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CHAPTER ONE

THE FLASHING RED lights of the emergency vehicle cut through the dim light of early morning in New Zealand’s capital city, with the advertised urgency lingering in the way the beams of light caught in the thick drizzle of rain.

The loud siren gave the powerful motorbike another licence to weave through heavy rush hour traffic, overtaking everything as it sped towards the central city, having been dispatched from the harbourside Aratika Rescue Base. The request to confirm radio contact came through the rapid response paramedic’s helmet speakers.

‘Copy that, Comms. Aratika Sierra One responding. ETA six minutes.’

‘Gridlock expanding from both ends of the tunnel,’ the dispatcher warned. ‘Fire and ambulance vehicles currently unable to access scene.’

‘Copy that.’

This was the huge advantage of having paramedics on motorbikes, fully equipped with everything they could need in a first response, until larger units like a rapid response SUV or an ambulance could get anywhere near the scene—in this case, an entrance to one of the hilly city’s older tunnels and the multicar pile-up that had happened inside it, where a truck and trailer had apparently jackknifed and collected an unknown number of cars.

The bike, a big BMW with panniers on each side and at the back of the seat making its profile even more solid, was surprisingly easy to handle, even at high speed in wet weather and heavy traffic. Keeping control of the bike and staying alert enough to spot and take action to avoid oncoming obstacles at the same time as leaning into each bend, swerving first one way and then another was…

Well…it was one of the many reasons that Juliette Wilson absolutely loved her job, that’s what it was. That she might be the first medic to arrive at what could be a major incident presented a level of professional challenge that she was more than ready to face.

Bring it on…

The traffic was almost at a standstill in front of her so Juliette flicked from a wail to a yelp on the siren and added a short blast on the air horn to encourage cars to start edging sideways to give her more room. What seemed to be an echo of the attention-grabbing siren mode made her glance into her rear-view mirror and she could see the flashing headlight and the red beacons built into the back of another bike’s rear-view mirrors. Hopefully, it was carrying a police officer to the same incident.

A police presence would be vital to control traffic and bystanders and take command of the scene so that the medics could focus on treating and transporting the injured. The fire service would also be essential with the potential for trapped victims and hazards like fuel spills or fire. Extra medical personnel were just as necessary, of course, because working as a lone medic in what was highly likely to be a multi-casualty situation was far from ideal. Another glance, as the bike behind her leaned into a curve, surprised her with the gleam of fluorescent yellow broken by green chevrons. The person closing in on her was on Aratika’s other rapid response motorbike.

There hadn’t been anyone else on base qualified to take one of these bikes out when Juliette had arrived early for her shift, only to be immediately dispatched on this urgent call-out. Had the new crew member who was due to start today also arrived early? Whoever it was, they looked totally at home on a bike and raised a gloved hand when her head turned to give her what looked like a ‘thumbs up’ gesture.

If it was the new guy, he wasn’t lacking confidence, was he? What was his name? She’d seen it written down but she hadn’t met him yet so it hadn’t stuck. She wasn’t going to chase the thought—she had more important things to think about right now.

Juliette’s gaze was on the screen on her rather crowded dashboard. The map was showing red lines where there was no traffic moving at all but she could see one of the tree-lined inner-city parks nearby. She veered to the side of the road, onto the footpath and followed it to an entrance to the park, blocked for vehicles by bollards but it was no problem to slip the bike between them. And then she was off on a pathway, watching out for joggers and dog walkers and bicycles now, instead of other vehicles.

‘Aratika Sierra One to Comms, do you copy?’

‘Loud and clear.’

‘ETA now three minutes.’

‘Copy that. You’re going to at least five patients. Possible entrapment and sounds like there might be a fuel leak. Backup’s on the way. Aratika Sierra Two should be right behind you.’

Juliette took another glance over her shoulder. Yep…there he was, following her through the park.

Louis…

That was his name. Louis Allard.

How could she have forgotten that? How often was it that an international paramedic—French, in this case—was fluent enough in English and experienced enough to be signed off on all the skills needed to take on a locum position at the Aratika Rescue Base? He had been working in Australia for the last twelve months, mind you. And in the UK before that.

She’d reached the other side of the park now and slowed down to negotiate another set of bollards. They’d dodged a good two blocks of jammed roads by taking this shortcut and they’d be on scene in less than a minute.

Juliette hoped that the new crew member was as good as the CV she had browsed suggested.

She also hoped that his level of confidence was not high enough to make him forget that he was the new kid on the block. That he needed to prove himself.

That she would be in charge of any shared scene until she was satisfied with his performance as a paramedic.



Mon Dieu…

Talk about being thrown in at the deep end!

The weather was unpleasantly damp and cold, the traffic conditions as bad as Paris, and inside an old, narrow tunnel beneath a hill was the worst possible place to have a serious crash.

Louis Allard was, however, more than ready to take on the challenge and he’d been told he was following one of Aratika’s most competent critical care paramedics as he’d been dispatched to the incident.

‘Every resource available in the city should be on its way by now,’ the station manager, Don, had said by way of finishing his instructions. ‘But you might be the first on scene. Just follow Juliette’s lead.’

Juliette. A very French name. Louis hoped it was a sign that they would be able to work well together. The mouth of the tunnel was now close enough to hear his siren being bounced back at him so he switched it off, leaving his beacons flashing as he reached two other emergency service bikes. One was a police officer who was dismounting and the other was his colleague from the Aratika Rescue Base, still mounted on her bike.

Louis flipped up his rain-spattered visor as he pulled up beside her.

‘Juliette?’

Her visor was up as well. He found a pair of strikingly blue eyes fastened on his face with an astonishing intensity.

‘Jules. You’re Louis, yes?’

This wasn’t the moment to tell her that the s on his name was silent. Especially when he could see a question in those almost sky-blue eyes about whether she could trust his competency. Her hesitancy was understandable. He could feel an element of it himself, given that he only had hearsay to go on as far as her abilities went. The thought that this was going to be a trial by fire for both of them took only long enough for the mutual nod that was the acknowledgement of this limited introduction. Jules was already turning to a police officer she clearly knew.

‘Well done on getting here so fast, Brent. Do you know if there’s anyone at the other end of the tunnel yet?’

‘Almost there.’

They could all hear multiple sirens nearby punctuated by the added honk of air horns. It wouldn’t be long before this area was swarming with emergency service personnel and equipment. A command centre would be set up and routes cleared through the traffic to give them fast access to Wellington General—the main city hospital, but it was too long to wait for what had to happen as fast as possible.

‘We need to triage,’ Jules said. ‘Are you aware of anything other than the possible fuel leak that might make the scene unsafe to enter?’

‘Negative.’

Not that it looked like Jules was about to be put off by anything this police office might report anyway. She turned to Louis.

‘We’ll head in on the bikes and get as far as we can. The accident is apparently close to the middle of the tunnel so that’s going to be at least five hundred metres in.’

Half a kilometre of traffic banked up on the inward lane, with drivers possibly trying to do U-turns and escape from the tunnel. They might be getting out of their vehicles, along with their passengers, to try to help others or, as often happened, to simply stand on the sidelines, too stunned to do anything other than watch what was going on.

As she spoke, a figure came into view inside the mouth of the tunnel. A woman, carrying a baby, looking panicked. She came straight towards the people in uniform.

‘Are you hurt?’ Jules asked.

The woman shook her head. ‘I had to get out. I could smell smoke… I just left the car where it is. Is that okay?’

Brent nodded. ‘We’ll sort it,’ he told her.

She clutched her baby to her more tightly and shut her eyes tightly. ‘It’s awful,’ she added. ‘There are people screaming…’

‘Come with me.’ Brent left his bike in the centre of the road at the tunnel’s entrance, its beacons still flashing. ‘Let’s get you out of the rain until some more help arrives.’

‘We’ll send anyone capable of moving in your direction, too,’ Jules said. ‘Including the walking wounded.’

She glanced back at Louis. The expression in her eyes was different now. The intensity was just as powerful but he could sense how fast her thoughts were moving, fuelled by the confidence that she knew exactly what she was doing.

Her next words told him his impression was correct.

‘Stay behind me,’ she directed.

Juliette had a plan and she was taking control of what they would both be doing in the next few minutes. Her confidence was contagious. Charismatic, even. And Louis was more than happy to follow her lead.



There was smoke in the tunnel, which dimmed the light as they left daylight behind. Sounds were amplified as they bounced off the stone walls. This was one of the first tunnels built in Wellington and it was so narrow there was almost no shoulder on either side of the single lanes. It didn’t need a big accident to block it completely but Jules had never seen it as effectively blocked as this.

A large, furniture removals truck had jackknifed. The cab was upright but the trailer had tipped sideways and was jammed against a wall with a car only partially visible beneath it.

Jules parked her bike against the wall of the tunnel and immediately radioed Comms to let them know that she was first on the scene and was declaring a major incident, which she knew would unlock protocols to pull in every resource needed.

‘Copy that. Exact location?’

‘Mount Cargill tunnel. Close to mid-point.’

‘Type of incident?’

‘Multi-vehicle RTA. Truck and trailer blocking both lanes. I can see three cars involved on this side but can’t see the other side yet.’

‘What hazards have you identified?’

Jules was moving to the back of her bike, opening her panniers as she spoke and taking out both her trauma and first response kits. She was already aware of the sharp smell of diesel cutting through the smoke and an intermittent buzz of LED lights overhead that could be about to fail. On the other side of the truck, she could see that the ceiling lights were flashing in emergency mode to warn of an emergency situation. She clicked on the lamp in her helmet.

‘Potential fire,’ she said succinctly. ‘Reduced visibility, debris. Bystanders.’ She let go of the ‘push to talk’ button on her radio and raised her voice. ‘If you can walk,’ she shouted as loudly as she could. ‘Come towards me. Now…’

Heads were turning, which was good. It meant she could be heard over the echoing sounds in the tunnel of approaching sirens and a dying horn from an unseen car on the other side of the truck. As people slowly began moving, Jules could see the crumpled shape of someone lying on the ground near the truck’s cab. She could see someone slumped behind the wheel of a car that had slammed into the other side of the tunnel and a woman was screaming for help, out of sight behind the truck.

She kept walking as spoke into her radio again.

‘Will update with number and status of patients as soon as we’ve done a primary survey.’

‘Copy that. Standing by.’

Louis was right beside her now, carrying his own kits.

‘Keep moving,’ Jules called as they passed people milling beside several cars that had been in nose-to-tail collisions as they braked to avoid the accident. ‘Leave your vehicles and walk to the end of the tunnel.’

‘I think I’ve broken my arm,’ someone called. ‘It really hurts.’

‘If you can walk, you need to evacuate,’ Jules repeated. ‘There are people waiting outside to help you.’ She paused very briefly to put a green wristband on the wrist of the woman’s uninjured arm. ‘Walk towards the light at the end of the tunnel and stay close to the walls. There’ll be emergency vehicles needing to get in. Go…’

It looked as though the car crumpled against the tunnel wall had swerved in front of the truck but determining the cause of this pile-up was not their job, either. That would be up the Serious Crash Unit when they arrived on scene.

The driver’s window had shattered and the man inside this car was slumped forward but conscious. His words were slurred and unintelligible. A head injury? A medical event like a stroke? He was clearly breathing but making a snoring noise, with his chin on his chest.

‘Breathing,’ Louis told Jules as he leaned in through the window. ‘Good radial pulse.’

‘Status Two,’ she recorded. ‘Urgent but not immediate. Orange wristband.’

‘Help… I need help, here…’

‘Hang on,’ Jules shouted back. ‘We’ll be right there.’

Jules was watching Louis as he slipped an orange wristband over a hand. He tilted the man’s chin up. When the man groaned and slumped again straight away Louis reached for the seat control. He tilted it well back with a forceful but controlled movement and then bent the wings of the headrest in far enough to provide some support for the man’s head.

‘Try not to move, sir,’ he said. ‘Someone’s coming to help you very soon.’

It had taken him only seconds to not only assess the patient for primary triage purposes but to protect his airway as much as possible and offer reassurance.

Nice.

Jules tucked away the evidence of her new colleague’s initiative and efficiency as they moved on. Somewhere in the back of her mind she was registering his accent as he spoke to a patient. Not because it was charming, of course, but because he was speaking English as a second language and it was a relief to discover that he could communicate so well.

The person shouting for help was one of a small group of bystanders that hadn’t moved away from a car that was half underneath the truck trailer that had tipped far enough to land on top of the vehicle.

‘There’s a guy in here,’ one of them told the paramedics. ‘He’s alive but he says he can’t move. His foot’s stuck.’

‘Thanks for your help,’ Jules said. ‘We’ve got this. One of you can stay and talk to him until a crew arrives but we need the rest of you to please walk out that way.’

She turned and pointed to the archway of daylight in time to see it blocked with the headlights of a large vehicle illuminating the tunnel. A fire truck. Exactly the people they needed to deal with getting access to whoever was trapped in this car.

It wasn’t going to be easy. Jules was slightly disturbed to see that Louis had not waited for any level of safety clearance. Somehow he had managed to bend his tall frame enough to get a short distance under the edge of the truck. There was no point in saying anything, however, because he was already backing out by the time Jules had turned back.

There was no denying that it was a courageous thing to do but was Louis Allard a maverick? A liability? Did he really have the skills to gauge that the risk was justified? The smell of diesel was stronger here but she couldn’t see the drips of an active leak or the gleam of a puddle beneath the big, silver tanks of the truck that might advertise an immediate danger.

‘Status?’ The word came out more sharply than Jules had intended.

‘GCS fifteen. Wasn’t KO’ed. Breathing and heart rate good. No evidence of major haemorrhage.’

Jules made another note of a Status Two patient. She wasn’t going to encourage Louis to go beneath the truck again to put an orange wristband on the driver of this vehicle.

‘He can’t get out even if he could open the door,’ Louis said as they moved swiftly on. ‘His foot’s trapped under the pedals and he’s in a lot of pain.’

‘Fire service is on scene. I expect they’ll jack up the trailer and stabilise it to give us access.’ She threw a glance over her shoulder. In the beams of the fire truck’s lights she could see the dark silhouettes of people wearing helmets and carrying packs. ‘Looks like we’ve got more backup here now. Let’s get this triage finished.’

They were right beside the truck now and an unmoving figure on the ground. Louis crouched instantly, gripping the man’s shoulder. ‘Can you hear me?’ he said loudly. ‘Can you open your eyes?’

There was no response. Louis leaned closer. ‘He’s breathing,’ he said. ‘Radial pulse present. GCS less than seven.’

‘Status One,’ Jules noted. ‘Immediate.’ She glanced up at the truck’s cab as Louis put the red wristband on. The huge vehicle had jackknifed so sharply that the passenger door was completely blocked but the driver’s door was wide open, hanging on one hinge. It seemed obvious that this man was the driver, who had either been flung out or had fallen trying to escape and the seat was high enough to need a step for access. It was also high enough to make it a mechanism of injury that could have caused serious head or internal injuries when the fall was onto an unforgiving road surface at speed.

Again, they moved on. Their job was to locate everyone that needed help, assess what their priority was and not to begin treating anyone other than ensuring airways were open or compressing life-threatening external bleeding.

Around the front of the truck were the cars that had piled up on that side of the crash.

The jammed door was on a car that was old enough to not have any airbags. The woman trying to open it was only a teenager.

‘You have to help,’ she pleaded. ‘It’s my boyfriend.’

He wasn’t much older than she was and he was looking terrified, his face white and his arms crossed in front of his body.

Again, Louis was thinking fast. He’d gone round to the passenger side of the car where the girl had managed to get out. Jules followed in time to hear his first question as he put his fingers on the driver’s wrist to find a radial pulse.

‘Is it hurting to breathe?’

The man nodded.

‘Were you wearing a safety belt?’

He shook his head.

‘Rapid, faint radial pulse,’ Louis relayed to Jules. ‘Shallow breathing.’

‘Status Two,’ Jules decided. The message in the glance
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