” Doctor Jardine kicked into gear. The nurse arrived and shoved him out of the way to move beside the doctor. A quiet urgency thrummed between them.

Doctor Jardine dug around in her pocket and handed the keys to the nurse. “Open up, Bridge.”

Mitch stepped up, offering himself without words.

She said, “Get her inside.”

Bending, he scooped up the pregnant teen as though she were a feather and stepped up into the ambulance, Jardine on his heels. Bridget pulled a sheet from under the bed and covered the patient when Mitch laid her down.

As another wave of pain washed over the girl, his hand must have been the closest object, so she grabbed it and hung on with her nails digging into his palm. He squeezed back because he couldn’t think of anything more useful to do.

“Thank you.” Doctor Jardine eased past him and touched the young girl’s arm. “Charli, I’ll check and see how you’re doing, okay?”

The girl nodded.

“Take a big breath, and we’ll get started.” She moved to the bottom of the bed and began her examination.

Mitch sniffed, and the coppery stench of blood filled his senses. He rubbed at the healing wound on his leg as the recollection of that night snuck into his mind like a thief. I hate that smell. He shut it down.

“You’re in labor.” The doctor looked at Charli and smiled. “We can’t have this baby tonight, love. It’s way too early.”

Doctor Jardine looked up at him. “What’s your name?”

“Mitch.” He held her gaze.

“Hi, Mitch. I appreciate your help. But we’ve got it covered. You can go.”

“No.” Charli hung onto Mitch’s hand for grim death as another contraction hit and didn’t let go. “Please don’t leave. Travis might come. He won’t hurt me if you’re here.”

Doctor Jardine shrugged, then squared her shoulders. “Okay, Charli.” She turned to her nurse. “Bridge, will you drive?”

“Asher, you know we’re not supposed to transport.” Bridget passed the doctor a blanket to wrap around their patient.

“I know.”

The unspoken communication between them said the young girl's condition wasn’t good.

Bridget nodded, leapt to the ground, and slammed the door closed behind her. The engine rumbled as it fired up, and Charli crushed his hand tighter.

Mitch crouched by the top end of the gurney and focused his attention on the terrified young woman. “You’ll be okay.” He squeezed her fingers. As the kid groaned deep in her throat, he clenched his jaw. I hate feeling so useless.

“He wouldn’t let me come.” Charli’s voice quivered.

“Who?” he asked.

“Travis...”

“Her boyfriend,” Doctor Jardine muttered in his direction as she arranged the strap around the girl to keep her safe during transport. “Don’t you worry about him. You’re here, and we’ll look after you. Okay?” She patted Charli’s arm.

“But ... he said ... the baby ...” Her words deteriorated into a jumbled mess.

Mitch held her hand as her body bowed.

“Don’t let him...” Another harsh groan. “My baby. My baby.”

Mitch shook his head and said a silent prayer for the kid and her child.
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CHAPTER 2
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Doctor Asher Jardine slipped into the hospital room and read her patient’s chart. Charli’s vitals were strong. The resident had signed off on the medication chart. Mom and her baby would be okay. It had taken hours, but the emergency team had stopped the hemorrhaging and the labor that was ripping Charli to bits. Asher thanked the nurses at the desk as she grabbed her bag and slipped it over her shoulder.

Bridge had gone home with Ethan, her brand-new husband, whereas Asher only had Peaches, her ginger tom, waiting for her. They had a cruisy relationship. She did his bidding, and he allowed her to scratch his ears. It worked well. She headed toward the exit.

A man in a leather jacket sat stuffed into a plastic waiting room chair. Uh oh. Forgot about him.

He untangled himself and rose to meet her. “How’s the kid?”

She’d managed to ignore his deep, mellow voice while she’d triaged Charli. Now, with the crisis over, it sent shivers along her nerve endings. She’d turn on the radio to listen to that voice.

“They’re fine, thanks. They stopped the labor. Baby can cook a few more weeks.” She gave him a bright professional smile that belied the seriousness of Charli’s condition. “You helped save two lives tonight.”

“No problem.” His gaze never left her face.

She gave him another smile and turned away.

“You’ll need these.”

That voice stopped her.

She turned at the distinct jangle of keys and raised her brow. “I have my set. Why do you have those? And why are you still here? Bridge said she’d give you a lift to wherever you had to go.” She plucked the keys dangling from his fingers and clasped them in her palm, feeling his warmth from the metal seep into her skin.

“I didn’t see her. Mind you, I went looking for coffee.”

Ask if he needs a lift. She tried to ignore that voice, but her ingrained manners insisted. Besides, she could use the time to pry some information from him. He’d been around the hub this past week, and she’d like to know why. His sheer size made him hard to miss. “Can I give you a lift?”

“I’d appreciate it.” He smiled.

She didn’t respond to the invitation in his smile. “Where to?”

“I’m parked at the hub.”

“Okay.” She took a couple of steps, then turned back to face him. “Formal introduction time, I’m Asher Jardine.” She held out her hand.

He clasped it in his. “Mitch Buchanan.”

Her hand looked tiny wrapped in his firm grip. She withdrew it and turned away. “Are we still parked in the ambulance bay?”

He shook his head. “Your nurse gave me the keys when you took the kid to emergency and asked me to move it. We’re in the main parking lot.” 

“Okay. Let’s go.” When he fell into step beside her, his size swamped her. She straightened her spine and squared her shoulders and still only just reached his chin. And it didn’t bother her. Most unusual. She pulled in a breath, and his clean scent wiped out the antiseptic hospital smell as they travelled the long corridor. Fixing a smile to her lips, she asked, “What sort of work do you do?”

“Defense Force.”

“On leave?”

“No.” Tension edged his answer. “I’m in rehab.”

Sensing she shouldn’t prod, Asher asked regardless, “Regular army?”

“ADFI.”

She glanced at him, taking in his military bearing and tight physique. “Australian Defense Force Investigator. Cool.”

“I’m impressed. Most people ask what it is.”

She shrugged. “Some of our young volunteers last year were thinking about joining. I read the careers list.

His lips curved, drawing her attention to the cushioned fullness of his bottom lip.

“Why are you volunteering at Mates and Eats?” Asher pushed the button for the glass exit doors to open.

Mitch stepped back, gesturing for Asher to step through first. “I’m convalescing. I was going nuts doing nothing but rehab sessions, so I thought I’d have a go at doing some volunteer work.”

As she stepped out into the night, the wind sliced through her thin medical jacket, and she shivered.

“Here.” He unzipped his leather jacket and slipped it off, holding it out to her. “Put this on. “Was this guy for real? “That’s unnecessary.” She shook her head. “Thank you, but no. I’m fine.”

He shrugged those big shoulders, the black T-shirt pulled taut across the width of his chest.

Asher cleared her throat. “So, you have an injury to your leg?”

“Why would you think that?” He slid his arms into the jacket and pulled the zipper back up.

She looked straight at him, then dropped her gaze to his legs. “You’re limping.”

Mitch narrowed his eyes and gestured into the dark. “The ambulance is this way.” He turned and moved in the direction he’d pointed.

Left with no choice but to follow, Asher quick-stepped to catch up. “And Hamish knows why you’re volunteering?”

A brief nod. “He said it makes sense to help while I’m here.”

“He’s not worried that you look like a cop?”

He turned toward her. “What?”

She paused and lifted her chin. “Our area, well, it’s a sanctuary for those who believe that ‘the authorities’ are out to get them. Unless they’re requested, the cops don’t come near us.” She held his stare. “I don’t want our people, especially the kids, scared off because there’s a cop hanging around.”

He drew back. “If anyone asks, I tell them I’m a soldier.” His brown eyes bored into hers and his tone dropped low. “And I don’t scare them.”

She raised her palms. “No offense. Sometimes my mouth has a habit of running free.” Why are you explaining yourself? He helped, that’s it, you don’t owe him anything. She strode toward the ambulance.

As he matched his step to hers, a shiver of awareness nudged her. She slanted a glance toward him. Holly Molly, he’s huge. She managed a breath past the lump lodged in her throat. Thankfully, he didn’t notice her discomfort. Just as well she didn’t fancy big guys, or she could find him very interesting. Shut up, Asher.

Shoving the crazy thoughts aside, her lips curved with pride as she approached her mobile clinic.  “Health for the Homeless” had gone from a dream to a reality, an up and running entity. She’d worked her butt off to make her dream come true. She pushed the button on the keypad, unlocked the ambulance, and sprung up into the cabin as soon as she heard the beep. Mitch hauled himself into the passenger seat. She turned to speak to him. He was staring out the window, scrutinizing the parking lot.

“Are you looking for someone? Something?”

He faced her. “No.” Then gave his attention back outside.

She switched on the ignition and, when the beast rumbled to life, twisted some knobs to turn up the heat. “Tell me about your time in the army.”

He turned toward her. “Not much to tell.”

Great communicator. She pushed again. “Were you a cop before you enlisted?”

His almost black eyes held her gaze with such intensity, Asher swore he was in her head. She pressed her lips together.

“Yes.”

The ambulance idled as she stared at him. He didn’t drop his gaze, showing no sign of discomfort from her questions.

“Okay then.” Accepting he would share nothing other than basic information, she reversed the ambulance onto the road. She slanted a look at him as she drove. He might tell the truth about himself, but her inner sense of something wasn’t quite right screamed for attention. Asher believed he was telling the truth, but not the full story.

His deep voice broke the silence. “Tell me about this organization you’re involved in.”

“What do you want to know?”

“Are you funded?”

“There are some backers. Hamish and the crew pick up the food donations from various companies within the area. The volunteers meet with Hamish at the local school hall and prepare all the donations, fill the urns with boiling water, and bag up the sliced bread. Then they load up the van and drive down together. At the end of the shift, they all go back and clean up. It’s a terrific service, and the community is so grateful.”

“What about the ambulance?”

Asher patted the steering wheel with pride. “Some GP surgeries donate supplies like antibiotics and dressings. We also have a major fundraising venture which brings in much-needed cash.”

She steered the ambulance into the Ridgeleigh parking lot. “Which car’s yours?”

He pointed to a big older Ford truck.

It suited him, looking tough and powerful.

Asher parked beside the truck, which was in damn good condition. but didn’t turn off the ignition. “Thanks for tonight.”

“No worries.” He drew a beanie from his pocket, pulled it on, and pushed the door open. Icy wind swirled into the cabin as he stepped out.

“So, Mitch, why don’t you travel down to the hub with the other volunteers?” Asher tapped her fingers against the steering wheel.

“I prefer not to.” He pulled the jacket collar up as high as it would go.

“Okay. So how long are you going to be around?

His eyes captured hers and her stomach knotted.

“As long as it takes.” His big hand grabbed the door.

“Well, I hope your recovery is quick.”  Asher gave him a bright smile.

His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Me too.”

Asher sat in the idling ambulance till Mitch drove out of the parking lot before heading for home. Ten minutes later, she pulled the ambulance into her driveway and turned it off. 

She grabbed her gear, climbed out, and pressed the button to lock her pride and joy. Trudging up the few steps to her front door, she unlocked it, stepped inside, then kicked it shut behind her. Her boots tapped against the polished timber floorboards as she headed into the lounge room, where she dumped her bag onto the big leather couch. 

Peaches, her ginger tom, pounced into her arms and she hugged him close. “Hello, your magnificent creature,” she whispered to him as he purred long and hard. She placed him on the couch. 

Strolling into the kitchen she popped the kettle on. Her thoughts raced in a million directions as she found her favorite mug and an herbal tea bag. As she poured the boiling water, she sniffed the aroma of ginger.

Back in the lounge room, she settled onto the leather couch and sipped the hot medicinal brew. Peaches sprung into her lap and purred. She trailed her fingers through his fur with one hand and held the mug in the other.

Mitch Buchanan’s strong features filled her mind. There was way more to him than he was letting on. What wasn’t he telling her? He’d looked her straight in the eye. He was solicitous. But. She shook her head. She really needed to stop overthinking. He may be the real deal. After all, he was patient and attentive to Charli. Still, she’d ask Bridget to get Ethan to check him out. Just to be safe.

Her home phone rang, Asher jumped, disturbing Peaches, who leapt to the floor. She glanced at her watch. Two-thirty a.m. “Please let it be the hospital.” She grabbed the phone, and steeling her spine, whispered. “Hello.”

Nothing. Not again. She bit her lip. “Dr Jardine speaking.”

When the breathing on the other end of the line deepened, goosebumps rose on her arms she shivered and replaced the phone onto the cradle. It shrilled immediately. This time, she didn’t answer. If the hospital needed her, they had her mobile number. She pulled the connection chord from the wall socket.

She rubbed the goosebumps on her arms and stared at the phone. Three nights in a row. Why does someone do this? And how in hell did they get my private number?

Asher dragged herself to her office, fired up her computer, and opened it to the Street Doctor file. She scrolled through until she found Charli and updated her medical information. What would it take to get this girl home? Asher believed when she started this organisation, that she would help those who had strayed off their path to get home. That she’d work with like-minded people, with the same passion to help save young children from a life of poverty and despair being homeless created.

A life no one deserved.

Asher stretched her arms high above her head, then dropped them into her lap. “I’m exhausted.” With that, she saved her notes and closed the computer. She showered quickly, donned her pj’s and crawled into bed. Thumping her pillow into shape, Asher glanced at the clock: three-thirty a.m. “Please let me sleep straight through.”

​
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Icy winds howled through the quadrangle housing the hub. Asher tugged her jacket sleeves down and fastened the top button of her vest to ward off the blasting cold. Leaning against the hood of the ambulance, she took in the area. A menagerie of people accessed what was on offer at the food truck. Tonight, there were more younger kids than usual. She sighed. They should be at home with parents who loved them. Yeah right. In a perfect world.

Across the expanse of the hub her gaze found Mitch amongst a group of kids. He drew her like a magnet. He raised his fingers to his brow, and Asher returned the salute, allowing herself another few seconds of just looking at him and wondering what if?

“Made a new friend, have we?” Bridge stepped up beside her, holding out a cup of steaming coffee.

Asher smiled at her bestie, pulled up the zipper on her parka, then took the disposable cup from her hand. “He helped us out last night, so I gave him a lift back here. We had a conversation of sorts.” Asher looked around the waiting area. “I’ll fill you in later. We have our first patient.”

Stepping to the side of the ambulance. She gave a bright smile to a tattered man who had approached her waiting area. Although the annex was pulled to ward off the wind, it was still cold. “Come on in.” She gestured at the van, leading the way into its warm interior.

He stepped up into the ambulance. Thirties maybe, a matted beard, and wearing a threadbare sweatshirt that wouldn’t protect him from the cold. His deep blue eyes still contained a spark of life.

“I’m Doctor Jardine. Please, sit.” Asher smiled and patted the gurney. “How can I help?”

“I haven’t filled out your form.” He handed her the clipboard that Bridget usually helped patients with.

“I can create a file for you, if that’s ok?”

“Sure. My name’s Rick. Feels like I’m swallowing razor blades. Can’t shake the cough.”

She smiled and pointed a thermometer at his forehead. “Temp’s up. I just need to check your throat. Open wide.” Asher depressed his tongue with a candy lollypop, cola flavored this time and shone the torch down his throat. “No wonder you’re having trouble swallowing, there’s pus on your tonsils.”

When he rose to leave, Asher put her hand on his arm to stop him. “If you’re coughing, I’ll check your chest, just to make sure there’s no sign of anything sinister.” She finished the examination and smiled. “You have tonsillitis, but your chest is clear. You’ll need antibiotics.” She unlocked and opened a drawer. “Any allergies?”

“No.”

“Good.” Asher grabbed out a box of penicillin, a blister pack of pain pills, and a small bottle of cough medicine and handed the man the medications. “There’s a full course there. Follow the instructions on the package. They should kick in within twenty-four hours. If you’re not feeling better in a few days, come back. Okay?”

He nodded.

“Do you have somewhere to stay?”

He held her gaze then shook his head.

Asher didn’t push it. She respected her patient’s privacy. “See the people at the van across the way. They’ll give you a blanket and some warm clothes.”

“I don’t need them.” He straightened his tattered sweatshirt and squared his shoulders.

Asher looked at him and her lips curved. “They have soup and rolls tonight and donuts for dessert.” She met his shadowed eyes and pushed on. “We’re here most nights. Come see us if you need anything. Okay?”

He nodded, stood, and stepped from the van.

“Another coffee?” Bridge asked from the door.

Asher nodded. “And a gooey donut?”

Bridget smiled. “I’ll be back in a tic.”

Asher recognized her next patient. “You’re up, Serina.”

“I’m late.”

“How late?”

Serina chewed her lip. “A week.”

Asher met the graceful young girl’s worried eyes, then moved back to her desk and withdrew a specimen jar. Handing it to her patient, Asher said, “Speak to Hamish, he’ll escort you to the bathroom.” 

Serina bit her lip. “Okay.”

“Come straight back.” Asher smiled at her patient. “Go.”

Serina returned a few minutes later and handed the urine filled jar to Asher.

Asher dipped the testing strip into the sample. “Negative.”

They both sighed in relief. “I gave you some birth control pills last time you were in. Did you have a problem with them?”

Serina nibbled her lip, then spoke. “I keep forgetting to take them.”

“Oh dear. At your last consult, I mentioned there are heaps of options for birth control available. We can go over them again now if you like?”

“Sure.”

At the end of the discussion, Asher handed the pamphlet to Serina. “When you decide what you want to do, come see me. Serina?” 

The young girl met Asher’s eyes.

“Remember, take those birth control pills till you come back. Ok?”

“I will.” Serina turned away and jumped to the ground.

Asher grabbed the antiseptic wipes and started cleaning the treatment area. When the step into the van squeaked, she fixed a smile on her lips and turned. Her stomach lurched when she recognized Charli’s boyfriend. Squaring her shoulders she fixed her professional smile into place. She could understand what Charli saw in him. His good looks and muscular build could turn a young girl's head. But something in his pale blue eyes made Asher wary. She didn’t trust him, not one bit.

He stepped into Asher’s personal space, menace radiating from his brawny frame.

She refused to step away. No way would she allow the creep to intimidate her. She lifted the clipboard. “Fill out a form and I’ll be with you in a minute.”

“You think you’re so damn smart.”

Gloves off. “Look, Travis.” She crossed her arms. “If you’re not here for treatment, piss off. I have things to do.” She stepped further away.

His hand shot out, gripping her arm hard. She winced in pain but refused to cry out.

Her legs trembled as her blood boiled. She pulled herself straight and clenched her fists. “Take your hands off me.”

“Make me.”

Her lips curved. “I don’t have to. My nurse will be back in a minute, and you’ll disappear, that’s how bullies work. They only intimidate those smaller, weaker than themselves. I’m neither. So, get your damn hands off me.”

He smirked at her and repeated in an ugly tone. “Make me.”

Anger, like dark poison, surged through her. Stay calm. She pulled in a deep, cleansing breath. “Take your hands off me. Don’t make me say it again.” And tried tugging her arm from his grip.

“Everything okay, Doc?” Mitch’s voice filled the van and eased her anxiety.

She dragged her gaze from Travis to Mitch, who stood at the back door of the ambulance. “Fine. Nothing I can’t handle.” She gave her attention back to Travis. “If you have a medical condition, I can help you with, fill out the form and take a seat, otherwise please leave now.”

“Where’s Charli?” Travis demanded.

“I don’t know.”

“Lying bitch. You took her away last night. She didn’t come home. Where is she?” Travis squeezed her arm harder.

“Let go of my bloody arm.” Asher bit back her groan of pain.

Mitch strode toward them. Travis, still clutching Asher’s arm, turned to face Mitch. “Piss off. Mind your business.”

Mitch took another step. “Let her go.”

Travis released his grip on Asher, turned, and swung a fist at Mitch.

“Bad choice.” Mitch grabbed the thug’s fist, twisted him in his arms and employed a choke hold.

Travis went limp in seconds.

“Where do you want me to dump him?”

“What in hell have you done? You can’t come in here and manhandle a patient because he’s being an ass.” She shoved her fingers through her hair and tightened her ponytail. “I’ve worked hard for twelve months to gain their trust.” Clenching her fists at her sides and struggling to reign in her temper, glaring at the man-mountain before her.

“But it’s okay for disgruntled boyfriends of young pregnant girls to come in here and not only threaten, but assault you?” Mitch lowered Travis to the floor, crossed his arms over his chest, and rocked back on his heels.

“He’s just pissed off.”

“Doesn’t give him the right to lay hands on you.”

She held his gaze. “I know that. But that doesn’t make it right for you to lay hands on him.” Hearing her sarcastic bitch voice pulled her up. She took a deep breath. “So, what do you suggest I do?” She tapped her fingers against the bench.

“Get a bodyguard.”

“You have got to be kidding.”

“No, I’m serious. As strong and independent as you are, you are still female, and in some people’s eyes, that makes you a target.” He dropped his arms to his sides.

“Mitch, I understand your point of view. I’ve heard that argument since the day I started offering this service. In all honesty, I’ve never had the need for a bodyguard. Until the past few weeks.” She clamped her mouth shut.

Mitch shook his head. “Look, Doc. You do a fine job. If you want to continue, find yourself a bodyguard, or if that’s too intimidating a word for you, call him a driver.” Mitch stared at her. “I thought you had a driver. What happened to him?”

“How do you know that?”

No answer.

“I asked you a question.” When he didn’t respond she slammed her hand against his chest, then snatched it back when his heartbeat thumped against her fingers. Then in a sharp tone, demanded.  “I asked you a question.”

“Hamish filled me in when I started here. So, what happened?”

Asher glared at him. “That’s none of your damn business.”

Travis groaned.

“We’ve finished this conversation.” Asher told him and edged toward Travis.

The minute Travis opened his eyes, he rose.

Asher stared at him. “I don’t know where Charli is.” She wasn’t lying. She didn’t know if they had transferred her to Lily’s yet. “But I couldn’t tell you if I did. Doctor patient confidentiality.”

Travis shoved past her.

Mitch had moved to the back of the ambulance. When Travis tried elbowing his way past, Mitch grabbed him. “Don’t come back. You don’t get to hurt her again. Understand?” Mitch stepped aside and allowed Travis to slink away into the night. He followed him outside, shook his head and stalked back across to the opposite end of the quadrangle.

Bridge arrived with the coffees and stared at Asher. “What happened? You’re chalk white.”

Asher shrugged. “Honestly, Bridge, it’s not worth talking about.”

***
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MITCH HUNCHED FURTHER into his jacket, turned, and headed over to the food truck. He grabbed a coffee, then settled against the hood. Wrapping his hands around the cup, he inhaled the aroma of the strong brew, blew into the hot drink, and sipped its dark deliciousness.

His search for Corporal Jones had stalled. He’d followed every lead, searched every bar and brothel. Jones seemed to have turned to ether. So, he would continue to play his hunch that Jones would rock up here to see his sister. Couldn’t happen soon enough. That woman did his head in.

When that creep, Travis, grabbed her earlier, Mitch had seen red. But she’d handled it like a pro and hadn’t appreciated him stepping up. In his world, men didn’t intimidate or lay hands-on women. It’s nothing to do with you, Buchanan.

From the conversation he’d overheard, the young girl from last night had the misfortune of being Travis’s girlfriend. He hoped the guy would be smart enough to stay away.

Two more streetlights had blown in the cul-de-sac since last night, and the icy wind blasted its breath over everything and everyone, making this precinct an even more miserable, depressing place. And the kids out tonight looked younger and hungrier than the ones last night. He scrutinized Asher and Bridge pack up the van, getting ready to travel, and set up in an even rougher part of the city.

As he sipped his coffee, six teenage boys sauntered into the area, shoving each other, and cursing at the top of their voices. Sensing trouble, Mitch dumped his cup into the trash and moved to intervene. “Have you lot eaten?”

Nods and grunts were the response. He pointed toward the food truck when he noticed one lad hunched over. “You okay, buddy?”

The kid stepped away and didn’t make eye contact.

Another boy, an older teenager, all swagger and attitude, stepped into Mitch’s space. “Why’s that your business, army jerk?” He laughed and nudged one of his mates for backup.

Mitch looked around. Most volunteers hovered close to the food truck. The few kids sitting at tables stopped talking, their gazes dropping to their toes. Swallowing the urge to forcibly remove the little pricks from the area, he motioned toward the ambulance. “There’s a doctor over there. She can make sure your friend’s doing okay. He looks like crap.”

Big Mouth strutted back. “Bitch banned us...told me she didn’t treat crack heads. Bitch thinks she’s above everybody.”

“Your mate needs help.”

“Fuck off.” Big Mouth turned and headed toward the food area. His mates fell into line behind him.

Half an hour later, Mitch and the rest of the volunteers were eating before they closed when he heard a commotion. Mitch looked toward the ambulance and recognized the group of boys from earlier. They were louder and their language even more foul as they strutted toward the ambulance. Mitch kept his eyes on them, hoping they were just passing through.

When Big Mouth bashed on the side of the ambulance and his profanities escalated, Mitch rushed toward them.

Asher jumped from the van to stand in front of Big Mouth and spoke in a rational voice. “I’ve told you before, if you need my help to get your life back on track, you’re welcome. If not, stay away.”

He lunged toward her, but she side-stepped him, turned, and reached into the van. Bringing out a battered baseball bat, she smashed it hard against the trash can. The sound reverberated through the area and had the required effect. He stopped dead in his tracks. A flush brightened Asher’s cheeks.

“Get out. If I see you back here, I’m calling the cops.” She shouldered the bat.

Mitch stood close enough to intervene. Unwilling to undermine Asher’s ability to control the situation, he remained in the shadows, ready to pounce. The group of boys scuttled into the night at her threat, and she hauled herself into the driver’s seat.

He shook his head. He couldn’t allow this woman to do her job unprotected. It went against everything ingrained in him.

The Sentinel Bureau had assigned Mitch to Health for the Homeless, undercover, and under orders, his mission was to find and apprehend Corporal Greg Jones. Believing in his gut that Jones would contact his sister made Asher Mitch’s one remaining lead. Without her as bait, Jones might remain invisible. Asher’s safety became a priority.

Mitch strode to the ambulance, thumped on the door, and opened it. “Meet your new driver. Shove over.”
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CHAPTER 4
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Asher shuffled across the bench seat–not that she had much choice. Those blue jeans encased hips weren’t taking no for an answer. If she didn’t move, he’d end up on her lap. As tempting as that might be in different circumstances, she wouldn’t allow him to meddle with her ambulance. Her life. She stared at him. “Are you serious? We don’t—”

Bridge, sitting next to her, jammed her elbow into Asher’s ribs. “Thanks. We appreciate your offer.”

Heat seeped from his denim, through her denim, and into her skin, and she shuffled over more.  I should have found the money for an ambulance with separate seats. Everything about him screamed danger and to get him out of the life she’d planned for so long. A life she’d created. To suit her. Her plan. Her beliefs. Free from being dominated by men who believed they knew what was best for her.

But as much as she hated to admit it, tonight’s altercations with Travis and the crack gang had rattled her.

Mitch had his hand on the ignition, waiting for her answer. Waiting for permission. Dammit, why did he have to be so nice about it? Why couldn’t he just continue being one of those “take over jerks” so she could push him out the door and tell him to get lost?

She sighed. “Yeah, ok, thanks.” Asher crossed her arms. “I accept your offer. For tonight. But that’s it.”

He shrugged and kept his gaze on her. “You’re welcome.” His lips compressed into a straight, stern line. “Where to?”

Bridge gave directions as he drove. Now squished in the middle of Bridge and Mitch, she sat as still as possible to make sure she couldn’t touch him. It wasn’t enough. His body heat still radiated toward her, and she couldn’t get any further away from him. Citrus tinged her next in breath. It will be a long night. She reached over and grabbed some paperwork from the glove box, hoping it would take her focus from the man a heartbeat away from her.
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