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      Guard Your Heart - Trust No One

      

      Until his last mission, British military medic Luke McLaren kept his oath, ‘Do No Harm’. When he fails to save his best friend, Mike, Luke’s life implodes.

      Mike’s sister, midwife Kate Gibson, doesn’t believe in happy endings. Not since her father deserted her when she was a child, and her brother got killed on a mission.

      One night of make-me-forget sex and Luke knows Kate is the only woman he will ever want but can never have. Life goes on. He joins Sentinel Security, and Kate focuses on her clinical work in Africa.

      When Kate asks for Luke’s help to expose a bomb threat, he agrees. He has no choice thanks to his deathbed promise to protect her. With their hotter than hell connection reignited, Luke and Kate must face their demons and the enemy if they are to survive and claim a future together.
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      For Ben, faithful by my side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Burkina Faso – West Africa

        

      

    

    
      Luke McLaren leaned against the well-worn door of his wooden hut, the West African sun hot enough to make his eyeballs sweat and swore the next time he laid eyes on his best mate he’d kill him.

      Mike Gibson had been a brother to him, ever since they’d survived SAS combat survival training. This morning, crucifixion was too good for him. Sodding green recruits got it. Gambling with Spanner ended in tears. Every fucking time.

      It was a sodding mystery why Mike went all-in last night—upping the ante with his sister’s care package. A cross between a Jaffa and a Ginger Nut – they were worth more than a month’s pay. Right now, he craved the sweet piece of home.

      The entire battalion hung out for Kate’s addictive morsels. Thanks to Mike, Spanner got to stuff his face with the whole bloody lot. The arse took pleasure in shaking the tin in front of his nose as he headed to the Boss’ tent, grinning from ear to ear.

      For the last hour, he’d searched every inch of the place looking to ball Mike out, but there’d been no sign of him or his dog, George. Must have kept drinking after Luke called it a night and left them to their misery. If luck was on Luke’s side, he might not have to kill Mike - the hangover from death enough to shame him make him regret his dumb behaviour.

      Luke grinned. Mike with a thumping headache. Justice. He rolled a cigarette between his fingertips, not that he smoked, just loved to watch them burn. Placing the lit end under his nose he inhaled the smoke swirling in the morning haze, kidding himself this did less harm than a long draw.

      Two days and his commitment to the Special Air Services unit ended, a job at London’s major trauma hospital would seem normal after three tours serving Her Maj. He’d take a long hard look at the dream, the villa in Portugal, by the sea, the beach at his door. His bank account could cope.

      Normal. The word had a reassuring ring to it. Nothing was ever routine in Africa. Terrified locals ran from Burkina into Mali fleeing from militant terrorists. Months ago, refugee camps surpassed capacity. With nowhere else to go torn apart families made a life in tents, makeshift housing, cobbled together from the deserted homes of those who had fled.

      Every sodding day the same, from the crack of dawn until the sun collapsed exhausted into the horizon - running Burkina’s People’s Militia through hand to hand combat skills, weapons training, and trauma self-care.

      Yeah. The end of his final tour couldn’t come fast enough. Luke scratched his head, a bloody mystery why he’d joined the military.

      He hadn’t spoken to his mum in, make that couldn’t remember when exactly. Hearing her struggle not to cry on the other end of the phone another cut to his heart.

      Stuck here in the middle of nowhere, he craved sleep and sex - not fussed in what order. Neither was in the offing.

      One last swill of bitter coffee—time for a quick burger before Knight’s briefing. Anal and angsty, the Boss, a tick-sheet on legs, didn’t tolerate tardy officers. Especially as JNIM, the local branch of Al-Qaeda recently upped their remote village raids.

      A short briefing—Shut JNIM, and their poxy git leader, Seckou, down before they did more damage.

      Ignoring the flies swirling over his head, the smell of charred meat, drew Luke’s feet across the compound to the camp’s corrugated canteen. Special orders never fazed Mahmoud, “Cheeseburger, rare, hold the onion, hold the fries.” Him and Burger King ever-obliging.

      Murphy’s Law. Just as he parked himself on one of the upturned crates and wrapped his fingers around a stale bun, the emergency alert siren blasted across the camp. Stray dogs barked, birds shrieked and soared into the sky. CASEVAC. Casualties.

      “IED blast, Doc, ‘B’ patrol pinned ten miles out. One Alpha, confirmed,” Spanner spat the words across the compound, didn’t miss a stride as he raced past, stabbing his index fingers at parked vehicles.

      The burger toppled into the dirt, lunch for the chickens. Luke cursed, his feet gathering momentum as he tore from the canteen and raced to his hut.

      Alpha, life-threatening injury.

      Counting to ten, he grabbed his helmet from the hook behind the door, stuffed the front pocket of his flak jacket with extra tourniquets and grabbed his Bergan medical kit from beside the bunk. As always, he hesitated before shoving his Sig P229 into his hip holster – he’d vowed to save lives, not destroy them. Until now, he’d been lucky and never had to fire his weapon.

      Luke grabbed the swinging door of the ambulance pulling out of the makeshift hospital.

      “Get in,” the Boss barked.

      “Roger.” Luke hauled arse in beside Spanner.

      “Move the fuck over, Doc.” Knight bowled in behind him, yelling, “go, go, go,” at the additional service personnel swarming to their assigned vehicles.

      Spanner floored the accelerator, sending a jolt through Luke’s spine. Bracing one hand on the dashboard, he glanced over his shoulder.

      No sign of Mike. Always up for messing with the dickers, he’d be pissed at missing the action.

      Served him right – a shit load coming his way from Knight later. Luke grinned. He was looking forward to those biscuits for breakfast this morning. Mind out of the biscuit tin. “Who's out there?” his voice rose over the noise of the engine.

      “‘B’ patrol. They left the compound early.” Knight adjusted the head mic attached to his helmet.

      Dread began its slow climb up Luke’s spine, routine didn’t exist in this hell. He pushed his foot to the floor, adding support to Spanner’s efforts to get them there pronto. There’d been no rain for months. Their vehicle moved slow and rough over the dusty terrain. His lips were dry. Luke took a quick swig from his canteen and checked his watch. Shit. Seven minutes since they left Base. Time was fast running out for casualties.

      “Stop,” Knight ordered. “This will do us.”

      Spanner slammed on the brake, swerved, as stones spat on the windscreen. The vehicle screeched to a halt behind a pile of smouldering rubble. Guns blasted, to their left, smoke rose from a burned-out building. Last week it served as the church.

      First out of the vehicle and on the ground, Knight raised his fist at right angles to his elbow. Wait. Luke yanked his eighty-pound pack from between his legs and onto his lap. Should be fifty, except Spanner insisted he carry the spare ammo. Shoot ‘em up, patch ‘em up in one glory bag. God bless the SAS and their sodding efficiency.

      Knight tapped his helmet, stay low.

      Luke jumped from the vehicle, the Bergan thumping against his lower back. He jogged behind him, staying close as they jogged along the narrow alley between a row of huts. The nozzle of his rifle jerked to the sky, an out-breath from firing.

      Spanner swerved to avoid a man who came from nowhere with a child tucked under his arm. Luke slammed hard against his back.

      Three, maybe four feet in front of them, two soldiers huddled around someone laying out in the open. A scan of the immediate area showed no others. Luke tapped Spanner on the shoulder and broke file.

      “You got this, Doc?” Knight tossed the words over his shoulder.

      The Boss signalled for his men to split into two ranks and head to where they could hear ‘B’ patrol taking heavy fire.

      “On it. Leave me the corporal, take him.” Luke pointed to the corpsman sitting in the dirt, nursing his head in his hands.

      “Roger.” Knight nodded. “You, you’re with me.” He dragged the man away by his elbow.

      “Sitrep.” Luke ripped open the front pocket of his Bergan and gestured for the corporal to forget the salute and deliver his report.

      “Sir. Yes, sir, tourniquets applied, one on each leg.” The soldier cleared his throat. “Field dressings secured. 10mg I/M morphine administered.”

      Face the colour of spearmint ice cream; he was twenty at the most. Best give him a job before he chucked over their patient. “Excellent work, private. Set up the stretcher.” Luke nodded to the back flap of his pack.

      It didn’t take a genius to figure the injured man was fucked. Both legs—gone below the knee. The end of his femurs, jagged and bloody splayed at impossible angles. The remnants of his camo pants, soaked in blood, resembled torn Christmas paper. A boot lay next to the man’s mangled left hand.

      After their previous two tours in Afghanistan, hell’s favourite sandbox, Luke still struggled with meeting the gaze of the severely wounded. One eye on the rapid rise and fall of the injured man’s heaving chest, Luke snared his wrist and checked his pulse.

      Swallowing the bile flooding his mouth he grit his teeth and lifted his eyes. His gaze met eyes the colour of an arctic sky. Luke froze. Fuck, no.

      “Hey, Doc, fancy…meeting…you…here.” Mike raised his head and stared at where his legs should be. “Shit.”

      117 bpm. Heartrate, too high. Keep it together. “You should be in bed after last night’s balls up.” Struggling to keep his voice steady, Luke swallowed hard.

      “Wish I was, Doc.”

      Luke forced a smile. “Trust you to interrupt breakfast. Hold on, mate, we’ll get you out of here.”

      Mike held his breath, plainly doing his best to swallow the scream welling inside him.

      “Stay with me big feller.” Luke cuffed the moisture from his eyes, steadied his hands and packed the stumps with field dressings. No training, or hours spent in trauma care, prepared him for his best mate’s blood running through his fingers.

      “This is bad… fuck.” Mike shook his head. “Not like … this Doc. It’s… okay. Let… me go. Please.”

      “Don’t talk fucking shite and let me do my job.” It was the pain. Mike didn’t realise what he was saying. “Corporal, ready with that stretcher?” Bone-deep fear gripped Luke’s heart as Mike clawed at his Bergan. “Okay, I got you.” Ketamine. Give him the Ketamine. “This stuff is magic.”

      Mike tried to push the syringe away.

      “Corporal, hold him steady.”

      Rat-a-tat-tat-tat. In the distance, Bullets cracked, screaming men, women and children raced for cover.

      “No use, Doc,” Mike whispered. His eyelids flickered.

      Luke plunged the syringe into the idiot. “Look at me. Hang on. The Boss is on it. You. Are. Not. Dying. Here.” Hands trembling – wrong time to get a case of the shakes - Luke packed more gauze into the ragged remains of his mate’s legs.

      Mike’s face was ashen, his hollow cheeks lifeless. Shit scared he’d lose him Luke kept talking. “Stay with me, eyes open. Come on, Mike, stay with me.”

      “My sister, Luke… promise me, Kate, take care of her...”

      “What am I, a fucking babysitter? You will have scored a shit load of R and R after this balls-up. Take care of her yourself.” As fast as he packed Mike’s wounds, they oozed crimson through his fingers.

      “Luke…argh…Kate…promise.”

      Luke ran the numbers in his head, the golden hour for Mike fast disappearing. Knight and Spanner burst through the clearing as he reached in his bag for more Ketamine. Thank Christ.

      One look at Mike and Spanner retched, his vomit landing beside the corporal who kneeled at Mike’s head. Knight didn’t blink.

      “Zero, Charlie One Zero. Contact. Explosion. GI8082-O. T1. Copy.” Standing next to Spanner, one hand resting on his shoulder, Snake, their Section Signaller, radioed Mike’s TAG number, blood group and condition to the Base hospital.

      T1 – it didn’t get any worse. Back at Base, theatre staff stood by for immediate patient triage before surgery. Luke tried to work out their ETA, frantically repeating, calculating numbers, but the valuable total refused to stick in his brain.

      “Doc…please… I’m finished…for the love of God…Boss?” Mike screamed.

      “Easy soldier, let Doc do his job.” Knight's hand settled on Mike’s shoulder.

      Mike’s fingers dug deep into the flesh on Luke’s arm. Each inhale more ragged than the last. “Please…Kate.”

      His mate’s begging tore Luke apart. “I promise, okay, I’ll take care of your skinny sister. Pay me with a tin of her biscuits.” Mike’s grip weakened on his arm.

      Luke half-turned, another hit of Ketamine couldn’t hurt. The nudge to his hip came as he finished grabbing the syringe, a split second before a single shot echoed in his right ear.

      Mike stopped screaming.

      Luke spun around in time to see his gun fall from his best mate’s hand, Mike’s eyes no longer seeing, his lungs no longer breathing, a single bullet hole blackened his temple.

      “No. No!” His fist pounded the dirt beside Mike’s head, refusing to believe the horror in front of him. Rage hotter than hellfire blazed through his veins. What the fuck have you done?

      “Doc, Doc, get it together. Corporal, on my three, lift.” Knight yelled for Spanner and the corporal to slide Mike’s broken body onto the stretcher.

      They were taking fire, needed to move, fast, but his body resisted, legs poured with concrete refusing to let him stand.

      “‘B’ isn’t his patrol. What the fuck is he doing here?” George, where was his dog, the mutt never left his side?

      “Jesus, Doc. Unless you want to join Mike, grab your end and let’s get the hell out of this hole.”

      Luke took the load, every cell in his body rattled with the certainty. I killed him. I killed Mike.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          London - England

        

      

    

    
      She must remember to call Mike. He was hanging out to hear the news.

      Mission accomplished, she leaned back and kissed the three-year contract for the supply of Misoprostol.

      Kate’s stomach growled. Not unreasonable seeing as in the last twenty-four hours she’d eaten one packet of cheese and onion crisps. She kicked off her shoes, flopped on the sofa, blew air kisses at her mangled toes, and thanked them for their service. After being squished in three-inch heels for eternity, their loyalty deserved a medal.

      After months of writing and re-writing proposals, to one of the UK’s leading pharmaceutical companies, the bruised, turning blue toenails were worth it. Deal done. An essential donation of the life-saving drug for Afrique Santé’s midwifery program based in Burkina’s capital, Ouagadougou, Wagga to the locals. Secured.

      Kate raised her imaginary glass and toasted the rain bouncing off the stairs leading to her basement flat. England ignored the calendar.  It was the beginning of July, technically Summer. Not going to miss you.

      Her eyes flicked over the photographs fighting for space between the wilted plants on the windowsill. Given the attention she paid them, they should be dead. Centre stage, Mike’s photo beamed at her. Good intentions don’t make you a green-thumb, sis. He loved to tease.

      The laptop beeped, incoming. Kate groaned. The seventh email from Mother in the past two days. Uppercase words covering every grisly detail of the recent attacks in Burkina Faso shouted from the screen.

      Highlighted in red:

      Smaller NGOs pull out of the land-locked country. Every effort made to secure safe transportation for active personnel.

      It was sad and irritating, but months ago, she’d given up trying to explain to Mother why she and Crystal refused to give up their work in Burkina.

      She snagged the corner of the laptop with her big toe and closed the lid, not that it would make emails or truth disappear. Her best friend was waiting at Scarfes, their favourite bar in the Rosewood Hotel, probably well into her second cocktail. Time to join her, celebrate, and finalise their plans for returning to Africa.

      Tic, toc, Micky Mouse chimed on the mantlepiece. Time for a sixty-second shower and a spritz of super deodorant before changing into something more comfortable, including flat shoes. Not as comfy as the pyjamas spread across the end of her bed, but they’d do until she snuggled under the duvet later.

      Kate wriggled off the sofa. For the second time that week, she snagged her little toe on the leg of the coffee table. Tiny black dots hopped across her vision. On her way to the bathroom, she collided with the vacuum cleaner leaning against the wall, for crying out loud.

      Kate swore out loud to the person banging on her door. At this rate, she’d never leave her flat.

      Mother? No, she had a key.

      Whoever it was, whatever they were selling, if they didn’t stop pounding, Mr I-should-live-in-a-bubble upstairs would bang on her ceiling with his bloody broom.

      “Okay, I’m coming.” Face plastered with her best I could give a flying fairy smile she shoved aside the deadbolt.

      “You’re wasting your time. I’m a paid-up, card-carrying witch and I …”

      Light, from the streetlamp, shone on the drizzle spilling over shiny black shoes. A sinking sensation began in her stomach as her gaze travelled to the faces of two, medal-pinned-to-pec, military officers filling her doorway. Their peaked caps pulled low over their foreheads.

      ‘Run’, every fibre, each nerve in her body screamed, but the massive boulder lodged in the pit of her stomach made it impossible.

      ‘Good evening, Miss Gibson.’

      Kate shuddered at the flat tone of the man’s voice and braced her palm on the wall.

      “No. Go away. You can’t be here. You have the wrong address.” Her insides in turmoil, the mobile she was clutching fell from her hand. Dread warred with the tears pooling behind her eyeballs.

      “May we come in, Miss Gibson?”

      “No. My friend is waiting for me. I’m late. The words didn’t make it further than the tip of her tongue. Salty tears streamed over her cheeks, and her knees turned to rubber.

      “Please, Miss Gibson.” The larger of the two soldiers stepped forward, his solid grip on her upper arm the sole reason she didn’t crumble to the floor.

      “No, no.” Her fists hammered his chest. The other officer caught her right wrist. No escape, no fight left in her, they led her to the sofa.

      “Miss Gibson, please sit. Can we get you a glass of water? I am Lieutenant Colonel Richard Pearce of Her Majesty’s Twenty-Second Special Air Services Regiment. I’m afraid we have bad news.”

      Unable to bear the weight of his touch, she wrenched her arm from his grip. “No. No.” Start again.

      Eyes darting from floor to ceiling, counting the squares on the rug in front of the gas heater, looking anywhere, everywhere. Not at them.

      Her insides shook, and her teeth rattled.

      “I’m very sorry, Miss Gibson, I regret to inform you …”

      Kate sprung to her feet. “No. Don’t you say it. Don’t.” Raising her chin, she refused, would not listen to the lie blazing from his eyes.

      “Please. Sit.” The officer cleared his throat and half rose from his seat.

      Kate pulled her hand to her chest and gulped for air, willing the inevitable to find another home, someone else’s sister.

      "Miss Gibson..."

      “Kate, I’m Kate. Oh, God no, please don’t.”

      “We’re deeply sorry, Miss G … Kate. Sergeant Michael Gibson was killed in action yesterday afternoon while on patrol …”

      She would not scream. Kate bit the inside of her cheek and welcomed the blood pooling in between her teeth.

      “Taliban insurgents attacked Sergeant Gibson’s patrol while they were on clean-up detail in a village on Burkina’s border with Mali. As per standard procedure, there will be a post-mortem, but we believe he died as a result of an IED—an explosion. You have our sincere condolences.”

      She may hear his words, but it wasn’t true. “I told you, it is a mistake. George, where was George?” Mike and his dog were inseparable. He would never lead her brother into danger. He’d die first.

      “George?” The officer tilted his head

      What? She’d stopped speaking English. “His dog. Where was his dog?”

      “I’m sorry . . . Kate.” He shifted from one foot to the other as he spoke her name. “There was no mention of his dog.

      Mike was training African locals, toilets, re-builds—no Rambo stuff. He swore when dad left them, he’d always be there for her and Mike didn’t break promises.

      “Is there somebody we can call? A relative? Someone who can stay with you?”

      “What?” She blinked. “Yes… Crystal. I’ll call her.”

      “Very well, a Family Liaison Officer will contact you tomorrow to let you know the arrangements for your brother’s return to England. Miss Gibson, Kate, is there anything else we can do?”

      “No.” They’d done enough. “Thank you.”

      “Again, please accept our sincere condolences. We can see ourselves out.”

      Kate stumbled after them and slammed the door behind them. Her heart hammering in her head, she grabbed the phone off the coffee and punched in Crystal’s number.

      “Hi, hun. You stuck on the Northern Line? Damn Tube, we may miss running hot water in Africa, but never the damn trains. Right? I’m sitting here, lethal cocktail in my hand, getting truly smashed. How much longer?”

      “Crys, I need you…”

      “Kate? You sound weird, hun. Don’t tell me you started celebrating without me.”

      “Crys…it’s Mike.”

      “Mike? Is he there? I didn’t know the boys were back from Africa. Spanner hasn’t called. It drives me nuts how long it takes for their letters to get to London, and their internet is bloody non-existent. Slower than the bloody train.” Crystal laughed.

      Please, stop talking. “Crys. Oh, God…” Afraid she’d choke on the words locked in her throat, she grasped her neck

      “What’s going on, Kate? Are you coming, or not? Don’t tell me the suits changed their mind and refused the Misoprostol?”

      “Crys, it’s Mike. He’s gone. Mike’s dead.”
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          RAF – Brize Norton, UK

        

      

    

    
      Kate stood on the balcony of the visitor centre, wondering how long she could hold her breath against the wind roaring across the tarmac, amongst the usual mix of pigeons, sparrows and crows swooping and squawking at the intruders.

      Dressed in clothes that owned a home at the back of her wardrobe, she stood sentry at Mike’s Re-Patriation Ceremony. Did she have to agree to be her brother’s emergency contact? If she’d said no, would this moment be more bearable?

      Mike swore he’d never leave her. He’d promised. Promised.

      Tears for the person who meant everything to her rolled over her cheeks. A strand of hair clung to the side of her mouth. She should have cut it or tied the mop off her face.

      No doubt wishing Kate, not her beloved son, figured on the ‘number up’ list, Mother refused to attend Mike’s ceremony.

      “Sure, you don’t want to sit, Kate?” Crystal squeezed her arm, wrenching her into the present.

      Crys had been a gem since last Thursday night sleeping on the lumpy sofa bed, refusing to leave her alone, measuring days with endless cups of tea, handing her a wet cloth every time she heaved.

      Perfect Crystal Starr didn’t have a miserable bone in her. Her friend since primary school with straight blond hair and a mother who made doll’s clothes.

      “You okay, hun?” Crystal edged her towards the lone chair at the side of the balcony.

      Arms plastered to her sides, eyes glued front and centre, she forced a grunt past the boulder blocking words held at the back of her throat. Afraid she might lose it if she looked at Crys, Kate gave her friend’s forearm a grateful squeeze and focussed on the clouds gathering overhead.

      Mike was the warrior. She was the sister who missed her brother’s smile.

      The flowers in front of the visitor’s centre were plastic. Bit naff, she swore she heard Mike say. Kate stifled a giggle. Weird what made you laugh when every cell screamed ‘cry’.

      Finally, the military transporter poked its nose through the clouds, glided onto the tarmac, its powerful engine deafening as it taxied and rolled to a stop.

      The door of the C17 lifted, and from its belly emerged Mike’s Patrol Leader in full dress uniform, one white-gloved hand steadying the foot of the flag-covered coffin. They’d met before, but stuffed if she remembered when. Heads bowed, her brother resting on their shoulders, the rest of his patrol followed.

      Kate shuddered.

      Last summer, on leave before their final tour, Mike and his team came to London. How could she forget the lazy Sunday picnic in Hyde Park where Crystal met Spanner, and Mike introduced her to his best friend, Luke, a surgeon in civvy life. The team called him Doc.

      Taller than the others he walked on the side of the coffin closest to her, his face a mask.

      At the picnic, he hadn’t said much, but his killer smile stayed with her weeks after they deployed. No smile now. Not this. Never this. Tears pooled at the corners of her mouth.

      The wind gusting over the tarmac made the sombre march across the to the hearse slow. Aeons passed as the funeral director, hand on his top hat, his long coat flapping in the breeze, accompanied the cortège to the chapel.

      The brief ceremony over, Mike’s team formed a line and saluted as she and Crystal passed. Glad it was over, afraid she was on the verge of an embarrassing meltdown she didn’t dare look them in the eye. A sorry sniff was the best on offer. Thank you was an insult to the pain in their eyes, to the sorrow that matched her own.

      Head down, she huddled closer to Crystal and battled through the wind to the hired limousine. Neither of them said anything until they reached John Radcliffe Hospital, and the hearse made the turn to the morgue. She’d taken Mike as far as she could. Kate kissed two fingers and laid them on the window—bye Mike.

      Post-mortems were mandatory for men killed in the line of duty. The Visiting Officer said it might take up to three weeks before they received the official death certificate. Thinking of Mike lying on a slab brought on vicious sobs that robbed her of air.

      “Here, hun, right here.” Crystal guided her head onto her shoulder. “We need air.” She opened the window a crack.

      The cold draught on her cheeks kept her awake as they drove to Mike’s flat. He preferred to stay off-base. She wasn’t looking forward to packing up his stuff, but Mother wasn’t up to it. Her fragile mental health was a worry.

      “You sure you don’t want me to stay. My next shift at the hospital isn’t until Sunday. I could call in sick,” Crystal offered.

      “I’m sure.” Crys deserved rest and Kate craved time by herself.

      Crystal tilted her head and raised her eyebrows.

      Kate grabbed the end of Cry’s scarf and pulled her into a hug. “Stop worrying. I’ll be okay. Give me time to organise Mike’s flat and complete paperwork for his regiment. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Love you.”

      “Love you too.” Kate pressed her lips together. Too afraid she might change her mind and ask Crys to stay.

      Mike’s favourite aftershave hit her with the force of a double-decker bus as soon as she unlocked his door. Spice and everything nice. Her back braced against the closed door, she clutched her chest and took a second to pull herself together.

      Her gaze wandered over Mike’s collection of framed Disney characters lining the walls. Dad had given him his first print when he became captain of his high school football team.

      His favourite photo hung proudly in the middle of the row – Mike and his squaddie mates at a charity fancy dress ball. He’d convinced them to go as Snow White and her dwarves. The memory made her smile, Mike struggling into a dress and his teammates all over six feet tall.

      Kate swiped at the tear pricking the corner of her eye and marched her feet into the living room. A trick of the light had her catching her breath. She could swear Mike sat on the sofa laughing at the telly, inhaling a slice of pizza with extra cheese.

      Straight after the terrorist bombings at the hotel in Wagga. He’d almost kicked down her door, hugged her so tight she almost suffocated. She was alive, and they had to celebrate.

      Six o’clock in the morning, they shared a bottle of red, make that two, and cloaked themselves in shared memories and sentimental affirmations.

      If Mike were here now, he’d tell her to put her bum next to his while they watched the football. Dad and Mike, Arsenal’s loyal fans.

      Reaching behind her, she snagged his football top from the arm of the sofa. A trace of his aftershave clung to the inside of the shirt as she slipped it over her head and welcomed the hint of life tickling her nose.

      After packing Mike’s clothes and emptying two tissue boxes, she was done. Balancing a strong cup of tea in one hand, she collapsed at the kitchen table and opened the large manilla envelope the Visiting Office had given her at the ceremony.

      Late afternoon shifted into evening, and Kate’s heart sank with the watery sun. She ought to check on Mother.

      Calling their relationship strained was an understatement, but mum wasn’t doing well. A good daughter would find a job in London, stay home, look after her.

      For the past week, she’d been trying to figure out the best way to tell Crystal she wasn’t going back to Africa. Not for a few months. Possibly never. Crys was more than capable of running Afrique Santé’s training program.

      Kate sipped her cold tea. The walls of Mike’s flat drifted further and further apart until darkness and the sound of waves crashing underneath the pier surrounded her. Her father’s voice echoed a long way off from where she was standing.

      “I’ll be back, Katy. Wait here. Good girl.”

      Why did anyone she ever cared for abandon her? Did she care too much, was she too clingy, needy?

      Selfish. Kate despised feeling sorry for herself, detested how angry she was at Mike.

      The persistent buzz of her mobile vibrated on the coffee table. Mother’s ID glowed Martian green on her phone.

      “Hello.”

      “Why didn’t you call? Where are you?” Mother’s grizzle crackled in Kate’s ear.

      “Sorry, I must have dozed off. I’m at Mike’s. Remember? I told you.”

      “Weren’t you supposed to call when you got to your brother’s flat?”

      Most of Mother’s questions were rhetorical. As a nurse, Kate understood her anxiety, her manic preoccupation with her world.

      “Can I call you back, mum? I left something on the stove.” The lie flowed smoothly over her tongue.

      She ran her fingers through her hair, regretting she wasn’t more for her mother and able to forgive her.

      “Soon, Kate.” A loud click—dismissed.

      “Bye, Mum.” With any luck, Mike had a bottle of Merlot stashed on the rack under the TV.

      Bottle and glass in hand, Kate was two steps from the kitchen when the sudden knock on the door made her jump. Shit. I only have one brother to kill.

      Red wine sloshed over her bare feet and onto the carpet.

      Not sure who it could be, she placed the bottle and glass on the coffee table and kept walking. At the door, she ran her fingers through the knots in her hair and vowed to make this quick. “Crys, that you?”

      “Captain Luke McLaren, Royal Army Medical Corps. We met at the picnic.”
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      Doc. His deep baritone voice rumbled through the door. Hell. She ran her hands over the front of her skirt, knowing she couldn’t face him. “I remember who you are. Sorry, but now’s not a great time.”

      “I’ve brought Mike’s gear, his duffel, from his locker.”

      “Oh … thank you. Look, I’m not dressed. The bag, duffel, it’s safe, you can leave it, and I’ll get it in a few minutes. Er, thanks for coming.”

      The pointy end of a long day chose that moment to stab her in the ribs. Suddenly, it was too much. Her throat was raw from shedding too many tears. It hurt to speak.

      “Kate? Are you okay?”

      “Yes … oh … no.”

      “I’m a doctor. Open the door. Let me help.” Luke’s voice rang with authority, smooth, professional concern.

      Kate placed her palm against the door and laid her cheek on her hand.

      “Open up, Kate. Please.”

      Fresh out of fight, she did as he asked, opened the door to eyes, the colour of a smooth malt whisky.

      Not her best move, he may take it as an invitation.

      She lunged for the duffle dangling by his side. The weight of it dragged her off balance. Fingertips pressed on the wall steadied her enough to avoid Luke’s outstretched hand, his offer to help.

      “Thanks. You didn’t need to come. I planned to collect it tomorrow.” She ran her top teeth over her bottom lip. There was no need to be ungrateful.

      “You should eat,” he said.

      She hitched the bag over her shoulder, went to take a step back and stumbled again. This time, Luke steadied her. The gentle pressure of his palm on the small of her back warmed the constant chill settled there since last week.

      Her gaze lifted to his face. High cheekbones, full lips, he was a handsome man, despite the scar in the middle of his chin. Under different circumstances, she may have welcomed his attention, invited him in for a drink. Had he been with Mike when he died? Not tonight. She didn’t need to know tonight.

      Luke watched her, and his kind eyes brought a flush of heat from her throat to her cheeks. Overwhelmed by his gaze, too full of concern, Kate stopped him before he could speak. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude.” Grasping his forearm, she willed him not to say everything will be okay. Words sure to finish her.
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      Nothing surprised Luke. As a trauma specialist, he’d seen more than his fair share of unbelievable, until today.

      Mike’s sister opened the door, swamped shoulders to knees, in his mate’s football shirt. Red curly hair, a shade lighter than Mike’s spilt over her pale face. Striking blue eyes, brimming with sadness, hit him for six.

      One thing for sure, Kate Gibson was about to drop. He hooked his arm around her waist, caught her weight and absorbed her tremble. “Easy.” Her head tucked comfortably under his armpit while the firm curve of her breast pressed snugly against his chest.

      “What are you doing? Get off me. I don’t need carrying!”

      The solid punch from a fist, half the size of his, belted the air from his torso. Since when did boxing make the list of essential midwife skills? Fair enough. Never a man to venture where he wasn’t wanted, he released her. “You need a drink, water.”

      “Yes. What? No.”

      Take the hint. Sod his deathbed promise to Mike. If he knew what was good for him, he’d head back to the barracks where his mate’s wake had already started.

      As he drove to the flat, he told himself over and over he shouldn’t fucking be there.

      Seeing Kate at Mike’s ceremony, shoulders hunched, her eyes swollen from crying, he’d wanted to check on her make sure she was coping. Technically, it was the Boss’ job, but he’d offered to be the one to tell her what happened to Mike before she read it on a cold, white sheet of paper.

      You gave your word. Mike, the birdie in his ear. What could it hurt? Spend ten minutes making Kate a sandwich, put the kettle on before he fled. Palms up and out, he’d almost slipped past her when her eyes rolled to the ceiling, and she tumbled faster than an autumn leaf floating from a tired tree.

      “Hup, I got you.” Luke gathered her in his arms and settled her on Mike’s beat-up sofa. Within seconds she sprang upright and teetered on bare feet.

      “What is it with you? Kit bag—person.” Kate slapped at his hands and pointed at Mike’s duffle.

      Her sudden sigh-smile lifted his mood. “My apologies, ma’am.” Leave. He almost made it, took a step towards the door, turned on one heel and headed for the kitchen.

      “Mike got any food stashed in the cupboards?” Half hoping he’d find a tin of Kate’s legendary biscuits he opened the door closest to the fridge and rummaged behind the baked beans. Bingo.

      “What's with the ma’am, soldier? Have you forgotten? We have met. I’m Kate. At the picnic, we didn’t talk much, but…” Forget her? As if. A woman as stunning as Kate hibernated in a man’s memory.

      He’d barely spoken to her that afternoon because of the immediate and intense attraction he’d sensed between them. Keeping your hands off a mate’s sister was part of the buddy code. Now, her head cocked to one side, twirling a length of hair between her fingers, did she deliberately tease him? Another time, another woman, he might explore the possibility.

      “I remember you. And I’ll call you whatever you want if you eat a biscuit and drink a glass of water. Deal?”

      “Deal.” She held out her hand. “Sorry, I was rude, before, it’s been a tough couple of days. Let’s start again. Kate, call me Kate.”

      Luke squeezed her hand, hoping to lift her gaze from the carpet—suddenly shy didn’t suit her. “Okay, grub coming up, Kate.”

      “Thanks. How did you know Mike had biscuits?”

      “Your brother shared your care packages.” He winked, cadging another smile.

      “In the Donald Duck tin—the one I gave him for Christmas.” No smile.

      Shit. He couldn’t handle tears. Exit now and let the fuckers flow was the sane move. Call her in the morning.

      “Sorry. You have to get back to base.” She must have sensed his feet eager to hit the pavement.

      The brush of Kate’s fingers over his forearm sent a zap of electricity straight to his groin. Her gaze returned to counting the cracks in Mike’s floorboards. “I’ve got some time. How about a cuppa. Sound good?”

      Her chin lifted, and her eyes opened wider, blue pools perfect for diving deep. “Great, or do you prefer something stronger? No beer, but knowing my brother, I’ll bet there’s a bottle of whisky somewhere.

      Still recovering from the unexpected shot of desire, he did his best to recover and continued opening cupboards. Mike’s haphazard food filing designed to mess with a code breaker’s head.

      “There.” Kate stood on her toes and plucked a bottle from behind the Weetabix and unscrewed the cap. “Say when.” Under heavy eyelids, she stared straight at him, ignoring the glass as she poured.

      He nodded for her to keep pouring. Laphroaig. He’d been hooked on the bevvy since med school when a mate said the smell reminded him of a burning hospital, the smell of fire and iodine assaulted his nostrils.

      “When.”

      Given the circumstances, he shouldn’t be attracted to Kate, but a sudden need to grasp her free hand powered over him. He stepped sideways, but the shift of his leg did nothing to ease the tension behind the zipper of his pants. Not cool.

      Neither was the way his nipples hardened when her pinky finger traced a line on his tee-shirt right between his pecs. Get a grip. The faster he kept his promise, made sure Kate was okay and got the hell out of there, the better.

      “Did I hurt you?” Her words hung on a long breath.

      “Huh?” He gulped his scotch, trying to get his head around the sultry sadness attached to the thick eyelashes brushing her cheek.

      “Before.” Kate curled her fingers into a soft fist, and her second punch to his chest turned his brain to mush. “I don’t make a habit of thumping men, especially the SAS.” Her hand shook as she raised her glass. “Cheers.”

      Luke grasped her trembling hand, held it steady, and guided the glass to her lips. His libido fixed on her mouth, her half-smile.

      “Sorry.” Kate blushed.

      Desire streamed through his veins, warring with his determination not to follow his instinct and kiss her.

      “Don't apologise. Sit. Take a breath.” Luke led her back to the sofa and sat beside her. Shock did things to a person, twisted their world.

      Luke stared at the slim fingers interlaced with his, waves of electricity pulsing along his forearm, he opened his mouth to reassure her, tell her he understood.

      “Believe it or not, I’m not usually pushy. This past week I haven’t been thinking straight.”

      He could relate, though he didn’t share. In the week since Mike’s death, he’d drunk too much, fucked one too many willing women. Yeah, but you didn’t hold hands.

      “Thanks for bringing Mike’s things. For bringing Mike home. He always said you guys were the best.”

      Mesmerised by the smile that blazed over him, Luke followed the graceful tilt of Kate’s head, scanned the delicate collar bones cloaked in a cape of freckles, ploughed the depth of her gaze. A thousand questions behind her eyes. Vulnerable.

      Sure, as hell, he shouldn’t be attached to her hand. He was on a plane back to Burkina tomorrow. They were officially off the government payroll, Mike’s repat their official march back into civvy life.

      Thanks to a hefty donation courtesy of Knight’s late grandmother Sentinel Security was set up, ready to go. They were supposed to be in it together. Him, Knight, Spanner and Mike. Luke swallowed the lump in his throat.

      No way would he let the team go after Seckou without medical backup. Until they annihilated the bastard, he was part of the team. Another, one of a million, reasons nothing could happen between him and Mike’s sister.

      “Mike told me you were a surgeon at London Metro before joining the military.” Kate sniffed.

      “That’s true. You’re a nurse, a midwife?” Luke ordered his thumb not to brush the tear from her cheek and handed her a tissue from the near-empty box on the coffee table.

      “Yes. I work in Africa mostly, before that at The Metropolitan Women’s Hospital.” Another sniff. “I love babies.”

      Thanks to Mike, he knew more about Kate than she’d feel comfortable with, but he didn’t let on, it was better to keep her talking, besides he liked the sound of her voice, it held a power stronger than her slim body suggested. “Is that why you became a midwife?”

      “Yes.” She tipped her head to the side. “Why did you join the military?”

      “The bombs in 2005, my sister was on the bus in Tavistock Square.”

      “Oh, Luke I’m sorry, was she …”

      “No, lucky, relatively minor injuries, but she’s never been the same since. I joined the medical corps, thinking I should do more than I was.”

      “And have you?”

      He cleared his throat and quickly looked at his watch. “Depends on your point of view.” Why he was telling Kate this stuff was a mystery, he never discussed his family with anyone.

      “George, I was wondering about Mike’s dog. I can’t understand why he wasn’t with Mike. Do you know why?”

      It was one of the first questions he got answers to when they returned to base. “Yes, seems the dog had food poisoning. Vomit everywhere. Technically, they were on a sanitation patrol, helping to clear up a broken sewer pipe, so he let George sleep.”

      “Not my biscuits, I hope.” Kate’s fingers flew to her throat, skittering awkwardly over the thin gold chain caressing her slender neck.

      “No. Never.” Luke let out a long breath, matching Kate’s relieved sigh.

      “Mike loved that dog. Where is he now? Is he okay?”

      “Yes, don’t worry about him. He was up for retirement. Snake took him home. Sorry. Look, I better get going, I’m due at the base.” Abrupt, but if he stayed longer, he wasn’t sure he could ignore the strong urge to draw Kate into his arms, to hold her, take away the sadness that bled through the brave mask she wore.

      “Yes. Sorry, I’m keeping you.”

      “Thanks for the drink.”

      “No. Thank you. I didn’t realise how much I needed this.” She touched his arm.

      Luke shot to his feet, holding up his hand when she went to follow him. “No, don’t get up, rest. Doc’s orders.” Lord, forgive him, he wanted this woman more than his next breath, and for the first time in his life, he wasn’t sure if he was reading too much into a woman’s touch. Kate’s touch.

      She stood to kiss him on the cheek. No more than a friendly goodbye peck. Except he could swear her fucking vulnerable eyes were asking him …  Oh hell. Luke wound the curl falling over her face tightly around his index finger and tugged.

      Bright as kingfisher wings, eyes glistening with tears locked with his, and he inhaled her freshness. Fuck. The scent of limes, sharp and present. More.

      His lips drifted to the delicate edge of her mouth, eager for a taste, desperate to savour, but he wouldn’t kiss her not unless she asked him. “If you want me to stop, tell me now.” He closed his eyes, shifted left, right, and enjoyed the way her lips danced with his.

      “Don’t stop.” Kate nuzzled her nose against his ear.

      His mouth hovered at the base of her throat. “Now? Should I stop now?” Part of him hoped she’d slap him—scared shitless she might. Not a hint of resistance as he fought to keep his kisses gentle and stole from all things good.

      “Mmm.” Kate moaned.

      The bite from her fingernails digging into the top of his arms sent shock waves below his belt. Damn. “Apologies,” Luke murmured and took a step back.

      “I don’t understand. What’s wrong?” Kate’s hands dropped from his arms and gripped the edge of the sofa.

      Nothing she’d done for sure.

      “Luke, why did you kiss me?”

      “I wanted to.” The words of a randy teenager. He banged the side of his head with the heel of his hand, trying to knock some sense into his fucked-up skull.

      “Then do it again.” She grabbed his hand and pressed his palm to her cheek. “It’s only a kiss. Please.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      Decades away in experience, five, possibly seven years younger than him, Kate didn’t need his darkness, best to tell her what she ought to hear. “We fly to Africa tomorrow.”

      “Perfect.”
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