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			Daredevil Doctors

			Brothers, best friends...playboys!

			After their brother Mick was left heartbroken at the altar and then suffered a life-changing injury in a tragic accident, brothers Eddie and James Grisham made a pact with him. From now on, they would seize life, take opportunities, chase adventure and—most importantly!—remain bachelors forever. Settling down and having their wings clipped is not an option...

			Until one by one they meet their match in the most unlikely of places, and their resolve to remain single is tested... With their hearts opened to new possibilities, could an even more exciting future be on the cards for these daredevils?

			Can Eddie’s guarded colleague be the one to tame his heart in Forbidden Nights with the Paramedic?

			And when a beautiful stranger arrives with news James is a father, he must face his fears and his future in Rebel Doctor’s Baby Surprise.

			Both available now!

		
	
			
			Dear Reader,

			Have you read one of my recent books called Fling with the Doc Next Door? With it being set in Scotland, along with my wonderful heroine Ella and her gruff but adorable Scottish hero, Logan, I think it might be one of my favorite stories so far. It was also where these two books began, because Ella was the big sister of triplets—Eddie, James and Mick.

			After Mick was devastated at being jilted at the altar, these three brothers made a vow to be there for each other through thick and thin. They also vowed to avoid anything that could interfere with that bond and their determination to live their lives to the fullest—like a long-term commitment to any particular woman, for example.

			It might not be intentional—or even welcome—but some of these vows are finally, dramatically, crumbling.

			For all the gorgeous Grisham brothers. And for three amazing women who are about to change their lives forever.

			Happy reading,

			Alison xxx

		
	
		
			Praise for Alison Roberts

			“The love story is built up slowly but surely with just the right amount of passion and tenderness. This novel will tug at your heartstrings and give you hope in miracles. All romance readers need to grab a copy of this terrific tale ASAP.”

			—Harlequin Junkie on A Paramedic to Change Her Life

		
	
		
			PROLOGUE

			THEY STOOD, shoulder to shoulder, in matching tuxedos at the front of the church.

			Three men.

			Three brothers.

			Born thirty-two years ago, within minutes of each other, there’d never been any doubt that they would be together in such a significant moment in all their lives when the first of them, Michael, had decided to break their pact to remain bachelors for as long as possible.

			Edward had come all the way from Australia, meeting James in London, where they’d both caught a train up to Aberdeen. It wasn’t the town they’d grown up in but it was where their older sister, Ella, had chosen to make her life with the man she loved and that was close enough to a home base for three brothers who had never been ready to settle anywhere. Or with anyone.

			Until now.

			Mick turned his head again, hoping to catch a glimpse of his bride, Juliana, preparing to walk down the aisle. His brothers instinctively turned as well, but the vestibule was still clearly empty. Instead, they shared a smile with Ella, who was sitting in the front pew, holding her husband Logan’s hand.

			Turning back to face the front, Eddie and James shared a glance that was brief but still spoke volumes.

			They weren’t completely comfortable being here. Sure, Mick was madly in love, but deciding to get married felt like a decision that had been rushed. A shotgun wedding?

			What had happened to that pact they’d made after they’d lost both their parents when they were only teenagers—that life was too short and that they had to make the most of it—so, alongside an exciting career, they needed to cram in as many adventures and beautiful women as they could find? Just because this particular gorgeous girlfriend, whom Mick had met in Brazil on one of his recent deployments with Médecins Sans Frontières, was pregnant, it didn’t mean they had to instantly commit to being together for the rest of their lives, did it?

			Something didn’t feel quite right.

			And it seemed as if the brothers’ disquiet was spreading throughout the small congregation in this church that was divided into a section with Michael’s friends and family on one side and a few young Brazilian people on the other. Ella glanced at her watch and then whispered something to Logan. More than one of the guests on the bride’s side of the church were turning their heads in the direction of the vestibule and one of them got up to walk outside, texting on his phone as he went.

			The woman playing an organ began another rendition of Beethoven’s ‘Moonlight Sonata’ and Mick’s body language advertised an increasing tension.

			‘Brides love to be late,’ Eddie reassured him quietly. ‘It makes people even happier to see them walk down the aisle.’

			Someone did appear but it wasn’t the bride. It was the minister, who came through a side door close to where the brothers were standing. He smiled at Mick.

			‘Could you come with me for a moment, Michael?’

			‘What’s wrong? Oh, my God...has something happened to Juliana?’

			The minister’s smile looked frozen now. ‘Come to the vestry so we can talk in private.’

			Eddie and James shared another glance. Privacy was not an option. Something was going on and they were not going to leave their brother without support. Ella and Logan were already on their feet, also ready to follow the minister and Mick.

			The young Brazilian man who’d left the church a few minutes earlier was in the vestry.

			‘I am Juliana’s brother, Lucas,’ he told them. ‘I’m sorry, but she cannot be here, after all.’

			‘Is she all right?’ Mick had gone very pale.

			‘She is good,’ her brother replied. ‘Not unwell in any way.’

			‘So why isn’t she here?’

			Eddie and James moved closer on either side of Mick. Close enough for their shoulders to be touching.

			It was the minister who broke a rather awkward silence by clearing his throat. ‘It appears that there is someone else involved who arrived from Brazil this morning. The father of the baby Juliana is carrying.’

			‘I’m the father.’ Mick sounded bewildered. ‘She told me.’

			Lucas shook his head. ‘No. She was pregnant before she went to the medical centre where she met you. To José. He did not want to acknowledge the baby but now he has changed his mind. And Juliana is still in love with him. They are on their way to the airport to return to Brazil.’

			Ella and Logan looked at each other. Then they looked at Mick.

			‘Stay here,’ Ella said gently. ‘Eddie and Jimmy will stay with you until we’ve sorted everything and sent people home.’

			An hour later the church was empty and the reception venue cancelled. Two hours after that, the brothers were in a hotel room and the first bottle of Scotch they’d ordered had just run dry.

			‘I’m calling room service,’ Mick declared. ‘We need another one of those.’

			‘Let’s order dinner,’ James suggested. ‘Maybe some wine.’

			‘Champagne,’ Mick muttered. His laughter held no amusement. ‘Let’s celebrate the fact I’m still single.’

			‘Hey, mate...’ Eddie put his hand on Mick’s shoulder. ‘I know it hurts right now but you’ll get past this. She wasn’t the one for you.’

			‘Yeah...’ James shook his head. ‘Reckon you dodged a bullet there, bro. She was just using you to make her boyfriend jealous.’

			‘First and last time I’m getting married.’ Mick shook his head. ‘What was I thinking? We all know that life’s too short and we need to live hard.’ He raised his almost empty glass to his brothers. ‘Take this as a warning and don’t even go there.’ He downed the last of his drink and grinned at them. ‘Why settle down when there’s a whole world to explore? And why buy a book when there’s a whole library to enjoy?’

			Eddie and James clinked glasses with him.

			‘Life is short.’ Eddie nodded. ‘Sometimes it’s awesome and sometimes it sucks.’ He draped his arms over each of his brother’s shoulders. ‘At least we’ve got each other. We can celebrate the awesome stuff and be there for each other for any of the bad stuff.’

			The moment’s silence following his words was verging on misty and Mick’s voice was not much more than a whisper when he spoke.

			‘That’s all we need,’ he said.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Four years later...

			‘I’M NOT GOING BACK.’ Edward Grisham shook his head slowly to underline his resolution. ‘I can’t.’

			The man standing beside him in the hospital corridor was staring at him. Horrified.

			‘But you can’t not go back,’ he said. ‘You’ve been here ever since the accident. Day and night. For weeks.’

			‘Exactly. That’s why I can’t go back.’

			‘So what am I supposed to tell your brother when he wakes up and you’ve just walked away?’

			‘I’m not leaving Mick, you idiot.’ Eddie couldn’t believe he’d been so misunderstood. ‘I’m talking about not going back to Australia.’

			‘Och...’ James Grisham tipped his head back as he blew out a breath that sounded relieved. ‘Sorry...colour me sleep-deprived.’ He threw a weary smile at Eddie. ‘I’ve only had a couple of hours of shut-eye since a crazy busy night shift in Emergency last night. Let’s go and get a coffee and you can fill me in properly.’

			The route from the high dependency, acute section of this specialist spinal injury centre that was attached to Glasgow’s Central Infirmary was all too familiar now but, on the plus side, they had discovered a small private courtyard not far from the cafeteria and, for a change, it was fine enough to get outside for a bit of fresh air. They ordered their coffee in takeaway paper cups and headed for a wooden bench that faced a small water feature in the courtyard garden.

			‘So...’ James took another appreciative sip of the strongest coffee that had been on offer. ‘You’re going to leave your dream job with Air Rescue Australia?’

			‘Yep. Already have. I’ve got someone packing up my stuff to ship home as we speak.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Or she will be when she wakes up and gets my message.’

			‘She...?’ James raised an eyebrow. ‘You leaving a girlfriend behind as well as your job?’

			‘Nah...that relationship was over a long time ago. Kylie and I are just friends now.’

			‘Keeping the pact, huh?’

			Ah...that pact. The one that meant you never let a relationship get serious enough to interfere with what you wanted to do in your own life or worse, that would leave you in broken pieces when it crashed and burned—like Mick had been after he’d waited at the altar for a bride who was never going to arrive.

			Not that any of the Grisham brothers had ever been disrespectful to women in any way. They’d always made it clear they weren’t looking for anything serious. They made sure the chosen woman had as much fun as possible while they were enjoying their friendship with benefits and they almost always managed to leave before anyone got hurt and a continuing friendship—without the benefits—became unlikely.

			The very idea of that pact, and the lifestyle that had fostered it, was becoming increasingly distasteful.

			Eddie shrugged. ‘I guess...’

			‘You don’t sound too sure.’

			Eddie rubbed his forehead with the pad of his middle finger. ‘It’s kind of changed everything, don’t you think?’

			‘What? Mick’s accident?’

			‘Yeah...’

			‘It’s certainly changed everything for Mick.’ James had to clear his throat as his voice roughened. ‘What do you think the odds are that he’ll be able to walk again?’

			‘You’re the doctor, man. I’m only a paramedic. What do you think?’

			The silence spoke volumes. Neither of them wanted to discuss a worst-case scenario. They’d approached this journey as a family, one step at a time, ever since they’d first heard the awful news of Mick’s serious accident when he was hang-gliding from the rugged slopes of Ben Nevis in the Highlands of Scotland. Mick had been flown by helicopter to this hospital and specialist spinal unit for his initial assessment and treatment and the family had gathered. James had been closest, currently working in an Edinburgh hospital, and he’d been waiting at the unit when Mick had arrived. It had taken Eddie thirty-nine hours to get here from Sydney, Australia, but he hadn’t left since—thanks to the accommodation provided for close family members on the grounds of this centre.

			That had been six weeks ago.

			‘He’s due for some luck,’ James said quietly. ‘He’s had just about every complication available so far, hasn’t he?’

			‘I thought the worst was going to be seeing him in ICU on a ventilator when I came straight from the airport. Nobody warned me that I needed to buckle up for the rollercoaster that we’ve been on since then.’

			‘I know. Two rounds of surgery. Spinal shock, those cardiac complications of arrhythmias and, I don’t know about you, but I found the levels of hypotension scarier than I wanted to admit. And then there was the paralytic ileus, pneumonia, unmanageable pain...’

			Eddie’s smile was wry. ‘And I’d been so relieved to hear that the injury was incomplete. That it was at a thoracic level so he hadn’t lost any sensation or function in his arms or hands. That there was a possibility he might walk again.’

			‘It might not feel like it but it’s still early days.’ James took a last mouthful of coffee. ‘It could be weeks before he completely recovers from the spinal shock and who knows how much residual inflammation is there from both the injury and the surgery. At least he’s stable enough to be able to be moved to a rehab centre in Aberdeen. At least Ella and Logan won’t have that long drive so they can visit more often. Mick adores Ella.’

			Eddie could hear a new level of concern in his voice now.

			‘I’m worried about how flat he’s been in the last couple of weeks,’ James added quietly. ‘He’s hardly eating. And I think all this sleeping might be a way of avoiding talking to us.’

			‘I’ve thought that too,’ Eddie agreed. ‘It wouldn’t be surprising to have a clinical depression setting in after the initial fight to stay alive is done and dusted.’

			‘He’s certainly showing some symptoms of depression.’

			Eddie sucked in a breath. ‘If anyone can help, it’ll be Ella.’

			Ella was the older sister of the triplet brothers. A second mother to them when they were growing up who’d married the love of her life a few years ago and was living and working in Aberdeenshire. She was the obvious anchor point for the brother who was going to need so much support from his family for the foreseeable future so it had been an easy choice to pick a centre in Aberdeen for the next stage of Mick’s recovery and rehabilitation.

			‘And you’re going to be a whole lot closer too?’ James crumpled his cup. ‘That’s...’ He gave Eddie a soft punch on his upper arm. ‘That’s awesome news, bro. Will you go and stay with Ella? Will you look for work around Aberdeen?’

			‘Don’t need to.’ Eddie took a deep breath. ‘It seems that the universe was waiting for me to get back home. I’ve got a job lined up with the Aberdeen Air Ambulance—Triple A as they apparently like to call it—not to be confused with an abdominal aortic aneurysm.’ He smiled at James. ‘I can even take over the lease of an apartment from the medic I’m replacing.’

			‘Sounds perfect.’

			‘Yeah...’ Eddie got to his feet. ‘Hope so...’

			James followed him back inside, his frown advertising concern. ‘You still don’t sound too sure.’

			Eddie shrugged. ‘Like I said...everything’s changed. It’s like we’ve just been playing at being grown-ups until now. Going wherever we wanted in the world, doing the jobs that excited us the most.’ He gave his brother a sideways glance that felt almost embarrassed. ‘Making sure we stayed single so we could play the field like a bunch of irresponsible celebrities?’ His sigh was heartfelt. ‘Well...life got real the moment Mick fell out of the sky, didn’t it?’

			They walked back to Mick’s room in silence but Eddie couldn’t help thinking that he’d played a part in this whole catastrophe. He’d gone along with that pact that the three of them would live life to the fullest. That they’d avoid getting caught by a relationship or family responsibilities for as long as possible. That they’d grab every adventure they could in every part of their lives—their careers, their love lives and their hobbies.

			Okay, Mick had taken it to a slightly higher level, but who could blame him after getting jilted like that and having to find a way through his heartbreak? It wasn’t as if he or James had done anything to try and persuade him to tone it down. They’d listened to his stories about his work in dangerous places with Médecins Sans Frontières, and his narrow escapes with his extreme sports like scuba diving and hang-gliding, and...and they’d been happy that he was loving life again.

			But then it had all come crashing down. For Mick most of all, of course, but it was affecting every sibling of this close-knit family.

			Everything had changed for them all and Eddie knew that their carefree, playboy, adventurous approach to life was most definitely one of the biggest changes.

			Life was short, but that didn’t mean you should give up caring about actually staying alive. Or the effect that pushing the limits might have on the people who loved you the most. Right now, it felt like their priorities had been off centre and the most important one—that family bond—hadn’t been given the importance it deserved.

			It felt like it might be time to grow up properly.
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			Jodie Sinclair had arrived at Aberdeen’s Air Ambulance base, located at the far end of one of the runways of the city’s main airport, even earlier than usual this morning and it wasn’t just because that new coffee machine in the staffroom was so good.

			Was it because she was feeling a wee bit nervous?

			No... She shook her head at the ridiculous notion as the discreet side door to the base buildings clicked open in response to the pin she could only enter after her fingerprint was recognised by the biometric lock. Getting nervous was on the list of negative emotional responses that she’d learned long ago to dismiss before they had any chance to affect her—professionally or personally.

			Jodie took a moment to look around the space inside this vast hangar because this was what it was all about, wasn’t it? Right in front of her, with its skids sitting on a large wooden platform, was one of the sleek black H145 helicopters her crew would be using today. The wheels on the platform were on a length of railway line that went beneath the roller door that ran the whole width of the hangar and out to the helipad. With just the press of buttons, the door could be raised and the helicopter moved outside, ready to take off at a moment’s notice. That the destination was still unknown and the emergency they were being sent to was still a mystery was part of what Jodie loved the most about this job.

			She climbed a steel staircase that took her up the wall of the hangar on the opposite side to the winch training simulator that was the hull of a helicopter fixed to a platform just beneath the roof. It was part of the background that was more than a second home for Jodie—it was the setting for what was, without doubt, the most important part of her life.

			Just arriving at work was enough for her to be focused. To feel that kind of anticipation that, for some people, might be close to excitement but, for Jodie, it was simply the space she needed to be in to do this job to the very best of her ability. She didn’t need other people to tell her that she was at the top of her game. She didn’t want them to, in fact, because there was always room to improve.

			Unless something held her back.

			Like a new crew partner who was a total stranger?

			Someone who’d been working on the other side of the world. An Australian who might be trained as a paramedic and qualified to work on helicopters but could also be some kind of a cowboy who regarded protocols as merely guidelines. She’d seen those Crocodile Dundee movies with that laid-back hero with the lazy accent and the ridiculously large knife he carried around. If her new crew partner displayed the slightest hint of being a maverick like that, he was going to be in for some serious readjustment if he wanted to fit in to her crew.

			The internal door from the hangar led directly into the staff area and, beyond, to the offices of the people who managed service operations, communications, maintenance and many other aspects of what it took to run a busy air rescue service. Jodie had been working here long enough to know everybody. Dion, the head of service operations who managed the day-to-day running of the base, was making a coffee for himself as Jodie went into the staffroom. Angus, one of their pilots, was sitting at a long table with a plate of toast and coffee in front of him. Alex, the crewman and co-pilot for their watch, was near the floor-to-ceiling windows of this space that was a great place to watch planes landing and taking off on the main runways of the airport.

			‘You ask him, Jodie,’ Angus said. ‘He won’t tell me.’

			‘Ask him what, Gus?’

			‘Why he’s still drinking that instant muck when he could be getting a really decent coffee from that new machine.’

			‘I know what I like,’ Dion muttered. ‘Why does everything have to keep changing?’

			‘I hear you.’ Jodie grinned. ‘But hey...it’s only coffee. I’ve got to work with a new crewmate today and I haven’t even met the guy.’

			‘You’ll like him.’ Dion opened the fridge to get a carton of milk. ‘He flew through his orientation. I even rang the head of the base he worked at in Australia and they’re gutted to be losing him. Told me we could count ourselves lucky he’s decided to come back home to Scotland.’

			‘Back home? I thought he was an Aussie.’ Jodie picked up a pod to slide into the coffee maker.

			‘He’s as Scottish as the rest of us. Born and raised in Dundee, I believe. He’s got a sister who’s an obstetrician at Queen’s, here in Aberdeen. Couple of brothers as well who are both doctors. High-flying medical family by the sound of it.’

			‘High-flying?’ Angus spoke around a mouthful of toast. ‘Pun intended?’

			Jodie was watching the coffee trickle into her mug. ‘We’ll see,’ she said. ‘If I’d known you were going to appoint someone while I was away on holiday, I wouldn’t have gone away.’

			Dion’s huff of laughter dismissed her claim. ‘You’re saying you would have given up your dream holiday of paragliding off Mont Blanc that you’d been planning for at least a year? I don’t think so...’

			Jodie grinned at him again. ‘You do have a point.’

			One of the lessons she’d learned long ago when the life she’d assumed she was embarking on had been ripped away from her, was that if you wanted life to mean anything at all you needed a goal to work towards. Preferably a big one. One that would take time and effort to reach. Even better, you’d have another one in place before the previous goal had been successfully dispatched. Not only bucket list holiday destinations for adventurous people but career goals as well.

			Before leaving on her trip to the French Alps, Jodie had started putting plans in place to take her training to an even higher level that would take her to a Pre-Hospital Consultant Practitioner—a qualification that usually required the background of working as a doctor, not a paramedic. She was going to start by doing a PhD in paramedic science and already had topics under consideration with the appropriate academic committee. It might take a few years to get there but that made it possibly the best goal yet and...there wasn’t anything else she wanted to do with her life, was there?

			Alex turned away from the view and broke into her thoughts as the machine finished adding frothy milk to the espresso in her mug.

			‘So how was it?’ he asked. ‘That dream holiday of yours that would be most people’s nightmare?’

			‘Unbelievable.’ Jodie had been about to take her first sip of coffee but paused as the memory of that first jump filled her mind and sent a tingle throughout her body. She could feel, even more than hear, the exhilaration that coated her next words. ‘You really haven’t lived until you’ve tried jumping off a mountain like Mont Blanc. When you get the wind lifting your sail and then you turn and run and jump into nothingness, with nothing more than a nylon sail to keep you from falling thousands of feet onto the rocks. When you can sail over crevasses deep enough to hide a city as big as Aberdeen and close enough to glaciers to feel like you could reach out and touch them. It’s the closest thing to flying that you could ever experience.’ Jodie let her words fade into a sigh of happiness. ‘It’s the best feeling ever...’

			She was turning as she spoke and she suddenly caught her breath, embarrassed by what must have sounded like an impassioned advertisement for the sport of paragliding to someone who didn’t know her and probably wasn’t the least bit interested in her recent holiday.

			Someone like the man standing on the other side of the room, by the top of the staircase that came up from Reception? He was staring at Jodie as if she had been talking about something that wasn’t simply over the top but possibly highly offensive.

			A tall stranger who was dressed in the same uniform she was wearing herself. Heavy boots. Black trousers with a tee shirt tucked into them. A black tee shirt with the logo of the Aberdeen Air Ambulance service beneath one shoulder and a small blue and white Scottish flag on one sleeve. Hair as dark as his clothing and facial features that were defined and eye-catching.

			He was good-looking, there was no question about that, but that wasn’t what was making this first impression of this man something completely out of the ordinary. There was a presence about him. A sense of calm, perhaps, that suggested he was totally in command of both himself and what was happening around him. For someone who preferred to remain in complete control herself, it was actually a little disturbing—as if a large rock was about to be thrown into the relatively calm pool of Jodie Sinclair’s life.

			So she stared back as if she could deflect anything that was potentially unwelcome. There might have been just a hint of defiance in her look that could well have contributed to the awkward silence that became apparent as the echoes of Jodie’s enthusiastic response to the question of how her holiday had been evaporated. It was Dion who broke the silence.

			‘Eddie...come in.’ He was smiling at the newcomer. ‘Come and meet your crew partner and your pilot. Jodie, this is Edward Grisham. Eddie, this is Jodie, our chief paramedic.’

			The stranger covered the gap between them with long, easy strides. It would have been rude to look away from him at this point but the steady gaze from a pair of eyes as dark as his hair seemed to be assessing her and, for some peculiar reason, Jodie felt her heart skip a beat—as if it mattered rather too much what he might be thinking of her? That was also disturbing...

			‘Good to meet you, Jodie,’ he said, holding out his hand. ‘I’m looking forward to working with you.’

			His eyes advertised intelligence at this close range and that smile suggested he found it easy to make friends. Jodie, however, found it easy to ignore that kind of superficial charm and she was still a little rattled by her first impressions of her new partner, so it might have taken a beat too long for her to put her mug of coffee down on the table before taking his hand to shake it.

			‘Good to meet you too, Edward.’ Her smile was one of genuine welcome but she wasn’t about to offer the same assurance of looking forward to working with him. That would depend entirely on how good he was at his job—in real life, not according to a CV or hearsay or what he might think of his own abilities.

			‘Eddie, please...’ He was still smiling at her. ‘Or Ed. Only officers from Revenue and Customs tend to call me Edward these days.’

			Jodie simply nodded. What she ended up calling her new colleague might also depend on how she felt about working with him but, in the meantime, it was quite nice to have a choice.

			‘Is there anything you’d like to go over before we start our shift? Any equipment you’re not so familiar with, or protocols that are different to what you’re used to?’

			His gaze was level. ‘I think I’m good, thanks. I might need to be reminded where things are for a day or two but I’m a quick learner.’

			Jodie held his gaze and it felt like a challenge. ‘Coffee’s over there,’ she said, tilting her head towards the bench. ‘There’s a pod machine or some very average instant. Milk’s in the fridge. You’ve got plenty of time to grab a cup before our team briefing starts in the meeting room at six forty-five, but I’ll be doing the drug check and restock for the shift in about five minutes. You might want to join me in the storeroom?’

			She turned away to pick up her own coffee mug again and found Dion watching her, one eyebrow raised. Had she been rude, not offering to make coffee for their new team member?

			Maybe. But guilt was another one of those emotions she had learned to control. She’d be more than happy to make a cup a coffee for Edward Grisham at some point.

			He just had to earn that privilege first.
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			She wasn’t tall. Five foot five at the most, given that the top of her head would barely reach Eddie’s shoulder. And there was no getting away from noticing that she was seriously...cute.

			Oh, man... Honed over the last couple of decades, Eddie had a skill that had become so automatic he was barely aware of his ability to absorb every detail about the appearance of a woman within the first few seconds of meeting her. He noted Jodie’s height and the way her crew tee shirt hugged her curves. How the short style for her dark auburn hair suited her round face and that she had freckles she hadn’t bothered to disguise scattered all over her nose and the top of her cheeks.

			Her physical appearance was only the background impression Eddie was getting, however. There was something else about her that he could feel like a punch in his gut. Something almost compelling.

			Did Jodie Sinclair have this effect on everybody?

			Did that explain the slightly odd conversation he had had with the station manager, Dion, during his recent orientation days?

			‘You’ll be working with Jodie Sinclair,’ he’d told Eddie. ‘Outstanding paramedic who’s about your age.’ An eyebrow had been raised. ‘A female partner’s not likely to be a problem for you, is it?’

			Eddie had blinked in surprise. ‘Why on earth would it be?’

			Dion had looked a little embarrassed. ‘It’s just a bit of a sensitive issue around here. We had a crew on another watch that, shall we say, imploded due to a relationship that was going on between crew members. A patient’s care was put at risk while they were having some...ah...personal issues.’ He’d given Eddie a stern look. ‘That’s never allowed to happen again. Not on my watch.’

			Eddie had assured Dion that he had nothing to worry about and he’d meant every word he’d said. Besides, there were more important things to be aware of in this first meeting with Jodie than any physical attributes. Maybe it was something professional about his new partner that he was finding so compelling? Like the impression of intelligence and that gleam in Jodie’s eyes that told him she liked being in charge. And that he was being assessed just as rapidly as he was assessing her.

			Fair enough.

			Eddie had found an article online last night about this rescue base that contained profiles of the team members and Jodie’s skills and achievements had been described in glowing terms. As an advanced practitioner in critical care, she had done extensive postgraduate training in pre-hospital medicine, completed a master’s degree in paramedic science and gained high level qualifications in therapeutic procedures and drug administration. She might be a couple of years younger than Eddie but she was very definitely his senior as far as rank was concerned.

			He had no trouble respecting that authority. He was quite prepared to earn any respect he might be given in return and he was more than happy to forgo a cup of coffee to be in the storeroom with her to go through the medication packs, which was just as well because he knew damn well that that had been an instruction rather than an invitation.

			What Eddie was having a little difficulty with as he started this first day on his new job was what he’d overheard her saying as he’d arrived, when she’d been talking about hurling herself off one of Europe’s most prominent mountains. Or, rather, it was the way she’d been talking about it, her tone dismissing any dangers inherent in the activity because of the pleasure it provided.

			Just the way Mick used to talk about every new extreme sport he’d thrown himself into in the last few years. She must have seen the life-shattering consequences of bodies being badly broken or people losing their lives even when they weren’t flirting with the dangers for pleasure. Eddie had to hope that it was just bravado that was making her sound so blasé about it. Or that he was overly sensitive on the subject right now because of Mick.

			He had to work with this woman. In a profession that relied heavily on following safety procedures to the letter. Eddie was all too aware of how quickly the conditions in a mission could change. Given her seniority to him, his own life could depend on the decisions that Jodie would have the final say on and it wasn’t the best start to have a warning light flashing in the back of his mind.

			He was quite prepared to trust her. But trust had to be earned.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			BY THE TIME he was halfway through his first shift with Aberdeen Air Ambulance’s Blue Watch, Edward Grisham was confident that his new crew could well turn out to be up there with the best people he had ever worked with. Gus, the pilot, and their crewman, Alex, were both obviously highly experienced and competent in their roles and were disguising any wariness about the new boy at school with a friendliness that was very welcome. He could understand their curiosity about him and was quite happy to answer their questions about his time in Australia and his background when they stopped for a meal break.

			‘So you grew up in Dundee?’

			‘I did. With my older sister, Ella, and my two brothers.’

			‘Older or younger brothers?’

			‘Well, technically, they’re both older than me but only by a few minutes. We’re triplets.’

			‘No way...’ Even Jodie had been startled by that information and the curiosity in her eyes as she glanced up from her paperwork made Eddie notice their colour properly for the first time. Her eyes were brown but a much lighter shade than his own. A kind of milk chocolate sort of brown. The same warm colour of those freckles, in fact.

			Nice...

			‘So you got cloned before you were even born.’ Alex looked impressed.

			‘We’re not identical. Ella’s dad died when she was a baby and our mum got married again when Ella was about six years old. She and Dad wanted a baby of their own but nothing was happening so they tried IVF. Didn’t work the first time with two eggs so they talked their doctor into chucking another one in on the next round for luck.’

			‘And they got three of you?’ Gus was grinning. ‘Your poor mother.’

			‘Ella was eight by then so she was like a second mum to us.’ He made a face. ‘I think it might have put her off ever having her own kids.’

			‘What was it like?’ Jodie sounded still curious. ‘I had friends at school who were twins and I always thought that was special. You’re the first triplet I’ve ever met.’

			Eddie rather liked the way she was looking at him as if he could possibly be something special himself. He wanted Jodie to like him, he realised. So he held her gaze for a heartbeat longer as he gave her the smile that he had every reason to believe made women melt at least a little.

			‘We were a pretty wild little pack by all accounts. Ella loves telling the story of how we nicked Mum’s nail scissors and gave each other haircuts when we were about three years old. She says we thought the whole escapade was even more hilarious when she told us it looked like someone had run over our heads with a lawnmower.’

			Jodie didn’t return the smile. ‘At least you didn’t come back from Australia with a mullet.’

			She went back to her paperwork, having dismissed his childhood reminiscence. It was definitely time Eddie stopped talking about himself and it was clearly far too soon to expect to hear any snippets of his senior paramedic partner’s early years.

			She wasn’t being unfriendly despite not smiling back. And he hadn’t found anything to account for that niggling disquiet about her during their work together so far today.

			Jodie Sinclair was just as competent as Gus and Alex. She was focused, quick but efficient, and seemed to be following protocols to the letter so automatically that it was easy to work with her. Not that they’d faced any particularly challenging missions so far—two interhospital transfers, a man with an evolving myocardial infarct who needed urgent treatment that a rural clinic couldn’t provide and a car accident that had ended up not needing the skills of the air rescue crew for the minor to moderate injuries involved.

			Not that Eddie had any concerns about how this crew would respond to a serious event. Not at all. He was looking forward to being part of such a call-out, in fact. It was just that...

			...that something was still bothering him. Nothing he could put his finger on, exactly, but it was there at the back of his mind. An unknown. Perhaps it was because of a natural wariness on both sides as to how this crew would gel when they were tested with more than simply routine work. Or maybe it was a leftover antipathy from early this morning to the way he’d heard her talking about hurling herself off mountains. She might be winning some trust on a professional level but, personally—despite that curiosity about his own upbringing as a triplet, she was still a stranger.

			Maybe his disquiet was due to the fact that what was bothering him felt like a warning of some kind.

			One that went up a notch, for some reason, when the call he’d been hoping for came through just after their lunch break.

			‘It’s near Fort William,’ Dion told them, coming into the staffroom as their pagers were sounding. ‘Closer to Glasgow than us, but currently we’re the only chopper available. A mountain rescue team has been activated but it’s going to take them some time to get to the scene. Sounds like the access is going to be a wee bit gnarly.’

			The crew were already moving—heading for the staircase that led down to the hangar, their boots clattering on the steel treads.

			‘Mountain biker,’ Alex relayed, managing to read a screen as he kept moving. ‘Hit a log on a downhill run and went headfirst over the handlebars.’

			‘Head, neck and chest injuries.’ Jodie was first into the cabin of the helicopter and clicking her harness into place as Eddie climbed in after her.

			‘Have we got a GCS?’ he asked.

			‘Apparently fifteen,’ Jodie responded. ‘Conscious and alert. The other rider with her is making sure she’s not moving but she’s in a lot of pain.’ She fastened the strap of her helmet. ‘Gus? What’s our ETA?’

			‘Twenty minutes flight time or thereabouts.’ Their pilot’s voice was loud and clear in the helmet’s inbuilt headphones. ‘But we can’t know your ETA to the patient until we have a look at what the access is like. I’ve been in the area before and winching you in might not be an option, given the tree cover and the wind gusts we’re getting today.’

			Twenty minutes was more than enough time to remind himself of everything important Eddie had learned or dealt with when it came to potential head, chest and neck injuries. He knew they would have to check carefully for any major trauma and that anything compromising the airway or circulation took precedence over a potential spinal injury. He knew the whole raft of interventions and drugs that could be used to stabilise the patient enough to move them to the nearest major trauma unit in a tertiary hospital. He knew how to ensure the patient was appropriately immobilised, positioned and protected from any secondary injuries for that transport.

			But this felt completely different to any other call he’d had to an accident like this.

			Because of Mick.

			Because he now had personal experience of just how life-changing an accident like this could be. Eddie had always been aware of the weight of responsibility that came with the job he did. Aware of the power he had to change the course of the rest of someone’s life. Or even save that life. But this was the first possible spinal injury he would be assessing since Mick’s accident and that awareness was so acute, his adrenaline levels were high enough to be making his heart speed up and his mouth feel dry.

			As if he was nervous?

			It didn’t help that the glance Jodie gave him suggested that she’d picked up on the tension he was feeling. Eddie knew she would be assessing every action of his along with her assessment of the scene and their patient. Nobody wanted a nervous crew partner. It also didn’t help that, as they circled the GPS co-ordinates they’d been given, it became apparent that Gus had been correct. There was no obvious place to land close to the scene and the tree cover on the steep hill was so dense it took some time to even catch a glimpse of the high vis vests the mountain bikers were wearing. A winch operation was well out of any safety boundaries.

			‘There’s a clearing beside that hut on the summit,’ Gus pointed out. ‘I can land us there but you’re going to have to carry your gear down the track from there.’

			‘The mountain rescue team are already on the track heading uphill,’ Alex added. ‘They’re carrying a basket stretcher which will make it easier to carry her back up.’

			The on-board portable stretcher was one less thing the crew needed to carry downhill, but they were approaching a patient who’d had a significant mechanism of injury and whose condition could well have deteriorated since their last update. They had to carry a life pack and oxygen, equipment to deal with any serious airway or breathing issues from an intubation kit to a suction device and a portable ventilation unit, as well as many other items, including IV gear, drugs, tourniquets, splints and dressings. Gus would be staying with the helicopter but there were packs for each of the others to carry and it didn’t escape Eddie’s notice that Jodie reached to pick up the largest one.

			‘I can take that,’ he said.

			Her quick glance told him the offer was neither needed nor welcome. She slipped her arms through the straps and had clipped the belt buckle into place by the time Eddie and Alex had gathered the rest of the gear and then led the way towards the track opening from the clearing, with a quick look over her shoulder to make sure the men were keeping up with her.

			Eddie lengthened his stride.

			The real test had just begun, hadn’t it?

			[image: No image description]

			Jodie was watching her new colleague carefully but not overtly, with a sideways glance here and a look over her shoulder there when he might not expect it. Something had been bothering her ever since she’d noticed how tense he was on their flight to this scene, thanks to that bunched muscle in his jaw that told her he was gritting his teeth and the way his hand clenched into a fist when he wasn’t using his fingers to scroll through the information coming in on their tablets. She hadn’t considered him to be showing any nerves so far today, so what was so different about this job? Given his track record, he had to be experienced enough in being dispatched to a trauma case of unknown severity for it not to be a problem. Was his current level of tension because this was the first case that might demonstrate to his new colleagues just how good he really was at his job?

			If so, and he did have anything to worry about, Jodie wanted to know exactly what it was.

			After a sometimes slippery and unpleasantly steep descent on a few parts of this mountain biking trail, they had arrived at the scene of the accident and Jodie deliberately held back to let Eddie approach their patient first.

			The young woman was lying on her back amongst rocks on the side of the trail, covered with a coat and with a woollen jumper folded and tucked under her head. A young man wearing only a tee shirt was holding the helmet she was still wearing, to keep her head still. Eddie nodded at him but crouched low so that the woman could see his face.

			‘Hey...’ The tone of his voice was as reassuring as a smile. ‘You’re Caitlin, yes?’

			‘Y-yes...’

			‘Sorry we took so long, sweetheart.’

			Ohh... Beneath that Crocodile Dundee casualness, as if they were just a bit late for a coffee date or something, Jodie could actually feel his sincerity. If he was acting, he’d nailed it well enough to win an Oscar. If she was in Caitlin’s position hearing those words and seeing his face that close to her own, she would feel as if she was the only person who mattered in the world in this moment.

			And what better way to feel when you were in pain and frightened and had no idea what was about to happen to you? Even if that was the only contribution Eddie was about to make to the management of this patient, making her feel that she was about to taken care of by someone who cared this much was priceless.

			‘I’m Eddie,’ he was saying now. ‘And I’ve got Jodie and Alex with me. We’re going to look after you, okay?’

			‘O-okay...’ Caitlin was shivering, despite the extra coat over her shoulders. And then she started crying. ‘It hurts...’

			‘What’s hurting the most for you?’

			But Caitlin was dragging in a breath following a sob and couldn’t get any words out. Jodie could see that Eddie was doing a rapid assessment. He shone his pen torch across both eyes to check pupil size and reaction and moved the jacket covering Caitlin, gently unzipping the one she was wearing underneath, so he could watch the way her chest was moving as she breathed. He put his fingers on her wrist, checking for a pulse, and Jodie knew he was taking in her colour and heart rate, and an idea of how low her blood pressure might be at the same time as scanning the surrounding rocks for any evidence of blood loss.

			Jodie was doing the same thing as she was opening their packs and getting gear out. She nodded approvingly at Alex, who had also taken in the first impressions and was ripping open the package for a foil blanket. They had taken a while to get here and hypothermia was a risk factor. He had the vacuum mattress kit on the ground beside him as well, which was their best bit of equipment for moving a patient with suspected spinal injuries.

			‘It’s her neck.’ It was Caitlin’s companion who answered for her when she just groaned again. ‘And I think she’s hurt her ribs because she said it hurt her to breathe and...and she’s going to be okay, isn’t she?’ His face was ashen. ‘She was going so fast when she hit that log and she landed on her head and just flipped over like a pancake and landed on these rocks. I’ve been too scared to let her move and...and it’s taken so long for you guys to get here.’

			‘I know... I’m sorry. What’s your name, mate?’

			‘Ian.’

			‘Good job keeping her warm and still, Ian. And getting help on the way. Was Caitlin knocked out by the fall?’

			‘She was a bit out of it, but not really unconscious. Just groaning and stuff.’

			‘You’re a friend of Caitlin’s?’

			‘We’re getting married next year.’

			‘Hey...’ Eddie was smiling again. ‘Congratulations. Caitlin? Can you hear me?’

			‘Mmm...’ The sound was a stifled groan.

			‘Can you squeeze my hand?’

			Eddie’s gaze flicked up to meet Jodie’s but she could see there was no movement at all in Caitlin’s hand as it lay completely limp inside his.

			But Eddie gave hers a squeeze. ‘That’s great,’ he said. ‘I’m going to get your helmet off now, very carefully, and we’re going to put a collar around your neck. I’m going to take care of your head so nothing moves that shouldn’t, but we do need to shift you a wee bit to get you off these rocks and onto something more comfortable while we find out properly what’s going on.’

			‘No...’ Caitlin had tears rolling down her cheeks. ‘Please don’t move me... It hurts...’

			‘We’re going to take care of that pain for you right now, sweetheart. Are you allergic to anything that you know of?’

			‘No...’

			‘Are you on any medications at the moment or have any medical conditions we should know about?’

			‘No...’

			Eddie got to his feet again. ‘Ian, I’m going to take your spot at Caitlin’s head there so I can look after her neck, but we’re going to need your help when we lift her off these rocks, okay?’

			‘Okay.’

			‘You go down by her feet so you can be ready to help lift in a minute or two. Jodie, can we get some pain relief on board for Caitlin, please? And, Alex, could you come and hold her head steady while I get this helmet off? Throw me a collar too, thanks.’

			Jodie slipped a cannula into a vein on Caitlin’s arm. If her blood pressure was as low as was indicated by how hard it was to feel her radial pulse, their patient was going to need more than IV pain relief. She would need fluids and drugs to maintain enough blood pressure to keep her spinal cord perfused.

			It was automatic to warn about the sharp scratch of the needle but her heart sank when it was obvious how little sensation Caitlin had in her upper limbs. It meant that her spinal injury was at a high level and, while it was impossible to know what the prognosis was when these signs could be due to something temporary like spinal shock, it was an ominous sign. It also meant they needed to keep a sharp eye on her breathing and it was an indication that intubation might well be necessary to look after her airway and keep her still enough during transport to avoid any additional damage when they couldn’t know how unstable a spinal fracture might be.

			Eddie had to be thinking about the same things, judging by how serious his face was as he directed everybody’s hand positions and issued instructions for how and when they moved, while he took responsibility for keeping her cervical spine in line with the rest of her spinal column as they did a log roll to get Caitlin onto the vacuum mattress that Alex had pumped air out of to make it a stiff board.

			‘Up on the count of three,’ Eddie ordered. ‘One, two...three...’ He had his hands splayed on either side of Caitlin’s head to make sure her neck bones stayed in line with the rest of her spine as she was turned.

			Caitlin cried out in pain but, in her position controlling the shoulders, it was possible for Jodie to steady her body against her legs as she ran her fingers down her spine to check for any obvious deformities or painful areas. There was no bleeding that she could see. With Ian’s assistance they tucked the stiff mattress behind Caitlin and then it was time to turn her back again.

			‘Down on the count of three.’ Eddie’s face was so focused it looked almost grim now. ‘One, two...three.’

			They could slide the mattress onto flat ground now, away from solid objects like smaller rocks that could cause problems. They let air back into the mattress so it could conform to her body shape and then took enough out for it to shrink and provide immobilisation support while they did a rapid but thorough primary survey, assessing breath sounds and chest movement more accurately and attaching monitoring equipment to get baseline measurements of blood pressure, oxygen saturation and heart rhythm.

			With that done, and the timely arrival of the mountain rescue team with their carrying power and expertise in navigating difficult terrain for an extrication, they were ready to take the remaining air out of the mattress and secure the straps which would provide the safest immobilisation and meant that Caitlin could be easily lifted into the basket stretcher the mountain rescue team was carrying. The high sides of the plastic basket and all the handholds were designed to help carry someone up steep terrain like this and having Caitlin cocooned in the vacuum mattress would make the switch to the helicopter’s stretcher seamless.

			Eddie bent the top of the air mattress closer to Caitlin’s head as it shrank to provide the same kind of support that sandbags or blocks could offer, but Jodie suddenly signalled Alex to stop pumping.

			‘Wait...’ She glanced at the monitor where an alarm was beeping and then at Caitlin’s chest. Her breathing rate had increased but it was still shallow and her oxygen saturation
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