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        KTS Satellite Base

        Western Georgia

        16:22hrs

      

      

      Olive

      I strode down the hall.

      Okay, maybe I stomped down the hall.

      Mostly because of the man at my back.

      He was absolutely infuriating.

      Case in point, him coming up behind me, grabbing my arm, and turning me to face him. I could have jerked away, could have knocked him on his ass, but my biggest weakness as an agent for the private military operation, KTS, was also my best attribute as a doctor.

      I didn’t like hurting people.

      Even when they wanted to hurt me. Sure, I would do it if necessary. I could definitely do it if the circumstances required—if my life or the life of my fellow agents or the life of an innocent were threatened.

      But I really hated it.

      Which was why I simply glared at the infuriating man known as Linc when he yanked me to a halt and growled, “Those stitches were perfect, and you know it.”

      It was in response to the insult I’d dropped just before striding down this hall. An insult I’d given because we always picked at each other. However, it wasn’t a warranted insult because the stitches he’d put into my teammate—my teammate!—were fucking perfect.

      I was just upset because he’d put in those perfect stitches because I hadn’t been there to help.

      And yes, I got that it was a stupid reason to be upset.

      It was just. The man. Was so. Freaking. Infuriating.

      Luckily (though was it really lucky?), I was used to being infuriated by Linc. Since the moment I’d been recruited to KTS—going from M.D. to field medic to secret agent—he’d made it a point to piss me off.

      First, as the man I’d shadowed to learn the ropes at KTS, thus dealing with no little amount of condescension and disdain.

      Then as a fellow doctor (one with an equal rank, thank me very much) on the committee I worked on during my non-mission time. Our job was to write policies and procedures, to authorize, create, and vet new cutting-edge medical treatments. But the man questioned literally—literally!—my every decision. He pushed and prodded and was beyond frustrating, even though I respected his attention to detail.

      But now, the man had gone too far.

      Because he was treating my teammates.

      Teammates who’d needed his treatment. Teammates whose lives he’d probably saved—which wasn’t the point.

      Nope.

      The important point in the mental Olympics I was conducting was that the man was infuriating and annoying and . . . well, infuriating.

      So. There.

      Linc cleared his throat. “Am I keeping you?”

      I smiled, knew it was sharp at the edges. “The stitches were perfect . . . ly adequate,” I told him, shaking off his hand and moving back down the hall.

      “Perfectly ad—” He broke off, and I heard his footsteps trailing me.

      Do not engage.

      Do not engage.

      I didn’t need to get drawn into yet another battle with this man.

      Plus, if I hurried, I could make it to the airport in time to catch the plane back to England and be back, reviewing my policies and procedures, before the clock struck midnight.

      Like some pathetic version of Cinderella.

      Except instead of the pumpkin coach, I had my files.

      Just as I preferred.

      Ignoring the man dogging my steps, I pushed through the door that led into the underground garage and punched in my pin code on a panel hidden near the entrance. It slid open to reveal several sets of keys, each of which would work on the community cars that were parked here and available for KTS use.

      This satellite base wasn’t large, and it didn’t have a built-in airstrip like the headquarters in England, but it wasn’t missing many of the creature comforts we’d become used to as agents.

      Bonus in this case, since the key fobs were interchangeable, I would drive to the airport, park the car, and keep the set with me.

      Another agent would pick the car up later and use it when they flew in.

      Like those scooter rentals littering the sidewalk.

      Only these were much nicer—and fully bulletproof—cars.

      Also, let it be noted that I was thinking about cars and scooters and interchangeable key fobs because I was desperately trying to not think about Linc—and the fact that he was behind me, trailing very close, his spicy scent teasing my nose, his heat at my spine.

      Or maybe that was my imagination.

      Because there was one additional reason this man drove me crazy.

      I wanted him.

      So. Fucking. Bad.

      But . . . I’d given it a shot. I’d worked up my courage. I’d asked him to go on a date with me.

      And . . . he’d turned me down.

      Flatly. Coldly. Without hesitation.

      God, it was so critically embarrassing. I’d been beyond excited to ask him. Yes, I’d had a couple of drinks, but we’d been working together a lot, and he’d thawed out, been more relaxed. Truthfully, we’d been having a lot of fun together, sharing a few late nights, discussing difficult cases, eating over our laptops, and I’d thought . . .

      I’d thought he’d felt that connection, too.

      Clearly, I’d been wrong.

      Beyond wrong.

      “No, Olive,” he’d snapped when I’d invited him to dinner of the non-working variety. His gray eyes stormy and filled with frost, his lush mouth pressed flat, his tone cutting. “Not now. Not ever.”

      And so, I’d closed that door. Permanently. Thrown a dead bolt, squirted liquid nails around the frame, hammered in some metal ones, just for good measure.

      Because I wasn’t a glutton for punishment.

      A man treated me like shit? Well, he wasn’t ever getting another invitation from me, and I certainly wasn’t going to ever treat him with a modicum of friendship. Respect? Yes. Professionalism? Certainly.

      But friendship or more?

      Abso-fucking-lutely not.

      He was dead to me and would remain so for all of eternity.

      So, here we were. Me pretending to be annoyed, snapping at him so I forgot to be hurt. Him furious and snapping back, those angry eyes locked on me during every interaction.

      It was the perfect workplace situation.

      I loved it.

      Also, this just in, I loved sarcasm just as much.

      “Olive—”

      He grabbed my arm again.

      I shook him off. Again. “Don’t touch me,” I hissed.

      He lifted his palms in surrender, stepped back.

      I forced myself to take a breath, to grab on to a modicum of kindness and graciousness, like my grandmother had taught me. At the very least, I could end this torture with that. “Thank you for your work on my teammates.”

      Gray eyes edged in storm clouds. That mouth not flat but rather plump and tempting. He stepped a little closer. “I don’t do this for thank yous.” A beat. “And I know you don’t either.”

      I didn’t. But that also didn’t matter.

      I shrugged, started to step away.

      “I wanted to talk to you—”

      Stopping, I met his eyes. “About what?”

      Now, regret slipped into his expression. “About that night. I want you to know that I didn’t mean to—”

      Oh lord, now he was going to give me some excuse for why he didn’t want to date me. How absolutely fucking pathetic. And miserable.

      That, too.

      “It’s fine,” I told him, lifting the key fob and striding toward the nearest car. “It’s for the best anyway—”

      “Olive, I wanted—”

      “Obviously, it wouldn’t have worked out. We’re too different, and we work together, and—”

      “It wasn’t that I didn’t want you—”

      I clicked the button to unlock the car, unable to hear anything but my pulse pounding in my ears, my embarrassment making the thrum-thrum nearly deafening. “I get it, Linc,” I told him. “Let’s just forget it happened.”

      I yanked open the door.

      And the world exploded.
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        KTS Satellite Base

        Western Georgia

        16:30hrs

      

      

      Linc

      I heard the click.

      And was moving before my brain fully processed what that meant, grabbing Olive around the waist and yanking her away from the car, diving behind a large concrete pillar just as the explosion detonated.

      That force sent me crashing into the support beam, and I shifted, pinning Olive beneath me just as a rush of heat blasted over us.

      Loud.

      That was all I could process at first, just the roar of the explosion, my ears screaming in protest, my eyes slamming shut against the bright light and the debris flying.

      Something hit me hard in the back, hard enough to make all the air squeeze out of my lungs, pain radiating along my spine. But I couldn’t focus on the hurt burning through me, not when, at the same time, Olive cried out beneath me—a sharp shriek of agony that had any discomfort of my own immediately disappearing.

      I pushed off her, finding my feet, my gaze assessing the space, making sure it wasn’t at risk of collapse.

      The garage appeared mostly intact, a scorch mark on one wall, concrete chipped off in some places to reveal the rebar beneath, but for the most part unscathed. Impressive, especially considering the force of the blast we’d just experienced. On the other hand, the cars—bulletproof but not bomb-proof, a fact I made note of to have the technology section of KTS remedy as quickly as possible—were crumpled in on themselves and one another, twisted metal thrown in all directions.

      “It looks safe enough,” I said, “but we should—”

      “Your back,” Olive whispered.

      A note in her voice had me turning back to face her, guilt ricocheting through my insides as I realized I should have assessed her for injuries first.

      “Fuck.”

      I dropped to my knees, tearing off my shirt, ignoring the burst of pain the movement caused. I folded the material into a pad, quickly pressed it to the huge gash on her abdomen.

      “Your back,” she breathed. “Bleeding . . .”

      Not nearly as much as she was.

      “Ol—”

      Her hands covered mine, taking over on the pad, somehow holding it in place even though her skin was beyond pale, her fingers trembling.

      “Get help,” she ordered.

      Knowing there was nothing further I could do for her and understanding that the only way I could help her was to go get that help, I shot to my feet, running for the door into the facility.

      It burst open before I could reach it, my teammates flooding out, guns in hand, body armor strapped on.

      “Jack,” I said to the first person who’d run through the door. “Grab a stretcher.” I reached inside, snagged the med pack that hung just inside the door, sprinting back to Olive, and dropping to my knees. I tore the kit open with no heed to sanitization or organization, tossing everything aside except for the one thing I needed.

      The special bandage this woman and I had just trialed and approved.

      I tore it open with my teeth, yanking away the T-shirt, then slapping the bandage over the wound, knowing it was the only thing that would work to stem the flow of blood until I could get her to the operating room.

      “Radio down,” I ordered Hannah, my team leader. “Tell them to prep OR 2.”

      Lily, another trained medic, dropped down next to me. “What do you need?”

      I began rattling off orders.

      Olive coughed, and I couldn’t ignore the fact that it brought up blood. “Relax,” she said, wiping the back of her hand over her lips, leaving her skin stained red. “It’s just a little internal bleeding.”

      “Shut up,” I snapped, knowing it would give her more fodder for her teasing about my lack of bedside manner, but the woman was bleeding out and making jokes.

      For fuck’s sake.

      With a sharp tug—one that made her cry out and one that killed me inside—I secured the special bandage. It was an upgrade on our old clotting pack and would keep her stable until I could get her onto the operating table.

      “Where the fuck is Jack?” I snapped.

      “Here.”

      Lily jumped up and helped me prep the stretcher, and then with a quick flurry of movements, we got Olive onto it and were sprinting down the halls with her.

      “Linc, put on a shirt,” Olive ordered as we pushed into the room and lifted her onto the table. “Katie”—the nurse who was currently manning the infirmary—“get a line in my arm and push fifty mils of TXA . . .”

      Her head flopped back, the arm she’d lifted in the direction of Katie flopping to the table as she lost unconsciousness.

      I grabbed a scrub top, since that was the logical—and sanitary—thing to do, and yanked it on.

      Katie glanced at me, already putting the line in.

      “Make it a hundred mils,” I told her, yanking on a clean pair of pants and shoes for good measure then stepping to the sink to scrub my hands and arms. My back was screaming, but it felt like the bleeding had stopped, so I knew that the injury there could wait.

      Olive couldn’t.

      By the time my shoes were covered and my scrub cap tugged on, the line was in, fluids and the clotting drug KTS had developed were being pumped into her. Katie was monitoring her vitals, and another nurse had come in to assist. Mask and shield on, gloves on, and then I was stepping up to the unconscious body of the woman who’d both infuriated and made me near crazed with sexual desire in equal parts over the last years.

      “Ready for a transfusion,” I said to Lily, who had just completed her residency in order to be a more valuable asset to the squad.

      “Blood type?” she asked.

      I shouldn’t know.

      I didn’t have a single reason to know.

      Except . . . that I knew everything about this woman. Which is why I could say, “AB-positive.”

      No one questioned me knowing that. They should have—because how could I have possibly known that, especially for an agent who wasn’t on my team. But thankfully, no one said a word. Lily just went to the phone, ordered up several bags of A-positive, since that was on hand and compatible with Olive’s blood type, and then came back to my side and assisted me.

      “Ready?” I asked, reaching for the corner of the bandage.

      Lily nodded, grabbing some supplies. “Go.”

      I peeled back the bandage, and she packed the wound, slowing the bleeding as I worked to tie off the blood vessels, to find a permanent solution that would stop the flow. Clamping and cauterizing and suturing, focusing not on the woman and all my conflicted feelings, not on the people in the room with me, not on the blood flowing over my gloved hands and Lily continually replacing the packing, not on the transfusion being administered.

      I was solely focused on the wound.

      On finding every last source of bleeding.

      On not stopping until I was able to save this woman’s life.

      Because I had to save this woman’s life.

      And then finally, everything was closed up, the bleeding was under control, and I was able to step back, to ask Lily to close the wound as I staggered to the next room and tore off my gloves, heart pounding, chest heaving, head hanging.

      “She’ll pull through,” Lily said when she came in.

      I wasn’t so sure of that. Olive’s vitals were shit, and the metal or whatever had sliced through her had practically razed her insides. It would be a fucking miracle if I hadn’t missed tying off something, if she weren’t bleeding internally even at this moment.

      “There’s nothing more we can do,” she said. “And right now, I need to look at your back.”

      I turned to her, head pounding, vision swimming with exhaustion. “What’s wrong with my back?”

      “Burns, Linc,” she said gently. “Your back is riddled with them.”

      “I’m fine.” I took a step toward the door, rubbing my temple, the pounding transforming into a cacophony of noises and swirling vision.

      I just needed to lie down for a bit, and I would be all right.

      “No,” Hannah said. “You’re not. You look like you’re going to pass out.” She snagged my shoulder. “Infirmary. Now. And if I need to make that an order from your commanding officer, I can do it.”

      “All right,” I muttered. “I’ll—”

      I’d lifted my foot, readying to take a step toward the room down the hall . . .

      But I didn’t feel it touch the tile.

      Because darkness swept up and sucked me under.
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        Western Georgia

        09:47hrs

      

      

      Olive

      The light was the first thing I processed, shining through my closed eyelids and making my brain thrum with pain.

      But that pain quickly became negligible when compared to my stomach.

      That felt like someone had taken a circular saw to it then jostled the blade through my insides, just for good measure. In fact, it hurt so much, overwhelmed my senses so rapidly that I found my breaths coming in short, staccato bursts.

      Which did not feel great with a wound in my lower abdomen.

      So, for long moments, I just lay there, trying to slow my breathing, to moderate my pain enough that I could open my eyes and get some freaking morphine.

      “Easy now.”

      A gentle hand on mine, slightly calloused fingers brushing my arm, shifting it and moving a cord along the inside before pressing a push button into my palm. “Morphine,” Linc said. “It’s ready for you.”

      I pressed the button. Once.

      Even though I wanted to press it a dozen times, to waylay that motherfucker until the morphine filled my veins, until I drifted off into blissful abandon, I didn’t. For one, morphine pumps didn’t work that way—e.g. I couldn’t overdose on this one—and two, part of me couldn’t reveal my insecurities to this man.

      I needed to be strong, to be tough.

      To not be hurt.

      Clearly not logical, I knew, because I unmistakably was hurt. So yes, it was illogical. But also, I couldn’t be vulnerable with this man.

      I just couldn’t.

      Luckily, the first pump of morphine took the edge off, allowed me to wait a few seconds before taking another. And by the time I pressed it a third time, I was floating blissfully on a cloud.

      And floating enough to open my eyes.

      God, he was pretty.

      God . . . even doped up on morphine I wanted him.

      God . . . that was pathetic.

      “How’s your back?” I asked, shifting my gaze from the chiseled planes of his jaw, the sharp lines of his nose, the stormy gray depths of his eyes.

      Because he was looking at me gently.

      And we couldn’t have that.

      Nope. No fucking way.

      “Lily got the burns patched up.” A shrug. “I’ll be sleeping on my stomach for a while. I probably shouldn’t say that, should I?” He lifted the sheet and my hospital gown, palpated gently around the bandage, peeling the corner up slightly to peek beneath at the stitches. All things I would do, which was why it took me a minute to realize he was basically staring at me naked.

      No, of course, he wouldn’t actually be thinking that.

      If I’d learned anything about this man, it was that he was completely professional.

      But . . . I was hurt and practically naked, and this man was looking at my body, a body I’d basically invited him to enjoy, a body he’d turned down with a sharp rebuke. So no, I wasn’t feeling all that comfortable with him staring at me, no matter how professional.

      “How’s it feel?” he asked, smoothing my gown and the covers back down.

      “I’ll live,” I said, resisting the urge to yank the blanket up to my chin. “You?”

      His lips turned up. “I’ll live.” He made some notes in the computer, and I waited for him to leave as he slid in the keyboard tray, as he moved around the room, putting things back into place.

      But he didn’t.

      Instead, he putzed about for a few minutes and then sat in the chair next to my bed.

      Quietly.

      Waiting . . . for something.

      Fatigue was already creeping into the edges of my mind, threatening to take me back under. “What happened after I passed out?”

      He shrugged. “We took you into surgery.” A slight curve to his mouth, making a dimple appear in one cheek. “I followed your advice about the lines and TKA, though we had to double the dose.”

      “Of course, you did.” I sniffed. “Why doesn’t it surprise me that a man always has to make things bigger?”

      Silence.

      Then he roared with laughter, absolutely roared with it.

      Meanwhile, I’d been serious. Which meant I did a fair amount of scowling at this man I was pretending not to want.

      “I’ve always loved your sense of humor.”

      That was so not true. “Are you going to go away anytime this century?”

      Warm, rough fingers covered mine, making me jump, causing pain to radiate down my side.

      “Shit, sorry,” he murmured, but he didn’t let my hand go.

      Just wove his fingers through mine and held tight.

      “I’m tired,” I whispered.

      “Then sleep.”

      A shake of my head. “Not until you go.”

      His chuckle was rough, rumbling out of his chest, rubbing along my skin, combining with the fuzzy feeling in my head to make me shiver.

      Then wince.

      “You should take more morphine.”

      I shook my head again.

      And . . . standoff.

      “Why are you here?” I asked, my eyes struggling to stay open.

      Calloused fingers running along mine. “Because I have a captive audience.”

      I frowned.

      His fingers continued moving, lulling me into sleep, but I fought it. “What do you mean?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I asked—” A yawn punctuated my words.

      “We almost lost you,” he said. “You know that, right?”

      Blinking at the change in topic, I focused on his face, on the concern in those dark gray irises, on the shadows beneath his eyes.

      “You have a cut on your jaw.”

      A flash of that dimple. “Yes, Pops. I do.”

      More blinking. “What did you call me?”

      He tilted his head to the side but didn’t acknowledge my question, just said, “We had to give you a transfusion, and I lost count of the sutures.”

      “Probably because you were being stubborn about your back and shouldn’t have been performing surgery.” I lifted a brow, knowing I was being a bitch, but unable to stop myself. “Should I worry about surgical instruments being left behind?”

      His laughter this time was quiet, a soft sound that rubbed against my skin like velvet. “No,” he said. “Because Lily was there to keep me in line.”

      I snorted.

      And still those fingers stroked—up and down, up and down, up and—

      I yawned again.

      “We almost lost you,” he whispered.

      “You already said that.”

      “It’s something that’s warranted to say twice.”

      “I don’t know why you’d even care,” I muttered.

      “I care,” he said, his voice going silky smooth. “I care because you’re a good agent, a good friend, a good person.” My lungs froze as he paused, my heart skittering in my chest. “I care because of what I was going to tell you earlier.”

      “Before the giant explosion?” I said dryly, needing to keep this light, to not process the words he’d just given me.

      A chuckle. “Yes, before that.”

      “Pre-explosion. Got it.” And saying that a second time made me realize I probably should have asked about it much sooner. There had been an explosion, likely an attack on the base, unless it had been some sort of freak accident, and I was thinking about Linc’s dreamy eyes. I sighed, pushed that recrimination away. Oh well. I supposed I was allowed to be a little slow. I was recovering from major surgery, after all. “What’s going on with that?” I asked him. “Did they find the source? Was anyone else hurt?”

      His fingers stayed tangled with mine, but his other hand ran up and down my arm, sending a prickle of sensation through my nerves. It was somehow both perfect and also completely unpleasant.

      “No one was hurt,” he said, somehow seeming to sense that because he lifted his hands from my skin and sat back somewhat gingerly in his chair. “No source yet, but Laila and Ryker think it was a bomb meant for them.”

      My eyes widened, and I tried to sit up. “What? Are they okay?”

      He was gentle as he coaxed me to lie back down. “They’re fine. We were the only ones in the garage, so aside from the cars being totaled and some scorch marks in the concrete, the base is fine.”

      Well, that explained what had cut me.

      It must have been a piece of metal from one of the vehicles. That was the only thing that could explain the clean lines of my injury. It certainly hadn’t been an impact wound from the concrete.

      “Is everyone else okay?”

      “You asked that already,” he said gently, smoothing back my hair. “Everyone is fine, but the entire base is on total lockdown. The teams are going through and searching every inch of the compound to make sure there are no other dangers, and anyone who isn’t on that is rotating through patrols.”

      I nodded, but that information didn’t answer the most important question.

      “How could someone get in with a bomb?” I glanced up at him. “We’re supposed to be completely secure. Someone would have to have credentials to—” I broke off, yawned again.

      “Rest now,” he ordered. “We’ll figure out the answers to those very important questions later.”

      “Sarcasm doesn’t work on you,” I muttered.

      A brush of his fingers on my cheek. “Not being sarcastic,” he said.

      Exhaustion was making my limbs heavy, my lids kept being dragged down, forcing me to almost have to physically yank them open. “But what if—”

      “Olive,” he murmured. “Rest. We’ve got it for now.”

      His fingers stroked across my forehead, smoothed back my hair, and reflexively, my eyes shut, sleep inched closer. I fought the fatigue, struggled to stay above the fog, above slipping away.

      But then he smoothed my hair again, murmured softly once more, “We’ve got it, sweetheart, I promise.”

      And I fell headlong into sleep.
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      Humming woke me up, and I blinked against the bright lights.

      All I knew for certain was that it wasn’t Linc.

      Even as I’d lost and gained consciousness over the last who-knew-how-many days, I’d always known when he was checking in on me. Even hurting, even under the influence of morphine, I’d experienced the same instant body awareness I always did—my nerves all firing, goose bumps on my skin, heat coiling in my abdomen . . . and farther south.

      Aside from all that sensation missing, the voice doing the humming was feminine.

      See? I could use my kick-ass deductive reasoning skills. Go me.

      Squinting and still blinking, it took a moment until I could see who was in my room. Ava. My kick-ass, formerly closed-down, and oftentimes frightening friend was staring out the window and humming.

      Incongruous action with the woman I’d known before she’d fallen for my teammate, Dan, and opened her heart to love.

      But certainly not incongruous with the woman I knew now.

      And I was happy for her—even though I was forcing myself to not be a giant, jealous baby.

      I wanted that.

      I was still happy for her.

      As she kept humming, I squinted again, though this time not because I needed my eyes to adjust but rather because I was trying to figure out the song. It sounded familiar, like something I’d heard on the radio a million times before—

      “Sugar!” I screeched, making Ava freeze.

      Not jump, because she was too good of an agent to react in such a way, going still rather than flailing when surprised, as we’d all been trained to do. She spun carefully, and I grimaced, somehow having forgotten the woman was on crutches.

      Christ.

      I’d almost made the woman with a twice-broken ankle fall off her crutches.

      Go me, again.

      She hobbled my way—still infinitely more graceful than me, even on those metal sticks—and sank into the chair at the bedside, studying my expression closely. “You had me worried there for a second, Ollie.”

      I couldn’t have that, so my answer was light. “A girl tries to take one drive.”

      Ava chuckled. “You should have known better than to leave without the team.”

      “Meh.” Gingerly, I waved a hand. “You don’t want the third wheel around.”

      “You’d never be the third wheel,” Ava said. “You know, we all feel so lucky to have you on the team.”

      “That’s because we’re the best team.”

      “Damn right, we are.” She lightly fist-bumped me when I managed to lift my hand a little higher.

      Progress.

      “Plus,” I said, making sure to keep my tone teasing so she knew I was joking, “I’m not even the third wheel. Technically, I’m the fifth.”

      I was joking.

      Sort of.

      No—I mean yes, I was joking. My team was the best, and that was because of the people on it. Laila and Ryker had both been leaders on separate teams before they’d gotten married, and when they had navigated their way to a permanent relationship, Ryker had given up his position as a commanding officer, coming over to Laila’s team when an opening had come up.

      True love, those two had.

      But it made sense.

      Being an agent with KTS was a full-time job, and having two agents in one relationship, both with separate teams, plus the added responsibility of leadership? Well, that would have made it nearly impossible
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